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Daughters of
Lyra: Heart of a Mercenary




Princess Miali,
one of the beautiful and strong daughters of Lyra, is an ambassador
for Lyra. Her true identity is kept secret to protect her but it’s
her beauty that puts her in danger when slavers attack her ship
while she’s in cryo-sleep. When she wakes, she finds herself
heading for the markets, her only company the ship’s handsome young
Minervan doctor. Kosen makes Miali’s body react like no man before
him, sending her hair floating with her positive emotions and
making her wonder if she might just be falling for her
captor.




Kosen has been
part of Nostra’s crew since his two sisters were sold into slavery.
His only desire is to gain enough money to buy them back, and
Miali’s sale will get him just that. But the more time he spends
with her, the more he realises that the path he chose was a mistake
and the life he’s led is a shameful one. When he discovers Miali’s
secret, he agrees to help her escape, and not just because she
promises him the money he needs. Miali fascinates him with her
beauty and the way her body reacts to him, and he can’t help
believing that they might have a chance with each other, and he
might have a chance at a better life.




Can Kosen help
Miali escape the slaver vessel and the terrible future that awaits
her at the markets? Will he be able to save his sisters and change
the course of his life? And will Miali be able to convince Kosen to
stay with her?
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Chapter
1




Miali walked along the
corridor between the bridge and her room, her thoughts miles away
and running through her schedule and recent events. They were
safely en route to Dliaer. She glanced out of the oval windows
running alongside the corridor and stopped when she saw Sekaria
Prime slowly disappearing into the distance. Its bright blue orb
was dazzling under the light of the twin suns.




It was
beautiful.




The backdrop of the
Andromeda galaxy only made it more stunning. A smile touched her
lips and she gave herself a moment away from her duties as an
ambassador to take it all in. All of her life she had dreamed of
seeing space as her father and mother had. Now she was finally able
to travel amongst the stars whose names she had memorised,
following ancient shipping routes that predated her
grandparents.




Sometimes she missed her
parents and their home on the Nebula-Lyra II, the ship her father,
Remi, captained. Her mother, Emmanuelle, had told Miali that her
father had always been homesick when in space. Perhaps she had
picked up this trait from him. Her long silver hair floated
upwards. Miali frowned and smoothed it back down again.




That was definitely
something she had inherited from her mother. It was a Dazkaran
trait that she wished she didn’t have. It made it impossible to
keep some things secret.




If she liked a male, her
hair would betray her feelings, rising and swaying with them. If
she was happy, it floated in the air as though she was underwater.
They had tormented her in school about it, so much so that, much to
her annoyance, her father had pulled her from lessons and had her
privately tutored instead. He had only been protecting her, but she
had wanted to spend time with the children of the other officers on
the ship. She had wanted to be normal.




The communicator bracelet
around her wrist bleeped. Miali looked down at it. It was time to
turn in. Soon, the ship would drop into sub-space and it always
made her feel sick if she was awake when it happened. The other
ambassadors on the ship understood her need to be in cryo-sleep
when they travelled in sub-space but didn’t know the reason for it.
The ship’s doctor had explained to her that her sensitivity to her
feelings amplified her fear and the reverberations of the ship.
Those combined to make her nauseas and gave her panic
attacks.




It was a nice change to
have someone treat her as an adult and a normal person for once.
The doctor hadn’t picked on her because of her part-Dazkaran roots,
or fussed over her because of her royal blood. In fact, no one here
did.




That was probably because
no one here knew that she was born of Lyran royalty.




Her father had agreed that
it was best to keep that fact about her hidden. He had spoken to
parliament and the military, and had arranged a new identity for
her under the same name. Her uncle, Sebastian, the king of Lyra,
had issued her the position of Lyran ambassador.




They had pulled so many
strings to make her safe and give her this chance of living her
dream of a normal life. She thanked them so often that they were
probably sick of hearing it now. Whenever she wrote to them about a
planet that they had agreed a new treaty with or a new species they
had made contact with, she always thanked them for giving her this
wonderful opportunity.




The universe was a
fascinating place full of so many kind and generous species. It was
more incredible than she ever could have dreamed.




Making her way to the
cryo-sleep chamber, Miali read the files stored on the small
computer pad that she held. The other ambassadors on the ship had
all filed their reports on the meeting on Sekaria Prime and their
thoughts on the topics they would broach at the meeting on Dliaer.
She hadn’t had the time to write hers yet. She had spent the
remainder of her time on the planet seeing the central
city.




All of the other
ambassadors on the ship were male and often teased her because of
her desire to see the cities they visited. She didn’t mind if they
thought it was a female thing to do. She loved to see them. Once,
she had even managed to convince a few of the men to join her.
After that, the others had teased her less, turning their taunts
towards those men instead.




Miali giggled to herself
about the constant torment those men had been given since their
tour of the city. It had been on Minerva Four. Months had passed
since then.




The ship’s doctor greeted
her at the door to the cryo-sleep chamber. She smiled at the
grey-haired man and finished reading the reports on her computer
pad as she stepped into the sleek curved white metal and glass pod
that the doctor had prepared.




“I’ll take it
from here, Doc.” A familiar male voice made Miali look up and she
blushed with her smile when she saw it was Eryc, the Terran
ambassador. They had met as children on Lyra Five, her Uncle Balt
and Aunt Kayla’s planet. Her aunt was the last surviving member of
Terran royalty and had gathered all of her scattered people there
when she had married Balt. Eryc thought that she knew the royal
family because she was a friend of Renie, Balt and Kayla’s eldest
daughter.




“You’re
thinking about Lyra Five again aren’t you?” Eryc said with a wide
smile, his chocolate brown eyes warm with it.




“Maybe,” she
said and handed him the computer pad. “It’s been a while since I’ve
seen Renie. I bet her brother Rezic has her off in the wild depths
of space somewhere looking for ancient tat.”




Eryc laughed. “You know
Renie and Rezic. They’re inseparable. I’ll never understand why
they want to haul arse around the universe looking at dead
things.”




“And they’ll
never understand why we travel from planet to planet forging new
peace treaties and maintaining relations with other species.” Miali
reached for the strap above her right shoulder at the same time as
Eryc. Their hands touched, hers covering his. She froze, her heart
beating a little harder, and then took her hand away. Eryc looked
at her for a moment before pulling the strap down and clicking it
into place with the array of other straps over her
stomach.




Miali willed her hair to
stay put. She wasn’t stupid. She had seen the way that Eryc had
been looking at her recently. In Iskara’s name, half of the men on
the ship had been looking at her that way. Considering that they
spent most of their time in space and that she was the only female
onboard, she could understand the flirting and the looks they gave
her. She was beginning to give a few of them looks in return but
that was where it stopped for her. She had never been the kind of
woman who could have flings. Her feelings were too strong and she
knew that she would want more than just a short romance. She wanted
love.




She hoped that the heated
looks that Eryc gave her weren’t just because it had been months
since they had spent longer than a day on any one
planet.




After all, the way that
things were going, she was starting to get the impression that she
might like him and, given enough time, that like might become
something else.




Something more than
friendship.




He clicked the last of the
straps into place and tugged them, checking that they were secure.
With a flash of a smile, he stepped back. The doctor checked her
vitals on the monitor beside the pod and then touched the panel
below them. As the door closed, the doctor walked away but Eryc
remained. He had done this the past few times that they had sent
her to sleep. It was comforting to see him there when she was sent
under and then to wake to see him still there, as though he had
been waiting for her the whole time that she had been
asleep.




“See you when
you wake up, sleeping beauty.” Eryc held his hand up and smiled
again.




Miali nodded and then
everything went black.




***




Miali’s head ached when
she came around and she frowned when she found herself faced not
with the cryo-sleep room and Eryc, but with a tall, very broad and
ugly bald man in black. The man grinned to reveal twin rows of
pointed teeth. Her mind felt as though someone had scrambled it and
although she knew that those teeth meant something, she couldn’t
piece it together. He grabbed her around the throat, squeezing so
tight that she couldn’t breathe. She tried to push him away as
panic lanced through her but her arms wouldn’t work.




Dazedly, she looked over
at her right arm. She blinked when she saw a thick black metal band
encircling her wrist, holding her arm out horizontally. A metal bar
extended out from the band and joined it to a wall a foot behind
her.




Miali swallowed to clear
the dry sticky lump from her throat and quickly looked at her other
wrist. A similar cuff wrapped around it, the bar holding it rigid.
A glance at her feet revealed they were blurred. When her eyes
finally managed to focus, she saw that they were shackled to the
wall too, spread shoulder width apart. Her gaze tracked up her
legs.




Her heart jumped in her
chest when she saw that her deep blue and black skin-tight flight
suit was no longer done up to her neck.




Someone had opened it far
enough that her cleavage was on display. It must have been the man.
She wriggled in a desperate attempt to get free, afraid of what the
man might do to her and not caring that the metal cuffs bit into
her wrists where her flight suit ended. The man laughed at her,
deep and menacing, and tightened his grip on her throat.




“This one has
spirit,” he said on a chuckle and shoved her head back towards the
wall.




Something clicked. His
hand left her throat. Cold steel pressed against it. She struggled
but couldn’t move her upper body. He had put a collar on her and
fixed it to the wall like her arms and legs.




“What do you
want?” she said, her voice small and trembling. Her gaze darted
around the dim room. The only light was a tiny pinhole beam on the
ceiling. It pointed straight at her, dampening her vision. She
could only see the man in front of her. The rest of the room was in
shadow. She could hear others but couldn’t see them. The thought
that others were watching her, could see her so vulnerable and
exposed, made her skin crawl. “Where am I? Where is everyone
else?”




The man laughed again.
“All in good time. For now, shut your pretty trap. Slaves got to
learn to be quiet.”




Slave?




A wave of nausea hit
her.




It wasn’t just the thought
that she was now a slave that evoked that feeling. There was
something else. She focused on her surroundings and her stomach
lurched.




In Iskara’s name, they
were travelling in sub-space and she was awake. Wave after wave of
sickness swept through her, crashed over her, until she was
fighting a constant battle to stop herself from
vomiting.




Slave?




Miali gasped at air. It
was cool and refreshing but didn’t stop the nausea from growing
worse as her panic increased. Some people had her. They must have
attacked the ship while she had been asleep.




“Who are you?”
she said, voice shaking along with her body.




The man grinned and
backhanded her. Pain shot out in all directions from her jaw and
cheek. Flashing white dots punctured her vision. She closed her
eyes against them and the sight of this terrifying
reality.




“Quiet!” He
grabbed her roughly by the jaw and dragged her head back around.
She squinted through the pain to look at him. Those sharp teeth. It
dawned on her. Minervan. “Think of me as your master, for now.
Can’t say you’ll be needing this where you’re going.”




He took the translator
from her ear, her voice alteration device from her throat, and the
communications band from her wrist. With a chilling laugh, he
walked away, disappearing into the gloom. The sight of his teeth
wouldn’t leave her. A Minervan? Why did a Minervan want her? Slave?
Master?




Her head pounded from fear
and pain.




Slave runners?




A door opened and she saw
a corridor and then the silhouettes of several people. One was
easily recognisable as the man who had spoken to her. He was tall
and broad, but not in a muscular sense. Clearly, he was living well
from trading the people that he captured, selling them into
slavery. Two people just as tall followed him. Both male judging by
their shape. One was as large as the man she had met and the other
was far slimmer. The last silhouette was clearly a
female.




A female working in the
slave trade?




Perhaps she was a slave
herself.




When the door closed, the
light above Miali dimmed and then went out. She tried to look up,
but couldn’t move her head enough. The collar around her throat dug
in, stopping any attempts to escape. The metal was sharp at the
edges and her wrists were already sore. Questions filled her aching
mind.




Her hope that the others
were alive faded when she remembered that this was a slave ship.
From what she had read about and seen of slavery, male slaves were
rare. Females brought the best price at market. She had heard of
the incredible prices that some of them had fetched, and how prized
they were by their masters.




Her aunt, Kayla, had
suffered years of slavery with a Sekarian trader, thankfully only
working in his warehouse. If Uncle Balt hadn’t saved Kayla, someone
might have discovered that she was Terran royalty. They would have
sold Kayla to the highest bidder. Her owner would have prized her
as a whore.




Was she facing such a fate
now?




What if these men knew
that she was Lyran royalty? No. They couldn’t. Her family had been
careful to give her a false background and to alter the records of
the princess with another’s picture so no one would recognise her
as the daughter of Prince Lyra IV.




White spots appeared
across her vision again. It was a struggle to hold onto
consciousness as the combination of nausea and fear threatened to
take the universe away again. She blinked rapidly, clinging to the
darkness and trying to calm herself. A stronger wave of sickness
crashed over her and swept her away into the inky black.




Miali groaned when she
came around, her throat aching from having her head hung forwards
against the collar while she had been unconscious. She screwed her
face up and then slowly opened her eyes. The dark greeted her, as
menacing and chilling as before. Staring into it, cold fear crept
down her spine. What would happen to her now? Where were the rest
of the crew? Where was Eryc? Were they really all dead?




Her stomach had settled.
They must have come out of sub-space. In fact, she couldn’t feel
the ship moving at all. Perhaps they had docked.




A bright burst of light
blinded her and she flinched away from the open door. When it
closed again, the pinhole light above her came on. She squinted as
her eyes adjusted to it.




A man stepped under the
light, his black spiked hair and equally black eyes betraying his
species as much as his sharp teeth did when he spoke.




“Not a
word.”




Another
Minervan.




This one was young and
handsome.




And he spoke
Lyran.







****




Chapter
2




Kosen approached the
female slowly. He ran his gaze over her from her heavy boots up her
slender legs to her ample cleavage and from there to her beautiful
face. She was a siren that could make any male’s blood boil. It was
exactly as their contact had promised them. She would fetch a good
price at the auction on Minerva Nine in four days time.




Her silver hair shimmered
under the spotlight, glowing in a way.




She was more beautiful in
the flesh than he had imagined she would be. He had never seen such
a figure matched with a goddess’s face and silver hair. There was
none like her at the markets.




“Food,” Kosen
said and showed her the small black protein pack in his
hand.




Her nose wrinkled up and
she turned her head away. He frowned and then realised that her
tight flight suit was dirty. Whatever she had had in her stomach
was now down her front.




With a sigh, he walked
over to the side of the room and placed the protein pack down on
one of the containers. He picked up a cloth and went back to the
female. He hadn’t expected that he would be cleaning as well as
feeding her but they had to keep her presentable. The smell of sick
on her might lower her value. He needed her to fetch the best
price.




“He frightened
you that much?” Kosen muttered and wiped the vomit off her clothes.
She struggled when he cleaned her chest. It didn’t stop him. Years
of working in the slave trade had taught him that she wasn’t really
a woman. She was an object that would soon pass from his hands to
another’s. If he saw her that way, he wouldn’t care what happened
to her.




It was best this
way.




Yet, he was speaking Lyran
to her. He was talking a language that disgusted most of his
species, even though a member of the Minervan royal family was now
the queen of the Lyran people.




To him, Lyran was a
musical language.




“Cruskin
nyaaeso!” The female lurched forwards. Her rebellious actions only
served to press her breasts against his hands.




They both
froze.




She immediately shrank
back and spat in his face, as though he had touched her on purpose.
It was her fault for arching into him.




A tirade of foul language
spilled from her lips. Lyran was beautiful sometimes at least. When
she spoke it, she said every word with so much venom that it
sounded Minervan.




“I said to be
quiet,” he warned and finished cleaning her. “I’ve never had a
prisoner be sick down themselves before. Try not to do it again. I
don’t think Nostra deserves such a violent reaction.”




“Nostra?” she
whispered, as though saying it quietly meant that she wasn’t
breaking the rules.




“The man you
met earlier.” Kosen couldn’t believe that he was talking to her.
Something about her made him respond. He had seen captives
frightened before but never to this extent.




“Not him,” she
said and he looked at her. Her dark eyes were only a shade closer
to brown than his were. They were wide and round, rimmed with long
thick black lashes. “Not sick for him.”




She swallowed with a look
of discomfort. When he saw the red marks on her throat, he frowned.
Nostra had put the collar on too tight. Kosen reached around her to
loosen it. Damaged goods sold for less.




The moment his body
touched hers, she moved back as far as possible. He rolled his eyes
and waited for her to spit at him again. As though he would
intentionally press himself against her. He wasn’t
Sasue.




“Keep still,”
Kosen said and moved the collar onto the next latch, giving her
more room. “There.”




She was frowning when he
stepped away.




“Why were you
sick?” He studied her. She was paler than when he had first seen
her. She needed to eat, but he knew without trying that she would
refuse the protein pack if he offered it to her again.




“Sub-space.”




That one word made him
frown along with her. When they had boarded her vessel, she had
been in cryo-sleep. Their contact had mentioned that they would
find her there. Had she been in cryo-sleep because they had been
travelling in sub-space?




“We’re
stationary now.” He stopped himself before he mentioned their
location. The less she knew, the better.




“I know,” she
whispered and closed her eyes, swallowing hard as though she was
trying to stop herself from vomiting again. “Others with
me.”




“Don’t think
about them.”




Kosen went to the crate
and placed the cloth down. His gaze slid to the protein pack. It
was worth a try. He was here to get her to eat after all. He picked
it up and walked back to her.




“Will you
eat?”




She shook her head. This
wasn’t good. If he failed to convince her to eat, Nostra would kill
him. They had elected him with this female because he was the
youngest and nearest to her age in relative terms, and the safest
option. If she didn’t eat, she would lose weight. As it was, she
was already borderline. Bags of bones didn’t sell well. In fact,
they made less money than damaged goods.




“They’re dead,”
she said, her voice a broken whisper. Her dark eyes were full of
tears.




This wasn’t what he
needed. Crying females were impossible to deal with and difficult
to keep emotional distance from.




Normally, he left the
room.




He couldn’t leave her
though.




With a long sigh, Kosen
went over to the crate and picked up a clean cloth. He went back to
her and tried to wipe her tears away but she lowered her head and
turned it away from him. He tried again and she turned her face the
other way. He growled in frustration and ground his teeth, his jaw
tensing so hard that his teeth creaked.




He offered the protein
pack. She shook her head and kept it hung forwards. Nostra had
ordered him to remain with her until she had eaten. At this rate,
he wasn’t going to be getting off the ship before they left dock in
a day’s time.




He dragged a crate across
the room and sat down on it. There were supplies that he needed to
get before they broke port, but he was willing to wait for her to
become hungry. It couldn’t take that long. As far as he knew,
Lyrans ate quite frequently. With her stomach empty, she would soon
be asking for the food. He picked his nails to pass the time and
then toyed with the protein pack, shifting the black liquid
contents from one end of the rubbery casing to the other. It amused
him for a few minutes at best. Next, he tapped out a rhythm on the
crate beneath him, trying to recall a tune from his
youth.




Slowly, she raised her
head again and looked at him. Kosen could feel her eyes on him,
studying. He let her drink her fill of him and take him all in. He
wasn’t much to look at. Probably just another bastard Minervan to
her. Regardless of the fact that her queen was Minervan, she would
still hate his kind. Lyrans had always hated them. Minervans had
always hated Lyrans in return. Nothing would change
that.




“Did you kill
them?” she whispered.




His gaze shifted to
her.




He wasn’t going to lie to
her. Perhaps if she knew the truth, she would be more cooperative.
The quicker that she lost hope of being rescued the better. They
needed her to behave herself. Normally, they had weeks to break a
captive’s spirits. This time they had barely days.




“Not all.
Some,” he said and her focus fell to the floor.




A string of perfect
Minervan swearwords issued from her lips. His left eyebrow rose.
She knew his language. He reminded himself that she had been an
ambassador. It shouldn’t be so surprising that she would be
educated and would know some of the primary languages of the
galaxy.




Kosen frowned when her
hair suddenly flattened.




She hadn’t moved but it
had. Was there something about her that their contact hadn’t
mentioned? Kosen went over to her and brushed his fingers through
the long silver locks of her hair, studying them and ignoring how
she flinched away. There was definitely something different about
her. He had never seen a Lyran with silver hair before. The contact
had only told them that she was beautiful and Lyran. When they had
seen a picture, her silver hair hadn’t been evident. They had only
seen her beauty and had immediately agreed a cut of her sale price
with their contact, knowing that this time they would make a
fortune.




A Lyran with silver hair
though.




Something about that
didn’t seem right.




Kosen looked closer. She
hadn’t altered its colour. She was naturally silver haired. It
would definitely add to her price. He combed his fingers through it
and when he touched her cheek, her hair moved again, the tips of it
shifting as though a breeze had caught them.




When he went to touch her
hair, she spat in his face and lunged forwards, attempting to bite
him. He leapt backwards to avoid her teeth and glared at her as he
wiped the spit from his face. She was a passionate one. Nostra
would probably have to gag her at the auction. With a mouth like
hers, she was likely to lower her price by swearing or attempting
to bite anyone who tried to inspect her.




“Don’t touch
me,” she growled and glared back at him. “Murderer.
Minervan.”




The way that she had said
those two words together made them sound as though they were the
same to her.




They were definitely going
to need to think things through before they reached the auction.
She might be worth a fortune, but she could easily lower her price.
Kosen sat back down on the crate and studied her closely. She
glared at him, her eyes never leaving his face even as his roamed
her body. Nostra was right to take a risk on her, but the fight had
damaged their ship and now they all had blood on their hands.
Before now, he hadn’t needed to kill anyone. It had brought back
memories of that night and the nightmare returned each time that he
tried to sleep. He relived every moment in vivid detail, a strange
combination of that night, killing the other passengers on her
vessel and of her.




“If you eat, I
can leave.” He offered the pack to her again and she looked as
though she was considering it.




“If you leave,
will another come?”




She was wary too.
Intelligent. She was clearly thinking ahead and concerned that
another with a more sinister objective than his one of feeding her
might come along should he leave.




“No one damages
the merchandise,” he said, flat and emotionless. “It’s something
we’ve all agreed to and the punishment is severe enough to make us
all think twice.”




“Severe?” she
said with a little frown.




He made a chopping motion
with his fingers.




Her eyes
widened.




The threat of having their
sexual organs cut off should they lower a slave’s value by any
means seemed enough to stop most from trying to get physical with
one. Most. Not all.




“Now eat,” he
said and held the pack out to her.




She looked at her hands
and smiled politely. “I am afraid I cannot.”




He ripped the pack open
with his teeth, stepped up close to her, and pressed the opening
against her lips.




“Eat.”




She opened her mouth. A
strange jolt rocked Kosen when her tongue peeked out to touch the
protein pack. It disappeared back into her mouth, coated in sticky
black liquid, and she pulled a face of pure disgust. Seeing that
she was going to refuse him again, he waited for her to open her
mouth and then pushed the pack into it. One squeeze and she was
gulping it down in a desperate attempt to stop herself from
drowning. He wasn’t normally so rough with the captives but he
wanted to get away from her before he experienced anything remotely
close to what he had felt on seeing her soft pink tongue sensually
stroke the pack.




When she choked, he pulled
the pack from her mouth. She glared up at him through her hair, her
eyes black and full of hatred. Good. Perhaps she would learn to be
more cooperative and then he wouldn’t have to be around her as
much.




Kosen checked the protein
pack to make sure that she had eaten it all and then pushed the
crate back against the wall of the small dark room. When he reached
the door, he stopped and looked back at her. She was watching him,
her eyes wide in the dim light. Her silver hair had fallen down her
front, cascading over the tight flight suit and spilling across her
cleavage. Her lips parted as though she wanted to say something.
Whatever it was, it would probably ruin this momentary illusion of
beauty before him.




This fleeting feeling of
attraction.




Closing his eyes, he
turned and walked out of the door. He pressed the panel to close it
and then his fingers danced across the pad, punching in a
combination of symbols that would seal the door to any but him. He
could easily justify what he was doing. She needed rest and as the
ship’s tactician and doctor, he had a right to lock her away. If
Sasue were to visit her, he didn’t know what would happen. Sasue
had a thing for innocence. It lured him like a Polaris moth was
drawn to fire and ended just as badly, at least for the
innocent.




He couldn’t risk anyone
harming her.




No.




He wouldn’t let anyone
harm her.







****




Chapter
3




The young man was back. He
sat in the corner, just in the shadows. Miali could make out his
silhouetted figure and the computer pad he held lit his face. What
was he was doing? A mocking voice at the back of her mind said that
he was probably writing down her vital statistics and figuring out
how much she was worth.




Was she worth the death of
all those people on her ship? Surely, it would have benefited these
people to sell those men too? It didn’t make any sense.




Unless their ship wasn’t
large enough to keep all of them captive. Her cell was small, the
walls on either side only a few feet from the tips of her
outstretched hands. It seemed a little longer than it was wide, but
not by much.




“Are you
feeling better today?” the man said. He was looking at
her.




Her eyes met his. The
light of the computer screen made his skin pale blue. His black
eyes held hers. Every moment from their last meeting flashed across
her eyes—every brush of his body against hers. Her hair shifted.
She cursed it when the man’s gaze moved to it and then cursed
herself for thinking about the strange way that she had felt when
he had been close.




He stood and walked over
to her, reaching around behind him. His movements drew her
attention to his tight black flight suit and the belt that circled
his narrow waist. The suit left nothing to the imagination. He was
all lithe muscle, hard and compact. He pulled a device out and ran
it over her.




“Where are you
from?” he said as he methodically scanned her body and then her
hair. It was behaving itself. She thanked Iskara and then cursed
again when he brushed his fingers through her hair and it reacted.
It hadn’t reacted to a male’s touch in years. Why did it have to
react to him, now, when she needed to remain incognito?




She didn’t like him. This
man had murdered people that she knew. He might have killed
Eryc.




“Lyra,” she
said. It wasn’t a lie but it wasn’t the answer that he was looking
for either. He ran the device over her again and then frowned at
the display.




“Not wholly
Lyra,” he said and touched the screen in several different places.
A smile tilted his lips and she stared at them. A warm feeling
settled in her chest as she studied the subtle curve of his lips
and the hint of dusky pink about them that darkened where they met.
Her hair shifted again, floating upwards. His look turned to one of
fascination and his voice lowered to a whisper that felt too
intimate. “Where are you from?”




Miali swallowed her words,
unwilling to tell him in case it made him realise who she was. It
didn’t seem as though they knew who they were dealing with. Whether
or not that was a good thing, she didn’t know. It was bad for them.
They would make less money. However, if they did know, that would
also be bad for them. If they were planning to auction her at a
market, they would need to announce that she was Lyran royalty in
order to get the best price. Any Lyran, Terran, Varkan or Minervan
army personnel in the area would come to her aid.




She looked up at the dark
ceiling and the pinhole of light. Would her family have realised by
now that she was missing? Her ship should have made it to Dliaer.
Her family would have been expecting contact from her. Normally,
she spoke to them every few days. It must have been almost nine
since her last contact.




Would the army come for
her?




Would her brothers
come?




Her father?




He would kill all of these
Minervans in a heartbeat to protect her, just as her two brothers
would.




She wanted them all dead.
She wanted them to suffer as her companions had.




Staring at the man, Miali
hoped that he could see in her eyes every ounce of anger she was
feeling. She hoped that he knew it was all for him. When she was
free of these shackles, she was going to kill them all. This wasn’t
the way she had imagined the universe. She had known that the slave
trade was alive and booming, but she had never thought that someone
would capture her and turn her into a slave. She had never imagined
how horrifying it was, and somehow she knew that this was only the
beginning. Soon she would face the markets and then
what?




“I shall not
ask you again,” he said and tried to touch her.




She moved her head to one
side, desperate to avoid him.




“Good. Then I
will not have to answer you.” Miali spat the words at him and
leaned back as far as the collar would allow.




His fingertips grazed her
cheek and sent heat sweeping through her. She cursed the way her
body reacted to his touch, as though it wanted to feel it, longed
for it. This man had killed her companions. The hands that he
touched her with had blood on them.




He muttered something
about her hair and scanned it again with the device.




“Not Lyran,” he
whispered and tilted his head to one side as though
fascinated.




“What does it
matter to you?” she hissed and glared at him. “Will I fetch a
prettier price if I’m a mixed species? Or are you worried that I’ll
be worth less?”




He frowned at her, his
eyes dark and holding a hint of anger. What right did he have to be
angry? He had killed her companions, imprisoned her, and intended
to sell her to the one with the best offer. If anyone had a right
to be angry, it was her.




His device beeped. He
looked down at it and smiled again.




“Dazkaran,” he
said and glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.
“Interesting.”




On the screen of his
device was what looked like a DNA strand and information written in
symbols that she recognised as Minervan. It was a medical
device.




“Are you a
doctor?” she said and he raised his head, his eyes meeting
hers.




“The closest
there is to one on this ship. You’re part Dazkaran.” He took hold
of a strand of her hair and let it slip through his fingers.
“That’s why your body reacts so strongly to your
emotions.”




His look turned
thoughtful.




“Sub-space
affects you because of this.”




She was beginning to
wonder if he was more interested in her as a science project than a
slave that could potentially make him rich.




She nodded. “It makes me
sick. Something which you and sub-space have in common.”




He smiled at her, as
though her words had no effect other than amusing him.




“I thought so,”
he said and she concentrated on the ship. It was moving but far
slower than before. It wasn’t in sub-space. She gave him an
incredulous look. He had said that he was the closest thing to a
doctor on this vessel. Had he ordered the captain, that horrible
mountain of man, to travel through normal space?




Why?




“You should
eat.” He walked across the room and came back with another
disgusting protein pack. The taste of the black goo had made her
want to retch and the texture of it had made it impossible to
swallow. She shook her head and kept her mouth firmly shut. He
wasn’t going to fool her into eating it this time. He sighed and
pulled the crate out again, placing it in front of her.




When he sat down, he toyed
with the pack just as he had done before. He seemed more patient
than the other man and a lot younger. He almost seemed too young to
be a doctor on any vessel, even one this small. Minervans aged at a
similar rate to Lyrans. He had to be close to her age.




“If I don’t
eat, what happens?” she said.




“To you, or to
your value?”




“My value,” she
said, that word hard to swallow. Her father had always said that
she was priceless. How much would he pay for her? He would probably
give everything he had for her safe return.




“It goes down,”
he said and for some reason that answer pleased her. What he said
next made her reconsider her plan to starve herself. “If you don’t
eat, the man you met, Nostra, will punish me and will send another
man to feed you. Sasue is the one of us most likely to resort to
violence to get you to eat. If that doesn’t work, he’ll probably do
things to you that could result in you losing your mind. It would
make you quieter at the auction but would probably lower your value
a little.”




“But you
said...”




His look soured. “Sasue
has been running slaves long enough to know how to get his pleasure
without tainting the goods.” He stared at the floor, as though he
couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “He’s sick. I don’t want
that to happen to...”




Miali frowned. To who? To
her? This man was confusing her more and more by the second.
Perhaps if she ate then he would leave her alone again. But then,
if he did that, the other man he had spoken of might come to see
her. What was stopping him from coming to this room?




“If I eat, will
you leave?” she said.




He nodded.




“If you
leave...” She bit her tongue to stop herself from saying it.
Shackled to the wall, she was vulnerable, and that frightened her.
If the man called Sasue came, she wouldn’t be able to stop him from
doing things to her.




“I will lock
the door,” he said, as though he had read her mind. “Only the
captain can overrule my decision about keeping you locked
away.”




A moment of uncomfortable
silence stretched between them as she looked into his dark eyes. He
lowered his head again and stared at the protein pack.




“You seem
different to him,” she said and found herself relaxing a little.
She watched his slender pale fingers as he played with the packet
of black goo. Either it fascinated him as much as her hair did or
he was avoiding looking at her.




She wished that she could
sense people’s feelings like her cousin Sophia could. That ability
would be handy right now.




“This wasn’t my
profession of choice,” he whispered and squeezed the pack. All of
the liquid oozed up to one end. “I didn’t want this blood on my
hands.”




Unsure how to respond to
such a confession by a man who was her enemy, Miali stared at him
and remained silent. He turned the pack over and sighed when it
fell from his hands, hitting the metal floor with a thud. He stared
at his upturned palms, a frown creasing his brow.




His fingers curled into
tight fists and he leaned forwards, resting his elbows on his
knees.




When he looked up at her,
she could clearly read the pain in his eyes. It made her believe
every word that he had just said. He hadn’t wanted blood on his
hands. He gave a frustrated growl, scooped up the protein pack and
threw it against the wall as he stood.




She opened her mouth when
he stalked into the darkness, afraid that he might leave and forget
to lock the door. His company was preferable to being alone. When
she was alone, she kept thinking about that other man that he had
mentioned. When she was alone, she felt vulnerable, trapped and
unable to defend herself. She would rather he stayed so he could
protect her. He seemed a reasonable man and she had a strange
impression that he might care about what happened to
her.




Relief blossomed inside
her, as warm as the Lyran sun, when he reappeared out of the
darkness and walked up to her. Stopping close to her, he dragged a
hand over his spiked black hair.




He turned away and hung
his head.




“Why am I
here?” he muttered under his breath.




Miali frowned at his back,
wishing that she could see his face.




Those words had held a
hint of frustration and self-loathing. She wanted to know if he
truly felt those feelings or whether this was some kind of
act.




She laughed internally at
herself. What benefit would there be to him acting this way? There
was no benefit to him being here at all that she could see. If he
wanted her to eat, then he could easily force her. He seemed to
want to be here with her and that thought made no sense at
all.




“Why am I
here?” she echoed his question and he looked over his shoulder at
her.




“Because you
are valuable.” He turned to face her, so close that she could feel
his breath wash over her skin when he talked. “Beautiful, young,
intelligent. You’re everything those sick terk’naks at the markets
desire.”




Terk’naks. She knew that
word. Her older brothers had taught her to swear in several
languages. There wasn’t an equivalent to this word in Lyran but she
understood the meaning enough to know that he didn’t approve of the
type of person who bought a slave.




“If you loathe
them so much, why are you here sending people like me to a life of
torture at their hands?”




He frowned and his dark
eyes flashed with something akin to anger but it seemed stronger. A
moment of hesitation and then his fingers brushed her cheek. His
palm was warm against her skin, sending tingles dancing through her
each time they touched.




“You are much
like them.” He swallowed and his eyebrows furrowed. “I’m sorry.
It’s you or them.”




Before she could ask what
he meant by that, he had walked out of the door. Her cheek felt
cold from the absence of his hand against it and her head ached as
she tried to make sense of everything he had said.




Some of it was perfectly
clear, but that last part she didn’t understand at all. Who was she
like? Why was it her or them?




How could a man who so
clearly hated the people who bought slaves, work in the slave
trade?




Miali stared at the door
and then looked up when the light began to dim, shrouding her in
darkness. Her heart rate increased as the black closed in on her,
sending waves of cold chills over her body.




Why was this happening to
her?




Was anybody going to come
and save her?







****




Chapter
4




Kosen punched the code
into the door and listened to the locks click into place. He leaned
one arm horizontally against the wall beside the door and pressed
his forehead against his forearm. His eyes closed. What was he
doing? His duty was to feed her and ensure her health remained
good. Feeding a captive and checking their health normally took him
no more than a few minutes. He didn’t normally care if they wanted
to eat or not. He made them eat.




What was so different
about her?




Why was he sitting in her
cell for hours watching her, studying her? Why did he go to sleep
in his quarters each night thinking of her?




She was
beautiful.




She reacted to
him.




But she was a
slave.




She was meat to be sold at
market, not a living thing. When he had started in this line of
work, he had promised himself that he would only ever see the
captives as that. He had spent years ridding himself of any glimmer
of feeling concerning the women that passed through his hands. Why
now? Why her? Why was she making him feel this way?




“She getting to
you, Doc?” Sasue’s deep voice sent a shiver of disgust down Kosen’s
spine.




Kosen pushed away from the
wall and stared blankly at Sasue, taking in the twisted grin on his
ugly face and his patchy matted long black hair, sections of it
bald from the scars on his scalp. Sasue’s bulky frame blocked the
corridor. He pressed his hand against the door and stroked it as
though he was touching the female on the other side.




“She got
spirit. I can help you with her, if you get what I mean.” Sasue
grinned to reveal long sharp teeth. “Let me in, Doc.”




Sasue’s enormous hand
flattened against the door.




“No,” Kosen
said and went to walk away but Sasue grabbed his arm. Kosen looked
down at Sasue’s hand where it was wrapped around his slender
forearm, his fingers thick enough that he could probably snap the
bone if he wished. Kosen sighed and prised Sasue’s hand off him,
unafraid of the brutal Minervan. “I mean no, Sasue. No one touches
the captive. She’s too valuable.”




He walked away.




Sasue started banging on
the door, shouting lewd things at the female on the other side.
Kosen’s temperature rose to boiling point as he listened to the
vile diatribe. It was a struggle to stop himself from going back
and forcing Sasue to leave. When Sasue went into intimate detail
about the things he was going to do to the female once he had
broken the door down, she shrieked.




Kosen’s restraint
snapped.




He ran back up the
corridor, his hand going to the knife attached to the rear of his
belt. Sasue turned to look at him with a wide grin, as though he
was coming back to open the door. Kosen sprung at Sasue, grabbing
the collar of the large male’s flight suit, and brought his feet
up. He pressed them into Sasue’s chest and slammed him into the
metal grate floor of the corridor. His knife was against Sasue’s
throat before he could react.




Sasue’s grin
faded.




“Leave,” Kosen
snarled, breathing deep to catch his breath.




Sasue glared at him. Kosen
pressed the knife into his throat until it nicked his pale flesh
and a bead of black blood lined the blade.




“Leave,” Kosen
repeated and stood, stepping off Sasue.




Sasue picked himself up,
rubbed his throat and then licked the blood off his palm. For a
moment, Kosen thought that he would retaliate but then he turned
and walked away. Kosen exhaled sharply.




What was happening to
him?




He had never stopped Sasue
from uttering such disgusting vulgar words through the door at
captives before. He had never cared until now.




Kosen went back to the
door and checked that he was alone before punching in the code. The
door opened and the light slowly came on, illuminating the female.
She was beautiful. More beautiful than his sisters had been. Some
sick pervert would pay dearly for one as pretty as she
was.




The door closed behind him
and he locked it from the inside.




She was breathing fast,
her eyes wide with panic. She probably thought that he was Sasue.
He stepped out of the shadows, showing her that it was only him.
Her eyes widened further and she wriggled as she shook her head.
Following her gaze, he realised that she was staring at the knife
in his hand. Slowly, so he didn’t frighten her, he slid it back
into his belt.




“I won’t hurt
you,” he said and sat down on the crate. Nostra would punish him
for attacking Sasue. Their captain didn’t tolerate fighting amongst
the crew.




“That
shouting,” she said, her face so pale that her hair looked dark.
The silver strands were flat against her head. It had to be a sign
of her fear. When she was happy, when her feelings were positive,
her hair floated. It was fascinating.




“Sasue,” he
muttered. “I won’t let him near you.”




Silence.




“Did you come
back to make me eat?” she eventually said.




Kosen frowned at her. He
had forgotten that she hadn’t eaten yet. Feeding her was the last
thing on his mind right now.




Right now, he just wanted
to get his head straight. He needed to know what was different
about her and why he was acting this way after all these
years.




“No,” he said
and leaned back, staring up at the ceiling, at the dot of light
shining down on her. “I have a question though.”




Did he really want to ask
her this? If he asked and she answered then there was no going
back. He would have overstepped the mark and broken the rules he
had laid down for himself when he had joined this venture. He had
to know though. He needed a name to go with her beautiful
face.




“What do they
call you?”




At first, she frowned and
looked as though she wouldn’t answer. After long seconds of
silence, her frown disappeared and she sighed.




“Miali.”




It brought a smile to his
lips. “Named after a princess, huh?”




And then he looked closer
at her, at the way she bit her lip and turned her head away, at how
beautiful she was and how silver her hair shone.




And it dawned on
him.




“My mother
named me Kosen. Do you know what that means in
Minervan?”




She shook her head, still
looking away from him.




“Seer of
truth.” He frowned and stood. “And I do. I saw the truth back at
the Varkan steel mines that worked men’s fingers to the bone and
tore families apart. I saw the truth the day my father made a small
fortune by selling my two younger sisters into slavery. I saw the
truth the day he left... and I can see the truth now.”




She looked at him, her
eyes enormous and full of fear.




“Not named for
a princess.” Kosen stepped up to her and caught her cheek in his
palm, forcing her eyes to remain locked with his. “You are the
princess.”




He laughed at how cruel
fate was being with him and her. She would make the crew of this
ship a fortune, enough for each to live richly for the rest of
their days. Only no one here knew that she was a princess. The
contact hadn’t told them, which meant he couldn’t know either. She
had been offered to them as nothing more than a beautiful Lyran—a
specimen of perfection.




What they had received was
a death sentence.




“Shh,” she
whispered and glanced past him to the door before her eyes met his
again. They pleaded him. “Don’t tell them. They don’t know, do
they? No one knows. To the world, I’m just an ambassador. If they
were to find out—”




He pressed his finger
against her lips, silencing her. It was soft and warm under his
touch. “I won’t tell them.”




The betrayal in those four
words didn’t bother him in the slightest. Since setting eyes on
her, he had been more loyal to her than to Nostra and the crew of
this ship. The moment he had found her in the cryo-sleep pod, he
had been thinking about her constantly. He even dreamed of her,
although she was muddled into his nightmares.




A smile curved her lips
and set his heart racing. It had been too long since a female had
affected him so much with such a small gesture. The slightest tilt
of her lips or hint of tender emotion in her eyes and he was ready
to pledge his allegiance to her and her alone.




He couldn’t.




He stepped back,
distancing himself. She was beautiful but she was a means to an
end. He needed the money that she would bring him. He had to save
his sisters.




He couldn’t save
her.




“If they find
out,” she said and then frowned, as though she couldn’t bring
herself to say anything more. She knew as well as he did how Nostra
would react if he discovered her lineage. They would drop into
sub-space again and would sell her tomorrow on the black market
rather than at the auctions in a few days time. Nostra wouldn’t
risk her family coming after her or any Lyran army officer
discovering her whereabouts.




They would be lucky if
they could get someone to buy her at all, but if they did, they
would never need to sell another slave again.




He would buy back his
sisters.




He would be free of this
life.




But at what
price?




Could he live with himself
knowing that he had sold her into slavery? Miali. A name as
beautiful as her face.




His heart thumped harder,
betraying his desire to touch her as his hand trembled at his side.
She stared deep into his eyes, their dark depths still pleading him
to help her, speaking to his soul. It waged war against his mind,
leaving him torn between helping her and condemning her.




“You mentioned
that your sisters are slaves,” she said and he silently cursed her
for bringing that up at this moment, when he stood balanced on a
knife’s edge.




“To free
himself of a life of slavery, my father sold them. That night still
haunts me. I couldn’t do anything to stop him. I tried. I was no
match for him in a fight. I fell unconscious to the sounds of my
sisters screaming and when I woke, they were gone.”




Kosen sat back down, not
daring to risk continuing to stand so close to her when he desired
to touch her in order to gain some comfort and was barely strong
enough to stop himself. Whenever he fought, the memories of that
night haunted his sleep again for weeks afterwards. Now, when he
closed his eyes, he saw the fight on her ship mingled in with his
fight against his father. It tormented him. He hadn’t been able to
save his sisters. He wouldn’t be able to save her.




“Your sisters
are slaves, and you work to send others to a similar horrific fate.
What kind of a sick man are you?”




Her words rocked him to
his soul, making him nauseas as it struck him that she was right.
He was sick. In order to get money to save his sisters, he had
resorted to condemning others to the life of a slave. He was no
better than his father. His father had sold them to save his
family. Now he sold strangers for a similar reason.




He was going to sell Miali
and he knew that whatever horrors his sisters had lived through,
they would be pale compared to those that awaited her. As a
princess, as a Lyran, she would be prized by her owner. He would
take great satisfaction in using her repeatedly, favouring her
above any other slaves that he might own.




She was right.




What kind of sick man was
he?




He had thought that he had
been doing right by trading people that he didn’t know for those
that he loved. Those people meant nothing to him. His sisters meant
everything. He had even managed to fool himself into believing that
at first and that he had no other choice. Now he could see that
this wasn’t the only way of saving his sisters. Minervans prided
themselves on their valour and strength.




What valour was there in
this?




What strength?




He was weak and shameful.
It was little wonder that he hated himself and the things that he
had done. They haunted his sleep, pervading his dreams. Every face
of those that he had helped sell into a life of hell had stayed
with him, lived in him.




The thought of seeing
Miali’s face amongst them was too much to bear. He couldn’t live
with the idea that he had traded her life for his sisters. She
wasn’t a stranger to him. No stranger could make him feel this
way.




Staring into her dark
eyes, he could see how easily life as a slave would break her. The
thought of Sasue touching her had frightened her half to death. How
would she survive the touch of a master?




“I only wanted
to save my sisters,” he whispered and hung his head forwards. His
eyes unfocused. “I have no right to call myself
Minervan.”




Burying his face in his
hands, he asked Arkus for forgiveness, strength and guidance. He
couldn’t allow them to send Miali to her death but he couldn’t
sacrifice his sisters either. He had to find a way to save them
all.




“Do you know
where your sisters are?” Miali said, her voice smooth and
coaxing.




Kosen looked up at her,
into her eyes, and wondered how she could bring herself to look at
him after what he had done to her. He should have saved her just as
he had wanted to back on her ship.




The sight of her sleeping,
so unaware of her fate, had made him consider moving her to one of
the escape capsules and setting her free. He wished that he could
set her free now, but he couldn’t think of a way. If she escaped,
Nostra would know that it had been his doing. Nostra would kill
him. His sisters would never be saved.




“I know,” he
said, thinking about the last time that he had seen them. “I have
been to their master’s home on Minerva Seven. I have watched them
but couldn’t find the strength to save them.”




A hint of sympathy touched
her expression, shining in her eyes. “A Minervan bought Minervan
women for slaves?”




He nodded.




“What is the
universe coming to?” she said on a sigh and then tugged at her
wrists. “Will you help me?”




“I cannot,” he
said. “And you should not think about trying to break those bonds.
Only Nostra can open them.”




“I
see.”




She had changed. Her fear
was gone. In front of him now was a woman who was in command, one
raised to be strong and get things done. Looking at her now, he
could see why she was an ambassador for Lyra. Few males would stand
in her way.




“How long until
we arrive at the markets?”




“If they don’t
discover from our contact that you’re royalty, then we will reach
the open auctions in two days.”




“And if they
do?”




“Tomorrow, and
it will be the black market.”




Her face paled. “You
mentioned a contact.”




Kosen stood when the door
behind him opened and Nostra walked in. When their contact stepped
out from behind Nostra, Kosen turned to look at Miali. Her dark
eyes were wide with shock and her skin was the colour of
stars.




Tears shone in her
eyes.




Her mouth opened and a
single word left her lips.




“No.”







****




Chapter
5




Miali stared at the man
who was evidently Nostra’s contact. The only other survivor of her
ship.




“Eryc?” she
said and shook her head in disbelief. It couldn’t be true. They
were friends. She had known him since they were both children. She
had been falling for him. She had cried when she had thought that
he was dead.




He couldn’t have sold her
into slavery.




Anger overcame her initial
disbelief and she lunged forwards, growling with effort as she
tried to get her wrists free so she could attack the man who had
betrayed her. The metal cuffs bit into her wrists but she didn’t
feel any pain. She only felt intense anger. Hatred.




“Restrain her,
Kosen, before she damages herself,” Nostra ordered in Minervan and
the younger Minervan moved towards her.




Miali fought him as his
hands caught her upper arms and then stilled when his chest pressed
against hers.




“You’ll only
hurt yourself,” Kosen whispered in Lyran and she looked at him. He
was incredibly close, his mouth barely inches from hers. A smile
touched those lips, sending a flush of heat through her. Her hair
threatened to rise but he smoothed it down, surprising her, and
acted as though he was checking her neck. He gathered her hair and
twirled it into a knot at the back of her head, restraining it.
“Not a word.”




She dipped her chin and
then looked past him to Nostra and Eryc.




“She isn’t
eating,” Nostra said in Minervan as he crossed the room and picked
up the discarded protein pack.




He threw it at Kosen,
hitting him in the face.




“You had one
order. Make her eat. If she doesn’t eat and her price goes down, it
comes out of your share!”




Miali leaned away when
Nostra approached her. Instinct made her turn towards Kosen and
hide her face. Hope bloomed in her chest. If Nostra tried anything,
would Kosen protect her?




She had come to realise
something.




She wasn’t the only one
feeling something. Kosen felt something for her too. If she could
only be alone with him again, she was sure that she could convince
him to help her. It was terrible to use his attraction against him,
but if that was what it took to escape a life of slavery, then that
was what she was willing to do.




A quiet voice at the back
of her mind said that it wouldn’t be so bad. If he touched her, she
would enjoy it. There was no denying that. Her whole body responded
whenever his skin grazed hers or their eyes met and his were
holding a hint of desire.




“I will,” Kosen
said, so close to her face that his warm breath washed her skin.
Her body heated with the feel of it. “I returned here to see to it
that she ate.”




“Then see she
does.” Nostra bent to pick up the protein pack.




Miali lurched forwards,
managing to hit Nostra in the head with her hipbone. He growled and
his fist slammed into her stomach, knocking the breath from her and
sending a shockwave of pain ripping through her body.




She collapsed forwards as
much as she could, her hands jamming into the tight cuffs and the
metal collar scraping her jaw. Kosen’s hands shifted to under her
arms and he lifted her, supporting her body so the restraints no
longer bit into her skin. Why was he doing this for her? Nostra
would surely notice that Kosen’s actions went beyond stopping her
from damaging herself.




Nostra tossed the pack
onto the crate that Kosen had moved to be in front of her. He
paused and looked over his shoulder.




“And
Kosen?”




“Yes,
Captain?”




“If you touch
Sasue again—”




“He was trying
to get to her.” Kosen interjected and Nostra’s eyes darkened. Miali
shrank back, afraid that the two men would fight. Pure anger
twisted Kosen’s handsome face, turning it dark. “If he tries to
break this door down again, I will see to it that he won’t be fit
to leave sickbay let alone touch a female.”




Nostra held his gaze and
Miali expected him to put Kosen in his place. Surprise claimed her
when Nostra grinned, turning him even uglier as his scars pulled
against his skin and his sharp teeth were revealed, and then
laughed and clapped a hand down heavily on Kosen’s
shoulder.




“I am seeing a
new side to you, Kosen, one which I think I prefer. Make sure she
eats. We must be ready for market tomorrow.”




Kosen tensed at the same
time as her.




“Tomorrow?” he
said. His expression betrayed none of the shock that she knew he
must have been feeling.




“Eryc has
informed me of something he had neglected to mention
before.”




“Now, Nostra. I
was not sure until I intercepted a contact she sent out a few days
past.” Eryc smiled at Nostra in a winsome way. Miali struggled
again, filled with a dark urge to hit him. Kosen had a knife. If
she could get out of the restraints and get hold of it, she could
kill Eryc. Her father and brothers had trained her well.




Kosen’s body pressed
against hers. She stilled when she realised that their hips were
touching and his thigh was between hers.




Her cheeks flushed when he
moved and his thigh brushed the apex of her legs.




She hoped that the knot in
her hair was holding because right now it felt as though she was
flying.




“Take care of
our little princess,” Nostra said as the door behind him
opened.




Her heart sunk into her
stomach.




Eryc shot her a wide smile
and winked before he walked out of the door. She watched Nostra
leave, the door close, and then looked at Kosen.




They were going to sell
her on the black market. Panic rapidly filled every inch of her and
she did the only thing that she could think of to convince
Kosen.




She kissed him.




Before he could move away
to lock the door, she clumsily pressed her mouth against his and
kissed him. Inexperience made fear pound in her heart. She was
still opening and closing her mouth, gaping like a Gavaelian carp,
after he had backed off a step.




Miali slowly opened one
eye and then the other, dying inside when she saw that Kosen looked
as though she had slapped him. His eyes were wide but their black
irises held anger. Not quite the reaction that she had
expected.




Perhaps she should have
taken her brothers up on their offer to get her a couple of men
from Lyra Six, the pleasure planet, for her coming of age
present.




Maybe then she wouldn’t
have felt like such an idiot right now and Kosen would have been
putty in her hands.




“I’m sorry.”
She looked down at her feet but could only see her cleavage. Her
heart was pounding so hard that she could see it beating. A blush
of shame coloured her cheeks and she felt as though she was red
from head to toe.




What kind of romantic
idiot was she that she thought she could sway him with a
kiss?




Especially a kiss as
pathetic as that one.




He was probably going to
tell her how much more she would be worth now that she had proven
herself an innocent and was a princess to boot.




She tensed when his hand
came into view. He cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing across it.
Her cheek was damp. She had been crying. The galaxy had started to
look a little blurred. She blinked and sent the tears running down
to her jaw. His thumb continued to lightly caress her face as he
raised her head. She looked out of the corner of her eye at the
wall, too embarrassed to look at him.




“I’ll help
you,” Kosen said and her gaze shifted to meet his. “Although I’m
not offering because you kissed me. Just so we’re
straight.”




“Oh,” she said
and bit her lip. Why did he have to add that? For a moment, she had
thought that perhaps her kiss hadn’t been that bad.




“Although...”
He dipped his head and her eyes went wide when his lips grazed hers
in a light kiss. Her heart thumped so hard that she was sure he
would be able to feel it against his chest.




His hand held her cheek as
his other claimed her waist. Her eyes slipped shut when he tilted
his head and deepened the kiss, his tongue brushing her lips. She
tentatively brought hers to meet it and a jolt ran through her when
they touched. A moment later, she melted into him, no longer aware
of their surroundings.




She was only aware of this
kiss, of the feel of his body against hers and the incredible
warmth that was filling every inch of her as their tongues stroked
one another, their mouths fused as though they were one.




His lips left hers and she
stayed there, her head tilted, eyebrows raised, eyes closed and
mouth open.




Her breath left her in a
sigh.




That was definitely a
better kiss than the one she had given him.




“Kosen,” she
said and opened her eyes. He smiled at her, revealing sharp pointed
teeth that left her wondering how she hadn’t cut herself when they
had been kissing. “I’m royalty. Whatever money you need to gain
your sisters’ freedom, I can give you it, in exchange for my
own.”




He nodded, as though he
had already figured out what she had been about to offer him
earlier.




“I can’t get
you out of here though,” he said.




She looked at the
restraints and remembered what he had said.




Only Nostra could open the
cuffs.




“When?” Miali
said, hoping that he wasn’t about to change his mind. He looked
worried, as afraid as she felt, but there was a flicker of
something in his eyes. Her brothers had that look sometimes, and
her father. Normally it was before they did something ridiculously
dangerous and heroic.




“Tomorrow.”




“At the
market?”




He nodded.




He was going to wait until
the market to set her free. But surely Nostra, Eryc and the others
would be there to guard her. She wouldn’t be alone with Kosen. How
was he planning to help her escape?




“I think now
might be better—”




“Not a word,”
he said and silenced her with a brief kiss that sent her head
spinning. He pressed his forehead against hers and whispered
against her lips, “Tomorrow. Only one person is authorised to enter
the medical examination room with you.”




“A doctor?” she
said and her breath bounced back from his lips. Her heart skipped a
beat and she was thankful that most of her genes had come from her
father. Right now, she couldn’t imagine how dizzying the beat of
two racing hearts would be.




“That would be
me,” he whispered and reached around behind her. His wrist brushed
her neck as he loosed her hair and then ran his fingers through it.
“We’ll need to move fast. I’ll plan it all tonight. You must eat to
keep your strength up and to silence Nostra. I’ll lock the door
with a new combination and keep an eye on everyone to make sure no
one comes down here.”




The thought of him leaving
her alone again made her want to protest but she knew better than
to say anything. He was doing all that he could to keep her safe.
He had even fought one of his comrades. If he didn’t go back to the
others, they would become suspicious of him. She could only wait
and pray.




“We will drop
to sub-space again.”




Those words made her feel
sick. He opened a pouch on his belt and took out a yellow
pill.




“Swallow this.
It will ease your nausea and help you sleep through the
journey.”




She opened her mouth,
willing to take the pill if it meant that she wouldn’t be ill when
they went into sub-space. Kosen had no reason to lie to her about
it or try to poison her. She could see in his expression that he
only wanted to help her.




When she had swallowed the
pill, he turned away from her.




He picked up the protein
pack and bit into the corner. The thought of having to swallow the
disgusting liquid made her stomach turn but Kosen was right. She
had to keep her strength up.




She closed her eyes when
he brought the pack to her lips and grimaced as she swallowed down
its contents. The gooey liquid made her want to retch but she held
it down. When the pack left her lips, she opened her eyes to find
Kosen smiling at her.




He really was handsome.
His smile made her heart flutter and sent warm tendrils outwards
from it. They stretched through her until her whole body was hot,
yearning for his touch and the feel of his lips against hers. Her
hair floated upwards and his smile widened when he stroked his
fingers through it.




“This is
beautiful, honest,” he said in a low voice as his gaze followed his
fingers through her hair. Her breath left her when his eyes met
hers and he whispered, “You’re beautiful.”




“Kosen, I...”
There was so much that she wanted to say but, when she thought
about it, it all sounded so ridiculous. She wanted to tell him that
she thought he was handsome, that a male had never affected her
this much before, and that she wanted him to kiss her
again.




“Try to get
some sleep,” he said and she nodded.




She watched him leave, her
heart heavy with regret. Now that he was gone, the words came
easily, but it was too late to say them. She held them inside,
thinking about them and wondering if they were real and not just a
reaction to her situation.




The door locks clicked
into place.




The lights
dimmed.




With the darkness came the
creeping doubts but this time the chill didn’t reach her heart. She
stared into the darkness, at the point where Kosen had stood not
moments before. Tomorrow they would take her to market.




She closed her eyes when
she felt the ship shift into sub-space and was relieved when she
didn’t feel sick. Her head felt strangely heavy and she yawned as a
sudden wave of tiredness broke over her. Unable to fight it, she
began to drift off, wondering what Kosen was planning and whether
it would work.




In the comforting
blackness of sleep, her mind surrendered its fight against her
feelings and her heart took over. She realised that she hadn’t
kissed Kosen purely to make him help her. She had kissed him
because she was attracted to him, because she saw a good man in
him, one that she was falling for. She wanted to help him too. She
prayed to Iskara that Kosen’s plan worked and they would both be
free.




One fear settled in her
heart and wouldn’t leave.




Would he stay with
her?




Or would he leave her once
he had his sisters?







****




Chapter
6




The cuffs bit into Miali’s
wrists, holding them behind her back. Her eyes darted around the
dark market. Stalls draped with tattered rich brown and dirty grey
coverings packed the large space. The air was thick with the smell
of spices, food, and medicines. An acrid stench wafted from one of
the small tents that they passed and she glanced in, only to choke
and turn away when she saw a big fat blue Sekarian male dissecting
a young child and dropping pieces into a flaming pot.




Kosen’s grip on her right
arm tightened, as though he was silently asking if she was all
right. She tensed her arm to try to tell him that she was. She had
never imagined how horrifying the universe could be. This was worse
than any report she had ever read or anything she had ever seen.
And she was about to become a part of this darker side of the
galaxy, if Kosen couldn’t save her. She kept her head turned
towards him for a moment longer and then glanced to her
left.




Her other arm was held by
a man that had to be Sasue. He was at least a head taller than
Kosen, and as broad as Nostra. Patchy black matted hair half hid
his ugly scarred face. The long strands were each the width of her
finger and shifted as he moved, swaying side to side with his heavy
gait.




He grinned down at her,
his smile showing every disgusting perverted thought that crossed
his mind. His muscles rippled under the tight black flight suit
when he gripped her wrist a little tighter. She turned away from
him, frightened of the things she had seen in his eyes and the way
his thumb stroked her arm as light as a lover’s caress. Soon she
would be free of him. Soon.




Nostra walked ahead of
them, his bulky frame and confident swagger clearing a path through
the crowd. The people that passed them were mostly males, all as
dirty and dangerous looking as Nostra and Sasue. Kosen didn’t seem
to fit in this underworld. He was pale, face clean, his black hair
spiked up. His flight suit fit snugly over his slim, toned body. A
glimmer of intelligence shone in his eyes. He was the opposite of
practically every male here.




His dark eyes held a spark
of concern when they met hers. She went to smile but stopped
herself, aware that someone was watching them.




Behind them walked the
female crewmember, a beautiful young Minervan with pale gold
streaks in her black hair. The gun that she carried looked far too
big for her to handle but something told Miali that she wouldn’t
have a problem. There had been a dark look in the female’s eyes
when she had seen her. It spoke of hatred and violence. She was as
heartless as the male crew was.




Eryc walked beside the
female. He wore a black flight suit similar to the Minervans, as
though he was a part of the crew now. His cocksure smile hadn’t
faded. Miali was itching to wipe the intensely smug look off his
face and make him pay for what he had done to her. If she couldn’t
get revenge on him for his betrayal then she hoped that Nostra
killed him when she had escaped. He had to pay.




Gunfire erupted, bright
yellow laser streaks flashing through the air, illuminating the
market.




Miali dropped to her
knees, her heart beating painfully fast and her body trembling.
Kosen dropped with her and, when she looked at him, she saw that he
was holding a weapon. He had a gun. Perhaps they could escape after
all.




His body covered hers, his
arm tight around her, shielding her. A loud blast shocked her
hearing into deafness on her left side. She wished that she could
cover her ears when Sasue fired the massive rifle again. He slowly
walked forwards until he was beside Nostra.




Nostra held his hand up
and Sasue stopping firing. Miali looked through the gaps in their
legs at the market ahead of them. There was a fight. One male with
a laser gun was facing off against three others. Several dead
bodies lay at his feet in a creeping pool of blood. Another blast
lit the air and the remaining male fell to join his comrades. A
matter of seconds later, the market was back to normal, as though
nothing had happened.




Kosen pulled her up onto
her feet and held her wrist again. Sasue dropped back and grabbed
her other arm. Again, she was walking forward towards her fate. She
glanced down at the dead men as they passed, forcing herself to
look at them and see what was happening in the universe. Their skin
was charred black from the blasts of the laser guns. Blood coated
the floor and their bodies. Lifeless eyes stared into
infinity.




“Come,” Kosen
said close to her ear and Miali realised that she had slowed down
while she had been looking at the dead males.




Miali turned away from
them and held her head high, blinking away her tears as they
entered an open square. There were several cages in the centre.
Their walls of solid steel bars held the females they contained
captive while giving the males milling around a perfect view of
them. The females were nude, all huddled together in the middle of
the cages, desperately trying to cover themselves. Males patrolled
the area, occasionally prodding the females with long poles to make
them come out of their huddle. In the midst of the cages was a
raised platform. She knew what happened there. If Kosen couldn’t
save her, she would soon be in one of these cages, naked for every
man to letch over, and then she would find her fate on that stage.
Her heart continued to beat hard and fast, adrenaline and fear
making her shake. Kosen had to save her. She didn’t want to become
some sick male’s property.




The group stopped and
Kosen’s hand again tightened around her wrist. She frowned at
Nostra as he spoke to someone a short distance away. The slim blue
hairless Sekarian male glanced across at her, running his gaze down
her body, and nodded as though in approval. A twisted smile touched
his dark blue lips and a satisfied look entered his all-black eyes.
Nostra grinned along with him. Eryc moved past her and Nostra
glared at him as he spoke to the Sekarian. She wished that she
could hear what they were saying. They were discussing her fate.
She wanted to know what it would be if she couldn’t
escape.




Her heart picked up speed
when all three men turned to look at her. It jumped against her
chest when Sasue pushed her forwards and she walked towards the
Sekarian. His grin widened when she reached him and he moved around
her. She turned her head, trying to see what he was looking at and
flinched when he placed his hands on her, patting and touching
every part of her.




“Well?” Nostra
said in Sekarian, an impatient look on his face.




“I will bill
her,” the Sekarian said and moved around in front of her. He
preened a hand over his bald head, stroking it as he smiled. She
hated the thought that he had placed those hands on her. He stepped
forwards and she tried to back away.




Her stomach turned when he
cupped her breasts and looked as though he was considering opening
her flight suit to inspect them.




“She will need
medical,” he said and released her breasts. “We make sure you not
lie.”




Sekarians were an ugly
race with an ugly language that she was starting to wish she didn’t
understand. Some of the languages that the crowds around her were
speaking were unrecognisable without her translator. She stopped
herself from looking at Kosen. How many languages could he speak?
Could he speak enough to get them off this backwater spaceport and
across the galaxy to somewhere safe?




“Who is medical
officer?” The Sekarian looked at all of the men.




“I am,” Kosen
said and stepped forwards, bringing her with him.




“Come, come.”
The Sekarian waved his hand and started walking towards the edge of
the square.




“Make sure she
checks out for the highest price,” Nostra ordered.




“I want to go
with them,” Eryc said and went to move towards her but Nostra’s
large hand pressed against his chest, blocking his path.




“Sekarians do
not like company. Only the medical officer can go with her. Kosen
knows what he’s doing.” Nostra’s look darkened and he pushed Eryc
backwards when he tried to get past him. “Kosen will take care of
her.”




“Yes, Captain,”
Kosen said and pulled her roughly towards him. There was a hint of
apology in his eyes when she flinched, the wrist cuffs biting into
her arms. “Come with me.”




Her heartbeat didn’t slow
as they approached the hut at the edge of the square. If anything,
it beat faster. She looked out of the corner of her eye back at
Nostra and Eryc, afraid that Eryc might try to follow them. If he
did, would they still be able to escape? She wished that she knew
what Kosen’s plan was. At the moment, she couldn’t see how they
were going to get away.




When she entered the hut,
the Sekarian was waiting by a dirty inspection table. The black
covering had seen better days and was stained and ripped in places.
The thought that he had inspected all those poor females in here
made her sick. She glanced back at the door, filled with an intense
sense of sadness that she wouldn’t be able to save them. If Kosen
managed to free her and she tried to save them, she would only be
caught again. Nostra would kill Kosen. As much as she wanted to
help the females, she couldn’t risk anything happening to Kosen.
She needed him.




Kosen lifted her onto the
table and she lay down, grimacing when her hands dug into her back
and trying to remain calm. His eyes met hers, the hint of concern
still shining in them. He touched her arm, the brush of his fingers
so light that it told her everything that he couldn’t. He was
sorry, he cared about her, and he wouldn’t let anything happen to
her.




The apology wasn’t because
she had hurt herself. It was because he felt responsible for her
being in this position to start with, facing a future as a slave.
He was sorry because of the things that had happened to her since
they had met. He was sorry about how they had met. He was sorry for
everything. She didn’t hold his past against him. If she hadn’t
been royalty and someone had taken her brothers as slaves then she
would have done whatever it took to free them too. He loved his
sisters. He had subjected himself to a life of torment and misery,
living with the terrible things that he had done in order to free
them.




“We begin,” the
Sekarian said and picked up a gleaming silver tool that she didn’t
like the look of. If he was going to try to put that where she
thought he was, then he was going to have to get past her feet
first. She would kick him before he even got close.




It dawned on her that the
Sekarian was going to be involved in the examination too. Kosen had
said this was their best chance of escape. How were they going to
get past the Sekarian?




Her gaze shifted to the
laser gun hanging by Kosen’s hip. Was he going to shoot the man?
Laser pistols were notoriously loud. Nostra and the others would
hear.




Kosen nodded to the
Sekarian and then calmly opened a square pouch on his belt. He
withdrew a small injection gun and the Sekarian frowned at
it.




“What is
this?”




“She’s part
Dazkaran,” Kosen said, no trace of nerves in his voice or his
expression. “It will make her more sensitive to positive emotions.
We want her to look her best so she fetches a good price. The
better the price, the bigger your cut.”




The Sekarian looked
thoughtful for a moment and then nodded, grinning.




He walked towards her
feet. Kosen grabbed him from behind and pressed the injection gun
against his neck. There was a hiss of air as it fired. The Sekarian
convulsed, his eyes rolled back into his head, and then he slumped
forwards. Kosen lowered him to the floor. Miali wriggled into a
sitting position and looked down at the male.




He was dead.




“What was in
that?” she whispered and looked at Kosen.




He tossed the injection
gun onto the table of tools and then grabbed another
device.




“Mercury.
Sekarian’s are allergic to it,” Kosen said in perfect
Lyran.




Miali stared at the dead
Sekarian. His blue skin had become mottled with grey and had
swollen. She would say that his reaction had been a little more
than simply allergic. The mercury had killed him.




“We have to
move fast,” Kosen said as he rounded the table.




She was about to ask him
what he had planned when incredible heat blasted against her back
and the smell of tin filled the air.




“Keep still,”
he whispered and she tried to look over her shoulder. He had some
sort of cutting device. The heat of it made her skin feel as though
it was going to blister right off her bones.




“Are you sure
you know what you’re doing?” she said as the blazing blue flame of
the device touched the metal cuffs and heated them, singeing
her.




“I used to work
in a mine. I know what I’m doing.” The flame touched the cuffs
again. “Just keep still. I’m sorry if this hurts.”




She wanted to tell him not
to apologise. He was doing this to save her after all. She would
rather suffer a few burns on her wrists than a life of torture at
the hands of some sick pervert.




The metal cuffs dropped
off her wrists but before she could move, Kosen’s hands were on her
arms, stopping her. She hissed in a breath when something cold and
wet touched the sore skin of her wrists. A soothing, pleasant cool
feeling followed a moment of pain. She kept still as Kosen wrapped
her forearms and hands in something. When he released her, she
brought her hands around and rolled her shoulders as she looked at
the thin black bandages covering her.




“Thank you,”
she said, feeling a strange lightness inside her, warmth that made
her wonder if her Aunt Kayla had felt something similar when she
had escaped from her life as a slave.




“Don’t thank
me,” he said and rushed across the room. She sat on the edge of the
inspection table, wondering what she could do to help. He grabbed
two thick black blankets from a stack on top of a cupboard and
walked back to her. He unfurled one of the blankets and draped it
over her head like a hooded cape. She zipped her flight suit up and
pulled the black blanket closed around her. Kosen tucked her hair
behind her ears, pushing it out of sight. “I haven’t saved you
yet.”




He put the second blanket
over himself, covering his head and body with it.




“Come,” he said
and reached out for her hand.




She slipped hers into it,
her heart pounding as she hopped down off the inspection table and
followed him. How were they going to get out of here without anyone
seeing them?




Kosen picked up the device
that he had used to remove her wrist cuffs and used it to cut
through the bolts holding the metal panels together at the back of
the hut. He caught the one he had been working on as it fell
towards him and carefully placed it to one side.




Beyond it was darkness.
Miali followed Kosen into it, tightly holding his hand as though
her life depended on it. She couldn’t see where they were going but
evidently Kosen could because a few minutes later they had come out
of the maze of narrow black alleys into the market. She pulled the
black blanket forward to cover her face and stayed close to Kosen.
His fingers interlocked with hers and her hair threatened to rise
when warmth crept up her arm from their joined hands.




His thumb brushed
hers.




“Keep going,”
he said.




She gasped quietly when
she looked up and saw several Minervan military officers heading
towards them. Instinct told her that they wouldn’t help her if she
asked. They looked as dark and menacing as Nostra and his crew.
Kosen ducked down a side alley, dragging her with him. This place
was a maze. She felt as though any moment now they would end up
back in the square where they had started.




“I have a
confession.”




She didn’t like the sound
of that. It made her heart beat painfully hard.




“What?” she
said, hoping that it wasn’t that he was going to sell her anyway
and take all the money for himself.




“I can’t
pilot.”




She had thought that they
would take Nostra’s ship but perhaps they were going to charter one
instead. That didn’t seem so bad.




“So?” she said,
struggling to keep up with him as he strode through the market. She
flinched every time that someone shoved her out of the way. Why was
she was being pushed around and he wasn’t? When she came up beside
him again, she realised that the answer to her question was simple.
He looked as though he was ready to kill anyone who came near
him.




His eyes narrowed, his
black irises menacing in the low light. His jaw was set and his
black eyebrows met in a frown so intense that it was clear that
murder was on his mind. He bore his teeth at a passing group of
males who were staring in her direction and they avoided her
completely.




“We have to
take public transport,” he said over the noise of the
market.




That didn’t sound so
bad.




“I can only
afford cargo class. We might be lucky.”




Her face fell. That did
sound bad. Cargo class on a freighter out of this place was likely
to be an experience that she would never forget. It would round off
this nightmare perfectly. But she knew that Kosen would protect
her. He had been protecting her since they had first met and
something told her that nothing would change that now. Or would it?
Was he really going to stay with her after she had bought his
sisters back for him? Or was he using her as a means to an end? By
rescuing her, not only was he clearing his conscience a little, but
he was gaining his sisters freedom. Would he leave her?




She pushed her dark
thoughts away and clung to Kosen’s hand. Her heart said to never
let it go. She didn’t want to let him go. He looked at her out of
the corner of her eye and she managed a smile. Now wasn’t the time
for such melancholy thoughts. They hadn’t escaped yet.




“I can live
with that. Where is the port?” She felt stupid for asking when he
pointed straight ahead of them and she saw the end of the
market.




The dome that covered the
port was clear and she could see the stars. They were all wrong.
She couldn’t tell where they were. Kosen would know.




“What ship are
we getting?”




“One to
Minervan space.” The tone of his voice said that it wasn’t up for
discussion. The Minerva system was a long way from Lyra. She would
rather they were going in the direction of her home system, but she
wasn’t exactly in a position to argue with him. After all, he had
risked his life to save her and it was his money paying the
fare.




Miali huddled close to him
as they entered the busy port. He went straight for the desk with
Minerva as a destination above it, not slowing down even when he
reached it. He pushed past everyone in the line and flashed a
charming smile at the Minervan female behind the desk. A flare of
jealously exploded inside Miali and she stepped up to stand beside
him so the female would see that he wasn’t alone. Miali didn’t pay
attention to the conversation that happened between them. For some
reason, she couldn’t stop looking at Kosen.




He seemed so different
from the man that she had first met but at the same time, he seemed
unchanged. He was so confident and in control. He had risked his
life to set her free, had killed a man in order to do so, and there
wasn’t a hint of fear about him.




He was so
strong.




Her heart skipped a beat
and pounded hard when Kosen’s gaze slid to meet hers. He handed the
female some money and took the boarding papers from her. Without so
much as a backward glance at the Minervan female, he walked away,
taking Miali with him, his eyes not leaving hers.




“Dock eight.
The ship there is heading for Minerva Prime but will stop at
Minerva Eleven.”




She realised what was
happening. He was trying to get to his sisters on Minerva
Seven.




“We have to
run,” he said and she barely had time to grab her blanket to stop
it slipping off her before they were running towards the gates that
led to the docks.




His pace was too fast but
she did her best to keep up. By the time they reached the enormous
black vessel, she was out of breath. She followed him onto it,
ducking through the closing doors. He slowed to a walk as they
passed through the corridors and into the cargo class area. They
walked through it, past rooms packed with groups of unsavoury
characters, and then finally entered one of the rooms. Females,
children and the occasional family occupied this one. It was dirty,
packed and smelt worse than the market had but it seemed a lot
safer than the previous ones.




“This will have
to do. It’s better than I thought we’d get,” Kosen said.




The ship jerked into the
air. The thrusters kicked in and the entire ship shook with the
force of them as they headed upwards. Kosen held on to her, his arm
wrapping around her shoulders and steadying her. Being in his arms
felt wonderful, soothing and warming. He walked her across the room
and she saw the small compartment they were heading towards. The
ship rocked and Kosen’s grip on her tightened. He smiled at her
when she looked up at him and then stepped into the dimly lit
compartment.




Miali collapsed onto a
hard seat by what would be a window when the ship had made it out
of the atmosphere and they lowered the blast shields.




She looked at Kosen when
he drew a small curtain across their compartment and sat down
opposite her. Cargo class didn’t seem so bad and they were heading
away from that hellish market port and her captors.




Her heart rate began to
slow at last, she huddled up in the corner, staring at her knees,
and wondering what would happen now. They had escaped the market
but that didn’t mean that no one had spotted them or the ship that
had brought them here wasn’t following them. Those men wouldn’t let
her go so easily. She needed to get word to her father. She was
sure that he would be looking for her, just as the men would
be.




“Are you
alright?” Kosen said and, when she looked up at him, he moved and
came to sit beside her.




She closed her eyes and
leaned her head against his neck as he placed his arm around her.
Now that she was away from the market and those men, it was all
sinking in horribly fast. She couldn’t speak, didn’t know what to
say. She curled up against Kosen, hoping that it was over
now.




Hoping they were
free.







****




Chapter
7




Kosen stretched in the
cramped compartment and frowned as he slowly came around from a
nightmare-filled sleep. His eyes shot wide, sleep driven from him
when he saw that Miali wasn’t with him. He rushed to his feet and
opened the curtain. Relief flooded him when he saw Miali crouching
with some children in a small open area near their compartment,
playing a game that he recognised from his youth. She didn’t seem
to care that the children she was playing with were
Minervan.




She didn’t seem to care
that he was Minervan.




She didn’t seem to care
about the things that he had done.




He watched her playing,
studying the graceful way that she moved. She seemed so out of
place in this area of the ship, but at home at the same time. The
dull grey expansive room was packed with Minervans and the
occasional other species. It was clearly a ship that had passed
through the port rather than originated at it. He couldn’t imagine
that most of the passengers here had come from the port or anywhere
near it.




Miali looked up and smiled
at him before going back to playing with the children, moving the
black pebbles around on the green and blue diamonds on the board.
The children laughed at her mistake. Kosen leaned against the
doorway of their compartment, smiling as he watched her
intentionally lose.




“Miali.” Kosen
tilted his chin up when he said her name.




She said something to the
children and then placed a little girl in her position at the board
and came over to him. It was strange to see her like this after he
had only known her as a captive. He hadn’t imagined that she would
be so friendly to Minervans, or that she was so amiable. It made
her even more beautiful.




It was little wonder that
she was an ambassador. She certainly had a knack for convincing
people to do the right thing and get along, and she had an amazing
capacity for forgiveness. He didn’t deserve such forgiveness. He
didn’t deserve her.




“I was bored,”
she said with a small shy smile, as though confessing she had done
something bad. “You were sleeping and I saw no harm in
it.”




“They seem to
like you,” he said and nodded towards the children. She looked over
at them with a fond smile, watching them play. His gaze remained on
her, drinking in her beauty and the warmth that she
radiated.




“They were
teaching me the finer points of cheating at Loretsil. I don’t think
I have the art but perhaps I’ll beat my brothers next time we
play.”




“Brothers?” He
frowned at the mention of her family. He knew little about them,
only her name and that she was royalty.




Royalty.




She didn’t act at all as
he had imagined one would. She had no pretentions and airs. She
seemed happy to be amongst common people in the lowest possible
class on a public transport freighter.




“Yes. They’re
both in the Lyran Imperial Army. It wasn’t to my taste so I became
an ambassador instead. I didn’t want danger and adventure like they
craved. I seemed to have found myself mixed up in it after all
though.” She sat back down and looked out of the round window at
the stars.




They were already halfway
to Minerva Eleven. They would need to contact her family soon to
have them rendezvous with them there so he could get the money to
save his sisters. He hated to ask her for it, hadn’t saved her
because of her promise to give him money, but he needed it. He had
to save his sisters. He would offer the man who owned them a price
that he couldn’t resist. He would set them free.




The ship shook and the
lights went out.




“That wasn’t a
ship docking, was it?” Miali’s voice came out of the darkness and
she grabbed his arm, clinging to him.




“No, it felt
like weapons fire.”




Blue flashing lights
punctuated the darkness and an alarm sounded, deafening him. He
looked down at Miali, seeing her in the split seconds when the
light was on. She looked frightened. The tight grip she had on his
arm confirmed her fear.




The room filled with the
clamour of voices and he grabbed Miali’s hand and dragged her in
the direction of them. It was hard to cross the room in the
darkness. The bursts of blue light did nothing to help him find his
way. Eventually he made it to the corridor. Everyone that had been
in the room with him and Miali now lined the windows of the
corridor. He looked out of the window nearest him and his heart
leapt into his throat.




“Nostra,” he
said and stared at the small old fighter as it fired upon the
freighter again and dodged the return fire.




“Cruskin,”
Miali muttered beside him and he seconded that thought.




This wasn’t
good.




Crew rushed past him,
armed to the teeth. Children screamed and clung to their mothers.
Kosen looked down to see one of the children that Miali had been
playing with wrapped around her legs. She bent over, the flashing
blue lights making her look as though she was moving strangely, and
picked the boy up. Kosen watched as she soothed him, speaking
Minervan with an expert tongue. He couldn’t understand how she
could be so calm. They were under attack and it was only a matter
of minutes before Nostra convinced the officers of the freighter to
allow them to board. Nostra had connections with the Minervan
military. He had probably already obtained permission from them to
board any Minervan vessel that he wanted.




The small fighter fired
again and Kosen grabbed Miali when she stumbled backwards. The
child in her arms shrieked and buried his face in her neck. Miali
whispered something to the boy and then smiled at him.




“Are you
alright?” Kosen said, smoothing her flat hair. Her expression and
actions might not give away her fear, but her hair did.




She nodded and moved
closer to him as the fighter ship closed in.




Kosen drew his gun, ready
to fight to protect Miali. He wouldn’t let anything happen to
her.




There was a bright burst
of pale purple light similar to what happened when a ship went into
sub-space. When his vision came back, an enormous sleek top-class
fighter ship was overshadowing Nostra’s small fighter. Kosen didn’t
recognise it as Minervan. If anything, it looked Lyran.




His gaze shot to
Miali.




The blue emergency light
flashed again, highlighting her face.




She was
grinning.




“Perfect timing
as always.”




Kosen looked back at the
huge fighter vessel.




“You know
them?” he said, getting the impression that while he was sleeping,
she had been doing things other than playing with
children.




“I might have
sent a message or two asking for assistance. You needed money after
all and I needed passage back to my home. So, I had my home come
here.”




Home. He looked at the
ship. For some reason, the thought of her returning home made him
feel queasy. He had expected to have at least a few more days with
her.




Two smaller fighter ships
detached from the large vessel that Miali had called home and
escorted Nostra’s fighter, guiding it to dock with the vessel. He
didn’t want to imagine what fate awaited Nostra and his crew
onboard the Lyran fighter. He was only glad that he had chosen a
better path for himself to follow, one that would take him away
from a world involving slaves.




The passenger freighter
slowed to a stop and the Lyran fighter drew alongside it, eclipsing
the view out of the window. It was massive. He had never seen an
attack vessel on such a grand scale.




Miali was still grinning
when he looked at her. She ruffled the hair of the boy that she was
holding and set him down on his feet. Dim lights flickered back
into life above them.




“Run along
now,” she said and the boy disappeared into the crowd. It wasn’t
dispersing. Everyone was watching the Lyran vessel now.




“Home?” he said
and pointed at the ship.




“The
Nebula-Lyra II. My father’s ship.” She looked around them and then
back at him. “Do you know where the docking bay is?”




He dumbly pointed along
the corridor. She grabbed his hand and dragged him in that
direction.




“My father will
want to meet the man who rescued me.”




Those words sent a chill
to his heart and made him nauseas.




Her father?




Was she forgetting that he
was also one of the men who had kidnapped her and had intended to
sell her into slavery? He was sure that Nostra would be quick to
mention that when he met her father.




Kosen tried to get his
hand free of hers but by the time he had managed it, they were in
the docking bay. He swallowed his thundering heart and pulled
himself together. Nostra probably didn’t need to tell her father
that he had been involved. It wouldn’t take much for her father to
piece it together. After all, the only place they could have met
was on the ship that had taken her. Perhaps they could pretend that
he had been a captive too. That would work until her father had
spoken to Nostra. Perhaps it was better not to lie. Her father
might kill him for such a thing. Perhaps it was better just to
avoid the situation entirely.




“This isn’t a
good idea,” he said.




Miali looked at him and he
gave her a nervous smile. Understanding visibly dawned in her
eyes.




“Perhaps you’re
right—” Before she could finish that sentence, one of the airlock
doors further along opened.




They both looked there.
Her hand fell from his as two tall, broad built males walked
through it. Their black hair and black eyes made them look Minervan
but Kosen knew that they were Lyran. They wore the black and blue
flight suit of the Lyran military.




“Miali!” One of
the males grinned and came rushing towards her. The other rolled
his eyes and walked.




“Aksel,” Miali
gasped moments before she was wrapped in the male’s
arms.




Kosen’s blood boiled at
seeing the man handle her so familiarly. If he wasn’t one of her
brothers then Kosen was going to kill him.




It was a strange feeling,
as violent as others he’d had since meeting her. For some reason,
he needed to protect her, to keep her shut away from other males.
It all clicked into place in his mind. He really did like her, more
than he had thought. He liked her enough that he had attacked
Sasue, a man easily able to kill him, and he was considering
attacking both of these Lyran males at the same time.




“Miali,” the
other man said in an official and somewhat displeased
tone.




Her smile fell off her
face and the man she had called Aksel put her down.




Miali lowered her head as
though in shame. “Taelis.”




“Come Taelis,
show her a little affection. Be pleased that your rigorous and
ridiculous training served her well and she was able to escape.”
Aksel slapped the other man on the back.




Kosen decided that they
had to be her brothers. No man unrelated to the one she had called
Taelis would dare slap him.




Taelis gave Aksel a
thunderous look and then patted Miali’s cheek. “Mother was having
Snrikiks over this. She’s had father flying around half the galaxy
looking for you. I am glad that you were able to
escape.”




Miali cringed. “I didn’t
do it alone, or use anything that you taught me.”




Kosen stepped back and the
two males’ eyes immediately locked onto him. Perhaps moving had
been a bad idea.




“Miali,” Taelis
said and stepped up to her. “You appear to have a young man with
you.”




She grinned but it looked
more like a grimace to Kosen. Kosen smiled and then backed off
another step when the two men frowned.




“A young
Minervan man,” Aksel said and then his eyes narrowed with a sly
smile. “Don’t tell me that he helped you... that you and
he—”




“Brother!”
Miali shouted and slapped him hard enough that the sound echoed
through the docking bay. When her hand fell away from Aksel’s face,
there was a bright red mark on it.




“What in
Iskara’s name is happening here?” Another male voice joined them
and this one held such a note of authority that Kosen’s palms
sweated.




When the two males in
front of him parted to reveal the owner of the voice and they
saluted, Kosen made a small whimpering noise in his
throat.




He knew about the sons of
Lyra.




Only one had a cybernetic
arm that could easily crush a man’s throat.




Why did that one have to
be her father?




“Father!” Miali
bounded over to him and threw herself into his arms. “You were
cutting it close.”




The captain’s handsome
face shifted into a wide smile as he held her and then set her back
down on her feet.




A cold trickle of sweat
eased down Kosen’s spine and he considered running for it but
didn’t think he would get very far with Miali’s two brothers only
feet from him.




“We have the
men who kidnapped you,” her father said and looked her over. “Did
they hurt you?”




“No... Erm,
father?”




Kosen prayed that she
wasn’t about to point the man in his direction. If only he could
fade into the darkness and disappear. He had never had to face
something as terrible as this. The moment this man realised who he
was and what he had done to his daughter, he was going to crush him
like a bug.




“Miali has a
lover.” Aksel grinned.




The heat drained from
Kosen in a flash, leaving him cold and numb.




“What?” he said
at exactly the same time as Miali, Taelis and her
father.




Aksel’s face blanched too
as all eyes came to rest on him and his father stormed towards
him.




“A lover?” her
father said, face dark.




“Wait wait
wait,” Miali chanted, her cheeks bright red.




Kosen held his hands up
when her father diverted his course away from Aksel and straight
towards him. Miali ran in front of him, trying to block his
way.




“Wait, father,
it’s not like that.” Miali pushed against his chest and then looked
over her shoulder at himself.




Kosen waved his hands in
an attempt to tell her not to speak. If her father asked her
anything that would make her think about the things that had
happened between her and himself, then no matter what answer she
gave him, her body would tell the truth.




“He’s not your
lover?” her father stopped and scrutinised him.




Kosen frowned at him and
had a change of heart as he wondered why it would be such a bad
thing if he were Miali’s lover. He was a good man who could easily
make something of himself. He had been honest with Miali throughout
their time together and she liked him. So there was that little
fact that he had played a part in her kidnapping, but he had surely
cancelled that out by helping her?




He was about to ask
whether her father objected on the grounds that he was Minervan
when the man stepped up to him, sandwiching Miali between them.
When she backed into him, Kosen placed his hands on her upper arms,
holding her.




She was
shaking.




“Father, I can
explain. Kosen helped me escape those men. He was the doctor on
their ship.” She held her hand up when her father’s look turned
deadly and he opened his mouth to speak. “Was, father. Was. He
helped me escape. Now I want to help him. I need money.”




“Money? Lovers?
What in Iskara’s name is going on?”




Kosen had the distinct
impression that this wasn’t going well, especially when her two
brothers came up behind their father, flanking him and drawing
their weapons.




“He kidnapped
you. He’s one of them. Step aside, Miali,” Taelis said, taking aim
with his laser gun.




Kosen swallowed hard and
stared down the barrel of it.




Miali stretched her arms
out across him and shook her head.




“No,” she said,
her voice shaking as much as he could feel her body was. “Kosen
saved me. I promised that I’d help his sisters. He needs money to
buy them back from their master. Please, father?”




“Answer
something for me, Miali.” Her father’s look softened and a tiny
flicker of hope ignited in Kosen’s heart. Perhaps he wasn’t going
to die today after all.




“Anything.”




“Is he your
lover?”




Kosen couldn’t help
looking at her as she struggled for an answer. Her silver hair
shifted and she frantically pushed it back down. It seemed to be
the only answer that her family needed.




“A Minervan?”
Taelis grumbled and shook his head.




Miali whined and then
said, “What does it matter if I’ve fallen for a Minervan? Aunt
Terea is Minervan and she’s the queen of Lyra!”




All three men pulled faces
that clearly expressed that they couldn’t deny that. Kosen joined
them. It was true. Her family had no right to complain about her
choosing a Minervan when they were under the rule of a Minervan
female.




His eyebrows
rose.




Wait.




Choosing a
Minervan?




He stared at Miali but her
hair obscured her face. He turned her to face him when frustration
got the better of him. He had to see her when he asked
this.




She dropped her head
forwards, looking at her feet. He cupped her cheek and raised her
head up until her eyes met his.




“Fallen for a
Minervan?”




Her cheeks
flushed.




“No one you
know,” she said and tried to turn away. He held her. She was a
spirited little thing now that she was free and safe, even more
than he had expected, but she couldn’t deny it.




“Miali,” he
whispered and she looked up at him through her lashes.




Her eyes widened as he
dipped his head. He captured her lips, not caring about the fact
that her father was likely to tear them apart and throw him in the
cells, if he didn’t kill him outright.




She made a small noise of
protest and then melted into him, her hands pressing against his
chest as he wrapped his arms around her. A quiet moan escaped her
lips as he tilted his head and deepened the kiss, and she began to
respond. Her tongue parted his lips and brushed his, her hands
sliding up until she had looped her arms around his neck. He
frowned and exhaled through his nose when her body pressed against
his.




Suddenly, there was only
her in the universe, just as it had been the first time they had
kissed back in her cell.




The galaxy came crashing
back when someone tapped him on the shoulder and he lifted his head
to see three unimpressed males.




“Come with me,”
her father said, his expression grim. “I have a few questions I
would like to ask you.”




Kosen released Miali and
followed her father towards the airlock that led to the Lyran
fighter. He glanced back at her to see her standing between her two
brothers, worry written across her face.




He really hoped that a few
questions meant just that and wasn’t code for ‘I’m going to crush
you once we’re in private and my daughter can’t see us’.




Holding his hand up, he
smiled at Miali, trying to tell her that he would be all right. Her
hair floated upwards as she returned the smile and she blushed
again as she struggled to smooth it down. Beautiful.




She was an angel of
Arkus.




And she had fallen for
him.




Just as he had fallen for
her.







****




Chapter
8




Miali stared out of the
window of the small fighter ship and wondered how long it would
take to travel back out of Minervan space to where the Nebula-Lyra
II waited for them. Taelis and Aksel had accompanied her and Kosen
to Minerva Seven. Her two brothers seemed reluctant to leave her
alone with Kosen but now they were busy tending to their new
guests. Kosen had gained his sisters’ freedom at the scant cost of
one hundred gold Lynans, which was only a fraction of what her
father had given her.




Kosen had taken his two
sisters straight to sickbay. She had only seen them in passing on
the planet and when they had been brought onto the ship, but they
were both beautiful, with skin as pale and hair as dark as Kosen’s.
They seemed frail though and wary. Kosen had told her that it would
take a long time before his sisters overcame their time as slaves,
if they ever did.




She wondered if they would
like to live in the Lyra system and then realised that it wasn’t
just for their sake that she wanted that. She wanted Kosen to stay
with her. Now that she had seen him around his sisters, she knew
that he would go wherever they went. She had never seen such an
attentive and loving brother. If they wanted to remain in the
Minerva system, even after what had happened to them, then he would
remain there also.




Her family would never
allow her to stay in Minervan space. It was too dangerous for her.
From now on, she would be lucky if they would let her leave the
Lyra system without an armed escort of thirty men and her two
brothers, or worse, her father.




She sighed and watched the
planets drift into the distance.




There was a bleep from the
control panel beside her quarter’s door.




“Come in,” she
said, her eyes never leaving the stars outside.




The door swished open and
closed again. Soft footsteps sounded on the plush deep blue
material lining the floor. Her eyes half closed when she felt him
step up behind her and the ends of her hair shifted.




“Your brothers
asked me to tell you that we’ll be dropping into sub-space
soon.”




Miali said nothing. She
didn’t want to go to sleep, not right now when everything was so
uncertain.




Kosen stepped out from
behind her and she felt his gaze on her, intent and studying her
profile as she stared at the stars and tried to get a grip on her
feelings.




“I brought you
something,” he said.




She looked at him when he
held his hand out. On his palm was a deep orange pill.




“What is it?”
she said and her gaze lifted to meet his. He still wore a black
flight suit, moulded to his body like a second skin. She ached to
peel it off him.




Cursing her thoughts in
case they affected her hair, she focused on the pill that he was
offering.




“It will stop
the sickness that you experience in sub-space.”




“Will it send
me to sleep?”




He shook his head. “Not
this one. I’ve spent some time altering the active ingredients so
there isn’t a need for a tranquiliser. It should simply relieve
your sickness.”




He smiled at her and her
heart beat a little quicker.




As she took the pill,
something dawned on her.




She really was like her
father.




She had fallen for a
doctor.




She hesitated a moment and
then swallowed the pill.




“There,” Kosen
said and brushed her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Now you
should be fine. I’ll be right here in case you experience any
nausea.”




He wasn’t leaving
her?




“What about
your sisters?” she said with a frown. “I thought they needed
you?”




“The nurses
from your father’s ship are seeing to them. They’re resting at the
moment.” He paused and then smiled again. “I wanted to see
you.”




He did? Her hair
threatened to float upwards and she pinned it down.




“Don’t,” he
said and removed her hands from her hair. “I love how it
reacts.”




“Because it
gives away everything that I’m feeling,” she muttered and pushed it
down, clawing at it. “It’s hardly fair.”




“Miali, what’s
wrong?” he said and brushed her hands away before clearing the hair
from her face. “You seem tense.”




She sighed, resigning
herself to whatever happened. If she didn’t get her fears out in
the open, she might burst. “You’re going to leave.”




He frowned.
“Leave?”




Pushing his hands away,
she walked across the room and stared out of the window.




“You have your
sisters now. We’re even. There’s no reason for you to stay and
they’ll probably want to live in the Minerva system, and you’ll
live with them.”




He laughed but it was a
mirthless sound, one born of annoyance. “What are you talking
about?”




When he went to touch her
again, she avoided his hands and walked to the other side of her
bed, placing it between them. She couldn’t bear the thought of him
touching her if he was only going to leave. She didn’t want that.
She would rather they had a clean break and she parted ways with
him now.




“Miali,” he
whispered and she ached when she looked at him and saw the hurt in
his eyes. They searched hers. “Do you want me to leave?”




“No!” She
started towards him and then stopped herself. “Of course not. Why
would I want you to leave?”




“Why would you
think I want to leave?” he countered and she threw her hands up in
frustration.




“You have your
sisters to look after.”




“That doesn’t
mean I have to leave.” His look turned incredulous and he walked
towards her.




“They’ll want
to live in Minerva.”




“No, they
won’t. They don’t. I’ve had an offer that I’d be a fool to turn
down.”




Her whole body stopped on
hearing those words, even her heart. She stared at him, too afraid
to hear what the offer might be. He was going to leave
her.




“Miali,” Kosen
said and rounded the bed, blocking her way.




Miali knelt on the bed,
intent on avoiding him, and went to scramble across it but he
grabbed her waist and dragged her back to him. She struggled and he
flipped her over, took hold of her wrists and pinned her to the bed
beneath him.




“Will you
listen to me?”




She shook her head. Why
couldn’t he just leave? She didn’t want to hear the explanations.
It hurt too much.




Her hair flattened against
the bed. Kosen’s shoulders slumped.




“That’s
something that I never wanted to see,” he said and released one of
her wrists. He stroked her hair, fanning it out across the soft
rich blue bedcover. A sad smile touched his lips. “Don’t you want
me to stay? Are you trying to push me away?”




“No!” she
protested again, ill at the thought that she might be. “I’m just so
confused. Surely you’ll want to stay with your sisters. My father
won’t let me out of his sight now, or out of the Lyra system if
he’s not with me. So you see, it’s impossible for us to be
together. We’re doomed.”




“Doomed?” He
looked amused. “You truly are as young as you look.”




“What’s that
supposed to mean?” She frowned up at him, offended by his remark.
She was young but the way that he had said it made it sound as
though he thought that she was a fool.




“You were
heading for a life in slavery and not once did you think you were
doomed. Now you think you are? You won’t even listen to what I have
to say. If you did, you’d know that we’re anything but
doomed.”




Her eyebrows rose. “We’re
not doomed?”




Kosen shook his head and
smiled at her. His dark eyes shone with it. She stared up at him,
lost in his eyes and musing how handsome he was. Her gaze fell to
his lips. She licked hers.




“Far from it.
I’ve spoken with your father and, well, mostly your mother,” he
said.




His words snapped her out
of her daydream about kissing him.




Dear Iskara, her heart was
pounding so hard that she felt sick. He had spoken with her
parents? With her mother?




“When we were
back on your father’s ship and I was making the pill for you, your
mother was impressed with my skills. I’m an idiot for not
recognising her as your mother. I was so focused on my work that I
didn’t notice the resemblance until she approached me and mentioned
that she and your father had agreed that it would be best if I was
offered a position that kept us close to one another.”




Miali’s mouth fell open.
“Offered a position?”




“Emmanuelle has
offered to train me as her assistant with a view to me becoming a
doctor of the fleet. I would remain onboard the Nebula-Lyra II. My
sisters would have quarters there and be offered rehabilitation and
therapy.” His smile suddenly held a hint of nerves. “There was one
condition.”




Miali cursed her father.
He was never one to make things easy when it came to her. She had
tried having boyfriends and he had soon chased them off. Of course
he would still have conditions now. He had probably banned them
from touching each other, or worse, said that they couldn’t see
each other without supervision.




He had only ever been
difficult when what she wanted happened to have anything to do with
a member of the opposite sex.




“Miali...”
Kosen stopped and sighed heavily. The anxiety in his look only made
her heart beat faster. It would be typical of her family to dangle
exactly what she wanted in a man in front of her and not let her
have him. She willed Kosen to say the words and put her out of her
misery. He was staying, but it was over. He hesitated a moment more
and then said, “I want to stay...”




“But?”




Kosen wet his lips. It was
sheer torture to be this close to him, waiting for an invisible axe
to fall and cut all the happiness from her life, when all she
wanted was for him to kiss her.




“I made a deal
with your parents that I’ll stay if...”




“Cruskin
nyaaeso, Kosen, spit it out. Just say that you can’t see me
anymore.”




He frowned. “Can’t see
you? It’s quite the opposite. I’m going to marry you.”




Her eyes popped wide.
Something wasn’t quite right about that sentence. It didn’t fit. It
was all wrong.




“My father said
that you can only stay if you marry me? Did I hear that
right?”




“No,” he
said.




She had thought it was too
much to ask.




“I read up on
your Dazkaran side. It’s tradition to ask the mother for her
daughter’s hand. She agreed and spoke with your father, and they
agreed we should marry. If you’ll have me, of course... and there’s
no rush. I can wait until you’re ready. I mean, we hardly know each
other.”




Miali stared blankly at
him, struggling to absorb the information and the fact that Kosen
might have actually convinced her father to let him marry
her.




Her eyebrows rose
again.




Her hair rose with it when
it hit her.




“You want to
marry me?”




“Of course,”
Kosen said, matter of fact, as though she couldn’t have ever
doubted that he wanted it. He smiled and leaned down, peppering her
face with kisses and running his hand over her forehead and into
her hair. “Who wouldn’t want to marry you? Although I don’t think
that I deserve you.”




“I think your
drug has affected my mind.”




He laughed and before she
could say another word, his lips claimed hers, stealing her breath
away. She closed her eyes and relaxed into the bed, becoming
gradually aware of the fact that Kosen was on top of her. Her body
warmed with the feel of his pressing against it. Her hair drifted
upwards, tickling her cheeks.




Tilting her head to one
side, she moaned quietly in her throat when Kosen’s tongue tangled
with hers and then hesitated a moment before venturing into his
mouth. His lips parted, teeth opening with them. She slowly
explored his mouth, kissing him deeper than she had ever
done.




He pressed harder against
her and her tongue caught on his teeth. She loosed a muffled
‘ouch’.




“I’m sorry,”
Kosen said with an air of nerves and an awkward smile.




She stared at his teeth.
They hadn’t cut her but they were as sharp as they
looked.




“I just don’t
understand why you do it,” she said, frowning at his sharpened
teeth.




Kosen frowned too and ran
his tongue along them. The sight of it caressing his teeth made her
tremble and ache inside.




“All Minervan
males do it.”




“I know,” she
whispered and reached her free hand up, touching his teeth with her
fingertips. “Why?”




He playfully snapped at
her fingers and she jerked her hand back.




“It makes us...
sexy.” He grinned.




She laughed and his face
fell. When she realised that he was being serious, she cleared her
throat. Perhaps it did make them more attractive to Minervan
females but it didn’t do anything for her.




“Sexy
how?”




His frown wasn’t shifting.
He sat up and she pined for the feel of his body against hers. She
hadn’t meant to spoil the moment with her stupid questions. She sat
up and moved closer to him where he was sitting at the edge of the
bed.




He looked thoughtful. His
black eyes slid to meet hers.




One eyebrow
rose.




His eyes narrowed on her,
holding such heat that her body flushed and her hair threatened to
rise again. She twirled it and tied it in knot to stop
it.




He leaned towards her and
she was captivated as his lips parted, entranced by their beautiful
shape and the sight of his sharp teeth. Thoughts of what he could
do to her with that mouth made her heart flutter and her blood boil
with desire.




She licked her
lips.




He edged closer, his
movements achingly slow. She looked down at his hands, yearning to
feel them on her, and then back into his eyes.




He whispered one word that
made any shred of reserve she had disappear.




“Dominance.”




Her lips parted and her
breath left her in a sigh. He kept moving towards her and she
leaned back to counter his move.




“Strength.”




Her back hit the bed and
she stared up at him as he moved between her legs.




“Danger.”




Her heart beat hard
against her chest.




Her breathing
quickened.




Perhaps he was right, when
he put it like that. She lay beneath him, willing him, waiting for
him to make a move. Her throat felt too tight to breathe. Her heart
felt as though it would explode if he didn’t touch her
soon.




With a smile that revealed
his teeth, his gaze left hers and drifted down to her flight suit.
She watched his face at first and then her eyes fell to half-mast
when he slowly undid her flight suit. As his hand passed her
breasts, she arched upwards, forcing the two sides of her suit
apart. He moaned his approval and continued onwards, until he had
reached her navel.




She gasped in air when he
dipped his hand inside and trailed wet kisses downwards, from her
chest over the curve of her breasts, to her stomach. She longed for
him to keep going, wanted to tell him not to stop, but was
powerless as she lay on the bed, submitting to him.




His hand skimmed up her
thigh, over her waist, and finally settled against her breast. She
pushed it up into his palm, desperate to convince him to undress
her.




“Miali?” he
whispered against her stomach and pressed kisses up to her
breasts.




She made a garbled noise
in her throat in response when his hands grazed her shoulders and
he parted her flight suit and began to pull it down her arms. He
groaned when her breasts sprang free and she gasped when his lips
caught one of her nipples and he suckled it.




Her hips bucked up,
rubbing against his body in a dire attempt to ease the hunger
growing inside her. She needed him. Her whole body felt as though
it was on fire and only he could bring cool relief.




Her hands went to his
hair, tangling in the black spikes. She shrieked a moan when his
teeth teased her nipple, sending a shockwave of pleasure rippling
through her.




“Shh,” he
whispered and kissed her breast, flicking her nipple with his
tongue. “I’m petrified of your brothers as it is.”




She would have laughed had
he not wrapped his mouth around her nipple and started sucking it
again, tugging it into his mouth and making it painfully
hard.




“Miali?” he
said again as he moved across to her other breasts and laved her
nipple.




“Yes?” She
squeezed the word out and bit her lip to stop herself from moaning
again when he tortured her nipple with his teeth.




Lost in a haze of passion
and pleasure, she couldn’t deny anything he had said about Minervan
males. In fact, she was thankful for it. Sharp teeth definitely
made everything sensual and erotic, the added hint of danger making
her nerve endings flicker with delight.




“You are going
to marry me?”




She laughed this
time.




“Ask me again
when I’m back in my head, not floating somewhere outside my
body.”




He dipped his head and
licked a path from her breast to her mouth. She sighed into his
when he kissed her, fervent and passionate, stealing her breath and
stirring her desire beyond her control. She went to grab him but he
moved out of her reach, sliding down her body and taking her flight
suit with him. Her eyes opened and she stared up at the ceiling
when he stripped it off her, leaving her bare on the
bed.




She went to say something
but all words failed her when he eased her legs apart and darted
his tongue between her folds. Her head fell to one side, her eyes
wide and mouth open as he licked the length of her, from her slick
opening to her pert nub. She moaned and stared at the stars,
feeling as though she was going to explode as he devoured her, his
tongue teasing and lapping at her arousal.




“Kosen,” she
said, panting it as the feeling of tightness inside her increased,
her body so hot that she was aching for release. She writhed
against him and he moaned. The sound of it only drove her on and
she threaded her fingers into his hair, clutching him to her,
begging him not to stop until she had come undone.




The moment his finger
eased into her hot depths, she cried out her release at the
universe. Her whole body trembled around him, quivering as she
came. He thrust his finger into her a few times, drawing out her
orgasm, and then pulled it free. She collapsed into the bed and
then tensed again when he lowered his mouth and lapped at her
opening, drinking her juices. It tickled.




She pushed against his
head, forcing him away from her. Wriggling on the bed, she looked
up at him as he stood by her feet, watching her. He grinned and the
sight of his sharp teeth sent a flush of heat through
her.




“In Arkus’s
name I’ve never tasted anything as sweet as you.”




If he thought that her
taste was amazing, he was in for a surprise. Her mother had warned
her that her hair might not be the only thing that she had
inherited from her.




Sitting up, she gave Kosen
a seductive smile and ran her hands up him. She pulled the
fastening on his black flight suit and eased it downwards. Her lips
parted and her whole body trembled at the sight of hard packed
muscles rippling under his pale skin. She had never seen a body
like his, compact but powerful, speaking to her hunger on a sexual
level.




She eased the flight suit
off him, pulling it down over his hips and pushing it down to his
boots. He kicked them off and then stepped out of the
suit.




“Now I really
don’t want you brothers to see us.”




She smiled and looked at
his long hard length where it jutted out from a nest of black
curls. Leaning forwards, she took hold of it, wrapping her hand
around its girth, and licked the sensitive head. He was shaking. He
would be doing a lot more than shaking soon. She closed her mouth
around his cock and sucked on it, moving her mouth up and down. The
feel of it gliding into her aroused her. When he thrust forwards,
she moaned, wanting more.




He groaned. “I really
really don’t want your brothers seeing this.”




He worried too
much.




But, just to be sure they
were left alone, she reached over to the control panel on the
cabinet beside her bed and locked the door.




He would need
it.




If what her mother said
was true, he wasn’t going to go quietly when she got him inside
her.




Kosen groaned again and
muttered something about stopping. She did and looked up at him. He
had his teeth buried deep into his lower lip, his eyebrows knit
into a frown. Taking hold of his hips, she guided him to the bed.
Dominance. It sounded like fun.




It only took a slight push
to make him fall on his back on the bed. Before he could say
anything, she was on top of him. Whatever protest he had been about
to form left his lips as a groan when she lowered herself and
rubbed her slick groin against his hard shaft.




“Wait...” He
held his hands up, breathing hard. “We need—”




She pressed her mouth to
his to silence him, kissing him and grinding against him. She
needed him inside her now. She was tired of being so innocent and
she wanted to be his.




“My mother is a
nurse,” she said, knowing what he was trying to say. “I’ve been
given sterilisation injections since I turned mating
age.”




His eyebrows rose and he
didn’t seem to have a response so she ground one out of him,
rubbing herself on his length and tearing a moan from his throat.
He felt so good beneath her, the sensitive head of his cock teasing
her nub.




“Are you sure
you’re ready for this?”




She smiled down at him and
kneeled, taking hold of his length. “Are you sure you’re
ready?”




He frowned and before he
could answer, she sank back onto his cock, letting it slowly fill
her. There was a momentary sting of pain and then nothing but pure
bliss. Kosen groaned and his hands went to her hips. His fingers
pressed in as he gripped her hard and started moving her on his
cock.




The feel of it thrusting
into her, filling her and striking deep inside her, tore moan after
moan from her throat. Her body trembled as she tensed and Kosen
closed his eyes, a heavy frown marrying his eyebrows. She pressed
her hands against his stomach and moved up and down on his cock,
riding him, her thrusts opposite to his. Her entire body burned,
tightening with each plunge of his length into her and each slam of
her clit against his pelvis.




The tightness in her
abdomen grew, feeling as though it was pulling everything into it
like a vortex, sucking all the heat from her body until she was
crying out for release. Kosen’s hands went to her breasts and his
thumbs flicked her pert nipples. She stared down at him and when
her eyes met his, the whole galaxy exploded.




A blast of fire and
lightning slammed through her, a bright white shockwave that left
her quivering and trembling against Kosen’s chest, weak and hot.
The sound of his heart pounding filled her ears, mixing with the
tremendous beat of her own. She shook in his arms and then realised
that he was shaking too. His rough breathing matched hers. His
length throbbed inside her, spilling his seed.




The only sound Kosen made
was a strangled sob.




“Wow,” Miali
said and sighed against his chest, waiting for the scattered pieces
of herself to fall back into place and the room to stop
spinning.




“Wha—”




She managed to gain
control of her limbs enough to shift herself around so she could
see Kosen. He was staring at the ceiling, pale and trembling, his
eyes unfocused.




“What was
that?” she breathed, still panting to catch her breath. “Besides
incredible?”




He nodded and his gaze
fell to her. His pupils widened and narrowed, as though trying to
focus.




“There’s a lot
of you,” he said with a drunken grin and went to touch her cheek
but missed by several inches. “Which one is you?”




Her mother was right.
Dazkaran females did climax in ways that sent males of other
species out of their minds.




She took hold of his hand
and pressed it to his cheek. “Right here.”




He smiled and blinked a
few times before passing out. She pulled herself up and smiled down
at him. Perhaps she should have warned him but then she hadn’t
known if she had picked up that trait of her mother’s
species.




Slumping next to him, she
closed her eyes, snuggled against his arm and waited for him to
come around.




Hours passed but
eventually Kosen muttered something about the cold and stirred. She
reached over and pulled the blanket across them.




When he opened his eyes,
he still looked a little dazed.




Miali pressed a kiss to
his lips and then smiled at him as she brushed the flattened messy
strands of his hair from his forehead.




“Better?” she
whispered, concerned about the amount of time it was taking him to
recover. She hadn’t expected it to take this long.




He nodded. “Incredible. A
Dazkaran trait?”




She nodded in response and
continued to smile. “You asked me a question.”




He frowned. “I did? I
did... lost it there for a moment.”




She laughed as he blinked
as though he was still trying to clear his head.




“Will you? It
doesn’t have to be now. Just someday?” His arms went around her,
holding her against him.




The feel of his bare body
against hers made her ache to have him inside her again but he
didn’t look up to an encore. At least not yet. There was still a
long way to go before they reached the Nebula-Lyra II.




“Will I
what?”




“Marry me... a
worthless Minervan who doesn’t deserve you?”




She frowned this time and
stroked his forehead, her eyes never leaving his. He smiled up at
her and it held such hope that her heart warmed.




“A heroic
Minervan, the only man in the universe for me, the man who saved
me.” Dipping her head, she held her mouth bare centimetres from his
and whispered, “Yes.”




He craned his neck towards
her and she kissed him, her lips caressing his in the lightest of
touches. It warmed her through until she was constantly smiling
against his mouth. He pulled her on top of him, turning that warmth
to fire as his body pressed into hers.




She would have to work on
his sense of self-worth but she had the perfect solution to that
problem. She rubbed her hips against his and he groaned and kissed
her harder. His teeth caught her tongue and this time the pain
didn’t shock her. It only added to the thrill of loving
him.




For now, she would stay on
the Nebula-Lyra II and perform her ambassador duties from there,
greeting dignitaries and visiting planets where the vessel
stopped.




She would stay where she
was safe and with the man that she loved. She’d had enough of the
adventure of deep space. It was time for a different, more pleasant
adventure.




She squealed as Kosen
rolled her over, nestling himself between her thighs, and kissed
her harder.




The adventure of falling
in love.




The
End




###
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