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        I went into space looking for my sister, what I found is an alien claiming I’m his.

        

        Five years ago, Earth made contact with the Twenty-Three Tribunal, a government of twenty-three superior alien races that rule over the known universe. Deemed too primitive to protect ourselves, the Tribunal slapped a ‘Protected’ status on Earth, declaring us off-limits to the more advanced races that would exploit or enslave us.

        

        Someone has been violating the status.

        

        Last year, like so many others before her, my sister Isla disappeared without a trace. And with the Tribunal unwilling, or simply unable to help us, I’ll do anything, even something really crazy, to get her back.

        

        With the help of my best friend and an alien smuggler I’ve captured, I’ve got a crazy plan. A plan that involves a neuro-transmitter, a one-way ticket off of Earth, and a very powerful drug that will help me infiltrate an illegal alien slave market.

        

        I expect to be used, abused, and violated in my quest to gather evidence.

        

        What I don’t expect is to be captured and claimed by a huge silver alien …
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      Maul

      The sickening plush comforts of my father’s office push me to the point of revulsion. The man is the pillar of our caste and yet he lives like some pampered royal. Where once he commanded the battalion of Red Masks, he now sits before me as Commander of the Red School of Enforcement. Plush in his warm, comfortable office. There isn’t a sharp corner to be seen, even his desk is rounded like the curves of a woman.

      “As I was saying, Maul, we need to be careful with your approach. We can’t be seen by the Premier as being overly suspicious of…”

      “There is no we, father.”

      “Now, Maul, when I spoke with the Minister of Finance…”

      “Who has zero authority or influence on my position.”

      Standing up from the chaise, my father tries to be imposing with his height and size, but it’s not working. I have long outgrown him in size and bulk. That he has to use the arm of the chair to push off doesn’t aid in his bluster one bit.

      “Maul, my son, listen to me now. We are in a tenuous alliance with the Crima. The last hundred years of peace could be ended at any moment if we push too hard on the guidelines from the peace accordance. They are a barbarous race but...”

      “Slavers, Father, and on the outer rims of this arm of the galaxy they still continue their trade with no rules.”

      “Well, yes, but the political machinations at work…”

      “Are of no consequence to me or the Red Masks. We answer to the Tribunal. You are trying to curry favor with—”

      In his day my father was once a very dangerous fellow, but he has allowed himself to become weak with power. Where he was once fearsome in battle, now he is as soft and weak as a lamb.

      The hand that comes up to strike me across the face is easily caught in my large fist.

      Yanking him close to me, I growl, “Do you dare strike a Red Mask?”

      “Now see here, Maul, I’m your father and you will—”

      “No, you are a fat louse whose political ambitions of rising in caste have put him in peril of losing any chance of rising beyond here,” I say as I push him back into his chair.

      His broad shoulders slump as the reality of my words hit him.

      “Just consider looking at all of the angles before you go rushing in to arrest anyone. The humans are a smarter race than we give credit. Just because they have, for the moment, been put out of reach through the Slaver Mandates doesn’t mean that one day they won’t be. They are not advanced enough to push out even the weakest of the twenty-three, but one day soon the vote may sway in favor of using their solar system—and by that extension using them as tools or slaves.”

      “That day is not today, Father, and by the Twenty-Three Tribunal, I will follow and enforce their mandates to the letter.”

      “For the star’s sake Maul, lighten up! Every single Mask out there must ‘follow’ the mandates,” he says as he mimics my words. “But even in my days, we understood sometimes you must look at the bigger picture. Step on a bug here and it angers the whole nest.”

      Turning away from him, I resist the cringe I feel as I walk across his star’s-forsaken carpet. It’s an affront to the code of the Mask. We live barren lives so that we may understand nothing but the law.

      “Maul,” he calls out to me as I reach the door to his office. “Your mother wants you to come visit. She cannot understand why you insist on punishing her while you stay wrathful with me.”

      Turning to him, I snarl, “I will visit my mother when I am able to. I don’t punish her.”

      With that I rip his door open and take a much needed step out of the horrid office. Outside his office, the gray stoned hallway is all cool, straight lines. The air is much more to my liking, cold and brisk.

      Taking a deep breath, I shut the door behind me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lexi

      The floor is hard and unforgiving against my knees. My back aches from holding this same position for over an hour. I stare forward, chin up, hands on my thighs, seeing but not seeing as I focus my eyes on the blank white wall.

      The world is a blur but the words I hear are crystal clear.

      “She’s not ready,” Jack hisses angrily.

      I’ve known him for so long, since we were in preschool, even though I can’t see him I can picture the way he looks perfectly inside my head. He always stands tall, taking advantage of his full six and a half feet to loom over others. He’s probably looming over poor Yarrel right now. When he’s angry, he’s quite impressive. His dark eyes narrow to slits and his face flushes a dark red. There’s a thick vein in his neck that seems to grow and throb the angrier he gets, and no doubt he’s clenching his hands into tight fists.

      If the numbness wasn’t weighing me down, my heartbeat would skip a beat. Not ready? I’ve been training for this mission for six months.

      If the drugs pumping through my veins weren’t enslaving my nervous and emotional systems, I’d probably be hurt by his lack of faith in me.

      But all I feel is calm.

      I am nothing.

      This is nothing.

      The fog thickens around me until Yarrel’s voice pulls me out. “She is ready. She’s been ready for weeks. The council is ready to move forward—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what the council is ready to do,” Jack snaps. “This entire operation is a fucking joke. You idiots are going to get her killed!”

      I feel the vaguest twinge in my fingers and fight the sudden urge to move.

      Every day, it takes more and more serenity to pull me under. If we wait any longer, it won’t affect me at all.

      If I have to do what I’m about to do and feel everything as well…

      The fog thickens once more and I welcome the loss of my thoughts.

      Yarrel sighs. “You know she wants to do this. She’s determined to rescue Isla...”

      Everything sharpens, coming back into focus at the sound of my sister’s name. Isla is up there, somewhere, enduring who knows what.

      It’s been six months. Six long months.

      I might not even find her.

      My pulse threatens to quicken but I center myself, bringing it back under control.

      The wall is white. My head sits upon my shoulders.

      Inside, I’m safe. Inside I can block everything out if I want to.

      Jack mutters something I can’t quite make out and then there’s a loud bang as something slams into the wall.

      It doesn’t surprise me. I’d be surprised if he was suddenly willing to go along with this. He’s been trying to talk me out of this mission since we first apprehended Yarrel.

      But there’s no going back now. I was a goner the moment they took her. I won’t rest until I know Isla is safe.

      “It’s out of our hands,” Yarrel says apologetically, and I don’t know why, but I don’t trust him. He sounds sincere but he doesn’t feel sincere. “All the necessary preparations have been made. We board tomorrow.”

      “Fuck!” Jack growls and there’s another thud as something connects with the wall. “This is crazy. It’s fucking suicide. I can’t let her go through with this.”

      There’s a bit of a scuffle and Yarrel calls out, “Wait, Jack. It’s too late—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what the council wants! I’ll show them that this mission is doomed to fail. All they’re going to accomplish is getting her killed!”

      Out of the corners of my eyes, there’s movement.

      I continue to stare forward.

      After all these months, I’ve mastered seeing without looking. Never moving my eyes to get more of the picture. If you focus on what’s floating around the center, you can put the pieces of the puzzle together.

      A pair of boots thumps around me. Thick and black. Bureau issued.

      Jack comes to stand in front of me, blocking out my white wall.

      Lexi, he probes at my mind but I push him out.

      I let him in once, when we were first connected by the neural transmitter he had us implanted with, and that brief moment ruined our friendship forever.

      If I would have known how he felt, how he’s really felt about me over all these years, I would have never allowed myself to be bound to him.

      Now he’s my only hope of making it back. My only connection to Earth.

      “So that’s how it’s going to be?” Jack says with frustration. “You’re determined to go along with this? You’re determined to throw yourself away on this fool’s errand?”

      I can’t take the bait. I can’t allow him to visibly affect me at all. If I show even the minutest of reactions, the entire operation could be called off. Everything relies on me appearing to be under the full effect of serenity, an alien drug so powerful it sucks you inside of yourself while turning everything else off.

      Over the past six months, under Yarrel’s guidance, we’ve been building up my tolerance to the drug. At first, I was sucked completely in, living in a warm bubble of bliss. Completely oblivious to the outside world. My body continued to function without my mind, and I was essentially turned into a human robot.

      Things were done to me. My body was used, tested, maybe even abused, but I was completely unaware. Inside myself, I was in my own personal little heaven.

      It took eight weeks before I could fight my way back through the fog.

      Yarrel wasn’t even sure it was possible. He waited until I finally surfaced, breaking through the bubble, before informing me that he’d never witnessed a human pull themselves out before.

      We’re so weak, so vulnerable, he claimed, that we tend to get lost inside ourselves.

      “I know you’re here, Lexi,” Jack says, taking a step toward me. “You may fool them but you can’t fool me. I’ve known you for how long now? Twenty-two years?”

      More like twenty-one years. But he knows that. He knows the exact day and the exact time we first met in Miss Amanda’s class. I learned that and much more when the transmitters connected us.

      He’s just trying to get me to respond.

      He takes another step toward me and I feel that twinge in my fingers. My body wants me to move. Something bad is about to happen, but I have to remain still.

      I stare forward, focused on his stomach. Imagining I can stare right through him and see the wall.

      But then he takes another step, and another. Growing larger until I’m staring at his groin.

      “Do you really think you can do it?” he asks, his voice lowering to an angry whisper. “Do you really think you can block it out when they take you? When they use you?”

      He reaches down and grabs me by the back of my head. Tugging on my hair, he forces my eyes up.

      His dark eyes are narrowed and his face is red. That angry vein in his neck throbs.

      “What will you do, Lexi, when they fuck you with their alien cocks?”

      Nothing.

      I will do nothing. I will feel nothing.

      I will run deep, deep inside myself.

      My eyes begin to cloud over and Jack yanks painfully on my hair.

      “No, no, don’t run away. Stay right here with me. I’m not done.”

      His fingers dig into the back of my head while his other hand moves between us. The metal of his buckle glints in the light as he fumbles with his belt.

      The protective fog in my mind thins, weakened by the force of my growing terror.

      He’s not… He can’t…

      I’m staring up at his face but I see without looking as he yanks his belt out.

      “What do you think you’re doing?!” Yarrel bellows from behind me.

      “This is the final test,” Jack says, his jaw tensing with determination. “If she can’t whore herself for me, her best friend, how will she be able to do it for those alien freaks?”

      “You can’t do this,” Yarrel sputters. “Are you nuts? She’s already been through all her testing. She’s already proven, time and time again—”

      “I don’t fucking care,” Jack roars, cutting him off.

      Jack’s grip tightens, his fingers painfully tearing hair from my scalp. But I don’t complain. I don’t twitch. I don’t groan.

      To do so would be failure.

      If I fail, I’ll lose Isla forever.

      I’ll do anything to find her and rescue her. Anything.

      The fog swirls in my corners.

      Even this.

      “You’re crazy!” Yarrel exclaims. “You’re compromising the entire mission.”

      Jack ignores him, looking down to me. In his eyes, behind the anger, I see his pain. Selfishly, he wants me to fail because he wants me all to himself.

      If I would have known he was in love with me when we first put together this recon mission, I would have asked to be reassigned to someone else. But how could I know? We’ve been best friends for years. We grew up beside each other, in neighboring houses. To me he’s always been like a brother.

      “That’s it!” Yarrel roars. “I’m having you reassigned. You’re off the mission. Get out.”

      Jack shakes his head, his eyes never leaving me. “For one, you don’t have the authority. You’re only working for us as long as we need you. And for two, we’re already connected. It’s too late to pair her up with someone else. Go ahead, pull me off. Either way, the mission is a bust…”

      “Fuck!” Yarrel curses.

      He needs this mission to succeed just as much as I do. Six months ago, I picked Yarrel up while scouring the black markets for information on my sister. He’s an illegal alien, literally, from another planet I can’t even pronounce—Exqucthk. I busted him in Rome, selling off-world psychedelics to horny ravers. He was about to be handed over to the ruling alien government in this part of the galaxy, the Twenty-Three Tribunal, when he struck a deal with my superiors.

      It’s no secret that even though Earth is technically a protected planet, we’re struggling with illegal poachers. Ever since we made first contact, men, women, and children have been disappearing by the droves.

      A multi-national bureau was formed in response to the growing threat, the International Human Protection Bureau, or just ‘the Bureau’ for short. But given our lack of advanced technology, and our inability to retrieve those that are taken off-planet, we’ve been mostly ineffective.

      Unable to do more than record those who have disappeared.

      That is until Yarrel started spilling the beans. Exchanging info in return for not being handed over to the Tribunal. Through him, we’ve learned about serenity and the illegal slave rings the alien poachers control.

      My superiors contacted the Tribunal, sharing the information we received while claiming it came from an anonymous source. But without any physical evidence, the Tribunal has so far been unwilling to act on our behalf.

      They’ll only act if and when we present irrefutable proof.

      Jack’s fingers in my hair tug, pulling my head down.

      I will provide the irrefutable proof.

      With Yarrel’s help, I’ll infiltrate one of the many illegal slave markets, and everything I want the Bureau to see and hear will be transmitted back to Jack through the telepathic connection of our transmitters.

      Jack pushes my head down until I’m at eye level with his groin. Now that he’s no longer holding me with his eyes, I run as hard and as fast as I can deep inside myself. But my fog has thinned into a wispy mist. There’s not enough to block everything out. It’s like looking through a frosted window. I can still see and hear.

      And feel.

      Jack takes a deep, shuddering breath and then the hand holding the back of my head guides me forward.

      “Suck me off,” Jack rasps.

      “Oh, fuck!” Yarrel cries out in disgust.

      My nose bumps into the crotch of Jack’s pants and I reach out to brace myself. I want to hesitate. I want to stall and give him a chance to change his mind. But even a split second will give him all the ammo he needs to call the mission off.

      My hands move, sliding up.

      Finding the button of his pants, I begin to open them.

      My movements are steady, almost robotic.

      I feel nothing.

      This is nothing.

      I gather what little fog I have left and wrap it around myself.

      Jack has always been like a brother to me. A friend I could always count on. We’ve been through so much together.

      So much.

      Jack’s breathing quickens as I pull his zipper down.

      When I first learned he was in love with me, I tried to reciprocate his feelings. I tried to make myself feel more… but I just can’t. There’s literally a lifetime of platonic feelings to overcome.

      Maybe now he’ll stop me, I hope as I pull his pants down.

      I know he doesn’t really want to do this. He’s not excited at all. He’s just trying to psyche me out.

      His pants pool at his feet.

      I reach up.

      This is nothing. This is nothing, I repeat as I pull down his boxers.

      He’s soft, his flesh limp against the dark nest of hair covering his groin.

      This is only a means to an end. When it’s all over, I’ll find a way to forget.

      I reach for him and he shoves me away, cursing out, “Fucking hell!”

      I tumble backwards and then Yarrel is there, catching me. “It’s okay, Lexi, it’s okay,” he murmurs, and I feel a sharp prick in the side of my neck.

      My chest swells. My veins flood with warmth and my eyes cloud over.

      Bliss washes over me. Warm, bubbling bliss.

      Angry voices float above my head. Bursting into golden, glittering sparkles.

      “Are you happy now?” Yarrel snarls. “Did she pass your fucking test?”

      The waves lap at my toes, pulling me closer.

      “Yes,” Jack answers angrily. “She passed with flying colors.”

      I’m sinking.

      Sinking.

      “Good,” Yarrel mutters. “Then the mission is a go?”

      “Yes, it’s a go,” Jack reluctantly confirms.

      I won, I realize just before I slip under.

      He tried to psych me out but I psyched him out.
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      Maul

      “Maul, are you sure you want to anger your father like that?” Marketh’s voice annoyingly floats through my mind.

      “I care very little how angry he is. He holds no power over me, Marketh.”

      “You say that, but I’m the one monitoring your body’s vital signs.”

      Shaking my head, I continue down the dim corridor. He’s right that my vitals have risen. I may be able to control my outer emotional appearance, but my anger on the inside is not so easily hidden.

      Not from Marketh.

      The moment he was implanted on my brain, the symbiote has been a part of my life. From the start of my training, the rise through the common ranks, and now as a head investigator of the Tribunal.

      “I could have you removed you know,” I growl quietly.

      “There is a one in three hundred and forty-one chance it would lobotomize you. If you were stupid enough to take that risk, I would have never chosen to be placed in you.”

      “You didn’t choose that, Marketh. You were assigned to me just like I was with you.”

      A gravelly laughter fills my head. “That’s what you think. While you are on the narrow path of righteousness, I myself wasn’t the least bit afraid to intercede on my own destiny.”

      Marketh could be joking, then again I know him. He might play innocent to the Tribunal when he is scanned, but I can read him like he does me.

      “Now that you’re blocking me out, would you mind telling me what you have planned?” he asks as we come to a row of elevators.

      “I need to finish packing then we need to make sure our cover is solid. Have you connected to the Central Net yet for any updates?”

      “I will as soon as we get out of this building. They had no forethought when it came to connecting to anything that wasn’t hardwired.”

      The Citadel is the largest structure and perhaps grandest on Rathturia. It is the showcase of our ascent to the Tribunal. We, the Rathturia, are a proud race, as we should be. We sit in the highest chair of the Tribunal.

      But as Marketh has so succinctly put it, the ability to transmit data through the thick walls is less than optimal.

      The elevator opens silently as I watch one of the two occupants get out and head in the opposite direction of my father’s office. The woman remaining in the elevator is one of the guards.

      Nodding my head, I step into the enclosed box.

      “What level, sir?”

      “The hangar.”

      I shift to the back of the elevator as I feel the almost weightlessness sensation of us traveling down three hundred floors. The hangar isn’t on the lowest floor, but with how wide and long the building is, it’s placed on a floor where there is enough space to house the vast amount of vehicles of those who work or live here.

      The falling sensation ends as suddenly as it began. The doors open and I step out into the controlled chaos. Walking up to one of the parking attendants, I give him my space number and climb into an open-air shuttle car. We speed out to the outer confines of the hangar, reaching my slate gray bullet.

      All around me are the large and small personal craft used by my race, though the large sized ones are in far more use than the small ones like my own. My two-person bullet is shaped to almost the same dimensions of a spear tip. The front view station slides up, away from the cockpit.

      Climbing up into the front seat, I pull the straps of my harness over my chest.

      “Marketh, get us out of this congestion.”

      “Doing so. Maul, you still haven’t shared with me what you’ve been planning since we went to see your father.”

      “The plan is still the same. We fly out to the Archlean System and use our cover to buy our way into the private auction. Once there, we gather the evidence we need. Then we come back to the Tribunal with said evidence in hand. Then we go on to the next case.”

      “You sound so sure of yourself, Maul, I almost believe you. Your heart rate is telling me that’s not all.”

      “Marketh… I’m warning you. Do not pull this shit on me.”

      We enter a short silence as we slowly gain traction in the long line of vehicles exiting the hangar. Even with all the modern advancements my society has made, traffic jams still plague our existence.

      “One in three hundred and forty,” my symbiote says after we shoot up into the crystal clear pink sky.

      “You said forty-one earlier. Are you forgetting your own load of bullshit, bud?”

      “I’ve connected to Central Net. It seems someone was in the middle of trying the procedure...”

      Shaking my head, I say, “Let’s go home.”

      I use to reside in the barracks at the Red Masks’ headquarters. That ended the day I gained the first black stripe on my Mask. It would be, as I was told, unheard of to live such a spartan lifestyle now that I had risen from the rank and file. Buying my home brought me little pleasure, though. It now meant I had to travel to work instead of simply opening my door and walking to my office.

      Pulling the hardened metal away from my face, I turn it towards me. The blood red color of the metal is stricken with four black stripes. Each one was a badge of honor and a rise through the ranks. Being on the last tier of officers, I’m finally in a position to choose my path, to do the things I most want. To work directly for the Tribunal.

      To be their arm of order.

      One more damnable stripe, though, and I’ll lose it all. I’ll reach past the top of my castes’ rung. I will be of the ruling class, a bloody fucking royal.

      Sliding the mask back into position on my face, I fasten the retainers. Looking out the window, I see my silver skin reflected back at me. Only my eyes show on my face, my nose and mouth are covered completely by the blood red mask.

      I reach up and rub my eyes. My day only seems to lengthen as I look out across the city. The sun is slowly rising from the east but I’m certain I will be working long past the close of the business day.

      “Marketh, what’s the ETA on the information requested for the cover identity?”

      “I have two ready for you, Maul.”

      “Two? Why in the stars do I need two?”

      “One is from the Commission, the other I have… designed.”

      The Commission is our branch of the Tribunal. While the Tribunal is the overhead figure, there are different branches of the castes. The Red Masks are the intelligence and military branch. Above us are the Royal Politicians and beside us are the Merchants. Down below us are the lower castes, the laborers and such.

      “What do you mean ‘designed’?”

      “The Commission has one built for you. Would it pass a standard check through our systems? No. Through another branch of the Tribunal? Probably.”

      I roll my eyes and just know the little symbiotic bastard is waiting for me to ask him, “And your cover?”

      “Unless someone has met you before, you would be a completely new person. I even have the identification chip ready to be changed to your new identity…”

      “That’s illegal, Marketh,” I loudly hiss out as my claws pop out of my hands. Taking deep breaths, I force them to retract.

      “Technically it’s not, Maul. As per article four, subsection fifteen point sixteen, paragraph twenty-five states that during an undercover investigation, if an officer feels that there is a clear and mortal danger to his person, they may change the identity of oneself in order to save himself and his current investigation.”

      “I’m willing to bet that there’s a large amount of words you didn’t just include, Mar.”

      “That may be true, but in essence, and more importantly our safety, what I’ve said will keep us in the clear.”

      “Why do you think we need that deep of a cover?”

      “For the same reason I think your father could be right on not needing to kick the whole nest of rabid howlers. I like my continued existence. If you die, it’s quite possible I will not be able to be implanted into another person.”

      Fucking self-aware symbiotes. “That’s not explaining the deep cover…”

      “Look at it like this, Maul, if we go in with the very thin cover they’ve currently provided you, who’s to say it isn’t accidentally too thin… Or even accidentally leaked?”

      I nod my head and say, “And the cover you have for us will get us off-planet? Get us past the Tribunal’s galactic defense systems?”

      “Yes, and I’ll tag your commission-based cover on some other traveling Rathturian. He goes out towards the eastern annex, while we head west.”

      “Marketh, mind popping out of my head? Do this the easy way.”

      “Easy for you,” Marketh says as a small floating orb of ever-moving silver liquid detaches from the personal computer attached to my wrist. The voice has the same sound as in my head, but this way I don’t feel like I’m arguing with myself.

      The orb circles around my head before settling itself two feet in front of me.

      Conversations with symbiotes are a complicated mess of very theoretical science that even I don’t fully understand. The gist of it is that we can block each other off or be a completely open book.

      Most are like Marketh and I. We are blocked to certain degree so that we can have some semblance of privacy.

      While he can stay in my head with me, I normally speak out loud instead. Internally feels very different than out loud. For some reason, our brains are wired in a way that internal communication is much more personal and open. From what I can understand, it allows our more hidden feelings to be exposed. It’s also a bit harder to keep secrets.

      That’s the Rathturian race though. Marketh is an S.I., aka Symbiotic Intelligence. He has his own secrets and desires, I guess.

      When we say S.I., it isn’t in the computer sense. They’re not computers, they’re organic intelligence that lack a body to house themselves in. S.I.s are a symbiotic race of beings we encountered several thousand years ago. At first, we hunted them for the abilities they gave if we ingested them.

      Then some intelligent guy decided to see what would happen if they were to touch our brains.

      That was when we first discovered these little bastards were sentient. We went from hunting the little jellyfish-like creatures to shoving them inside ourselves. We gave them a place to live and the ability to travel past their star, and in return they gave us powers beyond anything we had ever known.

      These little gel buggers are inserted into a hole that has been drilled into the base of our skull. It slithers in and then it enmeshes itself to our very brains.

      I watched a video about what was about to happen when I first entered the Academy. It turned my stomach pretty quick. It didn’t look natural or even remotely like something I wanted. That didn’t matter though, it was part of the process, and like in life, we all do things we don’t want to so that we can be what we want.

      S.I.s gave us the powers that allowed us to take our position at the top of the Tribunal. The Crima may think they are close to being our equals, but they aren’t. Being the second tier only means they are the first of those who are not first tier.

      “While we travel, Maul, I believe we should continue with your exercises. You have put them off long enough. Just because you are investigating…”

      “Leave it alone for now, Mar.”

      The silver orb vibrates for a moment before I hear a flat tone say, “As you wish, Investigator Asshat.”

      Growling at the orb, I raise my left hand. Concentrating with my mind, I push hard at the little orb. Watching it shoot away from me and slam into the front window gives me a tiny bit of pleasure.

      Marketh’s silvery orb comes shooting back at me and attempts to slam into my eye.

      Only the force of my will stops the little ball from blinding me.

      “Well done, Investigator Maul,” Marketh says happily.

      “Remember, if you take my eye out, it’s you who will be punished with me.”

      “I do, Maul, but if you would practice more I wouldn’t have to push you.”

      He has me there. I’ve been slow to learn the full functions of the powers Marketh has given me. His race are incredible beings, really. They formed their own way of fighting long before we gave them large bodies to use. Anything from telekinesis, to ESP, to body altering. They can even affect small areas with different atmospheres. Such as making it rain inside of a room.

      The more difficult powers such as ESP and atmosphere changing, however, are very rare. The S.I.s who can do that will rarely, if ever, bond to someone. The telekinesis that Marketh possesses is also rare but not quite as rare. Most S.I.s possess powers that give their hosts the ability to alter their own body in a way that’s beneficial, like increasing one’s metabolism or hardening one’s skin.

      The gray bullet slows quickly as it shuttles to a landing port outside my home. I live further from the city than most. It allows me to continue the lifestyle I need.

      Climbing out of the transport, I head into my house. The decoration here is kept to a bare minimum. The dining room is a single table big enough for two chairs. The bedroom is a bed large enough for two, maybe. No pictures hang from my walls; no carpets warm my floors. Here the walls are a slate gray and the windows stay closed.

      Marketh floats before me as he says, “When should I tell your mother to expect you? She has called three times in the last day to speak with you. I don’t feel like blowing her off anymore, Maul.”

      “Then don’t answer the call.”

      “You can’t hide from her forever, she wants to see you.”

      “Why? So she can sob over the misfortune of having a son who is unmated? So she can tell me how, if I just tried harder on finding my bondmate, that I would be so much happier?”

      The orb chuckles. “You speak as if being mated would be the end of the universe, Maul.”

      “I speak of being a pariah as it is. I don’t need a mother’s sadness weighing on my shoulders because I will not be providing her grandchildren.”

      “So I should not answer the current incoming call from her?”

      “No.”

      Marching past Marketh’s orb, I roughly shove my bedroom door open. I don’t need shit like this today when I’m trying to leave on a job.

      I grab the bag off the closet floor and pull the only clothing I have that isn’t uniforms out. Two sets of pants and three shirts. It’s not much, but it’s all I’ll need for the trip.

      Shoving them into the bag, I growl at myself. If the woman would just accept I am her failure she would be much happier.

      I’ve accepted it.
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      Lexi

      I’m all too aware of the blood pumping through my veins. Of the vinyl of the seat pressed against my cheek.

      My joints ache, protesting the ropes wrapped around me. My arms are secured behind my back and a rope connects my hands to feet.

      Facedown on one of the many benches in this rickety little shuttle, I can’t move, only wiggle.

      This would be so much easier if I could just hide inside myself, but I’m forced to do this part with only a partial dose of serenity. Just enough to keep me from going through withdrawal. I need to be delivered to the slavers like I was just snatched. Mostly aware. Terrified.

      Almost painfully sober.

      A hand comes down on my ass, big and heavy. I still, all my senses sharpening with alarm. I’ve been blindfolded so I can’t see, but I can still smell and hear. I smell metal, body odor and something else.

      Something wet and rotten.

      “Where did you pick this one up?” someone gurgles like they’ve got a throat full of water.

      As a human, I’m not supposed to be able to understand the common alien language that’s used between the many races of the Tribunal but my transmitter is capable of translating every word.

      It’s both a blessing and a curse.

      “Found her in an alley passed out,” Yarrel responds, sounding bored.

      Something wet and slimy strokes against my cheek. A worm? No, it’s too thick and way too long.

      The slimy thing slides down, towards my breasts. The tip pushing between my cleavage.

      That’s a frickin’ tentacle.

      I thrash against my bonds, half freaked out and half playing my part.

      “I’ll give you one hundred credits to have a go at her.”

      There’s a pause. Air is sucked in harshly.

      The tentacle continues to slide down the crevice between my breasts, leaving a trail of cold slime in its wake.

      “She’s so warm.”

      Inside I’m cursing Yarrel while I chew and gnash on my gag. Why isn’t Yarrel stopping this? He promised I wouldn’t have to endure anything while I’m fully aware.

      Suddenly the tentacle snaps out. There’s a loud gurgle, like a drowning person is trying to mimic a growl.

      “If you have a go at her it will cost me five hundred credits,” Yarrel snaps angrily. “Keep your fucking tentacles off my merchandise, scum sucker.”

      The gurgling voice gargles something I don’t understand. It must have been said in its native tongue.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Yarrel mutters. “Touch her again and I’ll cut the other seven off.”

      There’s the sound of something wet swishing and sliding away. The rotten smell dissipates yet something still plops around on the floor.

      “Fuck!” Yarrel says, and there’s a thump. The plopping suddenly stops.

      Panting, I try to center myself.

      My head is on top of my shoulders. I can turn everything off if I want to.

      Yet, I can’t turn everything off.

      The bench is hard against my stomach. The tips of my fingers are going numb.

      The slime between my breasts is leaking down.

      The bench suddenly shifts as someone sits beside me.

      “We’re almost there,” Yarrel whispers and I sense him leaning over me. Fingers touch my cheek, wiping the bit of slime there away. “Not much longer now.”

      I grunt in response. Every minute feels like an hour. An hour of awareness, an hour of torture. I try not to think about flying through space. Of how far away Earth must be by now.

      How long have I even been on this shuttle? My sense of time is all messed up.

      We could be anywhere.

      My need for a mental escape, my craving for serenity, is growing stronger.

      My eyes strain and my brain feels tight, like a muscle I’ve worked too much.

      Everything is too real, too sharp. There are too many questions I don’t have answers for. What kind of alien was that tentacle monster? Was it on Earth? What was it doing? How was it hiding?

      Are there other humans like me onboard?

      If I could see I could relay it all back to Jack through our connection. But I can’t see. I have no clue what the shuttle looks like or what’s around me. For all I know, the shuttle could be entirely full of humans.

      I drop my head down and sense Yarrel pulling away. I wait, and wait some more, before I begin to rub my face against the vinyl cushion of the bench, trying to work the blindfold up a little.

      One little peek. All I need is one little peek…

      “Lexi,” Yarrel hisses in warning.

      I still.

      My heart beats wildly. I’ve been caught.

      Yarrel leans over me again. The blindfold begins to feel loose then it tightens, the knot digging into the back of my head.

      Shit.

      Blindfolding me during this trip was Yarrel’s one and only condition for this mission. He’ll get me to the slavers, and he’ll do his best to get me out, but for whatever reason, I can’t see how we get there.

      “Remember, you keep your part of the deal and I’ll keep mine,” his voice slides into my ear, razor sharp. “Got it?”

      I slowly nod my head, regretting that I pissed him off. I’ve spent so much time with him over the past few months, sometimes it’s easy to forget that he’s an alien and he’s only helping me to help himself.

      Yarrel may have assisted me on Earth because he didn’t want us to turn him over to the Tribunal, but now that we’re up in space, out of the Bureau’s reach, all bets could be off.

      I have to put all my trust in him up here.

      The blindfold now firmly back in place, he leans away.

      Time drags on.

      And on.

      I ache for the fog, for an escape.

      I don’t know why, maybe it’s a symptom of withdrawal, but inside me there’s this growing sense of impending doom I just can’t shake.

      I can just feel it in my gut, something is about to go wrong.

      Without any warning, the bench beneath me begins to shudder. The shuttle comes to a rattling stop. Metal clanks against metal. Air locks hiss. Alien voices echo all around us.

      “We’re here,” Yarrel says cheerfully, and then I’m hauled up.

      The rope connecting my hands to my feet is broken and my feet fall towards the floor. Pins and needles stab my legs and I writhe in agony, but Yarrel gives me no time to recover. He just throws me over his shoulder and starts walking.

      I groan, utterly miserable, bouncing up and down as he carries me off the shuttle.

      A part of me wonders if this is payback for apprehending him on Earth. Is he treating me like this as some sort of revenge? Funny, all those days I was living happily in serenity, I never worried about him turning on me up here, light years away from home.

      I’m utterly defenseless. Completely at his mercy. If he turns on me now, I’m totally screwed. There is no backup. I’m cut off from everyone who could help.

      Yarrel turns to the left, carries me a few feet and then stops. Slowly, he slides me down to my feet and then my blindfold is lifted up.

      I blink, the sudden light stinging my eyes. Tears blur my vision until his face comes into focus.

      “How are you holding up?” he asks, his big baby blue eyes peering down at me with concern.

      I grunt against the gag and he smiles sheepishly, his cheeks tinting with color.

      For a moment, he looks almost human. He’s got one of those faces that just screams cute. The kind of face that comes off as soft and open. With his big blue eyes, straight nose, and full cheeks, it’s easy to feel like you can trust him.

      Then he blinks his third eyelid.

      I wait patiently as he loosens my gag and then spit it out. My tongue feels dry and my lips are chapped.

      It takes me a moment to croak out, “I’m just peachy, thanks for asking.”

      Looking around us, I take in the gray, empty hall. The walls are utterly smooth, the floor made out of some kind of rubber.

      “Where are we?” I ask, looking back to him.

      “We’re almost there,” he assures me and his eyes start to darken. “Last chance to turn back.”

      There’s something about his tone and the way that he’s looking at me that makes me stare hard at him.

      “Is that a threat?”

      Slowly, he shakes his head and the cropped brown locks on top sway with the movement.

      The air between us becomes charged. Am I reading too much into this? I get the feeling he’s trying to offer me another option. A way out.

      But I’ve come too far to turn back now.

      “I don’t want to turn back,” I say, steeling my spine and lifting my chin.

      I watch his nostrils flare and for a split second I’m afraid he’s going to do something, but I’m not sure what.

      Overpower me? Make my decision for me? Knock me out?

      His face might be as cute as a Japanese cartoon’s but his body is straight out of a superhero comic book. He’s thick and covered in muscles from head to toe.

      If he wants to overpower me, I’m completely fucked.

      We stare long and hard at each other and I refuse to blink until his shoulders relax.

      “Fine, have it your way,” he mutters.

      Before I can say something snappy back, he reaches out, grabs me by the back of the head and shoves the gag back into my mouth.

      I fight the invasion instinctively, trying to spit the nasty thing out.

      With a huff, he grabs me by the hips and heaves me up.

      Throwing me back over his shoulder, he says ominously, “Don’t say I never offered…”

      And starts to carry me down the hall.
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      Lexi

      Each step Yarrel takes, each rattle and bump is like a spike slamming through my brain. My skin feels damp with sweat yet my blood is chilling in my veins.

      I don’t think he gave me a strong enough dose of serenity before we left Earth. I can’t run away, I can’t escape. I’m trapped in this moment, forced to endure every little discomfort of my body.

      Every little itch, every little ache.

      My skin feels stretched too tight and my bones feel out of place.

      A part of me wonders if I’ve been in the fog for too long. When this is all over, will I ever be able to be normal?

      Probably not. How can anyone endure living in the moment when you have the option of checking out?

      Yarrel takes a sharp corner and starts to descend a flight of stairs. My stomach drops and a shudder racks through my body. My head bounces against the back of his shoulder and with my hands tied behind my back, I have no way to stop it.

      As another, more violent shudder racks through me, I know for a fact I’m starting to experience the first signs of withdrawal.

      I feel a sudden surge of anger.

      He knew how long it would take to get here. He knew I’d need more, much more than just that tiny dose…

      Yarrel’s footsteps quicken. The urge to lash out at him, to punish him for putting me through this is too damn strong.

      I grind my teeth against the gag in my mouth and then Yarrel stops.

      Is this it? My heart bangs against my ribs and my stomach twists.

      My ears strain as Yarrel shifts me and I feel his arm reaching out. There’s a short beep followed by the swish of a door sliding open.

      “Yarrel, my friend!” a high-pitched male voice calls out. “Come in, come in.”

      Yarrel steps forward and the anger I was feeling just melts away.

      It’s showtime.

      I hear the swish of the door closing behind us and then Yarrel carries me deeper into the room. The black rubber floor that was scrolling beneath us becomes a worn navy blue carpet.

      I lift my head up and mentally reach out to Jack. “Are you getting this?”

      I catch a glimpse of something pink before Yarrel flips me over his shoulder and then lowers me down onto something plush and soft.

      Jack probes at my mind, testing my walls. “Lexi? Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply irritably and look down. Okay, I’m sitting on a red couch. “I think we’re here.”

      Looking up, Yarrel’s eyes bore into me, reminding me to play my part.

      I snarl against the gag. As if I need the reminder.

      “Let me see what you’ve brought me!” someone says excitedly.

      Yarrel steps to the side and an alien comes forward.

      “What the fuck is that?” Jack exclaims inside my head.

      I try to scoot back but it’s almost impossible with my hands tied behind me.

      “How the fuck should I know?”

      The alien bumps Yarrel out of the way with its two left arms to get closer to me.

      “Oh!” it says, stopping in front of me and clapping it’s four pink hands together with glee. “It’s perfect!”

      My eyes are nearly bulging out of my head as I look the alien up and down. I’ve never seen anything like it before. It’s like something straight out of a nightmare… The alien looks like some mad scientist decided to cross a pig with a frog then for the heck of it threw in an entire set of extra arms and hands. Its torso is naked and bulbous, and it has a great big belly that jiggles when it moves. The skin that covers its body is pimpled and whitish-pink like a pig’s but its head is oval-shaped and topped with two round black eyes that bulge like a frog’s.

      “Hold on a sec. I’m pulling up the database the Tribunal provided us…”

      One of the alien’s right hands reaches for me. The fingers are too long, too pink, and too boney to ever pass for human.

      I growl against my gag and jerk away.

      “Oh! How cute!” it sighs and pulls its hands back. “Do you know if it’s male or female?”

      “It’s definitely female,” Yarrel says, smirking at me and crossing his arms over his chest.

      Is that supposed to be an insult?

      The frog-pig hybrid claps excitedly again. “Goody, we’ll get twice as much for the extra hole.”

      Extra hole?!

      “How much more are we talking?” Yarrel asks, lifting an interested brow.

      “Twenty thousand credits. Maybe more.”

      “What do you mean ‘maybe more’? Didn’t you already settle everything with the market?” Yarrel presses, his relaxed shoulders tensing.

      The frog-pig hybrid smiles, it’s already enormous mouth stretching even wider. “It depends on my special buyer taking a liking to her.”

      Yarrel uncrosses his arms and straightens. “What special buyer?”

      “I’ve been putting some feelers out…”

      Yarrel’s cute face hardens into a mask of scary anger. “That wasn’t part of our deal, Ram Gin-Gin.”

      Ram Gin-Gin blinks his big black eyes at Yarrel and the smile fades from its mouth. “We haven’t yet made a deal, my friend.”

      Jack’s voice suddenly fills my head. “They’re called Prigs, and I’m pretty sure that one is male.”

      “Well, that’s original,” I tell him as Yarrel and Ram Gin-Gin begin to argue about how to sell me.

      Jack chortles. “Yeah, you’re telling me, and that’s not all of it. They’re slavers that hail from Ofatala, a little planet on the other side of the galaxy that’s the number one in garbage disposal. They’ve basically turned their entire planet into a dump.”

      “Willingly?” I boggle. I try to picture an entire planet of trash and just can’t understand why someone would want to live in that.

      “Willingly,” Jack confirms. “They’re making a killing doing it, and it’s earned them one of the five strongest seats in Tribunal.”

      “Damn. So Ram Gin-Gin here’s race is pretty powerful... What’s it doing in the human slave selling business?”

      “I don’t know. Keep your eyes open and maybe we’ll find out.”

      “I said no outside buyers,” Yarrel glares at Ram Gin-Gin. “It’s too damn risky. I’ve already got the Red Masks breathing down my neck as it is. The last thing I need is to get busted trying to offload a protected species.”

      Ram Gin-Gin just blinks his black, emotionless eyes at Yarrel. “I understand your concern, my friend.”

      Yarrel starts to relax again and nods his head. It looks like he’s won his argument.

      Ram Gin-Gin’s mouth spreads once more into a wide, creepy grin. “But in this instance, you have nothing to worry about.”

      Yarrel frowns and stiffens. “What do you mean?”

      “My special buyer currently holds one of the most powerful seats in the Tribunal…

      “Oh, shit.” Jack curses.

      “There will be no repercussions if we make this deal with him.”

      “Abort mission, Lexi. I’m calling it.”

      “Like hell I will!”

      “Give Yarrel the signal, we gotta get you back to Earth.”

      I shake my head vehemently, forgetting that Jack can’t see it. My movement draws both Yarrel and Ram Gin-Gin’s attention.

      “We knew this could be a possibility,” I argue while Yarrel’s eyes bore into mine. He’s waiting for me to give him the signal to get me out of this, but, “This could be my only chance to save Isla and stop whatever conspiracy is…”

      Ram Gin-Gin’s long, frog-like tongue suddenly snaps out, the round tip connecting with my cheek.

      I scream behind my gag.

      What the fuck? Seriously, what the fuck?

      “Holy shit,” Jack says, sounding both awed and horrified.

      My cheek throbs a little from the contact but it’s the wetness that’s really bothering me. Large, gooey drops roll down my cheek, dripping onto my chest.

      That’s the second time I’ve been slimed today, god dammit.

      “Have you given her anything to soothe her?” Ram Gin-Gin asks. “She appears to be distressed.”

      “I’m distressed because you just slimed me with your freakishly long tongue, you idiot!” I snarl against my gag but it comes out all muffled.

      “No,” Yarrel says. “I sold my entire stash off before I stumbled upon her back on Earth.”

      Ram Gin-Gin bobs his head in understanding. “Perhaps we should give her something to help calm her? They’re expecting her in processing in two clicks.”

      “I’m serious, Lexi. Alert Yarrel, we’re aborting the mission.”

      Again, I shake my head and suck a deep breath in through my nose. Jack can suck it; I’m going through with this. This opportunity may never come around again. Not only do I have a chance to uncover the market’s illegal slaving practices, I have a chance to expose a corrupt high-ranking Tribunal official in the process.

      Once more Yarrel stares hard into my eyes and I know he’s waiting for me to alert him. To blink our signal. When I don’t, he just shrugs his shoulders and tells Ram Gin-Gin, “Couldn’t hurt.”

      Ram Gin-Gin claps his hands together as if he’s excited and then waddles over to a table. “I have a little left over from my previous sale.”

      Ram Gin-Gin waddles back over, holding a syringe with a very long thin needle attached to it in his upper right hand. He looks to Yarrel then back to me. “Is it true? Does it really make a human happy to do whatever you tell them to do?”

      “Alert him, Lexi. That’s an order!” Jack bellows inside my head before I push him out and throw my walls up.

      Yarrel nods his head grimly. “It’s true.”

      Ram Gin-Gin waddles closer and those black, emotionless eyes of his now gleam menacingly. He begins to lean towards me and I stare at that syringe in his hand, longing for the escape. Aching for it.

      Then I suddenly remember I’m not supposed to want this. I’m supposed to be fighting it.

      Kicking out with my bound feet, I nearly get Ram Gin-Gin in the shin before he jumps back.

      “Oh, she’s spunky! I like it,” Ram Gin-Gin grins. Reaching out with his bottom two hands, he grabs me by the knees and holds me still as he leans close.

      I twist and turn my face from side to side with my hands still bound behind my back, utterly useless.

      Ram Gin-Gin’s third hand grabs me by my hair to hold me still. I growl and snarl against the gag like an angry animal before I feel the sharp prick of pain in my neck.

      Warmth floods my chest and my muscles give out. My spine slumps and I go limp in Ram Gin-Gin’s arms.

      “Amazing,” Ram Gin-Gin sighs. “It’s instantaneous for them.”

      As the fog swirls inside me, clouding up my mind, the deep pool inside me beckons.

      I hesitate, feeling the gag being removed. Something wet and slimy runs along my lips, wetting them.

      “What are you doing?” Yarrel asks.

      From this close, Ram Gin-Gin’s breath is warm and putrid. Like wet garbage. “How can I sell a product I haven’t tested?”

      “Trust me, I speak from experience. As a dealer, it’s never a good idea to test your own product.”

      “Just one kiss, my friend.  Just one kiss…”

      I walk up to the edge of the pool inside me and dive in.
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      Maul

      There’s a blessed silence on the orbital we dock to. The last two weeks on a puddle-hopping wrap drive has left me harassed to my very last nerve. I don’t do well when it comes to enclosed spaces. And of all the fellow travelers I could have joining me in the tight-quartered ship, I got stuck with a Priest of Wollite.

      How the fuck could I be so cursed is beyond me.

      Little bastard harassed me for three-fourths of the trip, and the last portion of the trip I had to share a berth with a dirty miner from the Arto System.

      The smell of metal and body sweat is going to be stuck in my nose for days now.

      There was no peace from either of them either, especially from the priest. One smelled of shit and the other… well, he let his mouth dribble shit the whole time.

      The Priests of Wollite are strange group of beings. They have no central location to call their own. They beg or preach, depending on how you look at it, at every planet or orbital station they stop at. They speak of love and dedication, selfless worship and sacrifice for their one true god Wollite.

      Wollite the Blessed as they call him, god of the downtrodden and freer of the slave.

      Yep, even in our enlightened age, someone believes that slavery is wrong. They would probably preach against the Tribunal too if it wasn’t a death sentence.

      There was a time long ago when slavery was actually outlawed in most of the galaxy and looked upon with disgust.

      That ended during the first true galactic war.

      When whole races began to disappear in one offensive or the other, it was slavery that put things back to rights.

      Why risk killing off a race when they could be used?

      Pragmatism won out in the end. Some races were born into weakness, never truly being able to defend themselves but they’re still large and smart enough to not need protection from the defended species act.

      As an enforcer of the Red Masks, I care little for the political side of things. I care even less which races are on the defended species act and which are not. The only thing that matters to me is if the mandated laws are being broken. If they are using a Twyline as a slave, fine. Doesn’t bother me one bit if the little water-breathing swimmers die in a desert. But if they use a Rogh to clean a chamber pot, the little munchkin better be getting paid or sold itself into indentured work.

      These disgusting Wollite Priests though, don’t see it the same way. They want us all bowing and scraping to some figment of their imagination. They want us subservient to the greater good. Whatever the fuck that is. They would have us all on our knees asking for their god’s wisdom, have us all traveling the galaxy and beyond, preaching his words of love and self-sacrifice.

      No thanks.

      Taking a deep breath, I ask Marketh in my head, “You ready?”

      “Must you even ask?”

      I give my head a mental nod and reach up, pulling my cowl up and over my head. I pull the cowl out enough so that my head is pulled back into its shadows. Then I make sure to pull my tail up towards my belt, under the cloak.

      The crew of the ship was kind enough to ignore my race on the way here, though I’m pretty sure I won’t get the same reception within this slaver’s market. My kind tend to make the other races quite nervous.

      It must be our ability to rip a head off with our claws.

      There’s an anxiousness to the orbital I haven’t felt before, it’s almost like I can feel the nerves of those around me. The back of my neck and my lower back break out in a cold sweat. I’ve been in far too many fights, investigations, and battles to be getting the nerves during something as easy as this job.

      I have no clue what the hell is going on. It’s like I can feel the fears of the slaves as I slowly walk past their cages.

      Taking a quick moment to myself, I step into a darkened recess and allow myself to give in to a full-bodied shudder. Whatever the fuck is going on doesn’t stop as I step back out into the light.

      If anything, it’s getting harder to keep myself from ripping my cloak off and roaring into the faces around me.

      “Mar, what the fuck’s going on?”

      “Your vital signs are elevating at a rapid rate, and your olfactory senses are flaring. Maul, you need to calm yourself. If you lose your calm here, you will be putting us—”

      Marketh goes silent in my head and it’s as if he has completely walled himself off. I don’t remember a time before where he has so fully shut himself out. It’s causes me to slouch against the bars of a cage. I can feel myself reeling from his absence as much as I can feel my senses erupting into burning fires.

      Sharp words from a jailer pull me from my thoughts. “Hey, no touching the merchandise!”

      “Maul, snap out of it! You’re causing undue notice!”

      The moment of torment ends thankfully. The fires, the explosion of sensory overload, everything is going back to a low rumble.

      Fuck.

      Marketh’s voice comes back through the walls that have leapt between us. “Maul, this isn’t going to go well. I can feel it in my bones…”

      “You don’t have bones, Mar, you’re made out of jelly.”

      “Well then, I feel it in your bones, almost literally.”

      Pulling away from the bars, I nod at the Prig. Prigs are one of the more proliferate races who work as slavers. They enjoy the hunt and sale. The haggling of flesh is the one good thing you can say about them. I think of them more as disgusting parasites that leech on the Tribunal’s body like a bloody fucking bottom feeder. They’re always into some shady deal, and whenever it starts to turn bad, they have an unbelievable amount of luck getting away without so much as a smear on their names.

      The poor Barries in the cage before me pull back in fright, chittering in their insectoid language. They chitter and crackle to each other. No doubt they’ve seen my face and know my kind rarely comes to these far-off markets.

      Markets like these aren’t for the refined tastes, here they sell slaves by the hordes. This is where the races of the smaller Tribunal houses come to buy their soldiers. Or fodder. Depending on how you look at it.

      This is the showing room. The little groups of different species in the cages don’t represent the numbers they have behind the closed doors. Here is where you get a taste of the type of races they have for sale. You pick the race and tell them how many you need, then you hook up the large freighter containers to your ship. It’s pretty easy to assemble an army out here.

      Easy for anyone to do a couple of unnoticed transactions as well.

      I push myself away from the cage and a small groan escapes my mouth. I have no clue what happened but it has left me almost besotted.

      “Maul, we are in deep shit,” Marketh growls at me.

      He’s deeply worried, I can feel it now.

      “We’ve come too far, Marketh…” I think.

      “Maul, your body is becoming increasingly unstable… Something is going… Fuck.”

      Marketh begins to release a deep guttural laughter inside my head. I can feel him almost quivering on my brain.

      “Stop that… That feels like you’re sliming me or something. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      “Oh god, the stars they do love to fuck you over, Maul!”

      “What are you going on about?”

      It’s then though that two other Prigs decide to join the first guard. They start to surround me.

      “What’s wrong with you?” one asks as his tongue shoots out of its mouth, getting far too close to my hood.

      Backing up further from the cage, I shake my head. “Change of gravity sickness.”

      “So?” the one asks again.

      “So, nothing. I’m not touching your shit right now so fuck off.”

      “Why the attitude?” another grumbles as it edges towards me.

      Growling, I shove my right arm out. Three long credit bars fit neatly in the palm of my hand. I don’t advertise the gesture, but they see it for what it is—bribery.

      “These slaves are pathetic.”

      “They are…” the guard who’s done most of the talking agrees as his tongue shoots out to the top credit bar. The tongue snaps one of the ten thousand marked bars from my hand to its own hand and then quickly reels back into its mouth.

      The other two bars are snapped by the other two guards as they switch from annoyed with my presence to merely bothered.

      “I need to see a better… selection…”

      They don’t move, they don’t talk, and they sure as fuck don’t treat me as a person they want to help.

      Sighing heavily, I pull six more bars from my pocket. I’m paying them right now more than they will probably make in a year in the legal sector. Then again, if they have people like me trying to get into the back room, I bet they make a shit ton of credits regardless.

      “Ah, well, you see…” one says after the bars are quickly snapped up again from my hands. “What you see now is all we have.”

      Turning away from me, they walk off in different directions. They don’t even have the good grace to tell me to fuck off. Shit. It’s not unexpected though. They don’t know me and they sure as fuck don’t trust me.

      As far as I know, I’m on a legit slave auction orbital.

      A push from behind me sets my hackles on edge and I feel a very cold metal nudge itself against my spine. “Walk forward. Stop when I say and turn when I tell you to.”

      The way he pushes me forward, I get the hint that if I don’t I could end up a lot worse than these slaves.

      The voice is rough, it’s not a Prigs voice, it’s more guttural with a growling undertone. From the smell, I think it’s one of the Tuine race. They look like cats but stand on two legs. The barrel, I’m willing to bet, is to a blaster that would turn my body into two halves.

      Maybe Marketh was right, we might be in deep shit.

      “Marketh…”

      “I told you so,” Marketh grumbles before saying. “Of all the orbitals and in all the situations, it just has to happen right here.”

      “What the hell are you going on about?” I ask as I keep moving.

      Neither me nor the Tuine behind me are noticed as we almost leisurely make our way through one checkpoint after the other. The guards aren’t searching me and I haven’t been accosted.

      Whatever’s going on here is making me sweat though, I can feel my back slick with it. My chest is feeling tighter and tighter the deeper we walk into the station.

      By the time we finally stop at a door that has four guards standing on each side of it, I’m panting. The cowl of my cloak is the one thing that keeps me safe from notice, I hope. Because right now all my instincts are going haywire.

      I can barely focus on what’s happening.

      All the years of training, the years of undercover assignments… Nothing has ever had me this off my rocker or so completely out of my element. I haven’t even felt threatened by my escort.

      No, something is wrong here. Very wrong.

      The door before me unseals and I feel the barrel removed from my spine. I turn to look back at who was escorting me but only see a feline tail as they turn away from me.

      Looking to each side of the door, I try to keep cool as I walk through the portal. Once on the other side, I slowly make my way into the room.

      The lighting is much darker here. It should be for what I see here is like the crown jewel of illegality. I can count at least seven different species on the Protected Species Act, and those are the ones they are showcasing.

      Fuck.

      And that’s not all they have back here, it’s like the who’s who and the what’s what of the black market. Drugs, illegal slaves, weapons, and even a sleek black hyper ship of very dubious origins. The kind of ship that’s meant for smuggling.

      Holy Stars, this is… fucked up.

      My heart all of a sudden slams inside my chest. I can feel it pushing against my rib cage as I look directly ahead of me. Pushed between two illegal slaves is a third that I have only seen on holographic videos.

      It’s a fucking living, breathing human.

      Her starry-eyed gaze pulls at me. Pulls at the strings in my chest, the ones that connect my heart and mind. The ones that hold my soul in one space.

      Under a wrinkled slaves frock, I glimpse her pale white skin.  Her hair is long and black as night. Her blue eyes stare at me from a far-off place.

      I can feel my pulse rushing through my temples. She’s not a race who should be here.

      She’s… she’s a human and the cruelty of my stars breaks the walls I must have been putting up. I thought it had been Marketh who threw the walls up, but no it was me.

      It was me finding something I’m not allowed to have.

      “Boyo, we’re in some deep shit. Your tail is out for the whole universe to see.”

      And so is my cock. Right now, I have never felt my cock so engorged. It’s as if this is the first-time blood has ever found its way there. Found it and is now trying to fill the muscle to its fullest extent.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      She’s beautiful in every sense of the word.

      So pale and innocent. So fragile.

      Her dazed expression must be from the serenity the scum fuckers around here like to use to pacify their illegal merchandise.

      “You’re feeling your bondmate tugging at you,” Marketh says with a sad chuckle.
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      Lexi

      Fingers touch me. Exploring me. Violating me.

      So many fingers.

      Their touches are rough and lingering. The awareness of them is almost excruciating.

      They roam my body, cupping me, shaping me, and squeezing me.

      I drift along, racing away from the creepy-crawly feeling. I must escape the cool wetness invading my warmth.

      I must escape the awareness of what is being done.

      I’m poked and pricked. Parts of me are stretched almost to the breaking the point. My scalp tingles as my hair is tugged.

      “She’s so soft,” a strange, guttural voice murmurs. “I want one.”

      Cool breath puffs against my breasts.

      My body responds, forsaking my soul.

      Something wet and slimy pushes its way into my mouth.

      I run deep, deep inside of myself.

      Tripping.

      And falling.

      Getting lost in places I’ve never explored before.

      “What the fuck?!”

      The voices around me grow and shrink. Grow and shrink.

      “No, don’t hit the alarm, you idiot!” Ram Gin-Gin squeals. “If you do, you’ll scare off the customers and we’ll lose billions of credits.”

      I drift.

      “What do you suppose we do then?” Yarrel snaps angrily.

      And drift.

      “Let the guards deal with him.”

      The voices are far away. Setting in my horizon.

      So pink. So pretty.

      “You don’t have enough fucking guards to take down a raging Rathturian!”

      Until a blood-curdling roar pulls me back.

      I surface from the comfort of my inner dark and blink my eyes, trying to come to terms with the picture in front of me. Somehow my warm, fluffy escape has morphed into violent chaos.

      One by one, my brain plugs my senses back in.

      Jack is screaming inside my head. His words are sharp and frantic.

      “Oh Jesus. Lexi, wake the fuck up and get your ass out of there!”

      Blood sprays in an arc as a Prig guard is decapitated, hitting me and the two slaves beside me. The delicate blue alien women whimper and try to hide behind me, using me as a shield.

      I look down at the blood splattered on my gray frock, touching it with my fingers. It’s warm, wet, and very real.

      “Yar… rel?” I drawl out, my tongue almost too heavy to form the word.

      There’s a crush of guards in front of me but they’re packed so tightly together I can’t see what they’re fighting.

      Another guard goes down in a geyser of blood.

      I look around me, trying to figure out where I am, but my mind feels too sluggish and slow to completely comprehend it. I don’t remember this room or how I even got here. I don’t recognize any of the guards or the two women trying to hide behind me.

      How much time have I lost? Where the fuck are we?

      Another guard goes down, and another. A bubble of hysterical laughter fills my throat as I think they’re falling like dominoes.

      “We need to get the fuck out of here,” Yarrel says impatiently.

      I feel his fingers wrapping around my upper arm. I look down at his fingers. They’re too soft, too smooth, and it feels strange.

      “Yes,” Ram Gin-Gin agrees nervously. “We can go out the back door.”

      Yarrel begins to pull me away and the two wispy women that were hiding behind me cry out, trying to hang on.

      There’s a bit of a tug of war. The women are locked on me like their lives depend on it.

      “Get the fuck off!” Yarrel snarls and shoves the two women off.

      With a cry, they both go tumbling to the ground.

      “Hey!” I protest, digging in my heels.

      Watching him hurt the women is like a bucket of ice water being dumped on my head. I can’t believe he just shoved the two defenseless women over. Combined, I doubt they weigh a hundred pounds, soaking wet.

      I try to bend down and help one up but Yarrel growls and yanks me harder.

      “What the hell, Yarrel?” I yell at his back but he ignores me, dragging me forward.

      “Just get the hell out of there,” Jack pleads.

      “What the hell is going on?” I demand, the fog thinning.

      What did I miss? Did the deal go wrong or something?

      The hair on the back of my neck suddenly stands on end and then I feel it, a change in the atmosphere. There’s a wave of force, like a sudden burst of wind. Cries sound out and the ground shudders beneath my feet as more bodies hit the floor.

      There’s another blood-curdling roar, and I realize it’s getting closer, too close for comfort.

      I want to turn around, to catch a glimpse of whatever is scaring the shit out of everyone, but at the moment I just don’t have the guts.

      “Just—just… give her to him,” Ram Gin-Gin stammers with fear.

      There’s a loud thump, then another.

      I watch Yarrel glance over my head and go pale.

      “Yarrel?” I plead softly and squeeze his hand.

      He wouldn’t really abandon me, would he?

      Yarrel pulls his eyes away from the thing behind me and looks at my face.

      At first his eyes are panicked and I can almost see the wheels spinning inside of his head.

      Then his eyes fill with remorse. “I’m so sorry, Lexi…”

      “No! No, you traitorous bastard! You tell him I’m going to fucking kill him if he leaves you there!” Jack screams inside my head.

      Suddenly the door in front of us bursts open and another group of armed Prigs rushes into the room.

      “Get him! Kill the Rathturian!” Ram Gin-Gin points and orders. “But no blasters! You’ll damage the merchandise.”

      There’s much grumbling and cursing from the group but they holster their blasters and rush forward, obeying the order.

      “Yarrel,” I gasp as he tries to extract himself from my grip. “What are you doing?”

      Yarrel has to use his free hand to pry my fingers off the hand I have trapped in my death-grip.

      “I’m sorry, Lexi,” he repeats with much less remorse. “He won’t let us leave with you.”

      “You bastard!” I hiss and take a swing at his face.

      With lightning-fast reflexes, Yarrel grabs my wrist before my hand can connect. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way. We couldn’t have planned for this…”

      “He’s dead. Fucking dead when I get my hands on him!”

      “I can’t believe you!” I cry out, my eyes threatening to fill with tears.

      I always knew there was a big possibility he could turn on me to save his own neck. I guess I just didn’t really believe he would.

      “You’re going to throw me to the monster to save yourself?”

      “I’ve already alerted the Tribunal of his crimes. There won’t be a sector in this galaxy where he can hide.”

      Yarrel uses my hand to pull me closer and stares deeply into my eyes. “Trust me, I didn’t want it to end like this.”

      All of a sudden his mouth covers my mouth and he kisses me hard and deep. He kisses me like… he cares for me.

      I feel a little prick in the side of my neck before he pulls away. A roar sounds out behind me, so loud it’s nearly deafening.

      “I’ll find your sister, I promise,” Yarrel pledges and then he’s shoving me back.

      I stumble and try to catch my balance but the universe suddenly tilts.

      Time… seems… to… slow… down.

      Everything around me moves in slow motion.

      I drop to the ground, falling for what feels like forever, and watch the door in front of me open. Yarrel casts one last remorseful glance back at me and then runs through it with Ram Gin-Gin squealing after him.

      My ass hits the ground. The door slams. Jack is screaming inside of my head but his words don’t make any sense.

      I throw my walls up just so I don’t have to listen to him.

      I don’t know how long I just sit in the dirt, numb and stupefied, too drugged up to do anything before the first wave of heat hits me.

      All at once, every single little nerve in my body flares to life, electrified, and it’s so damn pleasurable it’s agonizing.

      By the time the wave fades away, I’m left panting and feeling like I just had the world’s best orgasm.

      Taking stock of myself, I notice that my thighs are soaked with my own wetness and my nipples are tight and pointed. My breasts feel impossibly heavy, my brain is fuzzy, and every inch of my skin feels raw and too sensitive.

      Whatever Yarrel shot me up with must have been some kind of aphrodisiac.

      I’m given a couple minutes of reprieve before another wave hits. I contort, trying to fight it.

      Not again.

      My nerves scream, my core clenches inside me, and my own friction is enough to set me off.

      I twist and writhe against the floor, trying to fight off the unwanted orgasm, but the grit of the dirt digging into my skin just feels too good.

      Colors flash in front of my eyes and with a keening cry I explode in a burst of sensation.

      This time when I float back down from the heavens, I notice a menacing shadow looming above me.

      Panting.

      Shuddering.

      I stare up at the shadow, my mind slowly making sense of it. That blackness isn’t darkness, it’s a cloak.

      And the front of the cloak is jutting out…

      With arousal, I quickly realize. And just as quickly I realize I want it.

      I need it.

      Another wave begins to build inside my core. I start to sit up but the movement causes my breasts to jiggle just a little bit.

      My nipples rub against the fabric of my tunic and I just can’t stand it. I claw at the fabric, trying to tear it away from my skin, when two gray hands grab me by the arms and yank me up.

      Toes dangling two inches above the floor, I shudder and spasm in the hands holding me, soaking myself with another orgasm.

      “Fuck,” the cloaked figure groans, pulling me closer to it. A nose sniffs my hair and the hands tighten.

      “Help me,” I beg as the new sensations cause my body to go haywire.

      I’m about to come again just from getting my hair sniffed.

      “Six more hostiles incoming and they’re armed with plasma swords,” someone says. “If you want to get you and your bondmate out of here in one piece, you better get your asses to the hyper-ship.”

      A warm puff of breath hits my cheek and it feels amazing, but then the hands pull me into a hard chest. One steely arm wraps around me, trapping me, and then, as if all the new textures and sensations aren’t torture enough, we start moving.

      My body bounces. The fabric rubs me in all the right places. A never-ending train of mini orgasms roll through me.

      My inner walls squeeze so hard I fear they may be permanently stuck like this.

      With a scream, I ask the cruel, cruel universe, “Will this never end?”

      And then I feel it, a hard rod stabbing my thigh.

      My salvation.

      Somewhere deep inside myself, on another, visceral level, I know if I can just get that hard rod inside me this will all be over with.

      I squirm and twist my body, trying to get my hips closer to it.

      “Stop that,” the cloaked figure rasps, sounding more tortured than angry.

      But I can’t stop. I’ll die if I don’t put an end to this.

      The bouncing suddenly ceases and then I vaguely register the sound of an air lock hissing.

      “What about the other two? Do you want me to stop them from following us?”

      As the cloaked figure takes a moment to think, I squirm my way closer to his erection.

      “Stars,” he growls, and then I feel something strange wrapping around my waist, stopping my progress.

      A rope? It could be, it certainly feels like it, but the last time I checked ropes didn’t just move without someone moving them.

      “Well?” the strange voice asks, sounding impatient.

      “No, don’t stop them. They can come along.”

      We start moving again, walking up a ramp, and the next orgasm is so power, so overwhelming, darkness rolls over my eyes.

      The fog thickens inside me, wrapping around me, and I welcome it.
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      Lexi

      My escape into unconsciousness is short-lived. My body bounces against the hard body carrying me, awakening me with a burst of heat.

      We drop into a seat.

      The impact of the landing is enough to set off another explosion of hot, wet sensation inside my core. I arch closer, squirming on top of the lap of whoever is holding me.

      The chest pressed against my breasts rumbles as they growl, “Mar, bring all systems online… Quickly.”

      The little vibrations against my nipples are so lovely they’re driving me frickin’ crazy.

      “Done and done. Thrusters are engaged. On your go...”

      “In three—”

      “Make that one, we’ve got company.”

      Fabric rubs against fabric. A hard thigh presses against my pussy.

      “One.”

      My stomach sinks as we burst forward. The g-forces push my body into the cloaked stranger’s body.

      My breasts flatten against his chest and my face presses against his neck. The skin here feels strange, it’s smooth but also a little bumpy.

      I open my mouth and taste his skin, stroking my tongue against his neck, exploring.

      “Stars have mercy,” he groans. “Are we clear yet, Mar?”

      “We’ll reach warp speed in twenty parsecs.”

      “Fuck.”

      He tastes surprisingly good. Sweet but not too sweet. My tongue glides over a bump and then snags. After a little prodding, I discover it’s not a bump at all, but some kind of scale.

      What kind of alien is he?

      Pulling back, I look up and two glowing green eyes stare down at me, full of heat and menace.

      On a whim, I reach up and yank his cowl back. His hands snap out, grabbing onto my wrists, but it’s too late.

      The face that stares back at me is confusing and makes my stomach feel a little queasy. He almost looks human… almost.

      Just enough to fill me with a sick sense of alarm.

      His skin is gray and shimmery, and his neck is lined with scales. His face is sharp and pointed in ways that shouldn’t be pointed. His overall bone structure seems to be made up of hard ridges, sharp edges, and smooth planes that make me think he’s some kind of reptilian. Two pointed ears sit on either side of his head, and his eyes are a neon green that glows so bright they’re probably radioactive.

      I stare hard at his face, burning it into my brain even as my vision starts to blur. He seriously reminds me of one of the scary monsters in a horror movie.

      “Warp drive engaged.”

      There’s a sudden lurch and even though I’m staring at an alien that both fascinates me and terrifies me, my body responds to the friction of his hard thigh rubbing against my throbbing sex.

      I twitch and spasm on top of him.

      “Are we clear?” the gray alien asks someone, sounding irritated.

      Was that a glimpse of fang or just my drug-fueled imagination?

      “We’re clear.”

      “Thank the fucking stars.”

      He stands without warning and I cling to him, still twitching and shaking with an aftershock. “Mar, you have control of the bridge.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      The alien carrying me starts to walk so fast he’s nearly running. The jostling and bouncing is almost enough to send me into a seizure of sensation. I’ve never felt so heated before, so needy yet still drowning in stimulation.

      Clinging to the alien’s cloak, all I really want to do is tear it off and rub my hands all over his strange, alien skin.

      “Please,” I manage to groan, struggling to find the strength to finish my request.

      With each little release, the need building up inside me seems to grow like some hungry monster that’s not satisfied with the scraps I’m offering it.

      The alien carrying me releases his own tortured groan. “We’re almost there…”

      We take a turn and then stop in front of a door. The thing wrapped around my waist tightens to keep me from falling and his arms rub against my sides as he punches buttons on a keypad.

      All I can think of is how close those arms of his are to my breasts. How good it would feel if I could unwrap the thing from around my waist, pull up his robe and see what kind of cock he has.

      There’s a beep and I arch my spine as a little burst of air hits the back of my head as the door opens.

      Everything feels so good even the mundane and simplest of things have become delightful experiences. Yet they’re not strong enough.

      I need more.

      I crave so much more.

      I feel like I just might die if I don’t stop throbbing.

      We stomp forward. Me groaning and him growling. Then I’m dropped down to a bed and the scary alien is looming above me.

      Panting heavily, I watch his eyes narrow and his nostrils flare as he stares down at me. His hands clench into fists then relax before a set of nasty looking claws extend with a pop. Just as quickly as they appear, the claws disappear again.

      Is he going to hurt me or fuck me? It could go either way…

      His eyes flash and he looks so close to losing control I feel the need to take my own destiny back into my hands. Reaching down, I grab the hem of my frock and pull it up, exposing myself to him.

      Air hits my wetness and I can’t help it, it feels so good, I throw my head back and squirm my ass against the bed.

      “Fuck,” the alien curses, or at least, that’s what my transmitter is translating. “You’re gorgeous.

      “Please,” I whimper and reach down, my hands grabbing my own thighs. Gripping them. “Help me.”

      Don’t kill me.

      I don’t know if he understands me or not, but I think he does. His eyes flash, glowing brighter, and his claws appear again with pop. He begins to lower down, his head dropping forward as his eyes lock on my glistening pussy lips.

      I spread my legs wider for him, inwardly enjoying the sensations of my soaked folds spreading and the cold air kissing them.

      A shiver travels up my spine and his gaze is intense enough to cause the maddening throb in my clit to increase like he just touched it.

      So close… so close to a relief I know deep down inside only he can give.

      Nails digging into my own thighs, the pain is enough to bring me back to some semblance of awareness. Releasing myself, I reach out and grab his cloak.

      He doesn’t stop me. No, he helps me. Coming closer as I tug and pull it over his head.

      I toss the cloak to the side and then grab the shirt he’s wearing, nearly tearing it in my rush to remove it. When the shirt is finally gone, my brain tries to process all the exposed shimmery skin in front of me.

      He’s built a lot like a human man, but then again he’s not. It’s like an artist has taken the human form, blown it up and expanded on it. Bulging muscles. Defined pecs. Thick biceps and an eight pack. His broad shoulders and arms are covered in scales that seem to change colors depending on how the lights hit them. Most of his chest though, and all of his stomach is made up of smooth, lighter skin.

      There’s no bellybutton. Huh, that’s strange, I think but then he reaches down, using his own hands to unfasten and push down his pants. He bends down, pushing the fabric down the tree trunks he calls legs. When he straightens, a huge cock springs upward, fully engorged and leaking a pearly liquid.

      Even in my current drug-fueled, overly-aroused state, the sight of his cock gives me pause.

      Not only is it massive, nearly as thick as my arm, but it’s darker, almost charcoal in color, and covered in weird grooves and rounded bumps.

      Alien STD? God, I hope not.

      He reaches for me and for a moment all I see is his claws. I recoil and he pauses with a frown.

      We stare at each other, with him frowning and me panting like I’ve just run a marathon.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he says, his voice deep and gravelly, and reaches for me again.

      I’d believe him if he didn’t still have his claws out.

      “I’d never hurt you,” he tries to further reassure me even as he lashes out.

      His claws slice through the fabric of my frock like it’s butter, exposing me from neck to stomach. The fabric parts and just seems to melt right off me, sliding to the bed in pieces.

      And there’s not a scratch on me.

      The air hits my breasts and my nipples immediately harden into two tight little diamonds. I draw in a deep breath, causing my breasts to rise up.

      Before I can blow the breath back out, he’s grabbing me and squeezing my right breast in his massive left hand. The constriction feels so good I can’t help but moan.

      He plays with me. Molding and working the soft flesh. The skin of his palm is a little rough, the texture strange and scratchy, but welcome.

      After a moment, his other hand comes down, palming my left breast. He squeezes gently at first, as if he’s afraid he’s going to hurt me, so I look into his eyes and show him how much I like it with my moans.

      As my moans increase in volume, the grip and pressure of his hands increases until I’m arching off the bed and begging him for more.

      “You like that?” he rasps, the glow in his eyes dimming until they’re only gleaming.

      “Yes,” I mewl long and needy.

      He’s quiet for a moment, just squeezing both breasts in tandem, then his head drops down and his long, pink tongue snakes out of his mouth to lap at my nipple.

      “Oh god,” I gasp and arch up so hard I nearly break my back.

      “Yes,” he growls, his tongue dragging against me in long, lingering strokes. “I shall be your god now.”

      I shake my head, lowering my spine back down to the bed. That’s something that’s just going to stay lost in translation.

      I feel his knee bump against my thigh and I spread myself wider, opening for him. He fits himself between my legs and my heart skips a beat as I feel the crown of his cock bump against my folds.

      He’s so close. So damn close. My skin flushes with heat and my muscles tighten in anticipation.

      Instinctively, I rock my hips, unable to stop myself from rubbing against him.

      It feels so good I could cry.

      And yet, I still fucking ache for more.

      Will this torture never end? How long must I suffer, trapped between hell and bliss?

      Reaching down, I grab at his ears, just wanting to get his attention, but he must think I’m trying to do something else. Something like stop him. A thick silvery rope suddenly appears out of nowhere and begins to wrap around my wrists, pulling them together. Then the rope thrusts up, forcing my arms up and over my head.

      The alien stops licking my breast and his head pops up. He stares into my eyes as he reaches down and pushes his thick, claw-less fingers through my soaked folds.

      I writhe against the bed, my hips rocking up as I throb and ache to take him deep inside me. He continues to stare into my eyes, the expression on his face fierce as he pushes his fingers into my tight hole.

      “You’re so little,” he says like it’s a bad thing. He pulls his fingers out and holds them up to his eyes for inspection. “But warm and wet.”

      His fingers disappear into his mouth and his eyes flash. He groans a little, like he just ate something delicious, before pulling them out. “Do all humans make these secretions?”

      Inside, my walls tremble and quake after his invasion. That brief thrust of his fingers was nothing short of pure torture.

      Can’t he tell what he’s doing to me? Is he purposely fucking with me?

      Still staring at me, his hand drops and his fingers thrust inside me again then pull out. He works them in and out of me, scissoring them as he spreads me open. Stretching me out in preparation.

      I come in an explosion of stars. Screaming out, I declare my undying love for his fingers as I gush all over them.

      “Still too small...” he hisses in frustration as I float back down from the heavens.

      Already, my throat feels raw and my body is starting to tire. Coming a gazillion times is exhausting.

      His fingers leave me, making a wet, squelching sound as he pulls out. He looks down at his hand as if it has somehow offended him and then once more pushes his dripping digits into his mouth.

      His eyes nearly roll up into the back of his head as he groans in pleasure and I feel this weird feeling in the pit of my stomach as I watch him enjoy the taste of me. The pulse throbbing in my clit grows in intensity as I wonder what it would feel like to have his mouth down there.

      When he pulls his fingers out of his mouth, his eyes seem to refocus, lasering in on me.

      “Forgive me,” he hisses. “I can wait no longer…”

      Thank fucking god, I nearly scream as he reaches between us and positions the crown of his massive cock against my entrance.

      He swirls his cock around, wetting it with my juices. My eyelids flutter and it’s hard to remain focused on what he’s doing and not get lost in what I’m feeling.

      Slowly, torturously, he begins to ease himself inside me.

      Head dropped forward, his gaze is locked on where we are joining and I can’t help but look too. My skin against his looks even more pink and glistening, and only the very tip of his massive dark cock has disappeared.

      There’s a little pinch of pain as my walls stretch to accommodate him.

      “What is this for?” he asks and then suddenly the pad of his thumb is pushing against my clit.

      I jerk and thrash beneath him, my movements causing me to take him a little deeper.

      “Oh,” he drawls out, like he just figured it out.

      Eyes flicking up, he looks at my face, watching me as he experiments. When I finally still, his thumb presses against my clit again, gently smashing it down.

      I throw my hips up, taking him even deeper inside me. I feel a little pop and then suddenly the crown of his cock is completely filling me.

      “Fucking hell,” he groans and his thumb stills.

      Head dropping forward again, he makes some gasping noises and then he begins to ease himself in more.

      I can feel every little bump, every little groove rubbing against my walls.

      Nearly delirious now with my need to have him buried deep inside me, I thrust my hips up hard.

      He grunts out and reaches down to grab me by the hips. “Be careful, little one, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Inch by inch, he slowly fills me up. And I swear as I watch, he’s so big, I can see his cock moving inside me through my belly.

      When he finally bottoms out, I experience the strangest feeling. I’m a little queasy but very excited.

      I’ve never felt so full, so completed.

      “Stars have mercy,” he shudders above me.

      I clamp down, my thighs tightening around his hips as I try to pull him in even more.

      “Fuck,” he curses loudly, surprising me, which only makes my grip on him tighten. “It’s a muscle… a fucking muscle…”

      He starts to withdraw, slowly easing himself out, and all those little bumps of his seem to snag on me, creating the most wonderful and horrible friction.

      He slams himself back in, his tip pounding into my core.

      The sick, insatiable thing coursing through my veins begins to ease as he fucks me. Each thrust of his cock, each slam against my inner barrier, seems to break the drug down.

      Then finally, blessedly, the sensations feel like normal sensations.

      In and out he pumps, driving himself inside me. The bed beneath us begins to quake and I swear I can hear the metal of the ship creaking.

      When I come it’s because I want to come. The pressure building inside of me swells just before I lock around him and explode.

      Relief.

      I experience sweet, sweet relief as the waves roll through me. The walls of my sex contract and something deep inside me gushes. I could stay like this forever.

      After so many orgasms I’m tired, so tired…

      But then he’s jerking and trembling above me and I’m being flooded with warmth. The warmth is so lovely and never-ending. It just seems to goes on and on. Fluids leak down my thighs and a smell hits the air, so sweet I can nearly taste it.

      I’m even fuller now but I’m sated. I start to slip under again, letting exhaustion take me.

      “Mine,” I hear him roar before I pass out in bliss.
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      Maul

      Swirling currents of pleasure and warmth float me through lust-filled dreams. My soul feels free and open, something I have never felt before but now there is a completion.

      Snapping out of the fog of dreams, I want to thrust the warm fleshy weight covering my body away. I don’t though. I can’t push the other part of my soul away any easier than I could sever my own tail.

      It’s an alien feeling to have another draping themselves across my body though. Her skin is softer than mine, it’s almost too soft. Even her stature is small compared to my race. Everything about this situation is alien. She’s not as solidly put together as my race. Her body, and I am assuming her race, is rather fragile.

      She is just so small, and our bonding last night gives proof to my thoughts. I could feel the bones in her wrists as I held her down with my tail. Her body, while fitting perfectly in my arms, doesn’t take up the room that mine does.

      And her hands barely fit around my cock.

      During our second mating, her tiny pink tongue lashed at my cock, and she tried to fit me in her mouth but she could barely take the tip of the head.

      I’m not sure how to quantify the presence I feel now that she is so tightly wrapped around me. I’ve thrown every rule my society has ever put in place out the window when it comes to forming a bond.

      I’ve been screwed by some cosmic fucking twist of fate.

      The Tribunal will no doubt have issues with what has happened as well. Fuck, Rathturians have never as a species found a bonded mate outside of our own species.

      Never.

      Fuck. On a list of firsts, none of the ones I’ve done have been what I would call a good idea.

      A bonding is something sacred in my race, there are rituals one must follow, acknowledgments that must be addressed.

      That went out the space lock in one fell fucking swoop.

      She squirms her body against mine and that smooth skin again mystifies me. How does her species protect itself without a tough scaled hide? I understand not all races have the same natural protections as a Rathturian, but if all humans are as small and soft as her…

      They are going to be an endangered species before too long.

      The human race is off limits when it comes to interspecies relations. For lack of a better phrase, the whole race is a zoo exhibit for the time being. If they advance past the beginnings of interstellar travel and move into interstellar conquering, we would consider them a race to either subjugate or enslave.

      I’ve crossed a major line when I killed the Prigs. I’ve stolen three slaves, commandeered a smuggler’s jump ship, and I’ve bonded with a human. The smelly bastards are not going to sit idly by as I go rushing to the Tribunal. No, they will be hunting me now. Hunting everything I’ve taken from them.

      Especially the human.

      How strange is it that I’ve bonded with this small, delicate, beautiful creature and I don’t even know what to call her beyond her species?

      If this was on my homeworld with another Rathturian, we would lock ourselves off from the universe for the next week. The bonding process can be quite intense during the first three days. Ravenous lusts would overcome us both often enough that we would be good for nothing but each other’s desires.

      Pregnancy is often the result of the first day. Males having stored up their seed until the first time of copulation.

      Pre-bonded sexual experimentation is rarely, if ever, done by my species.

      From the holographic educational tools I’ve viewed, I’m lucky I think, that our species are similar in design at least.

      If she had been one of the Ongwan, we would have a hard time fitting our cocks together.

      That brings me to a disturbing thought. The females of our race do not have muscles down there, or at least not the ability to control them like she did. From the educational videos I’ve seen, it’s quite rare the male achieves such explosive results the second or third time. The first time is the breaking of the dam, after that it’s more often small spurts.

      My mate’s muscles denied that, or as she called it—her pussy. That tight, amazingly wet and warm muscle milked my throbbing cock for every single drop it could.

      I want to relive those moments in my head. Each second of her body sliding across my own.

      I want to lay in this bed, her scent enveloping me. Something about the way her body smells drives my mind hazy with lust. I could barely keep myself from shoving my thick cock deep into her last night. Thankfully, I was just able to control myself. If I hadn’t been able to keep that small amount of control, I might have hurt her badly.

      My hand slides slowly up and down the smooth expanse of her back. Her small frame snuggles in tightly as she murmurs something quietly. I can feel the flow of arousal building in my heavy cock as it begins to stir.

      “Maul... I can tell from your hormone levels that they are beginning to elevate again. Perhaps I could persuade you to come out of your cave to speak with me first?” Marketh’s voice comes to me through the fog I’m starting to feel overcome me.

      “Not now,” I growl back to him.

      My hand slides down to her small, pale ass cheek and begins to rub softly against it.

      “Captain,” I can feel the emphasis he puts on the word as he breaks through the fog once again. “You are needed on the fucking bridge right the fuck now.”

      Sliding her arm and leg off my body, I slide my way out of bed. It’s by force of will alone that I make my tail unwrap itself from her waist. It feels all wrong to leave her here alone without my body as protection.

      I don’t like the feeling I get as I move off the bed. I walk over to where my pants and shirt lay rumpled on the cold metal decking. Sliding them on almost feels like an offense as I look on my life partner.

      It feels perverse to be clothed while that beautiful naked creature lies there in bed.

      As if sensing my thoughts, she begins to shudder. Her hands snake out, looking for me I think. Finding only a pillow, she yanks it to her body, curling up around it.

      My own body isn’t doing much better as I pull my shirt over my head. It’s quickly trying to rationalize the need to get back in bed where it’s warm and a soft pale-skinned woman awaits me.

      Fucking stars, I do not want to leave right now.

      My hands are starting to lift my shirt back up when Marketh’s voice startles me. “Maul, seriously, get out of there now!”

      Tension begins to seep into my shoulders as I turn towards the cabin door. I swear I would wring his neck if I could get my hands around the little fucking jelly bastard.

      The door to the room whooshes open as I slap the palm of my hand on the pad beside of it. Last night, between the first and second session of our bond, I sealed us in here trying to ensure no one would interfere as Marketh is doing now.

      I look down at the embedded silver cuff around my wrist. I’m far too tempted to rip the black fucking station he would normally dock his physical orb onto out of the flesh that is embedded in my skin.

      A blast of cold, fresh air slams into my face as I take a step over the threshold of the doorway. Stepping into the hall, the door behind me closes.

      My eyes begin to swirl around the hall, my balance quickly throwing itself off a cliff. I slam my hand against the wall, trying to support myself.

      Stars only know how long I stand there, breathing heavily as I try to keep my wits about me.

      When I can finally stand up without wavering, I look around myself. I’ve never felt something so overpowering like that before. It was as if my head had become detached from my body.

      Fuck, whatever the stars did thankfully it’s over with.

      Marketh’s silver orb races down the hallway of the ship to me. Stopping just a couple of feet short of me, he all but yells, “Are you okay, Maul? What the fuck was that?”

      Lifting my shoulders in a shrug, I’m at a loss to explain what just happened. As much as I hate not knowing something, that was completely out of my realm of experience.

      “I… I don’t know. As soon as the door shut to my cabin it was like the whole universe was turned upside down.”

      “I can tell. Your vital signs were all over the place. It was as if our whole beings were completely thrown into a wormhole.”

      The silver orb shudders in the air in front of me.

      Fuck, whatever happened to me must have been just as disturbing to him. “Are you okay Mar?”

      “Yes. I’ve done several full scans of ourselves. We’re… completely normal. Well, as normal as we can be with your body gushing hormones all over the place and your pheromones oozing out of your pores like sweat.”

      “I’m not oozing, Marketh,” I say, rubbing my eyes.

      I’m not entirely sure what happened, and I really don’t think whatever it was... normal.

      “You are. It’s a part of the bonding, if you don’t remember from all the times you… watched… those educational videos,” Marketh says in a very snide manner.

      “You’ll be lucky I don’t chuck your little orb out the airlock,” I growl. “What is it you wanted?”

      “We need to talk on the bridge, or at the least away from your cabin,” Marketh says to me through our connection.

      “Why?” I ask.

      I can feel my annoyance growing as I look back to the cabin door. In there is She, the one my body is starting to ache for. I can feel the ache from the center of my chest down to my loins.

      “Maul, snap out of it!” Marketh rebukes me as he yells again inside of my head.

      My head snaps back in his direction and I growl deep in my chest at him. “What is it?!”

      The orb shoots off down the hall and I stomp along after him, my body shivering now. I’m in need in the worst of ways. I can already feel it. The longer I’m away from her… Shit, this must be part of the bonding. All the videos I watched tried to explain the need, even my mother and father tried to explain it.

      But… No, nothing could explain the feeling I have now.

      My soul feels like it’s at two ends of a wormhole, stretched impossibly thin. My chest aches with the loss of her nearness.

      Stars in the deep dark, am I fucking going crazy? When have I ever been poetic about anything?

      Following Marketh’s zooming orb, I pass a few staterooms before coming to a steep metal staircase leading up into the bridge’s cockpit. When I called this a smuggler’s jump ship, I wasn’t talking about one of those little skiff’s that fits a couple of people in seats with barely any room for movement. This ship is a mid-sized reconnaissance ship, turned almost pirate. What it lacks in weapons it makes up for in armor and an array of sensors and stealth. This thing has the long-drive engines that allow us to jump from further distances than a regular hauler, but at a price. It can’t carry huge payloads. It’s a smuggler’s wet dream though. We can’t go up against a battlecruiser but with our array of sensors and stealth tech, we wouldn’t need to.

      When I stand up on the deck of the bridge, my eyes temporarily widen at the sight before me. There are two large suns orbiting each other. The little distance numbers on the large screen show we are quite some distance away.

      I’m confused. This is a region I’m not familiar with and the sight before me shouldn’t be there.

      “Where are we?” I growl as I continue to watch the suns.

      They’re quite beautiful, one a white dwarf and the other a massive red. Watching them on the screen here in our ship gives the little binary system an almost peaceful look to it.

      “We are in an uncharted binary system out in the rims. Well, I say uncharted by the Tribunal. Since it is an empty system with no planets, they have more than likely lost interest in it. But it was a navigation point in the ship’s logs.”

      Waiting for him to go on is like pulling my own teeth. I know he wants me to ask why we’re here. Finally, when I realize he won’t be volunteering the information, I ask, “Why are here? Did we break down? No fuel in the tanks?”

      “Oh no, Maul, we have enough fuel to go a good long while. We’re here because you gave me command of the ship while you were… enjoying your new-found mate. I used that authority to make an authoritative decision.”

      “So you stopped for a honeymoon? Seriously, why are we not on the way to Rathturia?”

      “Not exactly, there are a couple of reasons. One being the amount of chatter I picked up through the interstellar communication lines coming through multiple bands. We have increased traffic heading towards Rathturia, more than normal, and it’s coming from odd places. It seems you might have kicked up a hornet’s nest with your rampage.”

      I can see his silver orb almost shivering with annoyance by the end of his explanation.

      “Fuck, that’s not good,” I grumble. “But it’s still no reason to have us parked here, is it?”

      “Well, some of that traffic is through the back channels of the Tribunal. When you picked this ship up, you had no idea how powerful its computer systems were, did you? This thing hacked through the lines of a couple of Tribunal backchannels faster than it took me to find them in the first place. To be frank… This ship scares me with what it can do.”

      I shake my head. I can tell Marketh means what he just said. It’s not often that he is ever outdone by a computer. More surprising to me, though, is that this ship was just sitting there.

      “Do we have any idea if they have a tracer or bugs on this ship? Something they can follow us by?”

      “No, that was the original reason for stopping here. I wanted to make sure of that and well…”

      “Well, what?”

      “The same reason we aren’t headed back to her home planet or ours. She’s got a transmitter implant.”

      “Fuck. Stars above and below… What kind and what’s it transmitting?” I ask as I mentally slam my head into the steel walls surrounding us.

      “Most likely the one she has is purely black market. This one isn’t the usual run of the mill, it’s a sneaky fucking devil. I don’t know what exactly…Well, shit.”

      Shit is right. The weight that had settled on my chest when I left my bondmate is suddenly lifted.

      “It’s transmitting where I’m at and what I see and hear. Or it did…” Her voice sounds throaty as she pulls herself slowly up the steep stairs.

      Her hair is disheveled and her eyes have deep, dark circles under the pale skin. My heart aches at the beauty of her face and body.

      I swear I hear a song deep in my brain somewhere where the words are too quiet to hear, but the melody is warm and soothing.

      Rushing over to her, I carefully try to wrap my arms around her but she must have used the last of her strength to get up the stairs. As soon as she feels my support, she collapses in my arms. A small puff of air comes out of her lungs. She looks up into my eyes as I sweep her small frame up off the floor and smiles at me tiredly.

      “Are you alright?” I ask quietly.

      She slightly shakes her head and says, “I don’t feel too good right now… I mean, I do now, that you’ve got me in your arms. But what happened last night, I couldn’t control. They must have put me under with lots of drugs. I’ve never been like that before.”

      Unable to control it, I rumble with a small laugh. “I’ve never felt the same as that either. It is a part of our bonding.”

      Her eyes fill with confusion as she repeats, “Bonding?”

      “Yes, that feeling was our bonding being fully established. Our fates intertwining. The calling my race has for our bondmate…”

      “Maul…” comes from Marketh. He’s still over by the front of the bridge.

      Ignoring him, I feel the urge to keep explaining to her, “It’s the calling that binds us to our souls, our marriage of life.”

      At the word marriage, her eyes pop open completely. “What do you mean by ‘marriage’?”

      Her voice has a quiver to it now. She’s no longer as relaxed in my arms as I carry her towards the captain’s chair.

      Sitting down in it, I say, “I believe that is what your society, and many others, call bonding to one for life, yes?”

      “I so did not just get married to you!”

      “Perhaps not like your species does, but as mine does. We are bonded now. It is why you…”

      “Maul!” Marketh snaps at me loudly. He also adds a bit of emphasis in my head to get my attention. “Listen to me for a second.”

      “What?!?”

      “We can’t be married…”

      She starts to squirm in my arms but I keep her held to me. She really isn’t that strong. Her race is puny, I am starting to think.

      She continues to talk as she tries to squirm out of my arms. Something about I’m wrong and there’s no way this could happen.

      “She’s still trying to transmit right now. I’ve isolated the frequency with the ship’s assistance but thankfully we are much closer to the two stars here. They are helping disrupt the transmissions.”

      “Will you be able to keep it locked down without using the binary stars as a shield?”

      “The ship should be able to…”

      “Stop moving, human. Marketh is talking to me about your transmitter,” I say to my bondmate.

      I probably should have asked her name.

      “Did you just call me ‘human’?!”

      She stops squirming in my arms and for the moment her pert little ass is rested directly on my crotch. The heat from her body slips down into my pants, the naked flesh there resting against me is driving me insane. If I wasn’t talking to Marketh right now, I would be lifting up her frock to see what other kinds of differences we have between us.

      Like the little weird cavity on her stomach.

      “I’m Maul, what is your name my little bondmate?”

      “I’m... I’m not yours, despite what you… Fuck. It’s Alexus, but everyone I know calls me Lexi.”

      “Are you able to shut down the transmitter?” I ask as I try to think of what or who she could be sending the kind of data she’s sending.

      “Yes and no. I think she will need to be involved with the decision.”

      “What in the starry nights for?” Transmitters are usually a simple little removal process, even if it’s visual and sound streams. Location shouldn’t be an issue either.

      “It’s not so simple, Maul. I believe this is a consciousness stream. As in she is communicating with someone like we do. It’s been attached to her brain directly. To fully shut it down or remove it will be difficult, and impossible on the ship without a good nerve surgeon. That’s my guess, right now. But I am still running some tests on it passively. I need her to help lock it out completely to run complete tests.”

      “Those kinds of transmitters aren’t easily accessible, Mar. Where in the oblivion of space would she get that?”

      “Black market is my guess. The humans don’t have the necessary technology to produce them. Whatever the reason, she has one of these, and it’s too important for a simple slave to have one. Even if she’s an off-limits one,” he informs me. “One of the higher-up races in the Tribunal might have sold it.”

      “Oh stars and fucking dark matter.”

      She’s squirming so badly I pull her tight to my chest. She sits, curled in my arms like a child. She isn’t a small woman, I suppose, for her race. But to mine she would be petite at best.

      “… the hell are you ignoring me for?” Lexi asks as I tune back in to the outside universe. It’s a bad habit of my race, admittedly, that we tune out the universe as we work inside our own heads.

      “My apologies, Mate Lexi,” I say as I lean my head down to smell her hair. She’s been dirty for a while now, or at least she smells like she has, but I can still smell her scent so strongly. It’s arousing to know I’ve finally found my one. To know we will come to know each other’s bodies so completely that there will be almost no secrets.

      “I’m not your mate!” she growls out, but she seems very quiet still. I can tell she’s fighting our bond; it’s sending tremors across the threads of our souls.

      Pushing my will through the ties that bind us, I say “You are. Now listen to me, little one.”

      “No! Stop doing that! Whatever you’re doing!” she says as she pushes with her legs. “My whole job! My entire operation is destroyed because…” She begins to sputter before spitting out, “You couldn’t control yourself!”

      “I seem to remember your body writhing in arousal against me even as the heads were flying.”

      “Shut up, that’s not the point, you silver demon!”

      “Demon? What is a demon?” I ask.

      Continuing to talk over me, she says, “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?!”

      The trashing she does with her legs and arms is slowly stilling as she berates me for being brainless and having no idea the amount of work she’s done.

      “Maul?” Marketh says to me in my head. “She is showing signs of great mental distress, but from the analysis our armband is picking up from her sweat glands, I see she has been heavily using serenity and several other chemical compounds.”

      “What do you mean ‘using’? As in more than a couple doses to keep her pacified?”

      “Yes. She shows far too much in her bloodstream at the current moment to be this functioning.”

      “Why in the universe…”

      “Stop doing that!” she growls out as she pinches my nipple roughly. It’s a measure of pain that brings me back from talking to Marketh.

      Pulling her hand from my nipple, my tail wraps firmly around her wrist to keep it still.

      Looking down at my tail, her eyes widen and she mumbles, “I knew you didn’t have three arms…”

      “Lexi, we need to talk about your transmitter,” I say to her. Now that she’s not rambling on about her operation being ruined, I pull her closer to my chest. “Also, we should speak about the amount of toxins such as serenity you have in your system.”

      “Yes, at those levels you are dangerously close to permanently pacifying yourself,” Marketh says as he floats closer to us.

      Staring at Marketh’s silver orb, she looks to me and back. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Marketh, your bondmate’s symbiotic partner.”

      “We’re not married!” she grumbles loudly to us both.

      “Well, that’s not entirely true. You’ve taken Maul’s first lusting, and no doubt many more to come. You, by all intents and purposes, are married on Rathturia and in the eyes of the Tribunal. No matter how much you wish to deny it.”

      I think her eyebrows will disappear in her beautiful hair as she asks, “First lusting? Like he’s never had sex before?”

      I can feel her whole body still as Marketh and I both remain silent for a moment.

      “No, there was no other before you. My race does not allow for… experimentation.”

      “Well, that’s neither here nor there,” she says as she twists slightly, her face facing me now. “You’ve fucked up my one chance of saving my sister. What the hell were you doing there?”

      “I’m doing an investigation for the Tribunal.”

      “Well, were you supposed to go on a rampage like that?”

      Pausing for a second as I think back to the blind rage I felt as I saw my soul sitting in a cage, I have to admit to her, “No, but it is of no matter, I’ve found you. I will have to figure a way to explain this to the Tribunal.”

      “Speaking of which… Well, maybe not speaking of, but we do need to discuss your transmitter. I have it blocked by the ship as of right now, but we need your help in shutting it down,” Marketh says.

      “No fucking way,” she screeches as she wiggles so hard she slips through my arms enough that I must let her go.

      Sliding to the floor, she stands up wobbly on her feet. Her frock has ridden up quite high on her thighs. The smooth silkiness of her mons on display makes my mouth go suddenly dry.

      Taking a dry gulp, I say, “Come here, my little Lexi.”

      “No!” she yips as I pull at her through our bond. It is instinctual. I can feel her through it now and I can feel her distress.

      “Come back to me,” I say opening my arms. “It’s easier for the both of us when we are touching right now. Our souls need it.”

      “There is no way I’m shutting anything down! How the hell you figured out the serenity…” she says with heat as her body begins to sway from side to side. “No way. You need to take me back, like right now. Figure something out! I can’t… I can’t…” she trails off in a whisper.

      I’m out of my seat before she collapses there on the deck. Swiftly, I sweep her back up into my arms. “Little Lexi, you are hurting yourself. We are together now. There will be no taking you back. I’m so sorry.”

      Tears of frustration well up in her eyes and slide down her cheeks, “No!”

      “Maul, the drugs in her system are hitting her again. I suspect the bond is helping her combat them but she must have been given a very lethal dose before we got there. We need to get her back to your room and allow her to rest.”

      Carrying her back towards the captain’s cabin, I say to Lexi, “Dear soul, I’ll help you find your sister, but you cannot keep fighting our bond. It is protecting all three of us right now.”

      Her eyes slowly closing, she asks, “Why?”

      “She knows nothing about us, Maul, be… cautious.”

      Looking from the silver orb to Lexi I say, “Because, dear soul, if you die we all three die.”

      “Why the hell would you tell her that?” Mar growls in my head.

      “Because we’re a family now,” I say out loud to her sleeping form and the small orb floating beside us.

      “Fuck…” Mar mutters as he whizzes back the other way. “I’ll be on the bridge. Use your head if you need to speak with me.”
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      Lexi

      My stomach roils, churning with sickness. I want to puke. I want to rip my own insides out.

      “Be calm, little Lexi. This will soon pass.”

      I twist and turn, fighting the bonds that hold me to the bed. I can feel him inside me, trying to soothe me.

      A speck of light in the darkness.

      My head throbs painfully, in perfect harmony with my pulse.

      I can’t open my eyes. My lids are like lead.

      Is this a nightmare? It has to be…

      But if it was, why do I feel so fucking sick?

      “Your body is purging itself of the toxins,” he answers, the silver demon who called himself Maul.

      I don’t know why, perhaps it’s because it’s been so long since I’ve been able to feel normal emotions, but I feel a sudden surge of rage towards him.

      “You did this to me,” I snarl accusingly and lash out.

      I hit something and he grunts. That little grunt gives me an immense feeling of satisfaction so I do it again and again.

      “I did not drug you, dear soul,” he grunts after taking a particularly hard hit to the chest.

      That’s right, he didn’t drug me, Yarrel did. But Yarrel did it to help me. To condition me.

      “You’ve ruined everything. Everything,” I seethe as the events of the past forty-eight hours replay in my head.

      Six months of training. Six months of preparing, of drugging myself with serenity, of putting myself in extreme jeopardy... all for nothing.

      All because this alien couldn’t stop from thinking with his big alien dick!

      “Everything is not ruined,” he says calmly.

      And that calmness just flips my switch.

      I lay into him, crying, “It is, it is!” Kicking and punching until something wraps around my wrists.

      A weight comes down on top of me, sinking me into the bed.

      I can’t move, I can’t even squirm, but there’s something about the weight that begins to soothe me.

      It’s almost like I need this bondage, this constriction.

      Slowly, painfully, I peel my eyes open. Panting, I stare up at him. At his silvery alien face that’s becoming more and more familiar by the second.

      The rage I was feeling begins to fade away, replaced by the strongest desire to kiss him.

      “Everything is not ruined,” he repeats more firmly as he stares into my eyes. “I will help you and together we will find your sister. I swear to you— ”

      Arching up, I smash my mouth against his mouth. He freezes on top of me, his entire body going stiff.

      I move my lips against his, urging him to join my rhythm, but at first his lips are slack. It’s not until I moan and run the tip of my tongue along the plump swell of his bottom lip that he begins to respond.

      With a groan, his mouth opens and his tongue comes out to meet mine, but his movements are slow and awkward, like he’s inexperienced.

      “Is this your first kiss?” I breathe against his lips.

      “Kiss?” he repeats the word as if it’s foreign to him. Then he groans as I nip his bottom lip with my teeth. “Yessss…”

      I feel his excitement growing against my thigh and there’s just something about knowing that he’s never done this before, that I’m his first kiss, his first fuck, his first everything, that’s starting to drive me a little wild.

      I thrust my tongue hard into his mouth and nearly come when he thrusts his right back.

      Our tongues duel, his eventually overpowering mine as he gets the hang of kissing.

      His tongue isn’t as smooth and soft as it should be, it’s a little grainy and scratchy, but I like it. I pull his tongue into my mouth and suck on it.

      He jerks above me and I swear I just felt his cock twitch.

      Something warm and wet begins to leak down my thigh.

      I move my legs, rubbing my feet up and down his legs then dig my heels into his ass, urging him to enter me. He ignores my feet, all of his attention focused solely on our kiss.

      I moan into his mouth and arch beneath him.

      Now that I need him inside me the tail wrapped around my wrists is becoming an annoyance. I want to run my hands all over his silvery body and explore him. There’s something about his taste and touching his skin that’s becoming rather… addictive.

      Unable to tell him what I what with his tongue down my throat, I probe at that little connection I felt earlier and push my desire towards it.

      Immediately, he stills above me.

      Did it work? Did he feel me?

      I push again, sharing my ache, sharing my need to have him buried deep inside me. Filling me… Stretching me...

      He shudders and with a deep, rumbling groan his own desire crashes into me, sweeping me away into oblivion.

      His lips begin to move against mine again, hungry, needy, and desperate. I feel something hard probing at my entrance and shiver as I get a hint of his pleasure. I don’t know how I know but I can just sense how much he enjoys my taste and my soft inviting wetness.

      My thighs spread wider as he begins to push himself into me, as if it could somehow help accommodate him. He’s so big, even though we’ve already done this twice, I still have that little nagging fear that he just might split me in half.

      There’s a little pinch and then I’m full. So full. With him inside me, I feel complete. It’s almost like all my life I’ve been empty and missing this connection.

      Somewhere deep in my mind, I hear his voice. I hear him saying my name with a wonder-filled reverence.

      “Lexi.”

      But it’s so soft, so faint, it must be just my imagination.

      He begins to withdraw, easing himself out of me, and then he slams himself back in as his tongue thrusts into my mouth at the same time. Penetrating me.

      In and out, he works both his cock and his tongue, and I feel his pleasure, his happiness, that he’s finally found me.

      His tail tightens around my wrists and at the same time I feel the need to grab onto him and hold him tightly, as if I’m afraid he’ll somehow get away.

      My thighs tighten around his hips and my walls squeeze him inside me.

      “Lexi,” I hear again from far, far away.

      I don’t know how he’s doing it but it’s like his feelings are somehow bleeding into my feelings.

      I suddenly want to thrust deep and spill myself inside him.

      My hips buck up, picking up his rhythm.

      As one we move, rocking against each other, chasing the explosion that will make us one.

      Knowing and feeling that he’s so close, that it’s taking everything in his power to keep himself from coming before me, is my undoing.

      His hips crash into my hips and I burst wide open. Colors flash in front of my eyes and I scream into his mouth. He swells inside me, somehow growing even larger, and then I’m flooded with warmth.

      So much warmth.

      “Lexi,” he fairly purrs, tearing his mouth from my mouth to nuzzle his nose against my cheek.

      The flood of warmth continues. It just goes on and on. By the time he stills above me, I’m so full, I can feel his cum leaking down my thighs.

      He pushes up, his tail unwrapping from around my wrists, and stares into my eyes.

      We were connected, completely connected for one, brief glorious moment.

      And perhaps it’s because I feel so good, or perhaps it’s because old habits die hard, but that dark pool of mine opens up inside me and without even thinking about it I dive back in.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I fall and fall inside myself. Instead of a thick fog wrapping around me, sheltering me, protecting me from feeling, the hole inside me is a black bottomless pit.

      “Lexi,” someone says my name angrily.

      I’ve felt something similar to this before. One night I got so drunk when I closed my eyes and tried to go to sleep I couldn’t because I felt like I was falling through the bed.

      “Help me,” I call out and then something tightens inside of me and I’m suddenly yanked back.

      Gasping for air, it’s impossible to process all the things overwhelming my senses. Light, air, smell, and touch. Everything is too bright, too sharp and too harsh.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, though I loathe the darkness now, and then my muscles lock up tight. My body spasms, forcing me into a painful contortion.

      “Relax and just let it happen,” my alien says and brushes my hair back.

      I try. I try to relax, but it’s so hard when everything inside me is tight and pinched. I scream just to relieve some of the tension.

      “You’re going through withdrawal now. Your body is purging all the toxins from your system.”

      “Make it stop,” I hear myself scream over and over again.

      In and out, I drift between falling and my body contorting.

      It’s endless.

      Torturous.

      But Maul stays with me, nursing me through all of it. He offers me soothing words and words of encouragement.

      When the pain finally stops, when my muscles are too tired to twist and bend, the emotions hit.

      It’s almost as if I’ve been storing up a backlog of feelings in the back of my head. Every ounce of anger, fear, grief, and sadness I’ve repressed over the past few months comes back with a vengeance.

      “Talk to me,” Maul encourages me, holding me close and stroking my hair back.

      Talking to him keeps me grounded to the moment. It seems to be the only thing that keeps me from falling into the black hole of despair again.

      I tell him my whole life story. I tell him about growing up next to Jack. How close we were, how he was my best friend. How everything was almost perfect, everything was going as it should go, until I lost both my parents in a fatal car crash when I was a freshman in college. Then, at nineteen years old, I felt responsible for taking care of my little sister Isla.

      “Isla? She’s the one you’re searching for?” he asks, tucking my hair behind my ear.

      “Yes,” I answer him and then my eyes spill over with tears. Once they start, I can’t seem to stop them.

      I sob as I recount all the fights Isla and I had about her finishing high school. She was only seventeen when our parents passed and she started to rebel. Before they passed, she was a straight A student. Then, after they died, she started skipping classes, staying out all night, and suddenly hanging out with the wrong crowd. I know it was her way of coping, but at the time I was still trying to cope as well and I came down on her hard.

      So hard, she ran away and never came back.

      “How do you know she was taken? Could she not be back on Earth?” he questions.

      And I wish she was. More than anything, I wish she was safe back on Earth, especially after what little I’ve already glimpsed in the slave market.

      “I know she was abducted because I was keeping tabs on her,” I tell him.

      I was already studying and training for the Bureau at the time she disappeared, and after our last blow up fight, I figured out the only way I could take care of her was by giving her space but being there if she needed me. I knew where she lived, who she hung out with, who she was dating, and where she worked.

      Every week, I’d check in on her until one week she just wasn’t there.

      Like so many others, she just disappeared off of the face of the Earth. She didn’t show up to work and none of her friends could get ahold of her. I scoured the city for her, but there was no trace left behind. She walked home from work one night by herself and never made it back to her apartment.

      “I know she’s not dead,” I explain to him. “I can feel it in here.” I slap my hand over my chest. “I know she’s alive, I just know it. She’s out there, somewhere, enduring god only knows what, and it’s all because I wasn’t there to protect her.”

      “It’s not your fault,” he tells me and tries to nuzzle my cheek.

      I turn my face away.

      “It is.” All the guilt, all the self-loathing swells up inside of me and threatens to break me in half.

      For weeks after Isla disappeared, I was frantic with my helplessness. I needed to do something. Anything. There had to be some way to get her back. And then, one night, I stumbled upon Yarrel while checking out a lead.

      And suddenly I had a plan.

      “How long have you been taking serenity?” Maul asks as he grabs me by the chin and forces me to look at him.

      “I don’t know, about six months,” I answer him honestly. “After the first couple of months, it was really hard to keep track of time.”

      “Months?” he repeats incredulously and his eyes fill with fear. I don’t like the look on his face. Someone who looks like him should never look like they’re so afraid they’re about to piss their pants. “How many rotations is a month to you?”

      “A month is thirty days or so on Earth…”

      Maul pulls me close and crushes me against his chest. He shudders. “You could have been lost before I ever found you.”

      Could have been?

      Somehow, I feel like I already am.
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      Lexi

      For two long, miserable weeks, I suffer serenity withdrawal. When I’m not struggling to keep from falling into the black hole that’s opened up inside of me, I’m struggling to control all the emotions that have awoken from their long slumber.

      I cry, I rage, and I despair.

      And through it all, Maul is there, taking care of me.

      He holds me, protects me, takes my punches, and wipes away my tears. If I were him, I would have thrown my crazy ass out of the airlock long ago, but he’s a better person than I am. He asks nothing of me and he doesn’t leave my side.

      He’s always near. Always where I need him.

      I tell him everything. Every little thought in my head. All the bad shit I’ve done in my life. All the good.

      All my fears.

      I don’t know what’s happening between us. I don’t know if it’s because he’s taking care of me or if it’s because I’m going crazy, but with each breath I take I feel closer to him. I feel more connected to him.

      I’m starting to need him as much as I need air.

      I need him near me. Whenever we’re too far apart, I’m filled with this hollow ache that throbs until one of us moves closer. It’s worrisome but I also understand it could be more psychological than physical.

      I’m probably using him as a placebo, trading one addiction for another.

      I try not to think there’s something more to it, something stranger…

      Last night I fell asleep crushed in his arms, and it was the best sleep I’ve had in ages. For the first time in days, I didn’t suffer a single nightmare.

      When I wake up, though, it’s to see him peering down at me with a frown of concern.

      “How do you feel?” he asks.

      “Like I’ve been run over by a truck a few times,” I croak. After all the raging and crying I’ve done, my throat is incredibly raw.

      He bobs his head in understanding.

      “But better?” he asks hopefully.

      I take a quick stock of myself. I feel disgusting. Like I’ve been drenched in sweat, wrung out, then drenched in more sweat. Overall though, everything seems to still be in its rightful place.

      My body, if not my heart and mind, is in working order.

      “Better,” I agree, and try to give him a smile but it’s been so long since I’ve smiled I don’t quite remember how to do it. My lips don’t quite achieve the proper movements and the smile turns out to be more of a grimace.

      Maul sighs, relieved, and then his lips brush against the top of my head.

      Inside, I shudder. I feel so disgusting, I don’t know how he just did that. I’ve had a few trips to the medical bay and a couple of showers over the past couple of weeks but most of my time has been spent in this bed.

      I smell like I’ve been living in a sewer.

      “I need to wash,” I croak again and then clear my throat.

      With a nod, he just scoops me out of bed and carries me out the door.

      “I can walk,” I protest weakly for the sake of my pride, but honestly, I rather not.

      The need to touch him in some way, to press closer to him is just too strong right now. It may be wrong of me but if he’s willing, I’m going to use him as my crutch to lean on. I don’t know about this whole bonding for life thing but I’m certainly bonding to him right now. Will this last forever? Who knows… but what other choice do I have? He’s already made it very clear he’s not giving me back.

      And for right now, I’m cool with that.

      When he sets me down on my feet, I press up against his front as he works all the buttons of the shower. After a moment, he gives me a little nudge, expecting me to move back.

      I shake my head and press even closer to him.

      He sighs as if he’s put out but there’s a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. I don’t know how I know but I know he’s pleased by my clinginess.

      His arms work around me and then water starts to rain down on us from above.

      I don’t care that I still have his shirt on. I’m not willing to let go of him yet to remove it. Tipping my head back, I close my eyes and just enjoy how good it feels to have warm water running through my hair.

      “Dear one, this would be much more effective if you would remove your clothes,” Maul points out to me after a few minutes pass.

      Begrudgingly, I have to agree with him. The water feels really good but with my clothes on I still smell nauseously bad.

      I try to work up enough will to peel myself off of his warm chest but my body doesn’t seem to want to obey the commands my brain is sending it.

      “I can’t move,” I say as I press even closer.

      “Can’t or won’t?” he teases.

      “Both,” I murmur and start to rub my cheek against his hard silver pec.

      I know, I’m absolutely shameless, but the more time I spend with him, the more I’m attracted to him. He’s fucking gorgeous. Tall, built, and powerful. I want to run my mouth and hands all over him.

      He shudders and then he’s grabbing me by my shoulders and setting me away from him.

      I pout at him and immediately try to fight his grip.

      “Hey,” I grump, so not happy with the little bit of distance between us.

      “Dear one,” he says with regret. “If you do not stop, I fear I won’t be able to resist loving you again.”

      And that’s a problem, how? Right now my brain isn’t computing it.

      Lifting my chin into the air, I thrust out my breasts, my nipples poking through the soaked fabric covering them. “Then don’t resist.”

      He groans and his head drops forward before he shakes it.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, wilting under his resistance and feeling suddenly self-conscious. “Did I do something?”

      Is he just now realizing how very different we are? Him, with all his beautiful silver skin and scales, and me with all my pasty white skin and ugly dark hair.

      “No,” he says firmly and his head comes back up. “You’ve done nothing wrong, but you do need your rest.”

      I roll my eyes but his fingers tighten around me.

      “You do need your rest, little one. I know you’re feeling tender down there, and if I love you again, it will only get worse…”

      He’s not wrong. We have done it a lot, and I mean a lot, over the past couple of weeks. Whenever a strong emotion would hit me, I sought out and used his body for relief.

      We must have done it at least once an hour, sometimes twice…

      And he’s not exactly a small guy.

      “Fine,” I grumble and grab the bottom of my shirt. I yank the shirt up, ripping it over my head.

      I feel a little twinge of satisfaction when I hear Maul suck in a sharp breath. I toss the shirt to the side and square my shoulders. I try to look him in the eye but his glowing green orbs are rooted to my breasts.

      “Where’s the soap?” I ask and bite my lip to hide my grin.

      Maul finally blinks and looks up. “Soap?” he repeats slowly as if the word confuses him.

      “Yes, soap,” I drawl out, nodding my head. “You know, the stuff you wash with?”

      He snorts and reaches around me, hitting a button on the shower wall. “I will clean you.”

      A hole in the wall squirts out a bunch of pink foam that smells sweet and fruity into his hands. Then much to my dismay, he begins to wash me by rubbing the foam all over my skin. His hands work over me from head to toe, leaving no part of me untouched.

      By the time he’s done with my body and washing my hair, I’m a panting, horny mess.

      “Maul,” I groan, as his fingers massage my scalp. I reach up, grab his hand and try to pull it down to my pussy but he quickly yanks it back.

      Undeterred, I grab his hand again but this time he’s much slower to yank it back.

      “You missed a spot,” I moan.

      “We shouldn’t,” he protests weakly, but his hand doesn’t fight me as I push his fingers against my clit. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t hurt me if you don’t enter me,” I pant, arching into him.

      With how big and sexy he is, I keep forgetting he’s new to all of this. I guess it never crossed his mind that you don’t need penetration to satisfy one’s sexual cravings.

      He must finally understand what I want because he groans and his fingers work against my clit as his lips smash into my lips.

      One hand still free, I slap it against the wall and let the pink foam fill my palm. With a little squirming and maneuvering, he helps me shove down his pants and then I clean his cock. I wrap my fingers around him and stroke the pink foam up and down his bumpy length.

      We come together, me gushing all over his fingers and him shooting his release all over my belly.

      Spent, I finally feel like the little coil of tension I’ve been carrying around inside me since I woke up has loosened. A little voice in the back of my head tries to tell me I should be very worried that I can’t seem to spend any amount of time in Maul’s presence without needing to get off with him…

      But I can’t spare the energy to worry about it right now. There will be plenty of time later, when I’m not rubbing his slick body and exploring him with my hands.

      After another round of washing and coming, we step out of the shower and I nearly die of a heart attack when two blue alien women greet me.

      “Shit!” I squeal and jump behind Maul.

      We’re both completely dry now thanks to the shower’s efficient jets of hot air and heat lamps, but we’re wearing absolutely nothing to cover our nakedness.

      Maul tucks me behind him and puffs out his chest. “What do you want now?” he asks, his voice deep and full of annoyance.

      The two blue women begin to squeal and chatter non-stop, and strangely enough, I can’t understand a word they’ve said. My implant is unable to translate their language.

      After a couple of minutes, I begin to feel safe with Maul as my shield. I poke my head around his side to get a better look at the women. They’re both very petite and so small of stature they seem fragile, like one strong wind could snap them in half.

      It’s almost impossible to tell them apart, they’re nearly identical in features. They could be twins but it’s probably more likely I can’t tell them apart because they’re alien to me. Once my mind becomes more familiar with them, I’m sure I’ll be able to make out all their different nuances. Their hair is long and white, curling at the ends, and there’s something about their faces that is familiar to me.

      It takes me a moment or two to figure out why I recognize them…

      Oh shit, it’s the two frightened women that were hiding behind me at the slave market.

      How did they get here? Why did Maul bring them along?

      I watch him glare and scowl at them but they look at him like they absolutely adore them.

      Did he bring them along too because he plans to keep them? Is he using us to put together some kind of freaky alien harem?

      I don’t know how he senses my distress. Before I can even take a step back, he’s spinning around and pulling me into his arms.

      “No,” he answers my own thoughts. “You and only you are the keeper of my heart.”

      I blink up at him. How did he know? Is he telepathic? Can he read my mind?

      Shit.

      I try to clear my head, thinking nothing at all.

      The women begin to chitter again and I peer around Maul’s back to see what the commotion is about. I feel a hot surge of possessiveness when I see them giggling together and shamelessly staring at his ass.

      “Why are they here?” I ask and try to push myself in front of him to hide him.

      He’s my alien, dammit.

      “Because…” he starts and then hesitates. “It didn’t feel right leaving them behind.”

      The two continue to carry on, and with each giggle I can feel myself getting more and more pissed off.

      “Okay, well, can you tell them to give us some privacy so we can get dressed?” I ask between clenched teeth.

      Maul nods and barks at the girls, “Leave!”

      They must not get the message because they just stand there and giggle, still ogling my man.

      “Let me,” I fairly snarl and twist out of his arms.

      “Hey!” I yell, jumping in front of Maul.

      “Yeah, you two,” I say as they gasp in surprise and jump back.

      Knowing that we’re working with a big language barrier here, I point at them then I point at the door. “You need to skedaddle while we get dressed.”

      The two women blink their big, purple eyes at me and I can tell they’re just not following.

      “Get out of here!” I yell and wave my hands at the door. “Shoo.”

      They look at each other in confusion.

      “Stop gawking at my man,” I mutter under my breath and glare at them.

      What I’m saying must finally dawn on them because they burst into a fit of giggles and start enthusiastically nodding their heads. They point at me and short, fast clipped words flow out of their mouths before they shuffle their way over to the exit.

      When they finally leave, I let out a relieved sigh and turn back to Maul to find him grinning a big shit-eating grin.

      “What?” I ask, blushing and feeling suddenly self-conscious. Did I just really act like a jealous girlfriend?

      He grabs me and pulls me into his chest. “My mate is possessive.”

      “Yeah, so,” I say, squirming in his arms.

      His face nuzzles the top of my head and then I can feel his hot breath as he says, “This pleases me.”

      “Yeah, well, I was just offended on your behalf,” I counter, not wanting to own my behavior.

      All of this, him and me, is just happening too fast. I really need a moment to take a deep breath and think about this.

      “Even so, you were jealous of the Paxzies,” he rumbles and kisses the top of my head.

      “Is that what they’re called? Paxzies?” I ask, jumping on the opportunity to change the subject.

      “Yes,” Maul answers, pulling away a little so he can look me in the eye and nodding his head.

      I try to sound as nonchalant as possible when I ask next, “What are you going to do with them?”

      Please don’t say you’re going to keep them…

      Maul smiles at me like he knows exactly what I’m worried about. “I plan on returning them to their homeworld.”

      “Oh,” I say and start to sag with relief. But then I realize they get to go home. What about me? Will he take me home too?

      “No, my heart, I cannot take you back to Earth. Your home is with me now.”

      Shit. Trying to block him out of my thoughts is a lot harder than it was with Jack. Oh shit, Jack… He must be losing his head right now. Did he see what happened? Does he think I’m dead?

      What will I tell him?

      Maul stiffens against me and I try to bring my thoughts back to this conversation.

      “Will we live on this ship?”

      “No, we will return to Rathturia.”

      I nod my head and snuggle up against his chest. Thankfully, the snuggling and my acceptance seems to relax him.

      “Are we heading to Rathturia now?” I ask and rub my cheek against his chest to keep myself from worrying about where in the universe Rathturia is. How far away from Earth is it? How far away from Isla?

      “Not yet,” he answers, his voice starting to sound strained.

      I think rubbing my face against him is starting to affect him. I can feel the thump of his pulse quickening beneath his skin and his nipple hardens as I rub my cheek against it.

      “Oh? Where are we going now?”

      “To meet an old…” he hesitates as if searching for the correct word then settles on, “acquaintance.”

      I nod my head again as if this is all perfectly alright with me while I do my best to resist the urge to lick him.

      Grabbing me by the shoulders, Maul picks me up and sets me away from him. “But first,” he groans. “We must get dressed.”
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      Maul

      Hours and minutes slowly turn into days. It’s on the thirteenth day that the toxins that have for so long wrecked their way through my bondmate’s system, fall to almost normal levels. I don’t truly know what the long-term effects will be for someone who has been using the neurotoxin for so long, but I’m hoping to the stars they are minimal.

      The ship we’ve been using to float around this small star system for the last two weeks has been a blessing to us. While it doesn’t have the full medical bay of a warship, it’s enough to help us keep Lexi’s treatment up to the minimum standards of what is suggested for severe withdraw.

      It would have been easier for us if we had a blood scrubber to remove the toxins as they floated through her system, but unfortunately we don’t.

      “Maul, may I remind you, it’s been three days since you’ve eaten,” Marketh’s voice floats through my brain. “I will no longer be able to suppress your hunger pains. Nor will I keep your thirst at bay.”

      The overwhelming growl of my stomach rumbles through me and it’s so loud I fear it will wake Lexi.

      Muttering quietly to myself, I slide her from my shoulder and onto the bed below. This has been rough on us both. I’ve tried to limit how much I’m away from her, but each time I’d leave I would come back to a mess.

      The bond that has protected Lexi from the drugs permanently pacifying her, or worse, has come at a price for us. We can’t be away from each other for longer than a couple hours. If it’s over one hundred and a half footsteps, the bond gives me a physical ache in my chest. That’s almost our limit, as well. I tested it one day while Lexi was thankfully passed out in a deep slumber. I went to the very end of the ship and I marked it at about two-hundred-foot steps. Or, at least, that’s what Lexi called the measurement.

      Her words for things are often primitive but effective for describing some things, I suppose.

      This bond is so unlike the ones I’ve studied on my homeworld. My mother and father did not have anything similar to this. The bond, while felt by the two, is not supposed to be this strong. I should not be able to get inside of her thoughts like I have. We shouldn’t have been able to save ourselves either. I know she’s been building up a tolerance to the serenity, but… shit… No one should be able to live with the amount floating around her system.

      How she wasn’t permanently pacified I simply don’t understand.

      Fuck. There’s far too many unknowns floating around this ship.

      Sliding my shirt over my chest, I quietly exit our cabin. I walk towards the galley and hear another one of those annoying fucking unknowns.

      The Paxzies, two short, little blue-bodied giggling masses of annoyance. I can’t walk near one of them without a burst of giggles emanating from them. I’ve tried asking just what is so funny but they always start turning bright pink. I take it that’s how their race blushes. When I do get more than giggles or blushes from them, they give me nonsensical ramblings of how when they get home I will be so happy. No kidding, I am quite sure I will be. That will have to wait though. Right now we’re finally through the storm of drugs ravaging Lexi’s body.

      The ship’s thrusters give the otherwise silent atmosphere a low rumbling feeling. They have the jump power to go pretty damn far, but right now we are making a series of short jumps from system to system.

      Getting to Black Ranch is tricky at best when it comes to traveling through the lawless regions of space. Black Ranch is like going straight to the wild frontiers. Here the law is in the hands of the strong.

      Making my way into the galley, I look around myself. Now that I’m wearing clothes, I have the ability to not feel so annoyed when I see the brats are sitting down at a table together eating.

      I walk into the small kitchen and ask, “Mar, where are we at?”

      “We have one more jump to make before being able to jump into Black Ranch. I’ve got an ETA of two hours and thirty-seven minutes.”

      “Any chatter about us on official lines yet?” I ask as I begin to drink a very cold glass of water.

      Last night in the shower was the first time in weeks I’ve felt clean. I’m slowly beginning to feel Rathturian again as the water cools my burning throat. I’ve been taking care of my bonded so much I’ve let myself become almost damaged.

      “None.”

      “Okay, how about the backchannels?”

      “A lot. They’re not calling out the ship just yet, but they’re looking for the blues. I believe the Paxzies should be something we offload as soon as possible. It’s not like they can say they’re hunting a big silver beast who has a tail.”

      “It’s smart of them. They mention me and it will get noticed by the right people. They say they’re looking for the girls and it’s a small matter not worth pursuing. What about Lexi?”

      “Nothing, not even a whisper.”

      “Odd,” I grumble.

      “Yeah, so I went deeper into the channels and searched out the dark net. I caught a hint of grumblings here and there, but I heard someone is making large waves on the Lexi’s homeworld. Large enough to be an issue if they figure out it’s a Rathturian who has her.”

      “Have you thought to check up on our undercover decoy you put the ID on?”

      “I did.”

      Pulling out a wrapped meal, I split open the paper wrapping and begin to start stuffing the breaded meat with vegetables crammed inside of it into my mouth. Even now I can feel the large grumbling of a completely empty stomach.

      “His death is being treated as an accident by the Tribunal investigators.”

      “What death? When the hell did this happen?”

      “The day we went into the slavers market, on Goest.”

      “Fucking stars!” I mutter as I slam the food cooler’s door.

      “What’s wrong, Maul?”

      Whipping around to the voice, I’m startled to find Lexi standing there before me. With a blanket wrapped around her small frame, she looks so beautiful right now all thoughts of what was said flee my mind.

      “Um, I…” Walking towards her, I’m about to wrap my arms around her when I hear Marketh’s voice come into the room as well.

      “Maul was just commenting on the fact that the decoy we were using was found accidentally airlocked outside a commercial traveling ship.”

      “A decoy…?”

      “How in the hell…” I ask, speaking over Lexi.

      “Yes, it appears that there was some sort of accident. A well-versed traveler inadvertently found himself on the wrong side of a pressurized airlock.”

      “So, someone tossed him out?” Lexi asks as she slides her arms around my waist.

      She nestles her head into my chest and stares at my stuffed bread loaf. I look down to see her pink tongue moistening her lips.

      “Of course not. He accidentally opened it and then fell out of it and then it magically resealed itself. At least that’s what the investigating report showed,” Marketh says with a contemptuous tone.

      “And the Tribunal accepts this as a valid answer?” I ask with irritation.

      The Tribunal that I have served all my life would never accept something like this as the truth, but even now I can feel the cracks in my foundation. It’s the reason why I left on the job in the first place. Through several investigations before this one, I knew that the Crima weren’t following all the rules and regulations set forth by the Tribunal. Hell, I’m not sure most races do. But the Crima… Something is going on. Here and there I’ve heard whispers. Whispers that they’ve been farming slaves on worlds on the forbidden list.

      That happens from time to time with all races, I suppose, but not as much as they were supposedly doing.

      Something caught my ear though. They were singling out the humans, singling them to excess. But why? Why would the humans be so desired? I couldn’t figure it out. Why them? What about them makes them unique to any other race on the list?

      “The Tribunal will accept the answer in any way they see fit, Maul. Just because you naively jumped into this job doesn’t mean anyone else did. Your rigid standards blew out the window, may I remind you, the moment you started unleashing the oblivion on that slaver’s orbital.”

      Staring hard at the orb, I growl out, “That I had no choice over. They were…”

      “The Prigs were enslaving some human and a couple of other races. Big deal. You didn’t even get the evidence to show the Tribunal. The only evidence you have is what you slam your cock into every night. That and a video of you going on a wild, berserking rage!”

      “Excuse me?!?” Lexi gasps.

      “Marketh, you go too far!”

      “Yes, I do. See your righteousness? It’s going to be an issue if you can’t cool it off,” Marketh says placidly.

      Fucker. Little silver fucker.

      “Space yourself, Mar. Get to the points you have in your little jelly head,” I say, letting out a sigh of exasperation.

      He’s leading me somewhere, and with the fog my brain has been in for the last couple of weeks, I can tell he’s on to something I’ve overlooked.

      “What did we expect to see on the orbital?

      “Slaves that were off limits.”

      “What else?” he asks as he hovers closer to me.

      “Black market type shit. Prigs and… Fuck. I never saw a single Crima.”

      “Not a one. I scanned Maul. I searched every single place we went. I never sensed or saw a single one.”

      Looking down to Lexi, I pull her backward. Falling into a chair, I yank her down into my lap.

      The stuffed loaf still in her hands but forgotten, she says “I know that name… Crima… But I’ve never saw one before. What do they look like?”

      “An insect looking race. They stand as tall as a Rathturian or slightly higher. They have antennae on their large, bulbous head. They have an almost Rathturian body though which means they have the male anatomy of a Rathturian… Say, Marketh? Could they be breeding with them?”

      Marketh zooms around in a large circle. Circling and circling. I can tell he’s thinking about it. “Sexual congress would be certainly possible, though I’m not sure if they would be able to impregnate humans. Considering their race is much more hardy and suitable for such things, I doubt they would. Humans have a tendency to only birth one to three offspring in one gestation. The Crima tend to spawn ten to twelve in their females.”

      I can feel my bonded shiver at Marketh’s words.

      “I don’t think my body could handle that many children inside of it.”

      “Indeed not. The body of the human female does not allow the stomach to stretch to such large proportions.”

      “Do you know if any other humans were there with you?” I ask Lexi, but as soon as the words come out of my mouth I can feel her tense up.

      “No. Well, none that I saw. The guy who helped me infiltrate the slaver’s market only had me.”

      “Why did you choose that place specifically?”

      “My… handler, he said it was one of the better places to be taken from as a human. Something along the lines of it being too far from our solar system.”

      “What were you hoping to accomplish, my bonded? Did you understand how easily you would slip through the cracks and disappear forever?” I ask.

      It seems folly to me to blindly put hope in doing as she did. Humans have barely gotten out of their solar system. Doing as she was going to do… Her handler must have been pretty damn familiar with the black market.

      “Well…” she sounds sheepish as she says, “I did, but we also knew that it was where most of the humans who ‘disappear’ are sold off from, or at least that’s what his contacts said.”

      “Was that where he thought your sister was shipped off to?” Marketh asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s sound reasoning, Maul, but all of our evidence says the Crima only go after large groups of humans.”

      “That’s what troubles me. We never saw more than Lexi, and we didn’t see a single Crima. We need more answers, Marketh.”

      “I agree. We need to see what Ja’Raesh has heard.”

      I nod my head in agreement and help both Lexi and I stand up. “We need to get ready for Black Ranch.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Our ship slips out of jump point to enter the blackness of space that sits between star systems. Out of our window we can see how there is nothing but empty black with pin pricks of white all around us.

      “Where are we?” Lexi asks from my side as she stares out the window.

      “Black Ranch. Marketh, turn us towards the orbital station.”

      We can feel the pulse drives slowly spinning us into the opposite direction as the orbital comes into view.

      “Wow…” Lexi says with awe. “What in the world is that? And where’s the solar system?”

      I chuckle. “There isn’t one, we’re in between.”

      Looking up at my face, she asks, “Seriously? You mean we are out in the middle of nowhere?”

      “Yes.”

      “But… I mean… This isn’t right, is it? How can we not be in a star system? Isn’t just floating in the dark dangerous?”

      While she is right about it being dangerous, there’s more than one hundred ships moving in and out from the orbital. It looks just as busy here in the deep dark space as it does on the many different orbitals around the arms of the galaxy that float inside of solar systems.

      “Very,” Marketh says. “So it’s best if we get on with the business at hand.”

      I nod to the orb. Marketh floats over to me and slides into the docking station on my wrist.

      “Did you get the Paxzies settled down tight?”

      “Yes. I have them in lock-down mode. They will only have access to their cabin and the galley.”

      “Good.”

      We head out of the dock station and Marketh says to me through our link, “Ship is fully locked down. Only you, Lexi, and I have privileges for entrance. I did a full scan of all the ship’s programs and removed the backdoors. It’s ours.”

      “It’s cold,” Lexi says.

      “No sun to keep the orbital warm with. They rely on the internal heating systems of the orbital to keep it warm. The closer we get to the middle the better it will get.”

      Pulling the hood of my cloak up, I drape it across my forehead. It doesn’t mask me completely but someone would need to look inside to be sure of who or what I am. I do the same for Lexi as we get off the ship.

      She isn’t going to be noticed too much. Even here, I am sure there are humans. Just not too many of them. And there are enough races that are human-like in appearance for her to blend in with.

      “So, who’s the friend we’re visiting?” she asks as we walk off our landing dock, heading for the air lifts.

      “An old acquaintance from the academy,” I say.

      “Why are we going to see them?”

      “I need to see if I can get any information on what’s going on with the Tribunal investigation.”

      “Okay.”

      We quickly make our way through the orbital’s many thoroughfares. Each one lowering in level as we make our way deeper into the ship. Slowly the temperature rises as we reach the middle. It’s much warmer here and the crowd becomes much more dense as we walk past stores and stalls selling just about anything that one could think of.

      This isn’t a slavers market but even here they have specialty slave shops here for those of a more discerning taste.

      “Are those prostitutes?” Lexi asks in a low voice.

      “No, bonded, those are pleasure slaves for sale by the hour or permanence.”

      “Oh.”

      Making our way through the merchants isn’t difficult, it’s just a slow process as we must follow at the crowds pace.

      “Picking up any readings on the net?” I ask Marketh.

      “Nothing so far, although with all the transmitters firing around here, I doubt I’ll be able to get much if I do. We need to be careful.”

      “Did you happen to make sure that the ship is doing passive scans?”

      “Of course, what do you take me for? An android or something? I have all passive scans running for the orbital and the surrounding area it will cover. I also have it running any active scan that won’t be caught or cause trouble.”

      “Good. Keep me up to date.”

      “How much further?” Lexi asks, and though she doesn’t sound anxious, I can feel it through our bond gently tugging at me.

      “Not much,” I say, “It’s just up there, to the right.”

      Finally able to break away from the push of the crowd, we step onto a small walk before opening the doors to a shop called ‘Spice and More.’

      “Welcome,” comes from the back of the shop as a silver female Rathturian steps from behind the counter.

      Marketh detaches from his docking station instantly and flies at the woman. Dropping Lexi’s hand, I’m not far behind. We make it across the store before the woman is able to recover from our abrupt charge and quickly take advantage of her shock.

      Wrapping my hand tightly around her throat, I slam her spine first into the wall, rattling small opaque packets of spice lying there on the shelves. Marketh shapes his orb into a patch of silver plating as he covers her docking station.

      “Maul, what in the...” Lexi says in shock.

      “How dare you!” Ja’Raesh wheezes through her trapped airway.

      Sending first a soothing vibration to Lexi, I grin at Ja’Raesh. “I dare quite easily, outcast. I see you aren’t in the gutter on some backwater planet, dying.”

      “No…” she grunts as she stands on her tiptoes. I know her hands want to come up to fight me back, but they won’t.

      She knows the score if she does.

      “I had hoped I wouldn’t see you again, Ja’Raesh, but that’s the star’s decision I suppose. Still, while I have you here, we need to speak.”

      “She’s controlling Arie, Maul. We won’t have a problem from her, either,” Marketh says aloud. He’s speaking of her symbiote, who like Ja’Raesh has been outcasted.

      “Good, then we are of an accordance.” I release Ja’Raesh’s throat then turn from her.

      Walking over to Lexi, I grab her hand and pull her towards the back of the shop. “Close your shop down for a while, Ja’Raesh. We have things to talk about.”

      Marketh removes himself from her wrist and flies over to hover by my head.

      “Sure, whatever you want, Investigator,” her words come out in annoyance as she walks to the front.

      Hovering there for a moment, she locks the doors before closing the blinds.

      “We’re alone,” I say.

      “I have no doubt of that. I wanted to make sure you didn’t have a tail though. What with all the heat you’re bringing around the western annex…” she says as she turns from the door.

      Shaking her head, she makes a follow me motion as she steps past us and into the back room of her shop.

      It’s small enough to be cramp for the three of us, but then she opens the small port door in the back room and steps out. We follow her down a small set of stairs to what would amount to an apartment, but to me a home wouldn’t have a computer filling every available surface except for the bed and the small cooking station.

      “Still keeping up with the galaxy around you, I see.”

      “Of course,” she says as she begins shuffling monitors and keyboards away from chairs for us to sit on. “Who’s the human, Maul? Got yourself a little slavey? Trying to release some tension from not having a...”

      “Silence outcast,” I growl.

      “I’m not a slave!” Lexi grumbles loudly as she pulls her hood off her head. Her long black hair falls down around her shoulders, framing her pale, beautiful face. Her blue eyes almost glow with intensity as she looks around herself. The glow of electronics gives her pale skin an iridescent glow as she looks up to me.

      “What are we doing with this woman?” she asks with irritation. I can feel her claim on me, almost as if she were wrapping her body around mine.

      “We’re getting information, my bon—” I begin to say but try stop myself.

      It’s too late though, I can see the annoyance on Ja’Raesh’s face melt away. Mixed emotions cross her features as they go from shocked to curious to sad.

      “That’s not possible,” she says finally and her face shows nothing now.

      “It is Ja’Raesh,” Marketh says quietly.

      I nod my head and reach out to Lexi’s hand as she reaches out to mine.

      Pulling her close to my side, I say, “It is. I’m not entirely sure on the how or why, but I can feel it even now. It is a part of us both.”

      “Then the stars are as cruel as they are uncaring. What is it that you want, Investigator Maul?”

      She’s right of course. If our civilization’s bonding can now encompass other races, it’s a cruelty to any who cannot find their bonded on our planet. To have to search the cosmos to find your bonded could mean searching without ever knowing…

      Keeping it as brief as I can I say, “We need to know what’s going on within the Tribunal. I need to find out who tried to kill me off before I could dig further into the outer slave rings selling off-limit races.”

      Her laughter comes out harshly as she turns to face me. “Who isn’t doing it, you mean.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Who isn’t trying to kill you. Why do you think I was looking for a tail on you? Even out here, in the backwaters of frontier land, your bounty is proceeding you.”

      “Bounty?” Marketh asks before I have a chance to say anything.

      “Oh yes. I don’t know everyone you pissed off, but you certainly did piss off a number of people. Your bounty has tripled since you did whatever it was at that market. It’s up to one point five million. If I believed I could do it and not have our disgusting race after me, I would take you myself.”

      Fuck.

      “Any idea on why they put it out?” I ask as my universe begins to slowly spin.

      “They want whatever it is you took,” she says as she looks at Lexi and then back at me. “Or whatever it is you know. Either way, your head has a price on it.”

      “Who’s paying it out?”

      “That’s the thing, it’s coming from multiple sources. Not one, but three.”

      Double fuck.

      “Maul,” Marketh says with urgency. “We need to go now.”

      “Yes, we do.”

      Turning away from Ja’Raesh, I say over my shoulder, “I wouldn’t let on that we saw you. If whoever comes doesn’t kill you for information on me, I will for giving it out.”
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      Lexi

      I’m not entirely sure what is going on. Ever since we left that lovely plot of space with the two suns, I’ve felt Jack trying to intrude into my thoughts, constantly disrupting them. I don’t know what to tell him yet so I just keep pushing him out.

      But his pressure is becoming stronger and more persistent. I’m not going to be able to keep him out for much longer.

      I need to figure something out and quick.

      “Stay close,” Maul growls as we hastily exit the shop and push through the crowds filling the market.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, stumbling as I struggle to keep up with him. There’s so many new amazing sights and smells around me but I could care less. All I can think is, “Who was that woman?”

      How does Maul know her? Were they former lovers? The very thought makes me feel almost murderous.

      But then I remember I was his first, he’s known no one but me, and I begin to relax.

      Maul’s eyes never meet mine. They’re pointed over my head, constantly scanning the market and the alien faces surrounding us. “She’s an outcast.”

      “Yeah, I got the gist of that. But why is she outcasted? What did she do?”

      Maul tugs me through the crowd, his sheer size and presence enough to keep others from getting too close.

      His eyes flick towards me, meeting mine for a moment before darting away. “She killed her bonded.

      My feet just stop and the strongest, strangest mix of fear, disbelief, and disgust slams into me. “Is that even possible? How?”

      I try to wrap my mind around it. With this bond between us, I can barely comprehend it. To hurt, much less kill, someone I’m so connected to feels impossible. He’s quickly becoming an extension of myself I can’t see myself living without. How could someone do such a thing? Why would they do it?

      Maul and I haven’t been bonded for very long, but even now I feel like trying to murder him would be like trying to murder my own soul.

      “Not all are as lucky as us,” he explains. “It’s rare, but sometimes those that are bonded hate each other. They much rather… sever the bond than remain connected for life. But the only way for that to happen is if one of the bondmates die.”

      My god. The realization that Maul could have just as easily killed me than save me hits me like a ton of bricks.

      “But I thought if I die, you die…”

      Maul nods his head and I can feel his tension. He doesn’t like the direction of this conversation but I need to know, dammit.

      “Sometimes, the hatred is enough to keep one alive,” Marketh chimes in.

      Damn, that must be some next level of hatred.

      “So she was outcasted because she killed her bonded and survived it?” I ask.

      Maul’s grip on me tightens and he sends me a burst of soothing reassurance through our bond. “Yes, but we’ll discuss it later. Right now there’s no time. We must—”

      Maul suddenly freezes and spins around. The crowd around us tightens and pushes in closer. Someone bumps into my side while another person pushes up against my back. Words are snapped angrily in languages I do and don’t understand, and as the crowd of bodies buzzes with irritation, I’m beginning to feel suffocated.

      “Maul?” I squeak, pushing closer to him as I try to escape an elbow jabbing me in the rib. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think we were purposely being hemmed in.

      Maul curses under his breath and begins to shove his way through the crowd. We only make it a couple of feet though because there’s so little room, moving one person only moves a new one in front of him.

      “Lexi!” Jack cries out, finally breaking into my mind through my panic.

      I still don’t know what to say so I choose to remain silent.

      “Lexi,” Jack repeats when I don’t answer him. “I know you can hear me.”

      I stare at the mass of bodies surrounding me, closing in on me. Someone’s hot breath hits the back of my neck.

      “Stay where you are. Help is coming.”

      Maul’s been quiet and it’s obvious he’s doing that thing again where he tunes out the rest of the world while he inwardly talks to Marketh.

      I grab the front of Maul’s robe and tug, forcing him to look down at me. “We have to move!” I cry out above the roar of the crowd. “Jack knows where I am!”

      A hand touches my ass, curving around it, and I try to ignore it as Maul’s green eyes meet mine. At this moment, we’re on the same wavelength. Words aren’t needed, they’ll only get in the way.

      We’ve got to get the fuck out of here before we’re trapped like rats.

      Maul nods and lashes out with his hand and tail, pushing forward. The crowd in front of us starts to go down, falling like dominoes. Maul holds me close, stepping over them. I feel a little bad that we’re knocking people down but at least we’re finally making some progress.

      “Halt!” a deep voice calls out just as we reach the edge of the crowd.

      We don’t stop though and I certainly don’t look back.

      “Lexi, please stop moving. I’m trying to help you,” Jack pleads.

      How does he know I’m moving? I’m blocking out everything but his voice in my head. Does he have other eyes on me? Or is he jailbreaking his way into my central nervous system?

      “Stop trying to help me,” I finally respond. “I’m safe. I’ll contact you at a better opportunity…”

      “You’re not safe, and your mission has been terminated.”

      “I don’t care if my mission has been terminated. I’m close, very close to finding Isla, and I’m not coming back!”

      Maul reaches the very edge of the crowd and only has to shove the person in front of us out of the way. With a cry, the squat, purple man goes stumbling into a stall and we step into a clearing.

      I take a deep breath, feeling like I can finally breathe again.

      “You no longer have a say in this. The appropriate authorities have been contacted and your retrieval is eminent.”

      “The appropriate authorities?” I boggle. The Bureau doesn’t have the resources to retrieve me at this point. I’m beyond their reach. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “It means I’ve gone over your head. You no longer have a say in any of this.”

      “What have you done?!”

      “I’ve done what I have to do.”

      “Who are you working with?”

      He dodges my question, instead telling me, “I’ll do whatever it takes to bring you back.”

      “Fuck you, Jack.” If he was standing in front of me, I’d slap him.

      A shout sounds out followed by weird electronic chirping.

      “Blaster fire,” Maul grumbles in explanation.

      Before I can ask why a blaster is firing, the crowd behind us suddenly surges forward and then we’re swarmed.

      I’m swept up and torn away from Maul, trapped inside the crowd as it rolls forward like a herd of frightened wildebeests fleeing in panic.

      “Maul!” I scream, reaching my arms out for him but it’s too late. Dozens of fleeing, panicked bodies are now between us.

      “Lexi!” Maul roars, but his deep, rumbling voice only seems to cause more panic.

      Hands grab me, carrying me away. I try to fight them but every time I pry one set off another replaces them.

      Bodies drop in front of me and behind me, but that doesn’t stop the crowd from rolling over them and filling up the gaps. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget the sounds of bones crushing and organs bursting for as long as I live.

      “Lexi!” Maul roars again, sounding much further away this time.

      I scream his name back and then a hand slaps over my mouth. “Shut the fuck up, bitch!”

      I thrash, fighting the arms crushing me until Jack urges, “Don’t fight him.”

      I still and slowly turn my head, looking up at the one holding me in his grip.

      Red eyes meet mine and a wicked smile stretches across black lips. His skin is dark, almost as black as his lips, and he looks positively demonic with the two ram-like horns sprouting from his forehead. Like the Prigs, he has two sets of arms, but unlike the Prigs, he has a great deal of bulging muscles to go with them.

      “Is he a part of your retrieval team?”

      Behind my ribs, my heart thuds sickly and slowly as the enormity of my situation sinks in. Who the hell is Jack working with? And what the hell am I going to do now? How do I get myself out of this mess?

      “Yes, but he’s unstable. Don’t provoke him. He’s under strict orders to return you unharmed but his kind tends to solve resistance with violence.”

      “What is he?” I ask, putting extra emphasis on the what part.

      “They call themselves Bezos.”

      The Bezo holding me grunts as someone bumps into us from behind. Without a glance back, he lashes out with his free arm and barb tail. There’s a loud crack and something warm splashes against my leg. I close my eyes and turn my face away, refusing to look at what’s left of the poor soul that bumped into us.

      “And you’re working with them because?”

      “Like I told you, I’ll do anything to get you back.”

      “Yes, you’ve already said that, but what have you done, Jack? What have you offered them? No one works for free.”

      What could a stronger race like a Bezo hope to gain from a mere human?

      Jack is ominously silent, his go-to answer when he doesn’t want to answer something.

      I hear Maul roaring my name again and everything inside of me wants to escape the arms holding me and run back to him.

      “I’m going to fight him,” I warn Jack.

      “Don’t, Lexi, he’ll snap you in half.”

      “Then tell him to let me go. I’m not just going to sit here and be carried away like some helpless maiden,” I snap as more and more distance yawns between Maul and I.

      There’s a dull ache in the center of my chest that I’ve been trying to ignore but it throbs and grows with each step the Bezo takes.

      “Tell him!” I cry as the Bezo takes yet another step.

      “I can’t tell him that, Lexi,” Jack says desperately. “He doesn’t answer to me.”

      The pain suddenly intensifies and I have no choice. Squirming in the Bezo’s arms, I hit him with everything I’ve got at once. My knee meets his groin, hoping to connect with tender anatomy, while my hands slam against his ribs. I bite down on his shoulder, my teeth trying to tear into his thick, leathery skin.

      With a bellowing roar the Bezo drops me to the floor.

      Knowing I only have a split second of surprise on my side, I scramble to my feet and rush head first into the crowd that’s trying to run in the opposite direction.

      I slam into a body and hands come out, bouncing me away. I’m shoved around, bouncing off of bodies like I’m the little ball in a pinball machine until the Bezo roars again.

      I feel the floor thundering beneath my feet and watch the crowd part. All of a sudden, everyone is scrambling to get away from me.

      Without really thinking, I drop to the floor, landing flat on my stomach.

      Charging in, the Bezo has too much force behind him to stop his propulsion. He ends up tripping over my body when he reaches me and tumbles into the crowd.

      “Jesus, Lexi. There’s no soothing his temper now. Get your ass out of there. I’ll try to get you some help—”

      “Go choke on your fucking help!”

      I jump to my feet just as the Bezo gets to his feet. Straightening to his full height, he huffs and his bulging red muscles seem to swell as if someone is pumping air into them.

      “Big mistake, bitch,” he snarls before he cracks his neck and takes a thundering step towards me.

      I don’t know what to do. He’s now between Maul and me. I can’t go forward and with the pain in my chest I can’t go back.

      The only thing I can do is pray that Maul can reach me in time.

      I scream out his name, “Maul!” and reach out through our link with everything I have inside me.

      The Bezo drops his horns and charges me. I stand rooted to my spot, hoping he’s stupid enough to fall for the same trick twice.

      Just as the Bezo’s charging horns are about to reach me, I jump to the side. Once again, he’s too big and too dumb to stop in time. He barrels on past me and I take off, running like my life depends upon it.

      Which it does, unfortunately.

      The crowd parts for me, alien men and women jumping out of my way with fear in their eyes.

      “You’re dead!” I hear the Bezo bellowing behind me. “I’m going to snap all of your bones and fuck your skull with my big dick!”

      Gee, could this guy be any dumber? It’s almost like he’s trying to win an award or something.

      The pain in my chest begins to ease and though I can’t see him yet, I know Maul is close. Encouraged, I pump my legs harder. I’ve never been much of a runner but with a big ugly beast of an alien on my heels I’m making great speed and time.

      All of a sudden a foot darts out of nowhere and before I know it, my legs go out from under me and I’m tumbling to the floor. I go down, my hands coming out just in time to break my fall but my knees still hit the ground hard.

      “Get up. Get the fuck up!” Jack roars inside my brain.

      I shake my head and try to get my feet under me but my body is moving slower than my mind.

      Unfortunately, I was running so fast, the Bezo has had plenty of space to stop himself in time. Instead of tripping over me, he stops and reaches down, grabbing me by the back of the neck.

      Hauling me up, he lifts me off of my feet and looks me in the eyes. “You’re more trouble than you’re worth, puny human,” he says, shaking me.

      I’ve never been shaken like I’m a rag doll before and it really sucks to feel this helpless. My arms and legs flail around and my head flops from side to side.

      This is it, I think but Jack somehow picks up the thought.

      “Don’t you give up! I’ve got them to order him to stand down but he’s not fucking listening!”

      The Bezo grins and pulls me closer.

      Before he can say something else stupid, I lash out, the knuckles on my right fist grazing the point of his chin.

      “Fuck, Lexi…”

      The grin immediately drops from his lips and his red eyes cloud with anger. “You stupid bitch.”

      His fingers tighten around the back of my neck and I can hear myself screaming before the pain fully sinks in.

      Then it all just stops. There’s a jerk and I fall back, landing on hard my ass.  I blink, momentarily stupefied, and then a glowing orb of light circles around me. Without really thinking I try to swat it away.

      “Stop that,” Marketh says irritably.

      I stop trying to swat him like an annoying bug and climb to my feet.

      “Sorry,” I croak as I wipe the dirt off my knees and clear my throat. My neck definitely hurts like someone just tried to choke the life out of me.

      “Apology accepted,” Marketh states as if he’s doing me a favor.

      “Where’s Maul?” I ask and then have to clear my throat again. He must be close because the ache in my chest has gone away but I don’t immediately see him.

      “Right in front of you,” Marketh says and I have to look closer, pushing the aliens in front of me out of the way.

      Maul is rolling around on the ground in the middle of the crowd, grappling with the Bezo. From the looks of it, they appear to be locked in a hand-to-hand battle to the death. While the Bezo tries to choke the life out of Maul with two of his hands, he uses the other set to swing and connect with Maul’s head.

      Maul is using his claws to rip into the flesh of the Bezo’s chest, tearing him wide open and exposing ribs. But the Bezo doesn’t stop choking him and I worry that he has only seconds before he starts to weaken.

      “Fuck,” I mutter and try to think of some way to help.

      I eye the crowd of aliens still trapped here and all the turned over stalls before my eyes fall upon a rod of metal that looks like it could have been used as a leg for a stall or part of a sign.

      I run over to the rod, grab it, then race back to Maul.

      Maul’s arms are beginning to slow and the Bezo’s upper set of hands are still locked around his throat. The Bezo appears to be mortally wounded. His skin is shredded into thin, leathery strips, and I can literally see his heart still pumping with life behind the white bones of his ribcage.

      But he’s not stopping. No, if anything, his face is a mask of grim determination.

      I run up to him and start hitting him in the head with the rod. I hit him over and over again, without really thinking and without actually looking.

      He’s not taking my Maul with him, dammit, is all I can think as I bash his head in.

      “He’s dead,” I hear someone say from far away but I don’t stop. I just keep bashing and bashing.

      “Let go of him, you stupid ugly bastard!” I cry, tears streaming down my face as I ram the rod into his black, gooey brains.

      “He’s dead, Lexi!” Marketh yells at me.

      It’s not until Maul yells at me that I finally realize what I’m doing. “Human! You’re splashing me with his brains.”

      I stop my next strike in mid-swing then look down at the carnage I’ve created. My stomach twists painfully and the sour taste of bile fills my mouth.

      Did I do that?

      “There’s no time to be sick!” Marketh says. “More enemies are incoming. They’ve sent re-enforcements.”

      I look up in surprise, and sure enough, only a few feet away, I can see those left of the stampeding crowd being shoved around but I can’t see who is doing the actual shoving. Orders are barked out and there’s something metallic about their voices that grates against my ears.

      “Call them off!” I scream inside my head at Jack.

      “I’m sorry, it’s out of my hands now, Lexi…”

      “You asshole. I’ll never forgive you for this.”

      Maul rises to his feet and walks up to me, holding out his hand. I drop the rod I was holding and take a deep breath.

      His voice is almost gentle when he says, “We’ve got to get back to the ship, little one.”

      I nod my head and purposely avoid looking at what’s left of the Bezo. I’ll have time to process that later. Right now it’s more important that we survive this.

      Maul takes me by the hand and for a moment everything in the universe is right again. Then we start running, pushing through the crowd and sprinting through the clearing.

      “If you don’t fight, they won’t hurt you. Surrender peacefully and I promise you’ll be safe.”

      “And what about Maul? Will you also guarantee his safety?”

      I glance over my shoulder when someone shouts. Those pursuing us have broken through the edge of the crowd and now I can see that it’s a group of five heavily armed aliens. Shit. They’d almost look human if they weren’t so big and didn’t have so many wires coming out of their heads.

      “Of course not, Lexi.”

      “Then I’ll fight to the death.”

      “You’re being completely unreasonable! Don’t you dare risk your life for that fucking alien.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you? Fuck off, Jack! And get out of my head.”

      By the hand, Maul leads me up a short set of stairs and then tugs me down a narrow hallway. I know we must be running in the right direction because the air is starting to get colder.

      “How many?” he asks without looking back. All of his attention is focused on what is in front of us as we take turn after turn and run up step after step.

      “At least five armed mercenaries behind us. No telling how many waiting for us at the hangar,” Marketh responds.

      Maul grunts and his fingers tighten around me. He jerks me around another sharp turn and then shoves me into a dark corner when we hear shouts coming from up ahead.

      “Maul, perhaps it’s time to consider a contingency plan,” Marketh says quietly.

      “What do you have in mind?” Maul asks.

      “We could consider surrendering. Perhaps—"

      I shake my head and grab onto Maul’s robe, clinging to him. “They’ll kill you if we surrender. I’ve already discussed it with Jack.”

      Maul stares deep into my eyes and then slowly nods his head. “No surrendering then. Do you have another plan, Marketh?”

      “We fight to the death?”

      Hearing it said out loud, even sarcastically, causes my heart to freeze behind my ribs. I can’t lose him, I can’t. Not when I just found him. There’s gotta be another way out of this, there’s gotta be.

      “If I surrender, alone, Jack has promised they won’t harm me…” I say tentatively. “Once they have me, they’ll have no reason to pursue you.”

      It’s an awful plan. Even if I do surrender and they take me away without harming Maul, the pain in my chest is bound to be a problem.

      “No,” Maul says forcibly. “We cannot be separated.”

      “Then a fight to the death it is,” Marketh says with mock cheerfulness.

      I’d tell him off if I wasn’t suddenly overwhelmed with the urge to cry.

      “We will fight,” Maul agrees and then his bloodied hand is bumping up my chin. “But we will not die.”

      “You promise?” I squeak, instantly latching on to the hope that we’ll somehow make it out of this.

      “I promise,” Maul nods and then bends down, planting a kiss on the top of my head. “Now stay here, my soul, and stay out of sight.”

      “Where are you going?” My grip on his robe tightens. Is he just blowing steam up my ass? Is he planning on doing something stupid? Like sacrificing himself?

      “I’m going to go deal with those blocking our way,” he says while trying to untangle my fingers from his robe.

      “Promise me you’ll come back,” I plead, unwilling to let go of him until he does.

      Maul hesitates and Marketh seems to buzz with irritation.

      “I promise I shall return,” Maul says, finally successfully prying my fingers from him. “Now stay here and remain quiet.”

      Maul gives me one last lingering look and then he disappears around the corner with Marketh. I watch the tail of his dark robe lick around the edge of the wall then there’s a shout followed by the electronic chirping of blasters firing.

      The steel walls rattle then the floor shudders like several things just crashed into it. I wish I could see what is going on but I have no choice but to do what I’ve been told. I know Maul needs to fight without worrying about me so we can get off this orbital, but I still feel like a coward hanging back when I could be helping him fight.

      I press my spine into the corner, trying to make myself as small as possible while I wonder just how many enemies there are between us and the ship.

      I’m so focused on listening to the sounds of battle coming from up ahead of me that I fail to be aware of what’s coming from behind us.

      “Female,” someone says, their voice almost human but too robotic.

      I glance up just as one of the mercenaries from the market steps into my space. All the gadgets attached to his breastplate blink and flash randomly, lighting up the darkness.

      His face and the many neon colored tubes attached to his skull glow eerily in the light.

      I open my mouth to scream and the mercenary moves with surprising speed. He grabs me and slaps a hand over my mouth while yanking me into his chest.

      “There is no need to scream,” he says unemotionally.

      And he’s right, there is no need to scream. I can just reach out to Maul through our link. Forcing myself to relax and go limp in the mercenary’s arms, I push my distress toward Maul and instantly feel his alarm flowing back to me.

      “What is it?” Another robotic voice asks.

      Suddenly the one holding me breathes in deeply. “It is…” There’s a pause and then my hair flutters as another deep breath is taken.

      Shit. Is he sniffing my hair?

      “Well?” The second robotic voice asks impatiently.

      “Race unknown, but the female smells…”

      Yet another deep sniff of my hair is taken and I squirm in the cold, metal grip of the hands holding me. This is getting seriously creepy.

      “The female smells?”

      The mercenary holding me groans a very male groan and I start to twist and turn, trying to escape in earnest.

      “The female smells delicious.”

      Delicious? Like they want to eat me, delicious?

      “Let me smell,” the second robotic voice demands.

      My squirming and fighting are completely ignored as I’m passed from one set of cold hands to another.

      My hair is sniffed again and then the new mercenary shudders and groans. “Yes. The female smells delicious.”

      The second mercenary is so intent on holding me and sniffing my hair that his hand slips down, uncovering my lips. Twisting and fighting, I get my feet up against his steely thighs and push with everything I’ve got.

      “This female has a name,” I snarl, arching away from him. “And it’s seriously rude to sniff someone without their permission!”

      The first mercenary’s red lights flash so bright it’s almost blinding and then he’s stepping close, trapping me between them. Great, now I’m trapped in a freakin’ mercenary sandwich.

      “She’s feisty,” the second one groans and shudders. “I like it. Shall we share her?”

      Before the first one can answer, I cry out, “No!” Oh, hell no. “There will be no sharing! Put me down, you big brute.”

      “Very well,” he responds, sounding completely unfazed by my reaction. “I shall keep you all to myself.”

      God help me, with all the tubes and wires these guys have coming out of their heads, they must be brain damaged or something.

      “No, you shall not keep me all to yourself,” I grit out from between my teeth. “I’m not yours to keep. I belong to another, and I really don’t like you touching me. Now, put me down, please!”

      I can feel the second mercenary’s hesitation. “Belong to another?” he repeats as if he’s just not computing it. His hands begin to relax and for a moment I’m hopeful he’s actually going to put me down.

      Then a new robotic voice joins the mix and his hands tighten again. “What do you have there, Moreslin? Is that a female?”

      “Yes,” the mercenary gripping me from behind answers. “She smells compatible.”

      “We should breed her immediately,” the first mercenary pipes in. “It will take many years to replenish our ranks.”

      “Breed?” I repeat incredulously but everyone seems to be ignoring me. “There will be no breeding!”

      “Let me smell,” the third mercenary almost groans out and then he’s pushing himself into the already cramped space and shoving his nose into my scalp. “Yes,” he nearly hisses after a small sniff. “She is compatible. I agree, we should begin breeding immediately.”

      I never realized it before, but I really, really hate being sniffed. There’s just something about it that really gets under my skin. As the third guy sucks in a breath, smelling my hair, I just can’t take it anymore.

      Consequences be damned.

      I throw my head back, head-butting the newcomer in the face.

      He grunts and jerks away.

      The first mercenary remarks, “She’s very feisty.”

      The third mercenary grabs his bleeding nose and grins as he looks at me. “She will give us strong, feisty offspring.”

      I stare daggers at the two I can see, and I really, really want to tell them they better keep their dicks away from me, but I’m just too much of a lady to actually say it. Besides, they seem to ignore everything I’ve said so far, so what’s the point of wasting my breath?

      I reach out through the bond link. Maul, where are you, dammit? There are creepy, cyborg men sniffing me and talking about breeding me…

      I continue to stare at the mercenaries, at all the weird mechanical pieces and devices attached to their bodies, and wonder for a perverted moment if they’ve also got things attached to their dicks. Then I shake that thought away. If they do, I certainly don’t want to see it. They’re already pretty freaky looking as it is. They kind of remind me of futuristic punk rock warriors who got a little carried away with the body modifications.

      “Release my mate!” I hear Maul bellow and I’m so relieved I could cry. I was beginning to worry he was hurt or worse.

      “Your mate?” The second mercenary says slowly as if he’s confused by the notion. He looks down at me then back at Maul with a look of skepticism on his face. “I think you are mistaken. This female is not Rathturian.”

      “She is mine,” Maul growls so harshly the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. His claws snap out and his beautiful eyes begin to darken. “Release her.”

      “Maul,” Marketh says, circling around him nervously. “Now is not the time to unleash oblivion on the Vicarions. May I remind you of what happened in the slaver’s market? If you lose control now, we’ll never get off of this orbital.”

      Maul snorts angrily and I watch the three mercenaries exchange looks. They must have some way of communicating with each other without speaking because I swear they’re having a silent conversation.

      I want to cry out and reach for Maul but I’m afraid now of provoking him. I remember only bits and pieces of what happened back at the slaver’s market but it’s enough to frighten me.

      “Rathturian,” the mercenary holding me finally says. “This female is not of your species, yet she is compatible with ours. Are you certain she is your mate?”

      “We are bonded,” I answer, causing Maul to stop approaching in mid-step. Looking at me, his eyes seem to soften. “Now please release me so I may return to him,” I say nicely but if these guys don’t release me soon, I’m going to unleash my own oblivion.

      The mercenary holding me looks to the others and from the harsh lines and frowns on their faces I’m betting they’re having an argument.

      “Release her!” Maul roars after a few seconds, losing his patience. I can feel that roar he let out in the very depths of my chest.

      With a nod, the mercenary holding me begins to release me, but then the third steps up, his hand reaching for me as if he’s going to stop him. “No! She’s the first compatible female we’ve discovered in over a century…”

      “And she is not ours, Bencade,” the one holding me says firmly. “If she was our salvation, the stars wouldn’t have bonded her to him.”

      The third mercenary looks almost like he’s going to argue but then he looks at me. I don’t know what he sees on my face but his arm drops and he turns away. There was such sadness in his expression, such despair in his eyes, that for a second I feel almost guilty about the whole situation.

      But then the cold hands holding me release me and I’m free. I squeeze through the three mercenaries and run to Maul, throwing myself in his open arms.

      “Don’t you ever leave me alone again!” I cry out as I bury my face in his warm, familiar chest.

      His arms wrap around me and I swear I feel him smelling my hair, but because it’s him, I decide to ignore it.

      “I won’t, little one,” he says, his voice still just a touch harsh.

      “I hate to break up your touching reunion,” Marketh says after a moment. “But in case you’ve forgotten, Maul, there are still a dozen enemies between us and our ship.”

      Still a dozen? How many did Jack send?

      “Enemies?” the mercenary that was holding me earlier says and the three who seemed so sad just a moment ago seem to perk up with interest.

      “Yes,” Marketh says almost gleefully like he can smell an opportunity when he sees one. “There are at least a dozen hostile targets preventing us from reaching our ship…”

      Out of nowhere, the three mercenaries produce blasters in their hands.

      “Allow us to make amends by escorting you to your vessel,” the first mercenary says and he does something to his blasters that causes both of them to light up with a zinging charge.

      Maul’s face pulls down in a scowl and I’m pretty sure he’s going to refuse their help but then Marketh zips forward.

      “We would be grateful for any help you can provide,” Marketh says and Maul shoots him a death glare. “Our enemies are just around that corner…”
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      Maul

      “Maul, I’m not entirely sure this was the best option for our escape,” Marketh says as the ship slides underneath the battlecruiser of the Vicarions.

      “You were the one who accepted their help, Marketh,” I grumble as the vibrations from their ship’s engines don’t seem to mesh with our own.

      The mad rush from the orbital to our docking station was fast and full of small skirmishes. Bezos aren’t the easiest of races to avoid. They’re like a rabid animal tracking a scent, they follow until they get their prey or die. Crazy fucking battle-ragers. How they ever stay on the Tribunal’s ladder and haven’t warred themselves out of existence is beyond me. I suspect it’s because the races above and below them use them extensively when tracking down problems. They know their worth and have never tried to change their social pecking order with the Tribunal.

      “What do I call you three men?” I ask the three heavily modified men standing on my ship’s bridge.

      The Vicarions take a long moment to respond, obviously speaking to each other through the communication equipment I suspect they have hardwired into their brains.

      “I’m Rondal,” the tallest one says. He seems to have the most electronic modifications of the three. He’s also, in my opinion, the ugliest thing I have seen in a long time.

      “I’m Bencade, and dear female I am so terribly sorry I caused you unease earlier,” the one who tried to keep my bonded earlier says as he stares at her sadly.

      “It’s…” Lexi starts. Tightening my arm around her, I try to send her soothing emotions. I know it was a frightening situation we were in but for now we need to get past what happened and focus on our escape. “It’s okay, and thank you for your apology.”

      “I’m Moreslin,” the smallest of the three says.

      “Well met. I’m Maul, first of my house and my symbiote is Marketh,” I say as I pull Lexi and I towards the captain’s chair on the bridge.

      Pushing her gently into the chair, I stand before the men.

      “I thank you for your aid. You did not have to come to our defense but you did. For that, I will speak with the head of the Red Masks to give you a reward.”

      Rondal raises his hand. “No reward of that nature will be needed, friend Maul. Our intention to remove you both from the station was purely self-serving.”

      I feel my muscles tighten instantly at his words. We are almost at the mercy of them and the captain of their ship. If they wanted to, they could cause serious hardship for us. One on one or even one on two, I have no doubt I could do. But all three of them at once while being smuggled out of the orbital’s launching as well has us in a tight spot.

      “Self-serving?” Lexi asks from behind me.

      “Yes, female. We have communicated with the captain of our ship. It would bring us great happiness if you would give us the location of your homeworld and the name of your species.”

      I turn when I hear a small squeak come from Lexi. Looking at her, I watch the color drain from her already pale features.

      Before I can say anything, Marketh speaks, “Maul, the transmitter embedded in Lexi’s brain has doubled in its receiving. Her mind is becoming quickly overloaded. It appears that whoever is on the other side is trying to incapacitate her while sending out large bursts to act as a homing beacon.”

      Kneeling in front of Lexi, I pull her to my chest. I can feel an aching sensation race through us both as her mouth bursts open in a silent scream.

      “Do something, Marketh!” I roar as I watch her beautiful violet eyes roll back into her head.

      “I am!” Marketh’s voice comes out loudly. “I have the ship’s systems focusing purely on keeping her…”

      I can feel her inside of me now. I can feel her mind trying to force itself down the bond that holds us and into the safety on the other side. Her fear and rage, while palpable, is fading fast.

      “The transmitter is possibly trying to overload itself, Maul. She is not going to survive this,” Marketh says.

      “Rathturian, I require your attention. Please release the female,” one of the Vicarions says as I feel a hand gently shaking my shoulder.

      Twisting away from the hand, I shout, “Get off the bridge!”

      “We cannot, Maul,” another says before I feel all three pull Lexi and I apart.

      I would like to say I put up a magnificent fight, but the pain racing between our bond as the transmitter continues to send out large radio bursts all but paralyzes me to the floor.

      “What are you doing!?” Marketh rages above me in the air. I can feel his anger as large as my own. I see his silver form zipping across the bridge at the Vicarions and then the fear that they were sent to hunt us down slams down into my chest. The overwhelming sense of betrayal and loss is what finally allows me to push my arms down hard on the ground. To slowly begin to push the two Vicarions holding me down away.

      Rage, it’s a beautiful thing when it courses through a Rathturian’s veins and makes its way into his heart. My muscles burn with ache as the blood flowing into them almost doubles. My claws rip so forcefully from my hands that I can feel the tearing of skin.

      Exploding up from the floor, the two Vicarions holding me down fly from my body and slam into the consoles around us.

      “Arrrgh!” rips out of my mouth as I move toward Lexi. My lungs heave in air with each stomping step that brings me closer to my bondmate.

      The one called Bencade kneels next to her, his hands forming a small circle around her skull.

      “Maul…” I hear her say so quietly that the red haze clouding my mind and sight almost misses it.

      I feel her there, in me. She’s shaking across our bond, her mind physically trying to soothe me. “Lexi?”

      “Please my love… calm. He’s stopped Jack from hurting me.”

      All of a sudden the rage and adrenaline in my body drops. I would fall to the ground from the words but instead, I stumble to my bonded. Sinking to my knees, I reach out to touch her but a hiss comes from Bencade.

      “Be careful. The block I have placed around the transmitting device could become unstable if she is jostled. If you must touch her, be very careful.”

      Nodding my head, I try to take her small, delicate hand in mine with the smallest of moves. “My Lexi, are you okay?”

      Staring up at me, she says quietly, “Yes. That bastard who helped get this damn transmitter implanted in me went into a rage when he couldn’t get me to stop.”

      “Is this the man who took you to the slaver’s market?”

      Closing her eyes, I can feel her calming herself. “No, that was another man and he didn’t have a part in putting the chip in me.”

      I want to say something but I don’t know what. I don’t understand the difference between these two men or what they want. I only understand one of them tried to hurt her just now.

      “Why did he try to overload you?”

      “He didn’t like that we got to the ship and away from whoever he sent after us. Those red demons were part of his ‘rescue’ party.” I can hear the snarl in her voice but she keeps her head still.

      “Are you in contact with him right now?”

      “No, thankfully the ship and…” she rolls her eyes to Bencade, “are keeping me in a buffer. It’s… blissfully silent. The only things in my head are me and our bond.”

      She smiles to me then and I can feel her love flowing.

      Nodding my head, I turn back to the Vicarions who are standing around us. The two I threw off of me don’t look any worse for wear but I still feel shame for thinking the worst so easily. This whole ordeal has gotten to me; it’s broken the calm I have so keenly desired to achieve. I’m not used to these…feelings, these emotional journeys.

      During the training to become a Red Mask, we subject ourselves to many tests of mental fortitude. Some societies call our training and tests barbaric because of their simplistic savagery, but to endure them until the finish is a sign of readiness to become a pillar of our society. We are the peacekeepers, the carriers of justice throughout our society, and in part the Tribunal. So when we leave the academy, we carry our sense of self pride wherever we go. We are known for our calm and for our level heads during times of crisis.

      But if I cannot keep my own head during times of distress with my bondmate, I do not know what will become of me. Damnable thoughts even now flow through the back of my brain.

      “Marketh, do they speak the truth?”

      “Yes, I have full faith that they do. In fact, I was asking what you were doing, not them.”

      “Stars above and oblivion below.”

      “Yes, well… we will need to talk soon.”

      “Agreed.”

      “I thought we had control of the transmitter, but the issues on the orbital seem to have caused it to override my abilities,” Marketh says with a sigh. “When we boarded the ship, I thought it would also help us. But it seems her partner has taken hunting her to a new level.”

      “Bastard,” Lexi whispers.

      “Maul, we must leave this sector if you do not wish for your female to suffer a worse fate,” Randor says.

      “Marketh, get us in accordance with Randor’s people. Get us to an empty solar system if possible. From there, we will need to make it back to Rathturia with all haste.”

      Randor looks at me. “Maul, we would still like to speak of your offer of reward.”

      Greedy fucking bastards.

      Moreslin and Marketh leave the immediate vicinity of the bridge as they start plotting jump points.

      “Yes, about my offer… You said you have more self-serving reasons, such as knowing more of her species?”

      “Yes, that is so. But we would also like to extend the offer of removing the transmitter and repairing any damage it may have caused.”

      To the oblivion with the man who had this damn thing implanted! “What is it you ask in return?”

      “We would like an envoy to the Tribunal. We would like to speak with the heads of the Tribunal.”

      Fuck me even further. With the assistance they’ve given me, I can’t say no.

      “Damage?” Lexi asks as her hand grips mine tightly. Her fear is slowly starting to show.

      “Yes, female.”

      “Stop calling me female, dammit!” she growls. “My name is Lexi.”

      “My apologies, Lexi,” Randor says. “Yes, damage. From the scans Bencade has done of your brain, the transmitter was put in very poorly. If it is not removed soon, we estimate your chances of surviving, considering the stress that was recently put on it, would be at ten percent. That number will drop dramatically if the one who had this implanted in you pushes it any further.”

      “I think I’m going to puke,” she says and I can see her pale skin start to sweat.

      “Please do not do that,” Bencade mutters out of the side of his mouth.

      “Anything you ask for,” I say in a rush. Looking over my shoulder, I tell Marketh, “Get us out of here now!”

      “We jump in thirty minutes. We should reach a solitary star system within three hours. The Vicarions are giving us jump points and star cluster points that aren’t known to anything I have ever used. The Tribunal would kill for waypoints like these,” he says, and I can hear excitement in his voice.
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* * *

      The final jump lands us in a system with a single star and four planets floating within its gravity well. None of the planets are within the tolerance zone of the star to support life though. This system, like many others out there, is only good for mining ores off the planets or perhaps an out of sight military outpost for times of war.

      I don’t like being on the battlecruiser of the Vicarions. I don’t like putting all of our luck in one place. It seems a folly to leave my ship but for the sake of Lexi we’re here. The sheer amount of men lining the hallways as we’re ushered to their medical bay was very worrisome.

      There will be no escape if things go sour here.

      “They keep sniffing her, Marketh. It’s turning my stomach with anger and disgust.”

      “Well, what is it you expect? They haven’t been near a woman in centuries. You know as much as I do about their race, or at least what the rumors are. At least they seem to be substantiated.”

      “Yes, they do, don’t they? But how is it possible to be this… pathetic.”

      “Pathetic but extremely powerful in the right circumstances.”

      “That is true, I suppose,” I concede.

      And it is. The Vicarions are a race that has lived on the fringes of the society for as long as it can be remembered. We know once they were a terrible race of war, but battles began to take a toll on their very existence. Death has a way of making even the most fearsome of foes wither away.

      Vicarions, from what we know, began to lose traction in the face of war when their losses outnumbered their rate of procreation. But instead of slowing down their warring ways, they began to use body modifications to continue to win battles. Becoming part Vicarion, part machine. The further they outpaced their procreation numbers, the more they enhanced their bodies to survive.

      That was their downfall.

      Other races began to discover ways to defeat their enhancements. The women of their world became more rare as they were left untended to. It wasn’t long before their enemies avidly hunted the females down for slaughter and slavery.

      Now, they float around the very outer edges of space in their giant battlecruisers looking for word of their women. None are alive from what the Tribunal records show. But if humans are able to aid in reproduction of their race…

      Fucking oblivion, I may have just handed the Tribunal another interstellar war.

      That they wish an envoy so they can communicate with the Tribunal is good, but just how far can I trust them is the question.

      Looking down into the eyes of my bonded, I can see fear and worry across her brow. She is trying to be brave for me, I can feel it, but her concern is still showing.

      Leaning down, I kiss her light pink lips. They are so soft and delicate. Each time I kiss or touch her, I’m reminded of how much I must protect her.

      “Will the surgery start soon?” she asks the Vicarion we we’re introduced to as the medical officer.

      The medical officer nods his head and turns towards Bencade. “Do not remove your hands from her headspace until the block is in place. Then, once we are sure there is no leakage, we will be able to remove you from the procedure.”

      “I’ll be staying right here during the whole thing, my bonded,” I say as I grip her hand in mine.

      The medical officer looks as if he wants to challenge that but Randor coughs quietly. “That is acceptable. Shall we begin?”
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      Lexi

      Strapped to a table that’s been angled almost completely vertical with strange, alien men surrounding me as my skull is being sawed open, I can’t help but dwell upon the choices that brought me to this moment.

      At the time I agreed to have the device implanted into my brain, it felt like a no-brainer to allow myself to be permanently linked to Jack…

      But now I just feel like a fucking idiot.

      Jack was supposed to be my safety-net, my back-up plan.

      And if things went terribly wrong, the witness.

      Everything that I share with him, the things I see, hear, and experience, are supposed to be stored and backed up as evidence. I didn’t necessarily expect to die, though it was a very real possibility, but if I did, there would be justice done.

      My death wouldn’t be in vain and everything I learned wouldn’t be forgotten.

      Part of me wishes I could share this with him. The vibrations of the base of my skull being sawed open. The soft crack. The sudden release of pressure as a piece comes off.

      The Vicarions can’t or won’t use lasers. According to them, there’s too much risk they could damage my brain so we have to do this the old fashioned way. I just have to really hope they know what they’re doing. With all the stuff they’ve got coming in and out of their heads, they must. But I must admit this medical bay of theirs reminds me a little of a futuristic Frankenstein lab. With the straps, the tables, and all the weird glowing tubes and stuff.

      Did Jack know what he was doing would kill me? I don’t want to believe it. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t…

      Even now, my old experiences want to tell me this isn’t the Jack I know. He is… was… my best friend. Up until what happened, I believed we loved each other like family. But obviously, that was all a farce.

      Hell, for a while I was feeling pretty damn lucky that he was able to confiscate the implant off of an illegal poacher he caught in Argentina. Before that, I was struggling to figure out a way to remain in contact once I left the atmosphere. It would be pointless to infiltrate the alien’s illegal slave markets with no way for anyone to know where I was or who I was with. I would have just been another human taken. Another human lost in the system.

      But now I have to wonder if he got the implant from another source...

      If he was willing to kill me in order to retrieve me, I never really knew him at all.

      There’s a bright light above me but thankfully it’s mostly blocked out by the sheer size of those surrounding me. I look at their faces, at Maul’s, and I feel his fear. His worry for me. Without the transmitter in my head distracting me, the bond feels even more intense.

      More real.

      Catching his eyes, I hold them, not letting them go. Gently, I squeeze his hand and plead, “Please… don’t look.”

      Of all things to be self-conscious about, I never thought I’d feel self-conscious about my lover seeing my exposed gray matter. But I don’t want him to have the memory of me looking this way. What if he can never get this out of his head? What if he’s forever disgusted by me? Or permanently repulsed?

      Now that I need him, that I have him, I’m afraid I’ll lose him somehow.

      Maul squeezes my hand and I feel his love, his warmth flowing into me to soothe me. He doesn’t have to say the words; I can feel them. His intention. What he wants me to know.

      I relax a little, reassured by his devotion.

      “Disabling the device,” the man operating on me announces.  “In three… two… one…”

      There’s a little zap and my muscles tense up with worry. Maul squeezes my hand tightly.

      Then the one operating on me, I recognize him by his deep, staticky voice, says something but I don’t understand the words.

      Maul stares at me expectantly, as if he wants me to do something, and says something but all his words are gibberish.

      Fuck. With the device gone I’ve lost my translator.

      I lick my dry lips and say, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

      I don’t know how the Vicarions did it but they’ve managed to numb me only where I need it. I can move my face but I can’t move my head. With all their freaky upgrades, I bet these guys operate on themselves all the time. Their medical technology is downright terrifying.

      Hell, strapped to a table with my skull cut open is terrifying.

      Maul stares deep into my eyes and I find myself focusing on his face. He speaks again but once more it’s hissing and clicking gibberish.

      Has he always sounded like that? Do I sound like that when I’m speaking to him?

      I stare up at him in confusion. Now that I can’t understand him, he seems strange again.

      Without our communication there is new a distance between us. All our differences seem more obvious.

      It’s like I’ve been looking at him all this time without really seeing him. After those two weeks of serenity withdraw, when I finally broke through he instantly felt familiar to me. He instantly stopped being alien.

      He and the Vicarions start arguing about something, and all I can do is to continue to stare at his strange and beautiful face.

      His skin is a silvery gray that seems to change colors depending upon the light reflecting off of it and his features are too sharp, too harsh. I hate to say it but honestly, he looks perpetually angry even though I know he’s not.

      His eyes, they glow a radioactive green. There’s nothing human about them but I know them. I recognize the tenderness there, tucked behind the animalistic intensity.

      The more I stare at his face, though, the more I recognize the beast he keeps restrained. In his eyes there’s this foreboding sense of danger lurking just below the surface, waiting to be unleashed.

      If he were anyone else, I’d be pee-my-pants afraid.

      But I know he would never hurt me.

      He won’t because he loves me. I know it, I can be sure of it, because of the bond we share. I’ve had him deep inside me and even now I feel him flowing through my veins.

      This love of ours… it was forced upon us. Neither one of us asked for this. It’s just one great big complication that makes both of our lives harder and pushes the things we want further out of our reach. But even if there was a way to turn it off, to somehow break it. To untangle myself from him.

      To separate our souls.

      I couldn’t do it.

      I haven’t known him for very long… but he means too damn much to me now.

      I could resent not having a choice, but he also didn’t have a choice. I could curse the gods or the stars or whatever higher power is out there, but I recognize this for what it is.

      It’s a gift.

      A freakin’ blessing.

      Whatever may come… whether we find Isla or not, I’ll never be alone again. He’ll always be there.

      Maul speaks again and I desperately wish I could understand him. He squeezes my hand and stares deep into my eyes. One of the Vicarions says something and he nods his head.

      Maul’s tight, almost crushing grip on my hand and a burst of soothing reassurance being pushed through the bond are the only warnings I receive that something is about to happen.

      The staticky Vicarion speaks slowly, as if he’s counting down again, and then I feel a sharp zap.

      All my muscles below my shoulders jerk. My arms and legs try to kick up as if someone just activated all of my reflexes. I kind of feel like a puppet that just had all of her strings yanked at once, but Maul smiles down at me with relief.

      “Did they get it out?” I ask, my voice a little more than a whisper.

      “Yes,” he answers and then leans down to kiss me.

      I’m so relieved I can understand him again I almost start crying. “Am I still going to die?”

      “No, not today,” he answers, his eyes flashing brightly.

      It’s everything I can do to keep from bawling like a baby. Now that the device has been successfully removed from my brain, the full force of my situation finally hits me. If it weren’t for the Vicarions, I would be dead. And if I die… so do Maul and Marketh.

      I owe them more than I could ever pay back.

      “Are we done now?” I ask after a moment. It’s been quiet, too quiet. I can feel Maul holding something back from me. His apprehension is hovering at the edges of my senses. “Can we return to our ship?”

      “No,” Maul says and seems to hesitate. “Not yet, my heart. It appears that the device caused quite a bit of damage…”

      “Brain damage?” I breathe, the very idea frightening.

      Slowly, reluctantly, Maul nods his head.

      “Oh shit. How bad is it?”

      “If it’s not repaired, you’ll perish.”

      The knowledge that my brain is so damaged I could die from it just kind of hits me hard in the chest. “Damn.”

      The memory of Jack ensuring me that the implant was perfectly safe and I had nothing to fear from it flashes through my head. I’m not sure though if I knew the true risks before it was attached that I would have refused it. There’s not much I wouldn’t put myself through to find Isla.

      Before Maul, I had nothing to live for. I didn’t care if I lived or died. I was willing to sacrifice myself for the greater good. For my sister. Perhaps that’s why I took to the serenity so well.

      I longed for oblivion.

      “They’ve removed the device and replaced it with an updated translator, but to repair the damage, they’ll need to replace all the damaged tissue...”

      “Replace with what?” I ask. Surely the Vicarions don’t have some extra human brain tissue just hanging around on their ship.

      But then again, looking around this medical bay/Frankenstein’s lab, maybe they do.

      Maul hesitates for a moment, looking uneasy before he says, “Upgrades.”

      Ugh. Does that mean I’ll have neon tubes and wires coming out of my head?

      “Are they going to make me like them?” I eye the Vicarions still hovering around me warily. So far they’ve been so quiet it’s eerie.

      “Only a little,” Maul answers as if it pains him.
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      Maul

      “I don’t want to look, Maul. I don’t want to look like them,” Lexi says, avoiding the mirror in our cabin.

      “My bonded, I do not see your concern. You are beautiful. The Vicarions did the best they could to completely hide the implant,” I say again as I try to reassure my beloved that the small metal implant port in at the base of her skull is not as bad as she believes.

      “I have a hole in my head!” she squeaks out as I wrap my arms tightly around her body.

      It’s been a week and a half since the surgery, long enough for her to be fully healed. Her mind is her own worst enemy right now. There is no problem with her implant, it’s in her head that it is ugly.

      “No, my dear bonded one. The time for this silly fear is done,” I say as I hold her tight. “Computer please display on the screen a picture of Lexi’s implant.”

      “No!” Lexi yelps as I turn us towards the mirror.

      She has been so fearful of this little metal adapter

      “What if your family thinks I’m a freak?” she quietly asks with her eyes squeezed shut.

      My mouth opens to speak for a moment but closes.

      She hasn’t voiced this fear to me and the moment it comes out of her mouth I know that this could be one of her big fears. Meeting parents in my culture, I’m sure, is just as nerve-wracking as it is in hers. In my culture, it is best to be on the right side with the woman’s family as they will be your family for the rest of your life. We do not have things like separations from your spouse.

      Bonds are for life.

      “See, you don’t want them to see me either! I’m hideous!”

      Growling through my clenched teeth, I say, “No, you are the physical form of perfection, my bonded. Whether your implant is showing or not has no effect on me. I thought I proved that late last night when I took you from behind.”

      “You had my ponytail in one hand. I was assuming you weren’t paying…”

      Relaxing one arm, I slide my hand down to slowly graze the top of her breast. Then I push my hand down further to make long circles on her stomach. After a moment, I start to slowly work my hand past her flat stomach only to get stopped by her hand.

      “Stop that, Maul! You can’t just use sex on me when you want me to do things your way.”

      “Of course I can. You do what I want when I give you pleasure,” I say with a chuckle.

      I kiss her neck briefly before giving it a nip.

      “Stop that! It’s not working,” she says as I feel her ass begin to move in a very slow circle.

      She’s lying, of course. I can get my heart’s desire by pleasing her sexually. Thankfully that is usually in accordance with what I want. If I didn’t truly think it important for her to heal I wouldn’t be pushing this issue.

      But with one much larger issue sitting on my shoulders, I need her in peak mental acuity.

      “Why is this so important to you, Maul? I can feel you pushing me into this, you know?”

      Our bond, it does have its upsides, but hiding my one piece of information from her has been straining me.

      “Open your eyes, Lexi,” I say in a stern voice. Feeling her hips slow down to a stop, I know she can feel how serious I am. “Do it and I will answer your question.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “They will accept you regardless of your fears. My mother especially.”

      My parents have no choice. I love her and I’ll accept no other outcome.

      My hand slides back up to hold her stomach. She is so small in my arms.

      “Promise you don’t think I’m ugly?”

      Pushing as much care as I can down our bond, I try to send her all the feelings I have deep down in my soul. Especially now that she is truly mine.

      “Mmm,” she moans softly as she pushes back hard against my chest. “I can feel that, you know. It makes me feel so happy and loved. Horny too, if I’m being honest.”

      “If you will please open your eyes so we can get on with this talk, we will have more time to spend doing the things we enjoy before we get to our home planet.”

      And there goes any sense of calm I have tried to instill in her. Her body locks up as she shakes her head. “Not the time to mention going to your planet, Maul.”

      “Do it,” I say, exasperated.

      Finally sighing, she opens her eyes to see what is on the mirrored screen before us. Smiling at our reflection, I smile with her. She’s so achingly beautiful to me. She sits there, clad in only a pair of black panties with my arms wrapped around her small, pale frame. Her dark hair has fallen down, flowing over her shoulders and shrouding her heavy breasts. My hand rests on her flat stomach and the small indentation of her belly button is still a marvel to me.

      I push a finger into it and she giggles before swatting it away.

      “Stop that!”

      I let my hand slide down towards her panties only to have it swatted again. “No more until we do this horrible task you are giving me.”

      “Fine,” I grumble before saying, “Computer, give us a view of the back of her head. Split screen one showing her with her hair up and the second with it down. Make sure to show her the implant.”

      The left side of the screen shows her thick black hair falling down her shoulders. Nothing is visible from the surgery. On the right is a picture of her hair pulled into a ponytail. The ponytail barely reveals a small bit of metal glittering through all of her hair.

      “Now spread the hair to show the implant.”

      There, on full screen, is a picture of the back her head with the implant at the base of her skull showing. The only noticeable feature is the small metal hole where a plug could be pushed into if she would want to transfer information into its node.

      “Oh…” she says quietly. “From the way it feels to my fingers, I thought it would be so much bigger. I don’t know what I was really expecting when you said I would be like them?”

      “Did you expect a rotating little dish on your head, my bonded?”

      Chuckling quietly, she nods her head. “So what would I plug into that?”

      “From what I understand, if you wish to learn things, such as languages or star maps, you can upload them directly through the node. They can even upload mathematic courses or sciences. Just about anything.”

      “What about it being a transmitter?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Only if you wished to be connected to someone I would suppose.”

      “Jack can’t connect to me, can he?” she asks and I can see the pain it causes her to say his name.

      If I find the one named Jack, I swear I will crush his fucking skull with my bare hands.

      “No, beloved, that man is gone from your mind permanently.”

      She sighs quietly. “Good. He was supposed to be my friend… But he became a monster.”

      I can feel the ache of anger and loss. I can feel her sadness. He put a hole in her soul. I suppose not all wounds are physical with that bastard.

      The mirror screen goes away with a wave of my hand.

      “We owe the Vicarions much more than they ask,” I say as I pull her back against me.

      “What exactly are you planning on doing for them?”

      “I’ll be giving them the location of your race’s solar system. From there they are on their own with how they go about introducing themselves. They have been informed of the Tribunal’s laws and resolutions.”

      “Huh. Do you think they will go stealing people off my planet like everyone else has been doing?”

      “I don’t know. Your race was one of a few I wanted to investigate. It seems, with the Paxzies and you being in one cage, whoever is doing the taking doesn’t care for any law. I had thought that the Crima were a part of this... But not seeing any Crimas, not seeing anyone beyond Prigs, I have to wonder exactly who’s doing the taking and who’s doing the shipping of slaves.”

      “That’s why we thought the Tribunal was a part of it. My office couldn’t any answers from them beyond ‘they were looking into it’. It felt like the Tribunal didn’t think we were big enough fish to worry about some going missing.”

      “I had that feeling too, though it wasn’t through official channels. The deeper I investigated, the more things would happen to interfere with it.”

      “Do you think someone was blocking you?”

      “Yes, but who isn’t an easy answer. Returning to Rathturia will give us some answers though because of the evidence we found on the slavers orbital.”

      “Why do the Vicarions want you to be their envoy?”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed is becoming uncomfortable. Lifting her up, I start sliding us back until I can use my legs to push us against the bulkhead. Keeping her luscious ass pressed against my cock, I lean down to kiss her neck while my hands slide up to cup her bare breasts. I’ve kept our cabin at a very warm temperature intentionally to get her used to being in as little of clothing as possible. I think she knows this because walking around wearing only panties inside our cabin has become a habit.

      She only allows my attention to flag for a moment before she pulls my hands down. “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “They want to be put on the register of races that the Tribunal recognizes as independent of them but not at war.”

      “Huh?”

      Grumpily my fingers clench for a moment to keep them from going for her heavy breasts.

      “That wasn’t the only warship they live on. Since they have been living in the outer cluster of this galaxy, their fleet is much larger than I believe the Tribunal has any idea of. They have charted planets and worlds, races and organisms that have never been heard of. I personally believe they have visited more than our distant galaxy neighbors.”

      She stiffens slightly. “Really?”

      “Yes, their technology is far superior to most things the Tribunal uses unless it’s been classified.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yes, and they don’t even care about the Tribunal as an authority beyond not wanting to war with them. If they did go to war, I worry about the outcome.”

      “So, they want to live in peace?”

      “That’s what they say.”

      “Will they get their wish?” she asks.

      “If the information I’ve gathered about them is real then yes, I think so. The Tribunal is not foolish.”

      “Okay,” Lexi says as she allows my hands to slide back up to cup her breasts. My fingers lightly pinch her nipples and I stretch them out as I gently roll them.

      “Mmm,” she moans.

      “Lexi, my beloved bondmate?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you satisfied with your questions?” I ask as my stiffening cock pushes against her ass.

      “Yes… for now… I probably have more somewhere in my head for later though.”

      “Good, one last thing I must tell you then.”

      “Yes?” She’s rocking her hips now, pushing her thick ass cheeks against me. Making my balls start to swell with seed.

      “When they were replacing your modification, they informed me that you were carrying my child.”

      “Oh, okay,” she groans again as my hand slips down between her thighs. My fingers slide to the crevice that contains her clit. Lightly grazing it with my fingertip, I push down to find her already wet.

      “I’m glad you are accepting of this,” I say as I kiss the side of her neck again.

      “Wait, what the fuck did you just say?” she shouts as she looks back at me. Her legs slam together, trapping my hand there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lexi

      Sighing with exasperation, Maul tries to free his hand from between my thighs as he repeats, “You are carrying my child, my heart.”

      A plethora of emotions hits me at once. It’s like my body is cycling through every emotion I’ve ever felt. There’s disbelief, shock, joy, and amazement. But mostly I feel a lot of fear.

      There’s so much that could go wrong…

      With a growl, Maul yanks his hands free from the clamp of my thighs and picks me up, turning me around on his lap to face him.

      “There is nothing to be afraid of,” he says firmly and grabs the sides of my face, pulling me in for a kiss.

      I want to believe him, I do, but there are too many unknowns. Given that we’re two completely different species, I didn’t even think getting pregnant with him was possible. I’m not sure a human has ever successfully conceived with a non-human before. It just hasn’t been done.

      “How?” I murmur, tearing my lips away from his lips to break our kiss. My mind is racing, no matter how good kissing him feels, I feel like I’m about to freak the fuck out.

      “Do you not know how babies are made?” he asks teasingly and rocks his hips up.

      His hard cock grinds against my panties, rubbing against my clit. Stars flash in front of my eyes and I groan, wanting but unable to jerk my hips away from him.

      “I know how human babies are made,” I groan out, putting extra emphasis on the human part.

      “Ah,” he says and his green eyes gleam mischievously. “I see. You want to know how Rathturian babies are made?”

      “Yes,” I moan as his hips rock back and forth.

      I know what he’s doing, he’s trying to distract me by making me horny.

      And unfortunately it’s working.

      As his cock works against my pussy, creating the most delicious friction with the fabric of my panties, I’m finding it harder and harder to hold on to my fear.

      After all, if there was something to be afraid of, wouldn’t he be freaking out too?

      “In order to make a baby, the male Rathturian must first penetrate the female with his seed,” Maul smirks and tries to pull my panties off. “Shall I demonstrate?”

      I slap his hands away and sigh. “I know that, dummy. What I wanna know is how this works with you and me. Do you guys like lay eggs or something?”

      God, I hope not. I shudder a little just picturing myself giving birth to an egg. What if it was bigger than a baby? That could really hurt.

      Hell, what if my baby takes after his daddy and is just plain huge, period?

      Sensing my renewed distress, Maul slides his hands up, no longer trying to relieve me of panties. Instead, his palms cover my breasts and squeeze.

      I can’t stop my back from arching a little bit.

      “Do humans not lay eggs?” he asks, trying to sound casual as he plucks at my nipples but I’m not fooled.

      “No, humans do not lay eggs,” I drawl out and stare hard at his face. “We grow and incubate the babies inside our bodies for forty weeks then give birth.”

      “Ah,” he murmurs.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I remind him, trying my best to ignore the stimulation he’s giving my breasts. The more he squeezes me and plays with me, the heavier and more sensitive they feel.

      “What was the question again?” he asks before his head dips down.

      Pushing me back, my spine arches, forcing my breasts up. His hot, wet mouth covers my left nipple and then he suckles.

      A jolt of liquid fire floods my core.

      “Maul,” I groan and grab him by the ears, giving him a sharp tug.

      He ignores the tug, suckling me harder into his mouth. I can feel the rough texture of his tongue scraping across the tip of my nipple as all the blood in my breast feels like it’s being sucked towards the surface.

      “Do Rathturians lay eggs?” I ask, tugging on his ears once more.

      “Mmmhmm,” he murmurs against my breast and then releases it with a wet pop.

      “Mmmhmm?” I repeat, staring down at my poor little nipple. It’s now blood red and glistening wet. “Is that a yes?”

      His head moves to the right and he sucks that nipple into his mouth. “Mmmhmm,” he repeats and I just want to scream in frustration.

      “Am I going to lay an egg? Please Maul, just tell me,” I beg, pushing my fear through the bond.

      With a growl, Maul releases my breast with another wet pop.

      “No,” he answers, his glowing green eyes finally meeting mine. “You will not lay an egg like a Rathturian female. It is clear from the scans done by both Marketh and the Vicarions that you carry our child inside you, like a human does.”

      “Oh, thank god,” I breathe, glad to have that fear put to rest.

      Maul makes a hungry sound in the back of his throat and his hands slide down my sides to snake around my back. He grabs two big handfuls of my ass and begins to knead the flesh.

      “Does everything look okay with the baby?” I ask just as his head starts to dip back down.

      He pauses, his lips just shy of my right nipple. “Yes,” he answers with an annoyed growl. “All is well.”

      His head begins to move again and I lean back, just out of his reach. “Does it look like me or like you?”

      He pauses, an annoyed look forming over his sharp features.

      “It looks like a little blob,” he answers, his hands squeezing my ass hard to keep me still.

      “A little blob?!” I repeat with alarm.

      With a sigh, Maul’s hands relax and his head drops forward. I hear him take a deep, calming breath before he looks up. “Yes, it looks like a little blob right now, my soul, but it will grow.”

      “Oh,” I answer and then that oh turns into a needy groan.

      His hungry mouth covers my right nipple again and he suckles hard as he rocks his hips up, his cock rubbing against my folds. His hands squeeze my ass again and then I feel my panties being pulled to the side.

      “Could you tell if it’s a boy or girl?” I ask just before I feel the warm, bumpy flesh of his cock making contact with my soaking wet sex.

      With a growl, he grips my ass again and lifts me off his lap.

      “It’s too early to tell,” he snarls coming down on top of me.

      He pushes me down, stretching me out until I’m flat on my back.

      Maul is nearly twice as big as me but there’s just something about his body coming down on top of mine that feels right.

      “I hope he’s a big, strong boy, just like you,” I sigh as he fits himself between my thighs. “With beautiful, silvery scales…”

      Reaching up, I wrap my arms around his neck and pull his head down, closer to mine.

      “And I’ll be perfectly happy if she’s a beautiful girl like you, with soft, milky skin and hair as dark as space,” he groans while staring into my eyes.

      “Truly?” I repeat, feeling myself being sucked into his powerful green gaze.

      “Truly,” he confirms, the word a deep rumble in the base of his throat, before he kisses me.

      Through our bond, I can feel his joy, his happiness that he’s planted a part of himself inside of me that’s growing.

      Our love has created an entirely new being, I suddenly realize.

      As his mouth devours my mouth, I wrap my legs around his waist, locking my thighs tight.

      His hand stops gripping my ass and I feel him moving it, squeezing it between us. The soft sound of fabric tearing reaches my ears and then my panties fall away.

      There are no more barriers between us, physical or otherwise. My mind, my heart, my body and my soul have all been touched by him in some way. Through this weird and amazing connection that fate has blessed us with, we’ve created something great.

      The crown of his cock bumps against my sex and I press closer to him, aching to feel him deep inside me.

      His tongue plunges in and out of my mouth, and just as his hips rock up, the crown of his cock spreading me open, I feel him pushing all of his emotions inside of me.

      His relief of finally finding me after so long of searching…

      With one, powerful thrust he pushes his cock inside me, stretching me deliciously.

      His fear that he’ll somehow lose me now…

      He begins to withdraw but my walls squeeze around him, trying to hold him in.

      His confusion over the strength of our bond…

      With a groan of effort, he manages to pull himself out.

      His need to keep and protect me… forever. He’ll never let me leave his side.

      “Mine,” he growls inside my mouth, something more primal coming to the surface as he once more drives himself forward, losing himself in my body.

      With each thrust, with each grunt, his emotions fill me up until I feel like bursting.

      “Mine,” he repeats as I moan and shudder around him, clamping down with my pussy.

      He’s just so big, and his emotions are so powerful, I can’t help but feel like he’s trying to push his very soul inside of me.

      And I want to hold him inside of me forever. I’ll never take for granted this gift he is giving me—his very being. He’s giving me every little thing inside of him that makes him him.

      I don’t know how or why we were brought together, but he’s forever a part of me now. When I think of life before him, I realize there was a pain there, buried deep inside my chest. A pain I carried around without knowing what it was.

      The pain of missing my other half.

      I love you, I push back through the bond and his rhythm stutters.

      I never thought I could fall in love with someone… especially after losing my family, but I love this guy so much I feel it with each breath I take.

      I feel it in my very soul. And it’s so good, so strong, I know I have to protect it.

      “I love you,” I repeat out loud and my hands grab at the spines on his back, gripping him tightly.

      I need him more than air… I need him more than I ever needed the serenity…

      With a snarling growl, his thrusts quicken and deepen.

      His balls slap against my ass and I feel every little bump, every little ridge of his cock stroking against the walls of my pussy.

      “Maul,” I cry out, nearly screaming his name as he pushes his love back into me.

      Stars burst behind my eyes and every muscle in my body locks up as my release hits me.

      Wave after wave of pleasure rolls through me and I swear the universe starts moving as he swells up inside me.

      There’s a near blinding flash of green and then I feel him spilling himself inside me. Filling me up with his life.

      With his love.

      Until I’m overflowing.

      “Lexi,” he groans, trembling above me before collapsing.

      I accept his weight greedily. I just love how it feels to have him on top of me, nearly crushing me.

      With one last groan, he pushes his cock deep before stilling.

      “I love you,” he says with so much emotion, so much vulnerability, my throat tightens up and tears sting my eyes.

      “I love you too,” I say as I stare at his beautiful face.

      And that black, hollow void inside my chest closes up.

      I know as long as I have him, I’ll never be empty again.
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      Maul

      The throttling down of the engines gives me a distinct sense of foreboding. The window to the bridge shows the full circle of more than forty Red Masks standing in the expected spot where I landed. The moment we entered Rathturia’s solar system, I sent a broadcast to high command with my ship identification and my request for permission to enter Rathturia.

      Neither Marketh or I were expecting to be ordered to stop all movement and until we could be ‘escorted’ into planetary space and then into the Citadel’s landing area.

      “Escorting us like we’re common criminals. As if we would be smuggling anything to Rathturia,” Marketh hisses at the window.

      His silver orb is floating around the bridge, looking at the Red Masks surrounding us.

      I feel about the same as he does. It is highly irregular to do something like this to someone with my rank. While news has surely reached here about the two different orbital instances, I’ve not broken any laws. In actuality, I’ve defended them to the best of my ability.

      Well, freeing Lexi to bond with her might be an issue, but surely it is of a more oddity than a lawful issue.

      “I agree, Marketh, but until we have more information we will need to continue on.”

      “Maul?” Lexi asks with a tinge of worry in her voice. “Who are all those people with red face masks?”

      “They are a part of the order I belong to. The Red Masks are the Tribunal’s and Rathturia’s branch of law enforcement. We are loyal to Rathturia first, though we are above all political alliances or branches. We answer to the Supreme Leader, and ultimately we fall under only his judgment.”

      I shake my head and know that was a long-winded speech that barely gives her the information she needs, but standing here on the bridge, looking out at the heavily armed forces awaiting our exit, I don’t think we truly have the time to explain it all.

      “Oh. Do you…” she begins to ask but quiets as I pull my mask from the travel bag I left on the captain’s chair. She watches me quietly as I press the mask to my face and attach it to my cloak. “I was going to ask… wow…”

      I start to grin behind the mask at her but stop. She won’t be able to see it and that’s on purpose. We’ve been trained since the start of the academy to conceal all facial expressions and emotions from the universe. But in the short amount of time we’ve been together, all of that training has gone with the winds of oblivion.

      I can no more hide my feelings towards her than I could stop breathing.

      Reaching out with my hand, I grip hers as I send all of the love and care I have for her. It must be enough because her smile widens as she gives a small shiver. “I love you too, big guy. And I know the baby can feel it too.”

      I nod my head and say, “Our daughter will be much loved by us.”

      She chuckles. “Son. Our first born will be a son. You will get two more after that and they will be girls.”

      Staring at her, I’m baffled. “I did not know that humans have precognitive abilities. It is not something that has been seen often.”

      She quirks her right eyebrow. “Oh, I don’t have anything like that. It’s called a mother’s intuition. I just know.”

      I shake my head and laugh. “I will trust your judgment, my love, though Marketh will be able to tell us within a couple of weeks.”

      Holding her hand tightly, I walk with her down the bridge stairs and into the long corridor of the ship. The little giggling blue brats are standing there in their purple robes, staring at us with giant smiles. They were giddy knowing we would be taking them home in a roundabout way, even more so when they got close enough to overhear that Lexi is carrying my child.

      When Lexi was out in the ship instead of our quarters, they surrounded her with giggles and touched her belly, trying to get her into their gossip circle. Lexi has taken on a mothering role with them. She made sure they were eating properly and gave me enough space. Thankfully, I no longer feel tiny pinches on my butt whenever I walk by them.

      Roaring at them only produces giggles and sexual gestures now. Not that they were scared of me before Lexi talked to them…

      After their rescue, I’m not sure they don’t see me as some kind of hero.

      “I’ve sent communications to high command and haven’t heard word back. Not even your father’s symbiote has responded.”

      “You’ve what?” I ask with a growl.

      “Well, he might at least know what’s going on, but… I’ve got nothing on why we’re being treated this way. Even with the way you left things, Maul, we should still have had a response.”

      Fucking stars.

      “Let’s get to our duty, Marketh. I believe we’ve kept them waiting long enough,” I say as we stand before the ship’s docking bay door.

      I lift my forearm up to him. “Do you want to dock?”

      It’s a long pause before he says, “No, I don’t think so this time. If they mean to cause us any harm, I want to be ready.”

      “Marketh, I doubt they have ill intentions for us.”

      “Regardless. I have the ship set to full counterattack mode. If they try to force themselves aboard or try anything lethal, if we’re close enough it will be met in kind.”

      I look at the Marketh in shock. “That is far past your authority, Marketh,”

      “No, it isn’t actually. You have yet to retake command of the ship since you gave me command. In pure selfishness I refuse to give it up at this moment. We four are connected now. I see no reason for putting our lives in jeopardy.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “As you will, Marketh, but know we are going to have a talk about this later.”

      “Yes, Maul,” he says with a snicker and I swear it’s as if he was saying ‘Yes, Mother.’

      “Thank you, Marketh,” Lexi says from my other side.

      I roll my eyes and push the button for the cargo door to open for us.

      “Maul,” Lexi says quietly. “Why do you have black stripes on your mask? Are they signs of your rank?”

      “Yes, I am a striped four times.”

      “Is that high up?”

      “Yes. The highest I am able to go without being promoted to a new caste.”

      We exit from the back of the ship through the cargo bay and walk towards the contingent of four Red Masks standing inside of the wide circle.

      Each of the four standing there before us are fourth-striped officers. Right away that sense of foreboding heightens. “Marketh, you may have been on to something.”

      “Damn, I wish I wasn’t.”

      They walk with a purpose towards where we stand. We haven’t moved far away from the ship. I don’t know if we would have time to get back on now if we bolted, but even if we could get on and not have them board us, we would never make it out of the Citadel alive.

      Damn.

      “Maul of the Red Masks, fourth-striped bearer of Justice, we are here to bring you in for questioning,” one of the men with red eyes says over the din of traffic off in the distance.

      “Under who’s orders and by who’s authority?”

      “The Supreme Leader, Creaven. We here by request you disarm yourself and allow the human to leave your captivity.”

      I growl loudly. “You’ll lose a lot of men this day if you think either of those things will happen.”

      There is no way in this universe would I allow them to take my bonded from me.

      Incredulity enters the voice of red eyes when he growls right back, “You have taken the oath. You dare question the Supreme Leader’s order?”

      “If he intends to take my bonded away from me, I will disregard his orders and he can take them with his morning constitution.”

      “Maul, that may not be the right thing to—” Marketh begins to say before two high-pitched giggles from behind me break through his words.

      The tension, even with the giggles, rises as the fourth-striped officer asks, “You have bonded with the human? Impossible.”

      I shake my head. “No, it is not impossible, and to separate us will be murder. Be it on your own life if my bonded is hurt.”

      One of the other fourth-striped officers steps out of the small group. Walking towards me and redeyes, he says, “If what he says is true, we must bring them in together. We have no proof of the law being broken. I believe that we may need to consult with the Supreme Leader before we go any further.”

      I nod my head in agreement. “Yes, I agree. I ask for a formal hearing with the Supreme Leader.”

      “So be it on your head, Maul. Split them apart!” Red-eyes shouts.

      The movements of the surrounding guard are swift and done with brutal efficiency. I would be proud of how quick the men move if it wasn’t in an effort to try to contain us.

      “No!” I shout, but it’s too late to move. The four in front of us dart in as the circle of forty men and women quickly shrink in upon us.

      Pulling Lexi to my arms, I feel the Paxzies coming up from behind me and latching onto my legs.

      Marketh speeds around our small circle, shouting obscenities at the guards and their symbiotes. Claws ripping through my knuckled skin, the first Red Mask to approach I slash at with my tail to his face.

      It doesn’t reach but he takes a step back.

      This isn’t going to work though as I watch the four delegates who approached us move out of the way. The larger group of Red Masks raise stun blasters.

      “Desist with your defiance!” is shouted.

      I roar out in anger, “She is my bondmate! You have no jurisdiction to remove her from my presence.”

      “Fire on him, dammit!” Red-eyes shouts as he points at me.

      In a flash of blue light, I feel the bolts slam into me from all sides, save from the behind.

      Behind me the poor Paxzies take the blows.

      There are no screams from them or Lexi. She took the first bolt I think.

      It’s the seventh bolt that finally takes me down. I’m already feet away from my bondmate as I forced my body to move past the stunning shots.

      But I can feel it now, the red haze is leaving my eyes as I drop to my knees then to the ground.

      “That was outside our orders, My’Clar!” one of the four men says to the one with red eyes. “We were to take them into custody, not shoot them! They showed no hostility! “

      I faintly hear the response as my eyes cannot be held open any longer. “It doesn’t matter. He stole this human just like the male one said. And he lied. We do not bond with other races. I did the Supreme Leader a favor.”

      “I don’t…”

      It’s darkness then.
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      Lexi

      I’m dying.

      The pain, the absolute agony ripping through every nerve in my body is more than I can withstand.

      “What the fuck is wrong with her?” I hear a familiar voice ask angrily.

      I can’t make out the shapes or colors around me. It’s all just blurry blobs in a red haze. I’m in so much pain I’ve been blinded by it.

      “I-I- don’t know…” A soft, nervous voice answers. “Perhaps it’s true. Perhaps they’re truly bonded…”

      “Impossible,” the familiar voice responds just as another searing wave of pure agony rolls through me.

      My spine arches of its own accord and my hands clench into painful claws. It feels like my very soul is being torn from me, forced out of my body through all my pores.

      “Shut her up. I can’t take any more of her moaning.”

      Am I moaning? I couldn’t hear it over the sudden roar in my ears. The other half of my soul, he’s roaring for me. I know he’s out there… somewhere… suffering.

      Dying.

      Slowly.

      Without me.

      “Wha-what do you want me to do? Knock her out?”

      “No, you fucking idiot. Give her a dose of serenity.”

      No! No serenity, I try to scream but only hear the words echoing inside my own head.

      “Serenity?” The nervous voice repeats anxiously. “You want me to drug her with an illegal substance?”

      “I already explained it to you earlier, she’s an addict. She must be suffering withdrawal and we both know that can be fatal. Do you want her death on your hands?”

      He’s lying! Lying, I scream until my throat is so raw it feels like it’s bleeding. And through the fog of pain, I can suddenly place the voice.

      Fuck, it’s Jack.

      “N-no, but…” The anxious one stammers. “I-I could get in a lot of trouble for this…”

      “You’re a doctor,” Jack says dismissively. “It’s your sworn duty to do what’s in the best interest of your patient.”

      “Yes, but I’m not really comfortable—”

      “Then give it to me!” Jack snaps angrily. “I’ll fucking save her life.”

      “Fine! Here!”

      There’s a bit of a scuffle and then Jack grunts as if he’s satisfied.

      “I won’t be a part of this!” the voice I don’t recognize cries out.

      “Then get the fuck out!” Jack roars back.

      I try to move. I try to crawl, to roll away. To do anything. But my body doesn’t respond. It’s like all the cords connecting my brain to my muscles have been snipped.

      I’m fucking trapped.

      I focus all of my energy on my tongue and manage to push out one word past my lips. “Help…”

      “Lexi,” Jack coos soothingly and I feel him brushing my hair back. “I know you’re hurting, darling, and I’m going to fix it.”

      This is like one of those bad dreams… One of those nightmares where I know if I could just move, if I could just fucking speak, I could survive the awful thing that is about to happen to me.

      But I can’t.

      “Don’t…” I groan and my throat feels like I just swallowed razor blades.

      “Relax,” Jack drawls out.

      I feel the familiar prick in the side of my neck and then the darkness rises up inside of me, swallowing me up.

      The pain fades away and I start to drift into the darkness.

      My tether to this reality snaps.

      I hear Jack’s voice from far away. “Everything will be better in just a moment…”
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* * *

      Maul

      It’s darkness I last saw and the feeling now screaming into the very depths of my body and mind. I can hear Lexi screaming through the bond. The fear, the pain, and the feeling of oblivion stretching out in front of us is so much that the suddenness of it all stopping leaves my heart stopping in mid-beat.

      I’m in a metal cell.

      Alone.

      Only a dim light from the hallway gives me any reason to not believe I have died. It’s Marketh sending electrical jolts through our armband, up into my heart that brings me back. There is nothing on the other side of the bond. It’s an empty shell.

      No thoughts. No feelings. No warmth.

      I feel cold here in the cell and my body begins to shiver on its own accord.

      “Maul, you must stay awake. No more passing out. I know—” Marketh pleads with me.

      “What have they done to her?” I ask, my voice harsh as if I swallowed glass.

      “I don’t know, and use our link. We are lucky for the moment that they have not tried to sever our tie until whatever is to be done with us.”

      “Could they?” I ask. I know it has been tried but proved fatal too often.

      “Would they, is what you should ask, and I don’t know. We’ve been here for five hours and in that time I’ve had to restart your heart three times. I don’t have much more left in me to do it again. It’s been too often and we have had no time to recharge me,” he says and I can feel the weariness in his voice.

      “How? I mean, I don’t…” I can’t understand what he’s saying. I mean I know what the words mean but I don’t fathom what’s happening.

      “We don’t have much time, Maul. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I think the bond you share is getting ready to shatter. They must be putting her under with serenity, or something close to it. And with the distance between you two, it’s going to kill you both,” he says in a rush.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yes, fuck indeed. We need to get out of here, Maul.”

      “I don’t know if I can get up. My body feels like it’s frozen up.”

      “That would be the sedation they have put in her body. Get up, you little bitch.”

      “F—f—fuck… you,” I stammer as I stand to my feet. My body is very weak but I can feel the blood flowing through my heart as if I had been running for my life.

      “Yes, yes. At least I’m not whining like a woman,” he snickers as I lurch towards the door.

      I guess us being silent now is off the table. It takes too much energy to do that and walk.

      Reaching the door that traps us, I grab at the bars to hold myself steady. Looking out, I don’t see anyone in sight, but on the wall directly in front of me I see a camera watching me.

      “Bring down a Committee member…” I rasp out. “Now!”

      Resting my head against the bars, I say, “Anything you can do, Marketh?”

      “I’ve put myself into the net, unauthorized of course.”

      “Wonderful. Why not earlier?”

      “I’ve been going through these bouts of insanity too, Maul.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’ve tapped into the live feeds. Give me a moment. I also sent electronic transmissions to your father and the Supreme Leader… Probably shouldn’t have done that. But it is what it is. That was an hour ago though, so…”

      “Anything at this point, little buddy. Get the ship up and running if you can. If possible, we can try reaching it if we can get to Lexi.”

      “Got it. Be ready though, we have Masks coming down the halls towards us.”

      “Anything you can do about this lethargy? I won’t be of much use if I can’t get past this.”

      “No… I’m… Maul, we’re dying. We need to get to Lexi. If we don’t, it’s the end for us both.”

      “Fuck. Give me two minutes past this sedation, Marketh. Two minutes.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Just get us out of this fucking cage.”

      “Fourth-Striped Maul!” The guard shouts as he gets close enough for me to see him and the five-member squad trailing behind him. Red-eyes is yet again coming for my head.

      Raising my eyes at them, I stare. “You are responsible for our death.”

      I start to slide down towards the ground. My knees are weakening again and my chest is thundering. My blood is flowing too fast and my heart is working too hard.

      That stuns them for a moment. I’m not quite sure what they expected me to say but my vision is going hazy again. Not of rage but of the oblivion.

      I can see the yawning mouth of the stars threatening to take me over…

      “Open the door!” Marketh cries in anguish.

      “I command that the door be opened at once!” a rich baritone comes from the opposite direction of the men.

      It’s a voice I’ve heard before, but where?

      “Vice Admiral!”

      Five of the guards snap to attention at once. Only the lead guard doesn’t move. He’s the red-eyed bastard.

      “Did you not hear my words, guard?” the Vice Admiral growls as he arrives at our door.

      Behind him are three gold-cloaked personal guards.

      The whine of high-powered blasters pierces my ears but I don’t have the energy to see from which way they come.

      “This prisoner is in the custody of the Supreme Leader!”

      “This prisoner has been released by the Supreme Leader himself. He has absolved any crimes you may have trumped up, My’Clar. Release him now.”

      That voice isn’t raised now, it’s at a calm and even cadence, and for the briefest of moments it gives me enough clarity to look up.

      “Get us to his bondmate now or all this grandstanding will be over our three dead bodies!” Marketh says loudly.

      And for once through this whole mess I feel like we might actually survive this.

      That is until I feel myself falling back to the ground.

      My head is dizzy as a numbing bliss takes over. Somewhere up above, I feel hands touching me, poking me.

      Then everything goes dark again.
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      Lexi

      Warm. The darkness inside me is warm and soothing, like a warm bath at night. The waters lap at my feet, beckoning me.

      Pulling me in closer.

      Deeper.

      If I would just give in and let myself be pulled under, I know I can be warm forever.

      It’s safe here, inside.

      Off in the distance, I can hear Jack talking to me. Praising me as he touches me. He sounds so pleased with me as I let the current pick me up and carry me away that it makes me feel like what I’m doing is right.

      Why fight? Why feel… why suffer? Only pain awaits me on the outside.

      This is where I belong, the waters sing to me as I let go, floating away on the tide. This is where I was always meant to be. There is nothing to fear.

      I lay back and spread my arms wide.

      Above me, yawning across my expanse, stretches an endless black sky. There are stars twinkling, lighting up pockets of the darkness, and I watch in awe as they seem to burst then fade away, leaving no trace of their light behind.

      One by one, they explode and it’s breathtaking. They’re beautiful as they burst and die. I watch in awe as hundreds of stars disappear.

      Then there are only a handful left in my sky.

      I don’t know why but there’s something about the last few that makes me sit up with worry.

      I don’t want those stars to burst. There’s something about them fading away that terrifies me.

      “I’ve waited so long for this moment,” Jack’s voice breaks through the haze.

      I reach up as if I could grab the remaining stars but I just can’t quite reach…

      Another star bursts then fades away.

      “You’re mine. Finally mine.”

      Another star bursts. Then another and another.

      I jump up, stretching. Reaching. But my fingers are miles away.

      “I won’t let you get away this time.”

      “No,” I cry out as another star disappears in front of my eyes.

      “Yes,” Jack hisses and the waters tighten around me, squeezing.

      “What have you done?” I sob as yet another star explodes.

      There are only six left now. Only six to light up my sky. When those lights are gone, I know in my bones that I’ll be forever lost in the darkness.

      “I’ve done what I had to do. What you forced me to do.”

      “What did I force you to do?”

      “You forced me to do terrible things…”

      The sixth star bursts. Now there are only five.

      “If you would have only loved me… But no, you didn’t fucking see me.”

      I fight the water back. My arms pushing and my feet kicking.

      “All you could see was your family. You cared about everyone but me.”

      I have to save my stars, I have to. The fifth one explodes and the haze around me darkens.

      Like black slithering snakes, the water wraps around my legs, and I feel myself weaken. There’s a sharp tug and I watch the fourth star burst before I’m tugged beneath the dark surface.

      Jack’s voice echoes all around me. Taunting me as I sink.

      And sink.

      My mouth fills with the water and I begin to choke on my own emptiness.

      “So I got rid of them.”

      The dark waters are filling me up yet I feel so hollow.

      So empty.

      I’m being drained and it’s too hard to fight it.

      “Now you have me, only me.”

      My legs and arms are so heavy, so tired.

      “Maul,” I moan then gurgle and choke on the water.

      “He’s probably being executed at this moment.”

      No, I think and feel a surge of strength. The water wrapped around my legs weakens and the three stars left in the sky flare, brightening.

      “Yes,” Jack coos and I suddenly feel his fingers pushing through my hair. “Do you think after all the work I’ve done I’d let a fucking alien take you from me?”

      Jack’s fingers in my hair gives me something physical to latch onto. A way to pull myself out of the water and up to the surface.

      Coughing and expelling the darkness from my lungs, it takes me a few moments before I can speak again.

      Jack continues to touch me, to stroke me. With a shock, I break through the last of the haze and realize I’m sitting on his lap, naked.

      “What are you doing? Why are you telling me this?” I ask and push away his hands.

      Jack looks up from leering at my breasts and his face instantly hardens. “Because it’s the only way to test your resistance.”

      “What?” I repeat, not quite following.

      The stupid fuck just confessed everything he’s done to me, but why is he looking like the cat that just caught the canary?

      “You’ve always been so good at pretending. You’re quite the fucking actress, Lexi,” he says and his hand shoots out, grabbing me by the back of the head.

      He tugs painfully on my hair, arching my neck back.

      “You’re so fucking good, it’s hard to tell if you’re truly passive or just faking it. I guess I’ve got that traitor Yarrel to thank for that.”

      Instinctively, I reach back, trying to dislodge his hand. “Stop Jack, please. You’re hurting me. Can’t we talk about this?”

      “No,” he growls and gives my hair another hard tug, tearing hair out with his grip. “You had your chance to notice me. You had your chance to choose me. And you didn’t.”

      He pulls me closer, his breath hot against my lips. And then, out of the corner of my eye, I notice the glimmer of a needle in his other hand.

      “If I can’t have you willingly, I’ll take what I can fucking get.”
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* * *

      Maul

      A dizzying warmth fills my body.

      I can feel the two strong broad backs my arms are slung across holding me up as they drag closer me to Lexi.

      Red Masks and Gold Cloaks standing off against each other… It’s unheard of.

      We don’t fight amongst ourselves like this. That this My’Clar committed himself so fully against a Fourth-Striped Red Mask, he is either one hundred percent sure I had committed serious crimes or he is insane.

      I’ve truly done nothing to merit the risk to my life. If anything they could have stripped me of a stripe if commanded from the Committee. But to imprison me and deny me my right to be near my bonded, to deny me my right to have legal counsel…

      My’Clar has gone far beyond our mandates.

      He knows better dammit! It’s us, then the committee for oversight, and then the Supreme Leader. If the Supreme Leader is called for, then he had better be damn sure he was right. And My’Clar was as wrong as he could be. It doesn’t make sense.

      The warmth continues to flow through me as I get closer, but there is a sharp discord that comes with it. I can feel my beloved bondmate slipping in and out of consciousness. I know my life isn’t as close to the edge as it was, but whatever’s happening I know she is going through moments of hatred.

      I try to call to her, to push my love through to her, but I don’t think she can feel it through the serenity flooding her veins.

      The feeling of slipping into the warm breath of oblivion…

      The ability to fall into nothingness…

      To no longer have to choose, to just be inside of myself…

      It’s enough to drive me into a rage.

      A blood-red haze filters my sight. Those are weak emotions. They are the coward’s way of facing life. I know she runs to it now because of fear, but she must be strong.

      “We must hurry,” I say quietly, “Someone is pushing her to the brink of oblivion.”

      Marketh flies past me. “I’ll try to get as close as I can, but I can only go so far.”

      I watch as he races up ahead of us, the small silver orb keeping ahead of us by two dozen paces. It’s the furthest we can go for any length of time, much like the bond between Lexi and I.

      We come to a four-way intersection where Marketh hovers in the air. “I don’t know which way to go, Maul… I want to know, but something is blocking us off. It’s like her transmitter is being smothered.”

      “She’s straight ahead,” I say.

      My body slowly pulls itself up from the two men holding me.

      “Can you be sure, Fourth-Striped Maul?” the Vice Admiral asks me from behind.

      “Yes, I can feel her straight ahead.”

      “Truly? You can feel this… human through your bond?”

      “Sir, I can feel her dying,” I say as I pull away from the men who have helped me walk this far.

      My muscles are twitching and the heart in my chest is thudding hard, pounding beats. I can feel the red haze overtaking me again, forcing me into a berserker state of rage.

      Like the time I first met my other half, I feel myself nearly consumed by the need to fight. To protect what’s mine. There’s a fury that she is being kept from me, that she is being fed poison.

      That the very stars themselves would dare keep her and I separated.

      “Maul,” Marketh tries to break through the haze. “You are pushing your body past it’s limits. You must calm down!”

      “She’s close, I can smell her scent now,” I say as I take a long inhalation of air. “I can almost taste her skin in the air.”

      I stalk down the row of doors that are evenly spaced apart. When I come to the fifth door I stop in my tracks. My heart hurts in my chest. I don’t know the exact reason I can no longer control my anger, but I can feel it inside of me as a living thing. It’s there, coiled in my stomach like a deadly animal, just waiting to be released into the universe.

      Through the steel door of the room, I can hear a loud male’s voice and my bondmate’s small whimper.

      In my heart I know this is the last moment between life and falling forever between the stars. I feel her tears of rage and despair fall down her cheeks. I feel every single ounce of misery she feels.

      I feel the love she holds for me and our unborn child. It’s there, inside of her.

      I fall through the memory of her telling me what sex our child will be. Her certainty, her resolve, for us to be so happy together.

      I push hard against the door, but it’s locked. Fuck.

      Then I feel the steel shudder as my fist slams into it. The sound is a low rumble, like the way a mountain sounds as it crumbles.

      I pull back again and slam my fist into the door. There’s a dent in the door now. Pushing against it again, I know it’s useless to try.

      Fuck punching this thing.

      Lifting my leg, I lunge forward. The boom from the kick is even louder.

      Pulled back suddenly, I look murderously at the two men standing beside me before I understand.

      “Do not fire!” I growl out. “She’s not that deep inside the room!”

      The Gold Cloaks turn to the door and as one they take a step back.  Lunging forward, their right feet slam hard into the door.

      The mortar around the door frame makes a cracking sound as the metal frame twists.

      They pull back then lunge forward and kick again. I watch as the door goes flying into the room, its metal hinges ripped apart.

      Stepping past them, I rush into the room with Marketh right ahead of me.

      Stunned beyond belief, I stare at not just my bonded human, but another human male sitting there, holding a needle to her neck.

      His eyes have a manic look about them as he growls out, “Get out of here, you disgusting freaks! She doesn’t need your help!”

      Whatever the fuck he’s talking about doesn’t stop me from advancing on him. My breath comes out in loud heaves.

      “Maul…” Lexi moans as she struggles to get away from the man.

      Marketh flies to the hand holding the needle. Swiftly he slams his small orb into the needle’s syringe and shatters it.

      The unknown man looks around wildly and his hand drops to her neck.

      He starts to squeeze her tender throat. “She’s mine, damn you! She’ll die before I ever let you freaks touch her!”

      My movements are fast and brutal. I don’t give him a second to think as I dart across the small space between us. My fist rams itself practically down his throat and I send him flying across the room.

      He drops Lexi as he goes spiraling away from her and I fall to my knees.

      I don’t quite catch her before she lands on the ground, but I’m there to pull her into my arms once again.

      Our bond, once stretched to the limits of snapping, is now tightly holding onto our hearts. I can feel the drugs running through her body through it, but I can also feel the strength she possesses to fight them. To keep her head above the oblivion that threatened to swallow us both whole.

      The Gold Cloaks quickly secure the male human. I suspect he’s the one she called Jack. He will die by my hands, but not now.

      Not while I finally have my heart back in my chest.
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      Maul

      Two days full of medical rooms and sweaty bedsheets follow us as I watch my delicate wife go through withdrawal a second time. We both fear for our unborn child, but must trust when the doctors promise that it will be safe. That the serenity that was pushed into her system would not have enough time to get to the fetus.

      I don’t know what would have happened to either of us if our child had been affected… Even I cannot say the word that causes me the most pain. The loss would have surely destroyed us both.

      Lexi and I have wanted nothing more than privacy, but with so many things happening all at once, we’ve barely had time to be intimate. Trying to fit my frame against hers in her medical bed was most uncomfortable.

      We did it though, and I’m sure she enjoyed the results as much as I did.

      The bonding tests that they performed were limited in every way. My steadfast refusal to go out into the hallway quickly shut most of them down. I feel sorry for the poor scientist who was thrown quite literally out of the room, but I meant it when I said I would not be separated from her.

      Shaking my head, I reach down to rub my hand on Lexi’s stomach. I don’t know how big she will become but from the descriptions I have had from her it sounds exciting to think of our unborn child growing inside of her.

      I rub my hand in gentle circles and say, “My bonded, it is unfortunately time for us to get moving. I believe the Committee has reached the end of their patience waiting to meet you.”

      “I don’t want to go, Maul. What if they try to separate us again?”

      “Not after what has happened to us, they wouldn’t dare.”

      Should that happen I won’t be responsible for what I do to any who stand in my way. The human Jack is alive, but he was lucky his jaw wasn’t shattered.

      My unwillingness to be separated from my bondmate though has left me out of the loop on what’s been going on.

      The knock on the door startles us both. Marketh shoots out of his docking station to hover near the door.

      “It’s a Committee representative. I believe, Maul, we should be a little politer than you were to that doctor,” Marketh says with a snicker.

      “Only if they keep us together,” I say as I roll to the side of the bed then stand.

      “They better!” Lexi growls. “I don’t care about pomp or circumstance. I’ll scratch out the eyes of anyone who comes near me.”

      Looking to my little fighter, I nod my head, “I have no doubt of that.”

      I walk over to the door and open it. Standing before me on the other side is my father with two of his retainers behind him.

      A flood of emotion rushes through my mind as I try to guess why he is here. We have still yet to speak since Lexi and I got back to the planet. He never responded to Marketh, at least he hasn’t to my knowledge. For all I know, he has written us off completely. It wasn’t an easy separation last time. I know my words angered him, but… What did he know of what was going on? Perhaps I should have listened more to his warnings, but then I may have never found my bonded…

      “Father?” I ask, confused that he is here and ashamed I didn’t even bother to contact him myself.

      “Maul, if you’d excuse me please.”

      Pushing past my confusion, I watch as he walks straight into the room, leaving his retainers behind in the hall. Motioning for me to shut the door, he doesn’t bother to look back at me.

      Instead he is walking towards my bondmate.

      “Um,” she says quietly. “Sir?”

      He stands before her with a fierce look upon his face. It reminds me of how he would stand before his men in the Red Masks before he was promoted past the Fourth Stripe.

      “Father,” I say as I come to stand between the two. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      Looking to me, he shakes his head. “No. I wanted to see my son’s bonded mate. I had to see for myself that he has done the impossible. He’s found a bondmate outside of our race.”

      His tone is firm and without judgment. I look into his eyes to discern his emotions but his face is calm.

      “Yes, we have, and yes it no longer seems impossible.”

      I feel Lexi’s hand slip into my own as she moves to stand beside me.

      “Good!” he suddenly says as he beams down at my Lexi. “You have removed a large portion of harassment your mother gives me on daily basis about finding someone who will care for you as much as you do for them.”

      He looks to Lexi and bows his head deeply. “It is a pleasure to meet my new daughter. I humbly submit my services to you if you should ever need them.”

      Lexi looks to first me then to my father again. She stutters slightly as she says, “Thank you, sir. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Father. Sir is no longer required,” he says, straightening with a kind smile.

      Truly, I am as shocked as she is. I highly doubt though that she understands what it is my father has just done. He has brought her into the family as if she is his own child. I’m informed that in other race’s societies things like this happen, but it’s rare that it comes with the same meaning. To a Rathturian it means he has made her one of the family, and it gives her all the rights and privileges. No matter where she goes, she will be treated with the same respect and service that he or my mother would be treated with.

      Here, a human will be considered above all lower castes. If someone should disrespect her, it would be a grave mistake.

      “Thank you, Father,” I say as he turns to look at me.

      “Son, when I said to be careful I didn’t believe even you would have been able to cause such chaos.”

      Shaking his head, he walks forward and extends his hand to me.

      As soon as I put mine out, he grabs it tightly and pulls us into an almost painful hug. “I’m proud of you, son, no matter the outcome.”

      I nod my head and say, “Are you escorting us to the hearing?”

      “Yes, and speaking of which, we need to go now.”

      He turns to Lexi and extends his arm. “Shall we be going?”

      She looks from me to him in rapid succession and then slowly shakes her head. “I will need to be with, Maul. We have to be close, we can’t be separated.”

      My father looks to us both and questions, “Is it truly as the Vice Admiral said?”

      I nod my head. “Yes. If not for Marketh’s thinking, we three would not have survived.”

      “Then please do not risk yourselves.”

      I grab Lexi’s hand and we exit the medical bay room only to see four Third-Striped Red Masks standing in our way.

      “They will be our guards to the meeting,” Father says.

      “Do we need them?” I ask in confusion.

      Motioning for us to continue, he positions himself on the other side of Lexi, keeping her protectively wedged between us. As we walk, he reaches under his thick red cloak and pulls out a hand blaster and its holster.

      Holding the blaster out to me, he says, “It’s set to kill, Maul.”

      I take the set from his hand and wrap the belt around my waist, latching it tight. “So guards and guns are needed?”

      He looks to Lexi. “My dearest daughter, can you use a blaster?”

      Frowning at him, I ask before she can answer, “What is going on, Father?”

      “Yes, Father,” Lexi answers on the tail of my words.

      He motions to one of his guards and takes the belt and blaster that is offered to him.

      We stop for a moment so he can help strap it around Lexi’s waist and finally answers, “The Fourth-Striped My’Clar has run from the Citadel. It seems he was following a different set of orders than the ones that were sent to him.”

      I growl loudly and ask, “How the hell did that happen?”

      We’re walking down the halls at a quick pace and guarded by some of the best, but that’s not enough for me.

      I want absolute safety for my bondmate and mother of my child.

      “He was working for someone besides us. I’m not able to get my hands on all the information because of how compartmentalized this has become, but from the information we have now, it looks like he was working for another race.”

      Shaking my head, I simply don’t want to believe that one of my brothers of the Mask was able to be corrupted. Fucking stars!

      “To the oblivion. Is there any trace of who?”

      “Whispers at this moment. That’s all I can say.”

      “Who?”

      “The Crima are the number one prospect, but I don’t know if I believe it.”

      “Why not?”

      It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if they have their disgusting antennae stuck where they don’t belong. But… What if this is just like the investigation into the prohibited slaves? Maybe the tendrils of information are being left for me to find so I can run off into the deep black with no real results to be had.

      “For the same reason I wanted you to be careful. When I heard of the brawls on two separate orbitals and then the mention of a Rathturian matching you, I figured something was off. You’re not one for doing things like that on whim.”

      “More like a crazed berserker,” Lexi says with a smirk. “Your son was quite the warrior protecting me and the blue girls.”

      “Ah, the Paxzies… They have caused quite the stir since they’ve arrived. It seems they are trying to latch onto any male they find in their vicinity. Speaking of which, do you know who they are?”

      “No, not that I’m aware of.”

      “They are the favored nieces from one of the kingdoms on their planet. Your rescue apparently has set off a very happy exchange of thanks. I do believe they want you to visit their homeworld for some type of reward.”

      Lexi quickly speaks for me when she feels the dread of that trip. “Um, it would probably be best if he didn’t. I had a hard enough time keeping them from trying to betroth themselves to Maul. They’re extremely… grateful that he saved them.”

      “Really?” he asks with a small laugh. “I’ve never seen my son as the romantic hero type…”

      “Marketh,” I say to stop their talking. “Please be sure to send the Committee all video files and notes we have about the situation of the first orbital. Also contact the Vicarions and apologize for any delays we have had.”

      “Vicarions?!?” my father stutters a moment as he stops walking to stare at me.

      “Yes, during my absence it seems I’ve become an envoy for them. They seem to believe that the humans are quite able to bear their children. They also saved your daughter’s life.”

      I’ve never seen my father’s eyes go as wide as they do now. “Are you making a joke of me, son?”

      He looks between Lexi and I, but it doesn’t look like he can discern the truth to my words.

      “No, Father. Maul makes no joke.” Turning to the side, Lexi lifts her hair to show him the small metal transmitter at the base of her skull. “They kept me and our unborn child alive.”

      We stand there for a long couple of minutes as he just gapes from one of us to the other. I swear this man is not the man I knew of my youth. He looks dumbfounded at her words.

      Lexi smiles at me and releases my hand so she can take his.

      Pulling him forward, she says, “You’re to be a grandfather of a baby boy. But you must not tell Maul’s mother. Maul wishes to break the news.”

      I would tell her it’s a girl, but she would only laugh at me.

      “One thing I must say before we go in…” my father says, shaking himself from the most recent revelation. “The Supreme Leader himself wishes to preside the meeting. He has overruled all objections from both the Committee and Tribunal Council.”
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      Lexi

      Stepping into the formal assembly chamber of the Tribunal, I feel like I’ve just stepped onto a stage and all eyes are on us.

      The room is beyond vast and open. There is no roof, no walls, just floating podiums and a dark sky above us.

      Nearly a mile of glossy black floor seems to stretch between us and the lowest podiums of those gathered. The other podiums stretch up towards the open sky, staggered in a way that reminds me of the baseball stadium my dad used to take me to as a child.

      Only one figure is seated, floating in front, positioned in a place of power over the rest.

      With each step forward, the weight of the gathered races grows heavier and heavier. With the way all those are aliens are stacked above me I feel so small, so vulnerable.

      I mean I know the Twenty-Three Tribunal is composed of twenty-three different alien races, but actually seeing them is almost unreal. It really puts into perspective just how small and how isolated the human race is. For so long, we believed we were the only living beings in the known universe, but the proof that we’re not is right here. Twenty-three races. Twenty-three potentially hostile alien races… and there are even more out there among the stars.

      I try to keep my cool, especially since I can feel Maul’s wild emotions as he walks protectively beside me, but it’s so damn hard when all I want to do is tuck my tail between my legs and run for the hills.

      I’m surrounded by protection, by Maul, his father, the four Red Masks, and Marketh, but my instincts are screaming at me that danger is near. Something bad is about to happen and I don’t know if I have the power to stop it.

      If I had my choice, we would have jumped back on our ship and flew far away from here, but I understand that Maul just cannot run from this. This is where he belongs, with his father and among his people, honoring his position.

      I’d never ask him to give everything up for me because I know he’d do it for me, without hesitation.

      I scan the faces of those standing on the lower levels, my apprehension ratcheting up with each forward step.

      As my eyes dance across those gathered, I count them up in my head. There are twenty different species represented here in total. Some of them stand by themselves but most of them are in groups of ten.

      I recognize the blue of the Paxzies, the frog-like features of the Prigs, and of course the lone crimson colored Rathturian sitting above the rest. But the other species are so strange, so foreign they seem to grow even stranger the closer we approach.

      “Commander Talon, Fourth-Striped Maul,” the crimson Rathturian booms out and the soft chatter around us quiets.

      Maul’s hand on mine tightens as our group comes to a stop before the assembly.

      “Supreme Leader,” Maul and his father say and bow their heads in respect.

      Glancing nervously at them, I wonder if I too should bow my head but then the crimson Rathturian turns his eyes on me. “Alexus Miller of Earth.”

      My heart skips a beat as I stare into the Supreme Leader’s glowing gold eyes, feeling the force of them sucking me in.

      Weeks ago, I would have done anything, given anything to be in this position. To reveal the illegal human trafficking the Bureau uncovered with Yarrel’s help and plea for Earth’s protection.

      But that was before we stepped off our ship and the Red Masks separated us.

      The pain of being separated from Maul was so strong, I can still feel it in my bones and taste it on my lips.

      I’ll do anything to remain close to him.

      Through our bond, Maul sends me a soothing burst of reassurance and I realize everyone is watching me, waiting for me to respond.

      Spurned into action, my bow is so quick it turns out to be more of a nod instead.

      I hear a few chuckles, and perhaps it’s only in my imagination, but the Supreme Leader’s eyes seem to soften.

      “Supreme Leader,” Maul’s father speaks up as he steps forward, coming to stand protectively in front of me. “Let it be known that the one you call Alexus Miller of Earth is now known as Alexus Miller of House Lathuria.”

      Sounds of shock, disbelief, and outrage seem to float around us. Following the source of the voices, I look into the crowd and see a mix of angry and hopeful faces looking back at me.

      The Supreme Leader frowns, looking annoyed, and the gold-cloaked Rathturian standing below him calls out, “Order! Order! You will all have the opportunity to voice your opinions after the inquiry.”

      The whispers and murmurs die down to a quiet hum but don’t disappear completely.

      “So it is true, Fourth-Striped Maul?” the Supreme Leader asks, looking from Maul then to me, his expression inscrutable. “You have bonded to a human?”

      I feel all the eyes of those gathered return to me, scrutinizing me as if I was a bug under their microscope.

      “It is true, Supreme Leader,” Maul says and his arm wraps around mine as he pulls me closer to him. “We have bonded, and she carries in her body our first child.”

      The sudden roar of the assembly is so loud I fear my eardrums are about to explode from the force of the noise.

      There are shouts of, “Impossible!”

      “Liar!”

      “They’ve bred?!”

      “He lies. Interspecies breeding has never been accomplished.”

      The shock and outrage seems to go on and on, and even the Gold Cloak shouting for order doesn’t bring it to a halt.

      The Supreme Leader’s eyes burn bright and Maul’s own anger and irritation leaks through our connection, an itch squirming beneath my flesh.

      The outrage and disbelief seems to go on and on despite the calls for order. Maul and his father glance at each other as if they’re not surprised by this, but the insults and accusations the assembly continues to fling at him causes me to start seeing red.

      “He does not lie!” I scream into the roar, partly to unleash some of the anger I feel towards this situation we did not ask to be in and partly because I feel the need to defend my man.

      Finally, the noise and chatter fades away but their accusations and insults still ring in my ears.

      I take a deep breath, lift my chin into the air, and narrow my eyes at those gathered, daring anyone to call me a liar. “Believe it or not, I don’t care. We are bonded and we will die without each other.”

      “But how?!” A tawny cat-like leans forward to demand.

      “I don’t know, you tell me,” I snap back. I look to the Supreme Leader and sneer, “I’m just a mere, unimportant human.”

      “Order! There will be order or this inquiry will become private!” the Gold Cloak bellows, his face so flushed it’s now a very deep tomato red.

      Arm still wrapped around me, Maul pulls me closer, until my back is flat against his chest. “Be calm, my heart,” he murmurs into my ear. “Their disbelief is understandable. Give them time to accept it.”

      “But they were calling you a liar,” I whisper hiss, still boiling with anger. Ever since that last dose of serenity, my emotions have been more volatile. I don’t know why but I feel everything just a little bit more than I should.

      “Only because what we say seems too good to be true to them…”

      “Huh? What do you mean by that?” I ask while arching my neck back to look at up him.

      Just when Maul opens his mouth to answer me, the Supreme Leader speaks again. “My apologies, Alexus Miller of House Lathuria, if I have somehow made you feel like humans are unimportant.”

      Slowly, I drag my eyes away from Maul to peer back at the Supreme Leader. His face might as well be made out of stone for all it tells me. I honestly can’t determine if he’s being sincere or not but feel some of my anger fade.

      “Is that a joke?” I ask and feel Maul stiffen around me.

      The Supreme Leader’s eyes narrow to slits and his nostrils flare.

      “Ixnay on the okejay,” Marketh mutters, fluttering around me while he demonstrates the pig latin I’ve been teaching him.

      “Explain your meaning,” the Supreme Leader demands without reciting my name and title.

      Uh oh, I guess that means I’m in trouble now.

      I look back at Maul and his arms squeeze around me, encouraging me while Marketh mutters that I should tread carefully.

      This is my moment though. This is my one and only chance to call out what’s being done to Earth. To try to make things right.

      To help Isla.

      I take a deep, calming breath and look back to the Supreme Leader, focusing on his nose instead of his hypnotic gold eyes.

      “What I mean,” I say and then clear my throat so I can speak up. “Is that we humans are so unimportant that you and the Tribunal care not that the protection order you’ve slapped on us is being violated.”

      The Supreme Leader is still for a long moment before nodding his head.

      “We are aware of the violations—” he begins.

      But I firmly cut him off. “Yet you do nothing about it.”

      His nostrils flare with irritation and the crimson of his skin darkens. I know I’m pushing it and there might be consequences, but to hell right now with the consequences. This is too important.

      “We investigate every reported infraction,” he goes on to say like he’s explaining something to a young child. “The reports we have received from your Human Protection Bureau are minimal and most have been resolved.”

      “What do you mean by minimal?” I ask, confused. Not understanding how that could be so.

      Perhaps the Tribunal’s definition of minimal is not the same as mine given their vast scale across the galaxies…

      “Your Human Protection Bureau is reporting a dozen disappearances daily that we attribute to rogue—”

      “A dozen? As in twelve?” I ask, incredulous.

      I can feel my blood pressure starting to rise again. Perhaps this is just one of those things that’s getting lost in translation, I try to reason with myself. There’s no way the Bureau, my Bureau, would only report a dozen daily disappearances.

      Unless they were hiding something.

      Shit.

      The Supreme Leader frowns, his eyes taking in my face and my angry scowl. “Yes, as in twelve disappearances a day. Most that can be attributed to rogue poachers—”

      “No frickin’ way!” I blurt out. “There’s no frickin’ way,” I repeat, turning to Maul, looking to him as if he could fix this for me.

      If what he’s saying is true, then it means someone in the Bureau is downplaying the true scope of the situation.

      “I do not understand this ‘frickin’ way’, but I can assure you the numbers are correct,” the Supreme Leader says.

      “But there are thousands of people disappearing on a daily basis!” I cry out, turning back to face the assembly and the Supreme Leader.

      I can feel Maul sending me soothing waves as I face down the Supreme Leader, but I don’t want to be soothed right now and it only makes me feel more irritated.

      “Families are being torn apart,” I burst out before the Supreme Leader speaks again. “My own sister was taken. There are entire communities that have been completely decimated. And every day it gets worse. Every day the number taken rises. Men, women, and children are disappearing. There is no rhyme or reason or pattern to explain who is taken. And there’s nothing we can do to stop it…”

      A murmur travels through the assembly and I look to them, hoping to find some kind of compassion, but their faces are so foreign to me all I see is coldness.

      In the grand scope of things, Earth’s problems are probably of no consequence to them. We’re a weak, technologically impaired species that has little to offer them.

      But it’s my species, dammit. We’re not just going to take this laying down.

      The Supreme Leader stares at me for a long time and I can almost literally feel the weight of his regard upon my shoulders.

      “This is troubling new information,” he finally says after a long moment. “And I can assure you, Alexus Miller of House Lathuria, this matter will be fully investigated.”

      “But?!” I cry out.

      I shouldn’t be surprised by the brush off, but I am. I’ve always had this hope, this naïve belief, that if I could just present my case to the Tribunal, that they’d be outraged enough to help me.

      “But?” the Supreme Leader repeats as if the word confuses him.

      “You’re not actually going to do anything about it.”

      The Supreme Leader’s eyes flash and his voice is heavy with authority as he says, “After a full, formal investigation of your allegation, the appropriate justice will be meted out to those in violation of the protection.”

      Perhaps if not so many people were being taken. Perhaps if my own sister wasn’t out there, somewhere, right at this moment, in slavery, that would be good enough. But it’s not good enough right now. Something big needs to be done to stop this before Earth is completely decimated.

      “And how long is a full, formal investigation going to take? Days? Weeks? Months? Not until we lose another hundred-thousand?” I say, my voice growing higher and higher in octave with each word spoken.

      I can feel everything I’ve worked for, everything I’ve put myself through starting to amount to nothing.

      Maul and his father share a worried look and then Maul says softly, “Lexi, my bonded, we cannot know how long an investigation will take, especially one of this scale.”

      “It is my understanding,” the Supreme Leader says, “That you, Fourth-Striped Maul, have already partially investigated this matter.”

      Maul nods at the Supreme Leader. “Yes, Supreme Leader. And my findings are…” Maul trails off and he looks to the assembly as if he’s choosing his next words carefully. “Disturbing, to say the least.”

      The Supreme Leader frowns as if he’s not pleased to learn this. “You will send a full, detailed report to the Committee tonight.”

      Maul nods his head and I get the feeling they’re just going to let it end like this. With a promise of an investigation but no real action. My ‘allegation’ will be ‘investigated’ and in the meantime thousands will keep disappearing.

      Mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters.

      “So that’s it?” I ask with disbelief.

      The Supreme Leader’s eyes narrow at me once more and his face hardens.

      “Silly me,” I blurt out a little shrilly. “I actually thought the Tribunal gave a shit when their precious rules were being broken.

      For the first time since we stepped into the formal assembly chamber the assembly falls completely silent.

      Marketh buzzes worriedly at my elbow and I sense Maul’s pulse spiking up with tension. Every muscle he has wrapped around me feels taunt with expectation.

      Feeling the need to back up my words, I lift my gaze and look the Supreme Leader dead in the eyes. At first, I can feel the power of them pulling at me, trying to suck me in, but I’m so angry, so damn determined, I fight it. I will not cower and I will not grovel.

      This might be the only chance Earth has.

      “I can assure you, Alexus Miller of House Lathuria, we do give a shit,” the Supreme Leader says.

      Still staring into his hypnotic eyes, I swear they seem to soften once again. There’s almost a fondness there, but it disappears so quickly I must be mistaken.

      “Then prove it,” I challenge him and hear Marketh cursing my stubbornness.

      The Supreme Leader stares back at me hard, and it’s almost like we’re playing a game of chicken now. His eyes bore into mine, the force of them willing me to roll over, to submit to him, but I’m not going to back down. I have very little to lose, but I have to wonder how far is he willing to push this.

      Is he willing to lose face in front of his people?

      “Bring in the human representing the Human Protection Bureau,” he finally demands. “Jack Weir of Earth.”

      The Gold Cloak bows his head to the Supreme Leader and then turns, snapping off orders to a group of Red Masks. The Red Masks quickly disperse to carry out the orders, disappearing through some exit hidden off to the side.

      My heart starts to pump so hard I fear the damn thing is about to break a rib. I haven’t seen Jack since he tried to enslave me with serenity. He was so close to permanently making me his bitch, I break out in a cold sweat just thinking about it.

      The Supreme Leader continues to watch me but the intensity is gone, replaced by a blatant curiosity. He seems to relax in his seat and his head inclines.

      “Tell me, Alexus,” he says, his voice sounding less formal. “What do you suggest we do to better protect your home planet?”

      I don’t know if he’s intentionally trying to distract me from the thought of facing Jack again or if he honestly wants to know my suggestions, but I jump on the opportunity to voice my opinion.

      “The first thing I would do is remove Earth’s protected status.”

      A few murmurs of surprise flutter through the assembly and also quite a few laughs.

      The Supreme Leader looks surprised by my suggestion. “You would remove the only protection Earth has?”

      I nod my head and try not to take Maul’s confusion flowing through our bond personally. I’ve never discussed this with him before. In fact, I’ve kind of been hiding it from him because I’ve been afraid of how he would react.

      “I would remove the protection because it prevents us from arming ourselves with strong allies.”

      While the Protected Species status slapped on Earth is supposed to protect us from being abused by other races, it also keeps us from being able to willingly interact with them. We can’t reach out to trade or exchange information, something we desperately need to be able to do if we ever want to make it out of our technological stone age.

      “I take it you have a specific ally in mind, yes?” the Supreme Leader says.

      I nod. “I do. The Vicarions.”

      A roar goes through the crowd and even Maul stiffens against the suggestion.

      It takes several bellows of the Gold Cloak threatening to make the inquiry private again before things quiet down enough for the Supreme Leader to speak again.

      “You wish to have Earth’s status removed so you can ally with the Vicarions?” the Supreme Leader repeats as if he too can’t quite believe it.

      Feeling a little under the gun, I squirm under the Supreme Leader’s incredulous expression. “Yes,” I say, and then speak up over the crowd as they once again react loudly. “The Vicarions have already graciously offered to protect Earth from our enemies.”

      “In exchange for what?” The Supreme Leader asks.

      I shift from foot to foot and glance nervously at Maul who is currently staring at me with a look of stark disbelief. “They wish to explore the possibility of there being a breeding compatibility with humans.” The Supreme Leader frowns at me and I feel the need to add, “All voluntary, of course.”

      “Of course,” the Supreme Leader repeats with sarcasm.

      Yes, I know it almost seems like I’m willing to whore Earth out in exchange for some protection, but after my brief and informative discussion with the Vicarion Randor, I’ve been assured no humans will be forced into breeding against their will.

      Which is a big step up from abductions and forced slavery, in my opinion.

      And who’s to say we’re even compatible? Just because I seem to smell good to them doesn’t mean any actual babies could come out of it…

      “Supreme Leader,” Maul suddenly speaks up. “The Vicarions have reached out to me and asked me to act as an envoy on their behalf. They wish peace with the Tribunal, and perhaps allowing them to explore their breeding capabilities with Earth is a good way to make that happen.”

      The Supreme Leader’s eyes light up with interest and he nods his head in agreement. “Perhaps. But that is a matter we will discuss at another inquiry.”

      I feel so much love for Maul at the moment, I have to fight the urge to turn around, throw my arms around him, and kiss him.

      “Supreme Leader!” A tall, purple alien with tentacles coming out of his body calls out from the assembly. “If the Vicarions are permitted to breed with Earth, we ask that we, the Krakus, are also permitted to explore our breeding compatibilities.”

      “And us!” The cat-like aliens call out and it seems to set off a domino effect.

      Suddenly, nearly all the different races seated in the assembly are calling out, promising to protect Earth if we agree to breed with them.

      What the hell?

      “Look what you did,” Marketh snickers just as the Paxzies themselves promise to devote half of their war fleet to Earth’s protection.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, completely overwhelmed by the assembly’s reaction. “Why do they want to breed with Earth? I mean, I can understand why the Vicarions are willing, but why them?”

      “Because, my heart, Earth gives those who have yet to find their bonded hope,” Maul says as he hugs me tightly.

      “But why do they need the hope in the first place?” I press.

      A strange orange race of aliens with huge heads calls out, demanding a chance to breed with humans and I shudder, pitying any human that would mate with them.

      “Some of the races, such as the Krakus are dying out. Though not at the same pace as the Vicarions,” Maul explains.

      “And if a human can bond and successful breed with a Rathturian, it gives them hope that a human could potentially be a match for them,” Marketh adds.

      Maul nods as the Gold Cloak once more has to make all kinds of threats to get the assembly to quiet down. “Not all races are dying out though. There are many who fail to find their bonded on their home planet and feel they are doomed to a solitary fate.”

      “Can’t they just search through the other allied races?” I ask.

      “No,” Maul says almost sadly, shaking his head. “What they said earlier is true. Interspecies breeding has never before been successful… that is before you and me.”

      It takes the Supreme Leader himself roaring out, “We will discuss the breeding possibilities with Earth at a future inquiry. Be silent or be found in contempt!” before things start to settle down.

      I peek back out at the assembly from the comfort of Maul’s arms and this time instead of seeing cold judgment in their faces, I see something else. There’s an eager hopefulness that wasn’t there before, and the entire assembly seems much more cheerful. Almost joyful even.

      Then the Gold Cloak booms loudly, “Jack Weir of Earth,” and all the warmth is sucked from the air.

      The group of Red Masks marches back in with Jack wedged firmly between them. I can’t tell if they’re shielding him or keeping him from escaping.

      My heart starts to pound again and my stomach twists. I reach down, placing a protective hand over my belly.

      Maul begins to growl, the rumbling vibration of his chest surprisingly soothing against my back.

      Jack looks to me, his eyes feverish bright, as he’s led closer and closer to my little group.

      I almost fear the Red Masks are going to march him right up to us and find myself clutching at Maul’s arm, but at the last moment, the Red Masks make a sharp right and stop several feet away from us.

      “Lexi,” Jack says, turning to me and completely ignoring the Supreme Leader.

      The Red Masks that still surround Jack nudge at him, ordering him to face forward. Jack completely ignores them and chooses instead to take a step toward me.

      “Lexi,” he repeats more pleadingly. “Don’t do this. You’re making a mistake.”

      Before I can respond, the Supreme Leader says loudly, “Jack Weir of Earth, you were summoned before me to confirm the latest reports provided by the Human Protection Bureau.”

      Still Jack continues to ignore the Supreme Leader, giving me all of his attention. “If you come with me, Lexi, I will show you where Isla is. I know where those dirty bastards have taken her.”

      “You know where Isla is?” I ask, my desperation to find her suddenly surfacing with a vengeance. I know I can’t trust him but perhaps I could convince him to give me the information.

      “Human,” the Gold Cloak suddenly bellows. “You will turn and address the Supreme Leader.”

      “Yes, I know where she is,” Jack nods almost enthusiastically and tries to take another step toward me. “I can show you. We can go right now if you like.”

      The Red Cloaks shove him back and he looks angrily at them. “Get your fucking hands off me, freaks.”

      “He lies,” Maul growls into my ear and I can feel his entire body vibrating with the effort of keeping his rage in check. I can feel his anger bleeding into me from the bond but I fight it back.

      “Maybe,” I say. “But he could be telling the truth. He might know something…”

      I’m so desperate for any little piece of information, I’m willing to humor Jack to get my hands on it. I suppose that’s the problem with hope, it’s almost like a drug. You need it to keep going, to keep the demons at bay. To continue breathing each day. But you become so dependent upon it, and are so afraid of losing it, it can manipulate you and force you to make mistakes you normally wouldn’t make.

      “Jack Weir of Earth,” the Gold Cloak calls out, at the end of his patience. “Turn to face the Supreme Leader or be held in contempt.”

      Jack shakes his head and glances towards the bellowing Gold Cloak before looking back to me. “Lexi, she’s still alive. Come with me and I’ll show you.”

      He reaches between the Red Masks and holds out his hand as if he expects me to take it.

      I shake my head and burrow myself deeper into Maul’s embrace, my hand now clutching at my stomach. Maul is shaking so violently now I’m afraid he might snap and go after Jack and earn the wrath of those gathered.

      “Just tell me, Jack. If you ever cared one shit about me, you would just tell me and end this whole fucking charade.”

      “Jack Weir of Earth! I find you contempt!” the Gold Cloak booms.

      Yet Jack still ignores him. He looks at me then at Maul then at my hand shielding my baby.

      Dawning realization flashes in his eyes. “You’re pregnant…” he says almost as if he can’t believe it.

      “Be silent, human!” the Gold Cloak bellows.

      The Red Masks begin to drag Jack away but he fights them. He lashes out with his elbows and kicks at their shins. “You fucked him! You fucking bred with him!” Jack screams, his face bright red and that angry vein throbbing visibly from the side of his neck.

      His words shouldn’t hurt me but they do. They cheapen what is between Maul and I, and I hate them with every fiber of my being.

      It takes all four Red Masks to drag a kicking and screaming Jack across the floor. They nearly reach the side exit when he pushes forward with a burst of strength.

      “You let that freak between your thighs!” he screams maniacally. “You’re dead to me, you alien-fucking-whore! Without me, you’ll never find your sister!”
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      Maul

      The commotion caused by Jack has left the committee inquiry stunned silent. Dirty business has been aired to all, and I believe they are grasping at the meaning of his words. Many know exactly what they mean, but they are all now curious to know the dirty details that go with them.

      My blood is boiling with the words he screamed at my beloved mate, but using my head is my first priority. “With all due respect, Supreme Leader, would you please use a transmission silencer on the human Jack’s implant? We would not want him to send any transmission bursts to those criminal enterprises he may be involved with.”

      “It is already in place. During the period we had him in his holding cell, we noticed the low energy transmissions he was sending out. For the time being, we will continue to keep him silenced.”

      Keeping my arm tightly around Lexi’s waist, I say to the Supreme Leader, “I believe that would be in the best interests of the investigation at hand. With the current level of corruption stemming from the humans, it is in my findings that we consider the Vicarion’s request for peace.”

      The man looks at me for a long time. His expression, while mostly blank, doesn’t quite reach his eyes. There I see the calculating intelligence that has long been a part of his judgments.

      “I will consider this matter and we will make further judgment at a later inquiry,” he says finally.

      Lexi sighs quietly at my side and I can feel her frustration. I try to send reassurance through our bond but it’s not easy getting her to accept the results.

      Muttering quietly, she says, “When my planet has been fully ravaged by the universe, they will get their findings.

      “We now must move on to the facts of this inquiry. Though we were only able to do a fraction of medical research while Alexus Miller of House Lathuria was in recovery, the bond has shown promising results.”

      The assembly murmurs and voices begin to rise again, but the Leader Supreme himself lifts his voice and declares, “There will be silence!”

      The hush that falls over the area is as deafening as the clamor. “From the evidence gathered while you were separated from each other, and given Vice Admiral Leasion’s sworn statement, it is in my opinion that your bond is in place.”

      The crowd surrounding us threatens to start anew, but the look of the Supreme Leader staring at them hard shuts them quickly down. “Without further arguments, I rule the matter closed. As a race, we hope you both will be of aid as we study the bonding between our two species. It is a request, not an order.”

      Standing up from his high-backed throne, he stares long and hard at Lexi. The thoughts that must be flowing through his mind, I can’t fathom. He’s been unbonded longer than I by many decades. The Leader must ache with the knowledge that all hope may not be lost. But I can only hope he doesn’t see our bonding as a way of taking control of Earth… for the betterment of our species, of course.

      “Fourth-Striped Maul, I request that you and your bondmate to visit my chambers. This hearing is now over.”
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* * *

      The escort from the inquiry is not nearly as excitable as we leave the clamor of shouting voices behind us with the slamming of the heavy wooden door.

      Father smirks to me as he tilts his head to the side. “It appears My’Clar has disappeared completely, or at least thought he did. We have the trading transport he is currently on, and are following at a discreet distance. Hopefully, he will lead us to whoever is paying him.”

      I shake my head. “It will not be settled for me until he is dead and sent to the oblivion of the deep dark.”

      I can see that father is listening to his symbiote while we walk, no doubt he is monitoring the situation just as I believe Marketh is.

      “Keep me up to date, Mar. I don’t trust anyone with our safety.”

      “I will. So far your father is right about My’Clar, but I’m not sure it will be as easy as everyone hopes it is. The Tribunal really should try to think as a criminal commission and not a policing commission.”

      Leaning my head down, I kiss Lexi on the top of her head. “We are almost done here, my dear bondmate.”

      “Why does he want to see us in his chambers?” she asks, and I can’t tell if the tension in her body is from him or from what happened with Jack.

      “I do not know; I suspect it is about our bond.”

      “So he wants to have more science experiments done on us?”

      “Perhaps, my love, but it could also be his only hope of finding a bondmate himself,” I say quietly.

      It’s open knowledge that the Supreme Leader is without a bond, but to openly discuss someone’s painful life so publicly is considered bad form. Like many races, we are a patriarchal society, and with that we have our ruling family. Supreme Leader Creaven is the last of his bloodline. His parents birthed only one male and one female child. Women species the world over have come to the Citadel, hoping to be his match, but each one has been passed over.

      His bondmate, it seems, would not be of Rathturian blood, if at all.

      “What?” she stammers as she looks up at me.

      “Yes, he is like I was so please set aside some of your anger for him. He more than likely now has hope that he will find his bonded on your home planet too.”

      We walk for close to fifteen minutes before we reach the heavily guarded elevator that will reach the top floor of the Citadel. Watching the numbers race by as we rise, I look down at Lexi. She looks as confused as she feels through our bond.

      “What is it, my love?”

      “There are more like you?” she asks and then blushes deeply. “I’m sorry, Maul, I didn’t mean it like…”

      Shaking my head, I say, “Do not be. The answer is yes, but we are rare. It’s why we have never really pushed beyond our own race in our searches. That our Supreme Leader is one of the unbonded might be the driving force we need though.”

      She nods her head slowly. “Do you think Rathturia will help us with our missing people?”

      “I believe we would be fools not to. Though, the Vicarions will certainly pick up the slack if need be.”

      “How can they be so certain we are a good match for breeding?”

      I shrug my shoulders. I don’t have an answer beyond saying, “They have far more sophisticated technology than most of the races the Tribunal oversees. They need you to be a match far more than you need them to be.”

      Coming before the Supreme Leader’s chamber, we all stop. I look to my father and the guards. They stand aside as I knock on the heavy wooden doors.

      Lifting my hand to the wood, I knock twice.

      The doors open quickly and a guard inside ushers us into the brightly lit office. Inside we find the spartan bareness of the Red Mask discipline. Before Creaven took his position he was in the Red Stripes.

      “Enter Fourth-Striped Maul,” I hear his deep voice come from the side of the office.

      Taking my lead, Lexi slowly walks into the office and we turn to see the back of Creaven as he stares out the large window of his office.

      Outside the window, I see thousands of ships flying in the sky. It’s all very hurried but reminds me of a carefully orchestrated dance.

      He stares out for a long time and I doubt it’s the ships and jetties that keep his attention.

      Finally turning to look at us, he gives us both a small, and if I’m not mistaken, sad smile. “I see that congratulations are in order on three fronts. Your soon to be child and your bond the foremost of them.”

      “Yes, the medical team that did the inspections have assured us that Lexi is safely carrying our unborn child.”

      He grins now as he says, “Is it really true, dear, that you will be carrying the child in your… womb?”

      Lexi nods her head as she says, “Yes, it’s the way we humans grow our children.”

      “How fascinating.”

      Pointing to the chairs before his desk, he asks, “I must ask you, Maul, even with the inquiry closed, if I may speak of the matters that happened on the orbital? It is completely off the books.”

      “Which orbital issue... tread carefully,” Marketh says.

      “Of course, Supreme Leader,” I answer and squeeze Lexi’s hand gently. I hope she gets the message. It would not do to bring up Creaven’s sister, Ja’Raesh, right now.

      “In your filings, I saw and heard your voice somewhat during the videos… but what I don’t understand is what happened to you when you saw your bonded for the first time.”

      “That… That is a difficult thing to discuss, Supreme Leader…”

      He motions for me to go on, but I don’t know how. What happened on that orbital should be impossible, but it wasn’t.

      “It began when I left the dock and then started walking through the bazaar of slaves. I couldn’t feel comfortable. It was as if someone had dumped me into a pit of vicious warbogs. No matter what I did, my skinned crawled and my heart couldn’t keep a steady rhythm.”

      “All monitorings of Fourth-Striped Maul were recording abnormal spikes in hormones. From my measurements, it was like he had been in battle for hours without rest. Even I had issues with controlling his chemical reactions,” Marketh says when I stop.

      “At first, I thought it may have been simple gravity lag, or even in my deepest thoughts a poison, but it didn’t feel like that. The worst part was that it would come in erratic waves. I had no clue when it would happen. When I first laid eyes on Lexi, I don’t know what snapped inside me. Even now, I cannot recall the rage of anger that swept through me.”

      “Anger?” he asks curiously.

      “Anger that my soul was caged by the Prigs. Anger for whoever thought to dare trap my life in such a position.”

      “He was ferocity incarnate when I first saw him,” Lexi says. “I was afraid for my life. Afraid that the wild monster that he was would kill me and the poor girls who were with me…

      Looking to her, I can feel the fear she must have felt to see a berserking silver monster trying to get to her.

      “When he finally got to me, he slowed down. Just enough to touch me…” Her eyes close and for once I feel the fear in her through the bond, the terror she must have felt. But it’s soon replaced by something so much more tender. “He touched me and held me as if I was the most treasured gift. In that moment, I think I knew his ferocity was for my protection, not to harm me but to keep me.”

      My eyes stay on Lexi for a long time. I watch her turn from him to look at me. Those eyes that allow me to fall deep into our souls join mine in warm happiness.

      Not taking my eyes from her, I say, “I don’t have poetic words for what I felt when I finally broke through the red haze that filtered my vision, only that I knew one thing for certain. I was connected to this delicate creature and I would follow the stars to keep her by my side.”

      “I think I see,” the Supreme Leader says.

      Looking back to him, I peer into his eyes and see the pain there again. It’s probably always been there, just below the surface.

      I wonder if others saw mine like I do his?

      “Thank you. If you do not mind, I’m sure to have questions later… if I may impose on you both to ask.”

      We nod our heads in unison and say, “Of course.”

      “Excellent. Now we come to your third congratulations, First Tiered Maul of House Lathuria.”

      Lexi must feel the universe crash upon me as Marketh makes a disgusted sound loudly behind us.

      “Maul, what is it?” she asks as she clutches my arm.

      Shaking my head, my anger mixes with my desire to reach out and wrap my hands around his throat. I control my emotions, just barely, as I watch his face turn from a smile to a smirk.

      “You didn’t think through your investigation, Maul. It’s not a punishment, you know,” he chuckles.

      “For you,” I mutter.

      “What is it?” Lexi asks in a raised voice.

      “I’ve promoted your bonded.”

      “But…”

      “I will no longer be an investigator. I will become part of the royal line,” I growl.

      Even now my temper threatens to boil over.

      “Oh, that’s not exactly true, Maul. Your promotion will begin tomorrow at dawn. Tonight you will still have the command to speak with the other human on this planet. Jack, I believe it is.”
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* * *

      “That no good son of a…” Marketh hisses after we are far enough away from the Supreme Leader’s chambers.

      “Marketh, not here.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Lexi says. “On Earth promotions are generally well received.”

      “They are here too, except when you get neutered in the middle of an investigation. We have been effectively removed from the case. It will be turned over to another investigator and the disappearances of the humans will continue,” Marketh says.

      “What?!” Lexi shrieks and I can now tell she shares the anger I feel.

      “Oh yes,” Marketh says with a sneer. “We ruffled more feathers than the Supreme Leader can most likely keep in check. Unless, of course, he makes a show of doing something about it...”

      “But I thought… he’s supposed to be in control—”

      “Twenty-three other races, who count into the zillions of life,” Marketh explains.

      “What about the Vicarions?” she asks quietly.

      “They will be your safeguards, and I think he wants me to know that,” I say. “It’s also why I get to interrogate Jack. He’s letting me find your sister.”

      We walk for almost an hour, taking the many elevators and hallways that lead to the interrogation room that Jack sits in. There are many layers of security we pass through to get to the room, and by the time we get there, I think Lexi has gone through every emotion she possesses.

      It is tough on my love, but I feel so proud of how she has held up to it.

      When we finally reach the section that Jack is being kept in, I nod to the guard as he processes us through the area.

      We pass through one final guarded door, a secure door that leads us to a small hall with two more doors to it. The right leads to Jack and the left leads to the observation room.

      Motioning Lexi to the left, I say, “Stay in there and lock the door until I come for you. You will be able to see everything that happens.”

      “No!” she says as she tries to push past me.

      I catch her and hold her tight to me as I say, “This is the way it is, my love. He is far too dangerous to be near. If he sees you, he will become further enraged and we need information from him.”

      Arguing will do her no good so I push her gently to the left door. “Marketh, stay with Lexi and make sure everything is recorded.”

      “Maul, he isn’t going to just give you the information,” she tries to argue.

      “He will, my love, I promise you.”

      “But how? Drugs aren’t a guarantee!”

      “I won’t need them.”

      Turning away from her, I walk to Jack’s door and push my way in. Shutting it firmly behind me, I turn to see Jack chained to a table. His hands are bound on top and two chains wrap around his legs. His feet are also cuffed to the floor.

      “What the fuck do you want?” he snarls out at me.

      “Do you know who I am, Jack?” I ask quietly.

      “Another fucking monster, like the others. You all look the same to me.”

      “Do we really?” I say with a laugh.

      “Yeah, all big and stupid. More muscles than brains.”

      Walking around the table, I don’t stop at my seat. Instead I come to stand behind him and place my hands on his shoulders as I say, “Try to guess.”

      “You’re the bad cop. Next will be some asshole who’ll play good cop. Doesn’t matter, you can’t keep me here. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      I can feel the tension in the bond that’s separated by the window. It’s boiling with rage at the impudence that Jack is showing.

      “How stupid of you, Jack. We don’t have what you call good cops and bad cops here.”

      “What the fuck ever,” he growls as he tries to shake my hands from his shoulders.

      Clamping down hard, I say, “I’m Lexi’s bonded. She carries my child.”

      He tries to stand from the table, but the chains and my hands keep him firmly in the seat. I flex my claws and feel them pierce the skin as I squeeze his shoulder blades in my gripping hands.

      I can feel his bones beginning to bend. If I apply even a fraction of more pressure they will snap like twigs.

      His screams are music to my ears as I keep the pressure there for a few more minutes. I’m not even using a quarter of my strength as I squeeze. “Let’s get to the question my bonded wants answered most. Where is her sister?”

      “Fuck you, monster!”

      “Wrong answer, Jack.” My right hand squeezes down hard and I feel his shoulder bones shatter in place.

      “Ooops! A little too hard… sorry about that,” I shout over his bellows and wails.

      “You bastard!” he wails at me.

      Whispering in his ear, I say, “You tried to kill my child and you will die for that. But if you give me the information I seek now, I’ll make it quick.”

      “You… You can’t kill me.” he wheezes out in deep breaths.

      “Sure I can.”

      I release his shoulders and put a hand on each side of his head. “Watch me. I’ll find her eventually, Jack, but if you want to die quickly you should tell me.”

      “Fuck you and the whore!”

      “Wrong answer again…” My hands begin to squeeze again, this time on the skull. Human bones are quite a bit less dense than my own species. When I squeeze I can feel the strain on his skull.

      “Arghhh!” Jack screams as I push on both sides.

      “Tell me!” I shout.

      “Yaresh, I sold her on Yaresh! I swear! Please just don’t kill me!”

      “Who did you sell her to?” I ask over his screams. He’s hurting, I can tell it, but I can also tell he hears me.

      “To the owner of the orbital. He wanted her as a pleasure slave. She was going to be his crowning jewel…” he pants out.

      I know of the owner of the Yaresh Orbital, and he’s a collector of things. I have no doubt he would want her sister.

      “Good.”

      “Let me go now, I told you everything.”

      “I promised you a quick death,” I say as I lean down to whisper in his ear. “You shouldn’t have called her a whore.”

      Standing back up, I push and push, drawing the pressure out until my hands slam together. His head explodes in a shower of red and white, bits of skull and brain matter flying everywhere.

      “Mar, get the ship ready. We’re going to Yaresh.”
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      Eight months later…

      Lexi

      “I told you he’s a boy,” I pant at Maul and collapse back against the pillows, completely spent.

      Marketh performed many scans on me throughout my pregnancy, trying to determine the sex of our baby, but every time he scanned it was if the baby could sense it. He would tuck his little tail between his legs as if he was playing a game with us. Up until this very moment, we’ve been unsure of his sex.

      Maul smiles with tears in his eyes and brushes my hair back. “So you did, my heart.”

      Through our bond I can feel his immense love, his glowing joy, and his relief that my pain is over with.

      While my labor wasn’t terribly easy… seriously, what labor is? Thankfully there were no serious complications or weird alien surprises.

      It was just a tremendous amount of pain and a whole lot of pushing.

      It took me a little over twenty-four hours. Twenty-four hours of blood, sweat, and tears, but it was worth it.

      So worth it.

      Our love has created a new person. A person that’s part me and a whole lot of him. I love our son so much already I nearly ache with it. My son is the living, breathing embodiment of our bond.

      Throughout the process, Maul helped as much as he could. He sent me bursts of encouragement and told me how good I was doing. And in the end, when I was beyond exhausted, he lent me his strength.

      With his help, together, we pushed our son into the world.

      Little Thorn of House Lathuria roared a ferocious little roar a moment after drawing his first breath.

      Right now, at my feet, the doctors and nurses are fussing over our newborn son. Checking all his vitals and counting his little silver fingers and toes.

      Maul continues to stroke my hair back, dividing his attention between the two of us. I can sense his tension. He’s on edge and nearly bursting with the need to protect us. He won’t be happy until our baby is in our arms. There are just too many strangers around for him to relax.

      “A healthy ten pounds,” Marketh zooms over to inform us before zooming right back to the action.

      I chuckle tiredly. “No wonder he didn’t want to come out. He’s already huge.”

      Maul nods his head and his chest puffs up with pride. “He’s just like his father.”

      Marketh zooms over again. “He just pissed on the doctor,” he snickers before zipping off again.

      I have to laugh at that. “Yep, just like his dad.” I smirk at Maul and he snorts as if he’s not amused but his eyes are glittering.

      Finally, after what feels like forever, a beaming nurse carries my son over to me and lays him gently down in my arms.

      “Congratulations,” she offers and lingers by my side but I’m so captivated by the baby in my arms I can barely hear her.

      I stare at his face for the longest time, my eyes lovingly tracing all of his little features.

      He’s so little and so achingly precious. I suddenly feel the same strong protective emotion Maul has been radiating. I’ll do everything in my power to protect this little guy. Besides Maul and his family, he’s the only family I have left…

      “He looks so much like you,” I say softly to Maul.

      The more and more I stare at Thorn, the more and more I realize he’s nearly a perfect little replica of his father. It’s almost as if someone created a little clone of him.

      Maul reaches down and his big finger strokes against Thorn’s silver cheek. “He has your eyes.”

      I peer into Thorn’s eyes and his blue orbs peer back up at me. They’re my mother’s eyes. They’re Isla’s eyes…

      Thorn blinks sleepily and then his mouth opens up with a yawn.

      “He has fangs…” I say worriedly and glance up at Maul.

      I was planning on breastfeeding, but I’m not sure I can now with those teeth.

      Maul nods his head. “All Rathturians do, but don’t worry, he won’t hurt you.”

      I look back down at Thorn and watch him snuggle closer, his little nose sniffing at me. He starts rubbing his cheek against my chest, rooting around for my breast.

      “Are you sure?” I ask uneasily.

      “I’m sure, my heart,” Maul says soothingly. “It’s instinct.”

      I nod my head and pull down the sleeve of my hospital gown, bearing my breast so Thorn can eat.

      Thorn snuggles closer and my arms tighten around his body as he curls into me. His little mouth latches onto my breast and he quickly begins suckling.

      I relax as soon as I realize there’s no pain.

      “Does it hurt?” Maul asks, and I tear my eyes away from Thorn to look up at him.

      I start to shake my head but just stop, stunned by the intensity of Maul’s eyes. There’s so much raw love there, so much need, and something else… Something more.

      Something I don’t have a word for… yet.

      But I will.
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* * *

      I drift off while nursing Thorn. I know at some point Maul must have climbed into bed with us because I wake up suddenly, missing his warmth.

      The room is dim and empty. There’s no one around…

      The hair on the back of my neck suddenly rises and I’m filled with a sense of alarm.

      Cradling Thorn protectively, I carefully slide out of bed and ask softly, “Maul?”

      When there’s no answer I decide to seek him out with the bond.

      My feet carry me towards the door. The closer I get, the more I can hear the angry, muffled voices echoing in the hall.

      One of the voices I recognize immediately, it obviously belongs to Maul. But the other, I know the other from somewhere….

      It takes me a moment but then it comes to me, hitting me like a truck. It’s Yarrel. Yarrel is here.

      What the hell does he want?

      I reach out, my hand going to open the door but then it suddenly flies open.

      Maul fills the doorway, the angry look instantly melting from his face. “Is everything alright, my heart?”

      I try to peer around him but he blocks me. With a frown, I step to the side and he follows.

      “Who was that?” I ask, still trying to peer around him. “Who were you talking to?”

      Maul tries to dodge the question by telling me, “You should go back to bed. You need your rest.”

      I shake my head and feel little Thorn stir with the movement. “I swear I heard Yarrel’s voice out there. Was he here? Were you talking to him in the hall?”

      Thorn’s little mouth seeks out and latches onto my breast.

      Maul’s face is full of confliction. I can sense his distaste for deceiving me but also his need to protect me, no matter the cost.

      Reaching through the bond, I push into him, seeking the truth of my question. “It was Yarrel, wasn’t?” I ask. “Why was he here? What did he want? Did he find Isla?”

      After Maul’s interrogation with Jack, we immediately set off for Yaresh, but by the time we got there, Isla was already gone.

      Maul cracked a few skulls and probed where he could, but now that he’s been promoted, he doesn’t have the authority to run a full investigation. When we were forced to return to Rathturia, it truly felt like all hope was lost.

      With a sigh, Maul begins to usher me towards the bed. “I’ll tell you everything once you’re back in bed.”

      Reluctantly, I allow him to lead me back to bed.

      My heart races wildly with emotions while he tucks me under the covers. Desperately, I want my instincts to be right, but I’m terrified to get my hopes up.

      What if the news is bad? What if Yarrel found Isla but she’s dead.

      Or worse.

      “Well?” I prod while pushing his hands away. I’m as tucked in as I’ll ever be and I can stand the suspense no more.

      “Marketh,” Maul sighs and straightens away. Marketh’s little orb immediately undocks and hovers in the air. “Did you trace the source?”

      “I did,” Marketh confirms. “And it’s as he says. The source of the feed is transmitting from Galierre.

      “What feed?” I ask. “And what’s Galierre?”

      “Galierre is a planet located on the very fringe of the Tribunal’s reach. The climate is tropical in nature and the population is primitive,” Marketh states matter-of-factly. “The locals rarely travel off-world.”

      “And you’re in possession of a feed coming from there?” I ask, looking to Maul.

      Slowly, Maul nods his head to confirm.

      “Why?”

      “My love, I wanted to verify and confirm all the information before presenting it to you.”

      I nod my head. I know he’s not purposely trying to deceive me or keep things from me. He would never hurt me. Everything he does for me he does out of his love.

      “You are correct. The man you know as Yarrel came to deliver you a message.”

      My heart suddenly lurches and my throat tightens. “He did?”

      “He did,” Maul says.

      “What was the message?” I breathe.

      I shouldn’t hope. I shouldn’t. But how can I not?

      “His message was… I found her,” Maul says and I immediately bursts into tears.

      “Is she alive?” I choke out on a sob.

      Sensing my distress, little Thorn snuggles closer and his little tail wraps around me, almost like he’s giving me a hug.

      “Yes,” Maul says, his own eyes gleaming. “And there’s a feed. I haven’t had a chance to view it—”

      “Show me,” I say, cutting him off.

      Maul nods his head and looks to Marketh.

      “I’m on it,” Marketh announces.

      I try to get myself under control while Marketh does whatever Marketh does.

      Maul reaches down, his fingers brushing away my tears.

      “I’m sorry,” I sniffle. “I didn’t mean to be rude and cut you off.”

      Maul smiles at me tenderly. “It’s understandable, my heart.”

      “I’ve got it, we’re connected,” Marketh announces. “And you’re not going to believe this, but it’s a live feed…”

      “Show us,” Maul demands.

      “You got it, boss,” Marketh says sarcastically, and then a beam of light shoots out of him and a picture of a young woman is projected onto the wall.

      At first, what I see seems too good to be true. My eyes must be deceiving me. That face, those eyes, I’d know them anywhere… but it can’t be. Can it?

      The young woman stares back at me, taking me in. Vaguely, I notice a huge shadow hovering behind her but right now it’s unimportant.

      “Lexi?” she asks softly.

      “Isla?” I squeak and her entire face lights up.
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      Chapter One

      I’m going to die! I scream inside my head as the escape pod I’m currently riding in touches down, somewhere.

      The impact rocks me to the core. Thankfully, I’m strapped into a very elaborate, very effective safety harness. Right now I can’t move if I wanted to.

      The dashboard in front of me flashes white and red with warning. Then a loud siren starts to blare. As if I didn’t know I was in deep shit!

      The pod starts to roll.

      The shocks and protections of my harness and seat have kept me safe, thus far. My brain hasn’t slipped around in my head. I didn’t end up on the console as a splat. My body seems to still be in one piece instead of pieces. But now I’m trapped, helpless as the pod rolls and I roll along with it.

      My stomach lurches as I go up and down, over and over. The escape pod must be rolling down a hill or something. Stop, please stop. I’m going to be sick!

      My blood rushes to my head as I roll. My vision blurs, darkness is creeping in. Then it drops and I feel like I’m free falling.

      There’s another impact. The metal of the pod groans now with stress. The pod rolls once, twice. It pauses while I’m upside down. Figures just figures it would stop like this. Then one last rotation and I end up upright. The whole thing shudders then settles.

      It’s over. Bless the stars, it’s over. I made it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It takes several long minutes for my body to stop violently trembling. My lips are pressed together and my eyes are clenched shut as I hold back the sickness. If I throw up, it’s going all over me. So I focus all of my energy in holding the sickness back.

      Deep breath in, deep breath out.

      I’m alive.

      Deep breath in, deep breath out.

      I’m not dead.

      Slowly, I peek one eye open. The red and white warning lights are still flashing. My stomach gives a threatening lurch. I swallow the bile back.

      I let my eyes adjust to seeing. After some time, I think my body can handle processing multiple senses. I feel safe enough to peek my other eye open.

      The screen connected to the console is going crazy. All kinds of weird symbols and words are flashing, but to me, none of it makes any sense. All that I can think is that red must be bad. Something must be wrong with the pod, but even if I figure out what it is, I won’t be able to fix it.

      This is why princesses are not supposed to leave the planet.

      My head starts to throb in tune with the rhythm of the blaring siren. If I want the noise to stop, I’m going to have free myself from my seat and do it.

      I hold my breath for a moment. The rumbling in my stomach continues to ebb. Slowly, I release the breath and my fingers begin to slide across the straps of the harness, searching for the release.

      Logically, I know the sound of the siren has remained steady, but as my fingers fail to find the harness release, and the throbbing in my head pounds harder and harder, it feels as if the siren grows louder and louder until I fear my ears themselves are about to explode.

      Damn it all, how did I get myself into this thing?

      The sickness is forgotten now as I frantically twist and turn, seeking out the magical button that will free me from the thing that just a few minutes ago kept me safe and whole. The button is nowhere to be found. My fingers search fruitlessly until I’m so frustrated, I end up screaming out.

      “Just let me out! Please!”

      Nothing happens. It would be too much to ask for voice activated control in such an outdated vessel. But I still hoped. My head drops forward in defeat. I cover my ears with my hands, but it’s in vain. The siren is so loud I can feel it rattling my bones. I start to cry. I survived the crash only to die pathetically.

      I’m so pathetic. I don’t know how to operate an escape pod. I’m worthless. If they ever find me, I’ll go down in history as the first princess to die by safety harness.

      I let my tears flow freely but as my nose starts to drip, I instinctually wipe at it. Princesses don’t drip snot all over themselves. What would the people think?

      I wipe the snot hand on the skirt of my gown and then I use the back of my other hand to wipe at my eyes. I peek my eyes open for a moment, to try and clear them, and that’s when I see it sitting right between my eyes: the harness release.

      I press the release and then tear myself free of the safety belts. Stumbling forward, I almost fall, my knees unsteady, but I manage to get myself the four feet to the console.

      I stare, stupidly, for too long at all the different buttons that make up the console. There’s so much variety, so many sizes, and colors and none of them are labeled. I have no clue how to stop the siren, but there’s one button that stands out. One giant red button that keeps blinking. That must be the button. It’s red, all the strange letters scrolling across the screen are red. I bet it’s blinking because that’s the beat of the siren. It looks like an emergency button. It’s the biggest.

      I push the giant red button and the siren stops.

      Yes!

      My ears are still ringing. It will probably be days before I can hear normally again. At first, I don’t believe my ears as the ominous sound of air pressure releasing reaches them. I don’t want to believe I heard that sound, I don’t. But then I look up and sure enough, the pod is starting to open. There’s a sky to be seen between the cracks.

      No, no, no, no!

      I thought dying trapped in the harness was bad, now it looks like I’m going to die from asphyxiation.

      I don’t know where I am. I don’t know if there’s any oxygen. The only way to tell would be to run a safety check before even daring to open the pod. Anything can be out there but now out there is coming in.

      I inflate my lungs with air and hold it. I jam the button. I press it over and over again, trying to stop the process. Nothing happens. Desperately I consider the other buttons. There has to be a way to stop it, there has to be. There’s another red button, though not quite as big. I push it.

      The siren starts up again.

      The walls of the pod shrink lower and lower. Bright rays of light beam inside, I squint my eyes against them.

      I pound the smaller red button. Thankfully the siren stops. My lungs are burning. Spots are dancing in front of my eyes. Even if I can get the pod to close up again, I’ll probably pass out.

      This is it.

      

      I can’t keep it in. The air I was holding in my lungs bursts from me and I gasp in a shrill breath. It feels strangely good, the breath of fresh air. I expel and suck another mouthful in. The air tastes sweet… Whoever thought air could be sweet? How strange yet delightful.

      The walls of the escape pod are fully down now. Now that I’m not dead, I realize very quickly that I’m fully exposed and very vulnerable. I look up to the sky, it’s blue, just like home. And for a moment, I hope that somehow I am home.

      This isn’t home, I remind myself. But maybe this planet, wherever it is, is like home. And maybe if it is like home, maybe there are people that can help me.

      I walk to the edge of the pod’s floor and poke my head out where once there was a wall... There’s green grass covering the ground. That too is just like home yet there’s also patches of blue. We don’t have blue grass where I come from.

      I look off to the distance. There are hills upon hills, and vibrant vegetation. It looks like something out of the fairy tales I used to love to watch on the holovid when I was little. I peek a glance behind me. Yep, there are hills back there too, that’s why I was rolling so much. You can clearly see the path the escape pod took, it left a huge swath of squished grass and colorful pressed plants. Even though the pod is resting at the base of a very tall hill, there’s no hiding where it is.

      I can hear the buzzing and hums of insects, so there’s life besides the veggies. Thankfully I don’t hear or see any animals.

      To leave or not to leave?

      I hesitate before stepping out.

      Leaving is probably not a good idea. I’m not dressed or remotely prepared for exploring. I have no weapons to defend myself, nor any tools or instruments to give me direction. I’m wearing a pink party gown and satin slippers. I have no business stumbling about.

      On the other hand, it’s painfully obvious where my escape pod is, and I am escaping, I don’t want to be found. If other ships are following me, they’ll find me in an instant. I’m a sitting duck if I stay where I am right now.

      I need supplies. There have to be supplies somewhere around here. Yet the escape pod is so ancient, it must be at least 50 years old. I wouldn’t be surprised if whatever supplies there are supposed to be are rotted away by now.

      The escape pod is a perfect circle. In the center of the circle is the safety seat. Four feet in front of the seat is the dashboard. You can’t reach the dashboard or its console from the safety seat, which means once you’re strapped in, you have no way to access the controls. In old escape pods, such as this one, it makes sense because those most likely to use the pods wouldn’t understand the controls. The pods are programmed to automatically follow and steer a preprogrammed destination using advanced Universal Positioning System or UPS for short. The technology is limited to automatic, though, unless you’re a programmer and can overwrite the code. There’s no way to manually pilot the vehicle, as far as I know.

      To the right of the seat, I discover a box that serves as a type of portable potty and to the left of the seat I discover the bigger box that holds all of the emergency survival supplies. Among the supplies I find about a dozen hard things the size of bricks wrapped in foil, they’re labeled as ration bars. There’s also a sealed jug of water, two cups, a small first aid kit, a portable light, and a thin blanket.

      All useful items, I’m sure, if you only need to survive in space while the pod autopilots you home, but there’s nothing to help me survive in an alien wilderness.

      It’s probably best if I stick with the pod for a while.

      Beneath the blanket I discover some paper. Thinking it’s a manual or something that may help me with the console, I pull the pack of paper out. Lovely, just lovely. Some perverted soul left a vintage nudie mag. I put that back where I found it then move on to the front of the pod and start prodding around the dashboard.

      Now that the siren isn’t driving me to distraction, I explore the different buttons on the console.

      I’m bent over, squinting at some faint lettering scratched above a black button when the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I suddenly feel like I’m being watched. I whip around, with my heart thundering in my chest, and at first, I think I’m just being paranoid.

      My eyes scan the horizon, everything looks as it did before. I don’t see anything at first, then something moves in the corner of my vision. I turn my head and then I see it. It’s the shape of a person, off in the far distance, coming around a hill.

      I can’t tell what kind of person it is at first, they’re so far away, but they’re moving fast. And I just have this feeling, this irrational fear or maybe it’s a perfectly functioning instinct, that they mean to do me harm.

      There’s only one thing to do. I push the giant red button and hope with all my heart that the walls will go back up.

      The shape of the person grows bigger and bigger. There’s something oddly familiar about them yet something also very wrong. I squint my eyes and use my hand to shield them from the sun. I think it’s a man, a huge giant of a man. He might be naked, he’s definitely humanoid, but he’s not the right color.

      For several long seconds, nothing happens. I start jamming the button as if that could make it work.

      Please go up walls.

      If I had the guts to do it, I’d start pounding the other buttons as well but after the siren incident, I’m afraid I’ll somehow make my situation worse.

      Please, giant naked man running for me, please be a mirage.

      I can’t tear my eyes away from him, and it is definitely a him. I can see what makes it a male and not a female flopping as he runs. Holy shit, it’s like a third leg.

      I hear the screen behind me make several beeps. The sound of air pressure hissing in release this time is like music to my ears. The walls start to go up, but I’m not sure they’re going up fast enough.

      Giant man is coming closer and closer. He’s purple and he’s built like one of the elite soldiers in my father’s personal squad. He could crush me like a puny lesser being and by the ferocious look on his face and his narrowed, glowing eyes, it looks like that’s exactly what he means to do.

      The walls reach my shoulders and then they go up and up until I can no longer see my approaching threat. He’s so close, if he can jump, he can still get in. I’m so overcome with crippling fear, I feel paralyzed. I can’t move my head, I can’t look up and watch. I can only wait and hope he doesn’t beat the walls.

      Something slams into the side of the pod. I jump involuntarily and let out a startled scream. The pod rocks precariously. I look up. The walls are closed, he didn’t make it in. It must have been him crashing into the pod, I think at first. But then something slams into the side again. He’s doing it on purpose. What the hell? Does he think he can go through flexible steel?

      He crashes into the side again. I almost expect to see a cartoonish imprint of his body. The pod rocks and almost rolls.

      Oh, no. Not again.

      I leap for the safety seat. I spent so much time trying to get out of the blasted thing, now all I want to do is get back in. My fingers shake, I’m operating on an overdose of adrenaline. My fumbling fingers manage to get half of my straps secured but then he slams and this time the pod rocks then starts to roll.

      “No!” I scream out in terror as I’m forced upside down with only my left side secured in the harness.

      I hold on for dear life, feeling gravity do everything in its power to pull me out of the seat as I’m forced upside down. My arms are crossed, my fingers dig into my own skin and it takes every bit of strength I have left to keep myself from falling.

      As the pod rotates into its natural upright position, I feel myself drop against my seat. Franticly, I work on securing my right side. Just as I get the last strap secured, there’s another crash and then I roll. This time the pod starts rolling and doesn’t stop.
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* * *

      Growing up as a princess and the sole heir of the Terrea Kingdom and all that it encompasses, I was never permitted to ride amusement rides. They were deemed too risky and unnecessarily dangerous by my personal protection force. I’ve been to many amusement parks during my youth and often watched others of my age enjoy their experience. I never could quite understand how they found being thrown about or flipped upside down to be so fun. I especially couldn’t understand how they could want to do it again and again.

      Right now, being rolled over and over again is not my idea of fun. All I want is for it to stop because seriously, I’m about to throw up. But my luck must have run out. I keep rolling and rolling. Darkness creeps into the corners of my vision. I want to pass out. Oh, how I want to pass out. I want to wake up and have this all be over with but for some crazy reason my consciousness hangs on. By the time the pod finally stops, I can’t even tell it has stopped at first. My brain keeps rotating, and my stomach is churning, stuck in the cycle, but my butt is no longer dropping.

      I finally catch on.

      This time it’s a quick press of the release button and I’m out. I lurch to the side, throw open the portable potty box, and proceed to throw up my guts.

      Everything comes out of me. I hack, gag, and heave until it feels like I’m expelling bits of my insides into the box. When I’m done, I slam the lid shut. I hope the biodegradable process in the box still functions. I’ll know for sure the next time I open it up.

      I stumble my way back to the dashboard. Déjà vu. Then I bend back over and double check the scratching I was reading above the black button before the charging purple alien man so rudely interrupted me.

      The scratching above the button spells HELP. It could very well be a cry for help, but it’s more likely that it’s the button that accesses the pod’s internal help system.

      I hate buttons. Oh, my stars how I hate buttons now. I want to push it. I want to access the help system. I need to access the system. Accessing the system is the only way I’m going to be able to access the door so I can leave the pod without bringing all the walls down. It would also be nice to access any detection systems the pod may have. Maybe it can give me a UPS location, or a general idea of where I am. Or maybe there’s a surveillance system that will allow me to see outside.

      But I’m so scared. I’m so scared of what’s going to happen. But what’s the alternative? I can sit in here, in the dark, unable to see or know what’s going on outside. The alien is most likely still outside. He could have tools, he could have a way to get in. He could have friends. I need to see. I need to access any systems the pod may have that I could use to scare him off or worse yet, defend myself.

      I touch the button with my finger. Something so small, so normally insignificant, is now very much the difference between my life and death. I close my eyes and push the button.

      The system beeps. I open my eyes and words I can actually understand flash across the screen. I navigate through the help system, pushing the buttons it indicates to cycle through the various options. I find the control for the door, the inside climate control, the current information on the outside conditions, and finally the pods exterior monitoring and surveillance system. I cycle the surveillance system to ON and then half of the console’s screen fills up with two pictures of outside.

      The two pictures show either side of the pod. On the left side there appear to be trees. It’s darker outside and becoming harder to see. The only lighting on the outside of the pod is its flashing built in lights and reflectors. They’re used mainly so other ships can see and avoid collision with the vessel. The lights are not nearly strong enough to illuminate more than a few inches.

      On the right side of the pod is the mean purple alien. He looks even more frightening bathed in the pod’s glowing red lights. Like a space demon. He’s staring at the pod as if he’s perplexed. His arms are crossed over his broad chest and his brow is furrowed. No doubt he’s trying to figure out a way in.

      I start cycling through the pod’s system options. I go through audio, discover the siren controls and quickly toggle them off. After some more digging around in the menus, I finally unearth an intercom system.

      I press the blue button that resembles the one mirrored on the screen and say, “Hey.”

      The alien jumps, startled. His reaction is very satisfying.

      I push the button again and say, “Go away.”

      This time he cocks his head to the side.

      I push the button and say, “Go away,” again, so he understands.

      The alien starts to smack the side of his head. I’m not sure what to make of that.

      Being able to talk to him and him not being able to get to me gives me a false sense of security. I take the opportunity to really check him out.

      He’s big, oh yes, he’s big. I can’t help but stare there, at the thing that dangles between his legs. I’ve never really seen one before, a man’s penis. I’ve seen animals and I’ve seen drawings but never seen a real life one in high definition. It’s a lot uglier than I imagined, yet, there’s something about it I find strangely appealing.

      My eyes slide up, over the v of his hips and then up the rippled expanse of his chest. Every inch of him appears to be solid muscle. From the bulges in his arms to the thick meat of his thighs, he’s hard and sculpted all over.

      He’s a machine, a killing machine, I think as I take in the hard lines of his face and his menacing glowing red eyes. A body like that isn’t natural, it’s obtained and maintained, and in this environment, it must be because he’s a natural born predator. I must be the prey.

      I shiver and cross my arms over my chest. There’s something so familiar about him, he’s entirely too human looking. If he wasn’t purple, and it’s not even a vibrant purple, it’s more that he’s purple in all the places that I’m pink. And if he didn’t have the freaky eyes, I could totally mistake him for one of my own kind.

      The alien steps up to the pod and places his hands against it. He begins to run his hands over the pod as if he’s searching for something. I bet he’s searching for a way inside.

      I uncross my arms and push the blue button again, “Hey, you. Do you understand Galactic?”

      He stops, cocks his head again but doesn’t respond.

      I sigh. I want to assume his lack of response means he just doesn’t understand what I’m saying but there’s also the possibility that he does understand, he’s just not going to let me know it.

      “I am Princess Ameia, daughter of Trivent the current sovereign of Terrea. My people are on their way to aid me. If you are still here when they arrive, they will use lethal force against you.”

      Okay, so the last bit was a bit of a bluff but I really need him to think it’s not a good idea to keep messing around with me. If he even does understand me.

      He takes a step back, away from the pod, yet his glowing eyes continue to bore into it. I hold my breath, waiting, hoping he’ll decide I’m too much trouble.

      Outside, it continues to grow darker and darker. Inside the pod, the temperature feels like it's dropping. I can’t stop shivering. Outside, it must be just as cold yet the naked alien man doesn’t appear to be the least bit affected by it. The seconds tick by until it feels like minutes have passed. My heart is thumping like a drum in my ears. Go, just go, I mentally urge him.

      He takes a step towards the pod, I almost cry out with disappointment. Then he seems to think better about it and turns away. I blink, and he disappears into the darkness.

      I thought I would be relieved to see him go. I let go of the breath I was holding. But now that he’s gone, I only feel more nervous. Maybe it would have been better if I had just kept him where I could see him…
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      Chapter One

      Lucifer

      “Motherfucker!” Comes out of my mouth in a growl as I shake my hand.

      The punch to this piece of shit’s jaw sent tingling sensations up my arm.

      Mickey Dalton sputters gibberish out of his busted lips. “I… I… Swear I will pay… just gotta…”

      I’m tempted to keep this up, but fuck it. I have bigger fish to fry than this small time fucking gambler.

      Looking over the man’s shoulder, I nod to Andrew. “Ensure he fully understands how much he owes. Remove his pinky.”

      “Yes, sir.” Andrew nods.

      “Wha… No!” Mickey shouts as Andrew heads to the table where he keeps a black bag stowed.

      Turning around, I look at Simon, my right-hand man. “Where are we at with the other three files?”

      “Two have been collected on, the last I was waiting on your judgment.”

      “Marshall Dawson.”

      “He has flat out refused to cooperate with any of our attempts to collect. He believes his status is untouchable. He will give us no answer on where he was or what has happened to our money.”

      “Is he finally home?” I ask.

      “Arrived earlier tonight.”

      A metallic snip rings out into the room followed by a high-pitched scream. I turn to see Andrew wiping the blood on the guy’s t-shirt.

      Andrew raises his voice only slightly as he grabs the man by the throat. “Stop fucking squealing, asshole. Lucifer doesn’t like hearing pigs fucking about.”

      Walking out through the door and into the hall, I look to Simon. “How are the spreadsheets with Bart coming along?”

      “Clean, with everything accounted for…”

      “Yet, you still have doubts?” I ask him as we walk.

      “I do. I just can’t explain why.”

      “Keep an eye on him then.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Simon holds an umbrella over my head as we walk out of the abandoned hotel. The shattered glass door slams shut behind us as he ushers me into the sleek black Mercedes SUV.

      Getting comfortable in the backseat, I reach over and pull the file left on the other seat for me. The name Marshall Dawson is neatly typed on the tab.

      I let out a quiet sigh to myself. I knew this one was going to come back as a thorn in my side.

      Marshall Dawson is a waste of breathable air. The man used the connections he had with my father and another city boss to secure a loan from us. Five million in cash.

      Five fucking million dollars with nothing to show for it.

      Five fucking million dollars down the drain.

      I took this on as a favor to Sean O’Riley. A favor to a now dead and buried man.

      Shit like that doesn’t sit well with me. But when I went to the top to seek retribution, I was stonewalled. I was told the man who killed Sean, and all the surrounding issues, have been dealt with.

      Fuck that. I want my pound of flesh.

      Shaking my head, I open the file. It’s no use going down that train of thought right now. I can pursue it another time if I need to.

      I slowly flip through the pages we have on Marshall.

      It’s funny how we can put a file together on a person where he is reduced to twenty or so pages. I can see every payment he has made on his mortgage to how many times he has been in the overdraft with his bank.

      I look at his legal outstanding debts, and I look at the five-million-dollar debt he now owes to me personally. Anger is slowly creeping through my veins.

      Flipping through the pages, I look at his family life. Since he borrowed the money I have had one of my men keeping close tabs on his family. He is married to Lilith Merriweather, aged twenty-seven, and has two children, a boy and a girl. Both children under the age of seven.

      I look at the picture of Marshall for a long time as we drive through the late-night rain. The man is closer to my father’s age than mine. How did he marry a woman so young? Money and his slimy charm must have played a large part of it.

      I look through the pictures of his family quickly. The children are pretty in a child way. Blonde hair and blue eyes, they must take after their mother. Marshall must have married way out of his league.

      My fingers stop as the picture of his wife comes up. Emerald green eyes, sensuous pink lips, high cheekbones, pale flawless skin and long blonde hair. All of those parts on their own would make her remarkable. Even if her face was overall plain just one of her features would stun a person. But together they make something otherworldly.

      She is beauty incarnate.

      Fingers tracing the lines of her lips, I frown. How the hell did that man marry a woman like this? I flip further through the pictures of her. There aren’t many, but what I do see shows me that she is unlike any other woman I have ever laid eyes on.

      She is perfection.

      There is a rather candid photo of her putting groceries in the back of her red Volvo station wagon. Her hair is all over the place. Her slender legs are encased in yoga pants, feet in Uggs. Her daughter looks like she is giving her problems as she tries to watch her and still put groceries in the back.

      Even this… domesticity calls to me.

      There is a glamour shot of some type mixed in and I can see just how haunting those eyes are. They are calling to me, pulling me in to get forever lost. I can feel my hands curling into themselves. She is pulling me from where I sit in the SUV.

      “Take me to Marshall’s, James,” I say to my driver.

      Looking back at me from the front seat, Simon says, “Now? You don’t want to wait until tomorrow?”

      “No. We’re going there now.”

      The car makes a few turns as we pull off the freeway and then back on again.

      My eyes drift out the window for a moment to look at the rain that has been pelting down on the city all week.

      Looking back to the picture, though, I see something I haven’t seen before—a light. Inside I feel an ember flaring to life.

      My muscles are going taut with expectation.

      I need to see this woman; I need to see if what the pictures show me is true.

      Lily

      My husband, Marshall, is sleeping beside me, snoring loudly, and I have the strongest urge to smack him.

      I want to scream in his pale, pudgy face. I want to tell him to wake the fuck up. I want to ask him why he’s back in my bed.

      But I just lay beside him and stare up at the ceiling instead.

      It’s time to accept reality.

      Our marriage is done.

      Dead.

      Today was the final nail in the coffin.

      First thing in the morning, after I get the kids off to school, I’m going to meet with a divorce attorney. I can’t go on like this. This is no way to live, this is just…existing.

      And I’m sick of it.

      After growing up dirt poor, I married Marshall thinking I would finally have financial security. I would always have a roof over my head. I would never go hungry again.

      Foolishly, I believed his lust for me would turn to love. That like an arranged marriage, our feelings for each other would grow after time. If we had children, we could make a real go of it.

      But this, the lack of love, the lack of care, isn’t worth it. I rather starve than stay in this loveless marriage.

      Marshall has been gone for weeks, traveling on business. He’s gone more than he’s home. Ever since our first child, Adam, was born six years ago, he’s been finding more and more reasons to leave us.

      There’s always some client on the other coast that needs his help. Or some corporation up north that has to have his expertise or they’re going to lose millions on… something…

      It’s funny, even after almost eight years of marriage I still don’t know exactly what his job title or true profession is. Whenever I ask him about it he just brushes me off, doesn’t have time to explain it, or says I wouldn’t understand.

      Like I’m some kind of idiot.

      If I was an idiot I wouldn’t know about all the women he’s been hooking up with. I know that’s one of the reasons he’s always leaving us. He has a girlfriend in every city.

      Yet, he won’t even touch me when I throw myself at him.

      I sigh, looking down at the red nightie I bought from Victoria’s Secret and pull the blanket up to cover my breasts.

      He won’t even touch me when I’ve taken great pains to dress up for him.

      Suddenly my eyes feel swollen and my nose stings. I have to blink back my tears and take a deep breath. Rolling my eyes back up, I focus on the ceiling.

      This shouldn’t hurt, dammit. This isn’t a bad thing, this is good.

      This is… freedom.

      I no longer have to pretend this is a real marriage. No more keeping up appearances on Facebook. No more making excuses for him with my family and friends.

      No more trying to explain to the children that daddy is sorry but he had to miss their birthday—again.

      This is a fresh start, a new beginning.

      I’ve been doing everything on my own for years now. Losing him won’t make much of a difference.

      Marshall suddenly grunts loudly and rolls over.

      The air turns sour and I resist the urge to gag.

      Gah, he is such a pig.

      Chapter Two

      Lily

      I’m not sure what wakes me up. It could have been the light turning on.

      Marshall’s loud, “What the fuck?”

      Or the soft, menacing voice that says, “Hello, Marshall. I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

      Even under my warm blanket, that voice sends a chill down my spine and I peel my eyes open, shivering.

      At first, the light is too harsh on my eyes and I have to blink several times before the strange man standing in our bedroom comes into focus.

      This must be a dream, I convince myself and squeeze my eyes shut. I open them again but I still just can’t believe it.

      There’s no way that man is real.

      Standing in the center of my bedroom, the man is illuminated by a halo of light coming from the lamp. The light seems to love him, clinging to him. He’s glowing and so alluring, he looks almost angelic.

      “What the fuck are you doing in my house? You can’t just come walking in here…” Marshall sputters. His fat fists grab the blanket, yanking it away from me as he pulls it up his hairy chest.

      I gasp as the cool air hits my breasts and the sound draws the attention of the angelic stranger. He turns his icy blue gaze on me and I’m utterly stunned as our eyes meet.

      With just a look I feel held by him.

      Trapped.

      Frozen.

      Helpless.

      He’s so beautiful it hurts to look upon him. The kind of beauty that’s so strong, so deeply felt, it’s like experiencing a piece of music that moves you and staring into the sun at the same time.

      Tears prick my eyes and my skin tingles as I break out in gooseflesh.

      His face is a composition of features so perfect that now that I’ve glimpsed them I fear all other men will be forever compared to him.

      Chiseled cheeks, full, pink lips. A strong jaw and straight nose. Blonde hair so pale it’s nearly snow white and brushed back from his forehead.

      It feels like an eternity passes as we stare at each other across my bedroom and then his eyes break away only to slide down, warming as they lock on the pale swells of my breasts.

      A flush creeps up my chest. I’m not naked but in this little lacy nightie, I feel like I am.

      I grab the blanket and Marshall cries out as I yank it back. He shoots me a dirty look but I give him my coldest glare and practically dare him to try and take it back.

      Screw him, no one cares about his hairy man-chest.

      The stranger watches our little tug of war, his lips curving with a hint of amusement.

      Marshall finally gives up on trying to wrestle the blanket away from me and decides to steal my pillow instead. Covering his chest with my pillow, he hugs it tightly and puffs up as he says, “If you leave now, Lucifer, I’ll forget this incident ever happened.”

      Lucifer? Is that the stranger’s name? How strange and morbid. Yet, I swear I’ve heard that name before, on the news or in the paper…

      The stranger’s eyes flash and the amusement disappears from his lips. Two dark shadows shimmer behind him and I swallow back a gasp as I realize those two shadows are two other men.

      What the hell is going on? Who are these men and why are they in my bedroom? I turn to Marshall and watch him squirm uneasily.

      What did Marshall do?

      “You’ll forget this ever happened?” Lucifer says coolly and his eyes narrow with menace.  “Just like you forgot to pay me back the five million dollars you owe me?”

      All the color drains instantly from Marshall’s face and his eyes dart from side to side as if he’s trying to figure out an escape plan. “I already paid that back. You’ll have to talk to Sean if you want your money.”

      “Sean’s dead.”

      I watch Marshall’s mouth open then close, then open again. He sputters and gasps like a fish out of water, his face starting to turn blue from the lack of oxygen.

      I can’t believe Marshall borrowed five million dollars. What would he need with so much money? I know I haven’t seen a penny of it.

      “I paid Sean the money,” Marshall finally gets out, and then rushes on to say, “I don’t have five million to pay you…”

      Lucifer takes a step towards our bed. “That’s too bad.”

      “Wait!” Marshall cries out in panic, the grip of his fingers tearing at the pillow he holds to his chest. “Maybe we can work something out? I could—”

      “I’ve had a look at your assets. You have no means to pay me back,” Lucifer says dismissively and takes another step toward the bed.

      I look between Lucifer and Marshall and now I’m starting to feel panicked.  Lucifer has only taken two steps towards our bed but there’s clear menace in the way he’s moving.

      What is he going to do? Are they going to hurt Marshall?

      Are they going to hurt me?

      Lucifer takes another step and Marshall whimpers. He whimpers.

      The sound has my hackles rising and I wonder if there’s something I could do. I glance towards my phone on my nightstand. The moment I don’t think they’re looking at me I’m going to make a grab for it.

      But it might be too late for Marshall by then…

      I could start screaming, but the only good that will probably do is wake the children.

      Marshall is pushing back against the headboard like he believes he could escape through the wall if he tries hard enough. Then he shoots a pleading look towards me.

      As if I could help him…

      Marshall’s eyes widen suddenly as if he’s had a revelation.

      “You want my life as payment?” he squeaks out.

      Lucifer lifts an eyebrow and inclines his head. “Yes. That’s how these things usually go, isn’t it?”

      Marshall licks his lips nervously, looks to me then back to Lucifer. “Would you accept another life as payment?”

      He’s not about to say what I think he is, is he? No, he wouldn’t. No decent human being…

      Lucifer’s upper lip curls with disdain but his voice sounds interested. “What are you proposing?”

      Marshall is too cowardly to stop hugging his pillow so he nods his head to me instead. “Take her. Take my wife in my place.”

      I’m so shocked, so floored, I suck in a sharp breath that never ends.

      “You want me to kill your wife?” Lucifer asks and it feels like all the warmth was just sucked out of the room.

      “No, of course not…” Marshall recoils at the murderous look on Lucifer’s face. “Just hold her as a deposit, an insurance, while I get you the five million.”

      “You mean a ransom?” Lucifer clarifies.

      Marshall nods his head up and down. “Yes, yes, that’s it. A ransom.”

      My lungs full of air, I expel it all in a loud, “How could you!” and make a lunge for Marshall.

      I’m not an object he owns. He can’t just trade me away to some creepy, beautiful stranger to save his own neck.

      Marshall squeaks and scrambles away from me. I end up chasing him until he falls out of bed, landing on his ass.

      I grip the edge of the mattress, panting with anger as I watch him scuttle backward until he bumps into Lucifer’s legs.

      “As much as I would love to accept your offer,” Lucifer says as he pushes Marshall away with the toe of his shoe. “I’m afraid your wife is not worth the five million you owe me.”

      Damn. I blink up at Lucifer, feeling utterly conflicted. On one hand, I don’t want to be given away, but on the other, it stings the ego a bit to hear I’m not worth five million dollars.

      I snort though as Marshall goes to his hands and knees, kneeling in front of Lucifer to beg for mercy.

      “Please,” Marshall begs, reaching out and grabbing Lucifer’s leg.

      I’d pity him and try to help the poor bastard if he didn’t just try to trade me away in his place.

      “There has to be something else I can give you…” Marshall sobs.

      Lucifer makes a face of disgust and looks down at Marshall like he’s a bug he’d like to step on.

      “Anything,” Marshall wails as Lucifer kicks at him. “Anything.”

      I sit back on my heels and watch Marshall beg while taking the kick, wondering how all of this happened.

      Lucifer’s head lifts and his eyes lock on me. His features are still, utterly calm, but there’s something dark stirring in the depths of his icy irises.

      “Anything?” Lucifer queries.

      “Yes, anything!” Marshall nods his head with sudden enthusiasm.

      “I’ll accept your offer,” Lucifer grins at me. “If you give her to me permanently, and throw in your children.”

      “No, no! You can’t!” I scream and I’m off the bed in an instant.

      Marshall yelps and scuttles back until he’s hiding behind Lucifer’s legs.

      Lucifer between us, blocking me, my hands clench into fists and I pant, trying to control the rush of rage that has flooded my head. I swear if Marshall offers this… this… inhuman monster my children, I’ll strangle him with my bare hands.

      Lucifer smirks down at me as if he finds all of this amusing. I bristle under that smirk but suddenly feel self-conscious standing so close to him. He’s tall, with at least a foot on me, and I feel puny now standing in front of him.

      “Well? Do we have a deal, Marshall?”

      Marshall continues to use Lucifer as a shield like the coward he is. He pokes his head out only long enough to peek at me. “Yes!”

      “No!” I screech and lunge forward, reaching around Lucifer to grab Marshall.

      Marshall squeaks and stumbles backward, just out of my reach.

      Lucifer grabs me by the arms, stopping my forward lunge and hauls me back. Chuckling, he pins my arms to my sides and I screech and struggle, trying to escape his grasp.

      “We’re done here, Marshall. I suggest you leave now before I change my mind…”

      “Leave? Why do I have to leave? This is my house!” Marshall protests.

      Head tipping back, I glare up at Lucifer and continue to struggle. Damn, he’s stronger than he looks, though it is hard to tell just how built he is under that suit he’s wearing.

      Once again Lucifer looks me directly in the eyes, staring into me as if he can see inside me. “Not tonight.”

      “But… but…” Marshall starts to sputter.

      Lucifer’s face hardens, his features as cold and harsh as the blizzard swirling in his irises. “Simon, remove him.”

      “No. No! I’ll go!” Marshall says, panicked, and though I can’t see what’s going on due to the huge body blocking my view, I can hear a great deal of shuffling going on behind Lucifer.

      Marshall grunts loudly and then there’s a thump. “Hey! I’m going, I’m going!”

      The bedroom door opens and then slams shut.

      I jerk in Lucifer’s arms in surprise but then feel all the fight go out of me. No matter how much I squirm, no matter how much I try to free myself from his grasp, I can’t escape him. If anything, I feel like all my struggles have only tightened the grip he has on me.

      Head dropping forward, I quiet my panting so I can listen to Marshall stomping and continue to throw a tantrum about being removed from his own home.

      After a minute, Lucifer sighs and I feel his grip loosen a little. “James, assist Simon. If Marshall wakes the children, feel free to make him regret it.”

      “Yes, boss,” the second shadow answers and I don’t even hear him as he walks out. I only know he’s gone by the sound of the closing door.

      A moment later there’s some muffled arguing coming from the hallway then all goes quiet.

      The seconds tick by. My panting slows as I catch my breath.

      All at once I am suddenly aware that I’m alone with this strange man.

      The air thickens.

      Slowly, I lift my head and peer up at him. He’s looking down at me so intensely I gasp.

      My gasp seems to amuse him, and a slow smile spreads across his lips.

      I stare at him in disbelief, my mind racing a mile a minute, trying to process everything that just happened. My mouth feels dry and my stomach is twisted. I want to believe this is a nightmare, that I’m still sleeping in my bed.

      My husband didn’t just trade me and our children away to save his own neck. He couldn’t… He wouldn’t…

      Yet the fingers tightening around my arms remind me that he did.

      I can’t let this happen. I can’t accept this. I have to protect my children. He cannot have them! I won’t let him hurt them.

      Gathering up every ounce of courage I have inside me, I lift my chin and say, “You can’t have us. We’re not objects you can own or trade away at whim. I am a person, a person with rights, and I will not stand for this!”

      Lucifer’s eyes twinkle at me and it’s so condescending I just want to spit in his face.

      My anger only seems to amuse him even more. Head tipping back, he chuckles with mirth and just as I start to struggle again, he lifts me up.

      It only takes him two long strides and then he throws me.

      I go flying through the air and land on my bed with a grunt.

      He’s not far behind me, and quickly I get to my hands and knees, scooting back as he approaches.

      Long, strong fingers going to the bottom of his suit jacket, he begins to unbutton it as he asks me, “Who’s going to stop me?”

      

      Continue reading Keeping Lily…

    

  

cover.jpeg
\;;Q{’;S'A"y,PAGE oA
SEAN MORIAREY






images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
P





images/00003.jpeg
PPPPPPPPPP





