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“DAMN IT, HATCH! THIS IS WAR. IF YOU CAN’T HANDLE IT, GET YOUR ASSack against the tunnel wall as the shattering explosion of a K-bomb shook the ground. Fine pebbles and dust crumbled over her head, illuminating the laser sights streaming from her team’s eyepieces. She scanned the other men in the tunnel to see if any of them were beginning to panic. They couldn’t lose focus.

“I’m fine, Captain,” Hatch shouted back. He cringed as another blast rumbled in the distance. “Don’t like tight spaces is all.”

Earthlen, they could be so damn unpredictable.

“Keep control, I’m counting on you,” she urged.

Hatch squared his wide shoulders. “I got your back, Amazon.”

“I’m Azralen. Get your species straight.” She brushed the fallen dust off her shadowsuit and assessed the tunnel to see if their path had caved in.

“Wouldn’t get it, Cap’. It’s an Earth thing.” He winked then focused on the holo-map projected in front of his left eye. “We have coordinates on the prisoners. Vicca found them.”

“Good girl,” Cyani whispered to herself as she touched her com unit to turn on her own holo-map. The tiny floating screen lit with brightly colored dots, indicating the location of each prisoner her fox had marked with her com collar. She just hoped the little ball of fur was safe.

The seven Union soldiers they were assigned to rescue huddled in a small cluster in a single cell near the supply store-houses, but Vicca had discovered an eighth humanoid. The unknown prisoner had been locked in the more secure section on the other side of the compound.

“Shakt, Vicca, not now,” Cyani cursed as she pressed the recall button that should have sent her fox racing back to her. The blue dot on the holo-map jumped forward then remained still. It seemed her scout wasn’t going to return.

“You stubborn little myhrat. You were supposed to stay with our prisoners, not find one of your own.” Cyani flicked the sensor at her temple and the holo-map disappeared. Whoever the lone prisoner was, he had earned the sympathy of her wayward scout. She would have to go get her. She couldn’t let the security codes in Vicca’s collar fall into enemy hands.

“You two!” She pointed to her men. “Take the microbe packs and free our men. I’ll go after Vicca and this lone one. Hatch and Tola, secure the passage back to the transport. Remain on UC-4 until further notice. That communication channel should still be secure. We meet no later than thirty-five fourteen, understood? I refuse to leave anyone behind on this spirit-forsaken chunk of rock.” She stretched her fingers and pulled her sono from her side. Adjusting the eyepiece and ear set of her com, she turned back to her men.

“Comin’ with you, Cap,” Hatch insisted.

“No,” she commanded. “You have your orders.” The last thing she needed was to lose one of her men trying to retrieve her own damn fox. She had to do this alone. She worked best alone.

“I don’t like this, Captain,” Tola protested.

“You don’t have to,” she responded. “You’re in charge, Lieutenant. Get everyone to the transport before treating any injuries, do you understand? Time is the enemy now.”

He looked up at her, his swarthy expression as enigmatic as ever, but there was something in his eyes, something she couldn’t acknowledge.

“Protect my men,” she added, so soldiers, and she’d never forgive herself if she lost another man because of one of her orders. Losing three during the Felli campaign was bad enough.

Tola nodded as his hawklike expression hardened with resignation.

Cyani continued to the rest of her team, “Don’t get caught. I don’t want to fly into Krona to haul your butts out of an auction pit. Be careful.” She took a microbe pack and hooked it to her belt. The men shuddered, but Hatch’s black eyes turned to steel.

“You be careful, Cap. Azralen sell for a nice chunk of trillide on the slave market. You’re twenty times more valuable than any of us.” Hatch placed his large dark hand on her shoulder, even though she had made it clear several times she shouldn’t be touched, ever. That strict rule of her culture had been beaten into her, and she still bore the scars.

She looked down at Hatch’s hand, unable to chastise him. If they didn’t make it out, such a brief touch was a forbidden comfort, but a comfort all the same. They were more than her men, more than brothers. Hatch patted her shoulder then motioned to Tola. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

“If I’m late, I’m dead. Now go,” she ordered. “We’ll meet in victory soon.”

Cyani left the communication channel open as she flicked on her holo-map. The tiny map buzzed to life. The small blue dot that represented her stell fox remained unwavering beside a glowing orange dot marking the unknown humanoid.

“Whoever you are, you’d better be in some serious trouble, or Vicca’s not getting her belly scratched for the next ten years,” Cyani grumbled as she pulled herself up through a drain grate into the dark, iron-barred halls of the slave enclosure.

The assaulting smells of quar mold and urine made her eyes water. Holding the crook of her arm over her face, she scanned the area while trying to keep her breathing shallow. The terrible smell, the burning in her eyes, the darkness—she couldn’t let herself be distracted by her memories. She didn’t have much time before the Garulen discovered their defenses were down and powered the laser locks back up.

She rubbed the palms of her hands slowly on her thighs, then focused on the task at hand. The last thing she needed was to be killed or captured with her release from the war within her reach.

She pried open a dead laser lock with her flick knife and crept into the dim interior of the slave cells. The large stone blocks closed in around her, making her shudder. She stilled, waiting, watching. Water dripped on stone. The soft plink-plink echoed in the empty hall. With silent caution she crept farther down the passage.

K-bombs echoed outside like thunder but seemed distant from the interior of the small stone fortress. She set her com to high alert and scanned her surroundings. Cyani snuck along the walls to the cell door and turned the heavy latch. Pulling the door open with all her strength, she peered inside.

Warning, humanoid life-form encountered.

She flicked her holo-map off, so her eyes could adjust to the dim light.

Cyani stared in awestruck horror at the naked man chained to the wall. She felt her heart race as her stomach clenched in outrage and disgust.

Slave bands dug into his arms, waiting to inject him with whatever torturous poisons the Garulen needed to keep him submissive. As if thombs ecthis man had suffered. The thought made her sick. Was he even sane? She turned her attention back to her fox.

“It’s the stripes, isn’t it? You are a sucker for creatures with stripes.”

Vicca purred and swished her ringed tail.

“Com, establish perimeter. High alert.” Cyani waited for the affirmative beep then crept toward the Byralen.

“I’m here to help you,” she called to the man in the common language of the Union. As she moved, he continued to track her in spite of the blinders. “Hold still while I remove the slave bands.”

She inched forward and touched his foot. He sprang from the wall, snarling, his large hands grasping for her.

With agility and instincts born from generations of her warrior matriarchs, Cyani leapt over his shoulder, then rolled to the right, out of the reach of his chains.

He thrashed in his chains like a Xalen tiger, growling low in his throat. The slave bands on his arms beeped and whirred. The red lights of the bands flickered in the dim light, signaling an injection. The Byralen let out a low moan and staggered on his feet.

“No,” Cyani gasped. “What are they doing to you?” Cyani ran forward and caught the man before he collapsed to the ground. He winced as she lowered him to the floor. “I have to get you out of here. Com, switch to language of Garu.”

Hoping her hunch would work, she removed the ear set of her com and attached it to his ear. He twitched and growled, but his body remained limp. She pressed the release buttons on the severe-blinders. The black metal unhooked from his eye sockets and fell from his face.

His irises were a dark and swirling mix of black, violet, and glowing red. She tried not to look him in the eyes, unsure if he’d use them to try to hypnotize her. Her skin grew warm and tingled with a strange electric sensation anywhere he touched her.

She fought the immediate urge to push him away. His touch shook her resolve. She could almost feel the sting of a teaching whip across her calves. She was being impractical. He was injured. She didn’t have long to save him. He needed to trust her quickly.

“I’m trying to get you out of here,” she insisted in a less patient tone than she would have liked. She didn’t have time to waste.

Easing back, she tried to break her contact with him, but he grabbed her thigh. She waited for a response, desperately hoping he could understand her.

They remained motionless for a moment that stretched into an eternity.

 

 

BLINKING HIS BURNING EYES, SOREN’S VISION SLOWLY RETURNED TO FOCUS. His head pounded with the sickening tranquilizer polluting his blood.

A woman leaned over him, a soldier. He could see sharply in the dim light, but it would take a while to regain his sense of color. He needed to see the color of her eyes.

She tossed a dark braid of hair over her shoulder and studied the slave bands. Her face was hard but beautiful in a fierce way, and she wore some sort of machine that circled her eye. His head swam as he tried to think. A stabbing pain burst in his heart. He didn’t want to die like this. What color were her eyes?

She spoke to him, her voice low and commanding, almost as unyielding and determined as her expressionlood. Emaciated bodies walked through her memory like living skeletons, the soul stolen from their glassy, hopeless eyes. For five years she had battled the slavers and freed their victims. She had seen nothing but the vile repercussions of cultures greedy and vicious enough to feast on the demise of others.

She was ready for peace. When she returned to Azra, she’d take up her place in the temple and live a life of isolated meditation. No more blood, no more darkness, only clean, pure light. She wouldn’t have to fear for her life anymore, but that security came with a price. Pressure built in her chest as she thought about the long years of lonely silence she would have to endure.

If she made it home alive.

“This ship, can it contact your people?” Soren asked, snapping her back into the moment. Control, she needed control of herself and her situation. Her head throbbed as the onset of a post-shock-blast migraine unfurled behind her right eye. At least the pain would keep her nerves focused on something other than him.

“The electrical system is badly damaged, but it’s possible,” she explained. “We don’t have time to fix it. The Garulen will try to strip the ship of any technology they can.”

“We have to find a safe place.” His voice remained low, calm, even though his words sounded harsh with the choppy cadence of the Garulen language.

They scrambled through the hull to find Vicca hopping up and down on an overturned locker with a medical steri-cover in it. They also found a shadowsuit and skinboots.

Cyani shook out the loose-fitting medical suit meant to protect against biohazards. “Put this on for now. We’ll see if we can clean you up before you put on the shadowsuit. We have to hurry.” Cyani searched the med-bay and the supply lockers in the hall. She scooped various medical supplies into a sack, along with emergency rations, water, some tools, and some spare wiring.

“No,” he stated.

She turned just as he dropped the baggy steri-cover on the floor.

“What?” She didn’t mean to snap, but the migraine made her edgy.

“It’s bright white. I’ll be seen, and I won’t be able to move.” For as irritating as his logic was, he made a good but uncomfortable point.

“But you’re naked,” she felt obliged to point out.

“I’m used to it. I have no shame left.” He shrugged as he gathered the rest of the clothing and tucked it under his arm.

Cyani ran a shaking palm over her face. He might be used to it, but she certainly wasn’t. She didn’t deserve this. “We aren’t out of trouble yet. Let’s get out of here.”

They were working their way back toward the hatch when Soren paused.

“Is that the machine you used to kill the guards?” he asked, pointing to a weapons locker. She picked up a sono and held it to the activator on the wall. With a metallic whirr, it came to life.

“Do you know how to use one?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, but I’m sure I’ll enjoy figuring it out.”

“It has to be imprinted to you,” she explained. “Hold out your hand.”

Soren’s eyes glowed yellow again. He swallowed, his neck flexing, then held out his hand. Dried blood cracked on the rough skin of his palm. “This might stingk, along  “We can’t kill them. They’ll know we’re here. Close your eyes; they’re glowing. Don’t move,” she ordered, but her words barely penetrated the thick red haze of his hatred.

He growled low in his throat and balanced his weight, preparing to leap, to strike, to kill. He would feel their hot blood on his hands instead of his own.

“Soren,” she snapped in a hushed whisper. “Don’t.”

Just as he was about to unleash his fury, a searing pain sliced in his side and shoulder as he fell back into the shadows.

Cyani’s long limbs wrapped around his body in an impossible tangle as her face came close to his. She pressed her warm palm over his eyes, blinding him.

No! He would not be blinded again. Never again. He reached through the pain of her twisted hold and ripped her hand from his face.

She’d pay for that.

He pushed forward and kissed her.

She gasped in shock, and he took her breath, took her power, her stubbornness, her control. This was his. Blight her, blight them. She didn’t want to be touched? A rot on it, he’d show her a touch. He’d make her feel it until she ached.

He kept his eyes shut and controlled the darkness as he used the sweet taste of her unyielding lips to keep the rage at bay. With adrenaline as a catalyst, he absorbed the deep pleasure of her body heat, and felt the violet spreading in his blood. The rush of col“What was that?” he asked.

“I detonated the ship,” she answered. “Now get up.”

“What?” he shouted at her.

“I set the auto destruct sequence for the ship. I don’t think we need to worry about those troops anymore.”

Exasperated, Soren watched her wipe her hands as if she hadn’t killed their only hope of escape and an entire squad of Garulen in one fell swoop.

“I thought you said we could use the ship to communicate with your people,” he accused. “Now, how are we going to escape?”

“We could use the ship to communicate. That’s why I had to destroy it. Union technology cannot fall into the hands of the Garulen. That is our primary order. It’s the only advantage we have over the hairy, ignorant genetic rejects.” She began to walk away, but he grabbed her by the shoulder. She snatched his hand and twisted it away.

Soren burned with his rage. “I don’t care about the Union or their rotting technology. All I care about is getting off of this blighted rock, and you destroyed our only hope.”

“My men will come for us. We just need to survive until they get here.” Cyani turned away from him again. He picked up his weapon from the ground, half tempted to use it.

“How long will that take?” he snapped.

“They won’t be able to unscramble the atmosphere shield for about three weeks,” she said over her shoulder, like their situation didn’t concern her at all.

“I can’t wait that long,” he protested. The drugs in his system would be gone long before they were rescued.

“Patience.” She studied the little glowing square floating in front of her eye. “We just have to wait.”

She had the luxury of waiting. He didn’t. Time had deadly consequences. If they didn’t escape soon, there’d be no hope for him. His body would rot on this lifeless rock. He stalked off through the ruins, driven by the urge to get away from her, away from everything.

“Where are you going?” she protested, jogging after him.

“I’m going to Vicca,” he growled.

“You don’t have a holo-map. You don’t know where she is.” She tried to reach him, but he surged ahead of her.

“Keep your infested technology. I can smell her.” He ignored her, ignored his pain, and ignored the new spectrum of light he could see after the kiss.

He reached a wall that had fallen back onto another, creating a small triangular entrance leading into deeper shadows.

Soren squeezed through the hole and felt his way down a flight of steps into a dark chamber. Water trickled nearby. He tried to let his eyes adjust as tiny blue lights from Vicca’s collar flew at him with a joyful bark. He caught her and struggled to keep her down as she squirmed in his arms.

A velvety tongue bathed his face as he sighed and stroked her soft back. “It’s good to see you, too,” he whispered to the fox.

Cyani entered, carrying a lamp that illuminated the room and the chip on her shoulder. She could chew on it for all he cared. He was still angry. Their shelter was nothing but four crumbling walls and a broken pipe hanging out of the far wall. Water trickled out of the pipe into a worn crack half clogged with mud. Vicca jumped down arl,” Cyani praised. The fox placed her paws on Cyani’s knee and panted. “Com, analyze water for purity and harmful contaminants.”

Cyani leaned against the wall near the stream of water and let it wash over her hands. “The water is safe, but it might not taste very good.” She gave her hands a quick rub on her pants then retreated to the darkest corner and pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes.

The water could taste like pilt rat droppings, and he’d be grateful for it. He dragged himself to the pipe then looked back at Cyani, but her eyes were closed. Half of him wanted her to just leave. The other half wanted her to look at him.

He stepped under the tepid water and let it drizzle through his hair and over his skin. Placing his palms on the cool wall, he leaned his forehead against the hard stone and took several long, slow breaths, waiting for his heart to slow. With one hand he gently rubbed his arms, washing away the dried blood from the slave bands and his chains.

Pain and humiliation still clung to him; it had dug under his skin, crawled into his bones. He didn’t think he would ever get it out. He let his rough hands slide over the skin of his arms, embracing the warm pleasure of cleaning his skin through the burning sting of washing his deep wounds. At the same time, he felt revolted by his state of arousal, like his own body betrayed him.

Soren watched the blood and filth slide down in dark streams in the water. No matter how hard he rubbed, he couldn’t wash away the wounds; he never would.

His traitorous blood flowed hot in his veins. He felt heavy, aroused. For the first time it wasn’t solely the drugs. The deep tug in his abdomen gave him a new pain to ponder.

He just wanted to feel clean again.

A tiny curled lichen clung to a crack beneath the pipe. He gently touched it. Life. There was life here. He was not dead yet. He nudged the crack with his damp finger and exhaled on the tiny symbiotic plant. Two different beings, each one depending on the other to survive. How did it live in the darkness?

He would help it grow.

Cyani opened her eyes and saw Soren standing naked under the pipe with his back to her. She watched the water drip down the golden skin of his back, tracing his muscles with tiny rivulets and washing over the dark bands of skin crossing his shoulders and his darker bruises.

Once again a tingling wave of anticipation started deep in her abdomen and flared out with a slow, aching pulse. She exhaled and forced her eyes to the floor. She was an untouchable. She shouldn’t react, couldn’t let herself react. But then, no one was standing behind her wielding a teaching whip if she did. The feeling frightened, and worse, excited her.

She watched him out of the corner of her eye. She had seen plenty of naked male species during her service, but they had all been starved slaves barely clinging to life. She had never seen a healthy one. Why was she so unsettled? Was it him, or her?

She pushed to her feet as heat flushed her cheeks again. She needed to secure the perimeter. Who was she trying to fool? She needed to get far away from Soren. She had to protect herself. The bloodline of her ancestor Cyrila the Rebel was notorious—talented, but notorious. She had to resist the rush of satisfaction that spread through her chest each time she did something she shouldn’t. She had been fighting it for half her life. It was a battle she had to win. She’d be back to her on occasion so she could drink, too.

“Who are you?” he asked after a long silence.

Cyani shifted. They hadn’t exactly had a proper introduction. “I’m Captain Cyani, team leader of the Union Army, Eleventh Patrol.” She placed her palm over her heart then extended it to him in the Union greeting. He just stared at her hand.

“You take it,” she whispered.

He placed his palm on his chest then brought it to hers. She squeezed it. The battle was over for now. It was time to rest and get to know her new compatriot.

“That’s a strange greeting.” His eyes turned a warm brown flickering with gold. It seemed the fight had drained out of him as well.

“How do you greet one another on Byra?” Settling on the floor, she crossed her legs, and Vicca hopped into her lap. The fox curled into a tight ball, tucked her face under her bushy tail, and purred. Soren eased back on his hip, his long legs spreading out like a trill cat lounging on a branch.

“Soren of Eln. It is my honor to know you.” He pressed his palms together then opened his hands up and out until his palms lay flat before her.

“You don’t touch?”

He shook his head. “On my planet, there are . . . Touching is sometimes complicated. There are social implications.”

She felt her face flush.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know much about your people. I think I like your greeting better. There are social complications to touching for me as well,” Cyani admitted while absentmindedly rubbing her calf. It felt good just to talk to someone. She had often set herself apart when her men got together and teased one another. She had longed to be a part of that circle. She hoped they were okay.

“How will we escape?” he asked, his lids lowering over his dark eyes.

“We’ll wait for my team.” She didn’t want to bring this up again. Her heart was just beginning to return to a normal beat.

“What’s your alternate plan?” he asked. “You don’t strike me as the type to sit and just wait. Especially when we have limited resources, our enemy surrounds us, and rescue is unlikely.”

She had enjoyed the brief reprieve from her worries. She should have known they would not leave her for long. He was right. She would have to try to think of something. Just not right now.

“Right now we need to rest. You don’t look well. How long have you been held captive?” she asked him, longing for that flicker of companionship again.

“I don’t know. I was just entering the beginning of my maturity when I was taken. I had seen seventeen or eighteen growing seasons. I can’t remember.”

“How old are you now?”

He glared at her, his eyes flashing red. “I don’t know.”

Cyani hung her head. She didn’t want to anger him again. She couldn’t take the consequences. Her lips still tingled.

Cyani activated her holo-map. The sensors she had placed glowed green. “Com, set perimeter sensors at five standard meters.”

“We could hide on a transport ship,” he suggested.

“And we’d end up on Krona. I’d rather take my chances here, thanks,” she huffed. “At least the Garulen are stupid. The Kronalen are scary.”


ue bathed his cheeks as he tried to wrap the wriggling creature up in his arms and smother her in his gratitude. He was free. Lakal did not die for nothing.
“Soren!” Cyani called as their small shelter flooded with light. Soren had to close his eyes against the brightness, but quickly squinted so he could see her.

The watery light of the lamp caught in the dark tendrils of hair framing her face, making them glow with deep green life that reminded him of the gardens of his home. Her large blue eyes were wide with worry as she rushed toward him.

“Are you okay?” she asked, kneeling at his side. She had ripped off the sleeves of her clothing to bind a wound on her arm. He caught her hand and brought it closer to examine the strange markings on her forearms. He needed to touch her to absorb the chemicals in her skin. Her touch eased his sickness and his grief. She tried to pull away, but he held fast.

Her skin was naturally tinged pale blue from elbow to wrist. A tattoo of a flowering vine danced around the edges of her unusual coloring. It was delicate, playful and feminine, a complete contradiction to his cold warrior. With a forceful tug, she pulled her wrist from his hand.

“You left me,” he mumbled. “I woke alone.” He didn’t mean for it to sound like an accusation, but a small part of him stung from an irrational feeling of betrayal.

Cyani hesitated, then briefly touched the back of her hand to his forehead. “You’re burning up.”

“I’m fine,” he dismissed, letting his head fall back on the cool wall.

“Soren, you have a fever.” She reached for her bag and pulled out a small machine. She brought it closer to him, and he slapped it out of her hand. It skidded over the floor and came to rest near a pile of stones.

Cyani’s expression darkened from concern to irritation as she scowled at him. “That’s a diagnostic tool. It won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not sick,” he countered as a wave of chills racked his body.

“You’re not?” she asked in a very patronizing tone.

“Asylal en eham.” He looked up at her, knowing the machine in her ear couldn’t translate his words. I am dying. It was as simple as that.

“Now is not the time to play games.” She crossed her arms.

He shrugged, refusing to speak. He wasn’t in the mood to spar with her. He knew she had to do things on her terms, but he didn’t feel like speaking to her. He slowly stroked Vicca’s head as he stared at the lichen clinging to the crack near the pipe. It had grown to be three times its original size. A tiny swell of pride eased the dark anger in his heart.

“Soren.” Cyani’s voice sounded soft, almost pleading, but in a reserved way. “Please tell me what’s wrong. I want to help.”

Soren sighed. It was the first time she had given him such a concession.

“I’m in withdrawals.” He couldn’t bring himself to admit anything more than that. A lingering doubt remained in his heart. If she knew there was no hope for him, would she abandon him? He couldn’t take the chance. Even if he was dying, he didn’t want to be alone.

She looked at him with dawning comprehension. “The Garulen drugs, they caused the violet color in your eyes, didn’t they?”

She should have realized it earlier. It all made sense. His eyes had been showing less and less violet. The  didn’t think it would be enough.

“What are the Elite?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“They are warriors who rule my planet. We have to spend five years in battle. This was my last mission for the Union Army. I was going home.” She would make it home; she had to believe it. The promise of peace was a thread of a delicate web she couldn’t break.

“So you’ll become a leader of your planet?” He leaned closer to her and stretched out his legs. She knew what he was doing, and she wouldn’t let him get any closer. She was pushing her comfort levels enough.

Cyani let out a derisive snort. “No, I won’t ever have power. I’ll just be a religious figurehead.”

“Why?”

“They don’t trust me.” She smiled to herself, though her bitterness clawed at her.

The Grand Sister had never trusted her, and the others learned quickly that ratting her out anytime she even contemplated breaking a rule earned the Grand Sister’s favor. The Grand Sister intentionally started her out in the bottom ranks of the Union Army. She had to spend five years bathed in blood behind enemy lines instead of clean and righteous in tactics meetings like the rest of the sisterhood.

“Why don’t they trust you?”

Cyani laughed a slow, angry laugh under her breath, and Soren let the question drop.

“Do you enjoy it? The battle?” Soren asked. He looked at her again with a disturbing intensity. “The kill?”

“I am good at it,” she admitted. “That’s all.” She felt strangely empty inside. The bare cracked stone seemed to press in around her. Why was she putting up with this incessant questioning? How many times had she asked herself the exact same things?

“How many have you killed in this war?” he asked.

Cyani looked him dead in the eye. “I don’t know.”

“Outside of it?”

Cyani felt her stomach drop as the blood rushed from her head. Could he read her mind? No, he was just pushing her. She clenched her fists, fighting the urge to wipe her palms. It was happening again. The terrible memory claimed her anytime she let her guard down against it. She could almost feel her hands sinking into the foul mud. It oozed between her fingers as the pain of the high-hawk’s blow lanced through her head.

Then she remembered agony, hard fists and boots pounding her half-starved body. The sunlight burned her eyes, blinded her as they threw her into a pure white cell. She left a dark smear of blood and grime against the wall as her beaten and broken body slid to the cold floor. Her tears fell on her mud-caked hands.

The crowds shouted in the Halls of Honor. “Murderer! Execute her!”

Cyani snapped out of it and sprang to her feet. “Why are you asking me this?” she demanded. “Don’t you trust me? Do you think I’m dangerous? That I’m going to hurt you?”

Soren watched her, the way a cat contemplates a cobra.

“You are a predator. I just wanted to know what kind.”

“And what kind am I?” she snapped.

“A wolf,” he answered in his low, calming voice. “You follow your pack. Loyal, noble”—he paused as he looked at her—“beautiful, definitely a wolf.”

Cyani stared d.

“It is better than being stuck in a cave with a wounded old bear,” he answered with a half smile.

Cyani crossed her arms. Tension drained out of her as she felt a comfortable humor return. He reminded her of Tola. Her second-in-command also knew how to defuse a volatile situation. She rubbed her itching hands. “A bear, huh? You aren’t that fat.”

“I’ve been hibernating,” Soren teased as he stroked Vicca’s snowy belly.

Cyani sat again, crossing her legs once more. “You’re familiar with wolves and bears. Is Byra a deciduous planet?”

“We have old forests, cool weather, and lots of rain. It is a very fertile place. Well, except for the people. How do you know what wolves and bears are?” he asked.

“They are common creatures found on several planets, just like humans and platypuses,” she answered with a shrug.

“How is that possible?” A furrow creased his brow.

“The Gatherers spread us around.” She picked up a pebble and flicked it toward the wall.

“Who are the Gatherers?” he asked, curious. His world didn’t deal much with others, and Lakal didn’t seem interested in contemplating the mysteries of the universe during their enslavement. They were too focused on staying alive and trying to escape.

One thing they did talk about was what they would do if they ever saw their homes again. Lakal never doubted that he would find his way home and drink melon wine by the fires with his people again. Soren hadn’t been so optimistic, but Lakal did his best to keep Soren’s hope alive. It died with his friend.

“Soren, are you listening?” Cyani asked, nudging him with her elbow.

“I’m sorry.” He’d have to let Lakal go. He was gone, and nothing would bring him back. Cyani mattered now. He returned his complete attention to her. “What were you saying?”

“The Gatherers were an ancient alien race, similar to humans. They died out from a genetic disorder long before recorded universal history. According to legend, they gathered species from planets and planted them on new worlds, forcing species to adapt and evolve. The current theory is they were searching for a cure to their disease in the genetic codes of other living things.”

“That’s interesting,” Soren mused. “So you and I?”

“Different breeds of dog,” Cyani answered with a subtle grin.

“What’s a dog?” he asked. The machine in his ear was unable to translate it.

Cyani laughed outright. “A domesticated wolf.”

“Why would someone want to domesticate a wolf?” he teased. His chills abated and he took a deep breath.

Different breeds of dog. Was Cyani compatible with him as a mate? A flicker of hope flared in his heart. He didn’t think it was possible for any species other than his own to balance his blood, but if what she said was true, he had a chance to survive.

But what good would that do? His long imprisonment destroyed any chance he had of a normal healthy life on ed his will, then opened them again.

Cyani gasped in shock, but her gaze was caught in his. He could see the glow of his eyes reflected in the clear pools of hers. A look of wonder, then panic, flashed across Cyani’s face before her long dark lashes drooped low over her lovely eyes.

“Sleep,” he whispered, as the tension drained out of her body and she collapsed on top of him.

He sighed as he pulled her closer to him. He cradled her head in the crook of his arm and tugged the tie off the end of her braid. He gently loosed the plait until her rich hair spilled like emerald silk over his arm. She would be as spitting mad as a red-ruffed badger when she woke, but he didn’t really care.

“Com, initiate Garu to Byra learning program,” he muttered as he held her close to his side.

He pressed his lips to the top of her head and inhaled the sweet scent of her hair. She unconsciously trailed her hand up his chest until it rested near her mouth, and snuggled into him like a sleepy kitten.

Soren looked down and laughed as Vicca rolled on her back, stretched her paws up into the air, and let her little pink tongue loll out of the side of her mouth. He loved the little fox. She had saved him.

Now would her master choose to do the same?
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CYANI’S BODY SLOWLY PULLED HER TOWARD WAKEFULNESS. DEEP GREEN SURROUNDED her like a warm blanket. She could hear the soft rush of cool water tumbling over stone and rich laughter followed by the squeal of a child at play. She fought the urge to open her eyes.

A musical chanting lilted in the background, followed by a bark, something clicking along stone, and the furious scratching of a fox trying to run on a hard smooth surface.

“Com, end program.” Soren’s distorted voice rumbled in her ear. She cracked open one eye. Her thumb came into focus right in front of her face, resting on a warm expanse of smooth golden skin.

A tingle rushed down her spine as her waking mind put two and two together.

She lifted her head and looked around. Horrified, she stared into Soren’s dark green eyes, his face only inches from hers. Her hand splayed out over his chest, and the pressure of his palm in the small of her back pressed her hips to his thigh.

“Did you sleep well?” he murmured, his dark voice deep and husky.

She smacked him hard on the chest and rolled out of his embrace. Leaping to her feet, she turned and glared at him.

Vicca trotted in front of Cyani, dropped a small stone near Soren’s hand, and barked, the fox’s thick tail swishing back and forth in excitement.

“Vicca, not now!” Cyani scolded. The fox lowered her ears and curled into Soren’s side.

“You’re mad at me. Don’t take it out on her. We were playing.” Soren leaned forward and stretched, seeming oblivious to the fact that she was about to release a torrent of curse words in four different languages that would make a Fellilen patrol pilot proud.

“Mad?” Her voice squeaked, but she didn’t care. “I’m furiousdth="1em">“Don’t look at me, Soren.” She turned her shoulder to him then focused on the bag on the other side of the room. She crossed the room to it and fumbled with the contents, looking for her sono.

“Cyani?” She halted her search. His voice sounded too close for her comfort. “Tell me honestly you don’t feel better, that you are not thinking clearer, even if you’re angry.”

“I’m thinking clearly all right,” she said, turning on him.

“I’m thinking I’d clearly like to break your nose.” She watched his eyes sparkle vivid green, glowing in the dim light. Bursts of bright lavender danced in their depths. She forced herself to turn away from them, afraid he could use them to hypnotize her again. His eyes had far too much power over her, even when he wasn’t intentionally holding her in a thrall.

With a frustrated jerk, she pulled her hair over her shoulder. The truth was, she did feel like herself again. Her body seemed looser and stronger, her focus complete, and her eyes no longer burned from exhaustion.

“What does green mean anyway?” she asked so she wouldn’t have to admit out loud that he was right.

“What are you talking about?” He stared at her as Vicca circled his legs with the rock in her mouth.

“Your eyes turn yellow when you’re agitated or frightened, black when you’re sad, red when you’re angry. What is green?” She bunched her hair together and tied it in a loose knot.

“My eyes are green?” His voice sounded strange.

“I’m not in the mood to play, Soren. Why would I say they were if they weren’t?” She thrust her hands on her hips and tried to glare at him without looking him in the eye. It didn’t work. Instead she focused on his mouth. She shivered as she remembered how it felt pressed against the back of her neck.

He rubbed his jaw as a smile spread over his face.

“Well?” she demanded.

“Green is happy.” He stooped to pick up Vicca’s rock.

“What?!” Cyani slammed the palm of her hand against the wall. Her face flushed with heat. “Now I am going to break your nose.”

“I’m sorry you’re angry, but I’m not sorry about what I did, so get over it.” His jaw set and he rose to his full imposing height. She tilted her chin up just slightly in defiance.

“We are stuck in a pit on a rock in the deepest cesspool of space. What in the name of Fima the Merciless are you so happy about?”

He dropped his attention down to her fox. Vicca danced in a circle on her hind legs, and he flicked the rock up the tunnel. She raced after it, her back legs slipping on the stone.

“Let me think,” he began, his tone entirely too sarcastic for her liking. “I’m able to speak my native language for the first time in longer than I can remember. I spent the night warm and comfortable with a beautiful and courageous woman instead of blind and shackled to a wall. I feel strong. And Vicca taught me this amusing little game.” His smile widened. “It was a very good night.”

For the first time, Cyani noticed he was not speaking Garu. “Com, assess ability to translate for language Byra.”

Language: Byra. Ability to translate: 78 percnt width="1em">“The com is a very fast learner.” Soren shrugged as Vicca trotted back into the room with the rock.

“I don’t believe it.” She stood in shock. There was no conceivable way for the com to reach that level so quickly. Did it already know Byra? But then why couldn’t she access it earlier?

“If I never hear or speak that filthy language again, I will die a happy man.” He flicked the rock up the passage again.

“Soren . . .” Cyani rubbed the bridge of her nose between her eyes.

“What?” he asked, turning his attention fully to her.

“Do you have any idea how angry I am?”

“Rot, Cyani, listen to yourself,” he admonished. “I helped you. I did nothing but help you. Your problem is the only creature you trust is Vicca.” He scooped up Vicca and held the fox out to her. “Be angry all you want. I’m sure you’ll never forgive me.” Sarcasm dripped from his words as he thrust Vicca into her arms.

Cyani stood, shocked, as Vicca pressed her silky head under her chin and purred. Realizing she was gaping, she snapped her jaw shut. No, he couldn’t be right. That wasn’t it. He was wrong. She wasn’t that isolated, that afraid.

“That isn’t it at all,” she argued, gently dropping Vicca to the floor.

“No? Enlighten me.” Soren crossed his arms, seeming so strong and sure of himself.

What was bothering her, really? She had slept deeply using him as an enormous male pillow. Was it the contact with him that bothered her? No, yes . . . No! She didn’t want to think about her attraction to him. She needed to deny it, needed to keep her distance. Unwilling to discuss the fact that he made her feel like a woman, she turned the argument back to the beginning.

“I told you I didn’t want you to hypnotize me and you did it anyway.”

“I see.” He still didn’t seem concerned.

“Do you see? Do you really, Soren?”

“I see more than you think I do. You’re upset that I disobeyed orders.” He tilted his head and shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not one of your soldiers, Cyani.”

“I’m trying to save our lives . . .”

“Which is why I’m trying to look out for your health, but you won’t eat, and you wouldn’t sleep. This is not a training exercise. You do not need to prove to me how strong you are.” His voice rose, and her heart pounded loud in her ears. “I know how strong you are.”

Cyani froze. His words struck her as deeply as a shock blast to her heart. He thought she was strong? If only he knew how terrified she really felt. She wasn’t strong at all. No, any moment she would give in to her dark thoughts and the pressure of their situation would crush her.

“You betrayed my trust,” she whispered, once again avoiding thoughts best left in the dark.

He took a step toward her. “I didn’t realize you gave it to me,” he murmured. His scent, it reminded her of sunlight on leaves and the scent of pike flowers on the wind. It enveloped her as she dropped her gaze to his feet and tried to swallow the sudden lump in her throat. She didn’t want him to come any closer. The slightly spicy fragrance of his skin made her feel dizzy and hot. She reminded herseont size="3">“Is that an order, Captain?” His whispered voice floated over her. She closed her eyes, trying to fight the burning she felt deep inside her body. She could hear the whip cracking, the Grand Sister’s hard voice, the agonizing silence of the other Elite every time she entered a room. She was so alone. His fingertips brushed over the tingling skin of her cheek.

She took a step back, turning from him. He pushed forward in step. They continued the dance until her back pressed against the cold wall.

“Look at me,” he demanded in a husky whisper.

She refused, keeping her eyes firmly on the ground.

“Blight and rot, Cyani, look at me.” He reached behind her ear, weaving his fingers into the hair at the base of her skull. He cradled her face in his warm and gentle palm, and slowly tilted her face up. She wanted to grab his hand and twist his fingers, but something in her resisted. She let the forbidden touch linger as she opened her eyes, daring him to hypnotize her again.

“I didn’t want to hurt you,” he murmured, “but you don’t listen to me.”

He leaned forward. His face was so close to hers she could feel the prickling tingle of anticipation in her lips.

“If you don’t listen to me, I can’t help us,” he continued. He lifted his chin slightly, still not breaching the agonizing gap between them. His eyes glowed with violet fire. “I’ve been helpless far too long. I need to be a part of this.”

Burning with heat, with want, she battled the urge to lean into him, to touch him. Her thoughts turned into a jumble of noise in her head, a constant humming underlined by the frantic beat of her heart. He bunched his hand in her hair beneath the knot, the pressure of the hold firm and commanding. She was tired of fighting. And tired of feeling so isolated.

His fingers loosened their grip, and he slowly pulled away from her. She opened her eyes and fell forward, taking a step to balance herself as she watched his retreat. Confused and irritated, she pressed her lips to the back of her hand to try to stop them from tingling. What was he trying to do to her?

Soren looked down at the floor then turned his attention to Vicca as he crossed the room. She trotted after him, with her rock in her mouth. He stooped to pick up the shirt of his shadowsuit.

Cyani fell against the wall, shaking. The sudden chill of the air felt like ice after the warmth of his body.

What was she doing? Had she completely lost her mind? Suddenly relief that he had not kissed her rushed through her. She did not need this. She didn’t need to battle his addictive nature. And she was still mad at him! Wasn’t she?

“Soren, how can I trust you if you can control my mind?” She watched as he pulled the shirt of the shadowsuit over his head. The slightly shimmering black material stretched taut over the muscles in his chest and arms. She couldn’t help staring as each of the defined muscles of his abdomen disappeared under the black fabric. Covering up his chest was a shame. Cyani rolled her eyes. It was official. She had gone insane.

She waited for a response, but he didn’t seem anxious to give her one. Instead, he reached up and ran his fingers through the streaks of reds, browns, gold, and black in his hair then tied it back in a ponytail with a shredded elp stari"1em">“I’m fine. Just thinking. Let’s go.” She forced herself to focus and followed him into the crumbling building.

Sliding under a slab of wall, she pulled herself up on the other side.

There was some evidence of digging at the base of the warehouse. The Garulen seemed focused on trying to clear a collapsed doorway into the structure. Normally they posted charges to clear debris. There was something inside, something delicate they didn’t want to destroy, and they wanted it back. If they wanted it bad enough, more troops would arrive. They didn’t have much time.

Vicca had discovered a way through the building to the damaged stingships beyond, and hopefully this one was passable. Cyani watched Soren crawl under a section of the collapsed roof and feared for him.

It was dangerous going inside. The building could crumble at any moment, and he was not well.

A shiver of dread slithered down her neck. She couldn’t shake the feeling he was keeping something important from her.

She followed him into the hole, crawling deeper into the heart of the destroyed warehouse. The ominous creak of a metal support beam slowly bending under the pressure of the heavy roof echoed through the cavernous space. The sound chilled her. If a beam failed, another section of the warehouse could collapse. She squeezed through a narrow slit in the stone ahead of her and found herself in a dark room. A dim glow from Soren’s flare lamp flickered beyond a pile of broken crates.

Something clattered to the ground, and the light behind the pile of crates flickered. Vicca barked urgently, her sharp call echoing in the darkness.

“Soren?” Cyani called. He didn’t answer.

A guttural cry filled the room, punctuated by Vicca’s frantic yelps.

“Soren!” she screamed, pushing herself into a run as she heard a loud crash in the chamber beyond.

She wheeled around the crates, slamming into a large pile of rubble as she turned another corner. With her heart thundering in her ears, she leapt to the top of the heap, her adrenaline riding her hard.

Soren lay on the floor, his body stiff and contorted. He wasn’t moving. Matriarchs help her, he wasn’t breathing!

She flew off the rubble heap and knelt by his head. Vicca ran around them yelping in alarm.

“Soren?” She brushed her palm over his cheek, but his jaw remained clenched, his lips pulled back in a macabre grimace. With his eyes pure white and lifeless, he lay twisted, his hands clenched up, frozen, grasping at nothing.

She watched in horror as his skin paled before her eyes. His lips turned purple. He wasn’t getting any air.

“Soren, snap out of this. You can fight this . . .” Her panic rose like a storm within her. The sound of Vicca’s terrified yelp faded into nothing as the thundering heartbeat in her ears blocked out everything else. She reached down and pressed a palm to his chest. She couldn’t feel his heart, and his lungs didn’t pull in any air.

“Come on, Soren,” she ordered. He couldn’t die like this. She ripped open the clasps of his shadowsuit and splayed her hand out on the bare skin of his chest to try to find his heartbeat. It stuttered, then pulsed frantically into her palm.

font size=ungs through the liquid. She inhaled as well, unaware that she had been holding her breath, but the rush of relief was all too brief.

The spasms began.

Cyani lifted Soren’s head onto her thighs, and held on tight to his jaw as his body twisted and shook. His head jerked, slamming back down onto her thighs as spit bubbled from between his lips. His eyelids fluttered and his eyes rolled back. She held his head so he wouldn’t slam it into the stone floor. It was the only thing she could think to do, the only thing she felt she could control. She tried to remember her emergency medical training, but she had nothing, could do nothing.

She closed her eyes, but she couldn’t escape the sharp metallic scent in the air, or the sound of his limbs slapping against the hard stone floor. She wanted to scream and scream to somehow release the stark terror eating away at her as his saliva dripped onto her hands. Instead she let out a helpless gasp and continued to hold on to him, refusing to let go.

His contortions ended almost as quickly as they began and his limbs stiffened once more. She held still, cradling his head in her lap, hoping his labored breathing would not cease again, and the ordeal was finally over.

“You have to pull though this,” she whispered, her voice raw and choked. “Please, Soren.” After everything he had suffered, he didn’t deserve a slow and tortured death. The others she had lost had been swift; she couldn’t think before she knew they were already gone. This was too slow, teasing her with time, tormenting her with the need to do something to save him.

She felt the tension drain out of his muscles as his body slowly relaxed. With a low moan, his breathing eased, though it rattled in his chest.

Cyani shook all over, feeling weak and battered as she brushed his hair from his face and tried to wipe the saliva from his mouth.

His throat swallowed, and he tried to lift his head then relaxed against her thigh. His breathing sputtered in his chest as he fell into a deep sleep. He snored. She let out a choked laugh through her clenching fear.

She sat with him for what seemed like hours, helpless, exposed. The Garulen could come at any minute. She prayed more desperately than she ever had in her life, but his life, his death, was no longer in her hands.

She needed control. She needed more information. Was this part of his withdrawal?

“Com, find source files for the general information on species Byralen,” she said, desperate for something to focus on.

Six files identified.

“Com, list files . . .” Cyani stroked his hair, smoothing his brow with her palm. The Elite and their rules could go suck on it. In the dark, alone and terrified, the girl she had been resurfaced. In the ground cities, you cared for one another or you died.

She chose to listen to a log entry from a Union Army lieutenant regarding a freed Byralen captive. The rest were medical reports, and would be harder to follow.

Accessing file: During a raid on a Krona shipping colony, our team discovered a strange specimen among the slave population. He had been separated from the others, fitted with severe-blinders and immobilized. The com was unable to give us any information on the captive. I filed his physical descriptions during the medical examination. The captive displayed extreme aggression at first, but soon succumbed to feverlike symptoms.

After forty-eight standard hours, the captive suffered from fainting spells. He seemed weak, in spite of medical efforts to stabilize his condition. The captive was either unwilling or unable to communicate. During his quarantine he often destroyed the objects in his room, focusing most of his aggression on the bed. After seventy-two hours had passed in observation, the subject’s fainting spells progressed to seizures.

Fifty-four hours after the seizures began, the subject died in quarantine. Medical examinations were inconclusive as to cause of death, but determined this species as the source of the Passion drugs filtering into the illegal market.

Cyani felt her heart drop into her stomach. The prisoner had died. No, she shouldn’t jump to conclusions. The Byralen could have died of anything.

“Com, project medical reports on holo-screen.” Cyani quickly scanned the reports, three different Byralen, two males, one female, the same symptoms, different time lines, fevers, fainting, seizures, death . . .

Cyani’s hands started shaking uncontrollably. She crossed her arms, pinching her hands in her armpits, but the tremor just spread to her whole body. This was all for nothing. He was going to die, and there was nothing she could do to save him.

And he knew it.

Why didn’t he tell her?

Cyani swallowed convulsively.

Finally his eyes blinked open, his irises pure white. He stared at her, his gaze bleary and confused.

“Cyani?” he whispered.

She felt a tear slip over her cheek as she tucked an inky lock of hair behind his ear. “I’m here. You’re safe now.”

He pulled away from her, struggling to his hands and knees. She let him go, unsure of what to do. He heaved, vomiting on the floor, then swayed. She pulled him back away from the mess and let him rest his head on her lap.

Reaching his hand around her side, he clung to her waist, his whole body trembling. She smoothed his hair and sang, a silly lullaby her father used to sing to her when she was a little girl and suffering from nightmares.

She could barely force the tune out of her constricting throat, the words a jumble of half syllables she didn’t have the strength to speak. Her voice sounded raw, felt torn, as she did her best to comfort him.

Slowly the shudders ceased, and he fell asleep in her lap. She let him rest, grateful for the quiet peace after such stark terror. Vicca whined as she licked his face, then curled up against his chest. Cyani rubbed her fox’s ears.

“I know, girl,” she whispered. “He scared me, too. Now I need you to guard us.” Vicca gave Soren’s hand a final lick then scampered off.

How long did he have?

The beginning of the seizures was the beginning of the end.

For the first time, she looked up at the room. The light of the overturned flare lamp flickered against the dusty rubble.

A strange machine stood untouched by the disaster all around them. It had to be some sort of medical table. It was large enough for a full-grown man to lie inside, and two doors closed over the body. One of the doors hung open, revealing shackles on the table beneath, and a sort of harness for the hips.

“Mercy of the Matriarchs,” she whispered, realizing admitted. The bitter irony of the situation was almost as bad as the sour taste in his mouth.

Cyani leapt from his side. She ripped off the top of the crate and plunged her hands into the white foam inside. Slowly she extracted a small metal case. She walked back over to him and opened the case. Inside were four tiny vials of amber liquid. He knew how they were used. He had heard the Garulen guards talk about rubbing it on themselves, then raping slave after slave. His mouth began to water, and he had to take several deep breaths to settle his churning stomach.

Cyani’s enormous blue eyes reached up to his in hope. He put his hand over hers and shut the case.

“I can’t use those.”

“Why not?”

“You wouldn’t understand.” He stumbled as he tried to walk to the far side of the chamber toward the small tunnel under the collapsed roof. What if he became aggressive? What if he hurt her?

“Soren,” Cyani shouted at him. “These could save your life.”

He turned back around and looked at her. Sure, they could prolong his suffering, but for how long? Could he make it home? Perhaps it was all hopeless, and even his death would be a waste.

“Cyani,” he said, his voice coming clearer now. “I think it’s best if you leave here without me.”

“Don’t,” she responded, shaking her head as her bright eyes narrowed in anger. “I’m not going to let you give up.”

“Do you know what that person suffered?” he yelled, pointing at the case in her hands. “Do you know how many days they had to be strapped in that thing and tortured to create that much?” He didn’t lower his voice as he pointed at the extractor. “I can’t use it!” He let the tension fall out of his shoulders and lowered his eyes to the floor as another wave of nausea hit him and his head began pounding with a sharp ache. “It might make me dangerous to you . . .”

“These probably came from you,” she reasoned. “It’s only right they should save your life. And even if they didn’t come from you, wouldn’t it have been easier to endure knowing the end result helped one of your kind live to see your home once more?”

He looked at her again, her beautiful eyes shining in the darkness. A lock of her hair fell over her brow, making her seem small and alone. How could he leave her?

In the last three days, he felt like he had lived a whole life. Just being free, comfortable, clean—they were such little things, and she would never know how much she had given him. In that short time, she reminded him of a broad-wing coming out of a long sleep in a chrysalis. When they would talk, he caught glimpses of the woman she tried to hide beneath the mask of a soldier. She was warm, mischievous, driven, competitive, and intelligent. He couldn’t leave her alone, not when he could help her get out of this pit.

“I said it before,” she murmured, her voice low. “I’m not leaving here without you.”

He stepped up to her and cradled her cheek in his palm.

For the very first time, she didn’t pull away. She turned her face into his palm, her long lashes feathering over the sensitive skin on the pad of his thumb.

“I don’t want you to have another seizure, Soren,” she whispered, her breath caressing his palm. “It was awful, and I don’t want you to die.”

“I’ve activated the minimal functions of the ship’s computers. I don’t think that will draw attention, but it might. Can you take Vicca and stand guard? I’ve got a bad feeling.” She ripped off a panel on the wall and stared down at the fuel input connectors. One of them was fried to a crisp.

“About the Garulen, or me?” His voice sounded dark.

“I’m going to have to retrieve a part from the other ship. I need you to watch my back,” she countered, avoiding his question. “Are you able to handle this?” she asked, staring him in the eye for the first time. The intensity of the emotions that burned there nearly stopped her heart—anger, desire, guilt, and pv width="1em">Soren glanced at the bodies scattered around him. “I killed them,” he choked out of his parched throat.

“I see that,” Cyani responded. “You are going to have to get up on your own, because I’m not kissing you.”

“Rot. Are you okay?” he asked, pulling himself to his feet. He bent over, resting his hands on his knees to fight the swelling nausea in his sore abdomen. He knew she was only teasing, but even the thought of her lips touching his made his blood flow white-hot in his veins. As soon as they were safe and the drugs waned, he’d find a way to kiss her until he couldn’t breathe, and he wouldn’t let her back away.

“I’m fine, a little bruised. I need more time to remove the fuel indicator, or we’ll have no way of knowing how much power the ship has.”

“We don’t have time. This scout group is supposed to get the ship linked and enter a damage report in just a few minutes. If they don’t answer, this place will be crawling with half the Garulen army.”

Cyani kicked a small rock, sending it skipping across the bay. She pinched her eyes closed and rubbed her palm on her shirt.

Even under such intense pressure, he found her enthralling. He felt the sudden rush of arousal and stilled, knowing he needed it to live, but worried that his attraction would distract him, or threaten her. A blight on the drugs for making him so aware of her at a time like this.

“This is a huge risk,” she commented.

“I’m willing to take it if you are.”

Cyani turned to the ship. It was their only hope. She’d have to depend on her faith in the Creator. Her fate was in his hands.

Hand.

Inspiration struck suddenly as she looked at the dead Garulen soldiers.

“Soren, do you speak Garu well enough to convince them you’re one of them?”

“I believe I do,” he answered with a puzzled expression.

“Good.” Cyani pulled her knife from its sheath. “Which one was the leader?”

“Soren pointed to the body farthest from them. She bent down next to it, removed the forearm shield, and with one smooth strike, chopped off the body’s hand at the wrist.

“What are you doing?!” Soren shouted. “You can’t defile a body like that. It’s unholy.”

“We can ask for forgiveness later.” Cyani tested the flexibility in the fingers. “He doesn’t need it anymore, and we do. Come on, I have an idea.”
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“HOLD THIS.” CYANI TOSSED SOREN THE HAND AS THEY CLIMBED INTO THE cramped cockpit. He fumbled trying to catch it and flung blood across the display screen.

“What am I supposed to do with this thing?” Soren scolded, holding it out by the tip of one pasty finger.

She threw herself into the pilot’s seat and reached for the controls, checked her com sensors and the ship’s diagnostics, then looked for anything she might have missed. As soon as they powered up the ship, they’d have no time for anything b. the hand to that panel over there and pretend to be the hand’s former owner. Are you with me?”

Cyani swung around in the chair. Soren dropped his gaze to the hand, looked over at the communications panel in front of him, then a slow smile spread over his face. “I’m with you.”

“Good. Whatever you say to the central command, I need you to get two things from them. We cannot leave this rock without the code to the atmosphere shield. Tell them the gravitation generators have been damaged and we must take the ship out of the range of the asteroid’s generators to assess the nature of the damage.”

Cyani turned the chair and tried to reach each of the five control pedals for her feet, but the seat was set for the stocky legs of a Garulen pilot, not her long limbs. Her knees banged into the control panel each time she tried to reach the high pedals.

“Is that true?” Soren interrupted.

She felt along the bottom of the chair for some sort of adjustment lever.

“Is what true?”

“Is the gravitation system damaged?”

Cyani sighed as she threw her knees wide to reach the pedals with her toes.

“Unfortunately, it is true, and their computer will confirm it. We’re in for one hell of a ride. Are you ready?”

Soren nodded. “What was the second thing?”

“What?”

“The second thing you needed?”

“Fuel levels.”

Cyani felt her gut drop as she mentally prepared herself for flying the ship. Placing her hands on the control globe before her, she took a deep breath and pushed the globe forward, bringing the sleeping ship to life.

Soren visibly tensed as the lights in the cockpit flared on the console. The ship let out a low rumbling moan that settled into a droning growl.

Cyani watched him out of the corner of her eye, hoping the shock blast and his technology phobia wouldn’t trigger another seizure in spite of the drugs he had taken. She needed him. Even if she could speak fluent Garu, which she couldn’t, the Garulen didn’t let women in their ranks. Who was she kidding? She just needed him.

A tinny voice rang through the cockpit. “Receiving damage estimates, status report . . .”

Soren placed the oozing hand on the control panel and pressed it to flatten the palm.

“Don’t forget to ask about fuel levels . . .” Cyani whispered. Soren glared at her.

“Ship in functioning condition, unable to determine nature of gravitation loss. Request authorization to test gravitation generators outside shields.” Soren pulled the hand off the panel and looked over to Cyani.

She nodded, but found she had nothing to say. Each second ticked by, swelling to the length of an eternity as the crackling static remained devoid of a response.

Vicca jumped into Soren’s lap and sniffed the hand with interest. He shoved her away.

“Soren, strap in for plan B,” Cyani warned, preparing to stand on the emergency thrusters. They would have to fly in and destroy the shield generator. I their ticket to freedom.

“Good work, soldier,” she whispered.

The static broke.

“Flight permission granted, stand by for escort.”

Cyani snorted, placed her hands on the globe, and positioned her feet for takeoff. “I have no intention of waiting for an escort. Are you ready?”

Soren pressed the palm to the panel again. “Flight permission acknowledged. Request information on fuel levels. Fuel indicator is ill-functioning.”

Soren winced at his sudden lapse in vocabulary and shrugged a hasty apology.

“Fuel levels adequate for mission,” the voice answered, but there was a questioning tone in the disembodied voice.

Soren pulled the hand off the console.

“Adequate? What was that supposed to mean?” Cyani huffed.

“Good enough for me. Let’s go.” Soren grabbed Vicca, tossed the hand, and pulled the flight harness over his shoulders, locking it into place.

Cyani worked the stabilizers with her hands as she ignited the thrusters. “Hold on, this should be interesting.”

With a surge of power, the ship took off, dipping low over the crater in the airfield then surging up toward the milky atmosphere shield.

Sirens screamed in the cockpit. Cyani blocked them out as she focused on her task. She had to power the energy converter and jump into macrospace before their “escort” arrived.

“Warning, breach of flight permissions. Stand by for escort.” The computer scolded in a blaring monotone.

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Cyani ground out between her clenched teeth as the ship sliced through the shield.

The whole of the universe opened up before them, the stars brilliant in their intensity.

Cyani fought to place her feet on the top pedals as she simultaneously plotted their coordinates and initiated the energy converter.

Just then, an alarm blared and the sensation of weightlessness overcame Cyani. Soren shouted in shock as Vicca floated out of his lap, transformed into a giant ball of fluff with scurrying legs.

“Hold on!” Cyani yelled as she banged her fist against one of the panels.

With a loud resonant hum, the energy converter initiated. Soren grabbed Vicca, trying in vain to shove floating hair out of his face. He clutched her to his chest, determined to hold the panicked fox.

“Cyani, they’re coming,” Soren shouted over the alarms.

Snapping her attention back to their situation, she noticed the readout of the two stingships coming up fast on their tail. A blast shook the ship just as the gravitation generators came back online. Cyani slammed down into her seat.

More blasts rocked the ship, shaking loose an overhead panel that swung from wires above them.

“Hold it together, baby, we’re almost there,” Cyani muttered as she watched the bar indicating the ship’s interdimension energy potential slowly rise. Once it hit green, they could leap macrospace.

Using evasiveut e Garulen ships growing on the viewscreen. She slowed the ship, and with a gut-twisting lurch, the ship released the converter.

She nearly stood on the pedals, pushing the auxiliary engines into overdrive as she flipped them straight back and over, then twisted around until the tiny planet that offered their only hope of salvation swung into the viewscreen once more.

“View, 180 degrees.” The screen switched so Cyani could see what was happening behind them. They needed enough distance from the converter. It glowed like a tiny white and orange veined ball of blue fire in the blackness of space.

“Hold on, keep it running, baby,” she whispered to the ship as the Garulen ships tried to pull up to avoid the converter.

With a flash of brilliant white, the converter exploded. The cockpit went still for a fraction of a second, then the deafening boom rocked the ship. The force of the energy wave shook them with a ferocity that beat Cyani into her seat, the straps of her flight harness battering her shoulders and waist.

The ship tumbled out of control on the energy wave, cart-wheeling toward the planet.

“View, zero!” she screamed as the view switched, not that it did her much good. She fought to stabilize the ship, battling with the controls as the brilliant star, the heart of the system, blazed through the screen.

Turning their nose up and out, she managed to stop the spinning and roll the ship back toward their goal. Checking the sensors, she didn’t see the Union ships. Hoping the energy wave tumbled the Union ships as well, she stood on the thrusters again, determined to power them to safety.

Warning: Fuel levels are low.

“Shakt!” Cyani slowed the ship and pulled the nose toward the horizon as the planet loomed before them. She surfed the edge of the atmosphere for a minute before dropping the ship through the fire into the embrace of the planet.

“We overshot the Union outpost. I’m going to have to bring the ship down in the middle of nowhere.” She spared a glance at Soren, who looked pale as death. “Where is Vicca?”

“I don’t know.”

Her heart dropped into her boots. She didn’t have time to worry about her fox. They were going to crash, and they were going to hit hard if she couldn’t slow them down. The ship screamed through the planet’s atmosphere, red fire licking over the viewscreen.

The sweeping plains of the planet rushed toward them as Cyani tried to level off and bring the ship to a hover before dropping them to the ground. Her ears popped with a sharp pain that lanced down into her throat as the ship wobbled through the air. Using the force shields as a buffer, she dipped them low to the ground. The right thruster gave out.

A strange, paralyzing calm came over Cyani as she closed her eyes. She didn’t hear the metal crushing around her, didn’t feel the shattering glass abrade her skin.

She remembered her mother’s eyes, bright gold; they’d shone in the darkness that constantly surrounded them. Now that she knew Soren, Cyani couldn’t help associating the cat-like gaze of her mother with fear. Her mother never showed fear—did she feel it? Would she be ashamed that her daughter felt it now?

She pictured her brother’s boyish face, hiCyanier twin. She had never known a moment of existence without him. Even if his presence was only in her heart.

Is this what it is like to die?

Are these the things people think about?

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

The bone-crushing sound of the ship’s destruction shook her as the cockpit ripped away from the rest of the ship and tumbled across the savannah.
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THE BLACKNESS SURROUNDED HIM. SOREN TRIED TO STRUGGLE AGAINST IT. He had to escape it.

I have to escape.

Panic rose in his heart like a wild animal. He thrashed against his restraints, the pain in his body nearly unbearable.

Then, like a cool breeze on his face, the familiar, overwhelming sense of calm stole through him.

“Lakal?” he whispered.

It couldn’t be. Lakal was dead. Lakal couldn’t be controlling his fear, but he’d known that mind-touch for years. He would never forget the feel of it. It was Lakal. He was near.

“Lakal, are you there?” Soren called. He felt the flush of hope and joy rush through his heart.

If he could feel Lakal, it could only mean one thing. He was dead, too.

How could death be so painful?

Soren groaned as he opened his eyes. Crushed and ripped metal surrounded him, pressing against his side as he hung suspended in his flight restraints.

They’d crashed. He was still alive.

The pungent scent of scorched earth and metal reached his nose as an ominous black liquid seeped from one of the crushed control panels. Flecks of blood spattered over everything.

“Cyani?” he called, turning his head to the side in spite of the sharp pain in his neck.

She lay lifeless, a dark stain of blood seeping through her hair.

“Cyani!” He ripped at his flight restraints. Fear tore his heart and lungs like a starving wolf at a carcass. He worked his body free of his restraints, and pulled his leg out from the crushed metal. A jagged edge ripped through the muscle of his calf, but he didn’t care. His heart pounded so fiercely, he could think of nothing else but the terror of losing her now.

Sunlight burned through a large hole in the twisted wreckage as Soren carefully unlatched Cyani’s flight harness and brushed bits of broken glass from her hair. He could feel her faint breath against his cheek.

Placing a palm on her breast, he felt her heart beating. It seemed weak to him, unsteady, but she was alive.

“I’m going to get you out of here,” he promised. “We’re going to make it.”

With tremendous care, he lifted her out of her seat, and managed to pull them both through the hole.

The intensity of the sunlight seared Soren’s eyes. He squinted at a sea of grassland. Small fires burned around the wreckage of the ship, making the heat in the dry air undulate.



“We are going to get through this,” he whispered to her. “I promise.”

Once again, he felt the calming touch of Lakal. It simultaneously confused him and kept him focused. He looked up, scanning the endless grasses, then placed Cyani on the ground with delicate care.

Peeling off his shirt, he tore strips of the material to tie over the deep cut on her brow and bandage his leg.

“Wake up,” he ordered. “I need you to wake for me.”

She didn’t open her eyes, but her breathing hitched.

Soren ran his fingertips over her face. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered. “I can’t do this without you.”

He bent over her and brushed a kiss on her forehead, then over her lips.

“I can’t,” he murmured against her lips. He kissed her deeply, pouring his fear and his desperation into the caress, hoping it would wake her. With the drugs in his system, his kiss had to be potent enough to wake her. Her lips felt too soft, too yielding. It terrified him. She had to wake. She had to. Any moment she’d open her eyes and slap him.

He pulled away, careful to watch for any sign that she might recover. She sighed. Her eyelids fluttered, then remained closed.

Soren looked up at the endless blue lavender sky. There was nothing else he could do. In that moment, he felt more alone and helpless than he ever had in his tortured and chained existence.

Calm. He couldn’t panic. Cyani needed him.

On the breeze he heard a faint yelp.

“Vicca,” Soren gasped.

Half limping, half hopping on his good leg, he struggled over the ripped soil to the largest hunk of fuselage.

“Vicca!” he called as loudly as he could. A desperate bark echoed inside the ship.

Soren squeezed through a tear in the hull, and blinked in the shadowy darkness of the wrecked ship.

“Vicca, come,” he called.

The fox whined in pain.

Using the sound to guide him, he lifted a large sheet of metal beneath a mangled control panel.

The fox struggled toward him, but one of her front legs was badly broken, the bone pushing through the skin. She collapsed, yowling in pain. Blood stained her fur pink, and her bright eyes looked glassy and distant.

“Easy girl,” he murmured to her, scooping her up out of the wreckage. “I’ve got you. You’re going to be okay.”

She whimpered as she struggled to lick his face then settled on licking his bloody hand. Holding her as gingerly as he could, he fought his way out of the wreckage and limped back to the place where he left Cyani.

She remained unconscious.

Feeling his heart drop into his stomach, he placed the fox next to her master.

A shadow rippled over the golden grasses. Soren looked up. Large black birds circled overhead.

What was he going to do?

Stumbling away from Cyani and Vicca, he cried out to the endlther like him. Another Makkolen. The man was another Makkolen.

“Help her, she’s dying,” Soren gasped.

“Who?” he demanded.

“At the ship.”

Pain exploded in his head as a hard blow crashed into the back of his head, and the world turned black once more.

 

 

SOREN WOKE SLOWLY. HIS HEAD SPUN, AND HE COULDN’T MAKE OUT HIS SURROUNDINGS through his blurred vision. He was someplace cool, not dark, but shaded and sheltered. He felt the heavy influence of calm in the room. Every thought came slowly, carefully into his mind. He was not alone.

“Ah, you wake,” a deep voice commented. Soren tried to make out the speaker, but could barely lift his head. “Drink this, as much as you can bear.”

He felt a hand lift his head and cool liquid spill over his parched lips. Soren drank deeply before he could fight the powerful influence enough to be suspicious. The tangy drink unfurled within him. His body began to heat from the inside out. His vision cleared, and much of the pain lifted.

Sitting beside him was a man with a broad, kind face and patient sienna eyes.

“Cyani,” Soren choked out. “What did you do to her?”

“Drink, regain your strength.” The man tipped the bowl again to force Soren to drink. “Your woman is sleeping in the hammock above you. Our animal healer is taking care of your strange dog-cat. She was badly injured. And my son is taking care of the bites on his hands, for he was also injured by your dog-cat.” The man chuckled. “She is very willful, quite difficult to influence, and my son did not approach any of you in the most compassionate manner. He apologizes. This is a place of peace. We will not harm you.”

Soren took the bowl and struggled to his knees. He couldn’t think of anything until he saw Cyani. He pulled himself up to the edge of the hammock from the soft bed of blankets and pillows on the ground beside it.

Cyani slept peacefully with her dark green hair spilling around her bare shoulders. Soren reached out and stroked her hair, then let his hand trail over a dark bruise on her jaw. She sighed, but did not stir.

A translucent sheet of cloth draped haphazardly over her creamy flesh, barely masking her nudity. His gaze swept over each smooth curve of muscle, lingering on the soft rosy shadows of her nipples.

The hair rose on the back of Soren’s neck as the hormones in his blood raged with sudden fire. He turned on the other man in the room, his instincts demanding he drive him from her.

The man stood to an imposing height as the room suddenly filled with an overwhelming sense of ease and peace. Soren’s possessive instincts didn’t put up much of a fight against the influence of the telepath. The man within him didn’t want to.

“Easy,” the Makkolen murmured as if he were talking to a feral predator. “We have not harmed your woman, and I have not touched her. Lai,” he called.

A woman stepped into the small room. Tall and regal, her long copper and gold hair fell in waves of fire around her proud, spotted shoulders. She wore a gauzy dress that clung to matronly curves and left little to the imagination. Around her neck hung an intricate web of a necklace composed of tiny carved beads. A bonding necklace, Lakal had described them to him. The necklace was far more beautiful than he had imagined.

T in your debt. What is your name, brother?”

“Soren,” he said, spreading his hands in greeting, then touching his fist to his heart, mouth, then forehead in the way of the Makkolen. His mind was reeling. How was this possible? Unless . . .

He’d continued to feel Lakal’s presence after his friend’s murder. Lakal insisted it wasn’t the end with his dying breath. What force brought Vicca to his dark prison and kept her there? Why had Cyani decided to try to land here? Had Lakal’s spirit guided all of these things?

He shook his head in wonder and disbelief as he looked up at the ceiling. The heavy weight of his guilt for Lakal’s death eased, replaced by the bittersweet longing of missing his friend. He could bear that ache.

“About your woman,” the king mentioned, changing the subject. “Her injuries were severe. You must force her to drink as much of the kiltii water as you can through the night until she wakes.”

“She’s not my woman,” Soren tried to explain, but the king waved a dismissive hand.

“I’ve had purple eyes myself,” he chuckled, leaning forward and kissing his mate on the hair. “My daughter has agreed to stay with her sister for a time so you and your woman who is not your woman may remain in this home until you are well.”

“What role will we play here then?” he asked, trying not to let his suspicion darken his voice. He knew these people had no means of contacting the Union. They were stuck here, for better or worse. Their only chance for survival rested in the hands of the king.

“We shall see.” The king stood and motioned to clothing left on a bench near the door. “These are for you. Bear them with honor and strength. You are welcome here as one of my family.” The king pushed the heavy cloth hanging over the door aside and stepped out into the burning sunlight beyond. The queen followed, leaving him alone with Cyani.

He turned to her and brushed his hand over her silky hair.

She was all he had left. He’d care for her until she was well, then they’d do what they’d always done—find a way to survive.

Gratitude mixed with his fear as he dipped a small bowl into a squat, carved vessel filled with the kiltii water. Easing down on the hammock next to Cyani, he surveyed the contents of a large wooden platter laden with roasted meat, fruit, and crumbling flat bread. The hammock swayed with his added weight, rocking them gently.

He cradled her head in the cup of his hand so he could tip water past her full lips. Closing his eyes, he tried to focus with the violet spreading through his blood. He could feel it, the bright fire. His heart raced as he tried to fight back the beast it stirred within him.

The water dribbled over Cyani’s lips as she remained limp and still.

There was nothing hard or cold about her now. He held his breath as he let his gaze wander over her body. The sheet had fallen away from one of her soft breasts. He stared, unable to stop himself. The violet rush of arousal coursed through his blood. His head throbbed with it while his muscles felt loose and tight at the same time. Great glory, his fascination consumed him. Like an addict, he couldn’t stop staring at her. Before he was taken, he had lived alone in his new garden. The only women he’d ever seen were his younger sister and his mother, and he’d never seen a woman nched the thatched grass roof above her swing back and forth as she pulled herself up again. She was in a hammock? Where were they? What happened?

Soren leapt up from the corner of the small red-clay hut. He dropped a plank of food and scooped up Vicca.

“Vicca!” Oh, thank the glorious Matriarchs she’s alive. Cyani grasped for her scout, her relief pounding in her aching heart. A hard clay cast wrapped around Vicca’s front leg, but she was alive. How could Cyani ever make it without her? With furious energy, her fox licked her nose. Cyani buried her face in her little girl’s fur, so desperately grateful that she had survived.

“Careful of her hip,” Soren cautioned as Vicca curled up on her chest and purred so loudly, Cyani could feel the vibration of it in her toes. “We were all soundly beaten in the crash, but she’s healing fast.”

“What happened? Where are we?” She fought to remember, but the last thing she could recall was coming in hard for a landing on the wastelands of Makko. How did she end up clean, sheltered, and—oh merciful Creator, she was naked.

She clutched at the thin sheet wrapped around her bare flesh and tried to sit up in the hammock without losing her only protection from Soren’s smoldering blue violet eyes.

Soren rose slowly. She barely recognized him. The thick streaks of color in his hair gleamed in the warm light seeping through a small window. The front had been twisted and intricately braided to hold his hair from his face. No longer covered with filth, his golden skin glowed, his stripes rippling over powerful muscles beneath a woven red vest. His scabs and wounds from the shackles and bands had disappeared, leaving pale pink scars in their wake.

Her eyes followed the smooth muscles of his abdomen down to the waistline of a loose leather kilt slung low around his lean hips. It fell to just above his knees. A bandage wrapped around one strong calf, but it didn’t seem to hurt him as he pulled a stool carved into the shape of some sort of ape to the edge of the hammock. He sat next to her, placing the tray of food on his lap.

“How are you feeling?” his low voice rumbled. It sent a shiver down her spine as an uneasy tingling raced over her skin. He tenderly placed his palm on her forehead then slid it back over her hair.

“I . . . uh,” she stuttered, sinking back down into the hammock. He was potent before. Now he was beautiful, beautiful and dangerous as the Xalen tiger he reminded her of. “I feel fine.”

No, she wasn’t fine. Keeping her distance from him had been hard enough when he had reminded her of a wounded soldier. Now he looked like some pagan god. She felt her control slipping away, like sand between her fingers.

“What do you remember?” he asked.

“The energy converter exploded, but I managed to steer the stingship to Makko. We crashed in the middle of nowhere.”

“Not exactly.” Soren smiled as green sparkled in his dark eyes. “As it turned out, we landed near this village. Lakal was from this planet. The tribe has welcomed us here as their guests.”

Cyani adjusted her ear set. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and she couldn’t find her eyepiece. She needed it. It was a small barrier, but a barrier all the same. “You speak their language?”

“Yes. You must be hungry. The plant they use to heal works miraculously fast, but it stimulates the body into using massive energy and resources. I’ve done nothing bher When injured, she had to tend her own wounds. The reverent way he met her needs made her feel so humble, and no longer alone.

He chuckled as he turned his glowing gaze back to her. It had dimmed, but not by much. “I don’t think the Makkolen have a word for undergarments.”

“How are we going to get out of here?” she asked, her head still reeling. At least the iridescent colors had faded from the room. She looked around the small, comfortable space. A rumpled bed of furs and pillows rested on the floor. Soren must have slept there. The thought comforted her. He had respected her space while she was unconscious.

Near the bed, a lush vine grew up and into the red-clay wall by the door. It bloomed with white star-shaped flowers, very similar to the ciera vines tattooed on her arms and legs. Several tendrils of the vine grew up toward the roof on one side, but on the other reached down toward Soren’s bed. On that side, the blossoms coated the vine, bursting from every centimeter of the dark foliage.

“We’re not going anywhere until I’m sure you’re completely healed,” he said as he brought her a bowl full of water. He picked a couple of blossoms and dropped them onto the surface before handing her the bowl. “Drink this,” he insisted. “This vine has extraordinary healing properties. You’ll feel hot and hungry, but the last of those bruises should fade away.” He reached out and touched her jaw with the tips of his fingers then let his hand drop.

Cyani drank the cool, flavorful water. The more she drank, the more she craved, as wave after wave of soothing heat rushed through her body. She felt stronger, her head clearer, but ravenously hungry again. Choosing a round yellow fruit from the plank of food, she took a hasty bite straight through the rind. As she choked on her mistake, she pulled the rind out through her teeth.

“What was the condition of the ship?” she mumbled with her mouth full. Her com didn’t have enough power to transmit to the nearby base, but if the power supply to the central communication system was still intact, she might be able to send a distress code. If that failed, perhaps she could integrate her com signal into a beacon, but she wasn’t sure if that signal was strong enough to reach the Union forces either.

Soren took a deep breath as he picked up Vicca and reclined on the bed of furs. He let Vicca drink from a bowl as he rubbed her back. “I don’t know what state the ship’s in now. The cockpit separated from the rest of the wreckage. The hull was crushed. There were grass fires all around. It’s probably burned.”

“What happened to my eyepiece?” she asked.

Soren frowned, his dark expression saying far more than his colorful eyes. “It fell off. I’m sorry I was too busy trying to revive you to save your blighted eyepiece.”

“Take it easy, I’m just trying to assess our situation,” she defended, wiping some sticky juice from her chin. “What do you have against my eyepiece anyway?”

“I can’t see your face when you wear it.” He picked up a large oblong nut and crushed it in his hand.

“Soren?” She slid off the stool so she could look him in the eye.

“What?”

“Where are the drugs?” she asked.

He let out an aggravated breath and fed the crushed nut to Vicca. “I don’t know.”

“How long will the drugs in your system last?” She tried to keep her tone soft and comforting. He was on the edge, and she didn’t wbefore we harm ourselves.”

Kaln nodded appreciatively. “If our young men chose to influence each other with calm, instead of provocation, perhaps there would be less broken noses here as well. You come from a highly evolved people, Soren. Come, I hear that there’s a boar roasting in the men’s house. Your woman will be surrounded by other women, so you can rest easy for now. Eat with me. If the pig isn’t done, we can comment on the quality of the fire, and make suggestions on how to tend it better.”

Soren laughed openly. He felt warmth expanding his heart. It made him feel larger, whole.

He spared a glance at the women’s house as he walked with Kaln and wondered if Cyani would ever find humor in her situation. She just needed someone to help her sort through this new world. How long would it take before she let him help her?

 

 

AFTER FOUR GOURDS OF SOUR MELON WINE, SOREN FELT FAR HAPPIER THAN he could ever remember feeling in his life. Kaln joked with the other men as Soren drank. He laughed freely and with abandon, enjoying the feeling of his spirit growing strong again. He wished Lakal were there, drinking wine and sharing stories of hunting on the savannah and seducing bare-necked women. This was the experience that kept Lakal hopeful and strong, so Soren did his best to use it to honor his friend.

In the corner of his eye, Soren saw a man raise a gourd in salute. He turned, but no one was there.

He must be drunk. Oh well. It felt good. It felt free.

“Soren?” Kaln pulled a stool up opposite him. “I’ve been thinking about our conversation earlier. Do you know how our mating rituals work?”

He would have to bring that up. Without warning, the image of Cyani dancing with wild abandon on a sultry night with her back to a veil of flames flooded his mind. He had to force his reluctant attention back to the prince. The Lankana, Lakal had called it. What did he remember about the ritual?

“I know some. I know that you have fertility festivals four times a year. The women dance and the men give them necklaces signifying a bond. If the woman gets pregnant sometime before the next ritual, the pair remain bonded until the child is weaned.”

“That’s right,” Kaln commented. “But if a woman does not get pregnant, in the infertile time before the festival, she is free to return her necklace and explore new relationships before dancing in the next ritual.”

Soren was confused. What did this have to do with anything?

“In the next few days, that time of freedom is upon us. Those women not wearing a necklace can be pursued by those men with a necklace to give,” Kaln explained.

Then it hit him.

Cyani.

She didn’t have a necklace, and by the tribe’s standards, she would be considered free to be pursued by any unbound male. They couldn’t touch her. The deep red in his blood ignited once more. He would not let them touch her.

“I’ve heard things,” Kaln whispered to him.

“What did you hear and who said them?” Soren roared as he rushed to his feet and spilled his wine on the sand.

The crowd of men in the large building stilled and stared at him. He could feel a hesitant collective push to calm down.

Kaln placed an arm over his shoul matter what I heard or who said it,” Kaln confided. “Those who speak aren’t the same as those who act, but I’m concerned for Cyani. Stay close to your woman. In the next few days, keep her by your side.”

Soren shook off Kaln’s arm and marched across the village toward the women’s house. He knew he should have been grateful for the warning—he was—but at the moment only one thing mattered. He had to find her. An irrational panic fueled by his possessive nature and the wine spurred him on. In the distance the last lingering glow of the setting sun faded on the horizon, throwing the village into a murky dusk as a pair of young men stoked the large fire in the center of the village. Thunder rolled from the dark clouds on the horizon.

“Where’s Cyani?” Soren demanded of the young pregnant woman standing at the entrance of the women’s house.

The queen emerged with an expression of cool concern. “She left here hours ago. She was exhausted and wanted to sleep. My daughter escorted her to the hut you share.”

Soren stormed toward their hut. He had an ill feeling in the pit of his stomach. He threw back the cloth hanging over the door. Vicca stood on her cast and barked at him. The fox was alone.

“Blight, pestilence, and rot!”

He ran to the village gates. “Did the star flyer pass through here?” he asked the men guarding the entrance.

“No, we did not see her.”

“She must have scaled the wall.” Soren ran a hand over his face. Of all the blighted things to do . . . She went back to the ship.

Kaln ran up next to him. “What’s going on?”

“Cyani wanted to return to the wrecked ship to send a signal to her people. She left alone. She’s out there unprotected.”

“Let’s go. I’ll get Lhiri. We’ll find her.”

 

 

HOW DID THEY EVER SURVIVE THIS?

Cyani dropped into the crushed cockpit and let her eyes adjust to the dimming light. Dried blood coated the walls, giving off the sickly sweet smell of death, while broken glass crackled beneath her sandals. Soren managed to free them both from their sideways harnesses and lift them out through the hole in the top of the wreckage.

She could barely turn without cutting herself on jagged metal and glass. The acrid scent of the charred ship burned her eyes and lungs. She had to be careful and get out of there quickly. She found her eyepiece under the overturned pilot seat. Where were the drugs?

Soren’s seat hung in midair, as the cockpit came to rest on its side. Everything had fallen toward the pilot seat. She used a thick shard of broken glass to sift through the rubble.

Her heart leapt with hope as she uncovered the corner of the silver case that contained the drugs. She abandoned the shard and dug into the glass and debris, not caring about the scratches to her hands. Her flash of hope quickly faded to despair as she realized the body of the case had been crushed flat, pinned between two chunks of metal.

The drugs were gone.

There was only one way for Soren to survive. He had to find a mate. She had to get him home.

Taking her eyepiece in her hand, she carefully pulled herself out of the cockpit. Her skirt caught on a bit of rnd. It was all that remained of her com. Hopefully it would be able to upload the codes into a beacon. It was too damaged to wear.

A low howl haunted the open savannah as towering clouds rumbled in the distance. She scanned her surroundings from her perch on top of the cockpit. The last thing she needed was a hungry pack of wolves on her tail. She didn’t have her scout, and her ear set could only enhance her hearing. Without the eyepiece, she couldn’t see danger coming. She listened to the soft rushing of the grasses and the distant crackle of the burning fires. Hopefully the fires scared off most of the predators in the area.

Cyani pulled out her flick knife. It was her only means of protection. It was the only protection she needed as long as nothing surprised her.

She leapt down from the cockpit and hurried to the main body of the ship. The Garulen kept beacons on stingships. They used them to mark the locations of captured slaves for the transport ships. A beacon might have a strong enough signal to reach the Union base. If she could hack the signal with the com in her eyepiece, she could recode the message to a Union distress signal.

She stopped and listened. The hull of the ship provided shade from the scorching savannah. The damaged craft would be inhabited; any shelter on the open savannah would soon be inhabited by something. She had to get in and out as fast and carefully as she could. Ducking into the wreckage, she held her breath as she looked up at the side of the ship that became the ceiling above her.

“Shakt,” she whispered under her breath. She paused to listen once more then climbed the support struts of the wall. Once she reached the ceiling, she swung hand over hand, gripping old piping until she reached the panel she needed. Hanging by one arm, she tugged on a panel door with the other.

It burst open. Using her well-trained reflexes, she snatched a beacon out of the air before it plummeted to the ground.

The rest of the beacons clattered against the broken ship, the sound echoing in the empty black cavern.

She winced in pain as the sound amplified in her ear. She swung her legs up and hooked her toes under a pair of support struts, then shimmied back to the wall and leapt to the ground.

“Gotcha.” Cyani smiled, turning the beacon over in her hand. “And in a skirt, too.”

She rushed outside and crouched in the shadow of the hull. Twin moons rose through the threatening clouds, lighting the savannah in a soft silvery light. Using her flick knife, she pried open the beacon and set to work connecting it to the com of her eyepiece. Once she had it synced up, it took a minute to hack into the programming before she could order the computer to relay the Union signal.

The top of the beacon glowed with a bright green light as it came to life.

“Yes,” she whispered.

A slow tingle raced down her neck. She froze, listening. She heard a soft exhale.

Cyani grabbed her knife and whipped around, leaping in the air just as a dark leopard landed where she’d been kneeling.

The cat wheeled, the epitome of predatory grace and speed. Cyani watched its muscles, gleaning its next move as it lunged toward her with its razor claws unsheathed.

She ducked and rolled out of the way, the claws catching the edge of her skirt and ripping through the fabric. She spun to hha. warrior as Soren’s kiss made the world swirl in a new spectrum of iridescent light. She could see heat rising off the warrior’s shoulders, and a strange firelike aura pulsing with the rhythm of his heart.

“Leave her alone,” she demanded.

The Makkolen sheathed his knife.

“Kaln didn’t mean any harm, Cyani. Get away from the cat before she wakes up.” Soren offered her a hand, but she refused to take it.

Instead she stood on her own and heaved the large cat onto her shoulders. Cyani swayed under the beast’s weight. The cat was as large as she was. With staggering steps, she carried the mother leopard into the hull of the ship. The soft fur of the cat’s belly pressed in around Cyani’s ears, enveloping her in the scent of sun-warmed dust and sweet milk. She couldn’t leave the cat exposed on the savannah. She would be eaten. She had to return her to her cubs.

Cyani found them in the back, deep in the shadows. She gently placed their mother next to them, and rubbed their fluffy spotted heads before she turned and left the ship. She could hear the cubs purr as they snuggled in close to their brave mother.

She turned the volume on her ear set down. Now her ears could naturally hear things she hadn’t heard before, and her nose alone could smell danger before it struck. She moved the beacon next to the cockpit, so if a landing party did arrive, they would stay clear of the hull of the ship. She gathered debris and made an arrow in the direction of the village then turned to face Soren.

He didn’t say a thing.

Lightning flashed across the savannah, and reflected in his dark eyes.

“We must return to the village as fast as we can. Plains wolves come out at night.” The Makkolen warrior placed his hand on the head of his large pet lioness, and began the journey back to the village.

Cyani followed him. She could feel Soren’s gaze burning into the back of her head. What was he thinking? She knew he was angry, but his eyes had never flared so blue. Blue was the only color she couldn’t read. It was the only color that frightened her.
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“I DON’T UNDERSTAND YOU,” SOREN GROWLED AS THEY ENTERED THEIR HUT. What was she thinking? Vicca snored in the corner with her feet dangling in the air and her tongue lolling out of her mouth. Cyani stroked her exposed belly, but the fox didn’t stir.

“Sorry,” Cyani offered with a casual shrug. “I planned to be back before you realized I left. But that doesn’t give you the right to kiss me. I told you never to do that again.”

A flash of light illuminated the interior of the hut, followed by a shattering crash of thunder. “You almost got yourself killed, and the only thing you can worry about is that I kissed you? Blight.” Soren clenched his hands to try to hold back his fury. She didn’t get it. She didn’t get what would happen if she died. “You’re still healing. And I’ll never apologize for kissing you.”

“It takes a lot to kill me, Soren. People have been trying to kill me for years. They haven’t succeeded.” Cyani turned and looked him in the eye. The light from a small fire burning in a hammered metal bowl flickered across her derms. No, she couldn’t. She felt the mud on her hands.

“Don’t,” she shouted and ducked under his arm. In a blind fury she ran out the door into the pouring rain. She had to escape. The memories twisted through her mind. They overwhelmed her until she couldn’t tell what was real anymore.

She fought, ran, plunging herself deep into the shadows and filth, hoping he wouldn’t follow her there. The high-hawks from the canopy didn’t like to be dirty. This one didn’t seem to care.

He didn’t back away. He just laughed at her as he rolled up his sleeves.

Cyani couldn’t see as the rain streaked over her face. Her foot slipped and she fell forward into the sticky mud. She looked down at the red clay coating her hands. It dripped over her pale skin like blood.

“Cyani,” Soren called as he followed her into the pounding rain.

“Cyani, wait.” The cold rain seeped through her hair and drenched her shoulders. His feet slapped through the puddles until he knelt next to her.

She held out her dripping red hands to him. “One blow. It only took one blow with these hands, and his heart stopped cold. His mercenaries didn’t know what happened. He just fell backward. I did it. I killed him. I wanted to, and I did, so don’t try to tell me I am not a killer. I’m not kind. I’m not compassionate. I’m a murderer.”

“Cyani,” Soren implored, inching toward her as the pounding rain dripped into her stinging eyes. She tried to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand, but she was covered with mud. She was filthy, dirty, worthless. He reached out for her hand and placed his over it. She tried to pull away from him, but he wouldn’t let her. With gentle care and attention, he rubbed the mud away.

Too drained to do anything more than watch, she stared, transfixed by his fingers sliding over hers, taking the dirt with them and leaving her clean hands gleaming in the wild rain.

He pulled her closer and tilted her muddy face to the sky. She felt the cold rain flow over her face, purifying her as his hands gently smoothed her hair, wiped her hot cheeks.

“You can judge yourself, but I won’t,” Soren whispered, tucking his face close to her ear. “You’re not a killer, Cyani. You’re my savior.”

Thunder roared overhead as Cyani let her head fall on his shoulder. Her tears fell on his warm skin as he continued to bathe her in the falling rain.

“You are my savior,” he whispered again as he lifted her to her feet and pulled her into the familiar circle of his arms.

He smoothed his hands over her wet hair and kissed her forehead, her brow. He kissed the tears from her cheeks as he comforted her. Each kiss tingled on her cool skin, reminding her of the intensity and power of his touch.

But his touch was nothing compared to his words. They entrenched themselves deep in her battered heart.

She looked up into his glowing blue violet eyes.

Her fingers trembled as she reached up and touched the skin along the edge of his jaw. He understood her. She rose, snaking her arm around the back of his neck. His wet hair felt cool and silky on her arm.

He pulled her closer, pressing her body into his.

She felt nakmiliar c/div>
His hands fisted in her wet hair as her lips slid over his. He took what she offered him, gently, as if in awe of her touch. She wondered if her kiss did to him the things his did to her.

Even as she thought it, she nearly collapsed with the rush of his kiss. She felt the adrenaline flowing through her head as her muscles felt heavy and languid. And like a dream just stealing the mind in the depths of sleep, the slow, heavy pulse deep in her abdomen pushed her to new aching awareness of him.

She opened her eyes as she clung to his wet shoulders and his soft mouth trailed hungry kisses down her neck.

The pounding rain burst in glowing waves of magenta, gold, green, and blue as it fell around them.

She was addicted to him, and she didn’t care.

Lightning scorched the sky. What was she doing? Cyani’s nerves stood on end as the crackling touch of electricity sizzled around them.

Soren lifted his head.

They had to get inside before they both got killed. Soren wove his fingers between hers, and pulled her back toward the hut. They ran through the iridescent sheets of rain, before tumbling through the door.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled as they reached the safety of the hut. She shook—she couldn’t help it. Her whole body trembled, but it wasn’t from the cold. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m acting like a lunatic. I’m not usually so irrational.”

“I like it when you’re irrational,” he teased, as if nothing had happened. “It’s the only way I can win an argument, and if you weren’t a lunatic, you would have given up on me a long time ago.”

She smiled, grateful that he was directing the conversation away from what she had just done. Glorious Creator in the great center of all things, what was I thinking?

“Thanks,” she offered, wringing out her hair and letting it fall over her soaked shoulder. Her hands still wouldn’t stop shaking.

“For what?” He asked as he tied back his own hair.

“For being my friend. I don’t have many,” she said. Out of the forty Elite, and the fifteen or so in training, only one of the women had ever treated her fairly, but she couldn’t call Yara her friend.

“Actually,” he countered, pausing to rub Vicca’s belly, “you only have one, and I have no idea why she puts up with you.”

Cyani chuckled as Soren wrapped a blanket over her shoulder then began to unlace her bodice.

“What are you doing?” she asked, snatching his hand away from the laces.

“Getting you out of your clothes.” He shrugged and continued his work.

“Just because I admit I like you doesn’t mean I’m going to mate with you,” she protested.

“That wasn’t on my mind,” he said, his voice dark and defensive.

“Purple-eyed liar,” she jabbed. Why did the hut have to be so small? With the hammock and the bed on the floor, she had no place she could escape him.

“You need to get out of those wet clothes before you catch a virus that even the kiltii water can’t fix. I wasn’t going to touch you.” To prove it, he turned his back to her so she could undress.

“I won’t catch a virus,” she grumbled. nders. He was so beautiful, wet from the rain. And he was so strong. She felt like a coward compared to him.

She felt her heart stumble as she continued. “We were out checking traps near the sea cliffs. There are poisonous plants, and the felam beasts are very dangerous, but the cliffs are the best place to trap seabirds. I got separated from my brother when I noticed I had caught a fat groslin in a snare. They are a delicacy in the high cities, to catch one on the ground . . . It would have been like bringing my parents a little piece of the canopy, of their old life. I didn’t even think it might have been a trap for me. I was so stupid.”

“Cyani, you can’t do that,” Soren cautioned. His hands stilled on her foot.

“Do what?” She looked at him. His black eyes stared back with an expression she couldn’t read.

“You can’t blame yourself,” he stated with quiet authority.

“Trust me, I can,” she huffed. “Groslin don’t ever come near the ground. I don’t know what I was thinking. It was so obvious.”

“You can’t question why you ignored every warning you sensed. Why you decided to try to find the rest of your family instead of hiding, the way you were supposed to. Trust me, you can’t blame yourself. It will drive you mad.”

Cyani swallowed a lump in her throat as she realized he wasn’t talking about her. What had happened to him? And was it so different from her story?

“It’s funny the things you remember,” she mumbled, feeling suddenly connected to him somehow. Her words caught in her chest, words she had never spoken aloud, even to Vicca when they were alone in the dark. She looked down at her hands, the hands he had washed clean. “I fell in the mud, it was all over my hands.” Her voice didn’t sound like it was coming from her, but from somewhere far away. She pulled her leg back and tucked it close to her body.

“I was so scared,” she continued, “and my head hurt from where the high-hawk hit me. He ripped off the rag I used as a dress then laughed as I struggled to get my feet under me. I didn’t think—I don’t really remember anything but the mud on my hands, and the dark mark it made on his chest when I lashed out and landed a heart-strike. I had never done one before. I don’t think any of the other Elite can do it, kill with a single strike to the chest. How did I kill him? I don’t ever remember learning how to do it.” She looked at him. “How did I kill him?”

Soren reached out and took her hand in his.

“The bodyguards caught me. I was so shocked I couldn’t run. They beat me until I was just at the edge of consciousness. They even denied me the escape of passing out. Then they dragged me up to the Halls of Honor to face my execution for murder.”

“Did you have a trial?” Soren asked.

Cyani huffed under her breath. “People from the ground have no rights, least of all to a fair trial. No one cares—they don’t even think we’re human. It didn’t matter that my mother and father were both highborn. On my planet, I am worth less than nothing because I was born on the ground. You should have heard them chanting for my death, like it was a sport or entertainment. I had no trial, only another vicious beating that left me unconscious for two days and an ultare if he was her only real friend besides Vicca. She felt like jumping down and giving him a swift kick. She could fall asleep if she wanted.

She tossed on her side and tucked the blankets around her like a constricting cocoon. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, determined to prove him wrong.

She didn’t know when she dozed off. She heard a boom in the distance. Bombs, they were under attack. She tried to move, but couldn’t. They hit her, she was down.

“Tola!” she screamed. “Get them out!”

She felt herself fall.

“Cyani.” Her name reached through her panic. “Cyani, wake up.”

Cyani shook herself awake and fought to stand up, but a strong arm wrapped around her bare back.

“Cyani, are you awake?”

“What?” It was still dark. She felt cloth, and skin. “What in the name of the Matriarchs are you doing?” she half shouted as she pushed herself up from Soren’s bare chest. She was sprawled out naked over him like a wanton lover.

“What am I doing?” he protested. “You’re the one who started shouting and fell out of the hammock.”

Cyani rolled off him and curled into a ball on the furs. Mortified, she took a deep breath while the cool night air kissed her bare back. Soren shifted behind her, moving closer. She tensed, but he pulled her blanket up over her shoulder.

“Do you want me to say you were right?” she asked bitterly. Why did he have to be right?

“No,” he whispered near her ear.

She rolled onto her back so she could get a good look at him. “Then what do you want, Soren?”

“I want to be an old ma He leaned in closer, his presence completely surrounding her. She didn’t flinch.

“I trust you,” she whispered.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he leaned in and pressed his warm lips to her forehead.

When he opened his eyes, they swirled and glowed. She didn’t shrink away from him, but embraced the beauty of his power.
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LEAVE IT TO CYANI TO FIND A WAY TO GET WHAT SHE WANTED. SOREN watched her from a distance, marveling at how she had adapted the Makkolen clothing to suit her own needs.

She had gotten her hands on two more head scarves, and with them, she had turned the sensual and revealing clothing of the Makkolen women into a mysterious, and strangely threatening, warrior getup. She had wrapped a bloodred scarf over her head and face so only her eyes could be seen through a narrow slit. It masked her humanity, her femininity, until he could only see the cold power of her training.

With a second scarf, she cloaked her delicious belly by wrapping her breasts tightly with it, and lacing the bodice on top, then tucking it into the waist of her skirt. Even though it covered her skin, the allure of how the silk moved as her torso twisted in one of her kicks made Soren’s blood burn in his veins.

And finally she had taken a ginger cloth and managed to turn her skirt into a strangely tied pair of flowing pants, complete with “undergarments” of sorts. She looked like a warrior born out of restless flames, but he knew the woman she hid beneath her cloth, her weapons, her control.

Crack!

Cyani swung an arm-length stick over her head and brought it down hard on the toppled trunk of a dead tree.

She shook her head, took three strides back then ran at the tree with full force. With one hand she vaulted over the trunk, landed on the other side, and brought the stick down with another loud whack.

She fought so hard.

What was she really fighting against?

It had been four days since the storm. He was still feeling remarkably well, even though he could feel the drugs fading. He figured the kiltii water and sleeping so close to Cyani had helped keep his system balanced. Each day he regained more of his humor, his hope, but the days had tortured her.

She rarely spoke with other members of the tribe. He had taught her a few phrases, but she used them reluctantly. Each night she stared out at the far moon and watched the pinpoints of light flying to and from the Union base there. Every morning before dawn, she came to this shadowed place near the outer wall and practiced her training rituals. While she had grown closer to him, she didn’t seem to be adapting to Makko itself.

Soren turned the small round bead in his hand. With the edge of his knife, he deepened a slice to emphasize the edge of the fox’s face he had carved into it. He had made a whole sack of beads, but they sat in the dark, not woven into a necklace for the only woman who meant anything to him.

ines, swinging the makeshift “blade” around with the ease of a master.

He wanted her so badly. He wanted her to smile, to enjoy life here and relax, learn the language, and fit in with the people. He wanted her to bond with him.

He could picture them living out their days in the village. They could watch the sun set over the savannah as wrinkled gray elders, while their children began families of spotted and striped, blue- and gold-skinned, green- and red-haired ferocious little mind-bending warrior hunters who could make things grow.

He laughed, wondering if the Gatherers Cyani had told him about ever planned on something like that.

It was only a fantasy. She couldn’t survive here. He could see that now.

The Grand Sister of her planet was smart: She offered Cyani a choice. Cyani didn’t even realize she had been enslaved.

He was not her choice.

He rolled the bead for her necklace between his fingers.

What was he going to do?

She landed another blow on the tree trunk, and the stick she wielded cracked in two.

“I don’t understand the fascination men have with a woman who does not act like one,” a cool voice commented near his ear.

He glanced over at one of the pretty young Makkolen women. She had twisted her hair up to display her long, golden, completely bare neck.

She smiled seductively at him. It seemed the Lorna, the time of exploration, was upon them.

He didn’t need this, not now.

“Shouldn’t you be looking for Kaln?” he asked.

“Why would I be looking for Kaln?” she responded. “He’s nothing special.” The young woman pressed closer, touching his shoulder. He tried to ignore the feel of her fingertip tracing the edge of one of his stripes. “You are special.”

Soren pushed her hand away. “I am unavailable.”

“Hmmm,” the woman murmured. “She doesn’t wear your necklace. Why not take advantage of that fact while you can?”

Soren glowered.

“Awww, don’t do that, your eyes are so much prettier when they’re blue,” she commented.

Soren felt as if a Garulen guard had just thrust the butt of a shock thrower into his gut.

“What?” He could barely force out the question. He must have misheard her.

The girl took his moment of shock to press herself up against him and trace her finger over his eyebrow. “Your eyes are the most beautiful mix of blue and violet like a dark sky.”

Gracious Grower, giver of life. He was bonding with Cyani.

His heart galloped in his chest as he took a step away from the girl and leaned up against a tree.

How could it be?

They hadn’t mated. They had touched, they had kissed, but he hadn’t willingly bonded to her. His body was responding to her anyway. He had thought her presence could slow his deterioration, but it seemed she could stimulate new hormones, natural ones.

I can survive.

Unless she chose to leave him. If she did, his body would deteriorate quickly. Without her near, the hormones would shut down completely and he’d be dead in a matter of hours, not weeks.

How could he give her that choice?

“Are you okay?” the girl asked. “You look a little ill. Maybe there is something I can do for you.”

She wrapped her arm around him and smoothed his hair back. His stomach turned in revulsion.

“Go home,” he ordered her. “I belong to one woman, and that woman is not you.”

He needed Cyani, but when he turned to look at her, she wasn’t there.

 

 

CYANI FUMED AS SHE STALKED TOWARD THE VEGETABLE GARDEN, THE THIN shells of the bark nuts crunching beneath her feet. She wrenched a branch from one of the overhanging trees and stripped the smaller twigs off it then tossed them into the sticky mud with angry flicks of her wrist. A swarm of mudbiters rose up into the air and buzzed around a rotting gourd.

With a furious yank, she pulled her mask off and let it fall around her neck.

She shouldn’t be so angry, but she was.

When she turned and saw one of the Makkolen women snaked around Soren like a parasitic vine, she fought the urge to throw something at them.

What was wrong with her?

Was she addicted to him?

Or was it something worse?

She smacked the branch against a gnarled tree then launched it like a spear over the high wall. She felt so trapped. The wall loomed, casting her in its shadow. She couldn’t find the words to speak her mind, couldn’t keep herself from being exposed, and couldn’t escape.

Betrayal burned in her gut. After the storm, she only had one piece of comfort to cling to. She could finally sleep—with Soren’s help.

She needed him.

And he was turning to another.

Could she blame him? How often had she pushed him away? And for what? For all Azra knew, she was dead or a slave of the Garulen, and those who wanted to see her fail had their wish.

What if they never escaped?

What would she do if he bonded with another and she was left in this world alone?

She needed him. She trusted him.

She . . .

She couldn’t think about it anymore.

Cyani leaned against a tree and scooped up a handful of nuts. She threw one of the nuts at a bloated gourd reclining in the mud. The mudbiters took to the air again. She swatted at the irritating little flies, scattering them like her thoughts.

It shouldn’t have shocked her that the native women found Soren attractive. And it shouldn’t have surprised her that he would notice them either, with their long copper hair, sun-golden skin, and wanton display of their bellies.

She threw another nut at the gourd with enough force to dent the vegetable’s skin.

If he bonded with one of them, it could save his life. He was happy here. She didn’t need to see the green in his eyes. He radisplth="1em">He exuded warmth and tenderness, caring, patience, humor, and strength. With him she could dream, free from her terrible nightmares. She didn’t want him to bond with one of them, she wanted—

“What are you doing?” she muttered to herself. “You have a mission. If he finds a way to survive here, then you’ll have done your duty.”

But at what cost?

Why was she even asking herself these questions?

They stung her as badly as the bites of the flies. She could avoid the flies if she kept moving; her thoughts were another matter.

“Were you speaking to me?” a low male voice asked too near her.

Cyani wheeled around in shock. A young native man stepped out from behind the tree. He wore nothing but his leather nuta and an intricate beaded necklace.

“No,” she began, searching for the words. “I leave now.”

The Makkolen reached out and grasped her hand, but she pulled it away. She gasped in shock as he snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her against his body. “You don’t want to leave yet. We hardly know each other.”

Cyani felt the sluggishness invade her mind. He pulled the scarf from around her neck and let his fingers trace over her bare skin.

“No,” she shouted, whipping her forearm across his face with a solid crack. He fell to the ground and she tried to run, but her mind clouded with sudden unnatural panic. She froze on the spot, not knowing where to turn. Each option seemed more terrifying than the next.

A second male laughed from behind a tree. She found herself laughing too in spite of her effort to fight it, trapped by the newcomer and a wave of confusion.

“What, did you think she had the mind of a cow?” the second male asked the first. Cyani laughed. No, she shouldn’t laugh. She was in danger. Real danger. A heavy blanket of numbing calm shrouded her mind.

“She is a predator, you stump. You have to treat her like a lioness or she will rip you apart.” He stalked toward her with a look of triumph in his red eyes. “Do you know how the sight of you arouses me?”

Cyani felt a swell of pride in her long hair and toned muscles. Muscles she had to use to stop him. Muscles she could use to fight.

She fisted her hand and swung at his face. He caught her fist.

“Ah, ah ah,” he murmured. “You know how my skin feels against yours. You know you want the pleasure of my touch.” He pulled her fist forward and kissed the back of her hand.

Her mind flooded with want. She could picture his hands sliding over her arms and down her sides. He pulled her closer, leaning in to kiss her bare neck. Before she could stop herself, she had pulled the scarf around her midsection out from beneath her bodice.

She needed that scarf. She didn’t want to take it off. No, she had to get it off her skin. She wanted to touch him. She needed to feel his body against hers. Foreign lust simmered beneath her muddy confusion.

His lips brushed her shoulder as his hand pressed into her bare back.

It didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel the way it did with Soren.

She shoved him away with all of her strength.

“No,” she roared as she pushed his influence fy.

His eyes blazed bright, pure blue as he looked at her. “If they had touched you . . .”

“I’m fine,” she reassured him, even as her own muddy hands left streaks on his sides and back as she tried to cling to the comfort and familiarity of his body. “I wouldn’t let them touch me.”

Her words didn’t seem to comfort him as he held her and stroked her loose hair. They didn’t comfort her either, because she knew they weren’t the truth. They might have broken her, and she couldn’t fight it. She furiously tried to wipe the mud from his skin.

Soren sighed. He reached for a bit of cloth, dipped it in the kiltii water, and smoothed it over her face, washing away the filth from the garden.

Her stomach crawled with the awareness of the dirt clinging to her. She needed to be clean. She itched all over as her insides churned with the creeping feeling.

As if sensing her sudden unease, Soren dipped the cloth in the water again, and gently cleansed her temple, then her neck.

The cool cloth slid over her. Soren leaned forward and kissed her damp skin, as her body hummed with tension.

He carefully bathed her hands, drawing the cloth over each sensitive finger. He lifted her hands, and took the tip of each finger into his mouth. The hot pull drove her mad. She could feel the soft stroke of his tongue pulling her toward something deeper, something greater, something she was forbidden to touch.

She moaned softly as he placed a kiss in the center of her palm, then a hot laving caress on the inside of her wrist. He gently kissed each blossom circling her wrist. She swore she could feel them turning to him, growing for him.

His warm hands cradled her arm as his hungry mouth trailed up her arm with sharp nips followed by his soothing tongue.

Cyani couldn’t think. Her mind was on fire. She looked down at him, cradling his head with her free arm. His silky hair slid over her forearm as she watched his face. With his eyes closed, he placed each kiss on her arm with the reverence of someone in the middle of a deep and holy rite.

She couldn’t stand it. She resisted the urge to pull the laces of her bodice and let him clean the mud from her shoulder, and her bare breast.

“Soren?” Kaln called from outside the door. “My father wishes to speak with you.”

They both froze, and Cyani felt the stab of disappointment deep in her gut as Soren cursed and dropped the cloth into the kiltii water.

“What’s going on?” she asked, not expecting an answer. She felt heavy, aching and bereft, while at the same time her mind felt like it had been yanked suddenly from a dream.

“I don’t know,” he answered, looking as disappointed and torn as she felt. “Stay here until I return.”

He stormed out of the door.

“Kaln,” he ordered. “Protect her.”

“I will,” the prince replied.

Cyani quickly wiped the mud off her legs. She wondered how much it had to disturb Soren to leave her with another man, but his trust in the prince comforted her. If Soren trusted him, she could trust him, too.

“Happening, what?” she asked him in her broken Makko.

Kaln continued to stare en of attacking them. My father is sorting it out.”

“What?” Cyani’s heart thundered in her ears. “They attacked me. They tried to influence my mind so they could seduce me,” she protested in Union.

“I can’t understand you, Cyani,” the prince said, “but I think I know what you are saying. They tried to influence you, didn’t they?” he asked.

“Yes!” she shouted in Makkolen.

The prince nodded. “My father will make things right, just stay here. Soren is barely controlling himself. Right now I’m helping him stay calm and in control so he can bear witness against the men who attacked you. If he saw you now, I would lose my hold on him, and that would be bad for you both.”

Cyani paced behind the door, then called for Vicca, but her fox was nowhere to be found. She was probably off hunting toads.

She found her flick knife, and with her agitation roiling, she tried to work through her nerves by practicing throwing it into one of the walls. It gave her plenty of time to think about what she had done, how far she had let things go. She couldn’t do this. She wouldn’t be able to let him go to find his own love and be free.

Finally after what seemed like an eternity, Soren returned. He greeted Kaln, and the two men whispered something before he patted Kaln on the shoulder and the prince took his leave.

He entered the hut with a somber look on his face. “I will make you a bonding necklace and give it to you during the next Lankana,” he announced.

“What?” she gasped. “We can’t go through their mating ritual.”

“I promised the king.”

“How could you?” she demanded.

“Because by the law of these people, if another man tried to touch you in any way, I could defend you,” he answered.

“You mean you could kill them.”

Soren shrugged. “They all belie width="1em">“Are you sure?” The knot of uncertainty tightened in her stomach.

Vicca trotted in the door with a large locust in her mouth. Cyani scooped her up, and pet her ears as she moved to the hammock to try to hold back the crushing claustrophobia that had suddenly gripped her.

“I can’t do this, Soren. I can’t bond with you.”

“I didn’t ask you to,” he said. He touched the kiltii vine that now covered the walls of half the hut, had grown up into the grass thatching, and draped across the floor.

“That’s what you said. You said I would be bound to you. What do you think this ceremony is?” she demanded.

“It isn’t even marriage to the people here, Cyani. It is only a promise to remain together for a time and see what happens.” He plucked a few spent blossoms and rubbed their petals between his fingers to release their cleansing scent. “Isn’t that what we are doing now?”

“I don’t know what we are doing now, but I know what it means to bond to you and I can’t do it. I just can’t. I can’t bear that weight. We have to stop this, Soren. We are walking on the edge of a very thin blade.”

Soren crossed his arms and exhaled as he dropped his gaze to his bed.

“If you bond to me, then what?” Cyani asked. “Then if something happens to me, you die. I can’t live like that.”

“Like what? Like you have something to live for? You are so quick to throw yourself toward death.”

“I’m free to do what I need to do,” she protested.

“You’re not free.” His voice boomed in their small home.

“If I’m forced to bond to you, I won’t be.”

An uneasy silence fell between them as Soren’s eyes slowly turned black. What was she supposed to do? Finally she broke the silence because she couldn’t bear the weight of it. “I’ll be chained to you, and if we finally make it out of this lack-tech pit, then I’m the one who will bear the consequences. If you die, it will be my fault,” she stated, her voice sounding hard, even to her ears. “My fault,” she repeated in a softer tone.

Soren crossed the room and eased into the hammock next to her. She refused to look at him. He stroked Vicca’s ears as the fox snuggled between them.

“You should go through this ceremony with one of these women,” she mumbled. “They’re clearly interested in you. They can bond with you. You’ll be safe.”

“I don’t want them,” he said, leaning in to her shoulder. “Makkolen women would not be able to accept my need for them. If one wanted to leave the bond, I couldn’t let her go.”

“What about me?” she said as she squeezed to the edge of the hammock. “Could you let me go?”

He didn’t answer.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“Dance for me, Cyani.” Soren touched her chin with his fingertip and gently lifted her face to his. “It is the only way to keep you safe. After that, I will go out onto the savannah with you, and we’ll try to make the beacon work.”

“But what about the bond?”

He leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on her forting. He paused. His voice sounded soft when he continued. “Whatever our future holds, you will have a choice. I will give you a choice.”

He promised her freedom, a choice. A small ugly voice whispered in the back of her mind: What price would they have to pay?
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THE DRUMS, THEY CALLED TO HER. SHE COULD FEEL THEIR PULSE DANCING with the beat of her heart. She could hear their rhythmic seduction. The Lankana was upon her.

The last few days had passed by too quickly. Soren hadn’t left her side the entire time. He tried to make his presence seem less imposing, but while it comforted her to have him so near, it only reinforced her gut feeling. She was trapped.

She had to do what she had to do. She’d go out and dance, then take the necklace and retreat back to the hut and go to sleep like any other night. She had to get it over with as fast as possible.

Apparently, tradition dictated that she wear her hair up off her neck, twisted and pinned by two sticks with dangling beads attached. She didn’t have a problem with that. She had a problem with the rest of the traditional garb. Her woven bodice had been bad enough. The bloodred leather one she now donned practically became her skin as it dipped so low she worried about falling out of it. And she had no chance of covering her belly with the low-slung fiery skirt. She’d be lucky if it stayed on her hips at all, and without a head scarf to tie up between her legs, she had a sinking feeling she’d end up flashing her most intimate places to the entire tribe. She felt the flush of embarrassment color her cheeks.

But the drums, she couldn’t get the pulsing beat out of her mind. It enthralled her as she stared at the glittering blanket of stars above.

This night wasn’t like any other night. She had to be strong, or she would succumb to it.

From the dark shadows of the women’s house, she could smell the rich, spicy smoke of the great bonfires raging in the open area between the two halls. Focus, she needed to focus on the things she could control.

Tonight she’d be free.

Tonight I will be bound.

“Nervous?” Lai asked, placing her palm on Cyani’s shoulder.

Cyani turned to look at the queen. “No.”

“Your hands are shaking.”

Cyani crossed her arms over the tight leather that bound her breasts, and tucked her fingers into the crooks of each elbow to still them.

“You have no reason to be anxious, Cyani. You dance beautifully.” The queen turned to walk away as Cyani looked back out at the clearing. The shadows of men and women formed a circle around the altar. It had been dressed with fur and cloth.

Fire burned from the tops of phallic poles circling the shrine, while long flags of shimmering red cloth undulated in the hot breeze.

“Lai?” Cyani called. The queen looked back over her shoulder. “What is that for?” she asked, pointing at the altar.

One of the queen’s elegant brows lowered in a puzzled expression.

“It would be best for you to put it out of your mind. Try to enjoy this night.” The queen smiled a motherly smile and continued to the o He wore a bemused expression as he took a long drink from a deep bowl and stared at her without a word. A very intricate web of dark beads hung around his neck, tapering down to a single bead, carved to look like the flowers on her tattoo. It was beautiful.

Suddenly Cyani felt very conscious of the night air touching her exposed skin. A chill slithered down her back as she brought her hand over her navel and began to dance.

Foot down, clap, turn, hands up, meticulously she performed the motions Lai had taught her. She just needed to make it through the ceremony and all of this would be over. She could go to sleep, and in the morning, she’d redouble her efforts to contact the Union. Soren had promised.

I’ll sleep in his arms, under his thrall, dreaming of his skin touching mine, his kiss lingering on the tender place beneath my ear.

Cyani shook her head and realized she had stopped moving. With a quick rush of motion, she finished the last steps of the dance and stood before Soren.

With her heart pounding, she waited.

He didn’t move.

“Soren?” She took a step toward him, but he just cocked his head to the side and smiled at her. “Aren’t you supposed to give me the necklace now?” she asked. Had she forgotten part of the ritual?

“I’ll give you the necklace when I see you dance.”

“You son of an ill-bred mud worm,” she hissed at him.

He laughed and crossed his arms.

“Dance for me, Cyani,” he challenged.

She burned. She could feel the rushing heat of her anger and her humiliation rising in her blood, even as the touch of the bonfire behind her seeped into her skin. He wanted her to dance?

She’d dance.

She stomped her foot into the sand and slowly lowered her center as her arms snaked out to her sides. It was the beginning of the Ahora malka, the seduction of the tiger.

She would make him writhe.

Her body entered into the training ritual with a will of its own, the motions meant to teach smooth death strikes with wrist blades. She turned it into something different, something alive, something as beautiful and treacherous as the tiger itself.

She spun and let her muscles flow, her body open. She could feel the night air kiss the inside of her thighs, cool her heated core.

She became the beast, the Xalen tiger he often reminded her of. No, she was the tigress, his mate.

She could feel the electric tingle in her skin as she swayed toward him. She remembered how shocking his touch had been when he first reached out to her. Now she needed it. Was she addicted to him?

Did it matter anymore?

She remembered the first time he had kissed her. She had been helpless, terrified as he healed her paralyzed body with his potent embrace.

Her body spun and leapt. It knew the motions; they had become instinct. What other instincts had she denied herself for so long? Her body radiated with a new sense of power, a feminine awareness of her ability to enthrall, to create new life and beauty.

He had washed it away as completely as the drenching rain could, and she had kissed him for it. Now she felt the call, the seduction of her deepest, most secret strength. The strength of her love, the strength of her freedom.

She locked her gaze on his as she stalked toward him with fluid grace. His dark eyes blazed with the violet passion he tried to leash for her.

If only he knew how much she longed to free it, to free him completely. If only he knew how free she felt with him.

She spun and whipped the sticks out of her hair. She heard a collective gasp as her hair tumbled down over her back. She shook her wild mane free and smiled at Soren.

He stood.

With the mysterious blue burning bright in his eyes, he slowly stepped toward her, lifting the necklace over his head.

She felt drained all of a sudden, and her knees almost gave out as he placed the necklace around her neck. It nestled against her skin as if it knew where it belonged. She ran her fingers along its edge, and looked up at Soren.

“You dance beautifully,” he whispered near her ear as he pulled her into his body.

She trailed a hand over his bare neck as he leaned in to kiss her.

The crowd around them erupted in cheers, and Cyani broke away in shock, suddenly aware of their situation.

Soren laughed as he escorted her out of the circle, and let her settle down in front of him. He wrapped his arms around her as she leaned back against his smooth chest.

A little part of her felt a stirring of pride as she watched the rest of the dancers sway in the flickering light of the fires.

“Drink this.” Soren handed her the bowl he had been drinking from earlier.

She gratefully lifted it to her lips and took a deep drink. The cool, tangy-sweet liquid burned down her throat.

She felt her eyes water and coughed in shock.

“This is not kiltii water!”

Soren laughed again. “No, no it is not.” He nudged the bowl, and with a smile, Cyani took another drink.

She wasn’t supposed to partake in intoxicants of any kind, but as the rich and slightly spiced wine began to loosen her muscles, she acknowledged she’d been doing a lot of things she shouldn’t lately. The blood of Cyrila the Rebel wouldn’t be ignored. She rubbed the scars on the backs of her thighs.

Perhaps a little freedom was the sweetest revenge.

“So what happens now?” she asked Soren.

She thought once she was done dancing she could escape to their hut, but now she found she didn’t want to leave. She had enjoyed herself, and she wanted more.

As if to answer her question, the queen appeared out of the women’s house. A breeze picked up, ruffling her skirt around her ankles.

The crowd hushed in anticipation, and the last of the dancers took their places with the men whose necklaces they earned. The king stood and took two steps closer to the queen.

She smiled at him. The look of love shining on her face radiated brighter than the fires. Cyani inhaled and found herself holding her breath as the queen began to dance.

It was mesmeriz the king’s heirs. The Makkolen women are all at their most fertile this night.” Soren’s voice tickled the sensitive flesh behind her ear.

It was such a logical answer, so straightforward. Why did it have to make things so difficult? Drinking a swallow of wine was one thing; this was quite another. She couldn’t do this.

She tried to look away, turning to a couple to their right. The woman’s abdomen was swollen to the point of bursting. She could deliver her baby at any time. Her mate’s hand slid over her protruding belly and snaked under her skirt. The woman arched her back and moaned.

Cyani whipped her eyes to the ground in front of her. She tried to focus on her bare toes. Wriggling them into the soft sand, she kept her eyes fixed on the dirt.

The queen gasped then let out a soft cry. Cyani looked up before she could help it.

The king’s hips nested between the queen’s legs. He rocked with her, pulsing with the rhythm of the drums and something deeper, more elemental. Cyani recognized power in many forms, but she had never seen power like this.

She couldn’t breathe.

Soren’s hand strayed down her arm.

The breeze picked up, seducing the fabrics hanging around the mating couple into a yearning dance of their own.

This was life, the very beginning of life. Across all the worlds and all the different races and species she had encountered, this was a glowing golden thread tying them all together.

Life, not death.

It was breathtaking.

She felt a wave of pleasure rush through her body. She felt swollen, and slick with her rush of shock and awareness. She couldn’t take her eyes off them. She tried, but she couldn’t. She wondered what it would feel like, to have Soren’s lean hips, his body, joined with hers.

Her head swam with dizziness. If she didn’t breathe, she was going to faint. Soren kissed the back of her neck the way he had when she suffered from the shock blast during their escape from the slave cells.

She moaned and tried to stop her body from shaking. She felt like she was dangling off the edge of a great branch, and she wanted to let go. She wanted to fall.

The king thrust harder into the queen’s body, pulling her into him as she frantically clung to his shoulders. He pounded into her with desperate ferocity over and over, and she took him deep within herself.

A lion roared in the night.

The king answered.

The queen cried out and arched her back, before falling languid on the altar.

A cheer erupted from the crowd as the king collapsed onto the queen, the sheen on his back glowing in the heat of the fire.

Cyani watched the queen weave her fingers into the king’s hair and laugh.

Now she knew why this was forbidden.

This was power—power at its most elemental.

Now she knew why so many of the Elite risked blackmail and bp>
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“DON’T LOOK AT ME THAT WAY,” SOREN SAID AS HE LEANED AGAINST THE WALL of their hut. Cyani had a strange, focused look in her eyes. Her movements were slow, smooth, deliberate, like a great cat on the hunt. The lingering drums still called from the center of the village, reminding him of the way she had moved when she danced for him. It nearly killed him.

She smiled as she lifted the bowl of wine to her full lips. “Look at you what way?” she asked, taking a long, slow drink. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the smooth column of her neck. As she lowered the bowl, her tongue darted out and stole a drop from her shapely upper lip.

Great Grower of life, she was trying to seduce him. The Lankana had gone straight to her head.

“I need to know something.” She stepped toward him, her fingertips teasing the beads of her necklace. “When you bond, is it a choice?” she asked.

Soren’s stomach rolled over. He needed to sit down. He lowered himself on the furs as he contemplated her question. Normally, it was a choice. Normally, he would have had to acknowledge her with his mind, his eternal spirit, and his body to truly bond with her. Unfortunately, it seemed at least two of the three had made a decision without him. He was already partially bonded to her, and he couldn’t break it now.

“Normally it is a choice,” he acknowledged. “Bonding is a long process.” He was slipping off the edge of the blade. He couldn’t help himself. He was a weak and selfish man, but he needed her so badly. He needed her to breathe, to think, for his heart to keep beating.

She took another drink of the wine. Her hands trembled as she pulled it away from her lips. “So, it is possible for your people to mate without bonding.”

He crossed his arms as he stared up at her. The light from the brazier flickered over the pale skin of her stomach and made the waves of her hair glow with soft green lights. Great Grower, he wanted her.

She tried to set the bowl aside, but accidentally spilled some of the tangy wine down her wrist. It seemed she couldn’t control her shaking hands. She lifted her hand to her mouth and suggestively suckled one of her own fingers. He felt his heart pounding in his chest, pushing toward her with every beat.

“What do you want?” He had asked her once before, and she had trouble answering. Could she answer him now?

“I want to . . .” Her voice trailed off.

“Tell me, Cyani.” He pushed her, he couldn’t help himself. His body thrummed with lust for her. If they were going to fall, they would fall together.

She looked down at the floor then slowly brought her bright blue gaze to his. “I don’t know who I am anymore,” she admitted. “I know who I used to be. That girl is a stranger, but what am I now? A set of rules, of orders that I don’t even believe in?”

“Cyani . . .” Soren began, trying to caution her against rash decisions they couldn’t back away from.

“I know what I want,” she stated, her eyes unwavering.

“Cyani, it’s the Lankana,” he protested.

“I want you,” she whispered, cutting him off.rough his blood. She wanted him. He rose to his feet, stepping into her body as he looked down on her.

“Then take me,” he murmured. How far would she really go?

He wound his hand into her hair at the base of her skull and brushed his thumb over the sensitive spot behind her ear. If she chose to give herself to him tonight, or if she didn’t, it wouldn’t matter. He belonged to her. He would never survive without her. How did he resist it so long?

She pushed him back. “Lie down,” she murmured. “Please, I have something I want to give you.”

He reluctantly lowered himself onto the bed. The few feet that separated them seemed like a vast ocean. She would have to cross it. She had to willingly come to him. He had to give her that choice. Did she really have the guts?

He fought back the memory of hot metal on his back, and the straps holding his hips and arms. He didn’t like being on his back. He was exposed, in the same position he had suffered in for so long.

Cyani reached up and slowly pulled the leather strap from the hooks of her bodice and peeled the clinging leather from her skin. Every thought faded from his mind.

It took all of his control to remain on the bed. He wanted to leap at her, rip her skirt from her hips, and bury himself in her until he drove the pain away.

Her dark hair fell over her creamy breasts as she unclasped her skirt and stepped out of it. He clenched the furs in his fists and struggled to keep his sanity.

He had never seen a woman like this. Not like this.

She took one slow step closer to him and let her dark hair fall around her face. He held his breath as he felt his body reaching, stretching. A sweet ache blossomed deep in his abdomen as he drank in the glorious sight of her.

He loved her.

Her enigmatic smile, the one that only turned one corner of her mouth, touched her full lips. It had been the first smile she had ever given him. He hadn’t forgotten.

“Cyani,” he murmured, not knowing what else to say, not knowing what else to do.

Save me. Purify me.

She knelt on top of him, letting her hands splay out over his chest. She unlatched the clasp at his hip and pulled the leather kilt away from him. Then, with deliberate grace, she leaned forward. Her long hair kissed his chest, his face, until her lips met his in a teasing caress.

“Cyani,” he moaned. He couldn’t think about anything else, his mind flooded with hot violet. It burned as her hand closed around his aching flesh.

He exhaled and clenched his teeth. His muscles tightened through his shoulders and back, his hips, his thighs. He reached up and clung to her waist as she lifted her hips and hovered over him.

I am going to die. He tried to fight back the memory of hot metal closing around his exposed flesh, pinning him down. He tore off his translator then reached up to touch her. He let his hands slide up her cool, soft skin, and stroked the tips of her hair as they whispered over her smooth back.

My Cyani, my beautiful savior.

There was no abuse, no ize="3">She let out a long low moan as she eased down, letting him slide into her until her hips nestled completely against his. He sank into her hot sweet fire, undone by the pure pleasure of it. He tried to breathe but couldn’t. He looked up at her face, at the long dark lashes closed over her beautiful blue eyes.

“Ahria, cell atah,” she gasped out as she looked down on him.

He reached up and touched her face, trailing his fingertips over her cheeks, her lips. She turned her face into his palm, as he pulled the translator from her ear and tossed it over by his.

He gently pulled her face to his as he whispered to her. “Behra en lyah, Cyani.”

I love you.

She kissed him as her shaking hands touched his temples.

He burned. He burned for her as she deepened the kiss and lifted her hips at the same time, only to slide down once more.

He shook—he couldn’t help it—and he couldn’t keep the hot tears from flowing down the sides of his face as she kissed him. She kissed away the tears, and gently kissed his brow that bore the small puckered scars of the blinders he had worn.

“Easy,” she whispered in Makkolen. He clung to her arms, grasping to hold on to her. He couldn’t control himself, couldn’t control the flood of pain suddenly pouring from him. All of the darkness, all of the torture came rushing toward him like a black wave. He needed her so badly.

“It is okay.” She stroked his face as his body shook beneath her. “Take me.”

Cyani watched him closely as he looked up at her with such pain and awe burning in his aqua eyes. He had looked at her that way before, on the night she had freed him.

He was embedded so deep in her, she could feel the sweet ache of it behind her navel. Her body throbbed around him, so stretched, so full.

He wrapped his strong arm around her waist and lifted his hips into her. She gasped in shock as he turned her over and pushed his hips deeper into hers as the soft fur of his bed kissed the sensitive skin of her back.

She let her body splay out on the fur as he began to move, surging into her. She couldn’t keep her eyes open. The push of his body sliding into hers made the colors swirling around the room pulse with vibrant blue and violet. It was too much.

She reached up and clung to his shoulders then let her hands slide down to feel the lean muscles of his hips pumping into her.

She felt helpless and whole, wild and alive. She felt wanton, hot, powerful, and free.

Glorious Matriarchs, she could feel something powerful building within her. With each hungry push of Soren’s hips, she felt a tightening, like a bowstring being pulled to its limit. She couldn’t escape it, it ached, it begged her to make it stop, but she didn’t want it to. She didn’t want it to stop.

She desperately grasped at Soren’s taut muscles, raking her hands over his lower back.

He clenched her thigh and pulled her up into him. She cried out, desperate for relief from the frantic need coursing through her.

She looked up at him, reached up for him. She was going to fall. His face was a hard mask of concentration, so visceral, so male. Under hooded lids, his eyes gd turned off. He stashed it back in his belt.

“We don’t have much time; Bug can only block the signal on listening devices for a few minutes,” Smith said, as if he hadn’t carried on a conversation with a machine.

“Where’s the Byralen?” he asked.

A chill raced up Cyani’s spine. She couldn’t trust the man anywhere near Soren.

“Cyani,” he softened his low voice, and for a moment his accent melted away. “Help me help him.”

Cyani’s heart sped up and stuttered in her chest. He had spoken Azralen, and not schooled Azralen, ground-shadow Azralen.

“Med.” It was all she could say in her shock.

“We have to go,” he ordered. “Now.”

Just then she heard the clicking from Vicca’s claws stop. It had been a constant static in her ear. Cyani turned her attention to the sounds coming through her ear set. Vicca barked once, and a door hissed open.

“I’m not going in there,” a disembodied voice proclaimed. “Nrea hasn’t woken up yet.”

“What did he do?” another asked.

“I don’t know.”

“We should prepare the sedatives.”

“If you try to gas him, we’re all going to be on the floor.”

Vicca barked again.

Cyani moved to the door and broke into a run. Smith followed her. She continued to listen to the disaster unfolding in Med.

“What is that scout doing in here?”

Something crashed.

“Keep her away from the door, she’s going to let him out,” the second voice shouted.

“This way,” Smith pointed, turning down another corridor. They rushed down it at full speed.

Cyani heard clanging, a victorious bark, and the hiss of a door, and suddenly everything went silent.

Something thumped against the floor. It sounded like a body. Was it Soren? What had they done to him?

Her heart raced with stark terror.

By everything that is powerful and holy in the universe, please let him be okay.

Smith grabbed her arm and pulled her down another corridor.

Finally they turned the corner to Med. The large white doors hissed open.

Cyani stopped in her tracks.

The bodies of four medical officers lay on the floor, passed out. Soren bent over one of them, inspecting the officer’s head while Vicca perched on the man’s thigh.

Soren looked up.

The yellow red in his eyes blazed blue violet as he rushed to her. He caught her face in his hands before he kissed her with desperate hunger. She wrapped her arms around him, feeling his clean ponytail slide beneath the fabric of her gloves. She ripped them off and wound her fingers in his hair, as he continued to take her breath as if he hadn’t been able to breathe without it.

Finally he broke the kiss and buried his face in the top of her hair. He inhaled deeply as he held herd oheading.” He buckled leather cuffs over his forearms, carefully hiding his Azralen coloring and his tattoos.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Don’t you trust me?” He flashed his sardonic smile as he tied a sash over his head. The back draped down, giving him the impression of long dark hair. He looked like a criminal.

“If you think you’re going to sell me, I’ll show you exactly what I did to the people in Med, only you won’t wake up,” Soren challenged.

Cyn turned to him as if Soren had just gut punched him. The irreverent smile disappeared like a fleeting illusion. His face turned hard with sudden anger. In a moment he looked like he had aged about ten years. He pulled the collar of his shirt aside, revealing a slashing scar over his chest. “I received this from a flesh trader when I stole his meat. I free people. I don’t sell them.”

Soren grabbed him by the shirt, bunching the material in his fists as he thrust his damaged wrists up so Cyn could see them. “These scars say one thing. I’m worth seven hundred fifty thousand of your bars of rat shit. And until you tell me exactly what’s going on, I have no reason to trust you. For all I know you are the one who wanted to sell me to your seedy contact and that is why you were in such a rush to get off the base and come here.”

He shoved Cyn back and widened his stance. He could feel his eyes flashing, and he didn’t care.

“I think I like you,” Cyn said. “Get dressed. What I’m doing is right up your alley. It’s your chance for a little revenge against those scars. I’m wrapped up in some complicated business on this planet. But before I leave, I’m going down to the ground cities and smuggling out a couple of kids from under the nose of a flesh trader who sells them as whores,” Cyn confided, his tone turning serious. “That’s the truth.”

“What will you do with them?” Soren asked, still suspicious, but the threat he had felt had left. The man completely baffled him, but perhaps he could trust him.

“I take them to a planet whose people accidentally sterilized themselves trying to vaccinate against a plague. They need children to adopt so their culture doesn’t die. I give them the kids they desperately want, but the fun part is stealing those kids from the mudrats on the ground below us.” He strapped a knife to his thigh then seemed thoughtful. “Well, it’s rewarding so long as you don’t die or end up with large scars across your chest. That’s why I need your help. You in?” Cyn asked him.

Soren reluctantly stripped off his shirt and changed into the one Cyn had tossed on the bed. He couldn’t stand back while Cyani’s brother went on a potential suicide run to save a bunch of abused babies. The man was insane, but if he was anything like his sister, at heart he was noble. Soren chose to trust him, for now.

“I’m in,” he growled. “If only to keep an eye on you.”

“Good,” Cyn said with a smile. “Let’s see what else I have stashed in here.”

He sorted through a small arsenal of weaponry, and they both strapped enough knives to their various limbs to take out half the Garulen army.

“Only knives?” Soren asked.

“Fire off anything interesting in the ground cities and you’ll be mobbed for it. Knives aren’t in such high demand down there. You ready?” Cyn asked as he pushed into the cockpit and tapped quickly at the control panel. “Once we leave the ship, call me Cobraes all bunched up again, I don’t want her or one of her bloodhunters to find me.”

“Understood.” Soren switched his translator to project Azralen. “I’m starting to think you’re a good man, Cyn.”

“Don’t spread it around, or I’ll lose my reputation.” Cyn slapped him on the back.

“Don’t make me change my mind.” Soren tied his hair back and pulled on a pair of thick boots.

The ship hummed and trembled, as if it was storing energy but couldn’t hold on to it. Suddenly a sharp crack sounded through the hull, like electricity discharging.

“We don’t have much time. The pulse will only disrupt the Elite monitoring systems for an hour.”

He dropped down the hatch and Soren joined him. In the shadows near a tangle of swaying vines, a dark-haired woman dressed all in black stood with her arms crossed. A scar puckered her pale skin on her lower cheek and chin.

“Asara, my pleasure,” Cyn greeted.

“I’m sure it is,” she grumbled. “You had to land on an Elite platform, didn’t you? Is landing in the mid-cities not enough of a thrill anymore? Who’s this?”

“He’s trustworthy. He’s here to help. Any news on hacking the array?” Cyn strode over to another small ship like the one Cyani had left in. Soren stepped up onto the hovering deck of the black vessel.

“It’s going to be impossible. We’d need tech we don’t have, or we’ll never be able to communicate with the mining bases. Uyl would need a com blocker that is already coded to the Azralen array at the very least,” she responded, her suspicious eyes never leaving Soren.

“I’ll work on that. How many this time?” Cyn asked.

“Three: one boy, two girls. The eldest carries,” the woman answered. “Be quick—I don’t know how long I can distract the Elite.”

“Just drop us down and lift us back up. That’s all I ask.”

“Yeah, right,” she huffed. “Hold on.”

The ship hovered over the edge of the white landing platform then plummeted straight down without warning at a gut-churning speed. Soren held on to the seat as they plunged into the darkness through whipping branches. The thick, humid air choked him with the smell of rotting vegetation and mold, but soon turned to a strangling odor of sewage and death.

The branches fell away until all that was left were ghostly pale trunks of enormous trees rising over stifled fires below. It was unlike any forest he had ever seen. The forests of his home world were open and full of life from the treetops to the rich soil below. On this world, the cities in the canopy choked out all life and light below.

The ship slowed, and Soren had a fleeting memory of the failing gravity generators on the stingship. He couldn’t lift his hands off the seat as the weight of the stop forced him into a stoop. The pressure let up as the ship landed delicately on a platform slapped together from the hull of a rusted-out transport.

“Be careful, Cobra. They’re waiting for you at Cular.” With a nod, the woman took off again, shooting straight up out of the oppressive shadows. If the people here mobbed for a sono, Soren didn’t want to think of what they would do to get their hands on a ship.

“Welcome to the real Azra,” Cyn ground out. “Keep your eyes  eyes as he adjusted to the rank smell. A city, if you could call it that, rose up out of the sticky black mud like rotting teeth in a rabid wolf ’s mouth. Buildings had been slapped together from garbage, the castoffs of wealth from above, to form ramshackle huts and alcoves of jagged metal. Rotting tree trunks thrust up out of the ground at odd angles, while bits of threadbare fabric hung over makeshift doorways.

A corpse rotted in the mud to their left. Soren stared, horrified as a red and black snake peered out of the gaping eye socket. The corpse’s pale lips had rotted back to reveal a cruel welcoming grimace.

Cyani had grown up here?

The stillness unnerved him as he jogged next to Cyn. He could feel desperate eyes, dangerous eyes, watching him from the concealing darkness.

Fires burned in upturned cans or in any large bit of metal with a basin. His foot sank into a deep bit of mud, and he could see living things churning just beneath the surface, bugs feeding off the wretched decay.

Cyn gave him a hand and pulled him out. This was far worse than the slave cells of the Garulen. At least they hauled out the dead. How could anyone live here?

They turned a corner into a sloppy street of sorts. “Soren,” Cyn whispered. “I’ve counted five armed men following us. Looks like an ambush. How do you knock people out?”

“They have to come close and face me,” he mumbled back. Awareness trickled down his spine as he pieced out the five moving shadows as well. “It is better if I can hit them all at once. We need our backs to a wall.”

“This way,” Cyn grabbed his forearm and turned them into a dead end.

They heard a chuckle, then an answering laugh. Like blood ravens circling wounded prey, the five men slowly emerged from the shadows.

“Stay behind me and close your eyes, just in case,” Soren warned. The dark shadows stalked forward. Firelight glinted off a jagged blade. He gathered his strength, waiting for the right moment. They had to come closer. He could see their eyes shining with cruel hunger.

“Uh, Soren, now would be good,” Cyn prompted as he reached for his daggers.

Soren pushed out with all of his strength. The flash of light illuminated the dark alley like a strike of lightning. One by one the men swayed and flopped into the squirming mud with a satisfying splat.

Cyn chuckled. “I wish I could take you along every time I did this,” he commented.

“I think I’ll pass on the smell, the rotting corpses, and the murderous gangs of thugs, thanks. The only reason I’m here is the children,” Soren responded as they ran out of the alley and down another shadowy street.

“Unfortunately it’s part and parcel, my friend.” Cyn ducked down, and motioned to Soren to stay put as he peered around a corner. He climbed up the rusted plate behind them and onto a thin metal beam with silent precision. He crept across it until Soren lost sight of him. Soren pulled his knife. He heard a thump, a surprised grunt, and a body fall into the mud.

Soren turned the corner to see Cyn crouching over the body of a big beast of a man guarding the bottom of a staircase.

Cyn didn’t seem fazed by the body at his feet. “No matter what, don’t let yourself get wounded. The mud is toxic.”

Soren noddedaby reached up and fisted his small hands in her hair.

“Mama go?” his weak little voice asked.

The house shuddered as the whine of ship engines filled the small room. Lights from one of the flying vessels shone through the slatted planks of the outer wall, casting the room in a frenzied light.

“The master’s back early,” the woman said as she spun in a frantic circle. She wiped the tears from her wild eyes and handed the baby to Soren. The little boy reached out for his mother.

“Mama!” he cried as he struggled. Soren snuggled him close to his body and stroked his greasy hair. The poor baby weighed nothing. “Mama, you go?” Soren couldn’t stand it anymore. He turned the boy’s face to his and sent him to sleep.

“We’re getting you out, too,” Cyn told the mother as she touched her baby’s face to make sure he was okay. Cyn grabbed her hand and placed a knife in it. “Ask for Ceer at the tavern in Ahul. Tell her I sent you. She’ll help you escape to the refugee colonies. If you want, I can leave your boy.”

The woman shook her head and clenched the knife. “No, get him out of this place. Please, I want him safe, to have a real mother.”

Cyn placed his hand on her cheek. “You are a real mother. When I can, I’ll try to get a com image of him back to Ceer. He’ll be happy.”

“I know,” she whispered. The thunk of men’s footsteps rattled through the timbers from the floor above. “Get them out.”

Without another word, Soren stepped forward and took the hand of the little girl. She looked at him with faith and trust he didn’t deserve. If fate never allowed him to be a father, he’d make up for it now.

He had to get them out.

He led the children down the hall while Cyn branched off down a second passageway.

With great care, he helped the children and the mother down through the support beams and onto the staircase. He pressed his back against the trunk to let the pregnant girl slide past him so she could be in front. She shook so badly as she passed him he was afraid she would collapse.

He heard the sounds of shouting, of metal striking metal from the hall above.

The mother paused, and almost turned back like an animal running into a burning thicket. Soren took her arm and forced her down the stairs.

“Go,” he commanded her, knowing she didn’t understand his words. “Go.”

She flew down the staircase while he raced down with her. The rotting wood crumbled and compressed under his heavy steps, but he didn’t have time for caution. He’d have to cling to faith. A man charged up the stairs from the ground, brandishing a sharpened stake of metal. The pregnant girl screamed and fell down on the stairs, sliding toward the attacker. The step in front of them crumbled and Soren pushed forward, catching the pregnant girl as the child behind him clung to his thigh. The attacker lunged forward, his eyes wide with depraved victory as he rushed toward them.

Soren let his eyes flash, and the man stumbled and fell off the stairs to the ground below. The pregnant child screeched and jumped back toward Soren. He pushed her ahead of him and forced them to keep moving until they reached the ground.

The mother turned back to didu.”

“I won’t let him forget,” the pregnant girl assured in a shaking voice. “He will know who you are, and what you did for him.”

Tears streaming down her face, she pushed the baby back into Soren’s arms. She gave the others a quick hug and slipped into the dark shadows.

Soren led the two girls into a shadowed alcove. The pregnant girl looked fearfully up at him while her hand splayed protectively over her belly. The little girl curled into his side. Her trust in him unnerved him.

“It’s going to be okay,” he whispered to them as he placed the sleeping baby in the shaking arms of the oldest girl. It seemed like such an inadequate thing to say. They couldn’t understand him anyway. He unsheathed two of his knives. The younger girl flinched and cringed away from him. What had they suffered?

He knew. That was what killed him—at the heart of it, he knew.

He took up a protective stance at the mouth of their small metal cave. They had to wait for Cyn before they could return to the platform. He would return. He was Cyani’s twin.

Just then Cyn leapt off the last few stairs and landed on a thick pipe with the grace of a cat. A streak of blood splattered over one side of his face. He wiped his red hands on his shirt. “Don’t worry, it’s not mine,” he mentioned as if he wasn’t wearing the brutal evidence of his deadly nature on his face. He really was Cyani’s twin. “Time to go,” he added. Soren took the baby back to save the girl’s strength. She would need it.

They raced through the shadows until they reached the platform. Asara waved a frantic hand to hurry them as she reached down to hoist the children onto the landing pad. The girls stumbled as she helped them into the pod. Soren lifted them onto the seats as he fell down, still clinging to the baby asleep on his shoulder. The rush of adrenaline made his muscles feel rubbery and weak. He could only imagine how the girls felt as they clung to one another.

“You’re a mess,” Asara commented to Cyn as she landed in the seat in front of the controls.

“It could be worse—you should see the other guy.” He shrugged.

“One less rat to worry about. Stash the children, and anything else you have that’s interesting in your ship. The Elite have ordered a search.”

The children clung to Soren as the ship shot straight up out of the darkness into the twilight of the branches. He stared in wonder at the floating cities built into the trunks and out on the limbs of the great trees. Above them light streamed through the green leaves of the canopy.

They came to a stomach-lurching halt at the glittering white platform where Cyn’s dark ship perched. The children couldn’t open their eyes in the glaring light. Soren had to squint himself as he helped lead the blinded children into the Serpent. Muddy tears streamed down their gaunt faces. Soren felt helpless to comfort them. They had probably never seen the light before. Some of the most glorious things in life could be painful. He had learned that lesson as well.

As soon as they were inside the hull, Cyn went to work on the shocked children.

“Here,” he said as he offered them a small round ball. “Lick it. It’s sweet. And drink this.” He gave them vessels of water. “What are your names?”

“Essa,” the pregnant one responded in a small lost voice. “She is Calya, and the little one is Sene.”

“N you,” he said. “Soren, take the baby into the cleanser. I have clothes and a diaper for him here on the bed.”

A pirate with diapers. Cyn was nothing if not prepared.

Soren stepped into the cleanser. He had to fight back his own fear as he held the baby in the cramped silver tube. Reluctantly he shut the door, and pressed his hand to the activator. The walls glowed with pearl-like waves of light. The baby stirred in his arms as warm air swirled around them. The terrible smell of the ground cities dissipated as Soren watched the grime melt away from the baby’s skin. His curly hair fluffed up, revealing iridescent flashes in the dark locks, like the wing of a blackbird.

As soon as they were clean, Soren gratefully stepped back out of the cleanser. For claustrophobic technology, it wasn’t that bad. Cyn crouched in front of the girls, keeping his posture low and unthreatening.

“But that was the only way the monkey could escape,” he said, caught in the middle of a story. Bug flew around them doing loops and shining with different colors.

Cyn stood. He handed the girls neatly folded dresses. “Time to clean you up. Don’t worry. It’s magic. It won’t hurt. The baby didn’t even wake up.”

He shuffled them both into the cleanser as Soren tried to figure out which way the diaper fit on the baby. He brushed his fingertips over the scars on the child’s chest. He was too young to know such pain.

“I’m sorry, little one,” he whispered as he glanced at the scars around his wrists. “I’m sorry for both of us. It’ll be better. I promise.”

The girls came out of the cleanser wearing the clean white dresses. Calya giggled, smiling for the very first time. “You really are magic,” she laughed.

Essa smiled, too, as if she couldn’t quite believe the ship was real. She kept running a hand through her clean hair.

“I need you to hide in here,” Cyn explained to Essa. He opened a hatch in the hull, and inside was a small chamber with pillows, blankets, and a couple of toys. “Keep them quiet. We will leave soon for your new home.”

“Thank you, Cobra,” she whispered. “I’ll protect them.”

In that moment, Soren saw Cyani as a child. Now he knew the extent of the darkness that had haunted her childhood and the depravity that honed her into a determined warrior. He had witnessed firsthand one of her nightmares. He couldn’t shake the sick feeling in his heart as he thought about the children. He and Cyn had ripped them from everything they had known, including the toddler’s mother. Yet they faced the challenge with guts he couldn’t help but admire, just as Cyani had done.

Cyn closed the safe cocoon around the children and jumped into the cleanser. He came out as if he’d never been touched by the shadows of the ground cities. He was dressed in his shadowsuit.

He transformed from ground city outlaw and smuggler to a respectable Union officer right before Soren’s eyes. He punched more codes into the control panel. Suddenly, the antigravity cases and parts of the hold pushed back into the walls of the ship as if they never existed.

Bug flew up and buzzed with irritation as his pillow disappeared into the wall.

“You’re coming with  and forth. She took another draw from the goblet then sent it crashing to the floor.

“I will not let that happen, Cyani.” Her voice hissed and snapped with the same cutting bite of the whip. “You understand. You grew up on the ground. You know how depraved those ill-bred animals are. You know that filth can never be allowed to touch our pure world. Treaty for the common rights of all humanoids. Bah, some are no better than apes.

“And men, if they ever had a voice in our government, they’d only try to dominate the women the way they do on countless other planets. It’s hypocrisy at its most disgusting. Men cannot be trusted—just look at your father. The pitiful fool followed your mother into banishment, for what? Love? I commanded my brother. I commanded him to raise you and your twin here, under my supervision. He betrayed me, betrayed our bloodline, and nearly ruined you,” she shouted, lifting the whip and sending it flying toward Cyani.

Cyani leapt in a flash of pure reflex and brought her bare fist around to connect with the Grand Sister’s swinging arm. The old woman blocked the strike with her forearm. “I have to admit,” the Grand Sister cackled, “being raised with the beasts has given you a bold ruthlessness I rather admire.”

Even if Cyani could find words, she would never have been able to string them together. She pushed away from the Grand Sister. Cyani had never seen her like this. She seemed frantic and desperate, grasping for something that was sliding through her stiffening grip. Was it the influence of the drug in the goblet, or the slow, dawning realization that Cyani was far more than the unquestioning, unfeeling drone she’d been trained to be?

“The first time I saw you, you had already shown the power of your blood.” The Grand Sister smiled. It was little more than a stiff grimace as she rolled the whip shaft in her palm. “I recognized you immediately, Fima reborn, a tested and accomplished warrior and still only a child. You may have your mother’s skill, but not her weak will.” The Grand Sister coiled the whip again. “She wanted to turn the Elite into figureheads and have a representative government. She was willing to cower to pressure from the Union. You understand I couldn’t allow it.”

Cyani always suspected the Grand Sister had something to do with her mother’s banishment. The confirmation of it just churned in her gut like burning acid.

“You manipulated her,” Cyani stated, baiting her. The Grand Sister shook her head with a low chuckle.

“I only trifled in the obvious. Her attraction to my brother was blatant. It didn’t take much to put them over the edge and make her break her vow of chastity.” The Grand Sister widened her stance and placed her hands behind her back in a sparring posture. It was an invitation, one Cyani couldn’t pass up.

“What did it take, drugs?”

The old woman struck, and it was Cyani’s turn to block. The sharp jolt of cleansing pain to her forearm helped focus her rage.

The Grand Sister huffed. “Your mother may have given birth to you, but I was the one who conceived you. I couldn’t allow my brother to sire my only heirs, the last of the line of Fima, with some ill-bred bitch who had failed the trials. He deserved better. You would have been tainted with weakness.

“No.” The old woman stepped back, her weight balanced over her haunches as she remained on her toes. Cyani watched her gathering her center for the next strike. “Only the most talented warrior was fitting for  Sihich is why of all the Elite, you are the only one fit to rule, Cyani. You are perfect.” She struck again. Cyani blocked and seamlessly threw a counterstrike. In the time of her training, she had spent countless hours sparring under the Grand Sister’s scornful eye. In those years, the Grand Sister had seemed untouchable, unbeatable, but no more. She was no different than any of the others.

“You are ruthless.” The Grand Sister tried to kick, but Cyani leapt over her foot and landed a blow on the older woman hard enough to force her back a step. She would show the old woman ruthless. She wanted to show her just how much merciless blood ran in her veins.

“You are cunning.” The Grand Sister swung the whip again, but Cyani spun and slid toward the Grand Sister’s desk. The old woman held back the lash as the delicate communications lattice threatened to crash to the floor.

She chuckled as she coiled the whip again. “You are also intelligent, and by my teaching, obedient. All that I did, I did out of dedication to what you could become.”

Dedication to sculpting a perfect puppet. That is all she wanted. She didn’t know Cyani at all, or did she? When she left for her Union assignment, she never questioned anything. She had blindly obeyed orders. She led her men into battle, and she won, but she never let herself question any of it.

Not until now.

“You’ve manipulated my entire life. You turned a blind eye to the others’ attempts to kill me.” Cyani’s seething hate boiled in her throat as she tried to force words out.

The Grand Sister let out a dismissive huff. “I made you stronger than any other warrior the Elite have ever known. I needed to know you could best any of them, and survive any attempt on your life.” She placed the whip on her desk, but kept her palm on the handle. “I’m dying, Cyani. All I have is my legacy. That legacy is you. Think of what you could do for Azra. Think of the power.”

So that was it. All the power in the world couldn’t save her aunt from death. Only an heir in her likeness could maintain her rigid control on Azra and make her mark on their world last.

She had her puppet. She made sure Cyani’s strings pulled tight. For more than half her life, Cyani had never fought them. No wonder the old woman thought she could still pull them now. The Grand Sister had no idea who she was dealing with.

Not everyone craved power. Cyani didn’t want the throne. She wanted peace and safety. But like a snake, the call to duty crawled into her heart. She could dispense justice. She could bring light and order to the underbelly of their world and lift the innocents back into the fold of their society. She could instill the representative government her mother had been ruined for and revolutionize Azralen culture.

She alone could save her planet.

And due to the conniving of her aunt, she had the strength to fight off any assassins that tried to stop her. Once the others knew she was the true blood of Fima and Cyrila, they would fall in line. She would have justice for her people.

But she would never know peace.

She felt the chains that had tied her to the Elite constricting even tighter around her heart. She would have the power to change her world. She had to return.

She couldn’t leave her people in the darkness, not even for the promise e="3">She felt the Grand Sister’s bony grip close around her arm. “You are Fima reborn. My blood, my daughter. Cyani the Ruthless, the next and greatest Grand Sister.”

A ringing chime echoed through the room.

“What is it?” the Grand Sister asked without bothering to hide the aggravation in her voice.

“There is a Union representative here demanding that Captain Cyani depart with him,” a disembodied voice announced.

With a grumble, the Grand Sister slowly lowered the mantle over her shoulders and marched out into the throne room with a slight shuffle in her deliberate steps.

Cyani continued after her with a new wave of panic. What was Cyn doing? He was going to be recognized.

The Grand Sister stopped just short of him and looked up into his disguised black eyes. He smiled at her.

“Cyani has been relieved of her duties and belongs to me,” the Grand Sister announced.

Cyani watched Cyn carefully. She could barely recognize him. Even his expressions seemed different as he calmly addressed her as a Union diplomat.

“I apologize for the misunderstanding, but Captain Cyani has not been cleared of her final mission. She is to aid me in my current assignment as is clearly stated in the log orders filed U.C.O.-55467.82 section L. Until I sign her clear, she is under the jurisdiction of the Union Treaty of Common Arms and is subject to criminal prosecution under military tribunal if she rejects this assignment. Surely you don’t want to break the Treaty of Common Arms, your holiness. The Union and Azra have a long-standing alliance in good faith. It would be unfortunate to have Union rights enforcers rethink your exemptions from the T.C.R.” Cyn prattled in the flawless Earthlen accent he had undoubtedly picked up during his leisurely youth on Earth, while Cyani suffered through the trials for his freedom.

The Grand Sister flushed, though her face remained as stony as ever. She brought up the holo-screen and scrolled through the standing orders. As she read, her lips pressed into an even harder, thinner line.

“Earthlen,” she grumbled. “We had an incident on the landing platform where your ship is docked. It seems a trans-shift energy pulse went off. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you? Because deliberate interference with our communications systems could be viewed as an act of aggression on Azra.” The Grand Sister carefully studied him, but Cyn didn’t even blink.

“I apologize. My discharger must have been damaged during my last assignment. No offense was meant. As you can see, my ship never left the landing platform.” He bowed to her.

“Indeed.”

“And after your very thorough search of my ship, I trust that you are satisfied with the confirmation of your security measures.” Cyn smiled his most charming smile.

The Grand Sister drew a long slow breath before turning her back to Cyn and addressing Cyani. “I expect your return,” she stated. “You know what’s at stake. If you fail me, I will send Yara to the ground cities for your brother. Are we clear?”

Cyani fought the urge to look at Cyn. In the corner of her eye she could see him absentmindedly study the carvings on the Azralen throne as if he had not just heard orders for his own execution.

Yara was the best, the font size="3">“So you’re telling me, none of us knows where we’re going?” Cyn growled. Bug zoomed around, either confused or amused by Cyn’s irritation.

Cyn vigorously rubbed his shorn hair and ran his hand over his face. “Fine. I’ll ask Xan when we meet him. If that old space rat doesn’t know where it is, then we’ll have to get creative.”

Soren didn’t like the sound of that. At the same time, any delay in reaching his home world was a blessing. All that waited for him there was the grave. As long as he remained with Cyani, he had hope.

But she had taken that hope and left it behind. It was nice to know that it only took an hour or two for everything they had shared, everything they had survived together to mean nothing to her. She looked hard and regal in the white clothing of her planet.

He had offered her a way to escape, and time and time again, she returned to her duty.

He loved her so terribly it was going to kill him, and yet he came second to her orders.

And even with all of that, he could see the price she paid for her duty. It was killing her, too. The way her hand had strayed to her neck hadn’t escaped him. She wanted the necklace. Her face seemed shadowed and hidden, as if she were trying to hold back from him.

She should have known she couldn’t do that.

“What duty did the Grand Sister lay on your shoulders?” he asked. At the very least she could tell him why she chose her path instead of his.

Her eyes slowly pulled up as her full lips pressed into a stiff line. “It’s nothing,” she mumbled.

“No, it’s not,” he countered. He was losing her, and with her, his life.

The gut-dropping surge from the drop out of macrospace caught Soren off guard. He cradled the baby closer, protecting his little head with his palm.

“Right on target,” Cyn commented as Soren caught a glimpse of a large, tattered ship orbiting a deep blue and gold moon.

“Damn it, Cobra, do you have to jump down so close?” a very deep voice boomed through the popping static of the communication channel.

“I’ve got three for you, Xan. Keep it down, the baby’s asleep,” Cyn answered. He carefully maneuvered the ship above the much larger one, and with a shuddering clunk, they docked. “Are you ready to go, little ones?” Cyn asked the young girl.

She clung to his hand. “I don’t want to go. I want to stay with you.”

Essa put her hands on Calya’s shoulders as Soren stood up from the bunk, still carrying the baby. He understood. He didn’t want to let go either.

Cyn knelt down. “I’m sorry, princess. I can’t go with you. You can trust Xan. He will take you to your new home.”

“I’m scared,” she admitted.

Just then the hatch opened and a hard-looking man with shoulder-length barley gold hair entered the hold. He had the confident swagger of a man who started fights—and won them. Even though he wore dark eyeshades, he lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the dim light.

“For the love of a fat woman, Cobra, are you trying to blind me?” he grumbled. “Again.”

The pirate crossed his thick arms and squared his heavy shoulders over his somewhat stoc a quick appraising look. “You look too damn respectable. Who do you have for me?” he asked before glancing at Soren. “A Byralen? Where’d you find him?”

Soren felt his eyes flash in warning. Calya tucked herself behind his thigh.

Cyani crossed the quarters to stand at his side. “Don’t worry, Soren, he’s Hannolen.”

“He’s scary,” Calya commented.

The pirate laughed, then knelt down and motioned for Calya to come closer. She peeked from behind Soren’s thigh, but wouldn’t budge.

“It’s okay, duckling. I’m going to help you.” Like magic, with a flick of his wrist, he pulled a scarlet flower out of thin air. The little girl reluctantly came forward only a centimeter.

“You look like a very bad man,” she scolded.

He smiled. “It’s a disguise,” he admitted in a conspiratorial whisper.

“That’s true,” Cyn added. “He’s really a prince.”

Calya looked up at Cyn, then back at the pirate, who managed to glare through his dark shades.

Essa took Calya’s hand as Soren reluctantly handed the baby to her. “Don’t worry, Calya, I’ll protect you,” she stated, though her voice wavered. “Thank you, both of you. I will keep them safe.” She nodded a quick good-bye and joined a sweet-faced female crew member of Xan’s ship who helped them through the hatch.

Soren’s arms felt very empty and cold. He took a step closer to Cyani, but she closed herself off from him. Vicca wound around his legs, but it was little comfort.

Cyn and Xan clasped hands like old friends.

“I wouldn’t ask this of you, unless I had to,” Cyn began. “We need to know the coordinates for Byra. The Garulen know where it is.”

“I haven’t come across it, or heard of anyone who has. If the location of Byra became common knowledge . . .” The Hannolen tipped his head to the side.

If the location of Byra were known, Soren’s home would be overrun the way Hanno was.

“You could ask your people,” Cyn suggested. “The ones still held by the Garulen might have heard something.”

The pirate stiffened. “I’m going to forget you just said that, and don’t ever ask again.” He turned back to the hatch. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help.” He glanced up at Soren, “Good luck finding your way home.” And with that, he disappeared.

“Now what?” Cyani asked, collapsing into the copilot’s seat.

Cyn shrugged and stalked over to the cramped galley. “I say we get drunk.” He poured a glass of amber liquid from a silver cylinder, and tipped it toward Soren. Soren flicked his wrist to take him up on the offer. He could use a drink.

Cyani shook her head at them, but Cyn just smiled at her. His face fell when the ship detached and shook with the force of Xan’s ship departing.

“Godspeed, little ones,” he muttered and lifted his glass. Soren solemnly took a sip and nearly choked. The liquid burned like fire down his throat and left his mouth filled with the taste of smoke.

“Well,” Cyn mentioned, cracking his knuckles. “I guess we’d better do this the hard way. Tell me everything you know aboutit d him like a man who knew a thing or two about making peace with women. “You shouldn’t be fighting.”

Soren reached out and took the necklace. He rubbed the edges of the carved blossom with sad reverence.

“It won’t do any good. She took it off.” He could almost taste the bitterness in his voice.

“Bug,” Cyn commanded. “Show him.”

Bug stopped his singing and floated in front of Soren. A small square of light appeared above him like the one that would float in front of Cyani’s eye machine. It filled with color, and Soren could see leaves and a gleaming white flower that looked like Cyani’s tattoo. The leaves dropped down, and through a small gap in the foliage, he could see Cyani and an older woman with a white whip.

The older woman spoke. Soren barely processed the conversation. He couldn’t take his eyes off of Cyani.

The view on the small screen zoomed in until Soren could only see the still expression on Cyani’s face. She was holding back. In the depths of her eyes, he could see her fear and her rage.

“That is a lovely necklace,” the old woman said. “Was it a gift? Or have you simply forgotten you should not be adorned?”

She reached up and snapped it off Cyani’s neck.

“Hold there, Bug,” Cyn ordered. The screen filled with the unmistakable look of horror on Cyani’s face as the necklace was torn from her.

Perhaps the expression had only lasted a moment, but Bug had caught it. There was no mistaking her anguish. She looked as if someone had just plunged a knife into her heart.

“Bug caught the necklace when the Grand Sister threw it off the balcony,” Cyn mentioned.

Soren let himself fall back in the chair, numb with shock.

Cyani loves me.

She really loved him. She couldn’t hide it. It was there in her clear blue eyes.

He clenched the necklace, squeezing the beads until they dug into his palm. He pressed his lips to the necklace and tucked it away in his pocket.

“Soren, listen to me, Cyani can’t . . .”

Soren didn’t listen to him. Instead he launched himself into the living quarters.

Cyani woke with a start, drawing her flick knife across her chest in defense.

“Soren, what is . . .”

He took her face in his palms and kissed her hard. Her soft sweet lips parted beneath his as he poured all his love into the intimate kiss.

Her shock waned, and she relaxed into his caress for only a moment before she stiffened and pulled away.

“What in the name of Isa the Bold do you think you are doing?” she asked him. Bug floated near his head and made a low clucking sound that sounded distinctly like a metallic chuckle.

Suddenly a female voice crackled through the flight controls.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you now, Cyrus Smith, an alleged Earthlen, shadow trader, Union linguist, rogue smuggler, ralok champion, and Falc blade expert. Am I missing anything?” The voice sounded cold, skeptical, and far too knowledgeable about Cyn.

“How completely unflattering, Nu. I believe you forgot Hunmalen Ale master craft brewer, Lavarilen teatteringapprentice of the art of Tanro, and most importantly, humble servant to the glorious and beautiful people of Yeshu,” Cyn responded in flawless Pyri. Soren raised his eyebrows at Cyn’s tone. He sounded as if he were talking himself back into the graces of a scorned lover.

A square on the screen flashed with the picture of a stern woman with stark white hair, icelike silver eyes, and very pale skin. “Humble? You are as humble as a rutting yak, and if you dare bring up Tanro again, I’ll skin you alive. What do you want, Smith?” she asked. “I’m not going to fall for your crap a second time.” Her eyes flickered toward Soren as he climbed back into the cockpit, and her attention caught immediately.

“I greet you with generosity and honor,” Soren offered.

She looked shocked then a smile broke over her face. “I am Commander Nualsha of Hel. What is the name of your family honored Byri?”

“I am Soren of Eln, Nualsha of Hel. Yours is a strong and noble family. We have had many honorable and fair trades between your blood and mine,” he responded, careful to keep to the formal trade language between their people.

Murmurings rumbled in the background as the Yeshu ship came to life with voices shouting and cheering.

“Ranock’s feet! I don’t believe it. Soren, son of Councilhead Rosson?” she asked. She seemed to have forgotten Cyn’s presence completely.

“Councilhead? My father is councilhead?” he responded with a swell of pride. His father had been barely past the waning. Now he oversaw the council of elders? Soren wondered if his mother was still alive, if his younger brother prospered and had attracted a bride. And his sister.

Suddenly the rushing surge of joy ebbed as he thought about Rensa. He didn’t have time to think. He didn’t want to think. He only wanted to enjoy this moment.

“Your family has been looking for you a long time, Soren of Eln.” Nu waved to her jubilant crew. “Don’t mind them. You just won us forty casks of vintage Eln blackwine and some rich trading rights courtesy of your fruitful family.”

“I’m sure your crew will enjoy them with Eln’s blessing,” Soren offered, amused. The Pyri never changed, and neither did their taste for blackwine, it seemed.

“We will return you to your home with joyous hearts, Soren. Wait while we initiate the docking sequence.”

Cyani entered the cockpit. The Pyri glanced up at her. “An Azralen Elite?”

“She is the one who freed me, and I would ask that she be allowed to accompany me to my home,” he insisted.

The woman’s brow furrowed. “For what purpose?”

“Byhirn,” he stated, knowing the translators couldn’t understand the word for Byra’s mating ritual. He had no garden to invite her to, but she didn’t need one. She loved him. If they couldn’t survive in his overgrown mess of a garden, they would find a way. They had always found a way together.

The Pyri looked shocked. “Really? How exceptionally interesting. Very well, she can accompany you so long as Smith remains on my ship as my”—she paused, and a wicked smile crossed her face—“guest. We have some unfinished business to attend to. When you send us word, we will release him back here with his ship.”

Cyn shot a glance at Soren.



“Damn pollen filters,” Nu grumbled from behind her mask.

Cyani laughed, drawing the back of her hand under her own nose.

Soren smiled and offered her his hand.

She descended and took her place at his side.

“Mami, I’d like you to meet Cyani,” he forced out of his tight throat.

“Welcome, my child,” his mother offered.

She took Cyani’s hand, folded it in hers, and pressed it to her heart, then patted Vicca on the head.

“Soren?” Cyani turned. The cheering crowd pushed around them.

Just then, Soren caught sight of a beautiful young woman standing near a team of fine silkas hitched to a wagon.

The pain sliced through him in one terrible cleansing stroke.

“Rensa,” he whispered.

She rushed forward and hugged him. He let the tears finally fall as he held his baby sister. He thanked the Grower, she was safe. All he had ever done, he had done to protect her.

Rensa shook as he hugged her, but she pulled back. She wiped her own eyes then looked up. Her brow furrowed then shot straight up in shock as she noticed Cyani for the first time. She looked back at Soren, puzzled, then she smiled. Soren smiled back.

“Welcome, sister,” she greeted, then looked like she didn’t know what to do with herself. Finally she motioned toward the road. “Come. I have the wagon waiting for us. Let’s get out of here while father makes his speech.”

Soren took a moment to greet the silkas. He never thought he’d see one again. He ran a hand down each long velvety nose. They watched him with deep dark eyes beneath their long sweeping lashes.

“What beauties,” he whispered to them. “You have the look of my old Mum-mum.” One shook its head, its long white hair floating around its elegant long neck. Soren ran a hand over the braids in their smooth coats. They had been tied with blue and green ribbons that bobbed over their shoulders and around their graceful legs.

With a sigh, he checked their harness, patted the nearest one on the rump, and climbed into the wagon.

Rensa wouldn’t stop staring at Soren’s wrists. He didn’t bother to cover his scars.

“Rens, listen to me. I’m glad it was me. It’s okay,” he said.

“No, it is not,” she countered. “I’m sorry.”

Soren took her hand. “I don’t ever want to hear that again. Do you understand? It was my fault, not yours.”

She nodded, though the motion was shaky.

“Rensa, I’m home.”

She smiled then, her eyes sparkling. She turned her attention to the silkas as she expertly drove them with soft taps of the lead-rod to their flanks. A flood of news poured out of her mouth, as if she had been saving every missed conversation from the last fourteen years.

She told them about the new relationship with the Pyri, and their willingness to share more of their technology, their father’s rise in power to become councilhead, the twisting political brumto do it.

They walked in silence down the path. Cyani pushed back the feeling that she was being foolish. So what? Now was not the time to worry about Azra. She didn’t have long before she’d have to return. If this was the only bit of peace and beauty she’d have in her life, she wanted to cling to it, even if it was only for a few hours.

This world entranced her. Her visions of the glorious afterlife couldn’t compare. She’d been mistaken about her impressions of what a lifegarden was. She’d thought of it like a farm, or a tended plot of land, but instead, it was an intricate and perfectly balanced ecosystem. It was hard to imagine Soren as a young boy struggling to create such a pristine wonder on his own.

He pointed out the different species of butterflies floating over the blankets of flowers adorning the path. For the first time since she freed him, he truly seemed at ease.

Yes, she could believe he created this. It was his nature to find beauty and watch it grow.

They walked down the path to the fields of spongy grass where a small flock of white beasts grazed. They reminded Cyani of camels with more elegant features, draping hair, long floppy ears, and only a slight hump. She had never seen anything like them on any other planet. One of the foals cavorted toward her.

Cyani laughed and ran as the little thing galloped around on unsteady legs. Soren caught her and held her in his arms as he chuckled at her. Vicca chased after the foal in a futile attempt to herd it back toward its sleepy-eyed mother.

“Come on,” Soren whispered in her ear. “I’ve got something to show you.”

The sun faded fast as they crossed the field and made their way over a series of large flat stones embedded in the cool creek. They followed the creek bank up into the edge of the forest. The ground sloped down into a shady grotto. A chorus of chirping insects hummed in the trees. Curling ferns lingered beneath the sweet-smelling needles of the conifers. A trickling waterfall played over moss-covered rocks. The soft flowing plants were the same color as her hair.

“One of the very first thoughts I had when you freed me, was that you reminded me of this place,” Soren admitted.

“You thought I had mossy hair?” she teased.

“You reminded me of my home,” he answered. “Look.”

Cyani turned her attention to the place he was pointing and gasped. Amidst the ferns tiny pinpoints of light swelled and faded as they floated like magic over the fronds. They lit in bright shades of green, yellow, violet, and blue as they drifted about, lighting and disappearing again.

“What are they?” Cyani whispered in awe.

“Light bugs,” Soren answered. “They’re hoping to find a mate.”

“Creative name.” She smiled at him. He shrugged as he sat in a patch of cool, sweet-smelling flowers.

Vicca leapt at one of the bugs and took a swipe at it with her paw. She twisted in the air and landed with a loud splash in the creek.

With a squawk, she threw herself back out of the water and scurried under a stand of ferns.

Laughter bubbled up out of Cyani before she could help it. Her amusement was carefree and spontaneous. It came from her alone, unlike her feelings on Mah="1em">“Soren,” she gasped.

His hot mouth closed on her flesh, and the sensation of his intimate kiss ricocheted through her nerves. She had never felt anything like it as his soft tongue teased her. She felt helpless and cherished, as if this was their altar, and the fires of Makko surrounded them once more.

His hands smoothed up her bare thighs. The rush of pleasure was so intense, so drugging, she closed her eyes and clung to his hair. She tried to escape the waves of color washing through the grotto, but they had invaded her mind until she could see nothing but scalding violet and the soothing love of pure clear blue.

She couldn’t think.

“Soren, please.” She pulled at him, desperate for a reprieve from the addictive torture he was putting her through. He slid up her side with a seductive grin on his face.

“Will you stay, Cyani?” he asked.

She fought hard for her thoughts, for control, but they had slipped through her hands long ago. She was falling now, and nothing could stop it.

“I can’t,” she confessed.

He closed his eyes for a lingering second then opened them again.

Cyani’s heart thrummed in her chest faster than the wings of a hoverbird.

He leaned forward and kissed her. Hard and tender at the same time, the kiss flooded her with sad longing and sweet possession.

She gently pushed him back.

With soft nibbling bites to her lips, he let her pull away.

“The Grand Sister named me as heir. I will rule Azra,” she whispered. She said the words, but they didn’t feel right; they only felt bitter.

“What?” He stiffened, his hands clenching her robes beneath her, as his eyes searched hers with heartbreaking disbelief.

“I will be the Grand Sister,” she said. She felt like she had her hand on the hilt of a knife, driving it deeper.

He let out a slow breath he had been holding as his eyes faded to black. She couldn’t bear the sight of it, so she pushed away from him and gathered her knees to her bare chest.

He covered her shoulders with her training robes. Their slight weight oppressed her as she slid her arms into the garment and began fastening the clasps.

“I’m sorry, Soren,” she said. “I have to go back.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance. The heavy clouds that had lingered on the horizon at dusk marched toward them. Soren blinked up as he tried to fight back the angry surge of emotion rushing through him. It was all for nothing.

“Soren?”

He stood. He couldn’t speak. He paced to the far end of the grotto and stalked back and forth near an overhanging bank.

“Soren, say something,” she begged.

What could he say? If you leave, it’ll kill me before daybreak? How could he shackle her with that guilt when he knew what she could do for her people?

Essa, Calya, and little Sene needed her. All the other children that had grown in the darkness needed her. She could save them.

“Blight, pestilence, and rot!” he shouted as he threw his fist into the muddy bank.

“Soren, could ^cross the road. She remembered waking up next to Soren as his eyes shone green for the first time. He was throwing a rock for Vicca as she scurried around in their small shelter.

She tried to take a deep breath, but ended up gulping a hasty mouthful of air. The rain fell on her shoulders, dripping through her loose hair the way it had that stormy night on Makko. She felt her heart stutter in her chest as her body remembered what it felt like to reach out, throw her traditions and shame into the mud and kiss him until she couldn’t breathe.

She slowed to a stop.

The cold rain fell, turning the once clear path to sludge. She turned and stared back up the road.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

She reached for her collarbone, and the soothing feel of her necklace gave her the strength to move forward.

She had to do the right thing.

Why does it feel so wrong?

Pushing herself at an agonizing pace, she wound through the maze of lifegardens until the road curved and opened into the empty market square.

A couple of old men drew down a heavy tarp over the front of one of the small buildings at the periphery of the market.

They looked at her with a mix of curiosity and concern. She turned away from them and darted up the stairs and through the shield to the Yeshulen ship. She needed to find Nu and convince her to launch the ship. The quicker she left, the less time she’d have to feel the ripping pain coursing through her.

Unless I feel it the rest of my life.

Two guards gave her a double take.

“What are you doing?” The Yeshu immediately widened their stances. Cyani braced herself for attack. Why did the Yeshu all have to be so defensive?

“Where’s Nu?” she asked. The chill of the ship seeped into her wet clothing. Suddenly the icy air seemed to stab deep into her bones.

A group of crew members came running.

“Azralen, what are you doing here?” the leader asked. He hastily grabbed one of the silver overcoats and offered it to her.

It warmed her skin, but did little to ease the sickening chill in her heart.

“I must return with Smith to his ship. Where is he?” she demanded.

An orange glowing A.I. disc let out an encouraging pip and a whirr, then flew off through one of the corridors. Cyani followed it, leaving the protesting crew members at the mouth of the ship. If the little thing was anything like Bug, it would lead her to Nu just to stir things up.

After winding through a maze of halls with simple silver doors, they came to a large door at the end of a corridor. Cyani looked closer in amazement as orbs of light drifted slowly within the metal of the door. The A.I. darted around the door, touching the drifting lights in a specific order. The door dissolved before Cyani’s eyes to reveal the commander’s personal quarters. Ice sculptures of giant fanged cats stood to either side of the doorway, guarding the entrance to a room with plush furs and colorful woven tapestries filled with flower and vine motifs that had to have come from Byra.

Cyani stepslowly l, her hands pinned behind her back as he kissed her. She flowed into his body as she hungrily kissed him back.

Cyani shook off her shock. So much for wanting to kill him. She didn’t have time for this.

“What are you doing?” Cyani thrust her hands on her hips.

Cyn managed an awkward jump back that looked like he had been jabbed in the ass with a Romlen ox prod. Nu flushed as she shoved him to the side.

“What am I doing? What are you doing?” he countered as his expression shifted from shock to anger. “Where’s Soren?”

“He’s home,” she answered. In his beautiful garden full of warmth and life. She had to stop thinking like this. She steeled herself. “I did what I had to do. I got him here. We need to leave for Azra.” And the sooner they left the better. She had to purge herself of all this emotion. Taking the mantle would be a trickier and deadlier task than crossing a pit of cobras. She needed her strength and her wits.

“Cyani, you don’t belong on Azra,” Cyn stated.

Nu took a step to the door. “I have work to do,” she mumbled. She shoved the small troop of Yeshulen guards back out the door just as they skidded to a stop in her room. The doors reappeared behind Nu, leaving Cyani to face her twin alone.

“You don’t understand.” She crossed her arms, but it didn’t help warm her.

“You love him.”

No. Cyani stumbled backward. Slowly she sank onto a red woven cushion on the floor next to an ice fountain. Warm water cut through the channels of ice, melting the hard crystals into tiny flowing rivers while vapor danced in seductive curls toward the ceiling.

Great merciful Creator.

How could she deny it? She did love him.

“Damn it, Cyani. Stop being such a stubborn ass. This is where you belong.” Cyn knelt in front of her and placed his hand on her shoulder.

“I can’t do this,” she murmured as she watched the water flow. Before her eyes a cold shard of ice slowly melted. “I can’t let myself love him.”

“But you do,” Cyn prodded. “Why are you wearing this?” He flicked his finger under the center bead of the necklace.

“Cyn, there are things going on that you don’t know about,” she protested.

“What, that the Grand Sister made you her heir? Oh, I know. That manipulative old bitch is playing you. Again. And you’re walking right into her claws without a fight.” He shoved her shoulder in disgust.

“Were you spying on me?”

Cyn snorted. “I deal in information, remember? Bug caught an earful during that conversation. Luckily it wasn’t the only thing he caught.”

Cyani placed her hand over her necklace.

“So you know I have to go back. I’m the only one who can change things on Azra.” She felt like she was in a fog. Her misting breath curled around her face as her frozen tears stung her cheeks.

“There’s the arrogance of a true Elite. And here I thought they hadn’t brainwashed you,” Cyn grumbled.

Cyani’s anger flared. “If I don’t go back and take the mantle, what then? Who will fight for the children of the ground cities?”

“Whose is it, yours?” she shouted at him.

His eyes hardened. Slowly a smile crept over his face, but his eyes remained as dark and hard as the shadows they grew up in.

“Damn you, Cyn.” It was her turn to pound him with her fists. He caught them and held them. “What are you involved in now?”

“I live my life my way. It’s time for you to let me live my life and learn to live your own. I’m a man, Cyani. No matter what the Elite told you, I’m not helpless. I’m certainly not stupid. My worth and my strength as a man have nothing to do with you. And I don’t need your protection.” He brought her fists together and pressed them to the center of his chest. The irritation and bitterness in his voice was tempered by the understanding in his eyes. They were so much alike. Why didn’t she see it before? She would have never allowed him to sacrifice his happiness for her.

“Listen to me,” he continued in a softer tone. “A revolution is brewing, and I don’t want you caught up in it. You can’t lead the Elite against the attack, Cyani. They’ll turn on you in the midst of battle and they will kill you. To them you are no different than the mudbirds rising against them.”

“I can fight them,” she protested.

“You can’t fight them and all of Azra! To the Elite, you are the enemy. Don’t feed me any bullshit about how they’ll learn to respect you. You know it’s not true. Forget about mercy from the ground-dwellers. If you become Grand Sister, you will be their enemy, too. Whose side does that leave you on?” His jaw set as his brow furrowed, but there was no mistaking the subtle desperation in his eyes. “You can’t win.” He was trying to protect her.

“Shit,” he continued. “For once in your life, will you listen to me?” He stood and stalked over to the other side of the room. He lifted a vessel made of ice and downed the liquid inside.

She wanted to. Great Matriarchs, she wanted to. Perhaps he was right, but that still didn’t solve the problem of Yara. She didn’t know what Cyn was capable of, but she knew what Yara was capable of. She didn’t want to think of what would happen if the two ever met. “The Grand Sister will send a bloodhunter after you.” Cyani reminded him as she rose to her feet as well.

“Let her come.” Cyn placed the vessel back on a shelf, confirming her suspicions. Cyn wanted the fight. “Even if you go back to the high cities, I’m not coming with you. You think I’m going to stand by and be our dear aunt’s breeding stud? I don’t think so. She’s not getting her legacy from me. She doesn’t control me, and she never will.”

“I just want you to be safe,” Cyani argued.

He hung his head. “I thought you were dead. They say a twin is supposed to know if the other dies. I felt it, Cyani. We were born together . . .” He paused and looked away, as if he couldn’t finish that thought, but Cyani knew what he was trying to say. He didn’t want to live if she was gone.

“I found out you were alive,” he looked back up at her. “For five years I’ve been fighting to find you. I couldn’t handle the thought of losing you before I found you again.”

He uncorked a flask and poured another drink. “If you want to be noble and selfless, stop trying to protect me and give me the only thing I’ve ever prayed for.”

Cyani stared at him. “You pray?mile slid back across his face. “And if you can work it in, I wouldn’t mind being an uncle.”

Cyani stood in the center of the room as waves of shock pulsed through her numb fingers. Without the certainty of her duty, her future stretched out before her like a large void. Did she really have a choice?

“It’s your future, sis. Go back to Azra, trust your Elite sisters . Maybe I’m wrong—maybe they won’t blame you when the ground and the seas finally rise up against them. Or you can stay here, hidden and safe with a man who loves you. What do you want?” Cyn asked.

The words echoed in her mind, her heart. She had heard them before.

“If I become the Grand Sister, you won’t need your revolution. I can make things better,” she reasoned.

“Damn it, I can’t turn back now. The islands will erupt with or without me. I’m going to stand for what I believe in. I’m a soldier, and I’ve made my choice. I will fight. I don’t want to fight you. Stay, Cyani. Please. Do what makes you happy.”

A fluttering feeling started in her numb toes and rushed up her legs. The release was intense as she felt hot tears on her cold cheeks. She could have a life of peace. She could have love. She could have babies of her own raised in safety with a strong and noble man as their father. Joy rushed through her. She threw herself into Cyn’s arms.

He laughed as he caught her.

“I love you, sis,” he confessed. “Mom and Dad will be thrilled.”

“I love you, too, Cyn, even though I hate you right now.” She squeezed him tighter. “I swear, if you get yourself killed, I’ll kill you.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve learned a thing or two in the last few years. I’ll be fine.”

The door slid open and Nu stood in the corridor with her arms crossed.

“I swear, Smith, you are a menace. Fenril help the woman who ends up with you,” she scolded.

Cyn let go of Cyani as she tried to stifle a chuckle.

“Aw, Nu. Are you saying you don’t want to spend the rest of your days with me?” he teased.

“I’d rather tie myself to the foul end of a mammoth with a digestive virus,” she grumbled. “The sooner I get you off this ship, the better. Are we leaving?”

“Wait,” Cyani burst out. “I need to stay.”

Nu’s hard eyes softened. She placed a hand on Cyani’s bicep and gave it a squeeze. “Good. Take Skitter with you, and the translator. Skitter will be able to communicate with Bug. You can contact your family secretly that way.” Nu winked. The orange A.I. floated up and the light around her swelled with what could only be pride.

Cyani’s shock nearly stole her speech. “Why?”

“Cyn here isn’t the only one capable of spying,” Nu stated as she poked him in the chest. “I’ll monitor any communication between the two of you. You are not to mention the Yeshulen or Byra’s location. Keep it to family. And when you do speak, know this, I will know exactly where you are.”

Cyn nodded, but his face turned contemplative, like he was trying to figure out a way around the tech-leash.



“Cyani, you have to get back to the garden right now,” she pleaded.

“We should wait out the storm,” Cyani reasoned.

“Don’t you love him?” Rensa asked, her voice hard with accusation. “Don’t you want to be with him?”

“What are you talking about? We’ll get killed if we go running out there. As soon as the storm clears, we can go back.” What was wrong with her?

“Soren is dying.” Her voice broke into a sob.

“What?” Cyani’s knees buckled as she stumbled sideways. She caught one of the supports of the awning and clung to it while she tried to breathe. How could that be? He hadn’t bonded with her. He told her he hadn’t. He promised she would have a choice, that he wouldn’t chain her.

He let me go.

Thunder boomed again as another strike of lightning hit close by. Suddenly the truth threaded itself through her memories of the last few days. His eyes were blue.

He was bonded to her, and he let her go.

“Shakt,” she whispered. “How bad is it?”

“He’s not fighting.” Rensa collapsed against the wall.

“I don’t understand—he can live a couple of weeks, right?” She had time. She had to have time.

“No, Cyani. He’s bonded. It changes our blood. The longest anyone has survived the loss of a fully bonded mate is a day. If he doesn’t want to live, he won’t last the night.”
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SHE HAD TO GET BACK BEFORE—NO, SHE COULDN’T EVEN THINK IT. A SEARING flash of lightning slammed into a towering oak. The air crackled as a heavy limb creaked and fell, shattering the roof of a nearby building. The ground beneath Cyani’s feet shook with the force of the impact.

“How do I get back?” Cyani shouted over the roar of the storm.

“Follow the disc,” Rensa yelled. “For the love of the Grower, hurry!”

Cyani threw herself into the slashing fury of the rain. Skitter rocketed ahead until she became nothing more than a glowing dot of orange. Cyani nearly lost sight of her.

No.

Shakt.

She had to keep up. Cyani pushed her body harder than she ever had, harder than the long battles against the Garulen on Felli. Harder than the endless hours spent in training under the threat of the whip or death. Harder than the nights she ran from the flesh traders in the shadows as a child. Her muscles burned as the rain flooded into her bleary eyes. She did her best to control her breathing, to draw from her endurance, but her heart pounded so fast, so loud in her ears it rivaled the thunder.

Her feet sank into the sticky mud as the cold rain splashed up her legs and thighs. The fabric of her robes clung to her skin as she pushed relentlessly into the darkness.

Please don’t die.

Lightning struck, illuminating the walls of thicket on either side of the roadsweet perfume of the flowers filling the room. The walls of the room seemed to be carved from seamless wood. Relief sculptures of different animals and plants surrounded them in beauty. Clusters of flowers adorned the walls. Draperies similar to the ones she had seen in Nu’s quarters covered the window, while a soft white light glowed from two golden sconces on either side of the bed.

“Are you okay?” Soren asked, concern seeping into his voice. Vicca leapt onto the bed, turned a quick circle on Cyani’s feet, and plopped herself down. Cyani chuckled but her abdomen hurt from the strain of the run.

“I’m fine. All Azralen pass out when their bodies need to recuperate from something. It keeps us from falling out of the tree if we’re wounded enough to compromise our balance.” Suddenly her mind cleared. “How are you? Are you still ill?” She pressed her palm to his forehead. His skin felt warm, but not feverish.

“I’ve never been better,” he admitted as he pressed a loving kiss to her lips.

“Good, because I’m going to kill you.” She grabbed a pillow and whapped him across the head with it. “You lied to me.”

He laughed.

“Damn it, Soren. You knew you had bonded to me, and you didn’t tell me.” She drew the blanket up over her breasts. “You were going to die because of me.”

“I kept my promise. I gave you a choice.” He planted a soft kiss on her collarbone, right beneath the edge of her necklace.

“You are too damn noble,” she grumbled.

“No, I just love you.” He plucked a deep violet blossom from the post of the bed and offered it to her.

Cyani’s heart fluttered and her hands trembled as she took it. He smiled at her, his eyes glowing a clear bright blue, the exact color of hers.

He gathered her hand in his and planted a soft kiss to her knuckles. “Will you stay here with me? Will you make this your home?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “I love you, Soren.”

“What about Azra?” he asked, his tone still doubtful.

“As my brother so eloquently put it, it’s not my fight.” She looked down and smoothed her hand over the blanket.

Soren slid his hand up her thigh and began a delicious massage of her taxed muscles.

“Cyn will be fine. He’s too much like you.”

“I hope so . . .”

He captured her words in his kiss as his hand brushed over her abdomen.

She smiled as she relaxed back into the soft bed. She wouldn’t deny him, not now, not ever. She was addicted to him, too.

She reached for his shoulder, and pulled him on top of her. He slid into her sore and grateful body, soothing the deep ache and creating a new one.

Slowly he made tender love to her until a new dawn touched the sky.

 

 

SOREN’S MOTHER CHUCKLED AS CYANI PICKED AT THE HOPELESS TANGLE OF yarn in her lap. The elder woman’s fingers flicked and spun a hooked needle, creating a soft cushiony fabric. Cyani hadn’t mastered the art of untangling the thread.

“Patience, Cyani. It will come to othr a month. Stay safe.”

“I will,” he promised.

With a flick she disappeared.

Suddenly the ship seemed very quiet and empty.

He couldn’t think about it. If he did, it would distract him. He had work to do.

Static buzzed in the com. Cyn glanced at it. Who would be calling him?

“Cyrus, you there?” Xan’s voice boomed through the com. “I’ve got something for you.”

Cyn brought his image to the screen. “What’s up?”

“Take a look.” The image of Xan flashed off, and in its place a picture of a tall Azralen woman filled the screen. Cyn felt his pulse quicken as he looked at her. She had light hair, bright lime green that flew in a haphazard array of short wild wisps around her face. Her burning gold eyes were focused, intelligent, and there was something else in them. Something that drew Cyn closer to the screen.

“So this is Yara.” Cyn couldn’t stop looking at her eyes. “She’s pretty.”

“She’s a Union commander and an Elite bloodhunter, so don’t get any ideas. I intercepted a communication to the Union calling her back to Azra. She’s been ordered to hunt down Cyn of Cyori.”

Well then, I’ll make sure she finds him.

“Thanks Xan.” He tapped his finger on the edge of the control screen. Xan’s image blinked off.

Cyn smiled as he set his course.
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