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Daughters of
Lyra: Heart of a Prince




Princess Renie,
one of the beautiful and strong daughters of Lyra, loves nothing
more than exploring space with her twin brother, Rezic, but when
they venture too close to the Black Zone, the barrier between Vegan
space and the rest of the galaxy, things turn from exploration to a
fight for their lives. With Rezic injured in a meteorite shower,
Renie has no choice but to accept help from a vessel within the
Black Zone, even when it turns out to be Vegan! Separated from her
brother and taken hostage, to be held for ransom, Renie isn’t sure
what she’s going to do…




Until she meets
a man in the cells, the most unusual and gorgeous male she has ever
seen, a man who seems to be willing to do anything to protect her
and makes her pulse race.




Tres isn’t
enjoying his stay in the cells. The commander has broken his
thermal suit, leaving him cold and weak, and his last chance of
leaving the Black Zone has been thwarted. But the galaxy comes to
him instead, and she’s more beautiful, warm and full of feeling
than he’d ever dreamed. When he discovers her and her brother’s
plight, he vows to help her if she’ll help him, and when she
touches him, showing him warmth, he wonders how touch can be so
forbidden and realises that he’ll do anything for her.




When Renie is
injured during their escape and Tres is forced to stay behind so
Rezic can leave with her, will she ever see him again? Will she be
able to convince her father, General Lyra II, to go back into the
Black Zone and rescue the man she’s fallen in love with? And will
she still love Tres when she realises just who he is?










Daughters of
Lyra: Heart of a Prince




Felicity
Heaton




Smashwords
Edition




Copyright 2009
by Felicity Heaton




All rights reserved. No
part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system,
without written permission from the author, except for the
inclusion of brief quotations in a review.










****




Chapter
1




Renie frowned when the
first beep sounded. She cast her dark eyes across the small bridge
of the ship to the display panel on the wall to her right. It
beeped again. Switching the ship over to automatic controls, she
unclipped herself, her eyes still fixed on the display panel, which
now showed diagnostics on something that looked like a planet. She
crossed the bridge and studied the panel. Her fingers danced across
the panel above, accessing the star charts for this region of space
so she could pinpoint their location. She wasn’t familiar with this
area. It was the furthest from home they had ever been.




She brought the black band
around her wrist to her mouth and pressed the button.




“Rezic,” she
said and waited for her twin brother to answer. No reply. He was
probably sleeping. It was her turn to pilot after all. When they
had hit space that they didn’t recognise on the charts, they had
agreed to take shifts at the controls and alert the other if
something happened. She felt as though she hadn’t seen him in
weeks. They had meals together but that was about it unless there
was something that needed to be fixed or charted.
“Rezic?”




Her communications band
crackled when she released the button.




“What?” he said
in perfect Terran when she had been about to shout at him in
Lyran.




She smiled.




Their parents told them
off whenever they spoke Terran around Lyrans or other species. They
both preferred it to Lyran. Even their younger sister Natalia had
picked up the habit. Too many people could speak Lyran and even
though their father was a Lyran, they still insisted on speaking
Terran most of the time.




Especially when they were
on an expedition.




“I need you on
the bridge.” Renie lowered her hand and looked at the display again
and then the star charts.




There weren’t any systems
in this area. In fact, there didn’t seem to be much at all. The
star charts ended around seventy thousand leagues from them. They
were heading into space unknown to Lyra.




Rezic appeared beside her,
running a sleepy hand through his cropped dark hair and tousling it
further than his bed already had. His black eyes matched hers
perfectly. They both looked like their father, Balt. Rezic closed
one last fastening of his loose white shirt, leaving the top three
undone, and rubbed his eyes before tucking the tail of his shirt
into his brown trousers.




“I was dreaming
a good dream, this better be important.” His gravelly voice spoke
of how deep asleep he had been and he struggled to stifle a
yawn.




Renie hated waking her
brother but it was important.




“There’s a
planet,” she said and pointed at the display.




“Very
observant.” Rezic yawned again. “Is that it? Christ, Renie, how
many planets have we seen? I thought you’d get over it by
now.”




Renie smiled at his grumpy
air, knowing that deep inside he was as excited as she was. Or at
least he would be when he let her finish speaking and woke up a
little.




She pointed to the star
charts and the area where the system should be.




“There’s
nothing on the map.”




Rezic eyes narrowed on the
chart and then the planet. “It’s a class six. Is it beyond the map?
Maybe no one discovered it yet.”




His voice held a hint of
excitement now.




“Maybe, but it
should be right here and it isn’t. That’s inside documented space,”
she said and before she could utter another word, Rezic was
punching in the coordinates and sending the ship towards
it.




He moved to the controls
and Renie held onto the back of the co-pilot’s seat when he shifted
the small vessel into its top speed, which wasn’t much. The ship
creaked as though it was going to break apart. It was a heap of
junk, but it was theirs and they had bought it with the money from
their first big find in the temples of Marsha Three. Since then,
they had explored the galaxy, documenting dead cultures and
searching for artefacts.




Their two younger brothers
and sister said that they were treasure hunters.




Their parents called them
archaeologists.




Or at least they called
her an archaeologist.




Renie looked at Rezic, his
excited smile bringing out her own as he raced to find the planet
on the display.




They called him Lyra
V.




Renie moved around the
co-pilot’s chair and slid into it, buckling herself in.




Rezic had no desire to
achieve the throne though. He was happiest out here with her,
finding ancient things, charting new territory and cruising space.
She was happy here too.




She wondered if things
would always be this way. It was many years since their birth, but
they were mature now. Their mother said that in Terran years they
looked a little over thirty, the age their father had looked when
they had married. She knew that it was their mother’s way of
telling them that soon they would begin to think about finding
someone to love. What would happen then? What if Rezic found a
woman, other than in his ‘good dreams’, and decided to settle down?
The thought chilled her. She wanted to adventure in space with him
forever.




Perhaps whomever they
married would be adventurers too and they could buy a bigger ship
and continue their journey together.




Renie pulled her knees up
to her chest and toyed with the white sleeves of her
shirt.




“Is something
the matter?” Rezic said with a sideward glance at her. She smiled
at him to alleviate his worry, knowing that he could sense her
feelings sometimes. The connection they shared as twins ran
deep.




She went to speak but the
proximity alarm sounded. Both of them looked at the front screen of
the ship.




Renie couldn’t believe her
eyes as Rezic slowed the ship to a halt. In front of them was the
planet the ship had detected but it looked nothing like she had
expected it to. It was a brown, pitted rock. More shocking than
that though was the fact that it was only half a rock that looked
as though it had been split perfectly down the middle.




She unclipped herself at
the same time as Rezic and went to the display.




“It doesn’t
make sense,” she said and looked from the display to the dead
planet. “The readings say it has the mass of a class six planet and
it’s being displayed as a whole, not a half.”




She went back to the
window and stared at the planet.




“It’s
definitely dead,” Rezic said and set the computer to scan it. The
readings came back quickly. “No atmosphere. Signs that it was once
inhabited. Whatever happened here, it wasn’t nice. There’s a lot of
carbon on the planet.”




“Carbon?”




“A lot of
living things died very quickly.”




She gasped and stared at
the planet.




“Did the sun
collapse?”




He shook his head. “No.
The planet would have been wiped out and there’s no sign of debris
or the sun itself.”




Her brother was far
superior at science, but none of what he said made sense at all,
not on any level. Normally she could follow him quite well. She
looked up at his profile. He seemed to be having difficulty
understanding it too.




“Why is there
only half a planet when the ship says there’s a whole one? Where
did the sun go?” he said with a frown.




Renie looked around them
and then stopped when she noticed something. Her eyes moved from
the star spotted space to the left of the planet where it curved,
to the blank space on the side that had disappeared.




“Rezic,” she
said and touched his arm. “Where are the stars?”




She looked at the empty
black space in front of her. There was nothing. It looked as though
darkness had swallowed half the planet and the rest of the
galaxy.




“The Black
Zone,” Rezic said and she sharply turned to face him.




A chill danced down her
spine and along her arms.




“The Black
Zone?” she repeated, hoping that he had been joking. “The Vegan
barrier?”




He nodded and went to the
star charts, pulling up the overview that connected all the
separate maps together. He zoomed into the area they were in and
pointed out the perfect line across the charts.




Renie’s heart thundered
against her chest and her palms sweated. It couldn’t be. She
stepped up to the charts and stared wide-eyed at them.




“The Vegans
erected the barrier after the war with Lyra to protect their
territory.” Her brother swept his hand across the empty area of the
chart. “Originally the Vega system wasn’t on the other side. It
stood sentinel on this side of the barrier. Just after we were
born, they expanded the barrier to cover Vega, withdrawing
completely. The star charts were erased. All we know now is that
Vega is on the other side somewhere. No ship can cross the barrier
without permission.”




Renie touched the screen.
There were systems on the other side, planets that a Lyran had
never seen, or at least hadn’t seen in hundreds of years. Her
stomach fluttered with excitement and nerves.




“If we could
cross the barrier—”




The proximity alarm
drowned out the rest of her words and she whipped around to face
the front screen of the ship. Masses of meteorites were heading for
them, coming out of the Black Zone. She ran for the controls for
the shield.




“Renie, get
down!” Rezic shouted and then slammed into her as the ship rocked.
He tackled her to the ground, his body covering hers, shielding her
from the meteorites as they battered the ship.




There was a terrifying
sound of buckling metal and then darkness. Rezic’s body pressed
down hard on hers, suffocating her along with the blackness. She
struggled to breathe. Panic consumed her and made her breath come
in short sharp bursts. The alarm continued to sound and her head
felt light as the air rushed out of the bridge. She clawed her way
out from beneath her brother and fumbled with the control panel.
Finding the shield, she pushed the dial for it to maximum and then
hit the emergency beacon.




The air was too thin. Her
eyes unfocused as she struggled to maintain consciousness. The
lights came back on at a low level, the computer reporting that
there were multiple hull breaches and life support was down. The
shield would seal the remaining air in, but it wouldn’t last for
long. Normally the shield gave out after an hour or so.




She fumbled across the
panel until she found the emergency life support. She hit the
button and a whoosh of air filled the bridge. She gasped, taking
the fresh air down deep into her lungs.




She turned where she knelt
on the floor and her eyes widened when she saw Rezic. Blood coated
the side of his head, dark against his pale skin. Her heart slammed
against her chest.




“Rezic?” Renie
said, reaching out and touching his face. He was breathing, but
barely. She frowned at the wound on the side of his head. He needed
a medic. For the first time in her life, she wished she had paid
attention to Aunt Emmanuelle when she had given her and her brother
basic medical training. Rezic had been distracting her the whole
time, mimicking Emmanuelle behind her back. She cursed him and
stroked his face. “Wake up, brother, please.”




The computer informed her
that Rezic’s life signs were fading and he needed medical
assistance.




“I know!” she
screamed and dashed her tears away as she got to her feet. She ran
to the door of the bridge but it wouldn’t open. Smashing the panel
over the manual control, she grabbed the lever and yanked it. Still
nothing. “Open the door!”




Her fists hurt as she
banged them against the solid metal, willing the door to open so
she could get to the medical supplies in the engine bay.




The computer warned her
again that Rezic was dying. Renie curled into a ball and sobbed
into her knees. She couldn’t get the door open. Why couldn’t the
computer open the door? Why did she have to sit here and watch her
brother die?




No, she wouldn’t admit
defeat so easily. Rezic would have broken the door down had their
positions been reversed. She ran to the control panel of the ship
and hit the intercom button.




It was pointless, but
right now, the only chance she had was a ship hearing her call and
coming to their aid. Someone had to be within ten thousand leagues
of them. There had to be a patrol along the Black Zone.




“This is the
Explorer One, I have a medical emergency and require
assistance.”




Nothing.




“This is the
Explorer One, I have a medical emergency. One of our crew is dying
and I’m trapped on the bridge. I require assistance. Please
respond!”




Nothing.




She stared into space and
then collapsed to her knees on the floor. Taking hold of Rezic’s
hand, she squeezed it and smiled.




“Hold on.
Someone will come for us. I won’t let you die. I won’t.” She
sniffed back her tears and smiled at him. She would never let
anything happen to her brother. She wouldn’t let him die. “This is
the Explorer—”




“Explorer One,”
a male voice said, deep and crackling. Her heart jumped in her
chest, hope making her dizzy. “Leave this space
immediately.”




Renie frowned, not
understanding at first. Leave? A glance at the control panel showed
there was no ship within five thousand leagues of her.




“I won’t leave.
I have a medical emergency. My brother is dying!”




“Explorer One,
leave at once.” The voice came again, clearer now. “I will not
repeat myself.”




“I won’t
leave!” She tried to calm herself so she didn’t go through the
limited air supply but it was impossible. She wouldn’t leave. She
didn’t even know if she could. “Help my brother, please? I’ll give
you anything. I have money... riches... I’m willing to pay for
help!”




Silence.




Were they gone?




Had they abandoned
her?




She went to speak again
but her voice left her when an enormous silver and yellow ship
appeared through the barrier between her and the Black
Zone.




Her heart went off the
scale and she squeezed Rezic’s hand.




What had she
called?




The ship dwarfed hers and
fear pounded down on her, stealing her breath.




Perhaps this was a bad
idea. She hadn’t realised that the reply had come from the Black
Zone. Perhaps they were better off trying to leave after all. She
could set the ship on autopilot, get the door open, and tend to her
brother while they travelled to the nearest spaceport.




Releasing Rezic’s hand,
she grabbed the controls and turned the ship about. Before she
could get the engines to full speed, she was going backwards. She
pressed the button to switch to the rear view of the ship and her
brow furrowed when she saw that the huge vessel was pulling them
in. The cargo bay doors were open to reveal an area that her small
ship could fit into fifteen times over.




What had she
done?




Who were these
people?




Were they really going to
help her brother?







****




Chapter
2




Renie cradled her brother
to her, stroking his brow, and when the ship came to a halt, she
gently lay him down on the floor of the dark bridge. The power had
gone out during the ship’s descent onto the large vessel. Now she
was in complete darkness. The strained sound of Rezic’s breathing
made her feel ill, turning her stomach and filling her head with
terrible thoughts. The ship’s computer had announced that his life
signs were stabilising but she knew better than to believe that
meant he was going to live.




The blood on the side of
his head was thick and dark, covering half of his forehead and his
cheek. He hadn’t stirred at all since the meteorites had struck the
ship and she feared the worst. An image of the huge vessel that had
answered her call for help flashed across her mind. Would they be
able to save her brother when she couldn’t? She hoped that they
could but an ominous feeling had settled in the pit of her stomach
on seeing the ship. She couldn’t remember ever seeing one like it
before, but it had come from the Black Zone and instinct was
telling her that wasn’t a good sign.




It had commanded her to
leave the area. She prayed to Iskara that didn’t mean what she
thought it did.




Her gaze strayed back to
where she knew Rezic lay. Her insides flipped again, stomach
churning with fear and anticipation. The air was growing thin
again. With no power, the life support system had failed. She
stared in the direction of the door and stood. Would they come
soon? It was getting hot.




The bridge door opened a
fraction. Light streamed in. Renie’s heart jumped into her throat
and then pounded hard when black claw-like fingers appeared through
the gap. She gasped and stepped backwards, hitting the ship’s
console behind her. The clawed fingers closed around the door and
pulled it open with ease. She couldn’t possibly have done that. Not
even her brother could have. Whatever was coming was stronger than
both of them were. She crouched down to be with Rezic and stared at
the door, waiting to see the face of their rescuer.




The doors opened
fully.




What they revealed was
more frightening than her worst nightmare.




Several dark clad soldiers
moved into the small space, forcing her to one side. Her eyes
didn’t leave the man who had opened the bridge door. Standing over
six and a half feet, he towered above her, his skin as white as
clouds. His long black hair parted over his pointed ears. He barked
orders at the men and she frowned when they grabbed her, pulling
her around as they searched her body for something.




She glared at the soldiers
when they opened the small weapons hold beside the pilot’s chair
and took the laser guns. Weapons? They were searching her for
weapons.




Two soldiers grabbed her
and marched her through the ship and out into the cargo bay of the
vessel that had her. They roughly turned her on the spot to face
her ship and she struggled when she saw her brother on a hover
stretcher. Three women and one man were attending to him. She
fought harder to escape the men holding her when the others began
to walk away with her brother.




“I need to go
with him,” she said and stamped on one of the men’s feet. He
snarled and tightened his grip on her, his fingers digging into her
flesh.




“You offered
payment for your brother’s life,” a familiar deep voice said and
she looked up to see the man who had opened the door to the
bridge.




In the bright light of the
cargo bay, his eyes met hers, sending a sickening chill through
her.




What should have been the
white of his eyes was black. His irises were golden, bright and
sharp like a hawk’s. They studied her and held her at the same
time. She couldn’t look away no matter how much she wanted to. He
stepped out of the ship and she barely held the gasp inside when
she saw he had black leathery wings tightly furled against his
back. She looked over at the doctors that were taking Rezic away
and then at the soldiers in the area. Wings. Black
wings.




Her heart beat painfully
hard and her gaze slowly came back to the man who had addressed
her.




She had never seen one
before, but she had been educated well enough to be able to
recognise one when she saw one.




“Vegan!” she
growled the word with all the hatred of her species.




The man grinned, an ugly
smile that only made his rough countenance more horrifying. He
seemed pleased by her reaction.




“Lyran,” he
said as his hand came to rest against her cheek. He licked his
lips. “Wait, even sweeter, a half breed Terran.”




Her heart felt as though
it had stopped.




His smile widened and she
knew what he was going to say.




“Welcome,
Princess.”




Fighting the men holding
her, Renie tried to get free. She needed to get to Rezic and escape
the hellish place she had brought them to.




“Rezic!” she
shouted after him, desperate.




There was a growl of
annoyance and then pain black and sharp split her skull. She faded
into the darkness, drifting away.




This was a warm
place.




Renie liked how free of
hurt she was here, how free of everything. The darkness surrounded
her but slowly began to brighten, as though the sun was rising. She
watched it, fascinated but numb. Gradually, the dark turned to
light and she fluttered her eyes open.




“Rezic?” she
muttered, her head splitting, and tried to remember what had
happened.




She shot into a sitting
position when she remembered that Rezic was hurt and that she was
on a Vegan ship and they knew she was Lyran royalty.




She screwed her eyes shut
when her head ached even worse, blinding her. Perhaps sudden
movements weren’t wise after someone had tried to knock your head
off. She clutched it and groaned when she slowly opened her eyes to
see that she was in a cell. The pale grey wall behind her was
solid, a bench running along it that she supposed was a bed. The
other three walls of her cell were blue light bars—rows of highly
charged vertical energy beams. Lyran vessels had cells that used
them but she had never seen them before.




Dreamily and without
thinking, she reached out and touched them. They crackled and she
snapped her hand back as they burnt her fingertips. Clutching her
hand to her chest, she tried to make sense of where she was. The
other cells were empty and it was quiet. She didn’t know where she
was in the ship or where her brother was, or even if he was alive.
She didn’t know what they wanted with her or what they were going
to do to her.




Curling up against the
bench, Renie hugged her knees to her chest and checked her hand.
She frowned when she saw her communicator band was still there and
pressed the button four times, the number she had agreed with Rezic
would be their emergency signal.




Nothing but static came
back.




“It will not
work in here,” a male voice said and she jumped, looking around
her.




She wasn’t
alone.




There was someone in the
cell beside hers. Renie shuffled over to the bars and tried to get
his attention. He was lying on the bench, his back to her and a
dark grey blanket covering him completely so she could only see the
shape of him.




“Excuse me,”
she said and held her hand up by the bars, wary of them. “Excuse
me... how do you know—”




“Quiet,” he
said and tugged the blanket further over his head, exposing a pair
of heavy dark blue and silver boots at the other end.




Her right eyebrow rose.
Such a lazily spoken order wasn’t going to put her off. He sounded
like her brother after she had awoken him. If Rezic didn’t scare
her when he was in a mood like that, then this stranger certainly
wasn’t going to.




Unless he looked like that
man had. She had never imagined that a Vegan would look so
frightening.




“Excuse me...
how do you know it won’t work... or even what I was doing for that
matter?” She frowned at him. His cell was at a right angle to hers.
He had his back to her and she hadn’t heard anyone move. How had he
known what she was doing?




“The ship is
actively blocking communications,” he said and his arm appeared
from under the blanket. Around his wrist was a device similar to
hers. “It was obvious what you would try to do on
waking.”




Her eyes widened, but not
because of the device.




His skin was white but
from his knuckles it slowly turned from white to a rich blue colour
at his fingertips. He had deep blue claws. The tattered black cuff
of whatever clothes he was wearing fell back to reveal tighter
clothing in blue and silver beneath.




His hand disappeared back
under the blanket.




“Do you know
where the medical area is? I need to get to my brother. They’re
holding him there.”




“Quiet,” he
said. This time his voice carried a note of warning.




Renie shrank back and
sighed. Evidently, this man wasn’t going to be much help to her.
Still, questions crowded her mind and they demanded
answers.




“Erm, excuse
me?” she said and in one swift move, he pushed the blanket off
himself and sat up, facing her.




“I said to be
quiet!” he snapped but she was too busy staring to hear what he had
said.




She had never seen
anything like him. His skin was white but, where it neared his
hairline, it gradually turned dark blue just as his fingers did.
His hair was a matching dark blue at the root but slowly changed to
black. It hung in loose tendrils, framing his face with tousled
strands that made her want to reach out and push them back, out of
his face so she could drink her fill of his otherworldly
beauty.




A pair of the most
fantastic eyes held hers, their pale blue pupil surrounded by black
irises fascinating her.




With an irritated sigh, he
raked his fingers through his hair, revealing the fact his ears
were slightly pointed and the tips of them were also
blue.




He was breathtaking. It
wasn’t the fact that she had never seen a species like him. It was
how handsome he was—beautiful enough that her heart beat a little
quicker at the sight of him and when her eyes met his, she trembled
inside.




Quiet.




She could do quiet when
she was looking at him. Words had no place in this moment, no use.
They were unnecessary. Sight had command here, and she wanted to do
nothing more than stare at him for eternity.




He shivered and his hair
fell down across his face. She had never seen someone suffer such a
violent shudder before.




He pulled the tattered
grey blanket around his shoulders and her gaze fell to his hands
and then his clothes. He was wearing black like the soldiers that
had taken her captive but his appearance was nothing like
theirs.




“Are you a
prisoner too?” she said, finding her voice at last and unable to
ignore her desire to learn more about him.




He frowned, dark blue
eyebrows meeting tightly above those stunning eyes.




“I thought the
answer to that was obvious.”




She shrugged and dropped
her gaze away from his. Loose black trousers covered his legs. They
were torn in places. She could see something blue
beneath.




Was he wearing something
similar to a fight suit beneath the clothes?




He huddled up into the
blanket and sighed.




“Do you know
where they might have taken my brother?”




“You mentioned
the medical deck,” he said and his eyes met hers again, sending
another warm rush down her spine. She nodded. “Then I suppose he is
there.”




He wasn’t very
forthcoming.




“What did they
capture you for?” she said and waited for him to tell her to be
quiet again.




“Attempting to
leave the Black Zone.”




“Is that bad?”
Since he was answering questions, Renie couldn’t stop her mouth
from asking them. Perhaps if she broke the ice between them, then
he would be more inclined to tell her the location of the medical
area, presuming he knew. Her gaze took in his face again, slower
this time, in intimate detail. A cut dashed across his right cheek
just below his eye. At least she presumed it was a cut. It was a
thin blue line. Did he have blue blood?




“Not as bad as
being a Lyran in the Black Zone.”




His reply startled her and
she shuffled backwards a few inches.




“Did they tell
you when they brought me in?” she said, wondering what the guards
might have said to him and why they would tell a prisoner such
information.




“No,” he said
and pulled the blanket even tighter around him. She got the feeling
that he wasn’t going to say anything more than that. Perhaps he was
a species that could sense things, as Varkans could. She didn’t
have the courage to ask, so instead she focused on the fact that he
was intently wrapping the blanket around him. He banged a fist
against the wall. “Turn the heat up!”




She frowned. He was cold?
She was boiling in just her thin white shirt, tan waistcoat and
brown trousers.




When she moved, a curl of
her long black hair fell out of her bun. She poked it back into
place and wished she had done something nicer with her hair this
morning. She hadn’t expected to end up shut in a cell next to a
handsome prisoner, especially one who, for the first time in a long
time, made her care about her appearance.




“Are you cold?”
she said, wanting to break the silence between them
again.




He glared at her, as
though it was another ridiculous question.




“I thought it
was rather warm,” she said with a shrug.




With a muttered comment
she couldn’t make out, he tugged the blanket closer around
him.




“It is cold.”
His voice held a note of command and authority that made her feel
as though she should believe it, as though if he said it was cold
then it was cold or if he said that deep space was in fact purple,
then it was.




“What deck is
the medical one?” she said.




“Fourteen,” he
replied and then paused. His gaze ran over her and then over the
room. “I do not recommend attempting to escape. The crew is all
male except the medical staff and you have neither the clothing or
appearance to pass as a medical assistant. You would be caught in a
matter of seconds and your punishment would only be more
severe.”




“More severe?”
she said with another frown. “I’m a princess of Lyra in Vegan
space. I don’t think my punishment could get more severe than this.
They’re probably plotting how much to ransom me for right now, or
planning my public execution.”




He laughed. It was mocking
and made her teeth grate.




“Execute you?
On whose orders?” He huddled down into his blanket and stared at
her, his strange pale blue pupils boring into hers. “Vegans would
not initiate another war with Lyra. They have no need to. The
galaxy is divided and both are trapped, unable to expand their
empires or their technology.”




“Lyrans are
expanding their technology perfectly well.”




“Well enough
that you could create your own barrier?”




She resisted a pout.
“Perhaps.”




It wasn’t her place to
talk about politics like this, or even something that she was
interested in doing, but the way he was talking made her furious.
He sounded as though he sympathised with the Vegans and that he was
mocking the Lyrans. It was difficult to stop herself from talking
about things like her cousin’s recent marriage to the emperor of
Varka. Lyra had already expanded the reach of their technology
because of it. She was sure that soon Lyra could build a barrier
like the one Vega had erected, but she wasn’t sure there was a
need.




“That
barrier... I saw a planet out there... or something that used to be
a planet. My brother said that it had a high carbon content, as
though everyone who had once lived on it had died in a flash.” She
hugged her knees again as she thought about being back on the small
ship with her brother. Where was he? Was he alive? If the Vegans
had realised that she was royalty just by touching her, then
perhaps they would sense the same about her brother. It was to
their advantage to ensure he survived.




“When the
barrier was turned on, anything in its path was
decimated.”




Decimated. Her brother had
been right. The barrier had destroyed the planet.




“In time,
things that are blocking the barrier or caught in it are
eliminated. Vega must keep a clean line between the Black Zone and
the rest of the galaxy.”




“We were hit by
meteorites—”




“Not
meteorites,” he said, cutting her off. “This ship has a duty. It
was sent here to destroy the planet. It was part of that planet
that struck your vessel.”




No wonder the ship hadn’t
detected anything before the meteorites were already closing in on
them. No wonder there was a ship in the vicinity to hear her
distress call.




“I see,” she
said and stared at her knees. Her hand hurt. She sucked her
fingers, trying not to think about how dire her situation was. Her
father would pay for her return, but would it be enough? Would the
Vegans give her and her brother up so easily?




Would her father give up
so easily? She was sure that he would fight for her. If he did,
then there was a chance the war with Vega would begin again. She
didn’t want that. She didn’t want to subject the people of Lyra to
war again, or to catch another system in the crossfire and have
them suffer as the Earth system had.




The thought of billions of
people dying as the Terrans had made her sick to her stomach. She
clutched it and closed her eyes.




“Are you ill?”
the man said.




She shook her
head.




“Worried
perhaps?”




She nodded this time and
rested her chin on her knees.




“If you are a
princess, then your brother will be safe.”




Those words weren’t as
reassuring as she had thought they would be. Her thoughts turned to
Rezic and she wondered if she would ever see him again. Would they
ransom him and then her? What if they refused to hand them over at
all? What if her and her brother were about to become pawns in the
downfall of Lyra? She hoped her father wouldn’t come. She hoped her
uncles would be able to talk sense into him.




She had to escape this
cell and find Rezic but she knew it was as impossible as her pale
friend had said it was. The Vegans would catch her in seconds, and
that was if she even managed to escape the cell in the first place.
She couldn’t see a way past the bars.




“Will you
answer one more question?” she said to the man, losing hope more
and more by the second.




He nodded.




“What will the
Vegans do to me?”







****




Chapter
3




Tres came out of his
blanket and looked at her. She was trembling and it wasn’t from
cold. Warm blooded as she was, she didn’t have his problem. She was
frightened. He had little experience of frightened females. All of
the women this side of the barrier seemed hardhearted and as fierce
as the males. Even his mother was vicious. The only female he knew
with a modicum of emotion was his sister.




The Lyran female’s dark
eyes pleaded him for an answer and his heart said she craved
reassurance. She was turning to him for help and for hope. He
couldn’t deny one as beautiful as her, as delicate and scared. Her
fear and beauty spoke to him, making her appear as fragile as a
Cyoliane butterfly, and tempting him to reach out and cradle her
gently in his hands. He wondered at this strange desire.




“I am sure they
will release you. Ransoming you would contravene the Treaty of
Espacia.” He noticed her look didn’t change. “They will not harm
you.”




Silently, he added a
promise to those words. He wouldn’t let anyone harm her or her
brother. He moved to the end of the bench near her, wondering what
strange twist of fate had brought her into this side of the galaxy.
She seemed too frail to survive in such a dark place but at the
same time her black eyes held a trace of determination and there
was a hint of strength in the set of her subtly curved jaw. A
strange mixture. Beauty and grace joined with strength and
resolve.




It was a shame she wasn’t
strong enough.




His heart said that she
could be. He could probably get her to her brother and then to a
ship. He knew this class of Vegan fighter well enough to be able to
take her through the ducts to the medical deck.




Tres looked up at the
ceiling. It shifted from pale grey to a thermal image and then he
could see through the panels to the ducts, pipes and wiring beyond.
Down the side of the image, thermal readings gave him the
temperature of each duct. Below it was an assessment of width,
height and other factors.




It was warmer in the duct
than it was in this room.




“Is there
something interesting up there?” she said.




His gaze shifted to her
and, in a matter of seconds, his ocular implants had her vital
statistics displayed next to the thermal image of her body. She was
hot. Far hotter than he had expected. She was radiating heat at a
level that made him consider crossing his cell to the bars,
reaching through and taking her hand to warm himself. She was also
shorter than he had expected and lighter. If they stood side by
side, she would be a good head shorter than he was.




“Only ducts and
engineering passageways,” he said without thinking and her thermal
image frowned at him. His gaze slid down to her chest and he
watched her heart pounding. It was beating faster than he had
thought it would. As he watched it, it picked up speed. Her body
temperature rose. He smiled inside, amused at this reaction to his
staring, and then switched off the implants and looked away from
her. It was wrong of him to stare, even if she was the most
fascinating creature he had ever met.




“Ducts? You can
see the ducts?”




He nodded. “On ships this
size, they are wide enough for someone to crawl
through.”




“How can you
see the ducts?”




She seemed more interested
in how he knew things than how they could help. He tapped the side
of his head.




“I have ocular
implants, amongst other things.”




Her eyes widened and her
brows rose in surprise. “Implants? Like cybernetics?”




“Far more
advanced than that.” He smiled at her. “Does Lyra not have such
things?”




Her jaw tensed and he
realised that she didn’t like it when he spoke about Lyra in a way
that made it sound less advanced than Vega or any species on this
side of the barrier.




She was even more
beautiful when she was angry.




His gaze ran over her
again, this time seeing her as she was. Dressed like a male in what
appeared to be a white shirt and brown trousers. It didn’t suit
her. He could imagine her dressed in the raiment of a female,
something flowing and soft, in subtle shades. With her hair down,
long black locks flowing over her pale creamy skin, she would be
stunning, more beautiful than any butterfly.




Tres frowned when her dark
gaze fell to her knees, a blush of colour caressing her cheeks.
When she raised her eyes again, she gave him a little smile that
sent a jolt of heat through him. Not actual temperature he realised
but something else. Unfamiliar feelings that made him desire to
touch her. Touch. He longed to feel her skin against his, to feel a
connection to something at last.




A noise in the corridor
startled him out of his perusal of her. His eyes shifted to the
door of the cellblock and then roamed back to her, unable to leave
her for any amount of time. He wanted to look at her forever. He
wanted to touch her. Not with gloves on. He needed to feel her soft
skin, needed to feel her warmth. He didn’t care if it was
forbidden. It only made him want it more. He wanted her to touch
him. He craved the feel of her fingers on him, hungered for her
touch.




The violence and strength
of that need surprised him. Never before had he wanted to be
touched. Never had he considered that he had been deprived all
these years by the law that forbade skin-to-skin contact with him.
He wondered what it would feel like to have her warm little hands
on him.




“The guards are
coming. If they find you talking to me, you will be in trouble.” He
lay back down on his bench, frowning at the hardness of it, and
hoped that she would take the hint and be quiet for a
while.




She moved to the bench and
sat on it, still nursing her hand. She had been foolish to touch
the bars. He knew that some Lyran vessels had similar light
technology. Perhaps she didn’t travel on those kinds of military
vessels, or perhaps she hadn’t seen any cells in her time. A
delicate creature like her would probably want to stay away from
such areas.




Or perhaps a protective
male had kept her safe from them.




That thought sent a cold
spike into his heart.




One as beautiful as her
probably had a male.




The door opened, chasing
away his thoughts. He sensed her stiffen when the guards passed her
cell. They stopped at his.




“It is cold in
here,” he said, casual and with a smile.




“We have orders
to maintain this temperature and inquire whether you will eat
now?”




Tres shook his head. “I
will not. Perhaps your other guest will.”




The two male Vegans looked
over their shoulders in the direction of the woman. They grinned
and then the smile fell off their faces when they looked back at
him. He frowned at them.




“We have orders
to starve her, at least until Lyra sends a party to
negotiate.”




“Negotiate?” he
said and then bit his tongue to stop himself from saying anything
more. Angering the commander of this ship wasn’t wise. He had
proven himself to be quite ruthless and a male who followed the
rules to the letter. The moment the commander had caught him, he
had thrown him in the cells and done everything required to stop
him escaping.




“If you try to
ransom me it will be a direction violation of the treaty! You will
be starting a war with Lyra,” the female said.




The two guards laughed and
moved to the female’s cell. She should have kept her mouth shut.
Vegan military officers hated all things Lyran, regardless of how
beautiful they appeared to be.




“It’s none of
your business. Just wait there for someone to come and get
you.”




“Wait,” she
said as they started to leave and got to her feet. “My
brother.”




“What about
him?” The first guard glared at her, his yellow eyes intent on her
face.




“Is he
alive?”




The guard hesitated and
looked over at him. Tres held his gaze. The man looked back at her
and nodded.




“He is stable.
He will be ransomed with you.”




She went to speak and then
stopped, as though she had got the better of herself at last. They
had answered one of her questions. It wasn’t wise to ask any
more.




The guards left and she
moved back to the blue energy bars near his cell.




“Do you believe
them?” she said and he nodded. The officers of this ship would
ensure her brother’s survival. They stood to gain a large amount of
currency from ransoming them, but only if her brother were
alive.




“Your family
must know that you travel together and that you would never enter
the Black Zone without reason. Therefore, they would know that you
would have been taken together. If they only have you to ransom,
Lyra would enquire after your brother. If they discover he is dead,
they will not pay the Vegans anything. They will
attack.”




She flinched at that last
word and he could see she didn’t want that to happen.




Tres sat up and pulled the
blanket around him, muttering to himself about the guards and their
orders to keep the cells at such a horrible temperature.




“Are you cold?”
she said again and when his eyes met hers, he saw a hint of concern
in them.




What kind of warm hearted
created was she that she cared about a male she had only just met?
None on this side of the barrier would care about someone they
hadn’t known for less than two standard Vegan years. He calculated
that in his head. By her species, she would’ve had to known him for
at least fourteen years to reach this level of concern.




He tugged at the collar of
the tight suit beneath his looser black clothes, pulling it up his
neck until it almost reached his jaw.




“It is cold,”
Tres repeated but not in the same tone he had used before. This
time there was a hint of resignation in his voice that surprised
him. Perhaps it was because the guards had flatly refused his
attempts to raise the temperature.




“What’s that
suit you’re wearing?” She moved close to the bars and peered at the
collar now visible above his clothes. “It looks like a flight suit.
Did they capture your ship too? I didn’t see another ship in the
cargo bay.”




Tres reached into the
pocket of his loose trousers and pulled out his one remaining
glove. He had lost the other to the commander of the ship. Proof of
capture he had called it. Sighing, Tres stared at the glove. In his
current state, there was no way that he could help the woman find
her brother and leave the ship.




His gaze roamed back to
her, studying her face as she looked at his hands. His heart beat
and then only a few minutes later beat again. He had never felt it
race like this, not even when he had been running. Hers was
thundering by the time her eyes met his again. His beat again. When
compared with hers, it was leisurely at best, but to him it was a
giddy fast beat.




“It’s a thermal
suit,” he said and flexed his fingers while looking at his forearm.
His muscles shifted beneath the skintight material and the residual
heat they created was absorbed and used to warm his entire arm.
“The commander of this ship wanted to ensure I did not get it into
my head to escape so he broke it.”




Her eyebrows rose. “But
you need heat.”




“He cares
little about such technicalities as that,” Tres said and slowly
stood. It took incredible effort to move his stiff limbs and
stretching was painful but rewarded him with a short burst of
heat.




She stared at him, silent
and pensive.




He wondered what she was
thinking behind her beautiful eyes and then remembered what he had
been thinking about before the guards had entered.




Her. Males.




Tres frowned at the door
to the cellblock and clenched his fists. The thought that she might
already belong to another male infuriated him and his heart beat
again, quickly followed by another. Two in as many minutes. If a
male had her, owned her, then he would fight that male for
her.




His eyes grew wide when he
realised what he was thinking and he looked down at her. She knelt
by the bars, her hands in her lap, her eyes round and dark as she
looked up at him. He would fight for her. On this side of the
barrier, such a fight would be to the death. If her male was large,
Tres could lose, but he would fight regardless. She had him
fascinated, a slave to her, enthralled by her beauty and her
frailty. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and protect her from the
darkness of the universe. He would protect her from
anything.




Anything.




“What do your
kin call you?” he said and a flicker of shock crossed her face
followed by a crimson blush that stained her cheeks. Beautiful. He
had never seen a female react to him the way she did. He had never
seen a female react like her to anyone. Were all females like this
on the other side of the barrier? What was she like compared to
them—strong, weak, loving, tender, cruel? He wanted to know. He was
so tired of being trapped on this side of the barrier, surrounded
by darkness and loneliness.




“Renie,” she
whispered, as though ashamed to tell him.




Perhaps not ashamed. She
cast her eyes downwards into her lap and twisted her fingers around
themselves. Embarrassed? Awkward? All new emotions to him. There
was none like her on this side of the barrier. Meeting her and
experiencing this wondrous array of feeling had only strengthened
his resolve to leave the Black Zone.




He moved to the bars and
knelt in front of her.




“Tres,” he said
and slid his hand between the bars, holding it out in what he hoped
was a Lyran gesture of greeting. His knowledge of different
species’ formalities had all collided in his mind and become
tangled over the years.




She stared at his hand as
though it was going to attack her.




Perhaps he had been
wrong.




Her hand slid into
his.




Tres’s entire body jolted
and tensed, a sweep of tingles racing through him, fanning out from
the point where her skin touched his. She closed her fingers around
his hand, her soft skin brushing his, creating smaller waves of
pleasure with each tiny caress. His heart beat hard in his chest,
pounding in his ears as he stared into her eyes, absorbing the
divine feeling of her body against his. For a moment, he forgot
himself, lost in the feel of her hand in his, her gentle touch. He
had never been touched before, not skin on skin. It was forbidden
for anyone to touch him. As a child, those who’d had to touch him
had worn gloves, and since then he had always been wearing his
thermal suit when he had been touched.




Not that he had ever been
touched as intimately as this. Anything more intimate than touching
his arm or shoulder was forbidden also.




His fingers slowly closed,
clasping her hand, and he never wanted to let it go.




“How do you
know a Terran form of greeting?”




His eyes had almost closed
when she voiced that question. They opened slowly and ambled over
her body and then her face to meet hers.




Terran. One of her species
then. To think the Vegans and Lyrans had almost destroyed the
species that had created her, a stunning dark rose, a flower so
delicate he wanted to hold her gently and savour her
scent.




“Education,” he
said as an answer and reluctantly took his hand back, sliding it
carefully through the bars.




He could have held hers
forever.




His entire body felt warm
from just that brief touch but the heat quickly faded.




“Your hands are
freezing,” she said with a smile that he supposed was meant to make
him feel as though that wasn’t a bad thing.




She was trying not to
offend him.




He smiled at her, showing
that he wasn’t at all offended. He knew that he was cold compared
to her. His species relied on the strong sun of their planet and
thermal suits to keep them alive. In deep space, and with his suit
broken, he was so cold that it was difficult to move.
Painful.




Still, as he looked at
her, he found that he didn’t feel the cold. He didn’t feel the
pain. He felt only warmth. A strange warmth that suffused his
entire body.




“Tres?” she
said and his eyes half-closed on hearing her soft voice speak his
name.




He managed a nod in
response and clawed the scattered pieces of his mind back together.
Something about her made him lose all reason and control. He wished
that he was able to get closer to her. He wanted to feel her body
against every inch of his and needed to help her get away from this
dark place. The Black Zone was no place for her and the Vegan
commander of this vessel was intent on hurting her, or at least
damaging relations between Vega and Lyra. He had to stop that from
happening. He looked around him at the cells. Trapped here, he
wouldn’t be able to do anything.




“Do you think
my brother is going to be all right?” She leaned back against the
wall near him and pulled her knees up to her chest.




The vulnerability in her
look made him frown and a dark feeling filled him, an urge to
escape the cell at any cost to set her free and take vengeance on
the commander who had captured her. Her near-black eyes shifted to
meet his, sending another bolt of warmth through him. She gave him
another little smile, a faint curving of her lips that spoke of
hurt. Her brow furrowed.




“He will be all
right, won’t he?” she whispered, her look almost pleading him to
lie to her.




He didn’t need to
lie.




“Nothing will
happen to him,” Tres whispered in return and moved closer to her.
He leaned his back into the wall and kept his head turned towards
her, watching her closely. She was beautifully unguarded with her
feelings and the depth of her love for her brother stunned Tres. He
was sure that his sister, Tesia, loved him, but it couldn’t
possibly extend to this. Renie looked as though she would die if
anything happened to her brother.




For some reason, that made
him a little jealous.




Jealous.




It was a new feeling for
him. He had never had a reason to feel it before.




He held a high position
within society, so admired and feared that he wanted for nothing.
Only his family could refuse him something. Yet he craved more. He
stared into Renie’s eyes, reading all the love in them. He longed
for a life where he was treated differently. An existence where
there was more. More. He didn’t know exactly what it was that he
craved, but he knew that he would find it on the other side of the
barrier, away from the Black Zone.




Freedom. Feelings.
Life.




All the things he had ever
wanted but had never had. The things that he couldn’t ask for. The
things that were denied him.




He wanted to live. He
desired to see how others lived. He longed to experience life in a
place less dark than the Black Zone.




Something dawned on him,
something that made him feel the depth of his loneliness and the
hollowness of his existence, something that made him despair at the
thought that he might lose what he had found. He didn’t want to go
back, didn’t want to continue his old life now that he had
discovered what was missing from it.




He wanted to live. He
desired to see how others lived. He longed to experience life in a
place less dark than the Black zone. But he didn’t want to do it
alone.




He wanted to do it all
with a female like Renie.




She was everything that he
had ever wanted.







****




Chapter
4




The door
opened.




Renie’s heart leapt into
her throat when the Vegan commander walked in, flanked by two
soldiers. He still frightened her. She stood, unwilling to let him
see that fear, and walked to the bars of her cell, coming face to
face with him.




“We have
contacted your family,” he said, his eyes showing a smile that his
lips hid. He seemed pleased with himself. Renie’s heart pounded at
the thought that her family were coming. She hated the position she
was in, but the knowledge that her father was coming for her
lightened her heart and made her feel better. The commander’s gaze
raked over her and then met hers again. “It will be a while before
they reach us. You would be wise to make yourself
comfortable.”




Renie glanced back at the
bench and then at Tres. He was still sitting with his back to the
wall, his strange eyes fixed on the commander in a venomous
stare.




“You will eat,”
the commander said.




Renie looked at him,
shaking her head. He wasn’t going to order her around. She might be
his prisoner but she wasn’t about to let him take all her strength
from her. Tres had refused to eat and she was going to as well. She
wasn’t going to make things easy on the Vegans. It could be days
before her family arrived. When they did, she wanted them to see
exactly how poorly the Vegans had treated her.




“What do you
intend to do with myself and my brother?” she said, straightening
her back and standing tall. She was a princess of Lyra. This
commander wasn’t going to frighten her.




But her heart thundered in
her ears and her palms sweated as she stood before him, staring up
into his golden eyes and waiting to hear her fate.




The commander smiled,
thin-lipped and evil. “We have discovered something most
interesting about your brother. It seems he is in line for the
throne.”




Renie didn’t like the way
his smile widened, his eyes narrowing with it. It scared her. She
frowned and stepped right up to the bars. She could see in the
Vegan’s eyes what he was thinking and she wasn’t going to let that
happen. Rezic didn’t care about the throne. He didn’t want it. He
didn’t want to be Lyra V.




All of the malicious
thoughts crossing the Vegan commander’s face frightened her. They
confirmed her fear that he was thinking of hurting her brother. He
was going to punish Rezic for being in line to the throne of
Lyra.




Her resolve melted away
and her brow furrowed. She stared into the commander’s eyes, no
longer able to hide her fear. He grinned when he saw it and that
only frightened her more. The idea that he was feeding off her fear
only increased it. Would he hurt her brother just to make her
suffer?




“Please,” Renie
whispered, hating herself for showing such weakness but needing to
protect her brother. He couldn’t fend for himself. He was already
injured. He had been so close to death. If they tortured him for
information, he might not survive. “Don’t hurt him. Please? I’ll do
anything you ask of me. Please... just don’t harm my
brother.”




Tears blurred her vision.
She couldn’t bear the thought of them hurting Rezic. She could
almost feel his pain already. If they tortured him, he wouldn’t
tell them a thing. He would die before he revealed any of Lyra’s
secrets. She didn’t want him to die for a throne that he didn’t
want. Without him, the galaxy would be an empty soulless place. He
was everything to her.




“Please?” she
whispered again, reaching up and wishing she could take hold of the
bars, could get closer to the commander so he would see that she
truly would do anything for her brother. “Take me instead. Don’t
hurt him. If you want to hurt someone—”




“Enough,” Tres
snapped in a firm voice, making her jump.




Her head shot around to
face him. He was on his feet and approaching the
commander.




“The treaty of
Espacia forbids this kind of action.” Tres stepped right up the
bars of his cell, his dark blue eyebrows knit tight into a frown.
He was taller than she had expected and when he looked like this,
so commanding and confident, she realised how handsome he really
was. She moved closer to him, her eyes fixed on his face, wondering
what he was going to do.




What could he
do?




They were both trapped
here. Mentioning the treaty wouldn’t change a thing. They couldn’t
stop the Vegans from hurting her brother. She felt helpless.
Useless. Rezic was hurt and there wasn’t a thing she could do to
help him.




No one could help
him.




“You are in no
position to speak,” the Vegan commander said to Tres.




The determined look on
Tres’s face didn’t change. He held the commander’s gaze, unwavering
in the face of a man she found so frightening.




“We have
contacted your family too,” the commander whispered and a flicker
of something crossed Tres’s face. Anguish? Fear? She couldn’t
determine the emotion. It was too brief, nothing more than a flash.
In less than a heartbeat, it was gone, replaced by a glare so
murderous and dark that Renie almost stepped back.




Tres slammed his fists
against the light bars, making them crackle and fizz. The commander
retreated a step. Tres hit the bars again, his eyes narrowed into
dark blue slits. Not a trace of pain touched his features although
it must have hurt him to touch the energy bars.




Renie watched in silence,
witnessing an unspoken exchange of threats between the two males.
She glanced down to see that Tres had his hands clenched into tight
fists at his sides. They were steady, not trembling in the
slightest. The control he had over his obvious anger was incredible
and stunned Renie as much as the hatred in his eyes. He had known
what he was doing when he had hit the bars and he hadn’t cared
about the pain it would cause him. Had he wanted to scare the
commander?




Or was it the thought of
his family coming for him that had made him react so violently, had
made him want to fight?




Tres heaved a sigh and
visibly relaxed. Renie’s gaze shifted to his face again. He looked
calm at last, his head tilted back and his shoulders lowered. His
blue pupils remained fixed on the commander though.




The commander grinned, as
though Tres’s change in temperament was a victory for
him.




Tres frowned and then
relaxed again.




“If I eat,” he
said slowly, his voice smooth and calm, “you will leave her brother
alone.”




Renie frowned now,
confused by the exchange. How was Tres finally eating important
enough to the Vegans that they wouldn’t hurt her brother? If it was
true and they would do as he had asked then she didn’t care about
the reasoning behind it. She looked at Tres and then at the
commander. No. Tres hadn’t asked the commander. He had told the
commander that he would leave Rezic alone.




Was Tres of high standing
within society on this side of the barrier? High enough that he
could order the Vegan commander? She almost laughed at that. Given
their current situation, he couldn’t be that important. If he were
then the commander wouldn’t have been holding him in the cells. If
this ship was anything like a Lyran military vessel, then it would
have guest quarters. They would have held Tres in one of those if
he were that important. Perhaps he was trying his luck. Perhaps he
had only risked it sounding like an order to force commander into
making a decision.




But still.




How was Tres’s offer of
eating equivalent to the safety of her brother? It didn’t seem like
an equivalent exchange to her.




Renie looked at the
commander to see what he would do. He looked pensive for a moment
and then nodded.




“Bring food for
him, and make sure that he eats it.” The commander’s gaze slid to
her and she stepped back, away from him. “If he doesn’t, then we go
ahead as planned.”




Renie swallowed and
glanced at Tres. He was looking at her, his expression serene and
unwavering. If it was supposed to reassure her, it did, but she
still wasn’t about to trust these Vegans with her
brother.




“You’ll leave
Rezic alone as promised, yes?” she said as the commander went to
pass her.




He paused and looked down
at her, across his broad shoulders. There was something in his
strange yellow irises that looked like reluctance. He nodded and
then stormed out of the room. One of the guards followed him. The
other remained in the corner, watching her, his expression
empty.




Renie turned to Tres. He
had sat down again in the same spot that he had occupied before,
leaning with his back against the wall between the light bars of
her cell and the bench in his.




She walked over and sat
down too. Her hands slipped from her bent knees to the floor and
she looked down at Tres’s hand. Carefully reaching through the
bars, she tentatively stroked the burns on his hand, black marks
against white skin.




“I’m sorry,”
she whispered and looked at him, tears trembling on the brink of
falling again. She cursed them, wishing to Iskara that she wasn’t
so weak. The thought of them hurting her brother made her sick
though and she couldn’t stop the tears from coming whenever she
thought about him. She couldn’t lose Rezic. “You’re
hurt.”




Tres’s eyes narrowed
slightly, a look filling them that made her heart race a little
quicker. His blue pupils mesmerised her, surrounded by inky black
irises and then the white of his eyes. The soft look in them warmed
her, soothed her. She didn’t understand any of what had happened
between him and the commander and she didn’t need to in order to
know that Tres had made a sacrifice for her sake. He had protected
her and her brother by giving in to the commander.




He had hurt himself
defending her.




She tensed when something
brushed her left cheek, cold but soft, and then tried to smile when
she realised that it was Tres’s other hand. He brushed his fingers
along her jaw line and his thumb swept across her cheek below her
eye, wiping away her tears. He smiled at her when he moved to the
other side, catching her tears with his fingers and taking them
away.




“I believe you
are hurt worse than I,” he whispered back at her, his eyes never
leaving hers. She briefly closed hers when his fingers paused
against her right cheek, his touch light and tender. This was
insane. Here she was stuck in a cell on a Vegan military ship with
a man she barely knew and she was having what had to be the most
romantic moment of her life. She leaned into Tres’s touch, wanting
to steal every drop of comfort and strength from it as
possible.




He took his hand back and
she looked at him again.




“My family is
coming,” she said, more to herself than to him. She needed to make
it sink in. Her family were coming for her. Rezic would be safe.
Everything was going to be all right. “Your family too, apparently.
You seem important to the Vegans.”




She studied his face,
trying to read his reaction.




“My mother is
an important political figure,” Tres said and leaned his head back
into the wall behind him. He stared up at the ceiling and Renie
wondered if he was seeing it or the ducts. What would it be like to
have ocular implants? Could he see through anything? “My family
were probably looking for me and that is why the ship picked me
up.”




Renie’s eyebrows rose.
“Will they ransom you too?”




“No.” He shook
his head and looked into her eyes. “As it stands, their treatment
of me will probably get them punished... but that all depends on my
mother’s mood.”




“What do you
mean by that?” Renie said with a glance down at her hand where it
still covered his. It felt nice. Reassuring. She had never realised
that such small contact between two people could have such a
profound effect. It wasn’t the first time she had held hands, but
it was the first time it had deeply affected her, making her feel
strangely safe and sure that everything would turn out fine in the
end.




Tres frowned. “It means
that it may turn out that I am the one who is punished while the
commander of this vessel is commended for his actions in capturing
and containing me.”




“Your mother
sounds frightening.” Renie managed a smile when he did. He had a
nice smile, although they were always closed lipped. She looked at
his mouth. The seam of his lips was dark blue. Did he have blue
gums? What colour were his teeth? He was so fascinating. She wanted
to ask him a million questions but held them all inside, sure that
he wouldn’t like her probing into his life and treating him as
though he was a science experiment.




“She can be at
times,” he said and looked up at the ceiling again. Renie studied
his profile. His nose was perfectly straight and, for the first
time since meeting him, she noticed that he had a slight blue
shadowing around his eyes and that his eyelashes were like his hair
but in reverse. They went from black at the root to blue at the
tip. He suddenly turned his head to face her, his eyes meeting
hers. “What is your mother like? Will she be coming with your
father on the ship?”




“My mother?”
Renie smiled as she thought about her mother and father. “No, she
probably won’t be with my father. It’s not that she wouldn’t want
to be with him when he came for me. She’s probably worried sick
about me and Rezic.”




She giggled.




“Mother always
said that we’d get into trouble one day and father would have to
come for us.” Her look turned serious as she thought about how
scared her mother probably was, and her sister and brothers too.
Even her father was probably worried. Perhaps her and Rezic had
overstepped the mark by venturing so close to the Black Zone. They
only had themselves to blame and she didn’t know what she would do
if a war started between Vega and Lyra again because of
her.




“You look
upset,” Tres said and she blinked and then looked at him. She shook
her head. “Worried?”




“Are they
really going to ransom me and Rezic?” she said, needing him to tell
her again that everything was going to be fine.




“They would be
fools to try. Vega would not condone such actions.”




“You seem
terribly sure of that,” she said with a little laugh and a smile,
afraid that he was wrong. “The commander seemed rather intent on
getting his dues.”




“And he will
get them, but it will not be from ransoming you.” Tres’s hand
shifted beneath hers and he held it tight. “Come, you were speaking
of your family. I wish to know about them. Is your mother
Terran?”




Renie frowned. “You know
who I am don’t you? You know about my family. Do you know who my
father is?”




He nodded. “I know of
General Lyra II, but I do not know about you, and... I would like
to.”




A blush blazed across her
cheeks and she dropped her gaze. Her eyes fixed on their joined
hands and her face only burned hotter. He wanted to know about her.
It was a strange notion. No one had ever really wanted to know
about her, but then she had never remained in one spot long enough
for someone to ask. Rezic and her had always been flitting from one
port to the next, heading deeper and deeper into space that was
sparsely populated.




“My mother is
Terran,” she said after a moment’s thought. She wasn’t going to
deny Tres the chance to hear all about her family, not when it was
comforting to speak about them and to remember how much they loved
her and that they were coming for her. “She was a princess but no
one knew it. When my parents met, she was a slave. My father was
given her by a trader. His translator had broken and he didn’t
realise what was happening until it was too late. My father set her
free.”




Her eyes met Tres’s when
his hand tensed against hers. His were wide, staring at her with a
curious look that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Was he
thinking about their situation? Did he think that he could free her
just as her father had freed her mother?




“Your father is
a very noble man and has a great reputation that spreads deep into
the Black Zone. All of the sons of Lyra are men to be feared. I am
learning that their daughters may be just as
formidable.”




Renie laughed.
“Formidable? That’s not a very complimentary thing to say to a
woman.”




Tres’s hand left hers. “I
apologise,” he said and frowned, staring at the floor near his
bench. “I have little experience of speaking to
females.”




“But you have
your mother?”




“My mother is
often in other quarters. I rarely see her.”




“Oh,” she said
and a horrible feeling settled in her chest. Perhaps she shouldn’t
have teased him about his choice of words. He was only being nice
to her after all. She should have seen the good in what he had said
rather than the bad. His mother sounded quite formidable though.
“Don’t you have any other family?”




“My
sister.”




There was a curt edge to
his voice that warned her not to probe any further.




“I wish I could
speak to my parents. My mother especially. I’m sure that she would
want to come with father but he’s out in the region of
Perseia.”




“He is closer
to us than he is to Lyra then.”




She looked at Tres with a
frown. “Are there star charts of my side of the galaxy in the Black
Zone? We have no charts of the Black Zone. They end at the line of
the Vegan barrier.”




“Your space is
well documented,” he said and his hand came back to hers, his
fingers brushing her knuckles. His hands were still cold but she
didn’t care, not when it felt so nice and he looked as though he
was enjoying the contact between them. He seemed fascinated with
her hand. Perhaps it was warmth he was after. She hoped it was
something more.




The door to the cellblock
opened again and Tres’s hand left hers as he stood.




Renie took her hand back
and wiped away any remaining trace of her earlier tears before
looking up at the corridor of the cellblock. The other guard was
back. He had a blue dish filled with something. The guard that had
remained with them did something to a control panel near Tres’s
door and a small opening appeared at the bottom of the bars. The
guard with the food pushed the blue bowl through and then the bars
closed again.




“Eat,” the
guard said and nodded towards the food.




Tres took the bowl and
came back to her. He gave her a small smile as he sat down and she
peered across into the bowl. It looked disgusting. Inside the blue
dish was a thick gooey clear mixture with some kind of pale red
strings in it. Tres stuck his fingers into the mixture and stirred
it. A blush of purple rose to the surface, rippling through the
clear. It smelt foul.




But she couldn’t stop
herself from watching Tres eat it. He scooped some up in his hand,
tipped his head back, and let it fall into his mouth. She caught a
flash of blue gums and white teeth and then he was swallowing. How
could he eat such a horrible smelling and gross looking
food?




Her stomach
growled.




She looked at the bowl
again and placed her hand over her stomach, trying to make it be
quiet. It grumbled again as Tres ate another mouthful of the food.
The more she looked at it, the more her stomach rumbled and the
more appetising it looked. She was starving. It had been a while
since she had eaten. Two days or possibly more. She didn’t know how
long she had been unconscious.




When Tres was halfway
through, he stood and went back to the door of his cell.




“Give the rest
to her,” he said.




The guard looked
unimpressed. “Our orders were to make sure you ate.”




“I have eaten.
Now I am full. I wish for you to give the rest to the princess. If
she is ill when her family come, your chances of receiving the
ransom will be zero.”




The bars at the bottom of
the cell door lifted. Tres put the bowl down and slid it through
the small gap. The guard took it and Renie moved towards the door
when a small area of the light bars disappeared. The man pushed the
bowl through into her cell.




She picked it up and
sniffed it. It really did smell foul but her stomach didn’t seem to
care. It rumbled loudly. She cast a nervous glance at the two
guards and then Tres, unsure whether she wanted to eat it in front
of them. Not only was she going to have to use her hands, but she
wasn’t sure if she would be able to keep the food down if it tasted
as disgusting as it smelt.




She dipped a finger in and
licked it clean.




Her eyes popped
wide.




It tasted
amazing.




Carrying the bowl back to
the corner with her, she sat down and scooped a small amount of the
stringy goo up. She ate it. It was incredible. The textures and
layers of taste were phenomenal, each making some different sense
zing and pop. She had never tasted anything like it. It was food
fit for a king. Not even the smell put her off.




It was
delicious.




The bowl was empty before
her stomach was full. She reluctantly turned it on its side and
passed it through the bars to the guard. He took it without so much
as a glance at her and left along with the other one. She looked
longingly after him, wondering if he would come back with more. She
could have licked the bowl. She would have if Tres hadn’t been
watching her.




Sitting back down beside
Tres, she sighed.




“Thank you,”
she said.




“For
what?”




She looked across at him,
through the shimmering blue light bars.




“For eating in
order to help my brother. I admit that I don’t understand it, but
thank you. I was sure that they were going to hurt him,” she said
and wondered if Tres would hold her hand again if she placed it
down on the floor by her side. “Rezic has no interest in the
throne. He wishes we were just archaeologists, like I do. We’ve
never used our positions or our family to get anything.”




Tres smiled at her. There
was so much warmth in it and his eyes. What was he thinking when he
looked at her like that?




He scratched his face,
reopening the gash that ran below his eye. A bead of blue blood
broke to the surface.




“I think you’re
bleeding,” she said and pointed towards the cut.




He frowned and raised his
hand up, swiping the blood away with the pad of his thumb. Her gaze
ran over his tattered black clothes.




“You must have
put up quite a fight when they captured you.” She shuffled closer
to the bars.




Staring at the blue blood
on his thumb, he said, “You are not the only one who wishes they
were common. I will always fight hard to achieve that which I have
set my heart on.”




Before she could ask what
he meant by that, he had opened his mouth. She stared in
fascination as he poked his tongue out. The sight of it stirred a
strange desire in her, a hunger to feel it against her. It was
blue, as exotic as the rest of him. The glide of his tongue over
his thumb was erotic, sensual, igniting fire in her veins as she
drank in the sight of it. The fire was fanned into an inferno when
he licked his thumb again and she imagined how good it would feel
to have that tongue laving her flesh, caressing her. She wanted to
feel it, desired his mouth against hers and his hands on her
body.




Shaking her head, she
snapped herself out of it. She had been up in space too long if the
sight of a man’s tongue gave her fantasies. Her eyes roamed back to
his mouth. But what a tongue. The way he had licked the blood off
his thumb had told her without question that he would know exactly
what to do with that implement of divine torture if she gave
herself to him.




The door opened again and
a guard entered. He closed the door and stood in the corner near
it. The lights above her dimmed until only the light from the blue
bars of the cells illuminated the room.




“Sleep,” Tres
said, gathering his blanket around him and returning to his bench.
He lay down on it on his back, his blanket covering him and his
arms below his head.




Renie took the blanket
down from the bench in her cell and wrapped it around her as she
lay down. The bench was hard and uncomfortable. She looked across
at Tres to find him watching her, his skin blue from the lights and
his eyes dark. Only their pupils shone strangely, bright as though
they fed off the blue light.




“Tres?” she
whispered, afraid of raising her voice in case the guard berated
her.




“Yes?”




“Do you think
Rezic will be safe?”




Silence.




A dark look entered his
eyes, one that spoke of strength and belief.




“I swear they
will not hurt him. I will make sure of that.”




Renie looked at Tres a
little longer and then closed her eyes, curling up on her side on
the cold bench with her arm as a pillow.




Even though Tres was a
prisoner too, she believed him.




He wouldn’t let anything
happen to her brother.







****




Chapter
5




Tres paced the small cell,
his body stiff and aching as he forced himself to move. It was
painful, but it did reward him with a little heat. The temperature
had dropped again to the point where it was too cold for him to
sleep. He tugged the dark grey blanket tighter around him and
hunched up. Perhaps he should have asked the guard for an extra
blanket before he had left.




The lights gradually came
back up. He looked over at Renie and switched on his ocular
implants to check her vitals. She was cold, but still warm enough.
A desire to somehow get through the bars and curl up with her in
his arms settled inside him. He stopped pacing and stared at
her.




He wanted to touch her
again.




It wasn’t just because she
was warm. It was so much more than that.




It was so much more than
want.




He longed to touch her
again, desired it more than anything.




She was so beautiful. Her
nose wrinkled in her sleep and she mumbled something as she
snuggled into her blanket, drawing her knees up into a foetal
position. So enthralling.




He longed to cross the
cellblock, kneel beside her, and stroke the rogue strands of her
long black hair from her face so he could see it clearly. He
desired to watch every nuance of sleep cross her face and wonder
what she was dreaming as she fitfully slumbered. He hoped they were
good dreams, dreams of freedom, dreams of travelling with her
brother, dreams of him. If he had the power, he would see to it
that this nightmare ended for her and that something like this
would never happened to her again.




Raising his hand, he
rubbed his thumb across his fingers. The burns were taking time to
heal but they had been worth it. He would do it all again to feel
her hand on his, to see the affection she had shown him light up
her eyes again as she looked at him. He loved the way her hand had
felt in his, and how she had let him hold it. It had been
wonderful. The way she had leaned into his touch when he had
cleared her tears away had left him desiring her more than
ever.




Could she ever want a male
like him?




There would be
difficulties to overcome. It wouldn’t be easy. If she gave him the
chance, he would try though. He would do anything for
her.




After the commander’s
visit yesterday, it had taken a lot for Tres to speak to her, to
admit that he wanted to know her. It was a step in the right
direction he supposed, but it was all moving too slow and he was
growing tired of being trapped in this cell, unable to show her
that he wanted her.




Unable to save
her.




He needed to save
her.




There was a shuffling
noise as she wriggled under the blanket and then a soft sigh
escaped her lips as her eyes fluttered open. Tres remained still,
trapped by the wonderful sight of her waking. He wished she had
been in his arms as she had awoken, sighing gently as though coming
around from a good sleep.




Renie sat up slowly and
rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Her delicate hands moved to her
hair and she frowned, pouted almost. With a little smile in his
direction, she tidied her hair, letting it down so it tumbled
around her shoulders in soft dark waves before pinning it back into
a loose knot at the back of her head.




She was so beautiful, even
when waking.




She stood and stretched.
Her white shirt pulled tight across her breasts and Tres felt as
though she had punched him in the stomach as he stared blatantly,
unabashed. She would be the death of him if she kept doing things
like that. He shifted, suddenly uncomfortable in his tight thermal
suit. The violent reaction to the sight of her breasts was a new
one for him. He had never desired that kind of company before, but
as he watched her, he found himself imagining how her breasts would
feel beneath his fingers, his lips.




Renie turned to face
him.




Tres swallowed and cast
his eyes down at his feet. He idly pulled the collar of his thermal
suit up again, trying to cover more of his body with it.




“Are you still
cold?” she said, her voice soft and mesmerising. He found the
courage to look at her again.




She had moved to the bars
near his cell and was looking at him with concern in her large dark
eyes. She worried about him. He truly had never met someone as warm
and caring as her.




He nodded.




“I could
probably fix it. Let me take a look.” She tipped her head back
twice in a gesture that told him to come to her.




He groaned inside. She
didn’t need to order him to go to her. He would always go to her.
He couldn’t stop himself.




She knelt down by the bars
and he knelt opposite her, looking deep into her eyes for what
seemed like hours rather than seconds.




“They did
something to the back of the suit,” he said and turned around,
moving as close to the bars as possible so she didn’t hurt herself
on them by having to reach too far.




He removed his blanket,
pulled the black jacket off and placed them both on his
lap.




Her breathing quickened
and he wondered whether it was fear of placing her arms through the
bars or trepidation about touching him that made it change. She
hadn’t seemed frightened yesterday when she had held his
hand.




His eyes rolled closed
when she gathered his hair in her hands. Her fingertips grazed his
ears and he bit his tongue to hold the moan in. Warm shivers danced
through him, stirring his body. Her hands brushed his neck and then
paused, still holding his hair.




How could touch be so
forbidden when it felt this good?




The heat of her wasn’t the
only reason her touch affected him. It was something deeper,
something that enslaved him and stirred his blood.




“You’re not
wearing a translator,” she said and dropped his hair. Her hands
disappeared. He turned, twisting around so he could see her. She
touched the small black device in her ear. “Are you speaking
Lyran?”




He shook his
head.




“Terran?”




Another shake.




“How can you
understand me without a translator?”




“I know most
languages, just as I know most greetings and many other things. I
have been well educated. I even know some dead
languages.”




Her look turned to
fascination. “Dead languages?”




Tres nodded. Dead
languages fascinated her? He had thought she would be impressed
with his knowledge of the living ones but it was the dead ones that
had caught her attention. Females were confusing. What he thought
would impress her didn’t. What he thought was of no consequence,
made her smile.




“Can you write
them too, translate them?”




He paused, wondering where
she was going with her line of questioning, and then
nodded.




“Marshan or
ancient Varkan?”




“Ancient Varkan
is still spoken by some.”




“Marshan then,
or old Perseian?”





He smiled at her. “I can
read, write and speak those languages.”




“How? They’ve
been dead for centuries.”




“My education
was thorough. There are many I cannot speak though but most have a
similar phonetic system or symbolic.”




She smiled, a radiant one
that drew another hard beat of his heart from him.




“Perhaps if you
fix my suit, I will be inclined to tell you more?” Tres said,
desperate to get warm again and get her away from the cells. This
was no place for her. This dark world in which he lived would taint
such a beautiful and delicate butterfly.




She nodded and he turned
away again. Her hands touched his back. He swallowed and closed his
eyes, heightening the feel of her fingers against him. They were
gentle, dancing lightly over his thermal suit as she explored it.
What was she thinking? Feeling? He wished he could order her to
tell him everything that crossed her mind. He wanted to know if
this affected her as much as it did him. He shifted to relieve the
tightness of his suit against his crotch.




“Do you have a
male?” he said, the words slipping out before he could even
consider what he was saying.




“A male?” Her
voice was small.




She was going to say
yes.




“Not in a long
time,” she whispered and her hands stilled against his
back.




Tres snapped his mouth
shut before he could ask whether she wanted one. He knew her enough
to tell that she wouldn’t be interested in him. She was only making
small talk because he was the only one here. He was sure that if
there had been a Lyran male in these cells with them, she would
have been talking to him instead. No. Something deep inside his
heart said that it wasn’t like that. She had been so open with him,
so unguarded with her feelings, and had touched him. She had sought
comfort from his touch. It couldn’t be a one sided thing. He was
sure that she liked him, but he wasn’t sure if she liked him
enough.




A frown crossed his face
when he ran over what she had said and realised that it implied she
had once had a male. The thought of a male touching her made his
fingertips twitch, his claws itching to tear the male’s throat
open.




She went back to work on
his suit, humming a quiet melody to herself. The feel of her
fingers chased away his dark thoughts and he found himself quietly
willing her to touch his skin again, to give him a little relief
from his growing hunger. He needed to feel her soft warmth against
him. Ached for it.




“Are you
certain you know what you are doing?” he said, wishing that he
could see what she was looking at and clawing back a little
control.




He didn’t have a clue
about how the suit worked or how to fix it. He hadn’t paid much
attention during his engineering lessons. Those lessons had taken
place in a room near the atrium and he had spent most of his time
there staring out of the window whenever his teacher had had his
back turned.




“My brother and
myself are the only crew of our ship. If things break, we have to
know how to fix them. I like to think that I’ve become quite
skilled at repairing things or installing new parts. I’m sure I can
fix this.” Her hands paused at their work again. A cold breeze
against his back chilled him to the bone. She must have opened the
suit to get to the same area the commander had accessed.




Sweet mercy she was going
to touch him.




Her fingers brushed his
bare back and he swallowed hard, unconsciously leaning backwards
into her touch so he could feel her better. He wanted her hands all
over him, covering every hard inch of his body.




They were warm as they
stroked his back, sliding under the suit in a sensual glide that
made his heart beat faster.




“You’re too far
away,” she whispered.




He groaned internally and
leaned further back. Her warm breath fanned over his back, making
him shiver and tremble. Her fingers caressed his skin in
mesmerising patterns as she searched for something on the suit. His
teeth sunk into his lower lip, biting it hard in an effort to
restrain the moan that tried to escape as she swept her thumbs over
his back and then breathed against him again.




She was going to be the
death of him.




The feel of her hands on
him was exquisite, addling his mind and making his head spin as he
silently begged her to touch more of him. He craved it. Needed it
so violently that he was bordering on turning and trying to break
through the bars to get to her. He yearned for her.




Everything about her made
him hard and hungry for her. He had never felt such a deep gnawing
hunger and desire.




He had never wanted a
female like he wanted her.




“Aha,” she said
and his eyes shot wide when she slid her hand into the back of his
suit and then pulled it out again. She hummed, singing a melody
that he didn’t recognise, and then made another noise of triumph.
“There.”




Intense heat spread
outwards from his back as she closed his suit. It travelled down
his spine, its hot fingers creeping around his front and then down
his arms. He sighed, content, when his entire body began to
warm.




“Thank you,”
Tres said and turned to face her. He sat there a moment, basking in
the warmth and smiling as it seeped into his body. It was
divine.




“They’d only
disconnected the wiring.”




The way she said that made
him feel as though he could have fixed it if he had bothered to
try. The idea of exposing himself to the cold for even a few
minutes had stopped him though. Even with the suit unable to
radiate heat, it was still thermal and had kept him warmer than he
would have been without it.




“Tres?” she
said and his heart beat again, hard and deep in his chest, turning
his blood as warm as the suit was.




“Yes?” he said
and was tempted to say her name. Renie. His courage failed
him.




“What do you do
for a living?” She carefully pulled her hands back through the
bars.




“Living?”




“A job? Myself
and my brother are archaeologists... explorers. We travel the
galaxy studying dead cultures and abandoned planets.”




He vaguely remembered that
she had mentioned that yesterday. At the time, he had been too
enthralled by her hand on his to listen intently. It explained her
interest in his knowledge of dead languages. A skill such as his
would be beneficial in her line of work.




“I have none,”
he said and smiled again when he realised that he was warm from
head to toe. Standing, he stretched and sighed. He removed his
trousers, revealing the bottom half of his thermal suit, and tossed
the clothes to one side. He looked up at the ceiling and then at
the bars that separated him and Renie. “Shall we go?”




She frowned, as though she
didn’t understand. Did she think that he was going to remain here
when he could leave now? He was going to save her, just as he had
promised. He wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her or her
brother.




He walked over to the door
bars of his cell and reached through them.




“What are you
doing? I’m sure they’ll be locked down or alarmed or
something.”




Tres pulled a wire out
from the left wrist of his suit and stretched to reach the control
panel. Pushing the wire against the screen, he smiled when Renie
gasped as the small bud on the end of the wire opened and extended
out to cover the entire screen of the panel in a thin silver
film.




Turning his arm so his
palm was facing upwards, he tapped the inside of his forearm and
the display appeared, hovering an inch above the suit.




“What are you
doing?” Renie hissed at him.




“Freezing me to
keep me quiet wasn’t the only reason they disconnected the power in
my suit,” he said and tapped a combination of buttons on the long
display screen on his forearm. The doors in front of each cell in
the block faded. He smiled at Renie. “Stopping me from escaping was
the other reason.”




Her eyes were bright and
wide, full of amazement and awe. She tentatively stepped out of the
cell and then went to go to the main doors. He caught her wrist and
she stopped and looked back at him. The feel of her skin against
his was divine and it was a struggle not to drag her up against his
body and kiss her.




“Not that way,”
he said and pointed at the ceiling. “This way.”







****




Chapter
6




Renie watched in
fascination as Tres stood on the bench in his cell and scored a
square in the ceiling with his claws. What was he planning to do?
She jumped back when he punched the centre of the area he had
marked and the entire section buckled under the force of the
strike. She hadn’t expected such a slim man to be so strong. He was
stronger than her brother was and Tres was half Rezic’s
size.




Before she could ask what
he intended to do now, Tres fell forwards so his hands pressed into
the floor and then disappeared feet first through the hole in the
ceiling. She stared, mouth agape, stunned and trying to figure out
what had just happened.




She added acrobatic to the
list of things she was discovering about him since fixing his
thermal suit. It was little wonder the commander had broken it.
Keeping Tres contained seemed impossible. It had taken him only
seconds to break free.




His hand reappeared
through the hole and then his head followed.




“Come on,” he
said and flexed his fingers, as though trying to encourage
her.




She didn’t need any
encouragement to follow him. She was beginning to think that she
would follow him wherever he went. Perhaps she could encourage him
to join her and her brother. The thought of parting company with
Tres was strangely painful.




Renie stood on the bench,
reached up and took hold of his hand. A squeak of surprise left her
when he effortlessly hauled her into the dim duct.




“We must move
fast.” He turned and began crawling along the narrow
duct.




Renie crawled along behind
him, trying not to stare at his backside but finding it impossible
as they moved further and further into the ship. He had a nice
behind and narrow hips that slowly tapered out into his shoulders.
Although he was slim, he was strong. The thermal suit he wore was
as tight as a second skin and emphasised his compact muscles in a
way that made her imagine him naked.




Her entire body ached at
the thought of him nude.




She wondered if he had
imagined her naked too. He had asked whether she had ever been with
a man after all. There had to be a reason he was asking her and why
he wanted to know more about her. His reaction to her touch was
another thing. She had seen the way his pale blue pupils had
dilated when she had taken his hand and heard the stifled inhale of
breath when she had touched his ears. He acted as though her touch
was electric. Perhaps it was just because he was cold blooded, but
something inside her said that it was more than that. Did he feel
the same intense need as she did whenever they touched?




He seemed the adventurous
type and she couldn’t deny that she was attracted to him. If they
made it off the ship, maybe he would join her and her brother in
exploring the galaxy. Maybe.




She would do anything to
convince him.




She liked the sound of
that.




He turned a corner and by
the time she had made it there, he was gone.




“Tres?” she
whispered, afraid to raise her voice in case a guard heard her. The
duct was darker here and she couldn’t see very far ahead of her.
She slowly moved forwards, her heart beating fast and her arms
trembling. What if he had fallen down somewhere? Could his ocular
implants make him see in the dark?




There was a blue light
shining up from the floor ahead.




“Renie,” Tres
said and her heart fluttered when his head popped up from the
floor. “This way.”




He disappeared
again.




She moved to the edge of
the opening in the floor of the duct. There was light below her.
Tres was standing on what looked like a metal grate. Below him was
an eerie blue glow. Sitting at the edge of the opening, she took
short sharp breaths, trying to psyche herself up into dropping to
the floor around ten feet below her. She grasped the edge of the
opening and began to lower herself.




A flush of heat washed
through her when Tres’s hands caught her hips and she let go of the
duct when he gently lowered her. Her hands came to rest on his
shoulders and her eyes met his as he slowly brought her down to
him.




When she could almost
touch the floor, he stopped, staring into her eyes in way that made
her heart pound.




Impulse battled against
sense.




Tres blinked slowly, his
blue pupils fixed on her, strangely bright in the dim glow from far
below them.




His body pressed against
hers, cool and soothing.




His hands held her hips,
fingers pressing in and making her ache for his touch.




Impulse won.




“Thank you for
helping me,” she said and he frowned before smiling.




“I believe we
are helping each other,” he whispered and her gaze fell to his
mouth.




She wet her lips and
slowly closed her eyes as she inched towards him. The moment their
mouths touched, his grip on her tightened. She kept the kiss
gentle, not wanting to startle him or drive him away. It was time
she discovered whether it was more than her heat that he wanted.
Her lips slowly skimmed over his, tasting their
coolness.




The light brush of his
against hers made waves of shivers race through her. She wrapped
her arms around his neck, leaning in and stroking her tongue over
his lips. He groaned and opened his mouth to her. Their tongues
touching sent a jolt through her followed by an aftershock of
pleasure. His was cool against hers, probing her mouth as he
slanted his head and captured her lips.




He turned with her,
backing her into the wall. She buried her fingers into his long
hair as his tongue caressed her lips and then entered her mouth
again. She moaned at how cool his mouth was, his tongue brushing
hers and making her tremble with delight. He moved against her and
a shot of desire bolted through her.




He definitely wanted her
too.




His lips left hers,
trailing frantic kisses along her jaw and neck, each one
accompanied by a low groan of deep satisfaction. The galaxy
disappeared in an instant and there was only Tres, moving her back
into a shadowed recess of the walkway they were on and pressing her
against the wall there. She moved against him, her body overruling
any remaining shred of sense as it begged him to touch her. He
pinned her to the wall with his hips, thrusting hard against her.
Unable to bear the wait, she kissed his neck and caressed his
cheek, matching the fervour of his actions. Desire consumed her
until she could only think of acting upon her attraction to him and
having him inside her.




He moaned hotly in her ear
when she wrapped her legs around him and he covered one of her
breasts with his hand. He squeezed and groaned again. She arched
into his touch, pleading him to feel her, to strip her and take
her. It was insane but she didn’t care. The moment she had set eyes
on him, she had wanted him. There was no denying her attraction to
him now. He had to feel something too. The way he had looked at
her, the way he had held her hand, this couldn’t be one sided. He
had to feel something more than desire. Just as she did.




She went to open his suit
but stopped herself.




“What’s wrong?”
he whispered against her neck, his breath warm now and
tickling.




“You’ll get
cold.” It wasn’t the only reason she was stopping. What she was
planning to do with him in this dark recess really was insane. This
wasn’t the time to be acting on her desires for him. Yet the danger
of being caught only added to the thrill, only made her want it
even more. She wanted him. She had to have him. Her fingers toyed
with his suit as she memorised the feel of his body against hers
and the way his hands gripped her tightly.




Tres tensed against her
and then lowered her to the ground. There was a look in his eyes
that said that he didn’t care if he got cold as he opened his suit.
Her eyes widened as he revealed a white muscular torso and then she
swallowed as he reached his groin. Her own throbbed when he pulled
his erection free of the tight material and she reached out without
hesitation to touch it. He flung his head back and hissed through
clenched teeth when she ran a hand down the length of him, stroking
the soft skin. He was so hard. The feel of him sent a warm rush
through her and she wriggled her hips, feeling the slide of arousal
in her underwear.




In the name of Iskara, she
had never wanted anything more than she wanted him.




Impulse won again. She
truly was a daughter of Lyra. She wanted Tres and she was damn well
going to have him.




She stifled a giggle when
he lunged at her, making fast work of her shirt and trousers.
Before she could tell him to slow down, he had pulled her boots and
trousers off, along with underwear, and was against her again. He
palmed her breasts as his length thrust against her belly. She
melted into the wall behind her and closed her eyes, surrendering
to him. This was insane, but it felt so right.




His hand skimmed over her
flat stomach to the nest of dark curls that covered her mound. Her
hands tensed against the wall when he slid one finger between her
slick folds. He groaned and she looked at him, watching the
fascination flicker across his dimly lit face as he stared down at
his hand. Reaching out, she took hold of his length again and his
lips parted.




“Renie,” he
whispered urgently and she felt he wanted to say something. He
closed his mouth and moaned instead. The way he reacted to her
touch was incredible. The slightest caress had him trembling. She
could feel his hands shaking against her. He bit his lip and then
took hold of her hand, stopping her. “I... this is all...
new.”




New?




Her eyes widened. New. As
in, he had never done this before. She moved her hand against him
again, regardless of his attempt to stop her. Everyone had a first
time. At least his would be memorable and hopefully not his only
time with her. She didn’t want this to be a one-moment thing, she
wanted so much more.




No wonder he reacted so
strongly to her touch. This was definitely the something else she
had sensed earlier.




She felt as though she
should say something but couldn’t think so she grabbed his
shoulders, pulled him up against her, and kissed him. She wasn’t
going to make him stop or let him make her stop. They both wanted
this. She only hoped it was more than a crazy moment for
him.




His hands caught her
thighs and he lifted her again. She settled her legs around his
waist and then buried her fingers into his hair as he lowered his
mouth to her breasts. He kissed across them and then licked her
nipple into hardness before sucking it into his mouth. She bit back
her moan, stifling it so no one heard her. He moved to her other
breast, teasing it, torturing her until her thighs
trembled.




“Tres,” she
whispered into his hair and tensed against him, desperate to
encourage him.




He looked up at her.
Seeing her chance, she reached down between them and took hold of
his length.




“I don’t think
we have time for this to be romantic,” she said with a shy smile
and he lowered her.




With a combined groan, he
slid into her, stretching her body in a way that made the ache
inside her worsen. He took hold of her hips and pressed her into
the wall, his length pushing up deeper inside her, until she felt
as though he was going to break her in two. She buried her face
into his neck with his first thrust and found his mouth with the
second, swallowing his moans. His tongue tangled with hers, their
teeth clashing as their bodies moved against each other, his
thrusts so powerful that they slammed her into the wall.




Renie clung to his
shoulders, moaning with each plunge of his length into her. He
moved faster, deeper, making her quiver. The tightness inside her
was growing hotter by the moment and she was on the verge of
begging him to make her climax when it crashed over her, sending
sweeps of tingles and intense heat through her.




He grasped her hips
tighter and thrust harder into her. With a low deep growl that she
swallowed in a kiss, he jerked up inside her and came, his length
throbbing as he spilled his cool seed.




“Renie,” he
whispered against her mouth.




She went to kiss him again
but squealed instead as he collapsed to his knees, still inside
her, taking her down with him.




He trembled against her,
shivering. She moved off him and pressed her hand to his bare
chest. He was freezing to the touch.




Renie quickly refastened
his thermal suit, even pulling the collar up to cover as much of
his neck as possible, and then wrapped her arms around him and
pulled him to her. His whole body shook in her arms as she rubbed
his back, trying to warm him. It made a strange kind of sense that
he would be cold now. He had probably used all of the stored energy
in his body during intercourse. Now he was back to square one and
he needed to get his body temperature back up. It was all her
fault. She should have realised that something like this would
happen.




Holding him, she didn’t
care if she was growing cold herself. She focused all of her
energies on him, determined to get him warm again. He shivered and
held her closer, burying his face into her neck. His breath was
freezing against her throat but gradually warmed.




Her cheeks blazed when she
thought about what they had done.




She always had been
impetuous. It was a trait that everyone in her family
shared.




It was one that she
wouldn’t change for all the world.




Not when it gave her
moments like this.




Closing her eyes, she held
Tres closer, savouring the feel of him in her arms.




He emerged from her
embrace and she looked at him. He had stopped shivering. When he
touched her cheek, his hand was warm again. Not as hot as hers, but
as hot as he had been the whole time she had known him.




He leaned towards her and
her eyes closed again when he kissed her, slow and deep, stirring
warmth inside her and bringing a smile to her lips. Perhaps this
wasn’t going to be a one-moment thing. There was such tenderness in
his kiss, so much emotion that she found herself daring to hope
that his feelings were the same as hers.




When he pulled back again,
she became painfully aware of her lack of clothing and the way his
eyes raked over her bare body. As much as she wanted it, this was
no time for an encore and she didn’t want to hurt Tres again. He
stood and held his hand out to her, clearly thinking the same
thing. She took his hand and he pulled her to her feet.




Renie dressed quickly,
partly because she was cold and partly because she felt embarrassed
being the only one half-naked. Tres watched her the whole time. She
could feel his eyes on her, following her hands and sometimes on
her face. A little smile kept touching her lips, a secret one that
he had brought out.




It wasn’t just because
they had acted on their mutual desires.




It was because he had
given her a sign that she wasn’t the only one feeling this
way.




Now she had to find out
the depth of his feelings. Now she had to find a way to ask him to
come with her. She didn’t want to explore the galaxy without him.
Whenever she thought about it now, she could only picture her, Tres
and Rezic in their small battered ship.




She was almost finished
fastening her shirt when there was a noise. Tres pressed his finger
against his lips and edged towards the opening of the small dark
recess they were in. She frowned, her heart pounding with
adrenaline when she heard voices. Two males.




Tres moved back to her,
guiding her into the shadows, and wrapped his arms around her. The
warmth she felt whenever he touched her tempered her fear. She
rested her cheek against his chest, facing the walkway around the
room.




Her breath hitched in her
throat when two Vegans passed the opening to the recess and
disappeared from view. Tres held her closer, his arms like steel
bands around her. When another noise sounded, he released her and
went to the end of the recess again. He waved her over.




She poked her head around
and looked both ways along the walkway before stepping out to join
Tres.




Her eyes widened when she
looked over the edge of the walkway and down towards where the blue
light was coming from. The height of the drop was stomach turning
and there were no railings to stop someone from falling
in.




Far below her was a bright
blue twisting orb. A large ring encircled it, with a smaller ring
inside. Both were spinning fast and in opposing directions. She
stared at it, fascinated and trying to get a clear glimpse of the
core of the rotating rings.




“What is it?”
she said, leaning forward to get a better look.




“The reactor
core of the ship,” Tres said without a trace of emotion. He seemed
to know a lot about these vessels. “Come away from the
edge.”




Renie looked up at him and
went to take a step towards him. The moment she raised her foot, a
shrieking alarm filled the room, so loud that it startled her. She
jumped and put her foot down behind her to steady
herself.




It slipped off the edge of
the walkway.







****




Chapter
7




Renie twisted in the air
as she fell. Air rushed against her face and she found herself
staring at the reactor core of the ship. The fall seemed to be
taking forever and she lost her ability to scream when she clearly
saw the centre of the blue orb she was falling into. It was
beautiful. It sparkled as though it held a billion stars in its
bright depths.




She gasped when something
touched her and then her eyes shot wide when she realised it was
Tres.




He had jumped after her.
He would die too.




“I will not let
you die... trust me,” he whispered into her hair and held her
close, so her cheek was against his. She wrapped her arms around
his waist. They turned in the air and then suddenly they were going
up instead of down.




Pulling away from him
slightly, Renie gasped again when she saw that Tres had wings,
white leathery wings that were tinted blue in places. They carried
her upwards and then he spread them wide and they began to glide
down.




Her brows
furrowed.




He couldn’t be.




He just
couldn’t.




She clung to him as they
steadily dropped towards the ground far from the reactor
core.




“I will protect
you, always,” Tres whispered close to her ear and she closed her
eyes, touched and knowing that he was telling her the truth. It
didn’t matter what he was or what she was. All that mattered was
how they felt.




She couldn’t doubt that he
felt something for her, not now that he had risked death to save
her and that he was promising to keep her safe from
harm.




His feet touched the floor
first and he slowly lowered her. When her feet hit the deck, he
released her and turned away. She watched his wings fold up and
then watched in amazement as they shrank and disappeared. The back
of thermal suit had slits in it that almost disappeared as they
meshed, as though the suit was repairing itself. She hadn’t noticed
them before and she hadn’t known that their wings could disappear.
If she had, she might have realised something earlier.




“You’re Vegan,”
she said and stepped towards him.




Tres stepped away, keeping
his back to her.




“I am.” His
voice carried a weight of sadness.




“Why didn’t you
tell me?” She tried to step towards him again but he moved
away.




She glared at his back and
moved quickly so he couldn’t evade her. Grabbing his shoulder, she
turned him to face her and held his arm.




“You never
asked,” Tres said with a long sigh and stared over his shoulder at
the reactor. There was so much pain in his eyes. What was he
thinking in there? “Perhaps I should have told you. Perhaps I did
not wish you to hate me.”




She frowned. “Why would I
hate you?”




“Because of
your family,” he whispered and then looked at her. “The Earth
system was destroyed—”




“Lyrans
destroyed it, not Vegans.” She cupped his cheek and smiled at him,
hoping to reassure him. “Vegans frighten me... I can’t deny that.
We’re told such terrible things about them as children and when I
saw the commander, he was everything I’d imagined. But you... I
didn’t know Vegans could be so beautiful.”




He looked down at his
feet.




She lowered her hand and
took hold of his.




“You’re nothing
like the Vegans we’re told of. I couldn’t hate you, Tres,
never.”




A smile curved his lips,
brief but a smile nonetheless. She smiled too, glad that he was
listening to her. He was so different to everything she had ever
learned about Vegans. He had wings but they were white like his
skin, not black as the commanders had been or the stories she had
heard. His eyes were different too. Everything about him was
different. His ears were pointed but the tips weren’t as long as
the tips of the other Vegans ears. And he was kind.




He wasn’t anything near
the cruel picture painted by her education or the soldiers on this
ship.




He was helping
her.




He cared about what
happened to her.




“We cannot
remain here,” he said and his fingers flexed against her hand.
Warmth spread up her arm at the feel of his hand in hers and she
hoped he wouldn’t let go.




“How much
further is it?” High above her she could hear the alarms still
sounding.




“Not far, but
it will be more dangerous from here on in. We can use the ducts and
service passages, but the ship is on high alert. I am afraid they
have discovered that we are missing. We must hurry.”




She had feared as much.
Her hand tightened around his. Before she could utter a word, he
was running to the other side of the room. He stared straight
ahead, fixed and intent on the wall. What did he see? Did he see
the wall as she did or did he see what was beyond it?




What did he see when he
looked at her?




***




Tres held Renie’s hand
tightly as they crossed the reactor room. Now that it was in his,
he was reluctant to let it go, even when he knew that he would have
to. They couldn’t crawl through the ducts side by side and speed
was of the essence. He glanced across at her. She was concentrating
on the wall they were running towards, a small frown creasing her
brow. She seemed even more beautiful in this otherworldly blue
light, her skin washed of colour and her eyes as black as deep
space.




When she had fallen, his
heart had felt as though it was going to burst. He had seen her
drop in slow motion, had tried to reach her before she had slipped
off the walkway, but hadn’t been fast enough. It had taken less
than a second for him to follow her, determined on rescuing her
from a painful frightening death. He had meant every word that he
had said to her. He would never let anything happened to her. He
would protect her with his life, always.




Even though he had known
that rescuing her would have won him some sense of gratitude from
her, he had still expected her to hate him when she had realised
that he was Vegan. Her denial had been beautiful, warming him more
than his thermal suit ever could. It hadn’t been her words that had
touched and reassured him. It had been her eyes. They had held such
affection for him and such hurt, as though the thought that he
believed she hated him pained her.




They had fallen together
in more ways than one.




For the first time in his
existence, he desired to live and to take action. Too long he had
idled away his hours, not fighting when he believed Vega was in the
wrong and not pushing to have his voice heard. No more would he sit
back and let things happen. He would make the right things happen.
He realised now that his attempt to leave the Black Zone had been
nothing more than an attempt to run away from his duties. He had
covered it in the lie of wanting to explore the other side of the
barrier, to find people like Renie and taste a different kind of
life. Now the lie had fallen away and he was left with the stark
truth.




He had been running
away.




What man of Vega would do
such a thing? What a weak fool he had been for believing that
leaving the Black Zone would be his best course of action. He
should be making himself stronger so he could protect those that
needed him, not fleeing and leaving them to fend for
themselves.




Reaching the wall, he
pulled the wire from the left wrist of his suit and pressed it
against the control panel, letting it take over. His fingers danced
across the display hovering above his inside left forearm and he
smiled when he found the information he was looking for.




“They have your
brother on deck fourteen, room nine. He is stable. Conscious. There
are two guards posted outside his room.”




Renie moved closer, until
Tres could feel the heat radiating from her and washing over his
skin. Her body pressed into his when she looked across him to his
arm.




“I will
reassign the guards between here and the room. We will have to take
care of the two outside his room. When we have your brother, I will
tap into the system again and clear a path to the small fighter
ships in the docking bay.”




“How far is it
to my brother?” she said, her hands tight and trembling against his
arm.




“Two decks
down. We should be somewhere above him.” Tres showed her a
schematic of the ship. “We can use the service passageways from
here.”




A square panel near the
floor to his left opened when he pressed a button. He removed the
bud from the screen of the control panel and fed the wire back into
the sleeve of his thermal suit.




“Come, we must
hurry,” he said and took her hand again, leading her over to the
access panel.




He looked around them
before entering and waited just inside the cramped space for her to
get in. When she was in, he closed the panel. The tunnel was larger
than the duct but there was still only enough room to crawl. He
started off and then paused to look back at Renie.




Her hair was falling down.
The messy black wavy strands framed her pale face. A hint of colour
touched her cheeks as he looked at her and her gaze dropped to the
floor before coming back up to meet his. Was she still awkward
about what they had done? Her reaction, her shyness, enthralled
him. It made him want to kiss her again.




He turned around, crawled
back to her, and did just that. A little gasp was his reward as he
cupped her cheek and pressed his lips against hers, capturing them.
The kiss was slow and unhurried, a light and sensual exploration of
each other laced with an edge of tentativeness. They were both
nervous, caught up in this whirlwind of new feelings and a
dangerous situation. He closed his eyes and traced her lips with
his tongue. Hers was warm as she responded, brushing his and making
his arm tremble as it supported his weight.




“Tres,” she
whispered against his lips, dragging him back to the ship from the
place where only they existed.




He slowly opened his eyes
and moved back so he could look at her.




“I thought time
was of the essence?” She smiled at him and then added, “Not that I
don’t want to kiss you.”




As if to prove that, she
leaned towards him and kissed him again, brief but warm and sweet.
He smiled at her. She didn’t need to prove that she wanted to kiss
him. He wasn’t worried that she didn’t want him or that their
moment together meant nothing. He could tell by her reactions to
him that she felt the same way as he did.




He turned away and
continued along the tunnel, turning to his right at a crossroad.
When he reached a hole in the floor and a set of steps leading
downwards, he climbed down them and waited for Renie to catch up
before crawling along the next passageway. He stopped when he found
another set of steps leading downwards.




Tres looked over his
shoulder at Renie, pointed down them and then pressed his finger
against his lips. She nodded. He went down the steps and crouched
in the passageway. Switching his ocular implants on, he looked
through the wall to the corridor beyond. There was no one there but
when he looked further along, he spotted the two guards. The only
exit seemed to be to his left, the opposite direction to the
guards. They would have to move quickly to get past them without
them raising the alarm.




Tres crawled to the access
panel. He pulled it inwards and poked his head out. Far to his
right were the two guards. A set of statistics for them appeared
down the right of his vision. Their broad builds would slow them
down but they were carrying A-Class laser rifles.




He ducked back in and
looked at Renie. She looked more frightened than ever. Her
heartbeat was off the scale. He could see it pounding fast,
spreading heat through her body that made him crave to touch her.
He switched his ocular implants off and brushed his fingers across
her cheek.




“Wait here,” he
said and without giving her a chance to respond, bolted out into
the hall.




The guards immediately
turned to face him, raising their weapons. He ran at them and, as
they fired, jumped at the wall and sprang off it, turning in the
air and landing on the other side of the corridor as the twin bolts
of laser shot down it. Running as fast as he could, he ran up the
wall as he reached the guards and kicked off from it. He spun in
mid-air, his leg out, and landed a kick on the side of the first
guard’s head that sent him slamming into the floor. The second
guard went to attack him again but he punched him in the stomach.
When the guard bent over, Tres grabbed his long black hair and
brought his knee up hard to meet the guard’s head. The guard
slumped to the floor with the other.




“Renie,” he
said and turned to face the other end of the corridor.




She was already half out
of the corridor, her eyes wide. Clearly, he should have told her to
remain inside the passageway. He didn’t exactly want her to see him
fighting. Although it would prove his desire to protect her, it
would defeat it too. Protecting her meant never letting her have to
see such horrible things.




She ran over to him and
was immediately trying to open the door. He tapped the control
panel and the moment the door was open enough for her to fit
through, she was squeezing through it.




“Rezic!” she
said and bolted straight over to the bed.




Tres moved to stand just
inside the doorway. The male on the inspection table stirred and
when he opened his eyes, Renie smiled wide and threw herself at
him. It wasn’t the wisest thing to do to a male in his condition
but her brother didn’t seem to mind. He was smiling too as he held
her close. Tres noticed that they had shackled her brother’s feet
to the bench that he lay on. The medical officers hadn’t been
taking any chances with him.




“I was so
worried,” Renie whispered and Tres tried to hold back his jealousy
as he watched them touch each other’s faces and smile. He could see
all the love in them written clearly in their matching dark eyes.
“We have to get out of here.”




“How? How are
you even here?” her brother said and then looked past her to
himself. “Who is your friend?”




“It’s a long
story. This is Tres. He helped me escape and come here. I called
for help after the meteorites struck and you were hurt.
Unfortunately, it was a Vegan vessel that answered and they took me
prisoner. They’re going to ransom us. They know who we are. We have
to get off this ship and get out of here.”




“Again,
how?”




Tres smiled at the sour
face Renie pulled. He got the impression that her brother always
questioned her actions. He seemed to be a male of sense, one that
preferred a plan to the impetuous way that Renie worked.




Desiring to aid Renie,
Tres walked over to the opposite side of her brother and took the
bud and wire out of his suit. He attached it to the control panel
beside the bed and, with a few taps of his fingers, undid the cuffs
holding her brother. The two around his ankles retracted first,
followed by the one around his waist beneath the
blanket.




“That is your
how,” Tres said as her brother stared up at him. “Come, we must
hurry. I will clear a path to the docking bay but I cannot
guarantee we will not come across soldiers. We must leave this
ship.”




Renie helped her brother
to sit. Tres was about to leave when her brother caught his
wrist.




“Thank you,” he
said.




Tres removed his hand and
looked at Renie. “Thank her. It is for her that I do these
things.”




A blush coloured her
cheeks and she looked away from him. Her frailty and beauty still
fascinated him. She could change in the blink of an eye. One moment
she was strong and leading the charge, the next she was shy and
retreating.




“Come,” Tres
said and held his hand out to her. She surprised him by placing
hers into it. “We must leave.”




“Are you able
to walk, Rezic?” Renie said to her brother. “Run?”




“I’ll do
whatever it takes to get away from these Vegans,” Rezic said and
Tres felt her hand tense against his.




Not everyone was as
understanding about Vegans as she was. He accepted that. Her
brother was a prince of Lyra. Hatred of Vega had been bred into him
deeper than it had been bred into her.




“Do not believe
all Vegans are the way we have been told, brother,” Renie said and
Tres looked back at her brother to see what his reaction would
be.




His dark eyes widened in
shock and then slid to him and narrowed. “Vegan?”




Tres nodded.




“A Vegan who
will do anything to protect that which he has set out to
protect.”




Rezic’s gaze moved back to
Renie.




“Argue with me
about it later,” she said and held her free hand out to him. “We
have to run if we can.”




There was a noise like a
weapon discharging and then her hand fell from Tres’s. Tres turned
to see Renie unconscious on the floor and his gaze tracked to the
Vegan who had dared to stun her. His claws extended and he launched
himself at the soldier. The guard didn’t see him coming. In the
blink of an eye, he was beside him, his claws dragging across his
throat. A moment after that, the man fell to the floor.




Dead.




The second soldier was
conscious too and raised his weapon to attack Renie and her
brother. Tres picked up the first soldier’s weapon, flicked the
switch to move it off stun, and shot him through the head.
Breathing hard, he stared at the two dead men, his anger crying out
for more violence against his kin for what they had done. The death
of these two guards wasn’t enough to sate his rage.




He slung the strap of the
rifle over his head so it fell across his body and turned to face
Rezic. The Lyran was holding Renie close to him. Shielding her was
pointless now, unless Rezic was intending to protect her from
himself. He walked towards the male and crouched beside
Renie.




“She will be
unconscious for a while. The rifle was set to stun. Thankfully she
is too valuable to kill.” Tres stroked her forehead and frowned at
her, his anger still bubbling like an undercurrent through him,
affecting him in a way he was barely conscious of. He only knew
that he wanted to kill the commander of this vessel and everyone on
it as vengeance for what had happened to Renie. “We must get her
away from here.”




Rezic went to protest when
Tres moved to pick Renie up but he silenced him with a
look.




The Lyran wasn’t strong
enough to be carrying such precious cargo. He would ensure she was
safe from harm. He had failed her once. It wouldn’t happen
again.




Cradling her in his arms,
Tres held her tight and close. Rezic moved to the door and picked
up the other gun. Tres nodded when Rezic pointed to the switch on
the side that would move the rifle off the stun setting. They moved
together out into the hall and then ran. The alarms were still
sounding and it was only a matter of time before someone came to
check on Rezic. They would know that Renie would come
here.




Tres led the way through
the ship, trying not to jostle Renie too much as he ran. Rezic
brought up the rear as they moved through corridor after corridor,
heading slowly down towards the docking bay. The journey there was
hindered several times by having to hide from soldiers, but it
wasn’t long before they were standing before the twin doors of the
docking bay.




The doors slid
open.




“That one,”
Tres said, pointing to the one nearest the shielded opening that
led to space. Vegan fighter vessels were small but fast. It would
carry them out of here quickly and he could easily make it through
the barrier before they had a chance to stop him.




They ran towards it and
were under fire the moment they came out from between some stacks
of cargo. Tres unfurled his wings, wrapping them around Renie in an
effort to protect her as he dodged and ducked, avoiding the shots.
They would only stun him, but he had to see her to safety. He
couldn’t let Vega ransom her and her brother. The consequences if
it should happen were too terrible to imagine. He couldn’t allow
another war to start.




The fighter door was
open.




Tres looked over his
shoulder at Rezic as he returned fire, covering them. In the
distance, twenty soldiers stalked towards them and were closing in
fast. They wouldn’t have time to get out before the soldiers
reached the ship.




He looked down at
Renie.




He had to protect
her.




Pressing a kiss to her
lips, he silently promised to see her safely out of the Black Zone.
Whatever it took, he would do it. He would kill every soldier on
the ship if he had to.




He would protect
her.




“Rezic,” he
said and her brother moved backwards towards him. In the shadow of
the wings of the fighter, Rezic turned to face him. Tres held Renie
out to him. “Take her and get out of here.”




“What about
you?” Rezic said as he dropped the rifle and took Renie.




“I am
unimportant. Take her. I will hold them off while you
escape.”




“But—”




“Take her!”
Tres snapped and flung his arm towards the fighter’s door. “Now.
Get out of here.”




Rezic stared at him and
then walked past him towards the ship.




“Rezic,” Tres
said and Rezic looked back at him. Tres frowned at Renie, wishing
it didn’t have to be this way. She had given him the courage to do
what was right though and he had to go through with it, even if it
meant he never saw her again. He looked at her brother. His brow
furrowed. “Take care of her.”




Rezic nodded and went into
the ship. The door closed and Tres stepped out from the path of the
fighter. He stared at the approaching soldiers. The small vessel’s
engines fired.




Tres took hold of his
rifle and aimed it at the soldiers.




The ship shot past him
towards the shield.




He looked down the sight
of the rifle.




“I will not let
you near her.”







****




Chapter
8




Someone was stroking her
forehead. The motion was soothing, comforting and warming. It
lifted the strange black haze from her mind and called her up from
the dark depths towards a lighter world. A male voice whispered
words to her, encouragement, tenderness, and everything that made
her feel safe.




“Tres?” Renie
whispered sleepily and opened her eyes. The man slowly came into
focus. She frowned. “Rezic?”




She looked around them at
the small bunk she was laying on and the empty one opposite. The
ship wasn’t familiar. It was dark and definitely not the one she
and her brother owned.




“Where’s Tres?”
She had expected it to be him comforting her, sitting with her, not
her brother. The cramped quarters and unfamiliar surroundings had
to mean they were off the large Vegan ship and on a smaller one.
Perhaps Tres was busy flying it. He would want to know she was
conscious, although her head was killing her.




“Renie,” her
brother said in such a solemn tone that her heart clenched and she
grabbed his arm.




“Where is he?
Is he hurt?”




Was he dead? She couldn’t
bring herself to ask that question for fear of his
answer.




Rezic continued to calmly
stroke her forehead.




“The docking
bay was crawling with soldiers,” he said and took hold of her hand,
peeling it away from his arm. He held it. “He told me to take you
and leave. He fought the soldiers to give us a chance to
escape.”




“No!” Renie
said and pushed him away. She scrambled to her feet, ignoring her
spinning head and the way her vision wobbled, and ran blindly
forward. “We have to go back for him.”




She made it a few paces
before Rezic caught her arm. She collapsed backwards into him as
her knees gave out.




“You’re in no
condition to be moving around.” He picked her up and she rained her
fists down on his shoulders, trying to make him let her
go.




“Rezic...
please... we have to go back.” She gave up when her head ached and
white spots danced across her vision. Slumping with her head
against his shoulder, she furrowed her brow. Tears gathered and
tumbled from her lashes, hot against her cold skin. They reminded
her of Tres, of how cool he was to the touch compared to her. “We
have to.”




“We’re no match
for them,” Rezic said and held her. She sobbed into his neck and
her throat constricted with her tears, making it impossible to
speak. He rubbed her back. “Perhaps when we meet up with father’s
ship—”




“Father’s
ship!” It lit a spark of hope inside her that chased away her
sadness. Pushing herself up, she looked at her brother. “He’ll come
on the Nexus-Lyra, won’t he?”




Rezic nodded.




The Nexus-Lyra was one of
the biggest ships in the entire Lyran Imperial Army fleet. Her
father, General Lyra II, commanded it. She was sure it was as big,
if not bigger than the Vegan ship had been. When they met up with
it, she could convince her father to return to the Black Zone with
her and rescue Tres.




“How long have
I been unconscious?” she said and Rezic sat her back down on the
bunk. She stayed there, knowing from his unimpressed look that
attempting to leave it again would be unwise. Not only would it
anger him, but she would only end up falling flat on her backside.
Her head was still spinning after all and she really was in no
condition to be running around.




Not even when she wanted
to.




She had to get back to
Tres and help him out. She wasn’t sure what would happen to him.
The guards had evidently stunned her. Would they stun him too or
would they kill him?




She prayed to Iskara that
they would only stun him.




“Over a day,”
Rezic said and her heart dropped. “We have been in sub-space for
much of that. This ship is little and fast.”




“How fast?” she
said, desperate to hear that her father’s ship wasn’t far away. She
had been asleep for over a day. Anything could have happened to
Tres in that time.




“Fast enough
that the computer picked up a Lyran vessel within two hundred
thousand leagues around an hour ago.” Rezic crouched down in front
of her and held her hands. “Don’t worry Renie. I’m sure that Tres
survived. The Vegans didn’t seem to want to kill us... but when you
were hurt... Tres killed the guards.”




Her eyes grew wide. “He
killed them?”




Her brother
nodded.




Had it been some kind of
reaction to seeing her hurt, some desire to get revenge and protect
her? Her heart warmed at that thought. He had promised to protect
her. He had protected her. He had helped her escape but at what
price?




“Rezic?” Renie
said, her eyes filling with tears again. He pulled her into his
arms and held her, rubbing her back. “I need father.”




The moment Rezic released
her, she stood and stumbled along the narrow corridor. Rezic caught
her again and she thought he was going to make her sit back down.
Instead, he turned her around.




“As usual,
you’re going the wrong way.”




Renie gave him a grateful
smile and held on to the wall as she walked. Her legs were feeling
better but her head was still a riot of pain and her vision wobbled
if she moved too fast.




The door at the end of the
corridor opened to reveal a small bridge. Everything was made of
dark metal edged with silver. She looked around, wishing she knew
how to read Vegan.




“I think this
is what you’re looking for,” Rezic said and she turned to see him
pointing at something.




She pressed the small
square patch on the display.




The room filled with a
hissing sound. It was promising.




“This is Renie
Lyra calling for assistance.”




She waited. Rezic came and
stood beside her, his hand on her shoulder. She looked out of the
front window of the small ship at the infinite space. There was no
sign of a ship.




“This is Renie
Lyra and Lyra V, calling for assistance. Any Lyran vessel in the
vicinity, please respond.”




A crackling noise made her
heart jump.




“This is
General Lyra II. I have your coordinates. We will be with you
shortly.” A pause. “You do not know how good it is to hear your
voice.”




Tears streaked Renie’s
cheeks. She knew how good it felt.




***




Renie raced through the
Nexus-Lyra. The moment Rezic had landed the ship, she had bolted
out of the door. She dodged past the crew walking along the
corridors and burst onto the bridge.




“Father!” she
said.




He turned, his smile wide
and his arms opening to her. She ran down the steps to where he
stood at the helm of the ship and threw herself into his
arms.




“Renie,” he
whispered and held her tight. “Is Rezic safe?”




She nodded, unable to
speak. It felt so good to be back on a Lyran vessel and with her
father.




“We have to go
back,” she said and he peeled her off him.




He raised an eyebrow at
her.




“Go back?” he
said with an air of incredulity, his handsome face a mask of
confusion. “I have just got you back. I am not going to go anywhere
near Vegan space.”




“Please!” She
pulled on his arms. “We have to go back.”




The door to the bridge
opened again and Rezic strolled in.




“Do you know
what she’s talking about?” her father said with a frown, his black
eyebrows knitting tight above equally dark eyes. “She’s asking me
to go back to the Black Zone.”




Rezic stopped beside her.
“A male, a Vegan, helped us escape. He was going to come with us
but stayed to fight the Vegans and give us a chance to get away.
Renie desires to go back for him.”




“Does she?” her
father said and looked down at her. “You want to return to the
Black Zone for a Vegan?”




Renie swallowed. It didn’t
sound good when he said it like that. She knew that having feelings
for a Vegan would always be taboo, but her family were judging Tres
before they really knew him. Her father especially and he wasn’t
one to talk. He had fallen for a Terran, the one species that
definitely had a grudge against Lyra and the royal family since it
had destroyed their system.




“Please?” She
pulled on his arms again and gave him her best pout. She hated to
resort to such female tactics but she could see he wasn’t going to
budge on his decision unless she gave it her all.




“No,” he said
and removed her hands from his arms.




His eyebrows gathered into
a frown and his eyes narrowed.




“I will not
take you near that area of space.”




Her heart sank.




“Father—” Rezic
started but an alarm sounded, cutting him off.




Suddenly, the entire
bridge was alive with activity. All fifteen crewmembers bustled
around, rushing from one station to the next while her father stood
in the middle of it behind the pilot.




“What’s
happening?” she said and rushed to his side.




“We’ve detected
something, General,” a man to her right said.




“A vessel?” her
father said.




“Impossible to
say. It doesn’t seem to be visible in any direction.”




“Details!” Her
father moved near the front screen of the bridge. “Give me a sweep
of space now.”




The screen displayed the
empty space around them.




“It’s large,
sir,” a female officer near the back called out.




“Coming
straight for us,” another said.




Renie’s heart pounded.
What was it?




She moved to Rezic and he
placed his arm around her. The feel of it was comforting but didn’t
alleviate her fear.




“On screen!”
her father growled.




The space on the screen
changed but there was still nothing there.




Then a bright blue light
burst across it and suddenly there was a ship. It was enormous, and
silver and yellow. The sight of it made her shudder.




“The Vegans,”
she whispered and her father looked at her.




“Ready
weapons,” he shouted and then turned back to face the vessel on the
screen.




“Incoming
communication,” someone near her left said.




“Open a
channel.”




Renie swallowed, fear
making her heart pound as she waited. She kept telling herself that
they wouldn’t have killed Tres and that they wouldn’t be able to
take her away from her father again. She was safe on this ship and
they would find a way to rescue Tres from them.




“Nexus-Lyra,
stand down your weapons,” a male voice said.




Her father grinned. She
knew he would never follow an order like that.




“Ready weapons
and fire on my mark,” he said.




“Nexus-Lyra. I
have no intention of fighting you. Stand down.”




Her heart leapt into her
throat.




It couldn’t be.




Her father raised his hand
and she ran at him, grabbed his arm and held it tight.




“This is Renie
Lyra, stand down all weapons. Disengage!”




Her father pulled his arm
free and glared at her.




“What in
Iskara’s name do you think you are doing?” he said, still
frowning.




Now she knew where Rezic
had got his unimpressed look. When her father frowned like that,
they looked incredibly similar—handsome, with black hair and eyes
like pools of midnight.




“Put the Vegan
commander on screen!” she said, ignoring him and turning to face
the screen.




The display flickered and
changed to reveal the person on the other ship.




Tres.




He looked different. He
had tied his hair back and his clothes had changed. She could see
he was still wearing his thermal suit but he wore a tight dark blue
thick collarless jacket over it. It was edged and decorated around
his neck with silver. Across his chest was a silver sash. She
couldn’t see anything below his elbows.




Something else was
different too.




He seemed to be in command
of the ship.




“General Lyra
II, I have not come to rekindle a long dead war between our
species,” he said.




Renie went to step
forwards but her father moved in front of her and held his arm out,
blocking her path.




“Prince Tres
Vega XVI, I have no desire to fight you. Turn your ship around and
leave Lyran space. You are in direct violation of the Treaty of
Espacia,” her father said.




She stared at Tres. A
prince? Not just a Vegan but a prince of Vega.




Tres shook his
head.




“Fire upon us
if you must, but I will not leave here without her.” Tres looked at
her. “You will have to kill me.”




“Tres,” she
whispered and stepped around her father. She held her hand up to
him and Tres smiled at her. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why were you
in the cells?”




He looked down and
frowned. “I was placed there for attempting to leave Vegan space.
As heir prince of the Vegan Empire, I am not allowed to leave the
Black Zone. No prince of Vegan blood is allowed to enter this
space. The treaty forbids it. I wished to experience this side of
the barrier but my attempt failed, and then you came to me and made
me see that on this side, things are... lighter... and beautiful...
and that I had a duty to Vega to lead it into a new era where our
side of the barrier would no longer be something to
fear.”




She could feel her father
staring. In fact, she could feel most of the bridge staring at
her.




“But you’re
here now,” she said.




“I no longer
care about the treaty,” Tres said. “I will risk capture and
imprisonment for the sake of seeing you again.”




“Hang on a
minute! Is this who you wanted me to go back for?” her father
snapped and she looked at him and nodded. He glared at Tres. “What
is the meaning of this?”




“I wish to
marry your daughter. To do so, I am willing to surrender the name
of Heir Prince Vega XVI and my birthright. I will forsake my
lineage.”




“No!” Renie
said and moved forwards again. She silently cursed that Tres wasn’t
here in the room with them. It would be so much easier and they
could have made this so much less public. “I’ll give up all ties to
Lyra and Earth! I’ll come to the Black Zone with you.”




Tres looked
stunned.




Her father grabbed her arm
and pulled her backwards. “Now wait a minute! Let’s not be hasty.
Forsaking this and surrendering that. Who said that anyone had to
sacrifice anything?”




Everyone looked at
him.




She wondered if Tres felt
as shocked as she did.




Her father turned to Tres.
“Prince Vega XVI, if you wish to forge new relations with the Lyran
Empire then prepare to board this vessel and meet me at the
negotiations table. If you are so intent on my daughter’s hand,
perhaps it is time that Lyra and Vega came to agree a new treaty
and era of peace.”




She looked at Tres. He
nodded, smiled at her, and then the screen went dark.




She turned to her
father.




“Go easy on
him,” she whispered, afraid that her father would see this as an
opportunity to bleed Vega dry.




Her father grinned and
slapped a hand down on her shoulder.




“A man will do
a lot for love and he definitely seemed to love you.”




Those words made her so
warm and light that it was almost impossible to glare at her
father.




Everything in the past few
minutes was a blur in her mind, a pleasant haze. In a matter of
minutes, she had discovered that Tres was alive, was a prince,
wanted to marry her and definitely loved her. If it weren’t for the
fact that her father was about to wreck her chances with Tres, she
would have been on what Terrans called cloud nine.




“You dare use
his desire to marry me as an excuse to—” She cut herself off and
started walking towards the door.




“Renie, where
are you going?” Rezic said as she passed him.




“We’re going to
meet Tres at the airlock and run away with him. Come
on.”




Her father stormed up
beside her, keeping pace even when she was walking so fast she was
almost running.




She stopped and swept her
hand through the air in a cutting motion.




“Peace! That’s
it,” she said with a frown. “No bleeding Tres dry because he wants
to marry me.”




“But the
technology. Did you see how that ship arrived, Renie? I’d heard
rumours that Vegans could fold space and move from one point to
another in hours rather than days. If Lyra could get hold of
that... and the barrier—”




“Sir!” someone
shouted from the front of the bridge.




Renie and her father
turned to look at him and then stared at the display as another
blue flash occurred and a second ship appeared. This one was
smaller and sleek, but still silver and yellow.




“They can
definitely fold space,” her father said and hurried down to the
pilot.




Renie stared at the screen
and found herself following him down the steps, curious about the
new ship.




“Incoming
communication,” the man said again.




She stood beside her
brother, exchanging a glance that revealed they were both worried
about this newcomer. Perhaps they were here to attack, or to make
Tres return to the Black Zone.




“Open a
channel,” her father said. “On screen.”




“This is
Princess Vega XVI,” a beautiful woman said, her appearance similar
to Tres’s. Her skin was white but turned blue near her hairline.
Her long straight hair went from blue to black, parted at the sides
by her pointed ears.




Rezic stepped
forwards.




Renie raised a brow when
she saw he was staring at the screen looking like a Gavaelian
carp.




“I believe my
brother is en route to your ship. I request permission to attend to
him. It is my duty to travel with him wherever he may go.” The
woman on screen looked around her and sighed. “I had not quite
expected it would bring me into Lyran space however.”




Rezic stepped forwards
again and cleared his throat. The woman’s attention moved from
their father to him and her eyebrows rose.




“Permission
granted,” Rezic said with what looked to Renie like a highly
charming smile.




He might have pulled off
handsome had he been a little cleaner and a little less
bloodstained. Rezic seemed to have forgotten that blood caked his
hair and covered one side of his white shirt.




“Curious, I had
expected the command to come from a superior officer,” Princess
Vega XVI said, her eyebrows still high.




Rezic adopted a frown that
made him look very much like their father and stepped up beside
him.




“I am Prince
Lyra V. This is my father General Lyra II. Our orders carry the
same weight.”




Renie stifled her laugh at
his lie. Rezic’s orders carried barely more weight than her own.
Only their father’s tolerance was saving them both from being sent
from the bridge for commanding his officers.




“Then prepare
to meet me at the airlock, Prince Lyra V, and escort me to my
brother.”




The screen went
blank.




Rezic left the room so
fast that Renie barely saw him go. She looked over at her father to
see him staring towards the bridge doors with a raised
eyebrow.




“Deep space has
turned my children insane,” he muttered and then extended a hand
towards her, smiling.




He was still as handsome
as ever. When she had been little, she had thought there was no one
in the galaxy more handsome than her father was. She glanced back
at the screen as she took her father’s hand. Now she had found
someone more handsome, someone she loved.




And she was getting the
impression her brother wouldn’t complain about what she was going
to suggest. Not if the princess had to go everywhere that Tres
went.




Renie walked through the
ship with her father, her arm looped through his. When they neared
the docking bay, he paused, placed his hand over hers and looked at
her so seriously that her heartbeat quickened.




“Tell me
honestly, my little angel, do you love this Vegan?”




Her mouth turned dry and
she swallowed to clear the sticky lump in her throat so she could
answer him clearly.




“I know we’ve
only just met. I heard that the sons of Lyra never took things slow
and never took no for an answer. Perhaps the same could be said for
its daughters? Sophia married Emperor Varka barely days after she
had met him. Miali is going to marry Kosen. I want to marry Tres.”
She paused and sighed. “I do love him, father, with all my
heart.”




“What will your
brother do now?” he said and began walking again.




She frowned at the doors
ahead of her. Rezic was waiting there, pacing back and forth. He
had cleaned up and was wearing one of the tight blue and black
flight suits of the Lyran Imperial Army. It emphasised his
physique, just right for making women stare and realise that he was
a true son of Lyra—perfect and handsome.




“I think my
brother will be happy for me,” she said and nodded towards Rezic
where he waited for them. “I think he might just marry a Vegan
too...”




Her father smiled and
shook his head. “One Vegan in the family was bad
enough.”




“Think of the
deal you could cut for his marriage,” she said with a grin and
patted his hand. “Technology, father... all that
technology.”




He rolled his eyes and
shook his head again.




“Took your
time,” Rezic muttered when they reached him.




“I’ve never
seen you move so fast, brother,” she teased and smiled wide. “I
thought you didn’t like Tres?”




“I’m warming to
him,” Rezic said with a sly smile.




The door opened and she
let go of her father’s hand when she saw Tres on the other side
talking to his sister. He turned to face her and Renie smiled her
best smile, fighting the urge to run over to him. She had to behave
like royalty, at least until her father had agreed to let them
marry.




Tres didn’t seem to be
thinking along those lines. He strode across the room to her and
pulled her into his arms, pressing a kiss to her
forehead.




“I am glad you
are safe,” he whispered against her hair and kissed her again. She
smiled at the feel of his cool lips. “I am glad.”




Drawing back, she looked
up into his eyes, into his black irises that surrounded his pale
blue pupils.




“I was so
worried about you,” she said and buried her face in his neck. His
arms closed tighter around her.




“I had to
protect you.”




She drew back again and
glanced over her shoulder at her father.




“I have to
protect you too,” she whispered up at Tres. “My father is a tough
negotiator. I’ve told him to ask only for peace but I’m sure he’ll
ignore me and ask for all kinds of things. Don’t let him push you
into giving him more than I’m worth... which isn’t—”




“Which is the
entire universe.” Tres cut her off and stroked her cheek. “I would
give everything for you to be mine.”




“Don’t let him
hear you say that,” she muttered and turned to face her father and
brother. “Father, this is Prince Tres Vega XVI.”




Tres stepped forward and
intimated his sister.




“This is
Princess Tesia Vega XVI, my sister and attendant.”




Rezic smiled and bowed.
“Prince Rezic Lyra V.”




Renie looked across to see
Tesia smiling and casting a shy glance at her brother. Tres raised
an eyebrow.




“Shall we?” her
father said and swept his hand towards the door.




She could see the glint of
intent in his eyes. There was no way he was going to let Tres off
with just a treaty for peace. He was going to add at least a
promise of technology sharing to that.




Tres took hold of her
hand, the cool touch of his skin against hers chasing away her dark
thoughts about shutting her father on the other side of the docking
bay doors and running away with Tres. She smiled at him, glad to
see him again. Her stomach turned with nerves and
excitement.




“I have
something to ask you,” she whispered.




Tesia and Rezic walked in
front of them, deep in conversation.




“What is that?”
Tres said and walked with her.




“I’m sure my
father will insist on a wedding on Lyra Prime, but after that what
will we do?” Her nerves increased as she thought about what she
wanted to ask him and whether he would refuse. “Will we live in the
Black Zone?”




He frowned. “A delicate
Lyran butterfly such as you in the Black Zone? No... not until I
have reformed it. I will not risk—”




“What if I
wanted to go there... and explore?”




A glimmer of understanding
entered his eyes and he stopped walking, turning to face her. “I
see. You wish to continue with your brother, exploring the dead
cultures on our side of the barrier.”




“Yes... and no.
I want you to come too. I want to explore with you, and my brother,
and probably your sister because I think my brother likes
her.”




His eyebrow rose
again.




“You wanted to
come to this side of the barrier to see it, didn’t you? You wanted
to explore it. Well... how much of your side of the barrier have
you seen?”




His look turned
pensive.




“Have you seen
much outside of the Vega system? My uncle was once an heir prince
and he wasn’t allowed off Lyra Prime. Was it the same for
you?”




“I have been to
other planets, but have never been able to freely explore them. I
am guarded at all times by at least twenty officers of the Vegan
army, and my sister.” There was a look in his eyes that made her
feel she was winning. “Our appearance makes it clear who we
are.”




“It does?”
Renie looked him over. Tres and his sister did look different to
the other Vegans. “Is this a royalty thing then?”




He nodded. “Our genes are
slightly different to those of normal Vegan blood.”




“So I suppose
exploring is off the agenda?” She couldn’t imagine his family
allowing him to wander the galaxy when it was clear to anyone who
knew the Vegan species well that he was royalty. She and her
brother were only able to explore because they often went into
areas where knowledge of the Lyran royal family was limited to who
was ruling at the time.




“Not at all,”
he said and took both of her hands in his. Warmth spread through
her when he stepped up to her and smiled into her eyes. “I would
very much like to explore my side of this galaxy. It would give me
a chance to see what needed to be changed, and would bring me the
adventure I have craved since my childhood.”




“Is that a
yes?”




He nodded again.
“Yes.”




Renie grinned, tiptoed and
wrapped her arms around his neck, hugging him. For a moment, she
had been convinced that he would say no to her. She never wanted to
stop exploring the galaxy but if he had refused, she would have
given it up. She wanted to explore, but she wanted to be with him
more.




The thought of heading
into unknown territory and meeting unknown species was almost as
exciting as the thought that Tres wanted to marry her.




Almost.




“We’ll need a
bigger ship,” she said. “Presuming your sister will join
us.”




A smile tugged at the
corners of his lips and he looked towards her father, brother and
his sister where they were waiting.




“She will go
wherever I go. She shares my passion for exploration and I share
your belief that she may grow to like your brother. I wish only for
her happiness. As a princess of Vega, she is forbidden to marry
until her twin has.”




“Twin?” Renie
said, hoping he would say what she wanted him to.




“I am her twin.
Vegan royalty always has twins. A boy and a girl.”




She frowned and began
walking with him again. “That takes the fun out of having a family.
Now I know what we’ll have.”




He stopped and she jerked
backwards when his hand pulled on hers.




“Family?” Tres
said, curiosity in his eyes and voice.




“If you want
to... not right now... not yet... maybe someday?”




He laughed at her and she
dropped her gaze to the floor, her cheeks blazing over how
ridiculous she had sounded. She wanted a family but she wanted to
explore the galaxy first. She had said it without thinking, not
realising that he would take it so seriously.




“After we have
charted the entire galaxy, yes?” he said and she got the feeling
that he could already read her.




She nodded and went to
walk again but he stopped her, pulling her into his
arms.




“Renie?” he
said with a serious expression that made her heart pound with
nerves.




“Tres?”




He smoothed the tangled
strands of her dark hair back, watching his fingers. A look of
tender affection entered his eyes and he smiled. She smiled too
when he caressed her cheek and his eyes met hers.




“Will you?” he
said.




“Will I
what?”




He pressed his forehead
against hers and cupped both of her cheeks in his palms.




“Be
mine?”




Her heart thudded hard
against her chest. Reaching up, she held his cheeks and drew back
enough that she could see his eyes.




“Always,” she
whispered.




He tilted his head, dipped
his mouth towards hers, and kissed her so slow that her whole body
felt light and warm. It was a tender caress of her lips, a kiss
that spoke of love and affection. She melted into it, wishing it
would never end and not caring that they had an
audience.




His hands caught hers and
he lowered and held them.




When he broke the kiss,
she stared into his eyes, lost in their fascinating depths and her
feelings for him.




“Ready?” she
said to Tres with a sideward glance at her father.




“Ready,” Tres
said and then added, “Are you ready?”




Renie looked back into his
eyes. She knew what he meant by that question. He wasn’t asking
whether she was prepared to face her father, but rather if she was
prepared to face a future with a Vegan. She was under no illusion
that it was going to be easy. Their union could only promote peace
between the species. Even if it upset a few, it would benefit
many.




Besides that, she wanted
to marry him.




No. She loved him and she
was going to marry him.




As long as they loved each
other, she could face anything.




She smiled.




Was she ready to walk
forwards at his side towards their future?




Taking Tres’s hand, Renie
held his gaze, seeing her happiness reflected back at her and how
wonderful that future would be.




There was only one answer
to his question.




“Yes.”




The
End




###
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