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      “I don’t know about this.” I look at my two friends with my lips pressed together in a thin line. Beads of sweat pop up on my brow, and I know I’m doing a crappy job hiding how nervous I am. My skis are on and all my equipment is ready to go. If only I weren’t frozen in place, on top of this snowy mountain, terrified to actually go down the slope.

      “What do you mean?” Kellie asks. “It was your idea! You’re the one who wanted an adventure before you got married and your life was over as you knew it. That’s a direct quote, by the way,” she adds, rolling her eyes as she adjusts her ski mask. She makes sure it’s in place before she goes hurtling down the mountain. Fun for her, certain death for me.

      “Yes, but I imagined a dog sled tour. Or going to the national park to get a look at a polar bear. Skiing terrifies me.”

      “It’s too late now, Marian,” Sadie says. She’s at least kind enough to put a reassuring hand on my shoulder, even if she is feigning sympathy. I can tell from the energized look on her face that she’s just as ready to go as Kellie. “This is just what you need. You’ve been under all of this pressure from your father. Now it’s time to let go and live a little!”

      I don’t know why I agreed to come out here with these two. Ever since I crashed and burned on a black diamond ski slope years ago, I’ve been adamant about avoiding being stuck in this position ever again. But somehow, here I am. Once again I’ve gone along with something when I should have spoken up and said I was too scared. I should have stayed behind in the village and waited for them to get back. Just the mention of my father makes my chest tighten with anxiety as if he were waiting for me at the bottom of the hill.

      “Don’t overthink it,” Kellie says. “It will be fine, you’ll love it. I’ll see you at the bottom!” She pushes off and shoots down the mountain, leaving a cloud of snow in her wake. There is no gradual increase in speed. In fact, it looks like she has been shot out of a cannon.

      “No turning back now!” Sadie yells. And then, she follows Kellie down. They’re both moving so quickly, soon they’ll follow the curve and be out of sight. I don’t know what’s scarier: going down this hill or being left all by myself out here. The puffs of white follow their trails down the slope as they get smaller and smaller. We should have at least brought a guide along with us. Then I might feel a little more secure. But up here all by myself…I’m out of my league.

      I look behind me, but the small, colorful homes that dot the snow are blocked by the mountains. I should have insisted on the dog sled tour. But instead, one way or another, I always get myself into these types of situations. Just like getting engaged to Roger. If he didn’t work for my father, I know I never would have said yes. It’s another example of how I can’t say no to him and I’ll always seek his approval even though nothing I do is ever good enough.

      Without any other option, I take a deep breath and push myself off the side. There’s no gradual increase in speed. As soon as my skis start to go, I’m flying down the hill. Aside from a death grip on my poles, all I can do is try to stay upright. Kellie and Sadie aren’t in sight, but as I near the curve, I already know I’m not going to be able to maneuver it. I need to make my skis go to the left, but instead, they want to go to the right. It’s a lost cause; I don’t have the experience to pull this off.

      Sure enough, as I reach the curve, I panic and instead of going to the left, I keep moving to the right, towards the bare rock at the edge of mountain. From here, there’s a drop off the rock and I’m helpless to stop myself from going over. Suddenly, I’m airborne, flying over the side. My poles are gone as I flail my arms, searching for something to grab onto. There’s nothing, though. Nothing but the crisp air that I’m sucking into my lungs as I continue to fall.

      I land in a large drift of snow. It cushions my fall but the impact still hurts like hell, and bolts of pain surge up my spine and down my legs. I lie still, silently trying to assess if I’ve sustained any serious injuries. The sky above me is a brilliant blue with a few scattered clouds shifting and moving, hypnotizing me.

      “I should have gone on the dog sledding trip,” I say out loud.

      Eventually I make myself move. I’m not surprised to see that I lost a ski on the way down. I struggle for a while, trying to free my feet from the drift. The one ski that is still attached to the boot is working against me, holding me in place like an anchor buried in the dense snow. I have to scoop down into the snow, essentially digging my legs out. Once I’ve opened a large enough hole, I try to extend my arms far enough to grab onto something and pull myself free. It isn’t easy, and as I struggle I have flashbacks to gym class where I’d just hang from the pull-up bar because my arms were never strong enough to pull the rest of me up.

      After a long string of curse words, I’m finally able to crawl onto the top of the snow. I’m out of breath, somehow working up a sweat even though it is cold. My breath comes out in billowy white clouds in front of my face. While I’m taking a moment to calm the adrenaline still racing through my veins, I look around, taking in my surroundings. I need to figure out how to get from my location around to where Kellie and Sadie ended up.

      Not confident in my directional instincts, I dig in my pockets looking for my cell phone. Thankfully I didn’t lose that in my drop off the side of the hill. If I can call the girls to at least let them know what happened to me, maybe they can send help. I raise my phone to the sky in search of a signal, silently praying that I’m going to find one. To my dismay, there is no signal.

      “Shit,” I say, letting my arm drop in my lap. My fingers tightly grip my phone, willing it to work. “Oh Kellie, why did I let you talk me into coming out here?” I yell my frustration out into the mountains. “This trip was supposed to be about me! But instead, here we are in the most isolated town on one of the most isolated lands of Greenland and I’m stuck in a stupid snowbank!”

      I suck in a few deep breaths and try to calm myself. It doesn’t do any good to lose it out here. That’s not going to help me. My eyes are closed while I focus on my breathing, when I hear a sound. It’s significant enough that it sounds like it could be a tour group or another skiing expedition or something. Whatever it is, it sounds mechanical, not something in nature.

      Excited at the possibility of stumbling upon another group of people, I force myself to my feet. I’m stuck in these stiff ski boots that make it nearly impossible to walk, but with a little motivation, I’ll manage. I trudge through the snow, every step in the deep drifts a challenge. Somehow, I keep moving, determined to find the source of the noise. I make my way around the protruding rock, hopeful that I’ll find one of the mountain huts that are scattered around the island for skiers.

      Except when I reach the clearing, there is nothing. No mountain hut, no skiers, no tours. With my hands propped on my hips, I stare into the opening and notice a strange indentation in the snow. It’s massive, shaped like a bowl, reminding me of a crater on the moon.

      For whatever reason, I find myself moving toward it with my cell phone in my hand. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen before but something I want to document because there’s no way anyone will believe me otherwise.

      I take the first picture and check the screen.

      “That’s strange,” I say. There are a few strange blurry spots in the photo, almost like I moved my hands and the photo is shaky. I snap a few more to see if I can correct the problem, but all of the photos look the same. When I lift my foot to take another step closer, I can’t go anywhere. Instead, I stop suddenly as if I’ve just run into a wall. My body reacts before my mind can catch up. My heart pounds fiercely in my chest as the blur in front of me materializes and suddenly there’s a form standing before me, blocking my way. I’d scream but I’m too terrified. There’s no time anyway. Within seconds this beast in front of me grabs me and throws me over his shoulder.
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      I don’t understand what’s happening to me. My eyes are wide open and yet I can’t believe what I’m seeing. In fact, I’m so shocked I don’t even try to fight. For the moment, I don’t see the need. We’re in the middle of nowhere out here, so I have no idea where he could be taking me. He looks like he could be human, except for his size and the fact that he literally materialized out of the air. From the moment he appeared before me, I knew that I would be no match for him. With his ability to blend in to his surroundings, I was caught in his trap before I ever knew what was happening.

      The panic really begins to set in when he climbs some sort of ramp. We’re still out in the open but we’ve moved closer to the deep indentation in the snow. Maybe I hit my head when I fell and this is some sort of hallucination. Because the next thing I know, I’m being carried inside what must be an alien spacecraft. The outside blends in with the environment, just like the alien did when I first saw him. Somehow they are able to camouflage into their surroundings.

      Once we’re on board the vessel, more aliens appear, curious as to what has been brought on board.

      “Arahmd?” I hear one of the aliens say.

      “Daq,” my alien captive replies. “Racha auhrd.”

      The sounds they make to each other mean nothing to me. This only adds to my anxiety because it’s impossible to know what they plan to do with me. Now I’m preparing myself to make a run for it. As soon as he sets me down, I need to get off this ship.

      He doesn’t set me down, though. He’s gripping me tightly while I still dangle from his shoulders. The sound of the ramp lifting behind us puts me in full-on panic mode. I start to kick my legs, struggling to get out of his grip. Instead of doing any good, he squeezes me tighter, to the point that it’s almost painful and now I can’t take a deep breath. I’m gasping for air and I want to scream, but I can’t.

      A sad whimper escapes my lips as the ramp seals closed with a deafening thud. My captor begins moving me farther inside of the ship and all I can do is stare where the opening to the outside world used to be.

      We reach an enclosed room with walls that look like glass. This is where he stops and finally sets me down. My instinct kicks in and I attempt to run back toward the ramp. I don’t care if it’s already closed, I’ll figure out how to open the damn thing. The ski boots are still a horrible, inconvenience. To say they slow me down is an understatement. Seconds later, my arm feels like it’s going to be ripped from its socket as the alien grips onto my wrist tightly and I go flying backward toward him again.

      Because of the clunky boots, I slip and end up on the floor at his feet. He’s still gripping my wrist tightly, but my feet are free and I’m trying to use that to my advantage. I flail my feet, trying to kick his legs hard enough to hurt him and make him loosen his grip on me. I do connect a few times, but I’m only making him angrier.

      He reaches down with both hands and grabs me, pulling me off the floor so my feet dangle beneath me. Looking into my eyes, he shakes his head, giving me a disapproving look. I’m drawn to the flecks of silver that float around his irises and the light tinge of red that begins to form around the whites of his eyes.

      Suddenly, he tosses me into the glass room where I land in a heap on the floor.

      “Remove your clothes,” he says in very stilted English.

      “What?” I say, scrambling to wrap my arms around myself. “No way.”

      He doesn’t like my answer. He steps into the room and I tense, readying myself for his force. Instead, he opens the door on a small metal compartment and pulls something out. It’s metal and looks an awful lot like a gun but with a needle on the end. I start to shake my head as I scoot backward, trying to get away from him. I don’t know what that is, but he can stay the hell away from me with it.

      With his eyes fixed on me, he takes the needle and inserts it into his own arm, pressing the lever that injects him with whatever is inside. He takes a deep breath and sets the device back inside of the compartment. This time, when he walks toward me, his eyes are clearer, the red gone.

      “This is the decontamination chamber,” he says. “You must remove your clothes.”

      “Just let me go,” I say in response. “I don’t know what you want with me, but I don’t want to be here. Let me go back to my friends.”

      He steps toward me and I shrink away from him. His hand grabs onto my arm again, but instead of lifting me or trying to remove my clothes, he reaches into my pocket and pulls out my cell phone. He presses a few buttons and then holds the phone so I can see the pictures that I took of the indentation in the snow and the blurry, shimmery images that are, in fact, aliens.

      “Impossible,” he states simply.

      “Just delete them!” I say, pleading with him. “I won’t tell anyone what I saw.” I’m shaking my head and waving my arms frantically. I realize what’s going on here. I saw something that I shouldn’t have. I get it. “No one would believe me anyway,” I add.

      “Remove your clothes so the decontamination process can begin.” He puts my phone in his pocket while he stares at me, waiting for me to comply with his demands. When I don’t make a move to start undressing, he quickly loses his patience. He lunges at me and grabs onto my coat, tearing the zipper apart. I start to scream and kick my clunky boots at him, but it’s pointless. I’m no match for his strength.

      He’s quick to anger and is losing patience with me, but I can’t stop myself. I’d give anything to be back on the top of that hill. Instead, I’m terrified about what’s going to happen to me on this ship. The alien pulls my coat from my arms and tosses it aside, gripping my shirt and tearing it from my body. I start to shake uncontrollably while he manhandles me, ripping off the rest of my clothes. The last thing he removes are my boots. He takes the top of them and pulls them apart, breaking the clasps, rendering them useless.

      I try to cover myself with my arms but I can’t stop shaking. Tears are welling in my eyes, making my vision blurry and unclear. The next thing I know, the alien pulls me to my feet, pausing for a moment to look into my eyes. His intentions are unclear when suddenly he leans down and licks me on my neck, his tongue rough with a thick saliva that makes my skin tingle. I’m so shocked, I stop resisting. When he leans back and looks at me again, his eyes begin to change to that same shade of red I saw before. His nostrils flare while his chest rises and falls. Slowly, my body begins to relax and the shaking ceases. Like a drug moving through my veins, there’s a strange tingling sensation building inside of me. It calms me and for the first time, I stop fighting.

      The alien watches me as he slowly steps away from me, backing out of the room. Once the door is sealed behind him he activates a switch on the wall. A thick white mist begins spraying into the room, surrounding me and coating my skin. My reaction is to cover my mouth and face to keep from breathing it in, but then I remember that he said I’m being decontaminated. Hopefully it isn’t toxic.

      A loud vacuuming sound makes me jump. I look up to see the white mist being sucked up into some vents at the top of the room. As soon as the room is clear, they shut off and I’m left standing naked and cold in the middle of the room.

      When the door opens, the alien steps back into the room and takes another device from the same wall of compartments. He holds it in his hand and walks toward me with purpose. I back away, unsure of what he intends to do.

      “Please,” I say, shaking my head.

      He grabs onto my head and presses the device behind my ear, clicking something that immediately causes a sharp pain in my head. I cry out and reach for the sore spot, touching the area gently. The alien doesn’t care about my pain. He grabs me again and pulls me toward the door.

      Two more aliens appear outside of the decontamination room when he pulls me out.

      “She is ready,” he says, handing me over. “Take her to the hold.”
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      I’m carried down the corridor, one massive, intimidating alien on each side. My body shakes and my teeth chatter loudly. Whatever it is that the alien used to calm me, it’s wearing off. I’m terrified, wondering what’s going to happen to me next.

      “He marked her,” I hear one of the aliens say.

      “To calm her,” the other alien replies. They aren’t speaking English but I can still understand them thanks to the implant behind my ear.

      “His mating heat is strong with this one,” the first alien says.

      “He is resisting,” the other replies.

      We’ve moved into a dark area of the ship. There are no lights, no other aliens. Only a door with electrical panels that beep slowly and flash a calming blue light. One of the aliens steps forward and presses a few buttons on the panel, activating the doors. Within seconds, the sound of a bolt unlocking echoes off the walls before the doors begin to slide open.

      As soon as the alien steps inside, lights flash on above, illuminating the space. There are numerous holding cells in here. The aliens pull me farther into the room and over to the first cell. The walls are made of a material that looks similar to steel or metal, but the top is made out of a clear, translucent material. It is through the top that I can see the shackles hanging from the wall.

      Once I’m in those shackles, there’s no way I’ll ever escape.

      “No,” I say suddenly as I attempt to pull my arms from their grip. “Just let me go.” I kick my legs and try to pull my arms free. To them, I’m sure it is a comical sight. I’ve never been a small woman, but I’m no match for their size and strength. Even though it’s irrational, I can’t stop myself from fighting them.

      My behavior isn’t more than an inconvenience. They continue to pull me inside of the holding cell, fastening each arm into a shackle. When I don’t stop kicking at them, they fasten both of my feet to the shackles in the ground. For now, the chains are loose and I’m able to walk forward toward the door. Before I can walk all the way through, they stop. There’s just enough slack to tease me with the thought of freedom.

      The cell doors slide shut behind them, multiple locks clicking into place. Now it makes sense why they don’t worry about having a material that looks like glass at the top of the cells. Covered in chains, there’s no way I can go anywhere. Eventually, the lights flick off outside of the cell. For a few seconds I’m in darkness until a strip of lights near the door lights up and illuminates the cell with a soft glow. I listen for any other sounds that might indicate that there are other prisoners in here, but there’s nothing.

      “Hello?” I say hesitantly. I wait a moment to see if there is anyone around. Guards, more aliens, other prisoners…anyone. When no one replies, I try saying it a little louder. “Hello?” I wait with bated breath. I don’t know what I hope will happen. Even if there is another prisoner in here, what good would that do? My only option for now is to wait. Eventually, I’ll find out what they plan to do with me.
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        * * *

      

      The lights flicking back on outside of my cell is the first indication that someone has entered the hold. I’ve ended up curled in a pile on the floor, defeated. But now that there’s an indication someone is coming, I pull myself back up to my feet, waiting to see what will happen next.

      The locks on my cell door disengage, sliding open one by one. The next thing I know, the lights turn on at full strength and I’m no longer alone. The first alien, the one who licked me, steps inside of the cell, allowing the doors to slide shut behind him. He doesn’t move toward me at first, just stands and stares at me. For the first time since this all began, I have a chance to really look at him.

      There’s no other way to describe his physical size than to compare him to a tank. The spacesuit, or uniform, that he wears fits tightly to his body, accentuating the bulge of his muscles. His skin is what really draws my attention. It is a silvery gray color and it has a shimmering quality about it. As he stands under the lights, it looks like it’s subtly changing from a dark to light shade of gray.

      I’m about to say something when he presses a button on the wall just inside of the cell doors and the chains begin moving, slowly disappearing into the wall behind me. I’m forced to move backward along with the chains as they tighten on my wrists until my arms are stretched above me, my legs spread wide.

      “What are you going to do with me?” I ask, gasping from the pain as the shackles dig into my wrists and ankles.

      He’s staring at me intently, only his eyes aren’t meeting mine. They’re devouring my naked body. After everything that has happened, I wasn’t worried about my clothes, until now. My cheeks flush a deep scarlet as he looks me over. I’m not a small woman. Not that I’ve ever been ashamed of my body, but I’m not the type to flaunt it. Constantly dipping into my secret chocolate stash shows in the extra weight that I carry on my waist and thighs. From the way this alien is looking at me, though, he doesn’t seem to mind.

      For whatever reason, he doesn’t move any closer to me than where he is now. His eyes look like they have that red rimming and I wonder if that has to do with the mating heat the other aliens were talking about. Whatever it is, I don’t think I want to be around him when he’s consumed by it.

      He still hasn’t answered me and I’m growing impatient. “Are you going to kill me?” I manage to squeak out the one question that has been occupying my thoughts the most. Instead of answering me right away, he looks down at the ground. That can’t be a good sign.

      “What do you want?” I ask, mustering up all of my strength and fury and aiming it right at him. My outburst draws his attention again and he raises his head to look at me once more.

      “Who are you?” I say, trying one last question before letting my head drop to my chest. I’ve very quickly grown tired. The stress from the day is finally taking its toll on me and even though I’m strapped to a wall, I’m confident I could fall asleep.

      “Vrox,” the alien says. I don’t know what he means at first. When I look at him, he has placed his hand over his chest.

      “Hello?” I ask, confused. If he’s speaking his language, I’m not getting a translation for this word. I don’t know what he’s trying to tell me.

      “Vrox,” he repeats. “That is my name.”

      I nod my understanding.

      “Marian,” I say.

      “Marian,” he repeats, his voice a deep, soothing sound.

      “What are you going to do with me, Vrox?” I ask.

      He takes another step closer but then stops himself. It’s almost as if the closer he gets to me, the deeper red his eyes become.

      “I do not know yet,” he says.

      “Where are you from? Are we going back there?” I ask, trying to get as much information from him as I can.

      “You can not go where I am from,” he says.

      “Then you can let me go! I told you, I won’t tell anyone what I saw. No one will ever know that you were here.” I try to move closer to him, but the shackles stop me.

      “It does not work that way,” he says.

      A frustrated whimper escapes my lips. If he hadn’t grabbed me and brought me aboard this ship, I never would have known they were even here. Sure I saw the indentation of their ship, but I couldn’t see the actual ship. Just like I couldn’t see the aliens.

      “We have strict laws where I come from,” he says.

      “Okay,” I respond. “What does that mean?”

      “I do not have many options for what I can do with you.”

      He continues to look at me while I try to process what he’s telling me. I mean, he’s not really telling me anything but I stay transfixed on him, waiting for him to tell me more.

      Vrox steps closer to me, leaning down close to my skin. He’s not technically touching me, but he’s so close his warm breath tickles my skin. He breathes in deeply through his nose and I realize that he’s smelling me. When he gets closer to my chest, he licks me, the surprise of it making me gasp. His saliva is a strange drug that immediately begins tingling as it spreads over my skin. The calming effect is undeniable. When Vrox steps back to the cell door, he presses the same button once again. Immediately my arms fall to my sides as the chains loosen.

      “Rest,” Vrox says. “I will return.”

      He steps out of the cell and the door hasn’t even fully locked before I let myself crumple to the floor in a heap.
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      Even though I’m exhausted, I can’t sleep. The floor is cold and hard, though I’m thankful it’s a smooth material like cement rather than rough metal slabs like the floor through the corridors of the ship. I’m still naked and the only warmth I’m able to find is when I’m completely curled in a ball with my arms wrapped around myself. I’m still in a calm, relaxed state thanks to Vrox’s saliva.

      Eventually I must fall asleep because I jolt awake when I hear the cell doors opening again. The lights flicker on and Vrox steps into the room, this time, carrying something over his arm.

      “Is it morning already?” I ask, propping myself up on my elbows.

      “No,” Vrox says. He walks in and stands above me, once again looking down at me with hungry eyes. I’m thankful that he didn’t secure me to the wall like he did the last time. “You looked cold.” He hands me what he’s holding and I can’t remember the last time I was this excited to see a blanket.

      “Thank you,” I say, eagerly taking the light swatch of cloth from his hands. It’s awkward to try to wrap myself in it while I still have chains on my wrists and ankles, but I manage. Not only does it feel good to have a bit of warmth, but I’m relieved that I can finally cover myself.

      “How did you know I was cold?” I ask.

      He points to the corner of the cell. There isn’t a camera or anything, but I do see a small black circle. It must be some sort of security camera or surveillance system so they can keep an eye on their prisoners.

      “Ahh,” I say. “And probably the fact that I’m not wearing any clothes.”

      “Our bodies regulate temperatures differently,” he says.

      “So you wouldn’t be cold if you were stuck in a cell like this and you were naked?” I ask. I should know better than to use sarcasm, but I can’t help myself.

      “No,” he says, simply. “And if I were in a mating heat, my body would feel as if it is on fire…even if I were naked.”

      “Oh,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat as flashes of what that might look like appear in my mind. I steal a glance at him as he stands above me in the soft light of the cell room. His features are very severe—chiseled jaw and cheek bones, a prominent forehead. Aside from his size and strange color-changing skin, he is similar to human men. “Do you experience mating heat often?”

      “No. As warriors, we are not allowed to mate.”

      “Really?” I ask.

      “Yes. If you are a warrior, you are not a breeder. Only the breeders are allowed to mate.”

      “That seems…strange,” I say, settling on the least offensive word I can think of. “How do you stop yourself from mating? That is a natural instinct, I don’t care what species you are.”

      “We take injections that suppress the mating desire.”

      “Like you did when you first brought me on board?” I ask.

      “Yes. It tames our urges, temporarily at least.”

      “I see,” I say. “I guess I can rest a little easier tonight, knowing you have no desire to mate with me.”

      “I did not say I have no desire,” he says, surprising me while also totally missing my sarcasm. “In fact, my desire is incredibly strong with you. But I must fight it. No matter how difficult it is.”

      I pull my blanket tighter around me, suddenly feeling much more vulnerable and exposed with his confession. I’m glad he didn’t confess his desire when I was still sitting here naked.

      “The other aliens said you marked me. What did they mean?” I ask.

      “Where I am from, we use our saliva to mark our mates,” he says.

      “Why did you do that?” I ask, curious about his motivations.

      A strange expression passes over his face. “I do not know,” he says quietly. “I acted without thinking when you became so upset. I wanted to calm you.”

      “You didn’t anticipate that I would be upset when you decided to abduct me and bring me aboard your ship as a prisoner?”

      “You have fire in you,” he says in response to my sarcasm. “I did not anticipate that.”

      I’m so surprised by his comment I’m once again speechless.

      He looks at me for a little while longer and then turns to leave. “Rest now,” he says. “I will return.”

      I don’t fall asleep any easier this time around. Sure I have a blanket now, but I’m so out of my league right now, I don’t even know what to begin worrying about. The logical first step would be to somehow get out of this cell. Now I know he’s watching me. If he sees me trying to find a way out of here, he’ll tighten the shackles back into the wall, stretching me out while also causing immense discomfort.
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      In the end, I pass out trying to decide what to do to get out of here. As soon as it hit me that we are certainly in open space by now and my options for escape are slim to none, I let myself sink into despair before giving in to sleep. It isn’t like I could pilot a spaceship back to Earth by myself. Though I have seen enough movies to know that on some spaceships, there are escape pods that come in handy at a pivotal time in the story. As I lie on the hard floor of my cell, it brings me a little comfort to think that there might just be some sort of escape pod that I can find and try to use. It isn’t much, but it’s something.

      This time when the cell door opens, I don’t bother getting up or looking to see who it is.

      “I have brought you food,” Vrox says. “You must be hungry.”

      Aside from glancing at him, I don’t move. It’s difficult to keep track of time. It seems like it has been days since I last saw Kellie and Sadie, but it’s impossible to know. I’m sure by now they know I’m missing. Little do they know, they’ll never find me again.

      “Eat,” Vrox says impatiently when I don’t move.

      “I’m not hungry.” I say without looking at him. “Being kept like an animal in a cage has caused me to lose my appetite.”

      “You must eat and keep up your strength. I will present you to my king when we return to my planet.”

      “I thought you said I wasn’t allowed on your planet.”

      “Ranov is a closed planet. Only Breviex are allowed in. If you are granted access it would be because my king wishes to keep you as a member of his harem. I have decided to present you to the king.”

      Even though I am finally warm, a chill travels through me.

      “You can still present me to the king even though you’ve marked me?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says. “Eat.” And just like that, he’s finished with my questions. He stares at me, waiting for me to obey.

      “I just want to go home,” I say, sounding pathetic and sad. I don’t know how long it has been since I ate and there’s no denying that I’m hungry. But I want to eat on my own terms, not because Vrox is telling me that I need to do it.

      “Stop hoping for something that will never happen,” he says.

      “I will never become a whore for your king,” I say. “I will never be anyone’s whore.” My tone surprises him, I can see the transformation on his face. He isn’t used to being disobeyed or spoken to so harshly.

      He steps toward me and I instantly regret my moment of rebellion. He grabs the corner of my blanket and yanks it from my body. “Understand that there is no escape, Marian. And you will do exactly as I say.”

      “No, I won’t.”

      He’s leaning down, staring at me, his face set in angry lines. My fire quickly diminishes when I think about all of the ways he can punish me for my insubordination. I didn’t really think this through, I just got mad and reacted. Whatever he felt inside of him before to make him bring me a blanket and provide me with some comfort was to my benefit and I’ve gone and fucked it up.

      Instead of letting myself back down, I hold his gaze. As the red tint begins to stain the white, he looks like a beast possessed. Whether it is from his anger or the mating heat once again threatening to overtake him, I start to imagine how easy it would be for him to reach out and put an end to my disobedience.

      Then he stands and stalks out of the cell, the door swishing closed behind him. It isn’t until I hear the locks click into place that I let myself breathe again.
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      I’m hungry and thirsty. The food Vrox brought me earlier is still sitting on the ground. I’m in the middle of a battle between fighting Vrox’s demands and ignoring the growling in my stomach. For the last bit of time, I’ve been staring at the food. There’s a small bowl of a dark brown liquid that stopped steaming long ago. Next to the broth is something that looks like a large rectangular cracker. Even if it doesn’t taste any different from a saltine, it still makes my mouth water.

      The lights flick on and someone enters the holding cell again.

      Vrox enters and my anger is reignited. All thoughts of food are pushed aside as my temper starts bubbling to the surface.

      “There is fight in you, Marian. I did not see it at first.”

      He walks toward me and stops in front of the plate of food. Without taking his eyes from mine, he bends down and lifts it up, taking a piece of the cracker-like food and extending it towards my mouth. My mouth waters and my stomach audibly growls at the thought of something to eat. I’m weak from lack of food, and I can feel myself growing weaker with every day that passes. I need to eat something if I want to regain my strength and get back to figuring out a way to get out of here.

      I lean forward and open my mouth, curious if this is some sort of trick. That I’ll reach for it and he’ll pull it away at the last moment. Another punishment for my disobedience. He doesn’t pull it away, though. I wrap my mouth around the piece of cracker, my lips brushing against his fingertips. I was right, it doesn’t have any more flavor than a saltine cracker, but it tastes like a damn steak to me right now.

      “More,” I say once I’ve swallowed the first taste, instantly pushing aside all of my anger and resentment toward him.

      I watch him closely as he breaks off another piece and feeds it to me. Our eyes are locked on each other so I can see when the red tint begins to appear around the outside edges of his eyes.

      “Why do your eyes change color like that?” I ask once I’ve swallowed the next bite. He breaks off another piece and feeds it to me.

      Eventually he answers. “It means my mating heat is trying to take over.”

      “You need to give yourself another injection?” I ask.

      “I just gave myself one before I came in to see you,” he says. For the first time, my heart does a strange flip in my chest. Up until this moment, I’ve been consumed with thoughts of escape and returning to my friends. Suddenly, I’m very aware of the Breviex warrior standing in front of me, hand-feeding me food. There’s a heat inside of me, spreading through my limbs, and I don’t know why my body is reacting this way to him. Moments ago I was so angry with him I could have spit fire. Now, I wonder if I’ve found a possible solution to gaining my freedom.

      “You desire me?” I ask.

      His eyes fly up to meet mine.

      “I do not have contact with many females in my line of work,” he says, avoiding the question. He takes the last bite of the cracker and holds it out for me. I take it into my mouth, letting my lips brush over his fingertips again.

      “Will you take the shackles off?” I ask, giving him my best puppy dog eyes. “I know there’s nowhere for me to go.”

      “You will obey me?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say, nodding my head enthusiastically. “I won’t try to run.”

      He looks skeptical but ultimately sets down the plate and reaches over to remove my wrist shackle. My wrists are so sore and some of the irritation on my skin has begun to bleed. I’m still and calm when the shackles are off, making no attempt to escape. Instead, I reach for the bowl of broth and bring it to my lips, no longer caring that I’m giving in to his demands. As the cold broth moves through my body, it fills me and gives me a renewed strength. I didn’t realize how depleted I was until I finally took a bite of food.

      “Do you have water or something that I can drink?” I ask, setting the bowl back down on the floor.

      He watches me for another minute and then turns to leave the room. When he returns, he’s carrying a metal cylindrical container. He doesn’t hand it to me, though. Instead, he holds it up to my mouth and tips it back so I can get a drink. It has a stronger metallic taste than the water I’m used to, but it’s wet and refreshing.

      “Thank you,” I say once I’ve had enough. He nods and doesn’t turn to leave the cell again right away. “What were you doing on Earth? I mean, now that you can’t let me go, I figure it’s okay to ask.”

      He thinks it over for a moment before responding. “This is a warrior ship and we are tasked with the job of protecting Ranov as well as keeping others from entering without permission. As I said before, our home planet is closed. We were pursuing a spaceship that managed to land without permission. Our king is convinced they stole something that doesn’t belong to them. We followed the ship for a long distance into space until we exchanged fire and took a hit. We had to make an emergency landing for repairs and Earth was the closest planet. You were not supposed to see us.”

      “I didn’t see you,” I say, correcting him. “I noticed the strange indentation in the snow. If you hadn’t appeared and grabbed me, I never would have known that you were even there.”

      “Special equipment has the ability to analyze the photographs you took. It is possible we would have been exposed.”

      “Maybe on your planet. We don’t have any technology that advanced that can see something that isn’t there.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest and continues to look down at me.

      “Our king does not accept failure. If there is any chance we would be discovered by Earth, we cannot risk it.”

      “Isn’t there another planet where you could just drop me off? Like the witness protection program. No one needs to know I’m there besides you.” I shrug my shoulders and try to do my best impression of looking innocent and helpless.

      “Your fate would not be very different on another planet,” he says. I’m still processing that when he adds, “As it is we will be making another stop before we return to my planet. I will bring you with me and you must remain with me, as my mate. If the planet’s federation were to board our ship and find you, believing that you are unmated, they would take you.”

      I roll my eyes, exasperated. “Of course they would. Do women have no rights at all out here? Anyone can just claim a female at any time?”

      “On Allorix, yes.”

      He leans down and takes the plate. “I am glad to see you finally eat,” he says. “Rest,” he adds before walking out of the cell.

      “I know, I know,” I say, before he can finish. “You’ll return.”

      He turns and looks at me, the hint of a smirk at the corner of his mouth. “I will return, when it is time to disembark.”

      “Why is it always you that returns? The others don’t want anything to do with a human?”

      He shakes his head. “I am the Commander of this ship. And I will not let them near you.”

      His response surprises me. “And how do they feel about that?” I ask.

      “They do not like it. They think you are a distraction.”

      “Well, I am just minding my own business in here. I don’t know how that is such a distraction for them.”

      “You are distracting to me, sahe’a,” he says. His face quickly drops as if he has said something wrong.

      “What does that mean?” I ask, even though the translator chip converts it to “love.” My body suddenly reacts to him; starting in my chest, warmth floods through me.

      “Nothing,” he says quickly. Then his nostrils flare and his eyes meet mine. He begins to breathe heavily, his chest rising and falling dramatically. This time as I watch, there isn’t just a red tint to his eyes, they are full-on swimming with red. He rolls his head backward like he’s working out a knot in his shoulders as his hands form tight fists at his sides.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, alarmed.

      His breathing has become stilted and ragged, his muscles are bulging and tense…more than usual. He looks at me once more, his usual shimmering gray skin quickly changing to a darker hue. And then, so suddenly that I jump, he turns and bolts from the room. The cell door closes behind him, the locks sliding into place. I’m left alone, sitting in shock, wondering what the hell just happened.
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      Vrox has dominated my thoughts ever since he stormed out of here so suddenly. I can’t stop thinking about the way he reacts to me. How he has to fight the urges that threaten him so strongly when he’s around me. His body wants to mate with me and yet, as a warrior, he is required to make sure I never set foot on his planet unless his king desires to use me as he wishes. Earth has no knowledge of his planet or people and they will go to drastic measures to keep it that way.

      The walls of this cell are beginning to close in on me. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to stand being kept in here without losing my mind.

      I see the lights flick on outside of my cell doors again and my pulse quickens as I anticipate seeing Vrox walk through the doors. It isn’t Vrox this time, though. It is one of the other aliens that put me in this cell in the first place. He walks into my cell with another plate of food and drops it on the floor, most of it spilling off the plate and onto the floor. He looks at me with a strange, blank stare before turning to walk out of the cell.

      “Where is Vrox?” I ask before the doors close behind him. There’s a hint of desperation to my tone and as soon as I hear it, it stops me cold. How do I explain that suddenly I look forward to his visits? It’s the one bright spot in my otherwise bleak existence on this ship.

      The alien turns around, his face still void of any emotion. “The Commander is not available,” he says, accentuating the word “commander” as if I’ve overstepped. From the look he gives me I’m actually surprised that he answered me at all.

      After raking over me with another cold, emotionless stare, he turns and walks out of the room. My visit from this alien has shaken me. It is a stark reminder of where I am and that my future is uncertain. The rest of the day inches along painfully slowly while I wait for another visit that never comes. After what must be hours of this, I realize that I’ve reached a new low. Longing after my captor? This entire situation has completely messed me up.

      

      The sound of the cell doors opening wakes me, but before I can register who is in the cell, some sort of hood or covering is roughly shoved over my head. I’m pulled from the floor, my shackles dropping with a loud clang onto the ground.

      “Quickly,” I hear a male voice say.

      “What’s happening?” I ask, terrified because I know Vrox isn’t one of the aliens in the room with me.

      In response to my question, my head snaps backward from the hit I take to my face. I whimper as I’m dragged forcefully out of the cell. My legs are dragging along the rough floor, scraping my skin painfully. I try to get my feet under me so I have some strength to try to get free of their grasp.

      Once again, I’m shoved roughly and I fall forward. With the hood over my face I can’t see where I’m going so I’m especially clumsy and it is making my captor angry. When I fall down again, he kicks me, forcing me to curl into the fetal position to protect my stomach. Then I’m yanked to my feet again and I manage to pull the hood back, looking frantically around me when I have my sight back. The hood falls to the ground as one of the aliens lifts me and tosses me over his shoulder, determined to carry me like a sack of potatoes the rest of the way.

      “Open the hatch,” the alien says. We stop momentarily, a large metal door rising slowly. It hasn’t gone all the way to the top when I’m tossed inside. Once again I hit the ground with a thud, knocking my elbow and hip so hard I’m certain there will be a bruise. The alien presses the button again and the hatch begins to close behind me.

      I crawl to my feet and scurry toward the door, but there’s nothing to be done. I can’t stop it from closing and it’s already too far to the ground that I would never be able to crawl under it without getting cut in half.

      The two aliens stand outside of the door and look at me. There’s no reasoning with them; I can tell from the way they look at me with those empty stares. The panic that consumes me takes my breath away. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about myself through all of this, it’s that I don’t want to die. I look around the space frantically, trying to think of how I can possibly get out of this situation.

      There aren’t any other doors besides the one that just closed and the hatch that opens into space. There are rungs like that from a ladder that lead up next to the door, but I can’t see where it leads. Knowing that I’m running out of time, I hurry to the ladder and begin to climb. I’ve almost reached the top when an alarm begins to sound, signaling the countdown before the hatch opens.

      The only thing I can think of is that there might be cameras in here just like the camera they use to watch me in my cell. I check the wall, searching for the round black dot. Before I can find it, the outdoor hatch begins to open. I instantly feel the pull of force from the opening hatch as my feet are pulled off of the rung and I have to wrap my arms around the top rung to keep from getting sucked out of the hatch.

      The vacuum of air surrounding me is loud. So loud that even though I know I’m screaming at the top of my lungs, I can’t hear myself. I’m gripping onto the rung as tightly as I can but I’m quickly losing strength in my arms. Somehow I manage to hold on for a little while longer.

      My arms start to slip against the constant pull of the airlock until I get to the point where I know I won’t be able to hold on much longer. I hear the sound of the alarm again and when I look back, my eyes must be deceiving me because the airlock is closing. As a last-ditch effort to hold on, I’m clutching the rung with my hands. They’re cramping and not nearly as strong as my arms so I can feel it when I start to slip. When I lose my grip, I go flying backwards, weightless, suspended in the air. I expect to feel my lungs burn for oxygen as I’m catapulted out into space, but that sensation never comes. Instead, I drop heavily to the floor, the space around me suddenly still and quiet.

      I turn around and look at the hatch, my chest rising and falling harshly from the adrenaline spiking through me. It’s closed and I’m still on the ship. Maybe this stunt was meant to scare me, and if that’s the case, it worked. But then, the next thing I know, the large gate is opening. I expect to see the two aliens that brought me here but instead, Vrox walks into the room. At the sight of him, I break into tears. I gasp for air, sucking deep breaths as my body shakes from the trauma of what just happened to me. Seeing Vrox sends a wave of relief through me.

      His body is tense, his face set in strict, angry lines as he strides toward me. His chest has a long cut, oozing a bright red. The contrast to his silvery skin makes the red stand out even more. Without a word, he slides his arms underneath me and lifts me from the ground. I relax into him, all of my strength gone. The first thing I see when we exit the room are the two lifeless bodies of the aliens lying on the ground. Their bodies are morphed into strange, awkward positions, indicating they didn’t move again once they hit the floor.

      I look at Vrox, but he’s focused, looking straight ahead. He doesn’t offer another glance down at the crew members at his feet. Instead, he steps over them as if they are nothing more than trash that litters the ground.
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      I glance warily at Vrox as he carries me down the corridor. His arms are trembling slightly and I know it isn’t because I’m too heavy for him. He’s trying hard to control himself, whether it is from anger or something else, I don’t know. This time, I see other crew members as he carries me back toward the holding cells. They all look similar to Vrox, wearing identical uniforms with comparable muscular body types that make it look as if their muscles will rip through the fabric at any moment. They stare at me, but not like the last two aliens did, not with such disdain.

      “Are you hurt?” Vrox asks when we’ve turned down an empty corridor. His words are clipped as he continues to try to get his emotions in check.

      “I’ll be okay.” In truth, every inch of my body hurts right now. My arms ache from holding on to the ladder rung, my face is throbbing from where the alien struck me, and I’m sure I have multiple bruises from being tossed around. But I’m not dead and that’s what I’m focusing on right now. “Thank you,” I say, before he puts me back in the cell and I don’t have another chance to say it.

      He looks at me briefly and then nods subtly.

      “I am returning you to the prisoner hold for now. I will send our medic to look after you and tend to your injuries.”

      “Okay.” I quickly deflate, disappointed that he’s putting me back in my cell. I don’t know why I assumed that the fact that he saved me from certain death had changed things. I can’t figure out what I want anyway. To have him take me to his room instead? Become his mate and travel on this ship around the galaxy with him for the rest of my life? I’m not at that point yet either. I still wish he could just take me back home.

      The familiar sound of my cell doors sliding open signal that we’ve arrived back at my holding cell. Vrox sets me down on the ground, forgoing the shackles before turning around to leave again. “The ship’s medic will arrive shortly to tend to you.”

      “Wait,” I say quickly before he can turn around to leave. My plea must sound desperate enough to make him stop and pause before he continues through the doors. “The rest of your crew…they want to get rid of me?”

      “The rest of the crew will follow my orders. You don’t need to worry that something like that will happen again.”

      “But why?” I can’t help it, suddenly I need to understand why some of the crew would want to send me out into space instead of bringing me back to their planet. I don’t understand why they hate me so much.

      Vrox exhales loudly.

      “Our king believes strictly in keeping the bloodline pure. He would keep you in his harem for his pleasure, but it is forbidden for a Breviex to procreate with a human. Only those with the purest of blood are allowed to procreate on our planet. Some, like those that decided to take matters into their own hands, do not believe that any females that are not Breviex should be brought onto our planet.”

      I nod my head, finally beginning to understand. “And what do you believe?”

      He shrugs his shoulders. “It does not matter what I believe. This is the way things are.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, not that it really does any good. I’m still naked and exposed, feeling especially vulnerable after this latest experience.

      “I’ll have Uhroh bring you a blanket when he arrives to tend to your wounds,” Vrox says.

      The thought of having my blanket returned to me is enough to make my eyes well with tears again. It doesn’t seem as important to continue keeping up a strong front. I’m broken, unsure of what my future holds. As far as I’m concerned, there’s not a damn thing wrong with shedding some tears about the bleakness of my future.
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        * * *

      

      Only a few minutes pass before the medic arrives, just as Vrox said he would. He hurries into the cell as if he has been given a time limit to treat me.

      “I am Uhroh,” he says, setting a metal case down next to me on the ground. “Let me take a look at you.”

      Bending down, he takes my face in his hands and studies the swelling around my eye. Using his fingers, he presses on a few places, making pain shoot through my temple. I flinch away from him.

      “That hurts,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “Sorry about that,” he says. I watch him while he continues to examine me. He’s much younger than I pictured when Vrox said he was sending a medic. I guess I always imagine an old man with a beard wearing a white coat. Uhroh looks like all of the other members of the crew: young and fit. He doesn’t look that different from Vrox; all of their physical features are very similar. Features that I find myself admiring the longer I’m in their presence. Their indifference toward me doesn’t change the fact that I’m warming to Vrox. When he enters the cell, I’m happy to see him. Glad that for at least a little while, I won’t be alone.

      “You are the crew’s medic?” I ask, trying to make conversation.

      “I suppose,” he says. “I’m a member of the crew just like the others but I have some medical training in addition.”

      He opens his kit and takes out a small container filled with a clear cream. Using a silver device, he takes some of the cream and applies it to the cut on my head. Instantly it begins to tingle and burn.

      “That’s intense,” I say. I have the desire to touch the wound but think better of it.

      “I’ve never used it on human skin before,” Uhroh says.

      “Well, it is kind of burning.”

      He looks back up at the wound. “It will be fine. The burning sensation will pass…hopefully.”

      “How is your skin different from human skin?” I ask. “Vr…the Commander mentioned your bodies regulate temperature differently than I do.”

      “Our skin is harder and thicker than human skin. See? Feel.” He holds out his arm so I can run my fingers over his skin.

      “Interesting,” I say as I continue to touch his skin. “It is more coarse than I anticipated, almost like small scales.”

      “Yes, see? Thicker.”

      He continues his work, using the device to get more cream before applying it to the red scabs on my wrists.

      “Show me where else you are injured.”

      I touch my ribs, showing him where they’re tender from being kicked.

      “Here, but I think it’s the bone that’s injured.”

      I raise my arm so he can get a better look, but there’s another sharp pain in my side.

      “Yes, I think you are right.”

      He takes another instrument out of his case, pressing a button that turns it on before holding it up to my side. It sort of looks like a metal detector, but it must be more like a portable X-ray device because after studying the screen for a moment, he’s able to tell me that there’s a fracture in the bone.

      “That will just take time to heal?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “We have the capability to heal the bone quickly. By tomorrow it will be fully healed.”

      “That’s amazing,” I say, truly impressed with their advanced technological capabilities. He works for a few more minutes, focusing on my ribs. The wound on my forehead already feels better, no burning, no tingling. When I look down at my wrists, they already look as if they’ve been healing for days.

      “If you are still in pain, I can give you something that will relax you. The Commander wants to make sure you are comfortable.”

      I glance at Uhroh and then up to the camera in the corner of the room. He’s watching me right now; strangely, I can feel it.

      “I…” I start to answer him but then pause to really re-evaluate how I’m feeling. “Actually, I feel really good compared to before you came in the room.”

      “Excellent,” Uhroh says. “I suggest you get some rest. It will help your body heal even faster.”

      “Thank you,” I say. I gently touch my wrists, but the pain is gone. There’s still a light red indentation from the shackles, but the scabs have come off and the skin underneath is healed.

      Uhroh packs up his case, setting a blanket on the floor next to me before leaving the cell. Somehow, the fact that he gave me my blanket back makes my eyes well with tears. It’s a small act of kindness that makes me feel human again. I eagerly wrap it around my body and curl up next to the wall.
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      Uhroh is right. By the next morning, physically I feel like myself again. All of the soreness in my body is gone, the wounds mostly healed. Mentally I’m still struggling to come to terms with almost getting tossed out into space while also learning about the bleakness of my future if I am accepted by Vrox’s king.

      When Vrox enters my cell today, he seems to be back to his normal, calm self. His eyes are clear and white, no hint of any red to cloud his mood.

      “We have landed on Allorix,” he says. “And this will not do.” He motions to me sitting on the ground still wrapped in nothing more than my blanket. I don’t want to know what I look like at this point. To say that I could use a shower is an understatement. “Come.”

      Before I can do what he asks, he steps close and grabs onto my arm, pulling me to my feet. I cling to the blanket, grasping it tightly around me, secretly hoping at some point I’ll be given clothes to wear. I’m just relieved that he’s allowing me to keep the blanket while we walk through the ship.

      The rest of the crew members are all male. They stop to acknowledge Vrox as he walks through the corridor, holding tightly onto my arm. They don’t pay me any attention and for that, I’m glad. I didn’t want to feel like I was being put on display as we walked through the ship’s corridors.

      The ramp is already open, the brightness from outside so intense I have to squint. I don’t know how many days it has been since I’ve seen real sunlight or breathed fresh air, but I’m overly excited to finally be able to get a break from my cell. I’m surprised to realize that Vrox and I are the only ones who leave the ship.

      “Are the others coming?” I ask once we reach the end of the ramp.

      “Eventually,” he says. “Our first stop concerns you. They will join us when we finish.”

      “Oh,” I say, surprised. “What are we doing?”

      “I know a female that owns a pleasure bath,” he says.

      “A pleasure bath?”

      “Yes. You will be able to bathe and I am hopeful that she will have some clothes for you. Unfortunately, I have nothing aboard our ship for you to wear.”

      “Anything will do,” I say, trying to hide my excitement. I can’t help it, though. I’m thrilled to finally have the opportunity to get dressed.

      Vrox holds me close to him as we begin walking into the city. It’s crowded and I’m embarrassed by my appearance, so I keep my head down and avoid making eye contact with anyone. Hopefully we won’t have to venture far to get where we’re going.

      Eventually, Vrox pulls me off the main street and leads me down what looks to be a side alley. There aren’t as many people down this way, but it isn’t deserted either.

      “Are we close?” I ask.

      “Yes, right down this way.” He leads me to a building with a large pink awning that covers the windows, though after closer inspection, it’s impossible to see inside of the windows anyway. Vrox steps inside and there are soft chimes that sound when we step over the threshold. This space right inside the door is small and quiet. Only a few chairs sit against a wall across from a rectangular wooden desk where a small machine emits occasional white puffs of incense.

      Shortly after the chimes sound, a female pushes a curtain aside and walks into the room. She’s older, her skin a tight, leathery consistency pulled taut over her severe facial features. I don’t notice any smile lines until she looks up and notices Vrox standing in front of the desk.

      “Well, Commander!” she says, raising her hands to greet him as she walks around from behind the desk. “It has been a long time. What brings you to my baths this day?”

      She reaches him and clasps his hands, bowing slighting before him to show her respect.

      “I have brought a female,” he says, pulling me out so I’m no longer hiding behind him. “She needs to be bathed and clothed.”

      The old woman nods.

      “And I could use some information if you have it.”

      She nods again as she walks behind the wooden desk where she leans down and looks at something that I can’t see.

      “Of course, of course,” she says, eager to please Vrox. “Come.” For the first time, she looks at me, motioning for me to follow her.

      “I will remain with her throughout,” Vrox says, following closely behind.

      She throws the curtain aside and steps underneath. I follow, anxious to see what lies on this side of the curtain. Whatever I’m picturing in my head doesn’t come close to the images I see when we step into the bathing room. Instead of bathtubs, there are small bathing pools in the floor, more like hot tubs. Some of the bathing pools hold one couple while others are full of naked aliens participating in an orgy.

      I won’t deny that I’ve lived a sheltered life when it comes to what people are willing to do for sexual gratification. I’ve heard about a lot of things, I’ve just never seen them with my own eyes. Aside from the sexual acts that are being performed in these pools, I’m taken aback by the variety of species that are intermingling in the pools. In one corner there’s a green alien with a long, thick tail wrapped around the waist of the female who rides him cowboy-style. She has long black hair that disappears underneath the water. The black is a stark contrast to the powdery lightness of her skin. When she tips her head back to moan her pleasure, I see sharp teeth lining her mouth and I can’t help but shiver.

      “A private bath if you have it, Ezin.”

      My entire body is flushed a bright red and Vrox doesn’t sound the least bit bothered by the activities going on around us.

      “Of course,” she replies, leading us all the way to the back of the room. From here she leads us through another doorway that eventually opens up into a smaller, more private room.

      “I will gather clothing next and set it outside of the door.”

      “Thank you, Ezin,” Vrox says. I stand just inside of the room, waiting to see what happens next. Even though Vrox has seen me naked countless times, I’d still prefer to have a little privacy while bathing. Especially after seeing what goes on in the pleasure bath house. I hope he doesn’t have any expectations that something like that will be happening between us, because I am very confident that I won’t be engaging in any sexual activity while we’re here.

      Ezin leaves the room and suddenly we are very alone.

      “You are nervous,” Vrox says. “Why?”

      I glance at him but have a hard time holding his gaze. I’m still red and flushed from what we saw.

      “I am just surprised by this place, that’s all.”

      He looks at me for a bit before nodding and accepting my explanation.

      “The water is hot, sahe’a,” he says, beginning to strip out of his uniform. “You must be eager to bathe.”

      Now that he has mentioned it, I am extremely eager to bathe. Forgetting about my shyness, I let my blanket drop to the damp floor and walk over to the pool. There is a lazy tendril of steam rising from the surface of the water, enticing me with the promise of its warmth. My toes are the first thing to dip into the water, testing the temperature. Instantly, I let my entire body slide down in the water, submerging myself completely.

      “This is the best thing I’ve felt in a long time.” I lean back against the side of the pool and let my head rest while I close my eyes, enjoying the way the water cleanses me and feeds my soul. There’s a splash that makes me screech as Vrox takes a very different approach to getting into the water. I didn’t expect him to get into the pool with me, but seeing as he needs to keep an eye on his prisoner, I don’t blame him.

      “Why does the water smell so good?” I ask, looking over to Vrox where he stands in the center of the pool. I lift my fingers out of the water and smell them. There’s definitely some sort of calming scent that has been added to the water.

      Vrox lifts something that looks like a flower blossom off the top of the water and carries it toward me.

      “Is this what you smell?”

      I lean down and take a quick smell of the flower resting on his palm. It is very fragrant and beautiful.

      “Yes, that’s it. What kind of flower is that?”

      “It is the bloom from an azolla plant,” he says. “Native to Allorix and the only place you will find this fragrant, moisture-rich blossom.”

      He takes my hand and stretches out my fingers, flattening my palm. He transfers the blossom to my hand as the contact with his strangely textured skin makes goosebumps flare over my skin.

      “Come,” he says, still holding onto my hand. “I will wash you.”
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      “No,” I’m quick to say. The last thing I want is to have his hands all over me, washing me and massaging me. Not to mention I’m worried his mating heat will kick in if he’s touching me so intimately. “Nope,” I repeat. “I’ll take care of it.” I move over to the side of the pool where I see a few fancy glass decanters. They aren’t labeled, I’m not sure what each bottle contains, so I start with lifting off the stopper and sniffing the contents.

      I swirl the bottles a little to see if that helps me decide so I don’t end up trying to wash my hair with body oil.

      “Shampoo?” I ask, turning to see if Vrox will confirm what I think the bottle holds.

      He slowly makes his way toward me, his eyes fixed on me instead of the jar. When he’s standing closer than I’d like, he holds eye contact with me while taking the decanter from my hands and slowly bringing it to his nose. He glances at the liquid in the bottle and then nods.

      “Thank you,” I say, taking the bottle back. I move a little farther away from him before I decide to fully submerge myself so I can wash my hair. Once it’s wet, I pour a small amount of shampoo into my palm and begin washing my hair. It’s the longest it has been in a while, reaching all the way down the middle of my back. Unlike the woman in the orgy pool, it is a golden shade of bronze rather than such a dark, ink black.

      For a bit, I’m so lost in the all-consuming pleasure of washing my hair that I forget Vrox is even in the pool with me. Cautiously, I turn around to see what he’s doing, only to find him leaning leisurely against the side of the pool, watching me.

      “So,” I say after rinsing all of the soap from my hair. “What are we doing on this planet exactly?”

      “Tracking the fools who stole from the king.”

      “Do you know what they stole?”

      “Yes,” he says simply.

      “What will you do to them if you find them?”

      “When I find them, their days of stealing from the Breviex will come to an end.” His relaxed demeanor quickly fades at the mention of his mission.

      “They must have stolen something important,” I say.

      Vrox looks at me again, remembering that I’m still here in the pool with him.

      “Any theft from our king is a serious offense.”

      “I gather that,” I say. “Tell me, is this the same king who declared it illegal to mate with anyone who would not give you pureblood offspring?”

      “It is,” Vrox says.

      “Hmmm.” I leave it at that for a moment and wade back over to the other decanters. I’m not sure what the other bottles hold, but because I don’t know how long it will be before I’m treated to another bath, I’d like to take advantage of my situation.

      “What are you questioning, Marian?” he asks.

      “I’m just wondering why this king gets to make all of these ridiculous rules and everyone just agrees to it. I mean, you’re a warrior so you’re not allowed to have sex? You have to give yourself an injection to suppress your desires. Don’t you think that’s a little crazy? Why shouldn’t you get to decide if you’d like to find a mate and start a family one day?”

      I’m surprised by his sudden silence, but it’s impossible for me to guess what he’s thinking about. I don’t know anything about the history of his planet, only the barbaric laws they have to follow now.

      “What’s in this bottle? Any ideas?” I hold it up and swirl it around while he just stares at me, unamused.

      Then suddenly, he moves toward me. When he reaches me, he pulls the bottle from my hands and throws it to the side of the pool. It shatters loudly when it connects with the hard floor of the room, shards of glass scattering all over the room.

      “What the hell would you do that?” I ask, annoyed by his outburst.

      “It is time to go,” he says, grabbing onto my arm and pulling me toward the side of the pool. He’s in a foul mood, and by the way he’s yanking me around, it is clear he blames me.

      “Now that poor woman has to clean up your mess,” I say, trying to yank my arm from his grasp. He only holds on tighter.

      “No more of your questions,” he says, leaning in and speaking close to my face. “I will do with you as I please. The decision as to whether you live or die is held within these hands.” He holds them out, thrusting them toward my face. “You test my patience.”

      Ezin is waiting outside of the door when he throws it open.

      “Clean up that mess,” he barks while stalking from the room.

      Ezin calls to someone down the hallway and then steps inside, bringing a pile of clothes with her. I’m still standing on the deck by the pool, dripping water from my hair and body. She rushes to my side, tossing a large blanket around my shoulders as a few more women hurry into the room to clean up the broken glass.

      “Sorry about the glass,” I say, looking over at the women that have to clean up Vrox’s mess. “He has a bit of a temper.”

      She waves my explanation away. “Do not worry,” she says, much kinder than I expected her to be. “He may have a temper, but he is one of the good ones.”

      I roll my eyes at that. But then, as I think about it, he did save me from being shot out of the ship’s airlock. And now, according to his claims, he is bringing me along on this mission so no one mistakes me as a female who is available to be claimed by another. I suppose I should be grateful for that too. My mouth is getting me into trouble, but I can’t help that I have so many questions and opinions about what is going on around me.

      “I suppose he is,” I say, finally conceding. “I guess I just get tired of constantly being told what to do without any explanation as to why.”

      “The Breviex are strict and fierce. Not an easy species to try to ingratiate yourself into. Though it was not always that way.”

      “You’ve known the Commander for a long time?”

      “I knew his father before him. His father was one of the good ones, too. His death was crushing to Vrox.”

      “Oh,” I say, “I’m sorry to hear that he died.”

      “He was a warrior and Vrox’s only family. When he died, he was on his own until he was chosen to become a warrior.”

      Talking to Ezin is giving me more information in these few minutes than I’ve been able to gather from all of my time with Vrox on that ship.

      “So everyone on Ranov is told what they will do with their lives. No one is ever able to choose?”

      “They have eliminated choice as a way to keep balance.”

      “And how do you know so much about Ranov and Vrox? He said it is a closed planet.”

      “It is. But I was friends with his father. Allorix is a frequent stop for the warriors. They might not welcome others to their planet, but we always welcome them here.”

      She hands me some colorful fabric in bright pink, orange, and yellow and I’m surprised at how beautiful the prints look.

      “Here, let me help you.” She holds the dress open and down low so I’m able to step into it.

      “This looks delicate. I hope it can handle my wide hips.”

      “Oh yes,” she says. “It is loose.” She takes the fabric and shows me how it flows freely now that it’s over my waist. The top is more of a flap of fabric that is pulled up to cover my chest and tied around my neck. My back remains open, but I like it. It’s a gorgeous dress and it covers the areas on my body that should be covered.

      “Now sit so I can fix your hair.”

      She stands behind me and gives my hair a good yank as she begins to comb it.

      “Ow,” I say, my hands flying up to my head.

      She swats them away.

      “It will take a little work to get these knots out,” she says, putting the comb through my hair again. It immediately hits another knot and pulls so hard my eyes water.

      “Your hair is very fine. I am not used to the texture.”

      She holds one of the knots up in front of my face. She has combed so hard she pulled the knot right out by the roots.

      “See? Very fine.”

      She releases it and lets it float to the ground. It isn’t pleasant, but at least I know when she’s finished, my hair will be brushed out and clean.
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      Vrox doesn’t return to the room. Instead, Ezin leads me back out through the curtain to the front where Vrox is waiting impatiently by the door. He looks me over for a brief moment before walking up to the wooden desk. There, he pulls out a small handful of gold coins and hands them to Ezin.

      “Oh, this is too much,” she says, trying to give him some of the coins back.

      “Thank you for your help, Ezin,” he says.

      I smile at her and wave from the doorway. After talking with Ezin, I’m calm and relaxed again. I don’t want to do anything to get Vrox all worked up and angry with me.

      When he leaves, I follow along quietly behind him.

      “Are we going back to the ship?” I ask when I can no longer stand the silence between us.

      “No,” he answers brusquely. “We will meet the other crew members in the city, where ships often land once they arrive.”

      “You think the ship you were following landed here?”

      “Yes, without a doubt. Allorix is a central location where many land for repairs, to refuel, or rest. I would be surprised if they didn’t have to seek out repairs for their ship as well.”

      “Was Ezin able to give you any information?”

      “Not exactly what I was looking for,” he says. “But she always tries to be helpful.”

      “She is nice,” I add.

      Vrox looks back at me. “Yes, she is nice.”

      He’s leading me through the busy streets, weaving in between large crowds of people. There is a large vehicle that looks like some sort of hovercraft the size of a bus that passes us to our left. Every seat is full as I look on in awe.

      It looks to be late in the afternoon if the light of the day is any indication. I’m so distracted by the bustling of the city around us that I don’t realize we’ve joined up with the rest of the crew until they’ve surrounded us and we stop down another alleyway. Once again, many of them act as if I’m not even here. They talk to Vrox without bothering to even glance in my direction. I stand behind Vrox and listen…a silent observer.

      “We have located their ship,” one of the crew members tells Vrox. “Unfortunately, it is empty. The crew must be around here somewhere while their ship receives repairs.”

      “Very well,” Vrox says. “We will spread out and search the city for them. The Xaandrel do not blend in.”

      The rest of the men nod and chuckle while they solidify their plans. Eventually they disperse until I’m alone with Vrox again.

      “Where are we going to look?” I ask.

      He looks at me strangely, in a way that I’d almost describe as mischievous. Instead of answering, he says, “This way.”

      We’re moving away from the rest of the crew, in a direction that’s leading us into the less populated areas of the city.

      “You don’t think they’d be somewhere in the main part of the city?”

      He shrugs. “Some of them might be. But there’s another place that is quite popular. We will check there first.”

      We walk for a while until we reach a building that looks like it’s deserted from the outside. I’m surprised when he approaches the door.

      “This is where we’re going?” I ask. “What is it?”

      He looks at me with that strange look again before pulling the door open and walking inside. It’s dark inside, impossible to see anything that isn’t right in front of my face.

      “Here, you need to wear this.” He takes a very delicate piece of fabric and hooks the loops around my ears, covering my face just under my eyes. My stomach starts to flip as my intuition kicks in. I know what type of place this is even though we haven’t walked inside far enough to see. Vrox’s eyes are tinted red as his fingers brush across my skin after securing my mask.

      I want to ask him who we’re looking for and what I should do, but my mouth is dry, leaving me speechless. We’re suspended in this moment as he stares into my eyes, and the only sound that I can hear is the thundering of my heart in my chest.

      Eventually he turns his head to the side, his hands tense on his hips. I watch as his chest slowly rises and falls while he gathers himself. Then, once he has regained his control, he takes my hand and leads me into the darkness.

      “What do the Xaandrel look like?” I ask once we’ve entered a long hallway.

      He surprises me by turning around and pulling me close to him. While cupping my face he talks quietly into my ear.

      “Once we are inside, you are not allowed to speak.” My heart starts to pound just as fiercely as before. I’m not sure if it’s from this new rule or his proximity. “The Xaandrel are impossible to miss. Massive brutes, dark green skin with black stripes. This is simply a sweep through to see if any of them are here. I will not engage with them until I contact the rest of the crew.”

      “Okay,” I say, whispering and nodding.

      Vrox nods back and then places his finger to his lips, indicating I need to be quiet now.

      I nod my understanding while also gripping tightly onto his hand.

      The first room that we enter has a dull glow of lighting coming from the sconces on the walls. There are tables and benches scattered throughout the room as well as a bar where many people are congregating. I look around nervously but am relieved to see nothing more than conversation and drinking. All of the other females are wearing the same type of mask that Vrox put on my face. So far there is no sign of the large, green beasts that Vrox is searching for.

      He approaches the bar, still gripping my hand and pulling me along behind him. I watch as he leans forward in order to speak with one of the bartenders. I can’t hear what they’re saying over the noise in the room, but they’re nodding and gesturing. Then Vrox slips a few coins across the bar and we’re suddenly moving again in another direction.

      We follow a hallway that curves downward until we reach a set of stairs. Once again, before we enter the next room, Vrox turns and pulls me close.

      “Do not make eye contact with any male besides me.”

      Suddenly I’m terrified and it must show on my face. At this point I’d prefer to just wait outside while he finishes his sweep of the place. I hesitate on the steps, scared of what I will see if I follow him any further. But he quickly takes charge, gripping my arm so I have to follow him.

      Our feet are silent as we pad along the rich, red carpets that line the floor down in this room. Unlike the room upstairs, this room is clearly used for various forms of sex play. It is an open room except for the cages that line the back wall. Chains dangle from the ceiling, reminding me of my time in my cell on Vrox’s ship. My wrists still burn just thinking about it. There are circular beds spread around the room with soft, cozy couches set up around them.

      I try to keep my head down and avoid eye contact like Vrox told me, but it’s hard not to want to stare at what is going on around me. There is a couple on one of the beds, the woman on top, riding the alien beneath her. Their cries of passion are just a few of the sounds I can hear. Another couple sits on one of the loungers, touching each other and kissing while watching the show in front of them. In all of my life I never knew a place like this existed. I’m not naïve enough that I’ve never watched porn or anything, but to be in a sex club like this where people are so open about their sexual experiences is definitely new to me.

      I’m still clinging to Vrox as he leads me around the room. He must be looking for the Xaandrel, but he also needs me with him in order to gain access to this room. From what I can tell, you need to have a willing female in order to be in here.

      We’re walking toward the cages and that is when I glance up and notice that they aren’t empty. A woman is dangling from chains while a man is busy supporting her on his shoulders while he pleasures her. It’s impossible to distinguish what they look like until we get closer, but it is then that I notice what look to be dark scars running horizontally across his back. The closer we get, the more I realize that they are not actually scars but dark stripes. I drop my head quickly, confident that Vrox has also seen the Xaandrel in the cage.

      I assume at this point we’ll turn around and walk out now that we know at least one of them is here. Instead, he surprises me by leading me to an empty cage a few down from the Xaandrel and escorts me inside.
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      I’m trying desperately to respect the rule of not speaking to him while we’re here, but I’m still trying to convey my confusion with my eyes.

      “Do not worry, sahe’a, this is all for show,” he says, whispering into my ear. Then he lifts me by my waist and sets my down in something similar to a sling that is stretched from bar to bar. It is a heavy, soft material that is actually quite comfortable to sit in. But then he takes my arms, one at a time, and fastens them into the chains above my head.

      Next, Vrox takes my leg and slowly pulls it to the side where he straps it in a thick black band that is attached to a thick chain. He doesn’t meet my burning stare as he moves to my other leg and does the same thing, essentially spreading me wide so my pussy is on display. The soft colorful fabric that Ezin gave me to wear is bunched up around my waist.

      “Vrox,” I whisper.

      His head snaps up. “Speak again and I will be forced to punish you.” His words are quiet, but I don’t doubt his sincerity. Not that anyone else could hear me, they are way too busy with other things.

      Slowly, he strips out of his shirt. He isn’t wearing his usual uniform today, just a dark shirt and pants. He leaves on his pants, to my relief. His skin looks darker to me right now, not the usual silver color that I’ve grown accustomed to. It is definitely a dark gray and I wonder if it’s because there isn’t a lot of light in this room.

      His eyes meet mine again as he slowly begins to go to his knees between my legs. For the first time, I decide to test the strength of the chains. I’m trying to pull my arms from the chains above me while simultaneously trying to pull against my leg chains so I can close my legs. It’s obvious what he intends to do, but I didn’t sign up for this.

      He puts his hand on my neck, forcing me to look into his eyes. He holds up his finger again, signaling that I need to be quiet.

      Well, fuck him.

      A few sounds escape my lips, desperate sounds as I try to free myself from these chains. But Vrox grips my legs and holds them in place. Then he leans down, but instead of licking my pussy, he moves his head over to my leg, the one closest to the Xaandrel’s cage. He doesn’t kiss my leg, or lick it, or do anything for that matter. He has just positioned himself there so he can watch the enemy that he is tracking.

      I jerk my leg just a little, but it’s enough to hit him in the face to get his attention. He looks at me, displeased. I try to show him my best face of outrage. How dare he prop me up like this just so he can keep an eye on his enemy!

      While trying to keep my head down, I let my eyes wander over to where Vrox is watching. The Xaandrel is still between the female’s legs and apparently he is very good at what he’s doing. Her head is thrown backward as she grips the chains that hold her, slowly rocking her hips. Surprisingly, the sight of it creates a warmth inside of me that I don’t expect being in this situation. I’m watching for a moment until I realize that my pussy is growing wet.

      I turn my head away and close my eyes, willing myself to think about anything that will keep me from getting turned on right now. That’s when Vrox’s lips first touch the skin on the inside of my thighs. He brushes over my skin, gently, barely touching. But he moves closer to the apex of my thighs, and from the ravenous look on his face, I know he smells my arousal.

      My chest is rising and falling dramatically as I anticipate what he’s going to do next. I’m warring inside of my mind, torn between wanting him to pleasure me, and remove me from these chains and get me out of this place. Ultimately, the closer he gets, the stronger I struggle against the chains. Nothing good can come of this…for either of us.

      The next thing I know, he licks my pussy with one long, steady lick. His tongue feels surprisingly rough against my sensitive sex, and the moment his saliva touches me, my pussy starts to throb. It isn’t throbbing gently, it is an intense throbbing that makes me want to scream. The worst part of it is that I’m strapped in these chains, unable to try to ease the intensity in some way. I grip onto the chains above me, straining as my head rolls backward, fighting the urge to scream at Vrox to make me come.

      My mind is consumed with the pressure building inside of me from just one lick. Somehow I manage to keep myself from shouting at him. Instead, a stream of moans escapes from my mouth, sounds I have never heard myself make before. His saliva is some kind of drug, setting my core on fire while I wait for it to spread and completely consume me.

      He still hasn’t touched me again, not after the single lick that is driving me wild. I look down at him with desperation. A silent plea for him to finish what he has started. He’s still on his knees in front of me, his muscles straining as he fights the urges that are slowly taking over him. It seems foolish to me now that he would be able to fight his mating heat in a place like this.

      He struggles with himself for another moment more and then dives forward, his mouth hungry and greedy on my throbbing pussy. His licks are slow, the texture of his tongue rough in just the right way, as if the sole purpose of his tongue is to give me indescribable pleasure. With his steady licks, the pressure inside of me grows and spreads until every single muscle inside of me is tense and straining. I want to move my body to try to absorb some of the sensations, but the chains hold me in place, leaving me helpless.

      The room around me has gone black. All I can focus on is what Vrox is doing to my body. He seems to have lost all concern with the Xaandrel in the other cage. His focus is solely on me and it is intoxicating.

      “More,” I moan. I’m trying to be quiet, but that is becoming more and more difficult.

      Vrox slides up my body, untying the fabric from my neck and letting it fall at my waist. He licks me underneath my ear while his hands caress my breasts.

      “I cannot,” he says quietly. “It is forbidden.”

      “Fuck your rules, Vrox. I want your cock inside of me.”

      He quickly moves my mask and covers my mouth with his own, absorbing the last of my words. Our mouths are intertwined, our tongues twisting together, licking and tasting. His hands leave me for a moment and I fear this is it, he’s going to pull away and leave me desperate for release. With his head resting against my forehead, I can see how the red has taken over in his eyes. He’s overcome with one goal while he’s in this state.

      He leans his hips in toward mine and I’m surprised to feel the skin of his cock rub against me. He slides against me, coating himself in my arousal. And then suddenly, he thrusts inside of me, gripping onto my hips to give him leverage. I cry out, not that it hurts, but from the actual surprise of being so quickly and completely full. His cock pulses slowly while he holds himself deep inside of me, giving me a chance to acclimate to the sensations.

      There’s no doubt that he’s big. I alternate between moaning my pleasure and holding my breath, waiting to make sure I really can take him. He pulls out completely before thrusting himself completely back inside of me, going deep, making the chains rattle on the wall.

      “You are so tight, sahe’a,” he says, growling his words. His fingers dig into the skin on my hips as he thrusts again, finally falling into a rhythm. Between the thrusting and the pulsing, I let my head hang backward while I try to absorb the pleasure. His pace is brutal, my body already so sensitive that I have no control. All I can do is hold onto the chains while he thrusts, waiting for my orgasm to explode in my body.

      There are sounds coming from my mouth that I have never heard myself make before. Vrox reaches up and grabs my hair, pulling my head forward again so I have to look into his eyes.

      “Give me your pleasure, sahe’a,” he says.

      Somehow he thrusts even harder than before and I cry out a continuous moan.

      “Obey me,” he says, looking deep into my eyes. He takes his hand and slaps against my nipple, sending a zing of pleasure through me. He must like my reaction because he does it again. This time the zing that snaps through me is followed by my orgasm. It hits me so hard I can’t breathe, but somehow I still manage to scream. My body doesn’t know what to do with this many sensations.

      Vrox doesn’t slow down. He keeps up the aggressive pace until he comes moments later, his muscles tense, veins protruding as he growls loudly, his sounds echoing from the walls. For a while it’s like I’m floating on air. All of my senses are heightened and my body feels brand new. We look into each other’s eyes and I watch as the red slowly dissipates.

      For a few moments, we do nothing more than try to get our breathing under control. My body still tingles and shakes as I slowly come down from such an intense sexual experience. Vrox still hasn’t let me go, but he does look over to the cage down the wall.

      “O’nquor,” he says, clearly cursing in his own language.

      The cage where the Xaandrel used to be is now empty.
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      Vrox quickly unclasps my wrists and legs. As soon as I can stand on my own, I fix the fabric over my mouth and fix the top of my dress to cover my chest.

      “You must never mention what happened here,” he tells me, leaning close while he pulls on his clothes.

      I nod my understanding, choosing not to say a word because of the huge lump that has suddenly appeared in my throat.

      He grabs onto me and pulls me back through the room toward the stairs. I keep my head down this time and follow along, doing my best to block out everything going on around us. I understand why Vrox is angry. We came into this place with one job and we became distracted by something else, which ultimately led to us losing sight of where the Xaandrel has gone.

      But it also doesn’t change the fact that his response makes me feel used no matter how much I wanted him at the time.

      We burst outside, the afternoon having morphed into night. He looks frantically up and down the street but there’s no sign of the striped green beasts.

      “O’nquor!” he shouts again, clearly angry at himself. He pulls a device out of his pocket and checks the screen. “Come,” he says, tucking it back in his pocket. “We need to meet up with the others.” This time he begins walking without taking my hand. I follow along behind him anyway because I have no other options.

      Eventually we meet up with the rest of the crew. They are gathered inside of a large building, sitting inside the bar area. It reminds me of a hotel lobby but with tables and a bar. After everything that just happened between Vrox and me, I can’t bring myself to make eye contact with the other members of his fleet. No matter how conflicted I feel inside, I’m still glad to be offered something to eat. I sit close to Vrox and listen as they continue to discuss their game plan.

      “We will need to remain on Allorix until we have Xaandrel to bring to the king when we return,” Vrox says. “I saw one on my sweep but lost him.”

      “We also saw one,” another member of the crew says. “We watched him for a while but ultimately did not apprehend him.”

      “They’ve spread out,” someone says. “It is purposeful.”

      “And the Federation is keeping an eye on us. Zurkear and I were being followed for a while.”

      “They are keeping an eye on both the Xaandrel and us, I am sure of it,” Vrox says. “They had two opposing crews land all within the same day. We will be monitored.”

      There’s a grumble of agreement from around the table. Everyone continues eating, some members talking to each other while others remain focused on their meal. I’m silent while I slowly fill my stomach with a warm broth. Vrox continues to ignore me. I hoped that something in my stomach would help ease the discomfort that I feel in this situation, but it just gets worse. As the liquid settles in my stomach, it begins to churn uncomfortably and I push it away.

      For the first time since we arrived, I notice Vrox glances at me out of the corner of his eye. He pauses before bringing another bite of food to his mouth. But he still doesn’t say anything.

      “Tomorrow, we will make our move so we can capture the Xaandrel before they are able to get away. So, the first thing to do is make sure their ship isn’t leaving Allorix anytime soon.

      “Kreq’an and I will take care of that, Commander,” Zurkear says. He points his fingers, showing which other warrior he has just volunteered for this task. Instead of being bothered, the warrior smiles at him and nods with enthusiasm.

      “Very well,” Vrox says. “The rest of us will continue to canvas. We will get an early start and try to herd the Xaandrel in the same direction.”

      “Where will the meeting place be, Commander?”

      “Somewhere close to our ship so it will be easy to get the prisoners on board and leave. We don’t want the Federation growing interested and asking questions.”

      The men nod and grumble to each other.

      “What’s the latest head count?” someone asks.

      “It’s impossible to know for sure, but we have counted twelve.”

      Vrox nods. “We will meet again down here in the morning.”

      There is a chorus of agreements and “Yes, Commander” heard from the men around the table. They don’t disperse now, however. Instead they remain at the tables and order more drinks. Vrox joins the rest of his crew while I stay at the table.

      

      Much later the warriors disperse to their rooms for the night. For the first time in hours, Vrox approaches me and beckons me to follow him.

      “Come,” he says, barking his order without so much as a glance in my direction.

      I roll my eyes and get to my feet, following him down the corridor to a room. He steps inside first and turns on the light. I step in after him and am surprised at how nice it is in here. There are two beds in the room, both covered with embroidered blankets and a plethora of pillows. Two large windows offer a perfect view of the dark night sky filled with the lights from various space crafts landing and taking off. Out of habit I walk over to the window and shut the curtains. We are multiple floors up, but I still feel the need to keep the curtains drawn at night.

      There’s a bathroom with a sunken bathtub that makes my pulse race in anticipation of trying it out. It’s the first thing to make me feel a spark of happiness since we left the club. With the door closed behind us, we’re finally alone, but I can’t think of anything to say. What we did was a mistake, he has made that perfectly clear. I see the regret written across his face every time he glances in my direction. He’s a warrior and he broke one of the rules of his people. A crazy rule, I truly believe, but still a rule that he needs to follow nonetheless.

      “I’m going to take a bath,” I say, finally deciding to break the awkward silence and treat myself.

      “Fine,” he says. I’m about to close the door behind me when he steps into the bathroom with me.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “It is my duty to keep an eye on you. I must return you to my king.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh and shake my head. Bending down, I figure out how to turn on the bath so the water runs hot.

      “Oh Vrox,” I say.

      He looks at me with his arms crossed over his chest. He’s trying to be professional and I can appreciate that but also, it’s a little too late. I work myself out of my dress and set it gently on the counter so it doesn’t get wet. Then I step into the water so I can acclimate to the temperature.

      “You’re an idiot,” I continue. “Where exactly do you think I would go?”

      “Do not push me, Marian,” he says, grunting out the words. He is crouched down by the edge of the tub, watching me. Only briefly do his eyes flutter away from mine, glancing down at my naked body. Aside from that one moment, he manages to maintain strict eye contact.

      “Leave me alone, Vrox. I’ve already told you, there’s nowhere for me to go. You’ve made sure of that, haven’t you?”

      He looks at me for a moment longer and then turns and stalks out of the room, slamming the door closed behind him. Once I’m alone, I can finally relax. Slowly, I let myself exhale and sink down into the water. I’m tender between my legs and that just makes everything worse. Of course now that I’m alone, I can’t turn off my thoughts. It makes me sad to think that if Vrox didn’t have this extreme reaction to what we did, I wouldn’t feel sorry about it. Sure, I wasn’t big into one-night stands back on Earth, but I wasn’t a prude either. If I was in the mood for something, I’d let myself indulge. This is the first time that I’ve ever been made to feel so ashamed of my choices and I resent Vrox for that.

      But then, at the same time, I have never had better sex in my entire life. He opened my eyes to something truly amazing and I hate him for being such a prick about it. It isn’t my fault that he’s impulsive. I mean, really…what did he think was going to happen in that situation? I wanted this bath to relax me, but it has only managed to give me time alone to work myself up again. I just need to get through the rest of these days until we arrive on his planet. After that, I won’t have to worry about seeing him ever again.
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      When I finally emerge from the bathroom, Vrox is standing to the side of the window looking out into the night. It’s late and I’m tired, so I drop my towel next to one of the beds and crawl under the covers. The bath was relaxing but this bed offers a level of comfort that I never thought I’d experience again when I was taken. Compared to sleeping naked on the hard floor of a holding cell, this is like being wrapped in a cloud.

      “Good night,” I say. Vrox turns and looks at me for the first time, most likely surprised that I’ve chosen to speak to him. But, as far as I’m concerned, I have other things to worry about. Not to mention, before my mother died, she always used to tell me to never go to bed angry. To this day I’m still trying to follow that piece of advice.

      “Good night,” Vrox says. I’m relieved that he doesn’t sound as angry anymore. And not so impersonal. The worst part about his behavior after we had sex was how cold and formal he acted, like I meant nothing to him and what happened between us was forgettable.

      Eventually, Vrox lies down in the bed next to mine. It’s dark in the room except for the occasional light that passes by the window. Instead of drifting off into a relaxed sleep, my chest is tight. There’s a palpable energy moving between Vrox and me, so much so that every time I close my eyes, I’m back in that cage. I try to stop thinking about how incredible it was, but the more I try to push it away, the stronger I feel it.

      My body is reacting to his proximity even though I’m trying to stop myself from having these sensual thoughts. After the way he treated me today, how is it that my body is ready for round two? I toss and turn, trying to find a position that will help me relax and go to sleep. Vrox is suddenly moving around in his bed a lot too. A dull ache slowly becomes noticeable between my legs and I’m mortified. Once again my body and mind are not on the same page.

      As if he knows how I’m feeling, Vrox gets out of his bed, moving quickly across the room until he reaches the door. I prop myself up on my elbows, about to ask him what’s going on when the door closes loudly and I’m suddenly left alone in the room.

      I flop back down on the soft mattress and slide my hand between my legs, pressing on my pussy. I don’t know what has come over me, but there’s no way I’ll be able to sleep with this constant ache inside of me. Now that Vrox has left for the time being, I’m going to make myself come.

      

      I wake up the next morning to the sound of the door opening. I’m disoriented for a moment, having slept like the dead last night. But then Vrox is there and it all comes rushing back to me.

      “It is time to go,” he says. I’m brushing the hair out of my face when he sets a plate of food on the bed.

      “What is on the schedule for today?” I ask, sitting up and pulling the food into my lap.

      He doesn’t answer right away, so I glance at him and catch him staring. For just a moment, I catch a look of pure want before he closes himself off again. I take a bite of my food, feeling better about everything having seen that one quick look on his face. It helps to think that he is as conflicted about the situation as I am.

      “We took turns throughout the night checking the various places where they could be staying while on Allorix. We’ve found them. The others are there, waiting for the word to move in and take them.”

      “‘Take them’ as in take them prisoner or take them out?” I motion with my finger across my neck to signal what I mean by “take them out,” just in case he isn’t used to the phrase.

      “Prisoner,” he says, almost disapprovingly.

      “So what did these guys steal anyway?” I ask. “It must be pretty big if you were given orders to track them across the galaxy.”

      “Any offense against our king is treated the same, big or small. We bring the guilty ones before the king and he decides how to handle it.”

      “So if he chooses not to keep me as a part of his harem, he will be the one to decide what happens to me?”

      “Yes,” Vrox answers.

      “And what would your punishment be if he found out what we did?”

      He crosses his arms over his chest but once again, I catch a glimpse of his true feelings. “It depends. Losing my position as Commander, being locked away in a prison cell…death.”

      “Death?” I ask, appalled. “He would kill you for having sex with someone?”

      “I suppose it depends on his mood when he finds out.”

      “If he finds out, because my lips are sealed.” I finish the last bite of my breakfast.

      “Thank you,” he says, surprisingly.

      I look at him again, glad that he’s not as cold with me today. I nod and toss back the covers.

      “I’ll get ready to go,” I say, waltzing into the bathroom.
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      It is still early morning when we arrive at the location where the Xaandrel are believed to be staying. The rest of the crew is already there, laying low in a location across the street.

      “We’ve confirmed their location,” one of the crew says. “Twelve, we believe that is accurate.”

      Vrox nods. “Very well. Let’s move before they leave.”

      Vrox is giving orders when I hear a significant number of footsteps from behind us. I turn to look at the same time Vrox does. There are multiple officers walking toward our group. I’m not sure, but I assume they are members of the Federation that I heard the crew members talking about.

      Vrox approaches them, the rest of his men following closely behind. I just try to stay out of the way but also remain where I can still see what’s going on.

      “You are being given orders to leave Allorix,” the Federation officer says.

      “Under whose authority?” Vrox asks.

      “The Federation of Allorix,” he says simply. “The Xaandrel clan has been given immunity. We must ask you to leave in order to keep the peace.”

      “The Xaandrel committed a crime again the King of Ranov. We are here to bring them back and make sure they receive their punishment.”

      The leader shrugs, disinterested. “That is not of our concern. It is our job to keep the peace in the city. Your clearance has been revoked. You will vacate the city immediately; your ship must leave the station within the hour.”

      I’m tense, waiting to see if Vrox will accept this declaration or not. The Federation officers all have weapons though they are still holstered on their waists. I’m just realizing now that I’ve never noticed what kind of weapons Vrox and his men use. Whenever he visited me in the cell on the ship, he was never carrying a weapon of any kind. Actually, he has never carried any kind of weapon around me.

      Vrox and a few of his men lean together, talking. I know Vrox to be a rule-follower. Whether he strictly follows his king’s rules or any rule remains to be seen.

      “Very well,” Vrox says a minute later. “We will go.” He motions to the rest of his men behind him and they all begin moving away, back toward the ship’s location. Surprisingly, Vrox comes to me and takes my hand as we walk past the Federation officers. He holds my hand tightly, keeping me close to him. Now that our skin is touching once again, my pulse starts to race. I turn around and see that the officers are following behind us, making sure we follow the orders we have been given.

      It is still early enough in the morning that it isn’t crowded and it is strange. It’s like those old Western movies where the streets clear out as the bad guys ride into town. I’m tense, waiting for something to happen. Or maybe Vrox is tense and he’s somehow relaying his emotions to me. Whatever it is, I’m anxious to arrive back at the ship.

      “Are they going to follow us the entire way?” I ask, whispering so no one else can hear me.

      “Yes,” Vrox says. I’m trying to get a read on what he’s thinking, but his face is stoic, impossible to read. When we finally reach the ship, the crew boards without hesitation, the ramp locking closed behind us.

      Instead of taking me directly back to the holding cell again, he pulls me along with him toward the ship’s bridge.

      “Commander?” A crew member asks, waiting for his orders.

      “Bring the ship around, Drekrik,” he says. “We aren’t leaving unless the Xaandrel fill our prison cells.”
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      The engines roar on the ship and I watch from the back of the room as the rest of the crew scurries about, gathering their weapons for the raid. They’re so focused on the job in front of them that I wonder if they even remember that I’m here.

      “Once we reach the hotel we have eight minutes to get in, get the Xaandrels, and get back on board. And that is eight minutes if the Federation is still on foot. If they call in reinforcements and arrive by air, we might not even have that.”

      They all press a few buttons on their wristbands, presumably setting a timer so they are aware of how quickly they need to move. As they all rush out of the room toward the ramp, Vrox stops when he reaches me. Grabbing my arm, he pulls me close, looking into my eyes.

      “Stay here, we will return shortly.”

      “Okay,” I say, unsure of where he thinks I would disappear to.

      I look out the huge window at the front of the ship and see that we’re approaching the part of the city where we were hanging out only moments before. Instead of trying to be quiet about it, Drekrik flies the ship right up to the front door of the building. Simultaneously, I hear the alarm sound signaling the ramp is descending.

      Then, while I watch, the warriors jump off the ramp and move quickly toward the building. The Xaandrel heard them coming and as soon as the warriors are on the ground, I hear loud explosions through the ship’s opening. The ramp remains open, Drekrik doesn’t close it, so I move closer to it so I can see what’s going on down below.

      Not even a minute has passed when the first Xaandrel is brought on board. He’s completely wrapped in some sort of webbing, making it impossible for him to move at all besides shuffling his feet. I push back against the wall so I stay out of the way. Up close, the Xaandrel look intimidating. Aside from their dark black stripes and long, braided black hair, they are barrel-chested and more than seven feet tall. Many of the Breviex warriors are similar in size and stature, but their overall appearance isn’t as frightening.

      Two more barbarians are brought on board and I’m impressed with how quickly they’re able to capture them.

      Suddenly, I hear Drekrik’s voice shouting from the bridge. “Incoming!”

      I don’t know what he sees, but the ship makes a sudden lurch, tipping backward so suddenly that I go flying through the air, directly toward the ship’s opening. My fall quickly ends when the ship lurches back and I hit the ramp. I’m still falling, though, and it’s impossible for me to tell how far of a fall it’ll be if I don’t find something to grab onto.

      By some miracle, my hands catch the side of the ramp and I clamp down quickly to keep myself from falling any further. I look down at the chaos below me and I realize that my feet are dangling just above the heads of the warriors below. Before I can locate Vrox, something or someone grabs onto my legs and pulls me off the side of the ramp.

      I scream as I fall until suddenly, I hit the ground. When one of the Xaandrel barbarians wraps his arms around me and throws me over his shoulder, I scream again, begging the Breviex warriors to help me. That’s when I see Vrox appear. The other warriors are loading the rest of the prisoners onto the ramp now that the ship has evened out again. Vrox finds me and our eyes meet. But my heart sinks when another warrior grabs his arm and motions for him to get on the ship.

      “Leave them!” he yells. And that’s the last that I can see because the beast has me and is carrying me quickly away from Vrox and the other warriors.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The barbarian continues to carry me as he hurries behind the building, headed for an opening that looks like a tunnel. I’m complacent at first, unsure what to even do right now. I need someone to snap me out of it, yell at me and tell me the most logical next steps because my mind is a muddled mess. All I can focus on is that they’re leaving me behind so they can get out of here before the Federation forces arrive.

      We reach the tunnel and that’s the moment I finally snap out of it. I flail my legs, surprising my captor, because his grip falters. I hit the ground hard, but at least I’m free from him. The Xaandrel makes a move to grab onto me again, but I’m too quick for him. I scurry away, just out of his grasp. I turn to run out of the tunnel but stop suddenly when I realize we’re not alone.

      “Vrox?” I say, questioning whether his appearance is real or not. Then, before he can answer, the Xaandrel grabs onto me from behind, pressing something sharp to my throat.

      “Turn around, ihiryh,” my captor says to Vrox. He starts pulling me back into the tunnel again and I’m forced to comply or the knife cuts even deeper into my skin.

      “Leave the girl,” Vrox says, his voice sounding gruff and angry.

      “So you can kill me? Oh no. Stay where you are until we’re down the tunnel or I’ll cut her throat and leave her bleeding corpse at your feet.”

      I’m gripping his arm, fighting to keep the blade from cutting any deeper into my throat. His threat makes my body go cold. After everything that I’ve been through since this whole thing began, this might be it for me. I’m not very optimistic that I’m going to make it out of this tunnel alive.

      I’m watching Vrox as we move farther into the tunnel. He shows restraint, staying fixed in place until I blink and suddenly, he’s gone.

      “Wait,” my captor says. “Where did he go?” He’s talking to himself more than to me.

      He starts yanking me around, checking all around him, but Vrox is nowhere to be found.

      “He went back to the ship,” I whisper, “You can let me go now.”

      Instead, he grabs me by the face and forces me to turn and face him. He lifts his knife and presses it against my cheek.

      “I’m going to keep you,” he says, his black eyes raking over me.

      My stomach clenches and I think I’m going to be sick. Even if Vrox has left me behind, I still need to get away from this creep. His knife presses deeper and I can feel drops of blood as they begin to drip down my face. I gasp as I try to stifle my terror.

      The next thing I know, I hear something like a pop and I gasp in surprise as a sticky wet substance splashes over my skin and dress. The Xaandrel slowly loosens his grip as all of the life empties from his eyes. I look down and see a hole through his body.

      I scream, about to lose the contents of my stomach.

      A hand covers my mouth and somehow Vrox is standing behind me.

      “Shhh, it is me,” he says.

      I grip his arm and hold him to me as the Xaandrel’s body twitches at my feet. I’m sucking in huge gasps of air and somehow, it still isn’t enough to satisfy me. I worry that I’m going to pass out right here in this tunnel next to a dead body.

      “Come, we must hurry,” he says, taking my hand and leading me out of the tunnel. “We need to get to the ship before it leaves Allorix or we will be stuck, and the Federation isn’t happy with me right now. It is best if we go.”

      I don’t answer him, I can’t. Instead, I follow after him, counting on him to lead me out of this mess and keep me safe. His skin shimmers and returns to the normal dark silver color that I’m used to.

      “This way,” he says. “Drekrik will meet us where the Federation won’t find us.”

      “I think they could find us anywhere,” I say, quietly.

      “You forget, our ship has cloaking abilities.”

      He’s right, the last time I witnessed their ability to blend in with their environment, it was when I was first abducted. And that feels like an eternity ago.

      I follow Vrox out of the tunnel. We stay close to the walls as we move behind the buildings, away from where the Federation forces are milling around the hotel.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “To the only place large enough for the ship to disappear in plain sight.”

      Vrox points to the backdrop of the city, huge snow-tipped mountains that loom over us, seemingly too far in the distance for us to ever reach them.

      I don’t see how we’ll ever make it there in time, but I follow after him anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why do we have to go to the mountains?” I ask. We aren’t that far into our walk, but the mountains aren’t getting any closer.

      “The mountain is large enough where the ship can hover and blend in. Just like when I first saw you on Earth, we were completely surrounded by snow. In these situations, the ship has the ability to cloak itself using the elements of the surrounding environment.”

      “And your skin is similar,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “Yes,” he says.

      “So you needed the tunnel wall in order to blend in. You wouldn’t be able to do that standing out in the open?”

      “That is right.”

      He stops me with his arm, both of us pressed against the wall, signaling for me to be quiet. I listen for sounds over the pounding in my chest. I don’t know much about the Federation, but if Vrox thinks it wise to remain under their radar, that’s what I’m going to do. Eventually he motions for me to follow him again.

      “They can’t be looking for us, right? How would they know we’re not on the ship?”

      “No, you are right. I don’t think they are looking for us, specifically. But we don’t want them to find us.”

      “How long will they wait for us?” I ask.

      “As long as they can. Drekrik will let me know if anything happens.” He points to the band on his wrist.

      “Why do you think the Federation prevented you from capturing the Xaandrel like that?” I ask, once we’ve been on the move again for a little while.

      He shrugs. “If I had to guess, the Xaandrel probably paid them off for their immunity. It is much less possible that they were just trying to keep the peace.”

      “You have had to deal with the Federation a lot before?”

      “Yes, they are the central government of Allorix. Anytime we land on the planet we deal with a faction of the Federation. Especially because our ship is a warrior ship from Ranov. They monitor our actions much closer than civilian ships.”

      “Well, that does make sense. You and your men are more of a threat than civilians.”

      He smiles at me, a cocky smirk that shows he agrees.

      “I mean, the only reason you and your men come here is to apprehend someone, isn’t it?”

      He doesn’t answer me right away, making me wonder if there’s something he’s hiding. Then I think back to the bath house and sex club. He must be a visitor to those places in order to know about them. Not to mention he was very friendly with the women who ran them, another sign that he was a frequent customer. Suddenly I feel so foolish to think there was something special about me. Something that made him break his king’s rules to be with me.

      “There are other reasons,” he says eventually. A look passes between us, and I feel my face flush.

      I alternate between wanting to forget this conversation ever happened and wanting to know more. In the end, I want more of an explanation no matter how much it hurts.

      “So your men can mate with the whores on Allorix? Just not with the females on Ranov?”

      “We are not supposed to mate with anyone. The king would be incredibly displeased if there were any matings that resulted in young that are not of pure blood. That doesn’t mean some of the men don’t indulge in their cravings every now and again.”

      “Of course,” I say. He has stopped now, studying me and my reactions. “We should keep going,” I say, looking around us, checking to see if there are any guards. We’ve been staying close to the buildings, away from the busy streets. Soon, we’ll reach the edge of the buildings. From there, we’ll need to continue toward the mountains without as much protection.

      Thankfully, Vrox turns and continues leading us out of the city. I don’t want to hear any more about what the Breviex do when they visit this planet. I mean, I should have suspected. There’s nothing realistic about asking warriors to suppress their mating drive, no matter what species is involved. I just hate how this realization is making me feel. I’ve been trying hard to push away how Vrox makes me feel. But then, he rescues me from his enemy even though the smart decision would have been to leave me behind and leave when he had the chance.

      We pause behind the last building. After this, there’s nothing but level ground until we make it out into the mountains.

      “Stay close,” he says, “We’re going to move quickly until we reach the mountain paths.”

      I nod, so he takes my hand and pulls me along. He sets a brisk pace and I have to practically jog to keep up with him. It isn’t a busy area of the city, out here on the edges, but there is still a chance someone might see us.

      We move out into the open, our feet kicking up dust clouds that stick to my clothes and skin. It feels like an eternity, but then we reach the paths to the mountains. We still don’t have enough cover, but at least there are some larger rocks that block us until the path dips down, leading us out of sight.

      For a while, we’re both quiet and focused on getting where we need to be before anything bad can happen. But the farther we get from the city and the farther we get into the mountain trails, the more relaxed we both become. Vrox slows down and we’re not constantly looking behind us, waiting for the guards to appear.

      “You know things about my life now,” Vrox says, surprising me with his sudden comment. “Tell me about your life where I discovered you.”

      “Oh, I didn’t live in that place. I was there on a trip with some friends.”

      He looks confused. “Explain.”

      “I was on a trip with a few of my girlfriends. Kind of one last hurrah before I got married. The skiing wasn’t my idea, that was my friend, Kellie. I actually hate skiing, but I went along with it because they like it. I should have known something bad would happen.”

      “What is skiing?” he asks.

      “Oh,” I say, surprised. “People ski for fun. You put these long things on your feet and slide down mountains in the snow. A lot of people enjoy it, but I’ve only had bad experiences with it.”

      “That must be when I heard you for the first time and I knew we were not alone like we originally thought.”

      “Probably,” I say, chuckling a little. “I wasn’t quiet about it when I went flying off the side of the cliff.” I pause for a moment and think back to that day, to my friends and what they’re doing now. I’m sure by this point they’ve gone back home…without me. “I wonder what my friends are doing now.”

      I picture them back at home, going about their normal lives. There’ll no longer be a wedding and I can’t say I’m disappointed about that. I do wonder how my father feels about it all. I wonder if he actually misses me and mourns my loss.

      “What is ‘married’?” Vrox asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Getting married is similar to a mating on your planet, I would assume.”

      “You were set to be mated to another?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “Though I can’t say I’m disappointed that it didn’t work out. My father is the one who really pushed the match between us. Not because he wanted me taken care of, but because it was a good business move for him.”

      “And you agreed to go along with it?”

      I shrug. “I have a hard time saying no to my father.”

      Vrox looks at me and I can see the wheels turning in his mind. Eventually he says, “Interesting.”

      “Is it?” I ask. “I think it’s more pathetic at my age.”

      “We always seek the approval of our parents, I believe,” he says.

      I give him a shy smile, remembering what I’ve learned about his father. “Your father was killed in battle?” I ask.

      He looks at me quickly, surprised, and I’m suddenly embarrassed by my boldness.

      “Sorry,” I say, “That isn’t my business.”

      We continue walking and there’s a silence that grows between us. Eventually he breaks the silence. “My father was also a warrior, and yes, he was killed in battle.”

      “Were you there when he died?” I ask.

      “No, I was still too young to be a part of those missions. I was told about his death.”

      “And your mother?” It’s possible that I’m overstepping, but he seems to be in a sharing mood, so I don’t mind taking advantage of that.

      “My mother was a breeder,” he says. He leaves it at that, but now I have many more questions.

      “So, your mother and father weren’t together? Like in love?”

      “No,” he says simply.

      “Did she raise you, though?”

      “No,” he says again. “I was chosen to become a warrior. I was raised surrounded by those expectations, in a dormitory with other boys chosen to be warriors.”

      “Oh,” I say, my heart aching a little bit for him. “That must have been hard not to be able to be with your parents.”

      “I was able to see my father quite often when he wasn’t away on a mission. He would visit and we had the opportunity to spend time together. And as for my mother, it is just the way things are. It is the normal way for our species.”

      “Well, I’m still sorry,” I say, unable to think of that arrangement as anything other than inhumane, no matter what species.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      “We’re close,” Vrox says, checking his wrist band again. “Are you doing okay?”

      “Yes,” I say, surprised by his concern. Ever since our conversation about his messed up family life, the anger I felt toward him has faded. Instead, I can’t help but feel sorry for him. I guess it’s a little easier for me to understand his crazed intentions for following the rules when I have more of a picture of how life is for his species.

      “We need to keep going to the end of this path. There’s an opening ahead where the ship is waiting.”

      “I think we lucked out, no signs of the Federation yet. That’s some good news, at least.”

      “I won’t relax until we’ve made it out of here,” he says.

      “How long can the ship remain cloaked?”

      “Only until we leave the mountains. As long as the Federation isn’t patrolling around the skies in their ships, we should be good.”

      “And if they are?”

      “It will be an exciting exit.”

      “Exciting?” I say, whispering it more to myself than anything. Vrox keeps moving along with even more intensity now that we’re so close to reaching the ship.

      I want to ask Vrox what’s going to happen now. I suppose the end game for me hasn’t changed. He’s going to deliver me to his king to see if I’ll be accepted into his personal harem. I don’t want to get my hopes up that he might change his mind. But there’s a little shimmer of hope inside of me that I’m going to protect and keep close.

      We reach the opening between the mountains and at first, it looks empty. But then I notice the way the space in front of us shimmers ever so slightly, like a portal between two worlds. Vrox leads us toward the ship, and when we get close enough, the ramp lowers in front of us. It’s the strangest sight because the ramp leading into the ship in entirely visible. This metal ramp is suspended in mid-air, leading into darkness while the rest of the space around it looks devoid of anything.

      I follow Vrox up the ramp and it begins to close before we are fully in the ship.

      “Grab on to the handles,” he says. The ship lifts off of the ground and I have to spread my legs, trying to regain my balance before I hit the hard floor. Vrox reaches for me, grabbing onto my arm to help steady me while I reach for the bar. Once I grab it, he doesn’t let go of me right away. Our eyes lock and an understanding passes between us. He might not say it and he might not allow himself to show affection for me ever again, but whatever happens from now until we reach his planet, he will do what he needs to do to keep me safe. That is the comfort that he extends to me with the touch of his hand against my arm and the way his eyes burn for me, threatening to consume us both.

      His lips part and I’m already anticipating what he’s going to say to me. Some sort of confession of his feelings. But before that can happen, the pull of the ship taking off into the sky throws my feet out from under me and I’m consumed with the feat of attempting to keep my grip on the bar above me. It’s the only thing keeping me from slamming into Vrox or sliding down the corridor until I hit a wall.

      “What’s happening?” I manage to say as I gasp for breath.

      “We need to get away quickly,” Vrox says. “Before the Federation spots us.”

      I would acknowledge him, but I’m too busy holding on. My fingers start to slip, giving me flashbacks to when I was about to go out of the airlock. But just like the last time, Vrox is here to make sure I’m okay. When I finally slip, I fall down into Vrox, slamming into him. Luckily, he’s ready for me, grabbing onto me around my waist and holding me tightly to him. All he needs is one of his massive, strong arms to hold us both in place.

      I wrap my arms around his waist and hold on tightly. Within minutes the ship evens out and I’m able to stand on my own two feet again. But I don’t let go of Vrox, it feels too good being held in his arms. My body reacts to our proximity, my pulse steadily increasing as my body flushes with warmth. As soon as I look up into Vrox’s eyes, I know he’s feeling the same thing.

      Before anything else can happen, another crew member appears.

      “Commander,” he says. “Glad you made it aboard. I’ll escort the prisoner to the hold.”

      He looks down at me while I search his face for any indication that I’m no longer his prisoner. But my expectations of him are still unrealistic. He pulls my arm from around his waist and hands me over to the guard.

      “Thank you,” Vrox says. “Report back to the bridge when you are finished.”

      “Yes, Commander.” The guard takes my arm and begins escorting me down the hallway back toward the holding cells. I don’t bother turning around to see if Vrox is still there, I already know that he’s gone. He’s holding on tightly to the rules that create the boundaries of his world and I know that to him, I’m a threat to all that is normal, even though it was never my choice to be here in the first place.

      Strangely, walking back into the holding cell is like returning home in a way. It is all that feels familiar to me since this whole ordeal began. The guard takes my wrists and fastens me back into the restraints. Something I wrongly assumed I was beyond at this point.

      “Is there any way I can wash up a little bit?” I ask before the guard can leave.

      He glances back at me, noting the mess of alien blood covering my skin and dress. “Perhaps,” he says.

      This time when he leaves and the lights flick off outside of my cell, I notice the other cells are lit with a dim glow just like mine. The captured Xaandrel now fill the cells that I used to have all to myself. I find myself hoping that the cells are sturdy so there’s no possibility of these massive creatures getting to me in my cell.

      I slide down onto the floor, trying to relax against the wall. After everything that has happened in the last few hours, it’s difficult to sit in an empty cell and not feel like time is moving backward. But at the same time, I’m grateful for the quiet and time to myself. It’s difficult to think straight when I’m with Vrox. Something deep inside of me is drawn to him, ever since he marked me that first day. In a strange way, my soul is intertwined with his, causing this constant pull between us. Sitting in the near dark, this is as good of a time as any to try to remind myself that this arrangement is temporary. Vrox isn’t my future and neither is finding my way back home. Instead, I need to figure out a way to survive in this new life that I’m being given and hope that it’s something I can learn to stomach.

      It is hard to prepare myself for a life that I know nothing about. Everything about Ranov is a mystery to me except for the strange rules that all of the inhabitants abide by. The more I think about it, it really isn’t that different from my life back on Earth. My father made the rules and I followed them, no questions asked.

      My thoughts are interrupted by the lights flicking on in the main area of the hold, my cell doors unlocking and sliding open moments later. Vrox walks into the room holding a large metallic cylindrical container. He presses the button near the door, engaging the chains to draw back into the wall.

      “Really?” I ask, annoyed. “You still believe that I might try to escape?”

      “I guarantee you won’t,” he says, stepping all the way into the room so the doors can slide closed behind him.

      I roll my eyes as he walks toward me. My arms are pulled tightly above my head, making it possible for me to smell the scent of the alien’s blood even more. I wrinkle my nose and try to turn my head away.

      “You requested water, no?” He sets the container on the ground at my feet before straightening up. He towers over me, his scent maddeningly delicious and intoxicating to my senses. I watch him closely as he reaches up and uses his fingers to untie the fabric from around my neck, letting it fall to my waist.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, suspicious of him.

      “Cleaning you,” he says. “You can not be presented before the king looking this way.”

      He leans forward and tugs the rest of my dress off of my body, tossing it aside. Goosebumps break out over my skin as the warmth radiating from his body caresses me. I hate that he has this effect on me, but there’s nothing I can do to stop myself from hoping he won’t stop with just cleaning me.
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      He takes a piece of cloth from the top of the container but instead of dipping it into the water, he slowly ties it over my mouth.

      “Shhh,” he says, bringing his finger to his mouth, an intense desire flooding his features.

      I glance up at the camera in the corner of the room, questioning with my eyes.

      “The camera is off,” he says. “No one is watching.”

      I nod as he slowly takes another cloth and dips it into the water before squeezing it out over my skin. It is warm, tickling my body as it snakes down my skin. Dipping the cloth again, he continues to wet my skin. He’s slow and sensuous, circling over every inch, removing all signs of my earlier abduction.

      So far, he is strictly business even though every time his hands touch my body, my heart thunders a little louder in my chest. It goes against all rational thought, but I keep telling myself that just one more time together won’t do any harm.

      His nostrils flare and he looks deep into my eyes. He knows how badly I want him, there’s no hiding it from him. For a moment, he looks torn. Maybe it wasn’t his intention to break the rules again when he came into the cell, but just like me, he’s having a hard time denying the sexual energy that we’re radiating together.

      He lets his hand with the wet cloth dip between my thighs. At first, the sensation is cool and wet between my slippery folds. Then his fingers apply pressure, cupping me in a way that makes me tip my head back and moan. His breathing intensifies as he drops the cloth to the floor and uses his fingers to explore my pussy. As he slides his fingers through my arousal, desire blooms in my core while my hips respond to him, rocking with his expert touch.

      His other hand grips the back of my head, forcing me to look him in the eyes while he explores me and gives me pleasure. When his thick finger pushes inside of me, I clench around him, wanting to keep him there. He curves his finger, exploring every inch of me. At one point he brushes over my G-spot and I clench even tighter as another moan escapes my lips.

      He’s perceptive. He moves his finger until he finds the spot again and massages me there. The intensity from his finger rubbing my G-spot is so much that I don’t know if I can handle it. Every muscle in my body is taut, so much so that I’m waiting for something inside of me to snap. A warmth builds deep inside of me, a sensation that I’ve never experienced before. I’m gripping the chains that hold me in place while anticipating the explosion of pleasure that is sure to hit at any moment.

      Before I can find my release, he pulls his finger out. My eyes grow wide, silently pleading with him to keep going. It’s impossible to miss the look of enjoyment that touches his lips. He’s in complete control and he likes it. If I didn’t have this cloth over my mouth, I’d be begging for him to keep going.

      There’s a soft whimper coming from my throat while I watch him slowly unzip his pants. My pussy still throbs, desperate to be filled again. I watch hungrily as he releases his thick cock from the confines of his pants. My eyes widen, my mind questioning how I ever took him inside of me without splitting wide open. My hesitation only lasts for a moment. The building ache inside of me will only be satisfied from one thing and thankfully it’s moving closer to me.

      Vrox stands close, his hands gripping my ass. He squeezes, massaging me, before lifting me and positioning me at the perfect angle so he can take me. His cock thrusts inside of me, spreading me wide as I gasp from the incredible sensation of being completely full. I wrap my legs around his waist, attempting to hold him inside of me. I can’t take any more of his teasing.

      He leans forward and licks me with his rough tongue, covering my body with his. He invades all of my senses and there’s nothing that I’ve ever wanted more in my life than him. In this moment, he’s everything. Suddenly, he thrusts deep, rattling the chains above me as I moan pleasurably when the hard ridges of his cock rub against my G-spot.

      He thrusts rhythmically, the pressure inside of me immediately beginning to build again. With every continuous thrust, I question how I will ever live without him after this. No one else has ever shown me such pleasure. I never knew it could be like this.

      Vrox growls possessively in his throat as he takes me, the pleasure and mating drive consuming him as fully as it does me. He’s relentless, driving into me with the power of a Commander taking what he needs, damn the consequences. I don’t mind his recklessness, it shows how consumed he is with emotions even if he will never speak of them. In this moment, there’s a passion between us that is undeniable. Something I will remember and dream fondly of even when he’s gone.

      In the next moment, all thoughts leave my head as my orgasm begins to build. It starts easy, a slow burn in my core. But it quickly intensifies with every thrust and pulse against my most sensitive places. I’m gasping for air, my knuckles turning white as I grip the chains above me with such force. My eyes begin to water as my orgasm continues to build and I don’t know if I can handle the intense pressure. My legs squeeze tightly around Vrox’s waist as I try to consume the waves of pleasure.

      He thrusts deep and holds himself there, a wave of warmth flooding my insides. His forehead rests against mine and then he moves even closer and pulls the cloth covering my mouth down to my neck with his teeth. I take a deep breath before his mouth crashes against mine, his tongue delving deep with a passion that makes my stomach flutter.

      We kiss, locked together, his body completely entangled with mine. After what seems like only seconds, he pulls away, letting my feet drop to the floor as he steps away from me, leaving me cold and empty. My heart is still thundering in my chest and I’m trying to catch my breath as I watch him bend over and collect his pants.

      Slowly, he gets dressed, watching me the entire time. He doesn’t say anything and it’s unnerving. There are so many thoughts tumbling through my mind, but I can’t think of what to say.

      “What happens now?” I ask quietly. There are multiple meanings behind my question, but he chooses to answer it in the most innocent of ways.

      “We will arrive on Ranov soon,” he says.

      I wait quietly for him to elaborate. To give me even the smallest sense of what is going to happen to me when we do arrive. But he doesn’t elaborate.

      Finally, he crosses his arms and looks down at the ground. “I should go.”

      I nod because I don’t know what else to do.

      Before he leaves me alone in the cell, he pauses at the door to hit the button that releases my chains. My arms drop to my sides, my body slumping over from exhaustion. Once again I’m left without any clean clothes so when I slide to the floor, it’s cold and uncomfortable.

      The doors have locked and once again I’m alone. My mind clears, like it always does after the fact, and I realize the question I should have asked when I had the chance. I should have asked Vrox for a blanket or something else to wear.

      Instead of letting myself fall into a cloud of worry again, I try to imagine what my new life will be like on Ranov. My mind wants to drift back to the past, to my friends and my old life. But slowly I’m beginning to understand that that life will never be a reality again. I wish I knew more about Ranov and the king who rules over the people there. Aside from understanding that he has an affinity for women that he can use at his leisure, I don’t know much about him. Vrox follows his orders fairly mindlessly, even if he did violate them by having sex with me. But this whole suppressing their sex drive seems barbaric to me. I can’t really blame Vrox for needing to fulfill his natural desires every now and again. Secretly, I wish it could mean more to him because he has awakened something inside of me, something that has permanently changed me.
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      Vrox stays away for the remainder of the trip. At least I was given a blanket, but that didn’t do much to keep my thoughts from consuming me with all of the time I’ve spent alone in this cell. I find myself getting excited every time the lights flick on, indicating someone has entered the hold. Now that the Xaandrels are also being kept prisoner, the light doesn’t always mean that I’m the one getting a visitor.

      Today I can tell that something is going on. I stand with my blanket wrapped around me, as close to my doors as my chains will allow me to reach. I can’t see much, but because of the size of the Breviex warriors and the Xaandrel, I can see as their heads file past my cell, presumably being led from the hold. It’s the first indication that I have that we’ve finally reached Ranov.

      I wait for them to come for me. To finally lead me in chains to my new master. But it’s a long time before there’s any sign that someone is coming for me. Instead I watch and wait as all of the Xaandrel prisoners are led from the cells.

      Then, eventually, the lights flick off again but I’m still here. I’m confused and wish someone would tell me what’s going on. It’s much more than I should expect from the Breviex warriors, but not from Vrox. He has a way of sending me on a rollercoaster ride of emotions. I’ve just started to relax again when my cell door finally opens and Vrox strolls in.

      I bolt upright, shocked that he’s actually here in my cell.

      He tosses a pile of clothes to me. “Put these on.”

      I catch them while staring at him, confused. I look down into my arms to find what looks like Vrox’s ship uniform. It’s way too large to the point where I wonder if he’s joking.

      “They’re huge!” I say, shaking them out before holding them up to show him the drastic size difference.

      “It is the only way I can get you into my quarters without having you discovered,” he says.

      I hear him but can’t believe what he’s saying.

      “You mean, you aren’t going to hand me over to the king?”

      He’s stressed and agitated, fidgeting and moving restlessly.

      “Not initially,” he finally says. “He will be preoccupied with the Xaandrel prisoners, giving us a little time.”

      “But all of the other crew members know I’m here.”

      “Yes, and they have been instructed to remain silent on your presence.”

      “And you trust that they will follow your orders?”

      “Of course,” he says, slightly annoyed that I would question the dedication of his men. I haven’t forgotten that two of them attempted to send me out of an airlock and I’m confident that wasn’t an order from the Commander.

      I don’t share his confidence, but I put the clothes on anyway. They’re so large I need to roll the waist over multiple times and the shirt goes down past my knees.

      “There’s no way anyone will believe that I’m just another crew member.”

      “It is just to help you blend in while we move inside of the compound. From there, I will quickly hide you in my quarters. No one will bother you there.”

      This whole situation makes me uneasy. It isn’t just a risk for me but a risk to Vrox as well and I don’t understand why he’s taking that risk.

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask.

      He shrugs and for the first time since I laid eyes on him, he’s vulnerable. “I can’t explain it.” For a moment we just look at each other, a silence building between us as all of the things we need to say continue to go unsaid.

      Eventually he says, “It is time to go.”

      The doors open behind him and he motions for me to follow him through. I stay close, my chest tight from the anticipation of the unknown. I find it incredulous that this plan would work, but I have no reason to doubt him. If he truly believes we can get away with this, then what other choice do I have? I still don’t understand his thinking behind keeping me away from his king for another few days. There is that small glimmer of hope that he’ll change his mind altogether and give me the option of another life. With him, preferably.

      We reach the rest of the crew just before they prepare to disembark. Vrox shares silent communication with another member of his crew, the other warrior nodding silently in agreement. He positions me in the center of the rest of the crew and then takes his place at the front. Without any more hesitation, the warriors begin moving. I stay in the middle of the pack, quickly understanding why Vrox believed this would work. The other warriors are so tall, it is impossible for me to see anything around them, which must mean that no one else can see me.

      Eventually we stop and I hear Vrox addressing who I can only assume to be the King of Ranov.

      “We have returned the Xaandrel thieves to you, my King.”

      “Commander,” he says with a lilt to his voice that implies he is pleased. This man that I can not see has a low, unhurried way of speaking. I can only assume it must be the king. I’m desperate to get a look at him. To maneuver my way around these warriors and finally get a glimpse at the man who has the power to claim any female that he wishes.

      Instead, I stay put and pretend I’m invisible while Vrox and the king finish their conversation. It doesn’t take long and then we’re on the move again. We’re out in the open and I’m enjoying the fresh air of being off of the ship and out of my cell. But it is short lived. We reach a building that towers over us and the warriors are eager to get inside.

      “It is good to be home,” one of the warriors says once we’ve entered the facility.

      “If only for a short while,” another one says.

      There are different levels to the building. Once we’re inside, I follow Vrox and the others to a large section at the end of the hallway that looks like a massive elevator. We step inside, the doors closing quickly behind us. No one else has joined us in the elevator, it is only Vrox and myself. We begin moving immediately, the elevator quickly moving upward until it finally stops when we reach the fifth floor.

      “Do you all live on different floors?” I ask as the doors open and a long empty hallway comes into view.

      “Not all of us, but because I am the Commander, I get my own quarters. No one else resides on the fifth floor. You will be safe here, do not worry about that.”

      For the first time I’m starting to believe that he knows what he’s doing. If his men can be trusted to keep this secret, then I might just be okay.

      “Come,” he says, motioning for me to follow him.

      I step out into the open space of the hallway. It’s large and wide, carpeted with a luxuriously soft wine-colored carpet. Windows line the hallway that lead to the closed door at the end of the hallway. Vrox makes his way toward the door with determination that implies he is also glad to be home. Pressing his hand against the sensor at the door rewards him with a resounding click, signaling the door is unlocked.

      I’m excitedly anxious as he steps inside. There’s something forbidden and exhilarating about being allowed in the Commander’s personal quarters. But he steps to the side, waiting for me to follow him inside, so I don’t hesitate any longer. I step inside.

      In a strange way, this is almost like a first date. A first date that went really well and the guy just invited me back to his place. Except I would most likely invite him to my place because it feels safer that way when a woman doesn’t really know someone. Ironic that I now find myself in the quarters of an alien after being abducted.

      I’m surprised when I step inside. There are multiple rooms to his quarters, almost like a fancy hotel suite with bedrooms and a kitchen. He follows closely behind me as I hesitantly explore, not wanting to overstep my place but extremely curious as to how he lives. There are extravagant furnishings that don’t fit the image of the man that I’ve come to know from our secret rendezvous. But the beds are soft and luxurious, the blankets colorful and plentiful. One wall is full of windows with a remote that controls just how much light he would like in the room. Another wall has panels that must control other features available inside of the room.

      “Unfortunately, I do not have women’s clothes for you yet, but I do have a few garments that will fit you more comfortably that what you are wearing currently.”

      He reaches into a drawer that opens from the wall and pulls out a few pieces of clothing.

      “You can clean up and change while I attend to the last of my duties from our trip.”

      He has led me to the last door and when he opens it, I instantly feel a smile spread over my face. I step into the large bathroom. There’s a huge glass stall on the back wall with benches and a massive shower head. There’s another huge tub that takes up half of the room with mirrors and sinks lining the opposite wall. It is more than I ever could have imagined.

      “This is amazing,” I say.

      “Enjoy yourself. And please, do not leave my quarters. It is important that you remain here until we figure out a plan.”

      “Of course,” I say, happy to oblige. This isn’t anything like that bare, cold prison cell I’ve been living in. This is my own little bit of heaven.

      Things are beginning to look up.
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      It is much later when Vrox finally returns, but he doesn’t show up empty-handed. He’s carrying a full plate of food, making my stomach grumble in appreciation for all of the good smells that instantly fill the room.

      “That smells really good,” I say, embarrassed by my enthusiasm. I can’t help it, though. The food he is offering now is much more appetizing than the food on the ship.

      “I knew you would be hungry,” he says. He strolls into the room, no signs of anxiety or unease about having me here. He sets the food down on a table close to the windows and motions for me to join him. “You look refreshed.”

      “Very,” I say, smiling. “I took advantage of the amazing tub you have. It’s possible I even fell asleep in there for a while.”

      He takes a bite of something a deep purple color and smiles at me from across the small table. I recognize that look and it is clear that he’s hungry for something besides the food.

      “What is that?” I ask, pointing to the purple food in his hand.

      “Here.” He reaches across the table and places it on my lips, essentially feeding me. I take a bite and am pleasantly surprised at the burst of flavor that floods my mouth. It’s sweet and juicy with small seeds that are likely to get stuck in my teeth. But it tastes so good that I take the rest of the fruit out of his hand and eat it myself. I laugh as the juice drips down my chin. Using my fingers, I wipe it up and lick my fingers clean.

      Vrox licks his lips as he watches me from across the table. Even though my stomach still rumbles, there’s another feeling flooding my insides when he looks at me in that way. There’s an uncertainty to the situation now that gives me butterflies in my stomach.

      “Do you think I’m safe here?” I ask.

      He nods while taking another piece of food from the platter. “As I anticipated, the king is occupied with the capture of the Xaandrels. He is not suspicious. You will be safe here. Not that I can keep you locked away up here forever, but we have time to figure things out.”

      “I’m glad you changed your mind,” I say shyly. “About handing me over, I mean.”

      He doesn’t answer me, but I know he hears me.

      “Why didn’t you hand me over? You seemed determined. In fact, I was under the impression you resented me for making you break the rules.”

      “You did not make me, you just made it impossible for me to resist you.”

      “Oh yeah? How did I do that?” I’m teasing him, but at the same time I am curious. How was I able to tempt this strong alien Commander when no other female before me was able to break him?

      “There is something about you,” he says. “Something that has drawn us together from the moment I first discovered you. I couldn’t think clearly when I was with you, I couldn’t stand to see you upset. All of my natural instincts took over and I had to fight like hell to keep myself from you.”

      I’m so surprised by his honesty that I pause mid bite and stare at him.

      “I didn’t do a very good job.” He smiles and this time, there’s something about his sincerity that touches my soul. It isn’t like him to open up to me, but it seems that things are finally starting to change.

      “Are you still missing your home a great deal?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say, without hesitation. “I mean, it’s my home. It is what I’m used to and where I feel comfortable. Everything that has happened since you took me has pulled me out of my comfort zone. So I do miss the feeling of comfort and security.”

      His face darkens with a shadow of sorrow, making me quickly find a way to clarify what I’m feeling.

      “But strangely, I have grown to anticipate the comfort that comes from your presence. Nothing else gives me that comfort except for you. And even if I were suddenly returned to my planet, I know that my heart would grieve the loss of you.”

      With my honesty I have laid myself bare before him and that is truly terrifying. I don’t know that I’ve even been that truthful with myself and how my feelings for him have grown. Now as the tension builds between us, there is an uncertainty that comes from being together without chains and locked cell doors. It is a break from what has become normal for us and I don’t know how to proceed. His role has always been that of a leader; he seems most comfortable in that position. So I’m going to let him lead the way, paving new paths for us.

      By the time we finish eating, night has fallen outside, and when I gaze down from the windows I get a glimpse of Ranov, a decidedly beautiful place to live. Trees and colorful vegetation are splattered among the hills and valleys below. Buildings that look like they belong in a metropolis are scattered across the land as far as I can see. Smaller places that could be residential homes are closer to the border of the city and they surround a massive castle that sits like the Taj Mahal on the top of the highest hill of Ranov.

      “That must be where your king lives,” I say, pointing. Bright lights illuminate the building like it is a massive, high-security compound. But those lights also give me a good view at what sort of extravagance the king enjoys.

      “A castle built solely for a king,” Vrox replies, staring out into the distance.

      “Have you ever been inside?”

      “Of course,” he says without hesitation. “The king enjoys lavish parties and social events. My men and I are often there working security when we aren’t off on other missions.”

      “You are also the king’s private security entourage?”

      “Something like that,” he says.

      “Does the king have a name? Or do you always just call him ‘the king?’”

      He slowly shakes his head. “He is strictly referred to as our king. Any identity that he had before he became ruler no longer exists.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Good to know.”

      I have eaten my fill of food and could close my eyes and fall asleep at the table. I try to stifle a yawn, but Vrox is watching my every move.

      “Is your king the one who made all of these rules, or have things always been this way for your people?”

      “Come,” he says, changing the subject and standing. “We can talk more of this another day.”

      Instead, he takes my hand and leads me into his bedroom. He presses a button that closes the shades and before we’re left in complete darkness, the lights above automatically switch on.

      “Impressive,” I say. “This isn’t really what I pictured when I thought about your quarters with the other warriors.”

      “What did you think?” he asks.

      “Just something more simple. Like multiple cots lined up in a warehouse.”

      “We live well here,” he says. “Whatever else might happen, you will live well here, too.”

      That’s a slightly ominous thing to say, but it is good to know that I’ll be taken care of. I stand awkwardly by the bed, waiting to see what is going to happen next. My face flushes red when Vrox takes his shirt off. He drops it next to the bed while I stand and gawk at his perfectly sculpted chest. His skin is a darker tone tonight, the rough texture looking less severe in the soft light of the room. He catches me watching and he likes it. His eyes flare with desire and he quickly moves to unzip his pants.

      My chest is rising and falling dramatically as I struggle to control my breathing. I already feel the dampness growing between my thighs, a reaction to his body that is common at this point. I lick my lips, suddenly determined to put my hands on him tonight. For the first time, he doesn’t have me tied up in chains. I’ll have the opportunity to do a little of my own exploring tonight.

      He pushes his pants down his hips, his cock bobbing from the weight. He smiles slyly, like a predator that has trapped his prey. It quickly falters when I begin to move around the bed toward him until I’m on my knees before him. He looks down at me, frozen in place. I don’t know what has come over me, but I reach out and wrap my hands around his cock, feeling him for the first time with my own two hands. He’s thick and warm, the texture rough and ribbed, but it’s the faint pulsing that I feel against my hands that really turns me on. His eyes grow round as I lean forward and wrap my lips around him.
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      As I push him deep into my mouth, I’m filled with a sense of power. This is the first time we’ve had an interaction where I’m initiating contact. I let my tongue slide over the ridges on his cock while I slowly take him deep into the back of my throat. He pulses slowly, that same rhythmic throb that I’ve come to crave from him.

      His hand rests gently against the back of my head as I fall into a slow but steady rhythm. I use my hands to squeeze the base and message his heavy sac while being rewarded with Vrox’s animalistic growls of pleasure. He’s moving his hips with me, his desire to regain control or reach his climax beginning to take over.

      For a moment, I pull away, catching my breath as I gaze up into his face. My hand continues to pump him, sliding easily over his well-lubricated cock. His chest heaves for a moment, my pussy throbbing, in dire need of attention. I let my hand slip between my wet folds, attempting to ease some of the pressure.

      “Let me do that,” he says, pulling me to my feet.

      He tosses me roughly on the bed and has my legs pinned with his mouth on my pussy before I can even react. He pulls me to the edge of the bed and licks me eagerly. His rough tongue is flat, sliding over every inch of me, making me squirm and moan.

      And then, I can feel the tingling warmth from his saliva as it penetrates my pussy. It has only been a few moments, but already I can feel something amazing is about to happen. Propping myself up on my elbows, I watch as his head moves aggressively from side to side, his tongue relentless on my clit. I grip his head and rock my hips against his mouth as I start to come. I’m shouting my pleasure, unable to control myself.

      When Vrox rises from the floor, I have to press my hand against my pussy. It’s throbbing relentlessly and even though I’ve just come, I need more. He quickly climbs on the bed between my thighs, pulling my arms above my head. We look into each other’s eyes as he slowly slides his cock into me. When he’s as deep as he can go, he starts to thrust, immediately giving me just what I need.

      His hands are tight on my wrists, but more than anything, I want to touch his body. Working my hands free, I let my fingers trail over his back. The texture of his skin is surprising, not rough like scales like I initially thought. There is a hardness to it, but it is also velvety. I wrap my arms around him and hold on tightly while he thrusts, our bodies intertwined passionately.

      “Roll over,” I say after a little while. He looks at me questioningly for a moment before rolling over on the bed. I quickly straddle him, sitting high before taking his cock deep once again. I let my hands grip his chest as I start to move, rocking my hips in motion. His hands grip onto my ass and squeeze, helping me to move with him.

      I slide the large shirt over my head and drop it onto the floor behind us, smoothing my hands over my breasts and torso. I’m quickly approaching another orgasm when Vrox moves his hands to grip my breasts, rolling my nipples between his fingers. This time when I come, it’s intense and it hits me quickly. I have to grip onto his arms as I try to absorb the sensations pulsing through me. I begin to slump over him, but he’s not finished with me yet.

      Wrapping his arms around me, he positions me comfortably on the pillows.

      “I’m not finished with you yet.”

      I grip onto the pillow behind me as he thrusts into me once more, my pussy so sensitive a steady soft moan escapes my lips.

      “I can’t take much more,” I say, breathing heavily.

      “Yes you can, sahe’a. Yes, you can.”

      He grips onto the back of the bed while he pounds into me. I arch my back, surprised at how quickly my body responds, even when I didn’t think it was possible.

      

      A little while later I startle awake, only to quickly realize that it’s just Vrox, moving underneath me.

      “You were quick to fall asleep,” he says, wrapping his arm around me to keep me close. He’s repositioning himself next to me on the bed, getting comfortable in order to sleep.

      “You wore me out,” I say, snuggling close.

      This is the first time I’ve had the luxury of falling asleep in Vrox’s arms and because of it, I no longer feel like a prisoner. I’ve finally found my place in this strange new world. My abduction feels like it was a lifetime ago and somehow, when I’m lying here with Vrox, I don’t feel the same fear I did before about the uncertainty of my future. Instead, I think it is possible that I could have something with Vrox that I’ve never had before with someone…even on Earth.

      Vrox’s fingers gently massage the back of my head, playing with the strands of hair that stretch over the pillow. It’s so rhythmic and soothing that I quickly begin to nod off again until Vrox surprises me by speaking.

      “We’ve always had these rules, for as long as I remember,” he says.

      I’m processing what he said, trying to put it into context but my mind is muddled with sleep.

      “What?” I ask, lift my head to look at him. He’s staring up at the ceiling, his eyes still wide open and alert.

      “Before, you asked if we have always had these rules or if the current king created them,” he says, clarifying.

      “Oh yes, I remember.” I let my hand gently slide over his torso, rubbing over his rock-hard chest.

      “It is all I’ve ever known,” he says. “It has always been this way.”

      I want to answer him, to let him know I hear him. But instead, I’m quiet, allowing him the space to express his thoughts. After all, this is something that he doesn’t do very often. When he doesn’t elaborate after a few moments, I try to press him.

      “Were you chosen to be a warrior because that is what your father did?”

      In the darkness of the room I can see his head nod in agreement. “It is an honorable profession to have,” he says. “But I did not realize all that I was missing out on until I met you. Now I don’t see how I could live without you.”

      I roll so I can look at him while my chin is propped up on his torso. “You don’t have to live without me,” I say. “The king doesn’t know that I exist. As long as the rest of your crew remains silent, he will never know.”

      “It still feels risky to keep you here, so close to where you could be discovered. And it isn’t fair to keep you locked away up here.”

      “Isn’t there another place where you could take me? Somewhere I would be free to live, where you could come to be with me as often as you could?”

      He grips me under my arms and pulls me closer so I’m lying on top of him. The contact with his warm body immediately puts me back in the mood.

      “I’m too selfish to be able to go without seeing you for extended periods of time. And I want to be with you so I can take care of you and keep you safe. I can’t do that when I’m here on Ranov and you’re living on another planet.”

      “Yes, but at least I would be free. I wouldn’t belong to the king and we could be together…even if we have to go without seeing each other sometimes.”

      “I feel so strongly for you, sahe’a,” he says. “I want to find a way to be with you always.”

      I slide backwards until I feel his cock, hard and pulsing, on my ass.

      “I could never be with anyone else, Vrox. You have ruined me for all other men.” I settle myself over his cock and slide myself back and forth, my arousal making him slick. He grips onto my hips, guiding me and encouraging me.

      “You are mine now,” he says, his chest rising and falling as his breathing intensifies. He lifts me slightly, eager to feel the warmth inside of me once again. I try to tease him, going as slow as possible as I take him inside of me once more. “I could spend all of my days inside of your tight, warm cunt, sahe’a.”

      I moan and start to ride him, my body greedy and spoiled from his attentions.

      “Yes,” I say, trembling as I try to move faster.

      “Not so fast, sahe’a,” he says, gripping onto my hips. “I want to take my time with you.”
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      In the morning, Vrox leaves early to go do whatever it is that he’s required to do. My job is to stay here in his room and make sure I’m not discovered. Even though I’m not allowed to leave this high rise, I have an impressive view from the windows, making me feel like Rapunzel staring down at the world from my tower.

      While Vrox is gone for the day, I spend time exploring his quarters. Normally I’m not a nosy person, but I’m curious about him. I’ve learned bits and pieces but he isn’t terribly open and we’ve quickly become intimate. I don’t know what I expect to find. He doesn’t have family photographs hanging from the walls or sitting next to his bed. Not like I had back home. There aren’t any love letters tucked away in any of his drawers. Aside from discovering what looks to be his office, there isn’t anything that teaches me more about him.

      It’s hard to contain my excitement when the door finally opens hours later and Vrox returns. The light is already beginning to fade, reminding me that if nothing else is certain in this life, it’s that time will always keep moving.

      “You’re back!” I say as soon as Vrox steps through the door. Before he can answer me, I throw myself in his arms, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      He chuckles while holding on to me. “I am not used to such a warm welcome,” he says, smiling. “Normally I return home and it is quiet and empty.”

      “It sure has been quiet and empty today. I wasn’t sure what else to do with myself.”

      He carries me back inside and finally sets me down by the same table we ate at together the previous night.

      “I have brought more food,” he says, pulling his bag off of his back. “Are you hungry?”

      “Yes, always.” I sit down at the table, eager to see what he has brought me. As I watch him, it becomes decidedly more difficult to decide if I’m more hungry for food or for his sexy body. He’s very graceful when he moves which is surprising for such a large warrior. But the more I watch him, the faster my body reacts to his proximity.

      This time when he takes some things to eat out of his bag, they’re packaged like he bought them from a store.

      “I will start keeping more food here for you, in case you are hungry when I am away.” He continues to pile food onto the table.

      “Well this will be plenty,” I say, amused. “How was your day?” I slip my fingers in his and try to pull him closer to me. I like feeling his skin against mine. I let my fingers caress his hand, watching him closely to gauge what kind of mood he’s in.

      “It was good,” he says in response, his voice deep and quiet. He stares down at me and I can’t help myself from feeling needy after spending the day alone. I spread my legs wide, a silent invitation for him. I’m only wearing one of Vrox’s long shirts and I don’t think they have anything like panties. He steps between my legs and leans down, pulling on my hair so I’m forced to tip my head backward and accept his kiss. “But tonight will be much better.”

      He grabs onto my waist and pulls me up out of my chair so I’m sitting on the table in front of him. We kiss and he’s quick to remove my shirt. I kiss him like a woman stranded in the desert with her first taste of water. He’s as addicting as a drug.

      “You are not hungry?” he asks, a teasing gleam to his eyes.

      “I am,” I say. “But I need you first. You have been gone too long.”

      With that, he lifts me from the table and carries me into his bedroom. I’m not thinking about anything else besides his cock and how he makes me feel. I know I should be consumed with thoughts about my future and safety, but right now, he’s all I want.
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      Afterward, Vrox brings some food into the bed and we eat while lounging. He’s famished and I watch as he devours his food.

      “Why don’t your eyes turn red anymore?” I ask.

      He looks up, surprised.

      “When we first met, you always had to give yourself an injection to stop your mating heat from taking over. You don’t have to do that anymore?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “I have found my mate.”

      “Oh,” I say, somewhat surprised. “But if you were with another female, would your mating heat kick in?”

      “No, sahe’a. You are my mate. My one and only mate.”

      He watches me while I digest that information.

      “That surprises you?” he asks.

      “It does. I mean, I’m not a Breviex female. I guess I assumed you would be drawn to mate with a female of your species over me. I am an alien to your kind after all.”

      “I understand why you would think that way. But it is impossible to predict who we are drawn to. Obviously it doesn’t matter.”

      “So, you can have casual sex and that is different from sex with a mate?”

      “I don’t know if I understand your thinking.”

      “You mentioned that your father conceived you with a breeder but they were not mates. So it was more just casual sex for him?”

      “I suppose,” he says, looking more confused. “Warriors are not allowed to mate because of our profession. But, as you saw, that does not stop some of the men from taking pleasure with females on other planets when we are on missions.”

      “And that is okay with your king?”

      “No, that is not okay with him. But he does not know everything. To the king, keeping the Breviex blood line pure is the most important thing. He would not approve of any activity that could result in mixing bloodlines.”

      “But it’s okay for him to do those things.” I can’t help comment about the reason I was brought here in the first place. If Vrox wouldn’t have kept me hidden away, I would already be a member of the king’s personal harem.

      “The king has privileges not offered to the rest of my people.”

      I can’t help but smile at that. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”

      He shrugs, taking another bite of food.

      “It is just so strange to me that these poor women spend their lives having children but then they aren’t allowed to actually be a mother to any of them. How devastating…I can’t even imagine it.” I take another bite of food, bothered by that entire concept. “How are the women in the king’s harem prevented from having children? Do you have birth control on your planet?”

      “Sterilization,” he answers simply.

      “Ugh. Yuck.” I don’t have much of an appetite any longer. I put the rest of my food back on the plate and lie back down on the pillows. Suddenly I feel as though I’ve asked too many questions or Vrox has just been too honest. Women don’t have a promising future on Ranov. “Are any of the women ever allowed to be warriors or any other profession? Or are they used strictly for pleasure and reproduction?”

      “You make it sound like such a horrible thing,” Vrox says.

      “It is!” I can feel myself getting worked up. This entire conversation has left a bad taste in my mouth.

      “No, women are not allowed to be warriors, but they are not all breeders. Some women have other professions.”

      I could ask for more details about that, but I’ve heard enough for tonight. Instead I change the subject.

      “Do you think you’ll have to go on another mission soon?”

      “Nothing yet,” he says, taking the remaining plates of food and moving them off of the bed. After setting them on a table, he returns to me. “I am sure we will be given another mission soon, but we haven’t been back for very long. I would guess in a few weeks.”

      “Will you take me with you?”

      He crawls up the bed and settles between my legs, looking up at me with a mischievous look on his face.

      “Of course. I told you, I cannot live without you.”

      He dips his head and licks me, long and slow. My head rolls back on the pillow as his saliva coats me, warming my skin and making me tingle. My clit throbs, desperate and aching as his tongue works its magic.

      “Do not worry any more tonight, sahe’a. I will help you relax until you can no longer remember anything besides my body and the way I touch you.”

      I don’t want to let go of all of my apprehension because there’s something dangerous about forgetting it. Soon, however, under the expert work of Vrox’s tongue, I can’t remember why I was bothered in the first place. He’s all-consuming, filling my body, my senses and my mind. In this moment, there’s nothing I want more than my mate.
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      “I need to get out.” We are lying in bed, dozing after spending the evening enjoying each other’s bodies. This thought has been on my mind for a while, but I’ve been putting it off because I know it’s unrealistic and could even come off as unappreciative.

      “Get out?” Vrox asks.

      “Yes. Out of this room. Out into the city to explore and get some fresh air.”

      Vrox looks over at me and I can already tell by the expression on his face that it isn’t going to happen.

      “You know we can’t do that. We can’t risk it.”

      “I could wear something to disguise my appearance. If we’re just out in the city, no one would even know that we’re together or who I am.”

      He exhales dramatically and I know he doesn’t like talking about this. But it has been more than two weeks since I stepped outside of this room. I’m incredibly happy not to be the king’s concubine, but I’m starting to get so stir-crazy I might lose my mind.

      “No,” he says definitively.

      I exhale a frustrated sigh and wrap my arms around myself. “Then what about another mission? Are you any closer to being able to smuggle me to somewhere safe?”

      “It will be soon, sahe’a. We meet with the king’s advisors tomorrow. That can only mean he has another task for us.”

      He rolls over, forcing me to look at him. “I know it is difficult, but it won’t be much longer. If you were discovered at this point—” Instead of finishing his thought, he drops his head, looking down at the bed.

      “It would be bad,” I say, finishing the thought for him.

      “Yes, it would be bad.” He reaches up and brushes the hair from my forehead. “I am sorry that you are unhappy.”

      “I’m not unhappy.” I’m quick to correct his interpretation of our conversation. “It’s just that I don’t have much to do when you’re not here. I wish there was something I could do that would make me feel more helpful…like I have a purpose besides all of the amazing sex that we have.”

      He smiles again. “You think the sex is amazing?”

      I laugh. “Of course I do. No complaints in that category.”

      “But you wish to have more to do while I am away.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Okay,” he says, clearly thinking this through. “What sorts of things did you enjoy doing at your home?”

      “I don’t know if that will be very helpful. I mean, I enjoyed shopping. I liked to visit these boutiques and find unique things, my own personal version of treasure hunting. Ah, let me think. Unlike where you found me, it is actually quite hot where I’m from, so I’d spend a lot of time lounging by my father’s pool, reading books and talking with my friends…when I wasn’t at work, of course.”

      I look at him but can tell these things aren’t resonating with him.

      “I liked to go for runs, get as much exercise as I could. That would be difficult to do in this small space, wouldn’t it?”

      “Well, there is a facility on the first floor of this building that is a place where we train.”

      “Really? Do you think you could take me down there sometime? I mean, when you know it would just be us?”

      He looks at me, thinking it over for a bit.

      “Please?” I ask, giving him my best puppy dog eyes. A workout isn’t exploring the city but at least it would get me out of this room.

      “Alright,” he says.

      I celebrate by wrapping my arms around him and squeezing him tightly to me.

      “We will go when it is just the two of us. I can show you how we train.”

      “That sounds exciting. Can we go now?”

      “Now? You don’t want to go to sleep?”

      “How could I sleep now that I know I’ll get to explore the building with you? Come on, just a little while?”

      He exhales loudly again, clearly exasperated by all of my demands tonight. “You are not a good influence on me.”

      I smile and jump up, stopping when I quickly realize a very obvious problem.

      “Do you have something besides this shirt that I can wear?”

      

      He leads me down to the first floor, and this time, we don’t take the elevators. When he closes the door of the training room behind us, we’ve avoided running into anyone.

      “This is impressive,” I say, looking around at the training space. The room is huge; it looks to be the size of the entire first floor. There are huge mats lying on the floor in the center of the room with additional mats hanging from one of the walls. It isn’t a weight room like we would see at a gym on Earth. Instead, there is equipment but nothing that looks familiar. There is a huge rack of weapons that takes up almost an entire side of the room. “What kind of training do you do in here?”

      I walk over toward the wall where all of the weapons are stored.

      “We work with the weapons and hand-to-hand combat.”

      “Can you show me how to use something?” I lightly brush my fingers over the weapons until I decide on one of the staffs. “How about this one?”

      “It is heavier than you think.” He walks up behind me and pulls the staff off of the wall. It rests in the palm of his hands as he presents it to me.

      I grip the wood and feel the heft of the staff in my hands. “You’re right, it is heavier than it looks. I don’t think I could do anything with it besides hold it for a little bit and then put it back.”

      He gives me that cocky, sly smile and pulls another staff from the rack.

      “Come,” he says, moving toward the mats. “I will show you a few moves.”

      “With the staff?” I ask, confused. He nods and keeps walking, so I follow after him. “I really don’t know if I can do anything with this, Vrox.”

      “Don’t worry, sahe’a, I won’t do anything to hurt you.”

      He holds the staff firmly in his hands before twirling it around in his hands, showing off his skills.

      “You’re pretty cocky, aren’t you?”

      Surprisingly, he tips his head back and laughs. Then he positions himself into a fighting stance, holding the staff diagonally across the front of his body.

      “Hold it like this,” he says.

      I mimic his stance and do my best to position the staff in the same way. He takes the end of the staff and knocks it into mine, knocking it out of my bottom hand.

      “Grip it tighter,” he commands.

      “Okay, but I think my hands might be too small to hold it.”

      “Nonsense. Try again.”

      I bend down and grab the other end, doing my best to grip it tighter in my hands this time.

      “If you knock into me again, I’m just going to drop it.”

      “Use your body to help you support it. Bend your knees, angle them. Like this.”

      I watch him closely, trying to imitate the position of his body and the way he holds the staff, making it look so easy and effortless.

      “Good. Now, block me.” He gently brings the end of his staff toward me so I extend the end of my staff to meet his. We tap against each other lightly and he nods his approval. “Again.”

      We fall into a rhythm, slow and methodic. He doesn’t use any force, just shows me how to move effectively with the staff.

      “Once the movement becomes second nature, we can add more force behind the hits. You will surprise yourself with how well you will be able to block each strike.”

      “If you say so.” I’m skeptical, but this is fun. I’m finally out of the room, using my mind to learn something new that might be beneficial one day. Not to mention it’s just fun to see Vrox in his element. He has told me about his duties as a warrior of Breviex, but I have never seen him in action. He learned how to fight beginning when he was quite young. He has a lot of knowledge to pass along.

      “You are stronger than you think, sahe’a. Take your strong thighs…” He takes the bottom of his staff and slides it up my leg on the outside of my thigh. “I have felt the strength in your legs when you grip me between your thighs and ride my cock.”

      “Vrox!” I say, shocked. He smiles, pleased to get such a strong reaction from me.

      “It is the truth. Now I will teach you how to use that strength for another purpose.”

      My face is red and flushed. I don’t know why it embarrasses me when he talks so openly about our sexual escapades, but I’m not used to it. That damn cocky smile makes my stomach flutter when he is so playful, though. It is safe to say he is enjoying our training session just as much as I am.
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      We spar for a while until my hands are sore and I can’t grip the staff any longer. At this point, I’m exhausted and I have to throw in the towel.

      “That’s it, Vrox. I’m done for tonight.” Instead of holding the staff the way he showed me, I set one end on the mat and lean on it like a walking stick.

      “You did well for your first time.” He steps closer and takes the staff from my hands. There’s a light sheen of sweat that covers his body. Somehow he manages to make it look sexy. I don’t want to know what I must look like.

      “I could use a shower,” I say, wiping some of the sweat off of my face with my shirt. “I’ve never used that fancy shower in your room. I’ve been enjoying long baths while you’re at work. Maybe we should go give it a try?”

      He lifts both staffs, making it look easy, and walks them back to the weapons rack. “We?” he asks.

      “We,” I say, nodding.

      He takes my hand and immediately leads me from the room. The rest of the floor is dark, locked up and secure for the night.

      “Can we take the elevator?” I’m not going to complain, but I’m exhausted. “There are muscles in my body that I’m going to feel in the morning that I didn’t know I had.”

      He steps up to the panel, signaling for the elevator, and I exhale a sigh of relief. The only way I’d make it up to the fourth floor by stairs is if Vrox were to carry me. As soon as the doors slide open, we step inside.

      “It’s fairly empty around here at night?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says, nodding as he presses the button to take us to our floor.

      “You have all of those weapons that you train with…”

      “Yes,” he says, waiting for the rest of my question.

      “Well, you spend most of your time during missions in your ships.”

      “That is true. But, as you saw, it became a fight when it was time to take the Xaandrels into custody.”

      “What was that net thing you used on them?”

      “It is an effective weapon for capturing our enemies. The nets initially stun them, making it easy to capture them and bring them on board.”

      “And what will happen to them?”

      “That is for the king to decide.”

      “Yes, but what does he usually do with his enemies?”

      “It depends,” he says, shrugging his shoulders. Instead of looking at me, he watches as the elevator stops and the doors slide open.

      “In this case, what will he do?” I ask, pressing for more information.

      Vrox walks through the quiet corridor until we reach the door to his place. The windows are dark, the rooms inside are dark. The lights just inside of the door must be motion-activated because as soon as we step inside, we’re illuminated with a soft glow.

      “They will be executed,” he finally says. “As a warning to others who would dare invade our planet and steal from us.”

      I shouldn’t be shocked by what he has finally admitted, but I am. “Now I understand why you didn’t want to tell me.”

      “You don’t understand our ways,” he says, clearly defensive. I make my way back toward the bathroom, but he follows closely behind. “We have rules in place in order to keep peace, in order to protect the people on our planet.”

      “Protect them from what?” I stop and turn, Vrox so close behind me that he almost runs straight into me.

      “Invasion. From others that want what we have.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes. “That sounds extremely paranoid to me.”

      “Like I said, you do not understand the way of life out here. I can guarantee it is very different from your life on Earth.”

      “You’re right, I lived a sheltered life on Earth. I will never deny that.” I cross my arms over my chest, embarrassed when I remember how coddled I was. “But I also was never involved in punishing those who did me wrong.”

      “The Xaandrel are our enemy. We have had many encounters with them resulting in deaths on both sides. The king has extreme ideas about Ranov’s protection, but because of the way things are, our people live a peaceful life. They don’t need to worry that our planet will be invaded and conquered.”

      I try to let that sink in, to understand things from his point of view. Everything is so different here, which is to be expected, I suppose. It’s just so different that I have a hard time wrapping my head around it.

      “They won’t be invaded or conquered, but they still need to follow the extreme rules of your king.”

      “Yes,” he says, stepping closer.

      “And until I came along, you followed your king’s rule without question.”

      “Yes,” he repeats, reaching out and letting his hand brush up and down my arm.

      “So what happens to me when you eventually regret breaking the king’s rules?”

      He pulls me to him, closing all of the distance between us. “That will never happen.”

      He crushes his mouth to mine, quickly erasing all of my negative thoughts and consuming me once again with his passion.

      “Enough of your worry,” he says, lifting me and carrying me toward the bathroom. “I will take care of you.”

      I’m not filled with the same reassurance, but there’s no denying my body quickly reacts to him. By the time we reach the shower, it’s difficult to remember what I was upset about in the first place. He’s trying, after all. I needed to get out of this room and he accommodated the only way he knew how. If he were really so closed-minded to all of the king’s rules, he never would have kept me for his own pleasure.

      He quickly strips out of his sweat-soaked clothes and reaches in to turn on the shower. The shower head is the size of a large dinner plate and when the water begins to flow, a soft but pressurized stream falls.

      He’s quick to remove my clothes and then I step under the water, steam already filling the shower. His hands are on me before he’s fully in the shower, a need that makes my heart flutter and my pussy throb. The next thing I know, my back is pressed against the wall of the shower as Vrox lifts me so I can settle on his thighs. His kiss is urgent and his eagerness turns me on. There’s something so unrestrained about how he has his way with me, something that changed ever since he made the decision to bring me here instead of handing me over.

      His cock stretches me and slides deep, claiming me and owning me. My body quickly adapts to him, so used to him by now that it’s almost like he’s a part of me. His raw need for me tonight is surprising, but it turns me on so I don’t question it. Instead, I let him pin me to the wall, holding onto to him while he thrusts until he has my body trembling from the inside out.

      

      Later, once the high of being together has worn off, I lie in bed unable to fall asleep. The room is quiet except for the calm, steady breathing from Vrox as he lies next to me, sound asleep. There’s still some lingering unease in the pit of my stomach now that I have time to think everything over again. I find myself going over what I know to be true about Vrox; how he is definitely a rule follower but at the same time, impulsive. I worry that I’m the one impulsive thing he has done, something that he will eventually come to regret.

      I gaze over at him, his skin a pleasant bluish gray color as the light from the moons glows through the cracks in the blinds. I almost feel sorry for him. It’s such a strange thing to be raised the way he was. Basically he was trained to be a warrior from the beginning of his life instead of being able to have fun and be a kid. Not to mention the fact that he didn’t have a mother around to raise him. His father was off on missions, visiting when he could. His past is a life that I could never endure. The more I think about things, the more everything builds and escalates in my mind, like most things do in the middle of the night. But before I can fall asleep, I’m questioning all of this, convincing myself that I can’t live this way. From what I know about Vrox, his mission will always come first and there’s no way I can become a sex slave to his king after everything that has happened between us.

      There has to be another way for this all to turn out.
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      “I will be late tonight,” Vrox says the next morning. “We have a council meeting with the king. I will be away at his castle and do not know when I will return.”

      “Okay,” I say. I’m sitting at the small table by the windows watching the city come alive while eating some breakfast.

      “Do you have everything you need while I am away?”

      I smile and take a drink, appreciating his concern. “You will only be away for a day. I have everything I need.”

      He leans down and kisses me on the lips. “Do not go to the training facility while I am away,” he says. “Remain here where I know you will be safe and secret.”

      “Okay,” I say again, agreeing reluctantly. “But no one else will be here.”

      “I don’t want to take any chances.”

      He’s wearing his official warrior uniform and looks incredibly handsome, just the way I would expect him to look on his way to a meeting with the king.

      “I’ll miss you,” I say when he stands up, ready to leave.

      He looks at me with surprise, but I guess I have never really told him how I feel before. I’ve never told him that I miss him during the day and wish he could stay here with me more often.

      “I will miss you too.”

      I wrap my fingers through his and squeeze his hand before he turns to leave. After all of my unease last night, I wish I could make him stay with me. He’s the distraction that I need to keep all of my troublesome thoughts at bay. After finally getting some sleep, I’ve been able to ease some of the discomfort and anxiety that continues to grow about my situation here, but it’s still there.

      “I should have more definitive information about when we will be dispatched on our next mission when I arrive home. We can begin planning for the future, sahe’a.”

      I choke back a sudden onslaught of tears, nodding my head and attempting to smile instead.

      “That sounds great.”

      We kiss once more and then he leaves. For a while I occupy myself like I’ve been doing since we first arrived. Inevitably, I end up back by the windows, just watching. More Breviex mill around the streets, moving in and out of buildings. I wonder how the rest of the people down below spend their days. My curiosity deepens until thoughts cross my mind and I begin to wonder if it would really be that terrible if I spent a little time exploring the city while Vrox is away. Once I think of it, it’s difficult to think of anything else. It wouldn’t be that difficult to cover myself with a large cloak and venture into the city.

      At first, it seems necessary to fight the urge. If Vrox caught me, he’d be furious. If anyone else caught me or discovered me, the arrangement I have now would be over. The more I think about it, there are more risks than not, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting nothing more than to get out in the fresh air and be among other living people.

      As soon as I make the decision, it’s all I can think about. It’s a forbidden excitement that occupies my time while I wait for a later hour to arrive so I can venture into the city without the brilliant light of day. If what Vrox says is true and this is indeed a closed planet, I would be the only human, therefore standing out like a sore thumb.

      I still don’t have any clothes that would be considered women’s clothes, but Vrox has opened his wardrobe to me, essentially giving me the okay to borrow anything I want. For tonight, I’ll need something large to cover myself so I don’t draw attention. Once I have decided on what to wear, I quickly try to talk myself out of this crazy plan again. Aside from my curiosity, I don’t really know what I’m trying to accomplish and the risks far outweigh the rewards. Regardless, I keep letting my curiosity win out over my apprehensions. By the time late afternoon rolls around, I’m anxious to get out and get it over with. Just break the rule so it’s done and then move on.

      When I can’t wait any longer and night seems to hang on the horizon, I wrap myself in a heavy cloak and slip out of the door, letting it close quietly behind me. There’s this need to be quiet even though I know Vrox and his men are away at the king’s castle tonight. Even with that knowledge, the last thing I want to do is get caught.

      I avoid the elevator and use the stairway instead. Everything sounds one hundred times louder in here; every footstep echoes on the wall while my rapid breathing reverberates, making it seem as if I’m not alone in here. Soon I reach the ground floor, but instead of making my way to the training facility, I walk right out of the front doors. I don’t know why, but I move quickly, with purpose, or rather a fierce determination to do something besides waste away in an empty room.

      The temperature is pleasant but the wind is cold and aggressive, so much so that I need to grip my hood tightly so it doesn’t fly away and expose my true identity. I move quickly down the first street that I come to. I have no knowledge of the city or any clue where to go, I just move and it feels good. Also dangerous and slightly naughty, but mostly good.

      As I’m walking through the city, I stumble upon an open air market when I just happen to turn down a cobblestone street. Each stall is covered with a thick piece of white cloth that billows from the strong gusts of wind. The vendors are beginning to close down their stands for the day, but I still take a moment to walk through so I can see what kinds of things they are selling. At the first few stalls that I reach, there are intricate pieces of jewelry set out in small boxes. I can’t help but glance at the woman running the stand, just to get a glimpse at what a Breviex female looks like. In my mind, the women here are unhappy and oppressed, forced to go about their days following strict rules about what they can and cannot do. Instead, this woman smiles at me when our eyes meet. She’s beautiful: tall and slender with thick, black hair braided down her back. Her skin glimmers a light silver, reflecting the last rays of the day’s light. She’s wearing an intricate piece of jewelry around her neck; small chains of silver that look to be put together by hand.

      “Would you like to try something?” she asks. It’s then that I realize I am staring. I’d like to talk to her, but that goes against my main goal of blending in. Instead, I shake my head and move on. I move quickly and try to blend in with the crowd, skipping past the next few stalls until I reach another one that catches my eye. There are beautiful pieces of cloth piled on a table. It’s difficult to tell if they are actual pieces of clothing or just fabric to make clothing, but the colors are vibrant and the patterns are eye-catching. After my many trips to random boutiques back home, I’ve never wanted to dig into a pile of clothes more than I do right now. But again, I don’t want to draw attention to myself. It is better if I simply glance and keep on moving.

      I do notice that it’s another woman running this stall as well. As I move through the street, there are various stalls full of tiny trinkets, handmade bowls, beautiful scarves and jewelry. Not only is this market a little taste of what I loved doing back at home, but there are so many women here, I’m truly shocked. Most of the stalls are run by women and I assume they are selling the goods that they have made. I wander through down the street in a crowd of more women out shopping.

      I’m careful to hide my face and keep myself covered. The Breviex females are taller than me and most of them have long dark hair. I don’t think I’ve drawn any attention to myself; everyone seems to be going about their business as usual. Now that the light is nearly gone, the women are packing up their things and getting ready to leave for the day. It’s a glimpse of daily life on Ranov and I’m curious as to what the women will do once they leave the market. I hang around for a while at the edge of the street as the women begin to disperse. When they all start to move in the same direction with their goods, I decide to follow.
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      The women walk through the streets until they emerge closer to the hills rather than the immediate city. From my room up in Vrox’s quarters, I could see the smaller buildings interspersed throughout the land. Now I’m going to get to see this part of Ranov up close.

      Within the hills are smaller homes, more residential rather than businesses. The women carry their things and spread out when they reach their homes, disappearing inside to put their goods away for the day. I’m lingering far behind so I don’t draw anyone’s attention. I’m just curious to see what the women do after they’re done selling in the city.

      I hide off to the side of the path while the women disappear into their homes. If some of them come back out in order to head somewhere into the city, I want to be able to follow them. If not, then I’ll just head back where I came from and see what else I can discover.

      I’ve been lurking behind some trees for a while when I finally hear voices. I can tell that there’s a small group approaching. I make sure I’m well hidden behind some trees before I peek around to catch a glimpse of the women passing by.

      “They’re going to be in the city tonight,” one of the women says as the group comes into view from around the trees.

      “It’s so exciting. It’s usually difficult to catch a glimpse of them, much less have the opportunity to talk to them.”

      The women giggle like schoolgirls as they move past. When I peek out from around the trees, I count a small group of about seven women. It’s difficult to discern their ages, but I assume they’re young women. It’s full-on dark outside now, but luckily there are lights that line the paths to the city. As the small group of women moves away down the path, I move toward them, making sure to stay within the shelter of the trees. Every now and again I’m able to catch something that one of them is saying to the group.

      Eventually the trees end and the only way for me to continue following the group is if I move out onto the path behind them. I figure it’s a good idea. They’re moving back into the city and eventually I should be heading back to Vrox’s room before he discovers that I’m gone.

      Once the women are back in the vicinity of the city, they proceed toward the busier street. I’m torn as to whether or not I should continue to follow them. On the one hand, there are plenty of people to blend in with, but on the other hand, it’s just more people that could discover me. Once again my heart starts to pound in my chest and I’m torn trying to decide what to do next. Vrox doesn’t know when he’ll be back and it’s now dark. I really should be returning. But then again, my curiosity is too much. I’ve discovered so much about the people here just from being among them for such a short time. More than I could learn from Vrox because he’s not much of a sharer.

      The women make their way into a crowded establishment and I decide to follow them inside. It’s busy inside with a lot of women and men alike milling about. I assume it’s some sort of bar or restaurant because people are drinking and talking. It isn’t the same type of bar you would find back home on Earth, but there are small groups of people standing together while others are sitting around tables. Some of the people at the tables are playing a game and I wonder if this is some sort of gambling establishment.

      The women that I’ve been following walk over to one side of the bar where they take glasses from a tall stack and serve themselves something to drink. There are numerous pitchers lined up on the counter. Each silver pitcher has a different marking on the side and it must be how they can tell what’s inside. I watch as they pour themselves a glass before moving back into the crowd of people.

      One of the women motions to the others and they all move toward the back of the establishment together. I decide to follow.

      There aren’t as many people back here, but I quickly notice the familiar uniforms and huge, muscular bodies of the men back here. They are Vrox’s men.

      “One more week before we are back on the ship,” I hear one of the men say.

      “I look forward to it,” another says. “If we don’t get lucky tonight, a trip to Ezin’s is in our future.”

      The group of warriors laugh at that. And then, as if on cue, the group of women move closer to the warriors, attempting to join them with soft giggles and shy glances.

      My pulse races. I try not to draw any attention to myself as I watch the interactions between the warriors and women. I hesitantly look around for Vrox, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Either he’s still meeting with the king at a different establishment or he already went back to their facility. That last thought is enough to get me moving.

      Now the decision to get back is an easy one. No more exploring and breaking the rules for me. Still gripping my cloak tightly to my body, I move through the crowd and make my way toward the door. This time I’m not paying any attention to what’s going on around me. Instead I am determined to get back before Vrox or any of his men discover that I’ve been gone.

      I breathe a sigh of relief when I make it to the door without incident. Once I’m outside and back on the street on my way back to the warriors’ building I relax a little bit. Just the fact that I’m moving eases my worry. Aside from passing the occasional person on the sidewalk, it isn’t nearly as busy as it was when I first came out. I can see the lights of the building ahead of me and that’s where my focus is.

      I don’t hear the sounds of footsteps behind me, or even if I do, it doesn’t register that there’s anything to worry about until someone grabs onto my arm and pulls me around so hard that I almost lose my footing and fall down.

      I gasp as I’m whipped around and the next thing I know I’m looking up into Vrox’s face. He glares down at me, his face pulled in tight, tense lines.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, practically growling the words. He glances around the street anxiously while gripping my arms tightly, pulling me close to him.

      “I…” I’m stammering anxiously, his anger throwing me but not as much as getting caught. “How did you find me?” I finally ask.

      He throws his head back in frustration before pulling me down the street back toward his place.

      “I can not believe you have disobeyed me in this way,” he says, grumbling as he pulls me down the street. I do my best to keep up with his long, angry strides, but it’s difficult. I have to move quickly and I stumble multiple times.

      “Can you slow down?” I ask.

      He ignores me and continues to drag me home.

      “No one saw me,” I say, still attempting to plead my case. My thought process is if he understands that I was careful, he won’t be so mad anymore. Even though just the fact that I keep talking to him seems to make him even more upset.

      We reach the building and he quickly pulls me inside. The elevator ride up to the fourth floor is quiet but tense. I don’t make eye contact with him, but I can feel his eyes on me, his anger radiating around me in this enclosed space.

      As soon as the doors open again, he grabs tightly onto my arm and pulls me along with him. He’s so angry that for the first time in a long time, I worry about what’s going to happen when we’re alone in his room together.

      “Vrox, I’m serious. No one saw me. I was so careful.” The door is closed behind us and I stand close to it with my arms crossed over my chest. He’s pacing around the room and I’m afraid to move any closer to him. I’m still wearing the thick cloak, but I’ve finally let the hood fall around my shoulders.

      “That isn’t the point,” he says, stalking close to me. “You disobeyed me.”

      “I didn’t think you’d ever find out,” I say, trying to look innocent. “How did you know?”

      He presses a few buttons on the band around his wrist and then holds it out for me to see. I quickly see that there’s a camera on the outside of the building. It shows me leaving in my cloak as well as the time and which direction I go.

      “Well, damn.”
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      My heart sinks as I realize I was caught before I even left. And I was trying to be so careful.

      “All I did was explore the market. It was fun, I looked at the scarves and jewelry. The women are so talented, I never knew.”

      I shrug my shoulders, trying to appeal to his soft side, though I’m not convinced he has one, not about this.

      “You don’t understand the severity of our situation, Marian. You risk being discovered just so you can look at pretty trinkets?”

      “Well, when you put it like that, I suppose it does sound trivial. But I’ve been going crazy in here all by myself. I didn’t think it would matter to get out and get a little fresh air while you were gone all day. I hate being here by myself.”

      “And yet you risk your discovery. The king will take you and I will never see you again. Is that what you want?”

      “No, of course not.” I take a few steps in the room now that his anger seems to be dissipating somewhat. He has even sat himself down on the edge of the bed. “But you thought we’d be leaving soon, right? You were convinced you’d be given a mission and you could hide me somewhere else where it would be safer.”

      He shakes his head. “Just stop.”

      I put my head down and look at my feet, occasionally glancing up to see if he is calming down. He doesn’t look at me. Instead he glances around the room. He looks distressed, like he’s trying to figure out what to do next.

      “How was your meeting with the king?” I ask shyly.

      I watch him, but he doesn’t answer me at first. He won’t even look at me. Eventually, though, he exhales loudly and meets my stare.

      “We are being sent on a mission in five days’ time.”

      “That’s good,” I say, trying to be positive. “Where are you headed? Is it somewhere you can take me?”

      “I haven’t thought much about it. I was in the meeting with the king when I saw that you left the compound. It was difficult for me to concentrate on what was being discussed.”

      “Sorry,” I say sheepishly.

      “I will need to go back to chaining you to keep you in one place.”

      His words don’t have the effect that he means for them to. Instead, I find myself thinking back to the times he had me chained and all of the ways he made my body feel so good. My nipples harden under my cloak, my breasts so sensitive as they rub against the rough fabric.

      “So tell me about this place where you will be going on your next mission. Could it be somewhere that I live and you could visit me?”

      I hesitantly walk over and sit on the edge of the bed next to him. I don’t try to touch him, but I’m encouraged when he doesn’t get up and walk away from me.

      “It would be a good place for you,” he says, nodding. “It is not far from here and it is one of the few planets that we have trade agreements with. I will be going with my men for one of these trade missions. I have never really explored this planet, but I believe it would be a good place for you to stay. It will be safer for you there, no chance that you will be kept in a harem.”

      “And you would be able to visit often if you are there for trade?”

      “Yes,” he says.

      It isn’t ideal. In fact, for the first time there’s a heaviness inside of me, a sorrow that pulls at my emotions. I don’t want to be away from Vrox, but I don’t want to live like this anymore either. There doesn’t seem to be a happy medium.

      “Okay, then that’s what we should do, right?”

      “I don’t see any way around it. In five days I will smuggle you back on the ship and take you to Soria with us.”

      We sit quietly together like this for a little while longer. It’s completely dark outside, but Vrox hasn’t closed the windows yet. I get up and walk over, looking outside at the lights of the city below. I wonder if the small group of women that I followed are still having fun drinking and flirting. I remember back to when that was the way I’d spend my nights. Partying and having fun with my friends. It seems like such a long time ago. And now it’s strange to think that it’s something I’ll never do again.

      “What are you thinking about?” Vrox asks.

      I don’t turn around to look at him, but he sounds calmer now that we’re out of the heat of the moment.

      “I always used to do whatever I thought would make my father happy. I never thought about what I really wanted in life. I guess I thought if I could just make him proud of me somehow, then maybe eventually I would mean more to him than his money. Spending all of this time here by myself during the day gave me the soul-searching time I needed to realize that it didn’t matter what I did, even marrying someone that he wanted me to marry wasn’t going to give me the status in his life that I craved. It all seems so stupid now.” I turn around to find he has moved closer to me. “The idea of living somewhere on my own where at least I know I’ll get to see you every now and again is more comforting to me than if you told me I could go home tomorrow. Is that crazy?”

      “I don’t think so.” He moves close and wraps his arms around me. “It is why I lose my mind and see red when I think you are in danger.”

      “When you think I’m in danger or when I don’t listen to you?” I can’t help but tease him.

      “Both,” he says, his mood lightening significantly.

      “As a warrior, are you ever able to retire? I mean, is it possible that one day you could come live with me on Soria?”

      I feel him tense and quickly realize that I’m suggesting something that has probably never happened before.

      “I suppose that isn’t allowed either, is it?”

      “It has never been done before. But who knows, I would like to find a way to make it happen.”

      Right now, that is exactly what I need to hear. I go up on my toes to try to reach his mouth at the same time that he bends down to meet mine. He kisses me slowly, passionately. He isn’t in a hurry tonight; instead he gently strokes my cheek with his fingers while our mouths intertwine. My skin burns with desire from his touch. As he pulls the cloak from my body, along with the rest of my oversized clothes, I’m desperate for him in a way that makes me wonder if I could ever survive extended periods of time with us being apart.

      He pulls my hard nipple into his mouth, sucking it and rolling his tongue over the sensitive nub. I lean back into the cool window behind me and arch my back. His hand quickly slides between my legs, touching me with his expert fingers.

      “If I could, I would stay with you on Soria,” he says while his fingers massage my pussy. “Every night you would take my cock.”

      “I would beg you for it,” I say, moaning while his fingers continue to slide through my folds. I reach over and begin undoing his pants, my fingers brushing over the hard bulge in the front.

      “I will give you what you need.”

      He pulls me away from the window and moves me toward the bed. Instead of turning around, he bends me over the side until I’m lying on my stomach with my ass in the air. His hands move up and down my ass, spreading my cheeks so his cock can play. He slides himself against me, making my body tremble as his cock brushes over my clit. I push back into his hands, desperate for more pressure.

      After sliding back and forth he finally presses the head of his cock inside of me. From this angle, his cock brushes over my G-spot, making me moan with pleasure as he pushes slowly inside of me. Once he’s buried deep, he pushes even more until I move further up the bed. He traps my legs between his, so that when he begins to move I can feel so many things all at the same time. My hands grip the blanket around me when he increases his speed, thrusting hard and deep. With so much pressure on my G-spot, I come quickly and hard. It pounds through my body and I’m unable to move to absorb some of the sensation, making me whimper and moan. He continues to thrust, causing a second orgasm to follow quickly on the heels of the last. This time I cry out, loudly, questioning whether I’ll be able to take any more. He slides forward even more, his hands roaming until they’re gripping my breasts underneath me. I didn’t know it was possible, but from this position he’s even deeper inside of me. He pulses strongly, the ribbed texture of his cock practically burning inside of me when he moves, I’m so highly sensitive to his touch. He comes inside of me at the same time he squeezes my breasts tightly, my body so overcome with his touch that I come with him one more time.

      Eventually he pulls me with him so we’re lying on our sides, his arms wrapped tightly around me while he spoons me from behind. I’m exhausted. In the end, it’s the sound of his breathing and the thumping of his heart in his chest that finally send me into a deep sleep.
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      The next morning proceeds as usual and I’m optimistic that Vrox is no longer angry with me for sneaking out yesterday. He’s dressed and ready to go early in the morning, kissing me like he usually does.

      “Do I need to worry that you’re going to leave today?” he asks while he pulls on the shirt of his uniform.

      I give him a sarcastic look while I eat my breakfast.

      “Of course not,” I say. “Now that I know you have cameras.”

      I laugh as he grabs me out of my chair and spins me around in his arms.

      “I will not be as forgiving if it happens again.”

      “I’m just teasing you. It is way too soon for me to test your patience again.”

      He makes a sound indicating he’s completely exasperated by me. I kiss him sweetly, trying to win his favor again. Eventually he sets me back down and goes back to getting ready.

      “What do you do during the day, anyway?” I ask. “It seems so peaceful here.”

      “We monitor the skies and space around Ranov, making sure no one enters who does not have permission. At times we serve as security when the king makes public appearances or if there is anything else that he requires of us.”

      “And then you visit other planets for trade?”

      “Yes, specifically Soria and one other named Ovorus. For now, those are the only two planets that have friendly trading relations with the king.”

      “It sounds like the king is quite picky.”

      “That is true,” he says. “You could say Soria and Ovorus are the only two planets that haven’t wronged him in some way. If that were to happen, he would cut off trade from them as well.”

      “No offense, but it sounds like your king has trust issues. I think it would be better to have many allies than many enemies.”

      He nods approvingly, shrugging at my comment. He grabs some food from the table and pops it in his mouth.

      “Things run smoothly while we’ve had these rules. I guess he doesn’t want to risk things falling apart.”

      “I guess, but there might be more people that don’t like all of these rules and they’re just not saying anything. When I was following a group of girls yesterday I overheard them talking about how excited they were to meet up with the warriors in the bar.”

      It’s risky bringing up that I snuck out again so soon, but I also feel like it opened my eyes to how the Breviex really feel.

      “If anything, I believe the people here would enjoy being able to choose their mates without consequence, like you did.”

      “People are allowed to choose their own mates. Unless you are a breeder or warrior, and there are some other restrictions. But for the most part, people choose mates here and live a happy life.”

      “But they can not reproduce if the female is not considered a breeder?”

      “No, that is true. All women that are not breeders are sterilized. But they are given children to raise after they are born from breeders.”

      “But you weren’t given a family.”

      “Because I was chosen to become a warrior. If that wasn’t my chosen path, I could have had a family.”

      “Good lord, all of these rules.” I roll my eyes, exhausted from trying to keep everything straight. “But it isn’t like that on Soria?”

      “No. It is more of a melting pot on Soria. Species from all over the galaxy venture there for various reasons. It is a prosperous planet, the people seem happy.”

      “I look forward to seeing it. Four more days, right?”

      “Four more days.” He kisses me again as he gathers his things to head out for the day. The countdown to our departure is a mixed bag of emotions for me. It’s exciting that I won’t need to live hidden away anymore, but the thought of Vrox leaving me behind makes my chest hurt. Sometimes I wonder if it wouldn’t be so bad to stay hidden away as long as he comes home to me each night. Ultimately, I understand that it’s a great risk for both of us and we’ve tempted fate for long enough.

      “Will you be late tonight?” I ask when he reaches the door.

      “No, normal time.”

      “I’ll miss you,” I say, smiling.

      “I won’t be gone long.”

      When he finally leaves, I’m filled with anxiety about everything that’s going to happen in the next few days, so much so that I have a hard time sitting still. Four days is such a small amount of time, and while I sit here by myself, all I can think about is how much I’m going to miss Vrox. And then, when I think about how much I’m going to miss him, naturally my mind begins to question whether or not he’ll even stay interested once he hides me away on a distant planet. I can already see it happening; his visits will become less and less as our distance becomes an inconvenience.

      Frustrated with how my mind spirals, I make the extremely bold decision to sneak down to the training facility so I can distract myself with physical exercise. It can’t hurt. The facility is empty while Vrox and his men are out during the day.

      I take the stairs so I can avoid any cameras that might alert Vrox to the fact that I’ve left his room. Just as I suspected, it’s empty as I move down to the first floor and sneak quietly into the training facility.

      “Just for a short time,” I tell myself as I move toward the weapons rack again. I pull the wooden staff from its place, the weight of it surprising me all over again. If I ever want to actually be able to fight with this, I will need to get stronger.

      Gripping the staff tightly in my hands, I plant my feet in the way that Vrox showed me and move the staff in the correct position across my body. I work slowly, moving the staff across my body while coordinating my steps. Without Vrox here watching me, I feel more comfortable going slowly while memorizing the movements until they become second nature. I work on the technique until my arms are sore and I struggle to lift the weight of the staff. It is then that I decide to put the staff back where I found it and sneak upstairs.

      When I finally hear the door open later that night, I’ve showered and changed, leaving no signs of my adventure for the day.

      “Hey,” I say, walking toward Vrox once he’s inside. He sets his bag down by the door and walks over to me without saying a thing. He pulls me close and kisses me. “Everything okay?” I ask when he finally leans back to take a breath.

      “Long day,” he says. Then, without another word, he scoops me up in his arms and carries me toward the bed.
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      Something jolts me awake in the night. I sit up and listen, my head turned toward the windows, convinced that I heard something to wake me. I reach my hand over to touch Vrox’s arm, but I grab blanket instead. When I finally turn my head to look, I see that the bed is empty. Vrox isn’t here.

      “Vrox?” I whisper, looking around the room. It is still and quiet, no signs of anyone. Slowly I slide out of bed and tiptoe around the bed so I can find where Vrox has gone. Every room that I explore gives the same result: Vrox isn’t here.

      “Everything is fine,” I say, trying to convince myself. I brush my fingers through my hair, my arms crossed over my chest while I stand frozen in place, trying to decide what to do next. I’m still standing in the same place, my heart pounding from uncertainty, when I hear the door open.

      “Vrox, thank goodness. Where have you been?”

      I walk out into the other room, but instead of finding Vrox, I’m shocked to find random warriors filing into the room. I gasp, covering my mouth to hide the sound, and run back to the other room. I’m frantic, trying to think of what to do next. My instinct is to hide, even though they’ve already seen me and there’s really nowhere for me to go that they won’t eventually find me. There’s only one door that leads out and they’re blocking it.

      “It is true,” I hear one of the warriors say. “Take her.”

      As soon as I hear their voices I act. I drop down next to the bed in this room and slide myself underneath. I’m shocked and relieved that I can fit. As soon as I’ve slipped under, I hear the footsteps of the warriors enter the room. I cover my mouth to mask the sound of my breathing while they walk around the bed.

      “Where did she go?” one of the soldier says.

      “She is here somewhere,” another says.

      I close my eyes and try to make myself invisible, just like I did when I was a little girl playing hide and seek. It’s quiet for a moment, making me open my eyes out of curiosity. I watch as one of the warriors standing next to the bed bends his legs to look under the bed.

      “Here,” he says to the others.

      He reaches his arm under the bed to try to grab me, but I scoot away to the other side. That’s when one of the other soldiers grabs me and pulls me out from under the bed. I scream and kick, attempting to get away.

      “Why do you fight?” one of the guards asks. “There is nowhere for you to go.”

      But I’m terrified, unsure of what they’re planning to do with me. Eventually the guard wraps his large arms around me, holding my arms to my side so I’m unable to fight against him.

      “Enough,” he says. “We are not going to hurt you.”

      “Where is Vrox?” I ask, trying to calm down now that I know their intentions.

      Now that I’ve stopped kicking and flailing at them, they take my wrists and secure large metal shackles connected by chains. They’re incredibly heavy, the weight of them making it impossible for me to lift my hands. Instead, they hang in front of me while the guard grabs onto the chain and pulls me forward. They’re leading me toward the front door while the rest of the warriors have spread out through Vrox’s place, looking through his things as if they’re searching for something. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Come,” one of the warriors says. “We are taking you to the king.”

      “Where is Vrox?” I ask again, desperate to know if he’s okay. He has never left without saying goodbye first. But it is much too early for him to have left for work already. That small pit of unease in my stomach has quickly grown. Is it possible that Vrox left me here to save himself?

      “That is no longer your concern,” the warrior says.

      With my hands shackled, two men lead me out of the room toward the elevators. Once inside, they stand on each side of me while we wait for the elevator to deliver us to the first floor. I can barely breathe and my mind is racing so fast I can’t think of what I should do next. I mean, really, what can I do? I don’t know this place well enough to even know where to run. As we step outside, light is just beginning to break over the horizon.

      They lead me from the building directly into a strange-looking vehicle. It looks like a hybrid between a city bus and a large delivery van. My captors take me on board and secure my chains to the seat at the back of the vehicle. I sit there tugging pointlessly on the chains while the guards stand watch outside. Eventually the rest of the warriors file out of the building and form a swarm around the vehicle. I can’t hear what they’re discussing, but after a while, some of the guards get on this vehicle while the rest of them move to a second vehicle behind us.

      I’m helpless to do anything besides watch out the window as we begin to move down the city streets, away from Vrox’s building. I already know where they’re taking me and suddenly, the severity of the situation sinks in. This is it for me, whatever happens next, I’ll never be able to be with Vrox again. And now, my mind is sick with worry wondering what has happened to him. He broke the rules by keeping me from his king, and I don’t doubt there will be consequences.
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      The castle is visible from miles away and the closer we get, the larger it looms over us. The sheer size of it is breathtaking, while the adornments on the pillars and walls make it look as if it is made from gold. The extravagance of the castle is clear to see now that I’m so close. I already have a lot of opinions about this king based on what I’ve learned from Vrox, but one thing that is all too clear is that he loves his wealth above all else.

      We drive up to the gilded gates. Within seconds they slide open, giving the vehicles access to the roads that lead to the castle doors. My blood is rushing loudly through my veins as we slow and come to a stop, finally arriving at our destination. The guards quickly remove my chains from the seat and lead me all the way until we reach the doors.

      They lead me inside without knocking, one of the guards quickly directing a command at another. “Let the king know we have arrived.”

      The guard scurries ahead of the rest of us, disappearing behind a tall staircase adorned with fancy patterned carpet. The entryway is massive with marbled tiles covering the floor. Elegant chandeliers hang from the vaulted ceilings while large pieces of art hang from the walls. There are a few sculptures that sit along the walls interspersed with the paintings but mostly, this section of the castle is fairly empty.

      Our feet echo off the walls as we move toward the staircase. Instead of going up the stairs, we continue walking around them toward the back of the castle. The guards pull on my chains and lead me forward while I grow distracted by what lies above us.

      I’m surprised by how quiet the castle is with no one besides the guards moving about. With something so massive, I would expect a lot of people to be milling around. Before I’m ready, we reach another doorway with two additional guards stationed outside. They nod as we approach and move to open the doors.

      I step inside, surprised to see this room is double the size of the foyer. At the very far end of the room, there is a massive golden throne with the king lounging comfortably. More guards line the walls of the room as we approach. When we’ve almost reached the king, he rises from his throne, making me suck in a quick breath from the shock of his size.

      He is significantly taller than Vrox and his warriors, almost comically so. Instead of the same silver color of skin, his is a light golden as if he has been painted with it. He is adorned with golden chains around his neck, multiple golden cuffs that cover most of his arms, rings on every finger and so many earrings it is impossible to see any of his real skin.

      “Here she is,” he says, opening his hands and stepping toward me. “Vrox’s prize.”

      He looks me over from head to toe, slowly. I’m quite confident that time stands still as I wait to see what he’s going to do to me. I try to swallow, but my mouth is as dry as sandpaper.

      “I can see why he was reluctant to give you up.” He steps even closer, reaching out and letting his fingers touch the tips of my hair. “We have never had a human on Ranov before. You are smaller than I imagined.”

      I can’t find any words. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say in this situation.

      “Tell me, what do you think of our city so far?” He looks at me intently and I stare back, shocked and confused by his question.

      “Answer the king,” the guard next to me says gruffly, yanking roughly on my chains.

      I gasp and look back at him, trying to steady my breathing so I can think straight.

      “It…it’s nice,” I say. My voice sounds quiet and timid. As far as answers go, mine is quite lame, but it’s the best I can do right now.

      “It is nice, isn’t it?” he says, leaning down so he comes closer to my face.

      The king stares at me a while longer. I don’t know appropriate etiquette in this situation, so I try to keep from making eye contact with him. And I don’t know what he wants from me right now. Am I in trouble for being with Vrox? Is Vrox in trouble for having me? I can’t read this situation, it’s all so strange.

      “Take her to the lab,” the king finally says, motioning with two quick flicks of his hand.

      “The lab?” I ask as the guard immediately pulls on my chains, leading me back toward the doorway. The king doesn’t answer, but there is still the guard. “What’s going to happen to me?”

      He doesn’t answer me and it’s beyond frustrating. I don’t understand why they can’t humor me a small amount by telling me what’s going to happen to me. Once outside of the room, only two guards remain with me, leading me to what must be the lab.

      We go down a flight of stairs that lead us toward the back of the castle. Once we are down one more level, we continue through a wide hallway. It’s light and open, even though we have gone down. The walls of the hallway are made up of windows, making it easy to see what is inside each of the different rooms.

      As they lead me down the corridor, I look inside to see what types of things are going on in each space. I’m surprised to see the huge room on the left is a large training facility, similar to the one the warriors have at their building in the city. While we continue to walk past the room, a door opens and a single file line of warriors streams into the space.

      I stop suddenly, my legs refusing to move any farther as I quickly recognize the warrior leading the others for their training session.

      “Vrox?” I whisper. The guards quickly grow impatient with me, but I refuse to move for them. They tug on my chains, but I pull back, unmoving.

      “Come,” the guard orders.

      The scene finally gets the attention of the warriors inside of the room. Vrox’s head snaps up, his eyes finding me through the glass. I don’t know what I expect to happen. Perhaps he’s outraged that I’m shackled and being taken away? Instead, he’s completely void of emotion. He stands and watches as the guards grab my arms and begin pulling me forcefully down the hallway. His ambivalence is too much for me to handle. I try to tear my hands out of the grip of the guards as tears begin to fall down my face.

      “Enough,” one of the guards says. “You are the king’s now.”

      He lifts me from the floor and carries me the rest of the way down the hallway. It isn’t until we reach the lab at the very end that he sets me down. Inside the lab there are a handful of Breviex scientists, all wearing white lab coats and all staring at me with surprise. The room is large and full of various pieces of equipment, most of them foreign to me. They look nothing like what we have on Earth.

      I’m trying to pull myself together, wiping the tears from my face and calming my gasps with deep breaths while everyone continues to stare.

      “One for the king,” the guard says.

      One of the scientists nods and steps forward. My instinct is to step backward, shrinking away from them. After what Vrox has told me, I have a very good idea of what they’re going to do to me. And then I think of Vrox, so close and unwilling to stop this. Tears start to flow down my face again as it finally hits me that this is his doing. He changed his mind and turned me in to keep in good favor with the king.

      The scientist takes me by the arm and leads me toward an examination table. I don’t fight her because whatever happens to me in this room couldn’t possibly be worse than the pain I feel in my heart.
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      The guards don’t leave. Instead they station themselves outside of the lab room doors. The woman who leads me to the table is overly kind to me, as if she’s never seen another woman have a breakdown before.

      “I am going to remove the chains now,” she says. She watches me carefully before moving any closer to actually touch my wrists. In fact, she waits for me to nod my approval before she actually unlocks the chains.

      Once the chains are gone, my arms feel so much lighter again. There are angry red marks on my wrists from the jagged metal digging into my skin. I’m holding them, trying to get the pain to subside when the woman picks up a robe from the examination table.

      “I’m going to have you change into this,” she says, holding it out to me. I take it mindlessly and look down at it in my hands. It’s a light material, but there’s very little to it.

      She nods, giving me encouragement, so I begin removing the large clothes of Vrox’s that I have become used to. The woman nods with satisfaction as I follow her instructions. I take my time stripping out of my clothes before pulling the robe over me, tying it closed at the waist.

      Satisfied, the woman pats the end of the examination table. “Have a seat.”

      She quickly notices my apprehension. “Today we are doing nothing more than an exam. There is nothing to worry about.”

      That helps to ease some of my anxiety at least. It’s good to know the sterilization process won’t be performed immediately. I also breathe a sigh of relief assuming that must mean I won’t need to be intimate with the king until after I’ve had the procedure. Now I’m so relieved that I almost begin crying again.

      “Are you doctors or scientists?” I ask when I’m sitting on the table.

      “Both,” she says, “I am a doctor, but my colleagues study the science behind what we do.”

      “What are you checking?”

      “Your general health. We must make sure you are of optimal health before any interactions with the King.”

      I nod as she begins her examination.

      “I must admit, you are the first human that I have ever examined. I am most curious to see how similar your make up is compared with Breviex.”

      She continues to talk quietly during the examination, but I have a hard time focusing on anything that she says. Instead, my mind wanders back to the time spent with Vrox. I play situations over in my mind, wondering if I was blind and if there were signs that he would betray me in this way. I guess he was saying what he thought I wanted to hear in order for him to get what he wanted. I really believed him when he told me he was going to take me to Soria, though.

      “Lie down,” the woman says, interrupting my thoughts. I stretch back on the table, resting my hands over my torso. One of the other scientists walks over and places something against my thigh. There’s a moment of pressure and then nothing. “He is taking blood samples.”

      “Okay,” I say, resigned to lie here and go with the flow until they’re done. It takes a while for them to finish all of their tests; they are extremely thorough. But when it’s over, they’re leading me back to the door where the guards have been waiting.

      “If everything looks good when your tests come back, you will return here for the sterilization process in a few days’ time. It is nothing to worry about; it is a common procedure on our planet. Thousands of woman have gone through the procedure.”

      I acknowledge what she has said while simultaneously hoping something will come back that will prevent the king from accepting me as a part of his harem. But then again, my alternative isn’t any better.

      I’m still wearing the robe when the guards open the door to the lab and motion for me to step out. I’m thankful that they don’t bother putting the chains back on my wrists. Instead, one guard leads the way while the other walks behind me. We walk past the training facility and though I can see from my peripheral vision that the warriors are still inside training, I don’t let myself turn my head. I look straight ahead, forcing myself to remain emotionless. Even though my heart pounds loudly in my chest knowing Vrox is near, I ignore it as best I can. As far as I’m concerned, he means nothing to me anymore. It might take time for my body to catch up with my mind, but eventually it will. It always does.

      “Where are we going now?” I ask the guards when we reach the stairs.

      “To the women’s quarters,” the guard says, surprising me that he even bothered to answer. “There will be a celebratory dinner tonight. You will need to make yourself presentable for this evening.”

      “A celebratory dinner for what?”

      “Commander Vrox has been promoted to the lead Commander over all of the warrior clans. We will celebrate this great honor bestowed upon him by the king at the celebration this night.”

      “He was promoted?” I ask, my mouth turning to chalk as an intense headache suddenly blooms in my temple.

      “The king has always favored Commander Vrox. It is why he forgave his indiscretion with you as long as he was willing to hand you over and re-pledge his commitment to the king.”

      “I see. And he has agreed to re-pledge to the king?”

      “Yes, that will also happen at the celebration dinner tonight.”

      “And I am to attend?”

      “Of course. The king will wish to show you off while presenting you to the people.”

      “I don’t think I can do that.” I turn to the guard and look at him for the first time. I don’t expect to find sympathy with him, but I’m in a sudden panic and I don’t know what else to do. There’s no way I can go stand in the same room with Vrox tonight while he is promoted for handing me over. It makes everything so much worse knowing he gave me up to secure a better position with his job.

      “The other women will help you get ready.” The guard nods and opens a door at the top of the stairs, motioning for me to step inside. Once I do, he immediately closes the door behind me, locking it so I can’t get out again. I pound on the door, testing the knob to see if it’s possible to yank it open.

      “The door is locked,” someone says from behind me. “There is no getting out until the guards return to open the door.”

      I turn around to see a small cluster of women watching me from the center of the room.
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      “You are so tiny,” one of the women says, wrapping her hands aggressively around my waist.

      “But she has nice full hips,” another says, slapping my side.

      I squeal and step back, trying to regain some of my personal space. They continue to surround me, touching my hair and feeling my skin.

      “It will be fun to get you ready for the celebration tonight,” another woman says.

      “I can’t do that,” I say, stammering. “I can’t go to that celebration tonight.”

      “Nonsense,” the woman who slapped my hips says, waving away my worries. “The king will be displeased and you do not want to make the king displeased.”

      I wrap my arms around myself, trying to shield some of the hands that still touch me inquisitively.

      “Move back,” the same woman says again, getting the other women to push back and give me space. Once they back away, I have a chance to actually see the room. “Come, have a seat over here.”

      I follow where the woman directs me, sitting down on a plush cushion in the center of the room. It is large and comfortable, plenty of soft cushions and large beds throughout. The windows are covered with a beautiful red fabric, the same color that covers the beds.

      “Where are you from?” one woman asks.

      “I’m from a planet called Earth,” I say. They keep staring at me and even though it isn’t as physically intrusive, it still makes me uneasy.

      “How did you end up here?” another woman asks.

      “One of the warrior ships made an emergency landing on my planet and one of the warriors…took me.”

      The women nod and acknowledge the details of my story as if it makes all the sense in the world. More of a common occurrence around here than anything else.

      “The Breviex are very private,” one woman says.

      “So you aren’t Breviex?” I ask.

      “No,” the woman says. “We are from all over the galaxy, like you.”

      “We are from Soria,” one woman says, motioning to her and two others.

      “And we are from Ovorus,” another woman says, motioning to another small group.

      “That makes sense, I guess. Vrox did tell me the king has good relations with Soria and Ovorus.”

      “Commander Vrox?” one of the women says.

      “Yes,” I say, “He is the one that took me from my planet.”

      “He is very handsome,” another says.

      It’s still too painful for me to talk about Vrox, so I quickly try to change the subject.

      “So what is it like being a part of the King’s harem?”

      “We are treated well,” one woman says. “You will get used to it with time.”

      “That’s hard to imagine,” I say.

      “You will quickly learn the way of things.”

      “Well, what do I need to know for the celebration tonight?”

      “Don’t you worry about that. We will take care of everything.”
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        * * *

      

      When the time arrives for the celebration to begin, the guards return to unlock the door and lead the women downstairs.

      The women helped me dress in something feminine and revealing, more revealing than I will ever be comfortable with. But, my comfort isn’t the concern right now. The skirt that I wear is billowy and light, a magenta pink with gold detailing throughout. My dress covers my breasts, but my shoulders and arms remain bare as well as most of my back.

      They have painted the skin of my arms with a thin pattern in gold paint that reaches all the way over my shoulders. My hair is pulled up in twists and knots so that it all sits on top of my head aside from a few spare strands that fall softly around my temple. I won’t deny that the women did a good job getting me ready for the celebration tonight. I feel like a princess ready to attend her first ball.

      We follow the guards down the stairs. They lead us to the same room where I first met the king earlier in the day, but now it has been transformed into something spectacular. Long banquet tables line the walls and are currently being filled with platters of food for the celebration. Tall torches with bases that look as if they are made from gold are being lit on both ends of the tables. The chandeliers that hang from the tall ceilings are lit, creating a pattern in the light that shines on the floor and looks like sparking diamonds.

      The king walks in from the back of the room and a small group of women sitting off to one side with musical instruments begin to play. Shortly after the music begins, people begin streaming into the room, everyone dressed like they’re attending a ball.

      “What are my expectations for tonight?” I ask the woman the others call Vara.

      “Smile, flirt, do anything the king asks of you.”

      “Ugh, I am not a good fit for this role.”

      “There are not a lot of expectations of you tonight. Just watch the rest of us and learn from us. Then when your time comes you will know just what to do.”

      I can’t help but fidget with my hands and tug at my dress.

      “And don’t look so nervous,” Vara adds.

      “That’s impossible,” I say, “I’m a mess.”

      “Nonsense.” Vara takes my hand and leads me closer to the king’s throne. “Just stay close to me and I will make sure everything goes smoothly.”

      I nod as the rest of the people stand off to the side as the warriors begin filing into the room. They are dressed in their full uniforms with Vrox leading the others. They walk forward toward the king as I stand behind the throne with the other women.

      “Stop fidgeting,” Vara says, leaning over and whispering in my ear. I quickly move my hands behind my back in order to hide my restless fidgeting.

      I can’t tear my eyes from Vrox as he walks down the long strip of carpeting in order to greet the king. But then his eyes meet mine and I quickly look away, embarrassed to have been caught staring. Clearing my throat, I turn my face away and scan the crowd instead. Everyone is quiet as the King announces the warriors and presents Vrox as the new lead Commander of the guard.

      I talk myself through it by reminding myself to breathe in and out. At a time like this, all I can do is remember to breathe. The last thing I need is to break down in a fit of tears in front of all of these people. I’ve already embarrassed myself enough by believing that someone like Vrox could ever really be in love with someone like me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t move much from my spot behind the king’s throne; I’m too unsure of myself to really do anything more. I do as Vara says and watch how she interacts with the king and warriors. Her attention is always first on the king, checking with him to make sure he has everything he needs. Once she has made sure he is happy, she moves to the warriors and makes sure they have everything they need. She is friendly and politely flirtatious in a way that makes the warriors puff their chests out a little further.

      Most of my effort is spent making sure I know where Vrox is at all times so I can avoid any unwanted eye contact. Up until this moment, I was worried that I would break down and cry when I saw Vrox; instead, I’m so angry I’m quite confident I could smack him in the face and not feel bad about it at all.

      Vara walks toward me and leans close. “You don’t need to stand here all night. Go get a snack or drink some wine. Relax.”

      “It feels strange to just go help myself to something to eat. I was in shackles this morning and now I’m expected to flirt with the men that keep me here?”

      “It is your job now,” Vara says. “At least pretend to enjoy yourself in order to make the Commander jealous that he ever handed you over.”

      My head snaps around as I look at her quickly. “You know about that?” I ask, appalled.

      She shrugs. “Things get around.”

      “Oh God, I’m mortified.” I drop my head and rub my forehead with my fingers. There’s a growing pressure between my eyes and I wish I could take something for the impending headache.

      “Oh stop,” Vara says. “You are a sweet little thing, aren’t you? Unlike most of the girls that end up here, I will say that.”

      “Yeah, I don’t belong here, do I?”

      “Come.” Vara takes my hand and begins to lead me from behind the throne. “Let’s get you something to drink.”

      I follow Vara over to the tables, the entire time able to see Vrox as he stands with some of his men not far from where we stop. I can feel his eyes on me; they burn into me with a persistence that I find surprising after what he did to me.

      “Here,” Vara says, pulling my attention back to her. “Try some of this fruit. Help yourself to something to drink.” She motions over to the food platters and points to the pitchers of wine. She acts like the hostess and this is her party. She looks behind me and must spot someone that she wants to talk to. “Grab what you like and I’ll be right back.” She pats my back and takes off across the room.

      I take a moment to look everything over before deciding on a small cup of wine. I take a glass and reach for one of the pitchers when I feel another presence at my side.

      “That is too strong for you, try this one.”

      I look over to find Vrox standing next to me, attempting to hand me a pitcher of wine. At first, my mind goes empty having him so close. I can’t think straight or figure out how I should act in this moment. I honestly can’t believe he’s standing here talking to me.

      “Drop dead,” I say, reaching for the original pitcher that I was going to drink in the first place. I poor a small amount in the glass and take a sip. As soon as the liquid begins to travel down my throat, I cough from its potency.

      “I know you are mad, but you don’t understand.” He’s talking quietly so he doesn’t draw any attention to our interaction. I watch as he takes a plate and begins to slowly choose different foods. “You should eat something.”

      “Stop telling me what to do,” I say. In my frustration, the words come out louder than I’d like but thankfully, when I look around, no one is paying any attention to us. It would have been more appropriate to what I’m thinking if I would have told him to stop acting like he cares.

      “Excuse yourself to use the facilities. I want to talk to you.”

      “No, I can’t do that.”

      “Please, Marian.” He reaches his hand over, covering my hand with his. As soon as I feel his touch, I lose all of my willpower with him. I’m desperate to hear him apologize, to tell me this was all a big mistake. Even if he’s lying, I still want to hear him say it. It’s better than being totally disregarded as something completely insignificant.

      I can see Vara walking back to me from across the room, most likely wondering what is taking me so long.

      “Okay,” I say quietly.

      “Ten minutes,” he says before walking away.

      “You must be the most indecisive person I’ve ever met. All this time and you’ve only decided on what you’d like to drink?”

      “I know,” I say, trying to laugh so she can’t tell I’m falling apart inside. “It takes me forever to make a decision. Vara, where are the facilities? I really need to use them.”

      “Of course,” she says. “Behind the king’s throne, to the right. You’ll walk down the hallway until you reach a women’s rest area.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I glance around the room to see if Vrox has left yet. There are a lot of people, but somehow, I can always find him. He’s watching me closely even though he’s standing with some of his men. My heart pounds aggressively in my chest as I turn to make my way to the women’s room.

      “Oh, Marian,” Vara says.

      “Yes?” I ask, stopping, afraid she can see right through me.

      “Let me hold your drink.”

      “Oh yes, that’s a good idea.”

      She takes the glass from my hand and smiles as I scurry away from the party. I can’t stop the feeling that I’m doing something wrong and if I’m discovered with Vrox, I’ll be punished. But I also need to hear from him why he betrayed me. I just hope if he helps me understand it, even a little bit, I’ll be able to eventually move on with my life.
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      The hallway is light because it is painted white, but aside from that, there are no torches or lights, making it feel a little creepy as I walk alone down the hallway. No one else is walking down here, but there are many more men at the celebration tonight than women. I know I’ve reached the spot when I see a large sitting area. A doorway behind the sofa must lead to the facilities. If I go any farther, I’ll reach a set of doors that lead outside into the castle’s garden area. It is dark outside, but there are more gilded torches lit and glowing, scattered throughout the garden.

      I don’t even hear Vrox’s footsteps but suddenly, he’s beside me, covering my mouth with his hand as I screech from surprise.

      “It is me,” he says, pulling me toward the door.

      “Where are you taking me?” I resist him at first. I don’t want to be gone long and risk that anyone would come looking for me.

      “Just outside.” He leads me out into the garden and I quickly feel my resolve crumbling. Being with him again makes my wounds feel just as raw as when the guards arrived and took me from his place. Very little time has passed to let me get used to this new feeling of rejection.

      “We shouldn’t be out here.” Vrox pulls me into some of the greenery, away from the light of the torch. It’s quiet and private but I’m on edge, waiting for something bad to happen.

      Vrox pulls me into his arms and leans down to kiss me. Before his lips meet mine, my hand shoots up covers his face.

      “Don’t you dare kiss me.”

      “Okay,” he says, stepping back and releasing me from his grip. “Instinct,” he says, raising his hands in surrender. His chest rises and falls as he stares down intently at me. He opens his mouth a few times to start but never gets to his explanation.

      “How could you?” I finally say, practically shouting it out into the quiet night. It is what I’ve questioned ever since this whole ordeal began. I want to shake him and hit him, but instead I keep my arms pinned to my sides, my fists clasped in tight balls.

      “We were discovered,” he says, “I had no other choice.”

      “So in order to save your ass you handed me over? And somehow the king was so pleased with you that he gave you a promotion?”

      “You’re right, I didn’t think things through. All I could think was that as long as you were here with the king, you would be safe while I figured everything out.”

      “So your conscience would be clear while you took command? This is utter bullshit. I don’t know why I agreed to talk to you.”

      I turn to walk back into the palace, but Vrox is quick to grab my arm and pull me back.

      “I will prove it to you,” he says. “I just need a little time to figure out the next move.”

      I watch him for a moment; the angst on his face seems real, but I’m too skeptical to believe him, not after the initial shock of what he did. I don’t know if I believe he will ever be able to choose me over his career.

      “I guess you’ll know where I’ll be.”

      I turn and leave him behind me, standing in the garden. It’s hard for such a strong brute of a man to look anything but strong, but when I look behind me it’s fair to say he’s defeated. There are many times that I have the urge to turn around and run back into his arms, but I don’t let myself. Instead, I hurry back down the hallway so I can return to the celebration before anyone notices that I’ve been gone.

      

      I’m back in the party, standing with Vara and some of the other girls, when I see Vrox walk back into the room. The quiet desperation that I saw out in the garden has been successfully hidden as he strolls back to his men. He grabs a drink on the way, lifts it and offers a toast to his men when he joins their group again. They all echo the cheer and I watch as he slams his drink. He wipes his mouth on his pristine uniform sleeve before letting his eyes stray to me.

      It is at this moment that the king walks over to us, wrapping his arms around Vara and another girl, then pulling me close to his front. He has been drinking like everyone else in this room tonight, making him suddenly very handsy. I know Vrox is watching and it fills me with satisfaction to know he might be regretting his decisions just a little bit in this moment.

      But soon, I can’t disguise the discomfort that I feel from having the king’s hands on me. I’m thankful that Vara is already so in tune with me.

      “Come, my king,” she says. “What can I get you now, hmmm?” Three of the women begin to lead him back toward his throne, but I happily stay behind. One of the women stops and says, “You will return to the women’s quarters tonight. You do not service the king until you have been cleared.”

      “Okay,” I say, happily nodding. Honestly, that’s the best news I’ve received in quite a while. “The rest of you will be with the king tonight?”

      The woman nods and winks before turning to follow the others. I glance behind me and Vrox is still watching me. His gaze makes my stomach flip and feel suddenly so vulnerable. I turn back and follow the rest of the group to the throne. I go back to hanging out behind the throne, doing my best to stay out of everyone’s way while trying not to look too bored.

      Eventually Vara pulls me aside again. “You can return to the women’s quarters if you wish. The king is drunk enough he will not realize you are gone.”

      “Really?” I ask, hopeful that she’s being serious.

      “Really. Off you go.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Yes, we’ll return in the morning.”

      “Perfect,” I say, turning to slip away into the crowd. There are still enough people that I can easily blend in and quietly make my way to the doors. I’m grateful to see there are no guards waiting for me when I leave the room and make my way toward the stairs. For a moment, I think about what would happen if I just casually slipped out the front doors and disappeared into the night. I don’t really know enough about this place to get very far, but the idea is appealing, even if they find me and bring me back right away.

      Instead, I make my way back up the staircase to the women’s quarters. Normally the guards lock the doors behind me whenever I’ve moved somewhere in the palace, but tonight I open it on my own and let it close quietly behind me. It’s empty and too quiet in here, but I’m glad to be on my own for a little while.

      I haven’t been in the room for very long when the door opens. I assume it’s another woman coming back that won’t be joining the king tonight. Instead, I’m shocked to find Vrox slipping into the room and locking the door behind him.
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      Before I can ask him what he’s doing here, he stalks across the room and grabs me roughly, pulling me into his embrace. He doesn’t give me the option of denying him this time. His mouth crushes over mine and I hate myself for wanting him as badly as I do. Nothing feels as good to me as him, not in this world or my last. So damn the consequences, I give in and kiss him. We kiss like it is the last time we will ever taste each other’s lips or run our hands over each other’s skin.

      He lifts me quickly, my legs wrapping around his waist as he carries me back toward one of the large beds. He drops me in the middle and it catches me like I’ve landed on a cloud. Before I can think, Vrox is on top of me, his mouth back on mine, more eager than before.

      I should tell him to stop, but I don’t want to. It isn’t the first time I’ve relapsed with an ex-boyfriend. It happens all the time, right? This just happens to be an extremely strange situation.

      His hands tug my loose skirt up around my waist, exposing my pussy to his eager mouth. He’s still fully clothed when his mouth begins to devour me, licking and sucking me in the most perfect way that makes me scream with pleasure. As soon as that familiar feeling begins coursing through my body, I’ve given in to him. I’ve already decided that I’ll let him take me as many times as he’d like.

      “Take off your pants,” I say, pushing on his shoulders. I’m impatient to have him inside of me, to feel the ribbed texture of his cock as he slowly pulses against my G-spot. He obeys me, yanking down his pants so his cock can spring free. He’s quick to remove his shirt and coat until he’s naked with me once again.

      When he climbs on the bed, he yanks the top of my dress down to expose my breasts, pinching my nipples with his fingers. I can’t wait any longer. I grab onto his cock and squeeze, lifting my hips in an inviting way.

      He slides inside of me and quickly begins thrusting rhythmically. In this situation, I feel the need to fuck quickly so we’re not discovered. I’m greedy and need to come before he stops. If there’s time for another round so be it.

      He’s pumping into me, my breasts heavy as they bob on my chest, almost painfully. I grab them in my hands and try to ease the intense sensation. Vrox’s hands move under my ass and lift me slightly, putting my hips at exactly the right angle for maximum sensation.

      “Oh, yes, like that,” I moan. “Just like that.”

      “No one can give you pleasure like I do,” he says. I don’t know if he thinks this is a competition between him and the king, but it certainly isn’t. I already know that no one will ever be as good as Vrox. “Only your true mate can give you this kind of pleasure.”

      “Ohhhhh, yesssss,” I moan again as I begin to chase an orgasm that is just within my reach. And suddenly, with his next thrust, I explode, my pussy throbbing with intense pleasure as it thunders through my limbs, making me arch my back and curl my toes from the ferocity of the orgasm.

      “Yes,” Vrox commands, “Come for me, my sahe’a. Let me see what I do to you.”

      I’m gasping for breath as he continues to pound into me. I move my hands to his shoulders and squeeze because I know there’s a second wave coming on the heels of the last. I tense, waiting for the next and I don’t have to wait long. He slams into me forcefully and deep, his hot seed exploding inside of me, causing another orgasm to bloom like lava in my core.

      We’re both gasping for breath when he leans down and kisses me gently, his cock still moving slowly inside of me.

      “My love,” he says, brushing the hair off of my forehead. “Can you ever forgive me for what I’ve done?”

      It isn’t fair of him to ask me for forgiveness in this moment. Right now, I would agree to anything he asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say, honestly.

      Frankly, I’m proud of myself. Even though the sex between us is amazing, it doesn’t mean I’m ready to forgive him for the mess we’re in.

      “Give me a few days. I will return for you and take you along with me to Soria. I will find somewhere safe for you there, like I promised.”

      “How will you do that?”

      “I’m the lead Commander now. I have access to anywhere I want to go in the castle. I can easily find a way to spring you from this poorly secured room.”

      “I guess if you find a way to do that, I’ll be forced to forgive you. But that will only happen once you get me away from here, somewhere safe.”

      “I have a plan, you just have to trust me.”

      He sees me hesitate. It’s a hard thing to ask for my trust after everything that has happened between us.

      “You can trust me.” He voice is pained as he leans down and kisses me once again. He begins moving with more urgency, already eager for more.

      “You shouldn’t stay long.” Even though this is all that I want right now, I also don’t want to risk being discovered. “Eventually the other warriors will notice that you are gone.”

      “I don’t care about them. All I want is you.”

      He rolls over so I can straddle him, taking him slow and deep. I clear my mind of all of my worries and try to live in this moment. No matter what Vrox says, this could be the last time we’re together in this way. So I take my time and do my best to go slowly.
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      About an hour later, I walk Vrox to the door. He opens it a crack, checking out in the hallway to see if there are any guards. Just like he suspected, there is no one around.

      “I’ll come for you before our mission to Soria.”

      “I’ll be here,” I say, smiling.

      Then, he slips out of the door and disappears down the hallway. I close the door behind him, testing it to see if it locks automatically from the inside. It doesn’t. I’ve already decided that I need to give Vrox another chance, so I’m going to wait it out until he returns for me.

      It’s strange to try to go to sleep in this room all by myself, but I lie back down in the bed where I can still smell Vrox’s scent. Somehow it relaxes me and helps me fall asleep.

      

      I wake up the next morning when the rest of the girls return. They aren’t loud, but I hear their quiet whispers as they move around the room and I’m curious to know what happened with them last night.

      I sit up and look around. The women look exhausted and my mind begins to run away with the thoughts of what they had to do last night.

      “Hey, Marian,” Vara says. “You slept well?” She walks over and plops herself down on the bed, stretching out next to me.

      “I did. How was your night? Long?”

      “Ha.” She laughs once, but it’s loud. Her eyes are already closed. “Yes, it was long. It is hard work pleasuring a king that rarely finds pleasure in anything besides treasures.”

      “He must enjoy women if he keeps such a large harem all for himself.”

      Vara makes a strange noise like she disagrees. “I think it’s more a status symbol. Taking what he wants because he’s a king.”

      “Um, interesting. I won’t deny I was happy to get a pass last night. I don’t think I’m ready for that.”

      “Your pass won’t last for much longer. Your test results will be back by today. If you are cleared, the king will wish to treat himself with his new pet.”

      “Gross,” I whisper to myself. I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to go through with that.

      I lie quietly in bed with Vara and the other women rest a bit longer. Eventually they are ready to head downstairs in search of food.

      I’m wearing the same dress that I wore last night. I don’t want to change because it smells like Vrox. After last night, I’m more homesick for him now than I was before. I want to trust him, but it doesn’t stop me from constantly hoping that he’s not going to let me down.

      We’re sitting in a large dining room, just the other women and me, eating a variety of foods.

      “You seem better today,” Vara says. “See, it won’t take long until this place feels like home.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say, smiling. “I got a good night’s sleep. Sleep always makes things better.”

      “Not all nights are like last night. You arrived at a crazy time.”

      “So what do we do when there aren’t celebrations to attend?”

      “For today I thought we could start building up your wardrobe.”

      “We’re going shopping?”

      “If you’re up for it.”

      I start shoveling food into my mouth faster. “Absolutely.”
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        * * *

      

      I feel like a brand new person after Vara takes me to the markets. We spend the day strolling through the streets, stopping at all of the vendors that catch my eye. It’s a different experience now that I don’t have to hide.

      At first I focus solely on clothes, but Vara is quick to point out that the king likes his women fancy as she directs me to the jewelry vendors. When I find something I want, Vara hands over a few gold coins in exchange for the items. By the time we are ready to head back to the palace, I’ve collected an impressive amount of dresses and scarves.

      “How long have you been a part of the king’s harem?” I ask Vara when we’re back in the vehicle.

      “It has been a long time,” she says. “The king was displeased with my father, so to smooth things over, he offered me as part of a trade. I was sixteen at the time.”

      “Oh Vara, I’m so sorry.”

      She doesn’t look that upset, but I know from experience the kind of effect something like that can have on a person.

      “It’s all right,” she says cheerfully. “It happened a long time ago. I’m used to the way things are now.”

      “Still,” I say, “I’m sure it was difficult to have to leave your family when you were so young.”

      “At the time it was.”

      “My father sounds similar to yours,” I say. “He wanted me to marry a man in order to secure a business arrangement. It isn’t so different from what happened to you. Though, now I’m here instead of at home married to him, I don’t really know which situation would have been better.”

      “That is difficult to say,” she says.

      “Do you ever wish you could go back?”

      She shakes her head quickly. “I don’t let myself think about it anymore. This is my home now. You will be well to remember that yourself. Do not go wishing for things in the past that can not be anymore.”

      I hear her but I don’t agree. I’ve already made up my mind that if Vrox doesn’t come back for me, I’ll find a way to get away from the palace. I’ll find a ship and make my way off of this planet. Nothing is impossible if you want it bad enough.

      Vara helps me carry my things right up to the shared room upstairs. We’re both surprised to see two guards standing outside of the door when we reach the top of the stairs.

      “What is going on?” Vara asks with a tone of authority. Because of her favored status with the king, she has earned the right to question the guards and expect answers in return.

      “We are here for her,” the guard says, motioning toward me.

      “Why?” I ask, dread already pooling in my stomach. My thoughts immediately go to last night. I wonder if it’s possible that they know what Vrox and I did.

      “The king demands it.”

      The guards take me by the arms and begin leading me down the stairs.
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      I expect the guards to take me back to see the king at his throne, but instead they lead me toward the back of the palace. I’m led down at least two flights of stairs before we reach our destination. There is no one else down here. All of the rooms that line the hallway are empty and dark. It isn’t until one of the guards unlocks one of the rooms and motions for me to step inside that I realize this is some sort of prison cell. The nicest prison cell I’ve ever seen, but still a prison cell.

      “What’s going on?” I ask again. “Why am I being put in here?”

      Without answering, the guards close the door and lock it. I stand with my hands pressed to the glass as I watch them walk away and disappear at the end of the hallway. I look around the room, surprised that this is a prison cell. There is a thin carpet on the floor, white walls with a strip of lights in the ceiling. There’s an actual cot pushed against the far wall with a single pillow and blanket. But other than that, the room is empty.

      I stand at the glass for quite a while, looking up and down the corridor. There are at least six other rooms just like this one, but they are all dark and empty. I keep waiting for someone else to appear and explain to me what’s going on. But it doesn’t happen. For quite a long time, no one comes.

      This has to be some sort of misunderstanding. There’s no way the king could know that Vrox was in my room last night. Unless there are cameras hidden in there. Then he would definitely know.

      “Damn,” I say to myself. “Why can’t I have better self-control?”

      Eventually I sit on the edge of the cot and let my back lean against the wall. I’d sleep to pass the time but I’m too anxious to see if someone is going to show up. They can’t leave me down here forever.

      But time keeps moving and eventually I’m lying down on the cot as my stomach rumbles from hunger. I’m fantasizing about a glass of ice-cold water when I notice movement outside of my cell. I jump to my feet as a guard unlocks the door.

      I stand back by the cot as they step into the room. The other guard is carrying a tray of food with a cup of something to drink.

      “How much longer do I have to stay in here?” I ask.

      I see one guard glance at the other one, but he subtly shakes his head.

      “We will return tomorrow,” the guard says. They both make their way out of the cell again and leave without another glance.

      At this point, I’m used to being locked up as well as the fear of the unknown. It doesn’t keep me from eating all of the food on the tray and sleeping like a baby that night. With the cot, pillow, and blanket, this cell is incredibly luxurious compared to all of those nights I spent on the hard floor of Vrox’s ship. Whatever is going on, it is out of my hands. Tomorrow I will find out why I’m being kept in this cell. I don’t know what will happen if the king finds out about Vrox and me, but again, I’ll deal with that tomorrow.
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      The guards come again the next day, just as they promised. I have no idea what time it is, but I feel like I had a full night’s sleep. I’m starving when I wake up and I’m disappointed that the guards haven’t brought anything more for me to eat.

      They lead me back upstairs to the familiar area of the castle where the king resides. He is sitting on the throne when the guards lead me into the room. He’s so still, unmoving as he looks to the side at the window where the morning light is streaming through.

      “We have a problem,” the king says as soon as I’m standing before him. “I needed time to figure out how to handle it.” He still doesn’t look over at me, he just continues to stare out the window.

      I stand before him for what feels like an hour while I wait for him to continue. Eventually, the door behind us opens and someone else enters the room.

      “Ahhh, Commander Vrox. Now that you are here, we can officially begin.”

      I turn and glance at Vrox as he walks toward the throne. This is it, the king must know what we did and we are both here because we are about to be punished. Now that Vrox is here, knowing he has been summoned sets me in panic mode.

      Vrox walks to the throne and stands next to me. There are four guards standing behind the king’s throne and more at the doors to the room. Time seems to slow as I wait for the king to tell us what he knows.

      “Commander, you pledged your commitment to me and for that, I am pleased. You have always shown promise, from the time you were just a little boy. Have I favored you? Perhaps. In you, I see a warrior that could lead my armies and help me fulfill my dreams for this place.” The king glances at me for a moment before turning back to Vrox. “I forgave your indiscretion because I understand it. At times, the urge is too strong to fight.”

      Vrox nods. “Yes, my king.”

      “However, your indiscretion has put us in a compromising position.”

      “I’m sorry, my king, I do not understand.”

      “Your human. She is pregnant,” the king says, pointing casually at my torso.

      My immediate reaction is to place my hands on my stomach, to cradle the small life that grows in my womb. It’s strange, but now that he says it, I don’t doubt it for a moment. I feel the truth of it as much as my love still burns for Vrox.

      I look at Vrox, his face a true picture of shock. He still hasn’t said anything. I don’t think he knows what to say. But it is safe to say that our plans for a quiet getaway have been significantly disrupted.

      “What happens now?” Vrox asks.

      The king looks between us for another few moments while I try to continue processing this news. I can’t help but be anything besides excited. Looking at Vrox again, he doesn’t seem to be sharing my excitement. He’s still too shocked by the news and who knows what else he’s thinking.

      The king repositions himself in his throne, sitting taller, his gaze more intense.

      “We do not mix the blood of our pristine Breviex warriors with someone that is not of pure Breviex blood.”

      “It was a mistake,” Vrox says. “It was not intentional.”

      His comments sting a little, but he’s not wrong. It was definitely not intentional.

      “Nevertheless,” the king says. “It cannot stand.”

      “What?” I ask, looking back and forth between the king and Vrox. “What does that mean?”

      Neither of them answers me and I quickly become impatient.

      “Vrox!” I yell. “What does that mean?”

      He looks at me, panic set in the lines on his face.

      “It will be taken care of,” the king says. “No more mistakes.” He reiterates his point to Vrox, who just nods his understanding.

      “What is wrong with you?” I whisper to Vrox. I sense the change in him; stress radiates from him, causing me to feel stressed because our bodies are so in tune.

      The guards begin to approach from behind and I know they’re going to try to take me. But this time, I can’t go quietly. Not after knowing that I have a baby growing inside of me.

      “Vrox,” I say, panicked as the guards close in.

      Suddenly, Vrox steps in front of me, shielding me with his body from the guards. He grabs on to me with his arm and slowly moves me toward the door.

      “Sorry, my king,” he says as he pushes me toward the door. “I will not let you hurt her.”

      I’m holding onto Vrox as we approach the door. We are well outnumbered, but as long as Vrox is on my side, I don’t worry about it.

      “Guards!” the king says menacingly from his throne. His intentions are clear. At the same time the guards rush us, Vrox grabs me and we run. We’ve reached the door when I hear the king shout from behind us. “You will not get far, Commander!”
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      “This way,” Vrox yells as he pulls me along beside him. Adrenaline pulses through my veins as I keep pace with him as we tear down the palace steps. As other guards watch us flee, they quickly join in on the pursuit.

      We make it to the gate, but it’s closed and there’s no way we can get someone to open it for us. Vrox presses a few buttons on the band on his wrist and then takes my hand once more, pulling me around to the side of the palace.

      I see a small space craft appear in the sky above our heads, hovering for a moment before it begins to make its descent.

      “Is that yours?” I ask, breathing heavily.

      “That’s our ride,” he says.

      The ship lands in an open section of the palace yard. We’re full-out running as fast as we can to get to the ship before the guards reach us. The ramp begins to descend and I start to think that maybe, just maybe we’re going to make it.

      There’s a whistling sound approaching from behind and the next thing I know, something tangles around my legs and I go down…hard. Vrox turns and fires back at the guards before lifting me off the ground and tossing me over his shoulders. He continues to fire steadily until he’s backing up the ramp, boarding the ship.

      Once we’re on board, Vrox hurries to get to the bridge so he can get us the hell out of here. The ramp is closing slowly, I just hope it closes completely before one of the guards is able to climb on board. I follow Vrox to the bridge, surprised that it’s just the two of us on board. The ship is already lifting into the air, so I sit down in a seat behind him and strap myself in.

      “Did we make it?” I ask, anxious to know if we’re in the clear.

      “Not yet,” Vrox says. “But we will.”

      I’m quiet while he pilots the ship so he can concentrate and gets us out of the city. I watch out the windows to see if any ships take to the sky in order to follow us.

      “Where are we going?” I finally ask. We’re in the sky, but we haven’t left Ranov’s atmosphere yet, making me wonder if he’s taking us to a different part of Ranov so we can hide.

      “Soria,” he says definitively. “It is no longer safe for you here.”

      “This ship can make it all the way to Soria?”

      “It is small but powerful. We will make it, do not worry about that.”

      I try to sit back and relax, but it’s hard to do. I just found out that I’m pregnant with Vrox’s child and now we’re on the run trying to get to another planet where we’ll be safe.

      “What will you do once I’m safely hidden on Soria?” I ask.

      “I will stay with you to make sure you are safe. The king will pursue us, he will not let our deceit stand. But we will find a place where we can live and raise our child, together.”

      I’m surprised but so pleased with his words that I’m overrun with emotions. Without meaning to, I start to cry, but I try to keep it quiet so I don’t distract him.

      “That does not make you happy?” he asks.

      “No, I mean, yes. It does make me happy,” I say, smiling through my tears. “It has been such a crazy rollercoaster ride of emotions these last few days. I’m so glad it turned out the way I was hoping it would.”

      I wipe my tears with my hands and try to pull myself together.

      “Me too,” he says. “I told you I was going to get you out of there. I hope once we settle in on Soria that you’ll be able to learn to trust me again.”

      I’m about to answer him, but he continues.

      “Now get ready, we are going to jump to coordinates very close to Soria.”

      “We can do that?” I’m already gripping the armrests, anticipating the pressure.

      “Just wait, you will see.”

      Within seconds, there’s a strong pressure being exerted on me, making my stomach feel like we’re dropping out of the sky. Instead, we’re just picking up speed incredibly fast. I close my eyes and grip tightly to the arm rest, my head pressed back into the seat so that I can’t move it if I wanted to.

      I’m not sure how long the sensation lasts, but when it finally subsides, I open my eyes to see another planet dangling like a massive green sphere in the sky.

      “Soria?” I ask, surprised that it’s even possible for us to arrive so quickly.

      “Soria,” he says, confirming my theory. “And now our new home.”

      “But they will follow us here, won’t they?”

      “Yes, they will never stop looking. But Soria is vast and easy to blend in. We will be able to disappear so they will never find us.”

      “But if they do?”

      “We will be ready and we will keep moving. As long as we are together we will be all right.”

      “Do any of your men know where we are? Did you confide in them?”

      “I could not risk it. I believe they can be trusted, but I am not willing to take that chance. Not when there is so much at stake for us.”

      “And you are happy?” I ask, gently rubbing my stomach.

      “Of course. You are all that I want, Marian.”

      “But about the baby…I mean. You are happy about the baby?”

      He smiles in a way that I have never seen him smile before. “Thrilled.”

      He reaches over and takes my hand, squeezing tightly as we both smile and laugh. I never would have believed a few days ago that this is how things would turn out for us, but I’m filled with optimism and hope for the child growing in my belly and the future that I want to create with Vrox.

      “Do you have a place in mind, for where we can begin looking for somewhere to live?”

      “I have some ideas, but mostly we’ll figure it out as we go.”

      “I can live with that.”
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      The fire that is burning in our fireplace is throwing heat around our small cabin, making me sweat. It isn’t the first time that I’ve had to walk over to the door and throw it open, welcoming the cool night air’s assault on my hot, sticky skin.

      “I can put the fire out,” Vrox says as he sits at the table.

      “No, then I’ll just be cold and want you to make it again.”

      He laughs, watching me as I stand in front of the door attempting to cool down.

      “You know, there’s another solution to your problem; you could strip out of your clothes. That would cool you down and I would certainly enjoy the view.”

      “Nice try,” I say sarcastically. “But I feel incredibly unattractive right now.”

      “Unattractive?” Vrox says, getting up from the table. “I have never found you to be more attractive, my mate.”

      “Everything feels so big.” I motion with my hands over my stomach that has grown to at least the size of a basketball. My hips are fuller, my breasts larger, and I’m beginning to retain water.

      “I like you big.” He wraps his arms around my waist, letting his hand rest on my stomach. “Is the baby kicking today?”

      “Yes, especially when I stop moving. Here…” I put my hand on top of his and try to find a place where the baby has been active today. At first I feel a slight flutter, but when I move his hand slightly to the side, there’s a significant kick. “See?”

      “There he is.”

      “Or she. Just to be safe, we should think of a gender neutral nickname…like ‘little peanut.’”

      “Who is ‘little peanut?’” he asks.

      “Not who. A peanut is a nut, a food that you can eat. But it’s also a term of endearment. Parents will sometimes call their children peanuts where I’m from.”

      “Okay.” Vrox’s eyes are furrowed as he tries to process that piece of information.

      “It doesn’t have to be peanut, that was just an idea.”

      “Well, I still like the idea I had earlier. Let’s take off your clothes and I will help to cool you down.”

      “Will you rub my lower back if I take off my shirt?”

      “Of course,” he says, quick to answer.

      I let him lead me over to the sofa that sits in front of the fireplace. We don’t live in the city on Soria. Instead Vrox thought it would be better if we found our own space out in the country. So now, we live in this cabin surrounded by nothing but nature for miles. We like the privacy and we’re living so differently than we did on Ranov, it helps us to forget for at least a little while that the warriors of Breviex are still actively looking for us. It is scary to be pregnant and on the run but I have faith in Vrox, I know he will do what needs to be done to take care of us.

      I sit down heavily on the couch. Vrox takes the hem of my shirt and gently lifts it over my head, tossing it on the floor in front of the fire. His expert hands move down to the small of my back where he digs his fingers into the muscles, massaging deep and working out any kinks.

      “Oh, that feels so good,” I say, closing my eyes and letting my head roll lazily from side to side. “You take such good care of me, Vrox. What would I do without you?”

      He keeps massaging and I position myself so I can lean back into him while he continues to rub my back.

      “How long until we need to go?” I ask. Vrox has us moving around constantly in order to stay a few steps ahead of our pursuers.

      “We should go soon.” I had a feeling he was going to say that. Just when I’m beginning to feel settled here, I knew it would be time for us to move on again.

      “Where will we go?” I ask.

      “North. We will keep moving north, sahe’a.”

      “Will it ever be safe for us to stop running. To settle down?”

      “Eventually.” He leaves it at that. I don’t know if he’s telling the truth but I choose to believe him. I need to believe that eventually we’ll be able to stop running. “Don’t worry about that anymore tonight,” he says.

      His hands choose a different purpose. They move from my back around my front until he’s cupping and massaging my breasts in his large, strong hands. My nipples pebble under his fingertips as my thoughts shift to something much more sensual.

      “I know how I can take your mind off of your worries.” He positions himself between my thighs, pressing my legs open so his broad shoulders will fit. His rough tongue sends shivers of pleasure through my body as he begins licking my clit.

      “You’re right,” I say, closing my eyes, “This is very distracting.”

      My mind quickly goes blank until all I can focus on are the sensations taking over.

      “I told you,” he says, “I will always protect you and give you what you need.”

      “I believe you.” I’m panting, encouraging him to continue with a slight nudge of my foot. He takes the hint and leans back down to finish what he started.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the morning there’s a chill to the air when Vrox and I step outside. He put out the fire while I walked through the cabin to make sure we weren’t leaving anything behind that might lead our pursuers to us. Now that we’re both satisfied, we leave on foot, making our way north.

      We’re deep in the woods so it’s impossible to know how long we need to walk until we reach another safe place to stay.

      “I know it is difficult traveling through the thick forests,” Vrox says. “But it is better this way, more difficult for our tracks to be followed.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, already breathing heavily. “At this point it doesn’t matter where we walk; it would be a challenge either way.”

      Vrox slows his strides and takes my hand. It’s a significant gesture; he’s always eager to get to our next destination as quickly as possible. But now he must realize how challenging it is becoming for me.

      “Once we reach another city or village, I will inquire about finding transportation for us.”

      “I’ll be okay,” I say, “It just takes me a little longer than it did when we started out.” I smile to give him reassurance. At this point, it’s a challenge but I’ll do whatever it takes to keep our baby safe from the king. And until we come up with a different plan, we’re going to keep moving. “Do you have a place in mind this time or will we keep moving until we find somewhere?”

      “I have a friend who lives north of here. He’ll give us a place to stay where no one will find us. If he’s still there, of course.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      We continue to hold hands as Vrox leads us through the narrow dirt paths in the forest. Eventually the leaves and twigs will cover our tracks and we’ll be nothing more than a whisper in the trees after we pass through. But until then, we keep trudging along.

      Hours pass. We stop often for water breaks or when I need to sit down on a fallen log for a rest. After what seems like an eternity, we finally break through the wall of trees and are able to look out over a vast stretch of green fields.

      “There,” Vrox says, pointing far into the distance, “Do you see it?”

      At first I’m not sure what I’m looking at but then, I do see it. Far off, at least another half a day’s walk, there is some sort of village. It is still too far away to get any sense about it but I’m excited that we’ve found something. I turn to Vrox and smile.

      “One more stop closer to home,” I say.

      We grip hands tightly and walk forward, hopeful that something promising lies ahead of us; like a future where we can eventually stop running.
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        * * *

      

      Vrox and Marian’s story continues in “The Alien Commander’s Baby.” Coming in June 2019!
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      If you’d like to be notified of new releases, special sales, and receive a bonus chapter from Einar (Claimed by the Alien Viking), subscribe here: http://eepurl.com/gaHAnj
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