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        Foreword

      

    
    
      
        ThunderClaw took me what felt like forever (two years) to finish. Apologies it took so long! Aside from it being a longer-length novel (the equivalent of three standard novels), life needed living. After seven years of writing, I needed a quiet, lengthy break to revive my creativity. Beowyn was meant to have a teeny part in Venomous, but had such giant presence, he ended up with his own book. I thought this story would be all about him, so imagine my surprise when things turned out differently.  I used several unusual names in this book, and I will outline them here with their pronunciation.

      

      
        Sìne ~ Shee-na

        Beowyn ~ Bae-oh-wun

        Éorik ~ Ae-oar-ick

        Wulfyn ~ Wool-fin

        Wyrhild ~ Wer-hil-d

        Sjörn’ ~ S-yaw-n

        Hel Bhyr ~ 	Hel Bear

        Hel Bihter ~ Hel Bye-ter

      

    

  


  
    
      for my husband

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Truth, I am who females like best.

        King Beowyn, Great Alpha, House of ThunderClaw

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        My wife and husband do not get along.

        

        High Commander Éorik, Royal Defender, House of SnowBlade

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Like my ancestors before me, I fight to the death for freedom.

        Sìne of Clan Grae

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Want binky.

        Fergie of Clan Grae

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Before

        On the planet of Rök…..

      

    
    
      He, Venomous One stroked the crimson hood of the zýt as she slithered through the welcoming swirl of the haze and out into the arid desert.

      With a rattle of her tail, she burrowed into the powdery sand.

      Tension weighted the air inside the lair, his mate on one side of the room, his nest-mates on the other. They frantically beckoned him to join them. They spoke over each other to explain what caused the strange atmosphere.

      ‘How long has she been standing there?’ Venomous asked.

      He, Fiercely Comes the Night lowered his brow scales as he considered the tense set of his primary nest-mate’s sharp features. ‘Since second sun rise.’

      Grunting his displeasure, Venomous leant back from the huddle. He watched his Rä’Na spread her legs.

      She squeezed her fists, going up onto her toes, and then relaxed, keeping her fixed stare on the characters interacting on her favourite holovid.

      Disconcerted, he crouched back in. ‘You tried to move her?’

      He, Cobra that Strikes made a shuddering motion. Heavy slabs of armour plating tightened along his long torso. ‘Touching is an issue.’ He nudged Fiercely and gave him a pointed look.

      Inhaling deeply, straightening and rolling his shoulders, Fiercely stood. His voice rose. ‘Lumen?’

      ‘Hm?’

      ‘Your primary mate has returned.’

      ‘I’m not blind.’

      ‘The volbeast perished.’ Venomous’ hunt for the murderous beast had gone well.

      She tutted. ‘Poor creature.’

      He lost his patience. ‘Why do you leak from your skin and eyes?’

      ‘Oh, you know, heavy stuff.’

      He hesitated, not sure how to deal with her strange mood. Never had she not greeted him with happiness and her addicting kisses. ‘May I come to you?’

      She flapped a dismissive hand over her head.

      ‘Perhaps you are hot?’ Fiercely said. ‘Perhaps you will feel better–.’

      ‘Come near me, and you will not like what happens.’

      ‘Thsst!’ Disgruntled, Fiercely threw up his arms and scowled.

      Venomous sidled closer to his beloved mate but had enough sense not to touch her. ‘Rä’Na?’

      Her eyes flicked up to meet his brille.

      Her usually soft, welcoming expression held a touch of hostility.

      He retracted his claws to stroke her elbow. When she didn’t rebuff the contact, he relaxed but took care in where he trod. ‘Dearest, why do you stand in a puddle?’

      ‘See, this is why I’m having a nervous breakdown. Doing this naturally seemed so wonderful and primal, but my waters broke three bells ago. I don’t know what to do. Oh, and I’ve come to the realisation tranquillizers must be awesome. I’m alone. There are no humans here to understand what I’m going through, and I’m so scared. I keep thinking I’ll pass out, but then the pain comes back and snaps me out of it.’

      Spine stiffening, Venomous stepped into the liquid. He placed his lower hands on her stomach. It was hot and tight. ‘You are labouring?’

      Cobra and Fiercely hissed.

      He cupped her face. ‘Why did you not say you were hurting?’

      ‘Scared.’ She shrugged. ‘The watery pink stuff is amniotic fluid.’ Her eyes were shinier than he was accustomed to and darted from his to her surroundings. ‘I remember that much. It’s the stuff that surrounds and protects the baby.’ She made a fluttering motion over her middle bump. ‘It’s coming now. Just a matter of time.’ She giggled shrilly.

      Venomous never realised how thin the air was in the lair.

      As he headed towards the comms matrix, he wondered how the uneven flooring had gone unnoticed for so long.

      ‘We need to comm Nāga.’ He stopped and spun realising he’d walked away from his mate who was in pain.

      ‘I tried.’ Lumen sank onto the cushioned divan. ‘He’s busy on the borderlands. Something about a Rä mother cracking her egg and losing her mind. He’ll get here soon as he can.’ She sucked in a breath and groped the air. ‘This is unnaturally painful.’

      He rushed to her side, knelt, and slipped an arm around her shoulders, his other hands patting her middle. Her stomach shifted, thin flesh squeezing under his palms. It was a wholly alien and startling experience and one he’d rather never endure again.

      Seeing his human mate’s pale skin and leaking eyes, he remained where he was in the hope his presence might ease the burden in some mystic way.

      ‘May we approach?’ Fiercely called from across the lair as if he hadn’t heard every word. His face strained, his hands balled into fists.

      Lumen shifted with a smile. ‘Of course. I’m sorry. I was frightened and didn’t know how to deal.’

      He and Cobra stormed across the room and touched her all over, assuring themselves she was unharmed.

      When her stomach tightened, they recoiled.

      ‘Nāga must come.’ Fiercely’s green flesh pulled tight over the bones in his face. ‘I will comm him and tell him so. He vowed to be here.’

      ‘He can’t help that he’s busy.’

      Fiercely scowled. ‘He vowed.’

      ‘Will stating the obvious magically make him appear? Do you think I’m standing in a swamp of my bodily fluids without a trained medical professional because I like how it feels to have mucus dripping down my thighs?’

      Fiercely stared. ‘Are you done?’

      Making a feeble noise, Lumen sagged into Cobra’s side.

      ‘I will comm him,’ Fiercely repeated.

      Cobra’s breathing turned into a shallow wheeze. ‘And I will ready the hatchling’s nest.’ He dropped a kiss to Lumen’s sweaty face and bolted.

      Fiercely snarled at the comm console at whatever it was he heard. He disconnected then twisted to them. ‘You need a healer.’ He marched through the haze and locked it behind him.

      ‘I didn’t mean to shout,’ Lumen said. ‘He makes me crazy.’

      ‘The feeling is mutual, I think.’

      She sniffed. ‘Do you think he’s coming back?’

      Venomous snorted.

      [image: ]
* * *

      She, Lumen of the Stars, Intergalactic Ambassador for her adopted home world of Rök, and mate to three mighty Rä warriors, clutched her rounded belly.

      She moaned in pain from the rippling sensations across her middle.

      Hours into her labour, she had barricaded herself in the lair to keep out hundreds of inquisitive relatives.

      The Rä was a humanoid species of alien and reproduced by laying eggs.

      They were used to bring present during a female’s laying period as she went into seclusion soon after to hatch her offspring.

      Giving birth was hard enough.

      She did not need a warrior horde of semi-hysterical Rä crowding her.

      Seeing the matrix had a response to the message she’d sent her friend to bring his furry ass over to her neck of the universe, she hobbled over to the console and slapped at the buttons. She was too frazzled to use mental commands. Instead of Beowyn sending a calming response reassuring her he rushed to her side with ice chips like he promised, she received a holoshot of him leaning into the askew frame, thumb claws up, leonine face ecstatic. He posed before a county boundary sign wreathed in lush green ivy on her home planet. Grinning pearlescent fangs so large they resembled tusks, he wore a plastic bucket on his head as one would a helmet. The metal handle hugged his chin. A foamy pint of lager was clutched in his fist, a meat pie in the other. The slaphappy glaze misting his silver eyes told a tale of shameless debauchery. Accompanying the picture was a short message.

      
        Seeking my one.

        My whole name is Beowyn Hassabard Gengorye ThunderClaw.

        Push hard.

      

      The audacity of the suggestion behind the message had her choking. Another contraction ripped across her distended middle. ‘You’re supposed to be here moping my brow and doing random best friend shit, not playing snatch and run with yet another flipping wife.’ Shouts of protest coming from the sandy paradise outside rose in volume. Ignoring it, Lumen woodenly faced her Rä’Vek. ‘It’s fine. Everything–aarrgghh–is under control.’ She was hot as hell, there were no ice chips, but she was handling it like the female boss she was.

      Venomous One lifted his Rä’Na into his lower arms. His upper hand caressed her cheek; its golden hue pale from stress. ‘That is the hundredth and sixth time you have said such.’

      She scoffed at the exaggeration.

      ‘I am counting.’ He nuzzled her. ‘Do not fret. At this moment, you must focus on the hatchling.’

      She gripped his shoulder. ‘Don’t leave me.’

      ‘Never.’

      She panted through another contraction then let her head fall back. ‘Why aren’t you panicking?’

      ‘I have been preparing for your labours for moontides. You warned it would pain you.’ A hint of anguish crept over his unearthly features. ‘Not this much, I confess, but you are built to withstand this trial, I think. I know we will be blessed, and so, I remain calm.’ He held her tighter, chin lifting. ‘You need me to, and I vow to be everything you need. It is husbands duty.’

      Laughing softly, she brushed a kiss to his pointed chin. Amidst the craziness, his straightforward outlook grounded her. ‘Okay.’ Her breathing hitched. ‘Take me to lie down. The feeling to push is getting stronger, and I think it’s best I follow my body’s cues until Nāga gets here and says otherwise.’

      He strode forward, head turning to the increasing noise outside. His dread-lock like quills fell over his shoulder in a raven waterfall. She grabbed a handful to distract her from the pain. ‘You will not share this with them?’ He sounded resigned and a little hurt.

      Rolling her eyes, Lumen sighed.

      Denying him wasn’t something she managed well. The only reason it didn’t make her feel like a love-addled twit was knowing he suffered the same affliction.

      The doorway cleared and Fiercely rushed inside. Spinning he locked it against the growing throng gathering in the hope of being allowed admittance.

      He glanced at them, nodded, then ran into the depths of the lair.

      Lumen decided to let him do whatever it was he needed to do. She peered at her mate in amusement. ‘He returned without the healer I desperately need because…?’

      Venomous’ chin lowered. The Rä gesture expressed his genuine confusion.

      Another contraction had her lips thinning. Sweat popped on her forehead and ran down her temples into her coiling hair. The thick mass caught the heat pouring off her and made her head and nape feel like they were on fire.

      She breathed out a sigh when the band of flames around her belly eased.

      She rubbed the hollow of Venomous’ throat to soothe the tension of his bunched muscles.

      He disliked seeing her hurt.

      Each moment that passed, he struggled to hide it as well as he had since he found out her waters broke.

      Which is why she said, ‘Settle me down, then you can go get our kindred.’

      A happy hiss vibrating his massive chest, a spring lifted Venomous’ heavy steps. Entering the nest, he heaved a sigh at the bickering duo scuffling in the corner. He headed straight for the cosy jumble of lush goodbeast furs and knelt to place his burdened mate in the middle.

      A loud crash then an exchange of curses signalled the escalation of hostilities between their nest-mates.

      ‘Our offspring does not need a cot,’ Fiercely spat.

      ‘Our Rä’Na does not like it when you call our babe offspring.’

      ‘It will sleep in our nest. Safe with us where it belongs.’

      Cobra hissed. ‘Human babes sleep in cots and cribs.’

      ‘It is not only human.’ Smug, Fiercely crossed his upper arms. The bottom appendages tried to remove a painted wooden structure from the room. ‘It is human-Rä.’

      ‘My baybee will have whatever is needs.’ Cobra adjusted the fabric canopy of the cot he’d crafted using Lumen’s enthusiastic if somewhat confusing descriptions. ‘Leave it be.’

      Venomous frowned. ‘How do they expect to care for our hatchling when they cannot agree on so simple a thing?’

      A smile trembled on Lumen’s lips.

      Her happiness despite the unrest caused by her Rä’Veks clashing ideals pleased Venomous, and she was often happy, so he was often pleased. His brow smoothed. He nuzzled the curve of her cheek. ‘Rest. I will bring our kindred, and you will feel better surrounded by the power of our combined anima.’

      Lumen scrambled onto her hands and knees. ‘Be quick. I’m pushing.’

      Snarling at his nest-mates to tend her, he sped from the inner lair.

      Cobra’s warm palm smoothed down her curved spine. He grabbed the hem of her softsuit then pushed it up to her lower back. ‘I see blackness.’ He sounded aggrieved. ‘A giant hole where my seed stem used to fit.’

      ‘Now when you say giant? Bring me a mirror. Wait! Forget that. Bring the SonCom Wyn sent and point the camera,’ she made a flapping motion over her ass, ‘down there. I want to see what we’re dealing with here.’

      The Rä exchanged glances.

      Cobra patted her thigh. ‘Another cushion, my hearts?’

      ‘Don’t placate me. Does it or does it not look like a giant black hole?’

      ‘What do we say?’ Cobra whispered.

      ‘Do you want to live to see the egg?’

      ‘Yesss.’

      ‘Then say nothing.’

      Lumen whimpered into her forearm as another contraction tightened her muscles. Excitement chased pain. A healthy dose of disbelief she was doing this with no medication had her limbs shaking.

      Fiercely’s emerald scales paled. ‘Our hatchling claws free.’

      ‘He’s crowning.’ She panted for air but managed to send her mate a reassuring smile. ‘There’s no egg shell to fight free from, sweetheart. He may not have fangs or be able to hold his head up either. Remember?’

      He looked sceptical. He always did when she used gender and human newborn traits to describe their baby. ‘I have been thinking.’

      ‘That was your first mistake.’

      ‘What do you say?’ he demanded.

      ‘Conversations you start in that manner never end well. We discussed this. In detail. Many times.’

      ‘It is best you no longer speak of sweet tasting hearts. Our hatchling will struggle in Rä society if it clings to your cannibalistic human ways.’

      ‘We discussed this.’

      ‘There is hair on its head and blood and mucus.’ Cobra sounded scandalised. ‘There is truly no egg.’

      Despite Nāga showing scans, her mates struggled with the concept of being born with sexual organs. Venomous tried to explain it stemmed from fear the youngling wouldn’t be able to mature for a mate, something sacred in Rä culture. Lumen pointed out numerous times humans chose their mates. Repeated assurances kept them from worrying themselves sick over it, but they never accepted they already had a son and not an a’Ra, a genderless adolescent. ‘We,’ wheeze, ‘discussed,’ inhale, exhale, ‘this too.’

      ‘Let me see.’ Fiercely stormed around their huddle and bent at the waist. He stared. Backed away and shuddered, rocking as his four fists clenched and unclenched. ‘No egg.’

      ‘Is anybody listening to me?’

      The lack of an egg wasn’t important. She was giving birth to the first human-Rä hybrid millions of light years away from the comforts of home.

      She had to smile through the pain.

      Their nervousness made the organ in her chest swell to bursting.

      She was in love with them.

      She was so happy.

      So fucking hot her head was going to explode into pink rain.

      Ripping off her softsuit with a reedy gasp, she tossed it behind her. She wept relief at the air kissing her skin, but as Rök was a desert planet, it was humid even in their cooler, darker inner lair.

      Venomous One exploded into the room, grinning from spiky ear to spiky ear. He dropped to his knees cupped her puffing cheeks. ‘Lean on me.’

      Lumen pressed her cheek to his rumbling throat. Clutched at his armoured back with clawed fingers.

      She watched over his shoulder as body after body came through the doorway and filled the room. The spicy scent of Rä flesh permeated the crammed space. Shimmering scales in jewel hues glinted in the soft light from the glister creep growing along the rounded crystal ceiling. She could hear more voices in the hallway, in the living room. Lumen didn’t care. She thought she’d be embarrassed, but she was in so much agony, she just did not give a shit.

      Concern for her friend had her mumbling incoherently. ‘Wyn should be here. Worried. He’s on Earth. Where is my ice? Oh, he’s such a bastard.’

      Rather than force her to focus on her labour, Venomous knew her well enough to understand she needed his silent support and to let her ramble.

      Absorbing her mate’s calm, Lumen’s frown eased as the haze of agony gripping her middle passed. ‘You’re right. How much trouble could he cause? Wyn’s just a marauding King who smites his foes and beds their virgin daughters–.’ She yelled into the bulging muscle in the crook of his shoulder, another contraction forcing her to push. Stopping to breathe, she cried, ‘What have I done? Why didn’t you stop me when I came up with the horrendous idea to give him the coordinates to Earth?’ She bit his throat on a strangled scream.

      ‘But, my Lumen, I recall you begging me to trust you.’

      ‘What happens?’ demanded He, who is Widowed Wind Dancer, her father by mating. He waved a hand. ‘I hear lots of noise but see no egg.’

      ‘Fuck you and your bloody eggs.’

      ‘There is no egg,’ Fiercely explained with great authority to the general murmur from the anxious crowd. ‘Our offspring claws free. That is why there is is a giant black hole between her thighs.’

      ‘Crowning,’ she squeaked. ‘It’s call–Oh, buggering hell.’ Bearing down, all Lumen’s muscles clenched. When it passed, a wave of exhaustion swept over her. It wasn’t good, she knew it, feared it. She gripped Venomous. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘You are mine to protect.’ His body trembled with her screams. ‘You are mine to shelter, mine to feed and mine to cover.’ His voice was hoarse. ‘When you are weak….’ He placed a hand on her bloated stomach and felt it roll beneath his palm. His mind blanked.

      ‘We shall be your strength.’ Fiercely knelt at their side. ‘You were stolen from your world by your captors.’

      Cobra joined them. ‘Now your survival is our responsibility.’

      Sweat ran down Lumen’s face. Her stinging eyes scrunched shut.

      ‘It is your duty to endure my lust, respect my nest-mates and honour our union with offspring.’ Venomous’ timbre lowered. His breathing hitched. ‘I revere you giver of life as is the way.’

      Fiercely nodded. ‘As is the way.’

      ‘As is the way,’ Cobra whispered.

      Lumen felt the words vibrate within her soul. She wailed at the tearing pain between her legs and with a sudden release of pressure, she gasped and straightened, eyes popping wide. ‘Did…did I just shit everywhere?’

      Whispers of awe came from the watching crowd.

      Cobra muttered praise as a slimy body slid free and into his waiting arms.

      A mighty wail split the air.

      Startled, the human female who had travelled so far from home peeked over her shoulder. Her mouth hung open because the strident noise bouncing off the walls came from her newborn son.

      Raspy screams filled the room. The circle of kindred recoiled.

      Fiercely drew his dagger. He hissed menacingly. ‘Parasite.’

      ‘Umbilical cord.’ Lumen slapped his weapon hand down. She winced as the last of the pain diminished to a low throbbing with the mass she pulled from between her legs. ‘This is disgusting and humiliating,’ she announced to the room at large. ‘Childbirth is painful and gross.’ She’d be having nightmares for weeks. She held up the hot pulp for their viewing pleasure. Served them right. ‘Fiercely? This is the afterbirth attached to the cord, see, no parasite.’ When her second mate blenched and gagged, turning his face, she sighed, handing it over to an eager-to-help grandfather for disposal. ‘We discussed this.’

      ‘When?’ Fiercely demanded. He jostled a transfixed Cobra to get a better look at the hatchling. ‘Was I meditating? Asleep? I remember none of these discussions.’ He peered at the vulnerable life cradled in his nest-mate’s palm.

      Tears pricking her eyes, Lumen lay her head on his shoulder. Her eyes closed when he stroked her hair, so gently, she knew he was proud of her even as he grumped and complained.

      She was exhausted, only stirring faintly when she felt Venomous cleaning her up a bit so she could lie down.

      Wind Dancer handed them a bowl of tepid water. His hands shook, splashing the contents on the polished feldspar. His gaze fixed onto his grandson, already brimming with zealous adoration. ‘Here. Human skin is fragile, yesss? The cloth is soft.’

      Cobra painstakingly wiped the squirming bundle free of the greasy white substance, paying attention to the streaks squished between the joints of his limbs, and the stretch of sensitive skin of his upper and lower arms.

      Vivid green scales shimmered with a distinct ripple of dark gold. Onyx brille snapped from his eyelids to hide slitted silver pupils; the brilliant hazel irises ringed in a jagged circle of arctic blue.

      Their kindred ululated, raising their voices in celebratory song.

      ‘His anima presents but moments after mine.’ Venomous swelled with pride, his grin toothy and luminous.

      Cobra crooned. ‘We bore a warrior.’

      Lumen cracked an eyelid. ‘We?’

      Fiercely’s chest puffed. ‘He favours me. Does he not look like me?’

      ‘Of course.’ Her mouth twitched. ‘The splitting image.’ She had long ago realised they perceived parental status differently than she was used too.

      ‘Name him,’ Wind Dancer whispered, trembling as his nest-mate hugged him to share the joy.

      ‘He, Bravest who Dares,’ Venomous said. He touched his mouth to his offspring’s wrinkled crown.

      ‘Bravest,’ Cobra murmured.

      ‘I do not like it,’ stated Fiercely baldly. ‘What do you think, my Rä’Na?’

      ‘Who? Me? Wow. Thank you for consulting me during this momentous decision.’ Opening her eyes and smiling so wide her cheeks ached, Lumen watched her mates fall in love. She stroked her son’s cheek, feeling the gentle abrasion of dark green-gold scales. ‘What do you think of your name, my darling?’ Brave gurgled. ‘I know, I know.’ She cocked her head then leant to rub her nose to his. ‘Your uncle Wyn sucks as a birthing partner.’

      [image: ]
* * *

      Venomous held his hatchling in his arms and marvelled. His mate’s fingers tapped at the sleek device the Verak King had sent. ‘Stop fretting.’

      ‘I know, I know.’ She slapped at the glass screen. ‘I won’t be happy until I’ve managed to get hold of him.’

      ‘You should be nesting,’ Cobra said for the tenth time in a span.

      ‘I’m fine. My lesser mate fixed me up good as new. Besides, I wanted to be here when Brave saw his first sunrise.’ She scowled at the SonCom as the curve of the sun crested the desolate horizon.

      ‘You worry more over a grown male than our hatchling.’ Fiercely stroked the crinkled, sensitive sole of Bravest’s foot.

      ‘Our hatchling has three fathers, a troop of grandparents and a legion of devoted secondary caregivers.’ She gave him a pointed look. ‘It’d take an act of God for my son to stub a toe.’ She huffed and trawled a hand through her fluffy hair. ‘I’m sorry. I’m stressing when I should be all dewy-eyed, but something deep inside my heart is telling me that Wyn…needs me to yell at him.’

      Cobra chuckled.

      The SonCom bleeped, and then came the irritating noise of rustling over the loudspeaker. ‘Yes,’ Lumen crowed. ‘Finally. Hello? Beowyn, is that you?’

      ‘Lumen?’ A gruff rumble rolled down the connection spanning millions of light-years. ‘Are you receiving me?’

      ‘Yes, I was really worried about you.’ She let loose. ‘Why the hell are you on Earth when you are supposed to be here helping me give birth?’

      ‘You already have laboured,’ Fiercely said. ‘Now you start a fight for nothing.’

      Hand over the mouthpiece, Lumen hissed at him. ‘He doesn’t know that.’

      He snapped his teeth at her.

      ‘We celebrate the day we understand you, my hearts,’ muttered Cobra.

      There was a pause of crackling static. ‘Lumen?’ Beowyn sounded confused. ‘Are you there?’

      ‘Yes,’ she cried. ‘Hear me now?’

      ‘Try me later.’ Loud thuds and thumps blotted his voice. ‘Bad frequency,’ he said some distance from the receiver. ‘She sounded mean.’

      ‘She is probably made at you. You promised to bring her ice.’

      ‘But the offspring took forever to come. I needed to seek my One. Do you think she will be angry for long? No matter. I will message her soon enough with good news for I have decided.’

      ‘We are not conquering this planet.’

      ‘No, no. I am taking the female as is my right.’

      A lengthy sigh. ‘Very well.’

      ‘I shall seize her the ancient way. It will be glorious.’

      ‘It will be as you say.’

      ‘There is nowhere on this backwater planet she might hide from me. I will hunt her down, capture her, and fill her with my mighty seed. When she grows fat with cub, she will comprehend the passionate depths of my devotion.’

      ‘Your One deserves the best wooing.’

      Arm extended, Lumen stared at the device in her hand in horror.

      ‘I will take her home to Vayhalun, gift her a harem, and she will confess everlasting adoration for me.’

      ‘This human female…are you sure this is what you want? The Ambassador gave us a list. I believe abduction was on the do not side of things.’

      ‘Of course, I am sure. What could go wrong?’

      ‘Wyn!’ Lumen screeched into the microphone.

      More rustling, heavy breathing. ‘Lumen?’

      ‘Listen to me. So much can go wrong; it’s not even funny.’

      ‘Is she there?’ the male voice asked.

      ‘I hear nothing but fragments. It is my fault. I meant to close the frequency.’

      ‘Wyn?’ Lumen jerked onto her feet causing Cobra to start and urge her back down. ‘No, wait. Wyn!’

      He’d disconnected.

      Lumen stared blindly at her SonCom. She sank back onto her behind then lifted her head to watch the first sun send tendrils of orange, red and purple across the indigo ether. ‘Everything is not under control,’ she mumbled.

      Cobra nuzzled the side of her head, the edges of his sapphire scales picking up the golden hue of the dawn. All four of his hands moved over her body checking she had not done herself injury after her jerky motions.

      Brille aimed towards his son, Fiercely sniffed at her understatement, but reached to brush the back of a lower hand with hers, offering comfort.

      ‘Peace, my Rä’Na.’ Venomous shifted closer so she could watch their swaddled hatchling yawn, revealing rows of pearly sharp teeth. ‘All is well.’

      Bursting with pride as his offspring curled a hand around his claw, his nest-mates crowding close and his mate’s gentle hand pressed to his chest over his hearts, He, Venomous One thanked the stars for his Lumen, and sent a prayer to Grandfather for the Verak King.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

    
    
      ‘Evening, lass.’ Stride brisk to keep pace with his snuffling hound, Trilby Hat bobbed a nod. His breath was a white puff above his tartan snood. ‘See them clouds? Snow soon, aye?’

      ‘Mebbe.’ Cold nipped at my throat and turned my ears red. I smiled as I shared the pavement with man and dog. I gave the inquisitive Sheltie a rub behind the ears. ‘Night.’

      ‘Bye for now.’ Trilby Hat and dog turned the corner.

      Shoving my hands into my coat pockets, I quickened my pace, glancing over my shoulder at the empty street.

      Town Centre was quiet, and passing traffic had reduced to a car every half hour. Walking from my job at Charlie Clucking Chicken to my flat took twenty minutes at a stroll. It was a five-minute jaunt by car but petrol prices soared, and I needed to conserve money.

      Aside from the financial benefit of forgoing my rusted vehicle, the exercise kept me from looking gaunt.

      My shape trended towards skinny.

      Weedsmuir was a forgotten, sleepy Scottish border village home to a red sandstone parish. There wasn’t a high street, but a collection of local businesses passed down generation after generation. It boasted a butcher, a greengrocer with postal annexe, a bakery, a busy funeral home, and one fried chicken takeaway. The last crime reported to the provincial police stationed the next town over was a year past, a robbery by an octogenarian suffering dementia who escaped while visiting the funeral home. He’d stolen a roll of soft mints from the post office to tuck into his wife’s coffin. The bi-monthly Gazette declared it a crime of passion and included a poll. Residents were sixty-forty in favour of the gentleman being locked up. Weedsmuir might be stodgy, plonked in a valley and full of hardcore elderly, but it was safe. Walking home was the same at midday or midnight.

      So why did I feel as if someone followed me?

      Each time I looked behind, there was nothing, but I knew I heard footsteps. The cap I wore obscured my vision, but I could see fine when I turned my head. My eyes told me one thing, and my remaining senses another.

      My hands fisted inside my coat pockets. The evening shift had been long, and I was tired. ‘I must be imagining things.’ Saying it aloud had little effect on my fears of being stalked.

      Coughing into my shoulder, spooked, I picked up the pace until my breaths came short and sharp.

      I heard the telltale sounds of heels hitting pavement directly behind me.

      Blood roared in my ears, and I spun on a cry with my arms coming up to protect my face, but there was nothing.

      No footsteps, no attack.

      Empty street.

      Swallowing, I strained to listen as I fought panic and lowered my hands. Something simply was not right. I wasn’t prone to nervous fits or delusions.

      Something watched me.

      The hairs on the nape of my neck stood on end. A shift in the shadows to my left had my head jerking. ‘Hello?’

      A tabby darted across the street.

      Blaspheming, I ran a shaky hand over my cap. ‘You daftie.’

      The grey cat scaled a fence, turning to hiss nastily before jumping into the darkness of a garden. The unfriendly departure wouldn’t have frightened me if the cat’s gaze had been on me instead of beyond my shoulder.

      Pulse leaping to match my pounding heart, I whirled around ready to scream.

      No one and nothing was there.

      The smell of rotting garbage mixed with wet concrete flooded my cold nose. I scanned the rain-slicked road and building fascias. My eyes darted. My breath was a choppy rasp. ‘Hello?’ The call wobbled and echoed. Smooth from years of foot traffic, cobblestones reflected the orange glow from street lights flanking the pavement. A sheet of newspaper and a shredded plastic bag danced with the wind, trapped between the iron bars walling off an alleyway.

      Forcing myself to get a grip, I walked. I made it home in one piece, taking the time to peer out the stained glass fitted into the communal entrance.

      Satisfied nothing was there, I sorted through the pile of envelopes stuffed into the letter rack and snagged any addressed to me. Tromping up the rickety stairs, I slipped my hand into my jeans pocket to grab my keys. The door creaked as it opened and closed.

      The air inside was roasting, and I worried over my gas bill.

      ‘About time, missy.’

      ‘Very sorry, Mrs Tait.’ Stuffing the mail under my sweaty armpit, I fished out five grubby twenty-pound notes from my weekly cash-in-hand salary. I handed them over with a thin smile. ‘Had a wee scare. I thought someone followed me, so I took a detour.’

      Mollified at the sight of cash, the wrinkled crone snatched her earnings away from me. ‘I have a life to live. You don’t pay me well enough to be late as often as you are.’ Coat, scarf and hat in place, she shuffled towards the door in her flat-soled orthopaedics. ‘Better not happen again. Sick and tired of your excuses.’

      I gritted a smile. ‘See you Monday.’ The door shut. ‘Miserable old bat.’

      Tapping the mail against my forehead, I sighed then went about divesting myself of my jacket and shoes.

      I stepped on a stray toy building block.

      I rose from my foetal position on the carpet then hobbled into the kitchen, a narrow rectangular space where culinary dreams went to die.

      It housed a gurgling fridge, a tarnished sink that moaned when the hot water ran, and a greasy freestanding oven. I hated it. An acrid burning smell wafted from it whenever I used it for longer than fifteen minutes. My landlord claimed the appliance in peak working condition. ‘The stink is factory chemicals burning off.’ He’d hitched his tool belt higher up his rotund middle.

      I’d stood in the doorway to block the exit. ‘Bollocks that is. I’ll be needing a carbon monoxide alarm.’

      ‘I want my missus to stop fucking the postman. Wants are like arseholes. We done here? I’m needing a pint.’

      Our microwave got a fair bit of use.

      Craving a sweet, milky cuppa, I loitered in the kitchen while I thumbed through the envelopes. I plucked out one with a menacing-looking red stamp.

      Ripping it open, I rolled my eyes at the common threats of bailiffs and debt collectors then decided to pay up before the electric company had an aneurysm.

      Opening the drawer closest to me, I found a ballpoint pen to scribble a pay now note to myself. I slapped the bill under a fridge magnet before warily sifting through the rest.

      Water bill, council tax, gas bill. A leaflet for a new water heater I badly need, but would never be able to afford. Phone bill, broadband bill, and an unpaid reminder bill for satellite television I’d been meaning to cancel.

      ‘Many bills.’ I rubbed my forehead. ‘Single paycheque.’ A part-time, minimum wage one at that.’

      I flicked on the kettle.

      ‘Mammy?’

      I fixed my expression as I turned.

      A baby the splitting image of me, but with flawless, porcelain skin tottered into the room, eyes brightening at the sight of me.

      I knelt on the faded linoleum and opened my arms.

      My daughter curled her cotton-scented body into my chest, laying her drool-smeared cheek on my shoulder.

      She sniffed my hair then mumbled, ‘Want chicken,’ as she burrowed closer.

      ‘You’re always wanting chicken, Fergie.’ I rubbed her back, circles between her shoulder blades. ‘Eat too much,’ mouth falling open, I widened my eyes, ‘you’ll turn into a chick.’

      She squealed, hands flying to her cheeks. The happy sound died faster than it should. ‘Ye dinnae tuck me in.’

      Pain stabbed my breast. ‘I had to work late.’ My tone grew soft. ‘I will no miss story time tomorrow.’

      She tugged on her ear, gaze drifting.

      I scooped my child from the floor and carried her back to her bedroom. Her space was painted in pink and white, with thick fuchsia window drapes to keep out the chill.

      I lay Fergie on her duvet; its puffy squares encased in a bright cotton cover with purple flowers. I pulled it over her plump body. Babbling sleepily about her day, she stuck her thumb in her mouth, beloved pacifier on the pillow.

      I was not looking forward to weaning her off it. Parenting books claimed I should have started the process when she reached two years, but damn, I hated to remove one of the things that brought her comfort.

      I already had so little to give her.

      Drowsy eyes came to mine.

      My heart twisted.

      A replica of her father’s, hazel irises were tinged with a hint of my family green. They shone, even in the dark and misty with slumber.

      She smiled. ‘Love ye, Mammy.’

      I pushed fat, copper ringlets from her brow and kissed the crescent of her forehead. ‘Love you more, wee bit. Sleep now. I’m home.’ I switched on her night light and closed the door behind me, a signal she knew meant no more getting out of bed until morning.

      Switching lights off as I went, I slouched down the hallway back to the kitchen.  Steam rose from the kettle. I fixed myself a dark brew.

      Sipping on hot tea, I dragged off my worn baseball cap. It smelt like fried chicken and vegetable grease.

      Gagging, I tossed it onto the Formica countertop then pulled off the netting containing my hair, a necessary workplace item that made me feel a hundred. A ginger mass unfurled in a tangled monstrosity down my sore back.

      I shook my head to break it up, but the hair just moved in one big clump. I sighed. It needed a conditioning scrub to get it manageable.

      Curly hair was a gift from my sperm donor, the only one he’d given me.

      I chewed my bottom lip.

      My mind veered back to finances, or rather, my lack of them. My eyes dropped to the pile of opened letters.

      Working everything out, food, bills, money to pay for Fergie’s after pre-school babysitter, the indomitable Ms Tait, I’d have sixty-eight pounds for the rest of the month.

      A month with three weeks to go.

      I twisted a hand in my hair and shut my eyes. My lips folded into my mouth, and I exhaled in a slow gust of air.

      I fished out my mobile. I unflipped the cheap device, scrolling to find the right contact. I put the phone to my ear convinced he wouldn’t pick up.

      I almost dropped the damn thing when the line connected.

      ‘What do you want?’

      I licked my lips. ‘Hello, Liam. Long time no speak.’

      ‘Get on with it, Sìne.’

      ‘It’s Fergie’s birthday Thursday next week. She’s three.’

      ‘You want money?’

      My cheeks burned. I did. I needed money for nappies, clothes, and food, educational toys and childminding.

      Oh, yes, I wanted money.

      I wasn’t too proud to ask for help, but I’d phone my cousin to beg for a handout. I’d sell a kidney on the black market before asking this man for help.

      Head tipping back, I stared at the water stained ceiling. ‘I need you,’ my words were low and slow, ‘to come see her. She’s a smart girl, and has been asking questions about her Da.’

      ‘Couldn’t help yourself.’

      ‘Living to please you, aren’t I?’

      ‘Amy gave birth eight days ago. We have a newborn, and you call demanding I come over to pick up your slack. I work my ass off for the things I have. I stare at a screen all fucking day then go home to a screaming baby.’

      Sharp knives scored my gut. ‘I know what that’s like.’ My tone was scathing. ‘The difference? I was on my own.’ I wrapped an arm around my middle. ‘Listen, I’m asking you to see your daughter. One hour. So that she knows where she came from.’ Silence. ‘It will no kill you to meet her.’

      He never had, and that hurt more than anything.

      ‘Don’t see why you think you can call me and ask for shit.’

      I bit my cheek. ‘Liam.’

      ‘Didn’t I tell you to get rid of it? I owe the brat nothing.’

      ‘Well, she’s here now. So wee and sweet. She’s needing to see you.’

      ‘Shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up, huh?’

      ‘Of course, this is my fault.’ My teeth clacked. ‘Heaven forbid Liam Mitchum act like a decent human being.’ The moment I said it, I regretted it. Not because I gave a shit about him, but because I’d meant to deliver this gift to my daughter.

      ‘Fuck you, bitch.’

      Dial tone.

      Tongue rolling over my bared teeth, I went to call back, but the battery icon blinked, and the boxy screen died.

      Throwing the hunk of junk to land with a clack, I screamed behind a clenched jaw. What the hell had I expected to happen?

      Was I glutton for punishment?

      Ramming a knuckle into my itchy eye, I stopped scratching when a door slammed. I tipped my head but heard nothing else. I slurped cooling tea and glared at the middle distance.

      I weighed my resolve of getting Liam to meet Fergie against never contacting the prick again.

      Thoughts of the slammed door intruded. With a sinister creeping, the horrible sensation of being hunted returned with scary intensity.

      Eyebrows pulling together, I set my mug down, keeping a finger looped in the handle. The noise had been distant, and I decided the tenant downstairs must have arrived home.

      ‘It’s nothing.’ The hot water boiler grumbled agreement as it fired up. My fingers drummed the Formica. ‘I’m fretting over nothing.’

      Unable to shuck the funny feeling, I gave into my heightened ‘mother’ sense.

      It insisted I check my child hadn’t gotten up and wandered out of the flat as children (for mysterious reasons known only to them) were apt to do when feeling adventurous.

      Clutching the mug to my chest with one hand, I headed towards the dingy hall. So I heard very well the creak of the rusted front door hinge and the soft click of the latch. The mug slipped from nerveless fingers. It cracked. My toes stuck to the floor, tea puddling around them, caught in terror’s vice on the kitchen threshold. An aborted breath blocked my airway, and I eked in air past it, so that, trembling, I could peek my head into the hallway.

      My hand fumbled for the door jamb.

      I managed to hit the light switch, sending the room dark.

      Heart bursting into a gallop, I backed the hell up. A strangled noise I failed to contain ripped free as I twirled to run back into the kitchen with nowhere to hide.

      My thoughts unspooled into a blood spill of murder, rape and death. One, in particular, caused a flash freeze.

      Fergie.

      My baby.

      Everything inside me turned to water. It was the middle of the night. Intruders were in my home, and my vulnerable child slept unprotected.

      Ring the police, my mind shrieked.

      My mobile was dead.

      Hysterical now, I went to scream, hoping someone would hear me, and care, but instead inhaled saliva, the sound choked by fright.

      An immense shadow ghosted past the door. As did another crepuscular form, so big that large shoulders reached the doorway’s top rail.

      It tried to open the bathroom door.

      The whole thing tore from its mooring leaving splinted wood.

      Do something, my mind wailed.

      I ripped open the cutlery draw. I grabbed the biggest knife I could lay hands on–one I used to butcher cheap meat. I shoved the drawer closed.

      Knowing the clattering would draw attention, and not wanting to be hemmed in, I scuttled from the kitchen into the hallway. I held out the knife, gripping the wooden handle in white-knuckled fists. My demand escaped as a shriek. ‘What are you doing in my home?’

      Ambulatory mountains stopped.

      Turning, the Brobdingnagian-sized one, shoulders so wide as to be close to touching both sides of the narrow passage, released a rough growl.

      ‘Get out.’ A tremor in my voice betrayed the quaking of my limbs. My body shivered so hard, the world shook. I waved the cleaver. ‘I’m warning you.’

      Oddly-shaped heads dipped closer, and they argued. It was a coarse, guttural language they spoke in silken rasps that landed on my ears weird.

      Bizarre enough to cause a flickered break in my concentration.

      Just enough to be caught off guard.

      The larger shadow pounced.

      It covered the distance between us between one blink and the next.

      I lurched, feeling my waist snagged in a crushing grip. Lifted clean off the ground, I was hauled into an inferno of body heat and hard mass. An unyielding arm snaked across my middle as a cloud of musk, and exotic spice invaded my every cell, raging through me on a gasping breath.

      A hard torso covered in toughened hide rumbled like thunder as a hand slipped something around my ear. ‘I like you.’ The masculine voice was a husky purr, a solid chest vibrating. Warm and dry, a snuffling nose burrowed into my hair. Inhaled. ‘Delicious.’

      The other shadow paused at Fergie’s doorway.

      My attention swerved, shock abating and reverting to the protective instincts of a mother. ‘Haud.’ My gaze bored into the hesitating silhouette, brought to a stop by the savagery underlining my whisper. My skinny legs dangled. I had the knife. ‘Don’t take another step.’

      ‘We mean no harm,’ said the one holding me. ‘Sweet one. My One.’ Fangs scored my neck. A dab of hot moistness on my throat, then a near-voiceless snarl. ‘She who is mine.’

      Hands roamed my body. They were so possessive I hung docile, my primitive hindbrain lulled into complacency.

      Common sense kicked in, and I kicked, shoving to get away. ‘Put me down.’ I flailed. ‘Let go.’  The knife, my only weapon, was plucked from my hand.

      The shadow I’d threatened tossed it aside. ‘My King, there is a parlour.’

      My struggle to break free stalled.

      Still all hands, palming my ass, my captor huffed.

      ‘Best explain things, Owyn.’

      ‘I caught her.’

      ‘Breathe deep. Do you have it? This human has young.’

      My heart stuttered.

      It was insane thinking. They were crazy, and I was experiencing a trauma-induced psychosis, but…. They were abnormally large, strange feeling, smelt different, and the moment he said that word, said human as if speaking of a kind separate than his, something alien to him, I knew what was happening.

      Lord help me, I just knew.

      The lack of light transformed from a nightmare to a blessing. I didn’t want to see the monsters.

      ‘You were right to track her. It would be unforgivable to abandon a cub. I smell no male. She is fair play.’

      ‘No male,’ said the other. ‘No protector.’ But his even tone suggested that was beside the point.

      ‘Human?’ I shook my head in jerks to dislodge the splotches of white. My head lolled, floppy and filled with sand. ‘If I’m “this human” what are you?’

      Burning stars blinked. Sharp teeth flashed a feral smile.

      Floating spots merged into bright light down a windy tunnel, and things grew hazy, whitewashed into nothingness. I fainted. When I came to, I peered hazily at the swirled living room ceiling, draped over a hard shoulder, and an upper arm thick with muscle. A calloused palm stroked my front, breasts to belly, over and over.

      I swatted it. ‘Stop.’

      A queer profile illuminated by moonlight came closer. ‘Why?’ Malty breath gusted over my face.

      ‘If I have to explain why groping an unconscious woman is bad this conversation goes no further.’

      Fingers twitched over my ribcage. ‘I comfort you.’

      ‘Assault me; you’ll find.’

      He huffed, but the heavy hand remained stationary.

      ‘I’m getting down now.’ I twisted my head to judge the best way to go about it. I studied the curlicued patterns on the faded carpet. In the dim room, it was easy to see the floor was far away. I changed my previous statement to, ‘You’ll be putting me down then.’

      ‘But I like where you are.’

      Flushing, and my spine stiffening, I faced the unknown, featureless figure. My mouth opened wide, words to blister his ears bubbling from my gut, but then the light overhead switched on.

      Tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, I stared, granted an up-close, unobstructed view of the creature.

      His head brushed the ceiling. A charcoal mane plunged from the crown of his head to his waist, wild and dense, interspersed with looping braids and painted beads, not unlike the primitive decorations used by heathen barbarians. Locks of the stuff tickled my arms and neck. Rich and smoky, a drugging fragrance drifted from the blanketing mess as if rinsed in anise. He also had a full beard. It fell to his collarbone, braided in two. Only a duo of smooth patches on the underside of his bottom lip was free of its glossy thickness.

      Moving as if underwater, I reached to touch the things protruding from behind his temple.

      They curled from the nest of his hair, a diadem with capped, dagger-like points facing the front of his head. The engraved silver cuffs had been scratched and dented, lending him a rugged air. Spiralled bones were ridged to such a degree, I imagined I might remember their painstaking growth. My next breath hitched, lungs locking as I clasped the horn I fingered, full palm, fingers curling over its sleek warmth.

      ‘Oh, God, am I really touching this?’ I tugged. He grunted. As I stroked the curve, my expression grew pinched, my limbs leaden and tingled.

      I tightened my grasp to do it again. And again. By the forth squeeze, I knew they were real, but my toes had curled, my nipples had peaked, and for the life of me, I couldn’t stop touching it.

      He shuddered on my last pass, the violent spasm detaching my grip.

      A guttural moan rolled from his corded throat. ‘Enough, female.’ He crushed me close, kneading my behind.

      The need for the movement was so frantic, I drew my hand away, banishing it to the barren between my thighs.

      Though contorted from my invasive touch, his features lay arranged in a familiar mammalian way. Their shape was a blend of human and beast, predatory in composition.

      Our gazes met and a frisson of belonging swept over me.

      For all their dramatic appearance, there was a stillness at the heart of his eyes akin to a mountain loch, bottomless and as shockingly brisk. Wide and deep-set, they had stygian sclera and star-shaped pupils, irises a fractured prism. They were almost too large for his squared face, broader than it was long. Their surface depths lit with a curiosity I felt naive to return. Entranced by his gaze, I gleaned impressions of a ponderous brow narrowed into a broad, flat nose bridge, its look akin to that of a muzzle. Browned skin free of fine, henna fur had a bruised-yellow undertone that would appear sickly if not for its healthy sheen.

      Alien, yes, and bestial, very. I was spellbound because of it.

      ‘I’m a simple woman, but I’m no simple-minded.’ My gaze skittered over his blunt nose, short and thin philtrum. My voice lowered to a hush as if sharing a secret. ‘You’re no of Earth.’

      His eyes were brightly dark.

      I trembled then was still.

      This fiend who had broken into my home and put his clawed hands on me was unlike anything my feeble mind had encountered, yet I felt as if being physically harmed wasn’t a problem. I’d threatened him with a blade, and he’d yet to retaliate. Since he’d picked me up, I’d felt safe. ‘Are you going to hurt me?’ It was barely a whisper.

      ‘You know the answer to that.’

      ‘Is my daughter safe?’ I glanced at his face. His eyes had narrowed and his mouth downturned into a grimace. He was offended. Crazy as it seemed I felt an urge to apologise. I fiddled with the silver pendant lying in the hollow of my throat. ‘Tell us who you are then.’

      Ruddy lips curved. One of his smaller incisors sat crooked in his gums, their near whiteness making his fangs seem massive rather than just large. ‘Beowyn Hassabard Gengorye ThunderClaw.’ His bearded chin lifted, words booming. ‘King of Vayhalun, Great Alpha of the Verak.’

      I felt no disbelief. He was too impossibly real to be fake.

      Spikes grew out of his head, and the shape of his pupils was wrong. His tooth enamel glistened with diamond flecks. Taws and peltry hugging his bigness exuded a dirt smell. Chevrons decorated him wrist to neck. There was an honest to God claymore poking over one thorny shoulder, and a stubby metal thing hooked over one pointed ear. The curve was pierced with silver studs that gleamed against his swarthy skin.

      ‘And your man?’

      For the first time, his attention left me to focus elsewhere.

      Transfixed by one, I managed a glance at the other. My head snapped around so fast my neck cricked.

      Though the bold curves and flat planes of his face were rigid with aloofness, his allure couldn’t be denied. Masculine beauty acted as a stunning offset to Beowyn’s rough-hewn charm. He was gold-limned silver to his King’s unending dark, hair a fall of white to his knees, the horns framing his skull ivory. He wore the same style armour as Beowyn, but it revealed musculature far more defined, and two smaller, double ended weapons were strapped to his wide back. His lips were full but seemed not as soft. His clean jawline was not as square, but his cheeks were deeply hollowed. Beowyn’s hair and fur were raven, his skin bronzed, but this male’s flesh was mahogany by comparison, stark in contrast to his pearly fur. It lent him a radiant, monochromatic guise.

      I envisioned them front to front, light and dark locked in a clinch. My lashes lowered. I took a mental leap backwards, shutting that down.

      ‘That is my High Commander and Royal Defender. Éorik Arkbjorg Tij SnowBlade.’ He gazed at his subordinate’s bent head with naked adoration.

      At the gruff cadence of Beowyn’s voice, my eyes left the genuflecting Commander. I swallowed with an audible click. ‘I’m Sìne.’ My given name sounded underwhelming. ‘Of Clan Grae.’

      ‘Sìne.’ Beowyn’s whisper carried a world’s worth of possession.

      Their intense scrutiny flustered me.

      I stiffened, face hot as I pushed past the shock of their presence to remember just what was going on. My submissive body language did not reflect my skittish temperament. ‘Are you wanting to tell me what you’re about then?’

      Snapping a nod, he dropped me onto my feet.

      Before I gathered the shreds of my composure, he lowered himself onto his knees. Redness spread along my jaw and spilt into my cheeks.

      Beowyn’s face lifted, etched with fierceness. ‘I humble myself because it is you, Sìne. It is to you whom I offer my life, my heart, my seed.’

      I rubbed clammy hands over my hips. ‘Oh.’ Because what at the fuck else was I going to say?

      ‘I searched countless galaxies for the twin to my soul.’ He spoke with quieted force. ‘I ached for the touch of my One, for she who would bear my weight as she bore my cubs.’ His gaze held mine captive. Electric veins of light radiated from his star slitted pupil, shattered glass floating on a molten current. ‘I found her.’ His voice grew thick, a fist thumping his chest. ‘I found you. My female. At last, I take you home. My House is complete. Vayhalun has a Queen.’ Bated, he knelt.

      I stood speechless. Blinking. It seemed forever but was likely a trifling five-minute stretch. ‘I.… You….’ Arms limp at my sides, chest heaving, my words escaped strangled. ‘You want me,’ a thumb to my chest, ‘and my baby to go with you into outer space? To an alien planet in another galaxy as your woman?’ I sought out the brooding sentinel watching me with cold detachment. ‘Do I have that right?’

      Éorik cocked his head. ‘You are his One.’ His gravelly voice made me shiver. ‘And so you are my Queen.’

      ‘Not just my woomahhn.’ Beowyn grinned crookedly. ‘My wife. The everlasting match of my soul.’

      I reeled down that windy tunnel again.

      I blush as my eyes meet those of the fancy Southerner in my class. He’s a handsome one. Charming. He keeps sneaking looks. He smiles. God, what a smile, wonky and fulsome.

      ‘I’m Liam.’ He takes my hand and stares into my eyes. ‘Sorry if you think this is forward, but you're just the prettiest thing.’

      I’m a puddle of goo, and my heart is already half his. I stammer my greeting, thanking him for his compliments and offer ones of my own. He’s so smart, so attentive.

      I’m so lucky he’s talking to me.

      I edged towards the door. ‘We should discuss this further. I need to check on my daughter.’ I pushed out my palm, patted the air. ‘You kneel there and wait, aye?’

      Faltering only to rally with impressive speed, Beowyn smiled, triumphant. ‘I wait for you.’

      Averting my eyes, I fled the room.

      I grabbed Fergie.

      A tornado of motion, I grabbed a bunch of shit.

      I got the fuck out of there.
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      Sweaty from the drive to my clan’s croft in the Highlands, chills danced along my spine. Navigating the twisting roads in inclement weather was second hand to me, but that journey stressed me so bad.

      Fergie slept peacefully in her car seat, drooling.

      I’d babbled to the bobble-head figurine on the dash, convincing myself I was not feverish or delirious.

      At one point, I’d tucked my hair behind my ear and felt the sleek whatchamacallit Beowyn hooked on to translate their alien language.

      Squealing, I’d ripped it off, slapping at my head until it was sore. The device landed on the passenger seat. I badly wanted to toss the thing. I tormented myself by thinking a tracking device hid inside, but I was so worked up, touching it became a big deal. So when the flashing lights dimmed, I ignored it, pretended it didn’t exist.

      Wind howled outside the rickety caravan I paced.

      Thin panes of glass were cloudy with condensation, and an icy breeze crept through the threadbare draught excluder jammed under the doorway.

      Despite the draft, the three bedroom mini home was warm from a crackling wood stove. Printed wallpaper contrasted against oak cabinets lining the fitted kitchen. It matched the varnished, knotty pine fascias covering the main window valance and sills. A three piece sofa suite in red tartan was faded at the seats; tatty scatter cushions wedged into the crease between the armrest and squab to offer more padding. The dining area was denoted by a bench seat upholstered in split leather, its round, particleboard table attached to a tarnished steel pole nailed to the linoleum. Said flooring displayed a moss and mustard geometric pattern, worn away in high traffic areas. The whole space smelt musty, but I caught the faded scent of lemon polish. Plastic bottles, beer cans, crisp packets and wrinkled clothes covered every surface, but it wasn’t too dirty. I’d arrived just before the weekly clean, and, well, my cousin was a butch bloke who did enough cleaning so as not to live in squalor.

      Standing by the sink, limescale crusting the draining board and cluttered with soaking pans, I clutched Fergie to my chest. Blind panic had eased to bone-deep unease as I processed the stupidity of what I’d done.

      Worse, my sloe-eyed cousin was not digesting the severity of the situation.

      Ginger grey-flecked beard full and bushy, Patrick Grae yawned, showing black and silver fillings in his molars.

      Having answered the door in boxers, he’d since donned a jumper. Sprawled in his favourite seat, he flexed his bare toes then shook himself all over. ‘Tell us again what’s happening.’ He hunted around the table for his tobacco pouch. Finding it, he plucked out a roll up.

      I glared. ‘That shite will kill you.’

      ‘Fought in a war, cousin. That’s the shite that kills you.’

      ‘I don’t like it around Fergie.’

      Up flicked his eyes. ‘I was no going to light up inside.’ He tucked the offending item behind his ear to snatch up a can of beer. ‘Waiting, lass.’

      I shook my head when he sighed at my frantic retelling of the evening. ‘You have to help me. They’re coming. I know it.’ My eyes scanned the ceiling. My voice dropped to a whisper. ‘They might be above us as we speak.’

      He scratched behind his ear. He sniffed his finger then gagged. ‘Whatever you're smoking, I’m wanting some.’

      ‘Help us hide?’ I adjusted my hold when Fergie squirmed. She whined. I bounced her and patted her bottom.

      ‘We’re on the side of a mountain in the middle of nowhere. Whoever is chasing you is no finding you.’ He burped into his fist and put his drink aside. He shoved his sleeves to his elbows then held out hairy forearms. ‘Settle. Let me hold the wee bit? I haven’t seen her in months.’

      I backed up until my knees hit the armchair. I sat. My eyes burned with the back of my throat, and I rubbed my face into my daughter’s frizz. She smelt like soap. ‘Trick, please.’

      ‘Tell us again what happened.’

      ‘It sounds crazy. I didn’t believe it. Not at first. He let me touch him. He isn’t…they were no human.’

      ‘Describe them then.’

      ‘They have fur.’

      Patrick rubbed his beard, eyeing me pointedly. ‘Aye.’

      ‘All over. I saw it. Felt it.’

      ‘What else did this alien let you touch?’

      ‘His horn.’

      ‘Och, lass, tell me you didn’t.’

      ‘For crying out loud, it was no his cock. Need I remind you, I made a baby? It requires a certain familiarity with the opposite sex.’

      ‘Don’t remind me of that bastard.’

      I rubbed my palm against Fergie’s flannel pyjama top remembering the sensation of solid, twisty growth. Christ, thinking on it, it was mad. ‘It was a bone like stag antlers. That’s what the texture reminded me of. Warm and rough horns on his head.’

      ‘Think about what you’re asking me to believe.’

      ‘They’re coming for Fergie and me. We have to run. Sorry to drag you into it but them’s the drawbacks of family.’ I dug the fingers of my free hand into my hair and squeezed my eyes shut. I had to block out his expression. It had morphed from amusement to genuine concern for my mental health.

      Hefting up, he crossed the living space and crouched. He hooked a strong arm around my hunched shoulders. His breath smelt like stale coffee, and his knitted jumper of tobacco and pine. ‘Tell you what. Da is over the way with Aled and Rowan.’

      ‘Uncle Fergus?’ I sounded young.

      ‘We took him out of that care facility. Did no like the way they treated him.’ Another comforting squeeze. ‘I’ll round them up. We’ll have a midnight supper.’ The scratch of his jumper against my cheek grounded me.

      I rubbed my ear. ‘It’s two in the morning.’

      ‘Early breakfast then. I caught kippers yesterday. As for no disturbing them.” He made a dry click in his throat. “They’ll shit kittens if we don’t.’

      I cringed at the thought of smelly, fried fish, but compared to the black pudding he relished eating with runny eggs, kippers didn’t seem bad.

      Chuckling at my wrinkled face, Patrick hugged me closer.

      He kissed the crown of my head.

      I screech at the sun-drenched vision of his skinny legs running ahead of me through a muddy field. My legs are shorter, pudgier, and I can’t run as fast, but, God, I’m trying. I follow him everywhere. My clever cousin who knows the best hiding places for frogs and slugs. My friend who saves the last bit of sweetie for me.

      Waiting for me at the top of the marsh, chest heaving, he laughs and slaps his knee. ‘Come on, wee bit. Catch me. Catch me.’ He speeds off as I’m about to tag him.

      I honk in protest.

      Bursting out from behind a tree, he snarls. I scream. He chortles, hooking me around the shoulders and kissing my hair.

      ‘I lost,’ I cry. ‘I’m too slow.’

      He shakes his head, grin missing teeth. His curly ginger mop is fire. ‘You’re fast, Sìne. You’ll catch me when you’re older. Just wait and see. You’re going to be fast and brave and the best when you’re older.’

      I smile wide, and my face aches. ‘Really?’

      I feel special.

      Loved.

      I relaxed into Patrick’s side letting the stress of the last few hours go. No doubt when Beowyn and Éorik arrived he’d yell at me, but for now, he’d feed me, put a roof over my head and expected nothing in return except the right to lavish affection.

      He went to stand. ‘It’s a long drive. You’re exhausted.’

      ‘Please.’ I huddled closer. ‘Stay.’

      ‘Hush.’ He slapped at the coffee table for his smartphone. His finger and thumb worked over the touch screen.

      Five minutes later, the door slammed into the wall. Gusts of squalling wind laden with sleet were blocked when Aled shambled inside wrapped in denim and whisky sheepskin. He ripped off a trapper hat. Sweaty, black hair ringed his crown, and he sneezed, sending water droplets flying.

      Bright blue eyes landed on me, eyebrows hitched. ‘What’s occurring?’

      Patrick jostled me. ‘Wee spot of trouble.’

      Stoutly-built, he lumbered when he moved. He stomped snow encrusted wellingtons on the bristled welcome mat. ‘Man problems?’

      ‘No.’ I hunkered down. I didn’t care it was a bare-assed lie. I’d made a mistake trusting Fergie’s father, but that didn’t mean any relationship I embarked upon was an inevitable failure.

      I resented the casual implication.

      Knowing I was overly sensitive to this topic and likely to say things I’d regret, I kept my mouth shut and let him get his digs in.

      Widowed husband of my late cousin Caitrìona, Patrick’s eldest sister, Aled detested Liam. When we’d been a couple, he’d cited his never-ending Welsh disdain for the English as reason enough not to trust him. He’d told me countless times the man was no good. Once it was over, he didn’t come right out and say, ‘I told you so,’ but the underlying smugness was there.

      Unbidden, Beowyn’s Goliath frame came to mind. I remembered the razor tips of his horns slicing grooves into the ceiling, how his nonchalant push at the door busted the hinges.

      ‘Wee spot of trouble,’ and, ‘Man problems,’ indeed.

      Aled cleared the doorway as another body shoved in, swaddled in a crocheted afghan, baggy sweats, and beat up goloshes. Tufts of auburn hair coiled from the top of his head, and oversized glasses fogged over.

      ‘Rowan?’ Patrick frowned at his younger, gangly sibling. He peered at the dark void of the open door, a swirling flurry beyond it. ‘Where’s Da?’

      ‘Asleep.’ Rowan waddled across the floor then slumped into the sofa. Wrapped in the blanket, he shivered. Delicate fingers, blunt nails edged with grime from his job, gripped the fringed edges. ‘Reheated the Kung Po Chicken and watched reruns. A few drams and he was out like a light.’ Though older than me, Rowan looked the same age.

      His ruddy face had that plump-checked, wide-eyed, ageless quality with which some people were naturally blessed. He smiled sleepily, eyes cutting my way. ‘Hello there, cousin. Run into a rough patch?’

      Aled snorted. ‘She’s having man troubles.’

      ‘I’m hiding from aliens.’ I glared at them. ‘They want me and Fergie to return with them to their planet.’

      ‘Two of them, is it?’

      ‘I’m so very amusing.’ They wouldn’t take me seriously until Beowyn and Éorik came banging down the door.

      Not that I wanted them to.

      ‘I’m hungry, I am.’ Aled rummaged inside the fridge.

      ‘There’s leftover curry.’ Patrick propped his feet on the coffee table. ‘Tikka masala. Top nosh.’

      Grunting, Aled grabbed a plastic container. He lifted the lid. Taking a good whiff, he retched. ‘Ach y fi.’ He shoved the offending item back before toeing the fridge closed. He clapped once. ‘Tea and toast all around.’

      Fergie wriggled, nose leaving a snotty smear on my blouse. Murmuring nonsense to send her back into deep sleep, I stood, and walked towards the folding door closing off the rest of the caravan. ‘Trick, I’m putting her down.’

      ‘Spare blankets in the cupboard.’

      ‘You’ve no had a woman since you changed sheets?’ The last thing I needed was my daughter finding a used condom amongst the blankets.

      Chugging the beer, he shook his head.

      The wedge-shaped room was pleasantly warm.

      I kicked aside discarded boxer shorts and crusty socks, wrinkling my nose in disgust rather than offence at an odour.

      Rumpled bedding was balled up in the middle of the mattress.

      Cotton-scented fabric softener permeated the air, and after a quick pat test, it appeared safe to lay my precious burden on the gingham sheets.

      Wrestling Fergie from her quilted jacket, I pried her stockinged feet free of her booties. I plucked off her knitted mittens and unwound the matching scarf. I kissed her curling fingertips, smiling at the peeling glittery nail polish.

      She was such a girly-girl.

      Tugging off her favourite hat, I smoothed down the wild bounce of copper curls before tucking her in.

      On the weekends, I braided her hair before bed to avoid snarls, but Mrs Tait never did, no matter how many times I asked. Getting prissy with the only childminder affordable within my minuscule budget over bedtime hairstyles seemed risky, however, so I never belaboured the point.

      Pressing a series of kisses to her smooth cheek and a whispered, ‘I love you,’ I backed out pulling the door.

      I kept it ajar to keep an ear on her from the living room.

      I paced the caravan’s confines.

      Aled kept busy stuffing slices of whole wheat into the toaster. He filled chipped mugs with hot water and pyramid-shaped tea bags.

      The remainder of the Grae triplets watched me with matching, narrowed eyes, their colour green as grass.

      ‘What problems are you having exactly?’ asked Rowan.

      ‘I’m just after telling you.’ My accent tumbled deeper into my childhood brogue. Being around my clan brought it out in me. ‘It started when I walked home from Charlie’s.’ I detailed my evening. ‘Look.’ I pulled the translation device from my pocket and tossed it to Rowan. ‘See the strange markings?’

      He caught it one-handed.

      Quiet and staring, they glanced at each other then peered at me.

      ‘Bluetooth?’ Rowan looked pained. ‘This is proof?’

      ‘What? It’s no of this world.’ I thrust both hands in my hair. ‘When the aliens are near it lights up.’

      ‘Lass.’ Patrick scrubbed a hand over his stubble. ‘If you want our help, you’ll have to do better than this.’

      ‘Don’t you think I know how ridiculous this sounds?’ I snatched up a macrame toss pillow I’d made as a teenager at comprehensive school.

      I threw it at his head.

      He caught it; the long-suffering sigh undaunted.

      ‘I can no make it less crazy.’ I flung out my arms. ‘Believe me already.’

      ‘Tell us then.’ Patrick sat forward, dropping the cushion behind him. ‘You say they’re after you? Can find you anywhere.’ He glanced around, eyes widening and head bobbling exaggeratedly. ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Good point.’ Aled slathered glossy butter onto bread. ‘Where to are these aliens now then?’

      BOOM.

      We sprung a foot in the air, hair standing on end, swearing.

      White-rimmed eyeballs rolled.

      Footsteps thumped along the ceiling.

      Stationary since its mooring a decade before, the caravan rocked as the front door ripped away.

      Embarrassingly, my first reaction was vindicated pointing. ‘Haw!’

      Pointed ears twitching at my cousins’ startled gasps, Éorik stuck his head inside. Brilliant gold medallions for eyes swept over the scene. His feral features tightened as he took in my family and me huddled together.

      Beowyn crashed through the skylight. He landed on the coffee table, collapsing the cheap wood. Light reflected off his silver-tipped horns, and his fanged grin sparkled. Star-shaped pupils contracted sharply. ‘A’koh’kolu.’ The glittering earpiece translated that to a demanding, ‘She who is mine.’

      Rowan squawked. He slapped the device from his hand, and it bounced to a stop on the floor a yard or so from me.

      Without stopping to think, I snatched it up to shove it in my ear.

      Slouched in his seat, with a slow blink, Patrick twisted his head towards me. ‘I believe you.’ He smashed his amber bottle on the side table. The room flooded with the yeasty smell of hops, and beer puddled next to his foot. Shifting from couch bum to soldier, Patrick leapt towards the threat wielding the serrated glass like a shank, foam flying from his knuckles. ‘Run!’

      Beowyn punched him in the sternum sending him airborne.

      Patrick landed sprawled on his chair.

      ‘A’koh’kolu dalas boh.’ Beowyn pointed to the spot between his boots. ‘She who is mine will come now,’ parroted the translator.

      I backed up, my chin lifting.

      Nostrils flaring, he crouched, head canted at an odd angle.

      ‘Bloody hell.’ Aled shoved me behind him.

      Alien faces grew fierce.

      ‘I’ve got the big one.’ Rowan heaved off his blanket. He used it to snag Beowyn’s snarling face, covering the alien’s head and shoulders. He struggled to cinch his skinny arms around a torso double his heft. ‘Sìne, run!’ He was tossed off and went flying into the wall.

      It buckled under the force of his weight, cracked from floor to ceiling.

      Sparks sprang from the light switch in the crack’s jagged path. The overhead lights died and plunged the room into blackness. An eerie glow was cast over the chaos by the wood stove.

      Aled blundered across the room with a bellow. He hurled himself at Éorik, and they landed in a snow drift.

      In a blur of twisted movement and garbled sound, the man was grappled onto his back. The alien roared in his face, the male’s primal resonance quaking the ground like subterranean thunder.

      Patrick shook off his stupor and jumped into the fray. He swung a left hook into Beowyn’s side, followed by a jab to the stomach. Crunch. ‘Shite.’

      Shaking out his fist, he picked up a lamp and smacked him with it. No Scotsman was afraid to fight dirty. Bulb shattering, the metal tubing bent into a skull shape. He stared at it in stupefaction. ‘Ah, fuck me.’

      Body swelling, Beowyn snarled.

      He ripped away the lamp then flicked it out the window.

      Glass rained. The screaming wind snapped the curtains, and blew snow into the room, plummeting the temperature. Food wrappers whirled, and cans toppled over.

      Cloak billowing, Beowyn stomped towards Patrick, who skipped back, hands groping for something to throw.

      He settled on a novelty ashtray carved from marble.

      He pitched it.

      Thunk.

      Pawing his forehead, Beowyn pitched and swayed.

      ‘Aye, you prick.’ Patrick sneered. ‘How do you like me now?’ He spotted me cowering in the corner. ‘What are you playing at, girl? Schooch!’

      Blank with panic, I gave into the urge to run. I raced to the back of the caravan. I snatched up Fergie’s clothes and yanked them onto her. My daughter roused with sleepy protest, but I clamped a hand over her mouth to muffle her confusion. I hauled her onto my shoulder and rushed from the room, down the hallway.

      The whole caravan rocked to and fro as the men fought up front.

      Opposite the bathroom was a rear exit, and I used it to slip into the cold night. Hair flying everywhere, snow up my nose and sticking to my lashes, I used the weak porch light of Rowan’s adjacent caravan to guide the way.

      My ankle buckled when I skidded on ice coating the entrance steps.

      Cursing the pain, I fumbled with the door, hands bloodless and stiff with cold before barging inside.

      Another caravan, smaller, and smelling of peppermint (Rowan) and pipe tobacco (Fergus).

      I kicked the flimsy door closed.

      Screeching wind quieted, replaced with my harsh gasps.

      Thoughts untidy and fast, I kept the lights off to avoid detection. I shuffled from foot to foot. I could feel myself unravelling, overwhelmed, and unable to cope. What next? I still didn’t have a plan. It was hard to think let alone come up with one. The sole thing arrowing through the blind fear was the instinct to protect my child. Was that why I kept running? Was I afraid for Fergie, myself, or was it something else?

      Whatever the cause of my visceral aversion to the Veraks, I had no time to dawdle. I loved my cousins, and they were rowdy brawlers, but I was under no delusions they’d win against the creatures hunting me.

      Guilt swamped me.

      I’d selfishly come for their advice and protection, bringing powerful, unknown enemies to the gate.

      Spinning a circle, I rushed into the bathroom.

      I placed Fergie inside the avocado bathtub. ‘Stay here, wee bit. Only come out for your uncles or me, aye?’

      Thumb stuck in her mouth, Fergie nodded, hazel-green eyes awake and staring. She was a good girl. She would do as told. Uncle Fergus slept in the room next door; a comforting enough thought that I patted her head then snapped the shower curtain closed.

      I dashed back into the blizzard, thinking to lead them away.

      Beowyn yowled my name.

      Tears running, breathing all out of whack, and thoroughly confused as to what I was doing, or going to do, I turned and bolted. I stumbled through the snow, making high, panicky noises when I slipped or glanced off a tree.

      I felt the moment I became prey. It was a subtle shift in the air. The fine hairs on the back of my neck lifted, a foreign chill creeping down my spine.

      They were running me down.

      Snow eddied around me in a choking blanket of frost. My legs pumped, sucked deeper and deeper into snow drifts, my lungs burning. Branches snagged my hair and clothes. I ran. I fled unseeing through the darkness.

      So when the ground disappeared, I screamed bloody murder, arms pinwheeling. An empty vastness yawned, ready to swallow me whole.

      Seized by the collar of my jacket, my velocity came to a disorienting stop, legs and arms flying out in front.

      The world rotated with me as the pivot.

      Disembodied by the loss of ground, I sensed solid mass and attached to it like a barnacle. I stopped caterwauling long enough to realise I clung to broad back, a metal length digging into my torso. The Great One clung to a branch jutting out of the fragmenting rock. Glued to his back was me, wailing obscenities. My hair wrenched my scalp, the wind trying to rip me apart as it howled and pressed at our bodies. My fingers were numb icicles.

      Whimpering, I burrowed my face into Beowyn’s warm neck. ‘I dinnae ken what ye are about, but take me home. I cannae stand heights, and I cannae stand ye.’

      Hanging beside us by his claw tips, a disgruntled High Commander turned to his liege. ‘What was it you said? ‘How hard could it be?’’

      Beowyn started beeping. He used those scary looking claws, mouth and sharp teeth to yank the device from his armour and glance at the screen.

      My mouth dropped open. We were moments from splattering on the mountainside. I could not believe he was checking his messages.

      ‘It is good tidings.’ He grinned, blindingly happy. ‘Lumen has dropped cub. A male. I shall gift her an atoll on Vayhalun. I am to be an honorary uncle, and it is best the cub has somewhere grand to stay when he comes to visit who he likes best.’ He tongued the screen to type a reply. He purred at me. ‘I cannot wait until you swell with what is mine, sweet puss.’

      Furious with myself, him, and the whole damn universe, I screamed right in his face.
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      Lah, but his One had healthy lungs.

      Beowyn chortled and bounced in place to give her a thrill.

      Wasn’t it a fun time?

      How dull and predictable bride wars had become on the registered planets. The sweaty battles for dominance they’d once been had devolved into courtly affairs, an exchange of sweets and favours instead of a brutal rite of passage. As Verak King, the females swooned whenever he drew near, floating to the ground, waiting for him to snatch them up. How was that fair? A coiffed heap laid at his feet was supposed to get his heart racing, his blood high? Their tutored response to his aggression was expected to make his sac ache, tempt his maleness to spew?

      It is not so with my human, he mused with feral delight. She had proven herself an old soul, fearless and strong.

      Sìne had given him a fine chase across Earth’s alien landscape, a wondrous night hunt illuminated by the spooky light of a lonely grey moon. His female had tested his fortitude by taking up armaments. She had lain soft in his embrace, biding time, outwitting him with her seductive cunning. The next he knew she wrung from him a declaration of devotion. As she baited him across the lush Isle she called home, the overpowering urge to claim her had been solidified by an unwavering sense of rightness. He had chosen well. Had she conceded defeat when he her besieged her den? Never! His proud female set an ambush, forcing him to prove his mettle. She then braved a storm to add excitement to their game. How unique of her. The relentless quest ended in a heart-stopping rescue even he’d been hard pressed to complete.

      Sìne was magnificent. Her daring stole his breath.

      Truth, he wasn’t overjoyed she’d included her resentful harem in their love sport, but it was bad manners to be jealous of concubines. Perhaps they were involved to assure them of their place in the Royal House? She retained responsibility of past lovers even as his betrothed.

      His heart fluttered.

      Sìne was ruthless and compassionate.

      Lah, but life didn’t get better.

      His ferocious Queen screamed her victory to the heavens. His engorged staff throbbed against his thigh, demanding he complete the claiming. His scowling Commander was sighing.

      Beowyn twisted his head to hide his face and grinned at the craggy mountainside.

      Loudly cursing ThunderClaw ancestors as mewling weaklings, the grump had dived off a precipice without a single thought for his safety.

      Was there nowhere his Defender would not follow him?

      Éorik crouched, cape flying, claws gouging stone, and sighing as if the possibility of plunging to death on a backwater planet was a mere bother.

      Even as cubs, the sound and sight of his legendary sigh had been the same. A deep, gusty rush of air that flexed his chest and made his eyes spark.

      Éorik’s head whipped up.

      Tensing, he bared his teeth in an ugly snarl that further heated Beowyn’s loins. ‘The human males have come.’

      Falling into a deathly stillness, a menacing growl slithered from Beowyn’s lips. ‘The female is mine.’ Her breath on his neck was all that stopped a rampage. ‘I will break them.’

      ‘No.’ The shout echoed through the ravine. ‘Hurt my family over my dead body. I led you here. If you’re going to be angry, you take it out on me.’

      Snow-frosted expressions switched from threatening to thoughtful. The Verak exchanged embarrassed silences.

      ‘Kin,’ breathed Beowyn. ‘Of course, they are kin.’ He craned his neck to look at Éorik. ‘The fight was a test to show her mate is worthy.’ His grin was wild. ‘It would indeed be madness to challenge me for my female. Honoured concubine or not.’

      Heaving up, muscles straining against the reinforced confines of his battlesuit, Beowyn tackled the bouldered incline. Ice crusting the stone added an exciting layer of danger. Gossamer flakes raining from the cloudburst obscured his vision and made it difficult to find foot and handholds. It was a fine thing his finger claws simply punctured the edifice.

      Riding a surge of competitiveness, he glanced at Éorik to ensure he followed and mark his progress. He smirked. The male scaled the rocky peak as if born to climb.

      Commander SnowBlade was nothing but capable. Still, Beowyn’s great alpha instinct to protect what belonged to him was infallible. He snorted. Dare he speak aloud his possessive feelings, insinuating weakness, Éorik would go for his throat.

      The grouch had a mean left claw.

      With a care for his precious hitchhiker, they crested the pinnacle without making it into a race. Well, they tried. They bounded the last three steps trying to best each other to the summit.

      King and Commander fell to their knees on the safe ground, breathing hard, and teeth bared in feral joy at succeeding the conquest.

      Satisfied with his display of prowess, Beowyn nudged Sìne off his back. He felt reluctant to lose her addicting scent and comforting weight, but amends with her people must be met.

      When he’d fought, he’d believed them to be rivals for her affections. He’d played too rough for it to be considered good breeding. Unless they were warriors like him, and craved the challenge? They had not shied from his wrath. Apologising to a fighting male over such a skirmish would offer an insult.

      Upon further reflection, Beowyn faced the waiting, hard-eyed group, watching and judging their behaviour.

      How enjoyable complicated these humans turned out to be.

      Thumping a closed fist to the other’s chest, Beowyn and Éorik stood, sure-footed. Sìne’s whole body shook with happiness; the Great One was glad to see. When she took a hesitant step, whimpering, his stomach churned.

      Hadn’t he met the challenge to see her through the trial unharmed?

      Sword-toughened hands shot out to hold her still. They roamed her slight frame, checking for injury. His gaze settled on a swollen ankle.

      With a gruff noise of regret, he knelt to probe the joint. Sìne hissed air through blunt, square teeth when he rolled it gently.

      Injury confirmed, Beowyn’s shoulders slumped along with his hope.

      She was hurt.

      Her House was well within their rights to void the engagement.

      If they held a grudge and took umbrage with how the battle had been fought, he risked losing their respect.

      Stiffening at a worse thought, bands of muscle padding his chest constricted.

      He struggled to draw breath.

      Sìne might refuse my suit without the approval of her kin.

      Mind skittering with panic, Beowyn froze, only to realise he almost crushed her tiny foot in his mighty grip.

      ‘She is impressed, Owyn.’ Éorik’s murmur was for his ears alone. It is fine. It will heal.’

      Hearing the diminutive of his name in that rough voice eased the tightness. His throat felt bone dry. ‘If it is not?’

      ‘If her kin is offended, we will make reparation.’

      ‘That may not be enough. She is harmed, Orik.’

      A deadly whisper came as the reply. ‘Then we do as we have always done.’

      Breaking free of his dread, Beowyn straightened his back, spirits revived. His Defender always knew what action to take. ‘As you say.’ His tone gave both permission and thanks.

      Beowyn’s eyes lifted to meet his female’s. Her pupils were round, and her focus intense. Imagine her just so as we rut. He gazed without fear into her alien stare, and the lust faded into a strange sensation. It felt like falling. He broke away, panting and floundering in uncharted depths.

      ‘I’m okay.’ She tugged her foot from his grip. ‘A light sprain, nothing more.’

      ‘You should not come to harm of any kind.’ Éorik’s voice strained on behalf of his liege.

      ‘This is truth.’ Beowyn grimaced. She tried to absolve him of the blame. The shame cut deep, even as her words supported his Commander’s belief. He had impressed her. She would accept him if he soothed her male folk. He swallowed his pride and lowered his gaze. Showing submission before witnesses was a fitting punishment. ‘I beg forgiveness.’

      ‘I was careless in dangerous weather. It were no your fault.’

      Beowyn straightened, face tight.

      Éorik’s eyes fixed on the human males. His knees bent, hands twitching, ready to reach for his blades.

      Should the next moments go badly, he would eliminate the opposition. It was his way, and none better delivered an honourable death.

      Beowyn caressed Sìne’s cheek. Her skin was smooth and caught the meagre lunar light, its paleness suffused with silvery nuances.

      For once, he was anxious he would not be wanted, yet aquiver with anticipation. He clasped her delicate hand. He had never seen such dainty claws. Taking a deep breath, purposeful, he drew her hand to his groin. It was time to let her feel his readiness.

      She turned her face away, pulling her hand free.

      Indignation present in every line of his body, Éorik’s gaze cut their direction. His face was dark with a protest he dare not voice. The rejection was a blow, aye, but Beowyn merely tossed his horns and expelled a frustrated grunt.

      Watching from a distance, the mightiest human male huffed. He rubbed at his swelling jaw, a glint in his eye. ‘They saved your life, lass. Putting the hurt on them seems unwelcoming.’

      ‘Rude,’ deadpanned the smaller human. His eye was puffy, and his bottom lip bloodied.

      The largest male crossed massive arms. He looked whole, but his sark was torn, a sleeve hanging from its seam by threads. ‘It might be construed as ungrateful of we set them out on their ears as they deserve.’ He scowled.

      Sìne was quiet. Her head reared, eyes rounded. ‘You like them, Patrick?’ She pushed out a palm. ‘It doesn’t matter. Fergie?’

      ‘Where you left her.’ The human leader, Patrick, hooked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘With Da.’

      Hearing they’d begun negotiations to redress his female’s injury, Beowyn and Éorik no longer bristled. They stood with puffed chests and offered respectful chin lifts. The human males jerked their heads in return, the air lightening at this universal male sacrament.

      Eyes pinging between them, Sìne puffed. She staggered through the brush the way she’d come, muttering.

      Patrick waved them closer. A smile stretched his bearded cheeks. ‘We’re going back to eat Aled’s breakfast.’ He pointed to the human male who had yet to stop glowering. ‘You’re welcome to join us. You can tell us about your intentions towards our bonny cousin.’

      An earpiece would have translated Beowyn’s grateful reply, but all the human male heard was the rumbling Verako language that sounded like crashing boulders and avalanching snow. He marched behind his Commander, unable to help his eyes falling to the male’s tight behind.

      He bit back a lusty growl.

      Hearing a rustle in the brush, he turned towards the sound.

      His nose wrinkled at the smell of warm animal, ears twitching to better hear its wet, thudding heart.

      Curious to see the outlandish fauna of this world, he suppressed the predatory aura innate to his kind.

      He extended his palm, noting callouses, and idly wondering if they’d irritate his female’s delicate skin.

      A four-legged beast with large eyes, a narrow snout and magnificent antlers emerged to sniff his fingers. Amidst a plume of steamy breath, a thin tongue licked his claws. It bleated a welcome. He inhaled its exotic scent. Prey. A plant-eater then. He fondly rubbed under its chin. ‘Honour to greet you, friend.’

      Éorik retraced his steps to stroke the short fur covering the creature’s tawny hide. ‘Beautiful.’ White hair haloed by moonlight, his Commander seemed more a god of war accepting tribute than a mortal being appreciating nature.

      Beowyn’s gaze brushed over the male’s gentled expression, sharp features softened by a rare smile.

      ‘Earth is unlike any planet we visited,’ said Éorik, unaware of his King’s painful longing. ‘The L’Odo’s interest here is understandable.’

      The skin surrounding Beowyn’s horns grew tight as his brow ridge lowered. ‘I dread the devastation they would have wreaked had they not failed to recognise Lumen’s splendour. Fortunate favours Earth. She came to the Ra’s attention.’

      Éorik snorted. ‘It is fortunate she mated. The serpents would have done nothing if He, Venomous One had not matured. Their eyes are cast down. Ours seek open sky.’

      Beowyn corralled the beast on, watching its graceful hooves gallop through the frozen woods.

      Éorik was loudly silent as they travelled through the snow, fluffy white flakes churned to show a black underbelly, a path through the trees.

      Cubs could track the humans by the trail they left behind.

      A hitch in stride when they reached the human’s territory betrayed Éorik’s uncertainty. His gaze cut to Beowyn, filled with recrimination and doubt.

      ‘Speak.’ Beowyn flicked water from his flesh. The season was easy on the eye but not so on the fur.

      ‘She has young.’

      Beowyn had smelt the cub throughout his female’s humble abode, a blending of innocence, powdered sugar and mylk. Other than a vague curiosity and excitement to be a father, he was unconcerned about how the development would affect his life.

      The presence of a cub might enhance it. He found himself smug his One had born offspring.

      He wagered she’d laughed at the pain through her pushing.

      She was mighty that way.

      ‘She left without presenting.’ Éorik stopped to stand with his hands behind his back, narrowed eyes taking in the odd dwellings dotting the clearing. ‘She rebuffed your advances.’

      ‘I failed to keep her from harm.’ Did jealousy drive the discussion? The moment of hope passed when he reasoned his Defender’s protective instincts were coming to the fore. The male had been trained to put Beowyn’s needs before all others. ‘She is mine.’ His One. Her response was natural. He had needed to prove he was worthy by finding her, and he had, but the matter of his negligence must be addressed. She had been within her rights to deny consummation. ‘I will show her I can be what she needs, and all will be well.’

      Éorik’s eyes burned. His expression remained as tranquil and untouched as the Yawning Sea that surrounded his isolated atoll back on Vayhalun. ‘Then it will be as you say.’

      Beowyn shook off the fizzle of energy that whisked across his flesh each time his Commander looked at him in that lightning way. ‘Come. Let us greet our new family.’ He crossed the threshold of the den last, shaking off slush and squeezing out water. The humans made no noise as to the destruction of the other home, so they made no mention of it.  Best to move on. Moisture dripped down his spine, and he shook himself to dislodge the uncomfortable feeling.

      Heat emanated from a blackened wood stove, atop it, a water kettle. He looked forward to a warm draught to chase the night’s chill.

      Ahead of them, Sìne arched, elbows out, lifting her fiery mane high off her shoulders to ruffle it. During the dark season, the highest peak on Vayhalun was bombarded with strikes of white fire, charging the clouds with dangerous voltage. The curls of her hair crackled with the same frenzied energy.

      Beowyn’s throat bobbed, gaze locking onto her nipples. The nubs pebbled, jutting through her flimsy garment. The sight made his fangs ache, his gut clench.

      A subvocal groan had him glancing to the side.

      Face taut with want, Éorik’s attention had latched onto the swell of her backside, jiggling as she moved. He stood rigid and staring.

      Grunting his surprise, Beowyn struggled through a miasma of conflict and arousal. Should he share an appreciation of the sensual display or express displeasure at the male’s interest? How could he fault Éorik for noticing his female’s powerful allure? Of course, Sìne’s strength would attract a virile male such as his Commander.

      Comfortable in the midst of strangers, the human males navigated the cramped space with the ease of longtime familiarity. The den they inhabited was a twin of the other if  a little smaller and better cared for. There was less dust and a fresher air. It was a comfortable nest to pass the cold season.

      Aled and the slender Rowan took up seats on the floor. Claiming one side of a long couch for his own, Patrick pointed at a pair of worn chairs for his foreign guests. They looked akin to thrones, decorated in fabric and brass studs with winged sides, and ornately carved wooden legs.

      Accepting the placement with a grave bow, Beowyn threw his mantle over his shoulder and sat. He kicked out a leg to rest his elbow, hand loosely curled in a fist between his thighs.

      His Defender respectfully declined his seat. He stood behind his King, thick legs spread, hands behind his back in the folds of his cloak.

      Seemingly uncaring of the lust she roused, Sìne finished grooming. She used a tie on her wrist to pull the mass into a messy knot.

      Beowyn raked his gaze over her boxy, shapeless attire. Intrigued by her unassuming air, he grew ever more curious, ever more determined to win her regard. Three rotations prior, he’d caught a glimpse of her through a merchant’s window, engaged in the drudgery of the servant class. Curls sticking out from under a battered hat, her hair had gleamed reddish-gold in the stark, artificial light. He’d found himself drawn to the homely creature. This had been shocking. His mission had been to find a human woman that looked sounded, acted, and smelled like Lumen, his best human friend, and almost wife. He’d decided she was his ideal. He found her endlessly fascinating. However, after a fleeting glance at Sìne, he was consumed. He’d returned to the same place time and time again to spy on her from afar, watching. Waiting. Seeing her smile, a curve of the lips that haunted his waking dreams, he had simply chosen. Upon touching her, his titillation deepened, ripened. Along the hunt, his attraction transformed into a knowing, so strong, it felt like a psychical entity writhed beneath his fur. Lumen was creamy brown with dark hair and a quick wit. She was quick to smile. Her aura sparked bright colours, and she warmed you with her mere presence. However, he now realised his attraction to Lumen was a spark against the inferno of his passion for Sìne. His female was mylk pale. She had yet to smile. It was odd because he was hilarious, bringing joy to all solely by existing, but he was used to coaxing smiles from Éorik, and concluded doing the same for Sìne was no hardship. Smiles from them was a reward worth the effort. The best thing about his One? She bore hundreds if not thousands of dark berry-coloured dots on her oval face. A wicked fantasy of her caged in his limbs as he licked them made him grin. He chuckled, deep and low when an audible gulp betrayed her awareness of his desire.

      Wary of the predatory way he watched her, Sìne sat beside Patrick, tucking her petite feet under her bottom. She settled, and her scent came to him. Bearing notes of cold rain and fresh herbs, it was like crisp mountain air. Pure. Invigorating. He wanted to drench himself in it. Would the fragrance of her sex prove as intoxicating? Would its taste enslave him? His member twitched.

      Patrick sat forward, intent. ‘You understand me, aye? Good. Much as I’d like to apologise for the welcome, Sìne is the apple of my eye. She came to me begging help.’ He eyed them. ‘Care to explain what caused her to flee her home in the middle of the night, wee bit in tow?’

      Beowyn exchanged wordless communication with Éorik. He sacrificed his translator, leaning over to place it amongst the debris on the table.

      Fist to his chest, Beowyn gained his feet. ‘Good Greetings, wife-kin. I am King Beowyn ThunderClaw, Great Alpha of all Veraks. But as we join Houses you may call me…hm.’ He rubbed his whiskers. ‘My best friend says it is better to call me Wyn.’ He offered his arm. ‘We are well met.’

      ‘You call her wife?’ Aled’s deep bass was sharp.

      Sìne shifted in her seat. ‘Told you he claimed me.’

      Rowan coughed into his fist, lips turning up.

      With a quick, bewildered look to the side, Patrick stood and clasped his forearm. It was a strong grip. ‘Patrick Grae. Since my old Da lost his commons, I watch over this clan of hooligans.’ Introductions were made. He turned to Éorik. ‘You are?’

      Éorik inclined his head. ‘I am High Commander Éorik of House SnowBlade, Royal Defender.’

      ‘What do we call you?’

      ‘I do not care.’

      Patrick sat. ‘You call us kin. I don’t think Sìne accepts the claim.’

      Did his One not wish to lead the negotiations herself? Beowyn’s forehead creased. ‘Sìne, are you agreeable to your head of House bartering mating terms?’

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Aled spoke first. ‘You should let us. We know what you need.’

      Sìne blinked. Scowled. ‘I know what I need.’

      Ignoring her, Aled shook his finger. ‘Before we begin, know she has us to protect her, you hear? Aye, she’s hard headed, has terrible taste in men, and doesn’t listen, but she deserves the best. We’ll not go easy on you just because you’re outsiders.’

      ‘Liam was one man.’ Sìne dug her fingers into her thigh. ‘One mistake. You can no assume every man I take up with is no good. I can make the right choice.’

      Aled made a sweep with his arm. ‘Oh?’ He jabbed that thick finger towards Beowyn. ‘I can tell what he wants. Don’t think I missed the way you look at them when you think no one’s watching.’

      Had his female been sending lustful stares to his Commander?

      Face colouring an alarming shade of red, Sìne flung her hands into the air. ‘Why am I getting involved? You’ll send them running all on yer own.’ She wriggled her fingers. ‘All of you, do as you please.’ She fell back with a huff.

      Patrick cleared his throat. ‘My cousin is a good woman.’ His voice was firm. ‘She deserves nothing less than a man…male who offers marriage. It’s clear to us, Wyn, you are no of this world.’ For the first time, he seemed off balance. His eyes landed uneasily on their features, their horns. He shook himself. ‘How do we know you'll be good to her?’

      Rearing back, offended, Beowyn stared. His honour had never been so questioned.

      ‘Fear not.’ Éorik, ever the diplomat, allowed his liege time to grope for composure in the wake of such insult. ‘The Great One has many concubines. He is a strong protector, and well versed in bed play.’

      Patrick blinked. ‘Concubines?’

      ‘Bed play,’ said Aled.

      ‘She’ll be his wife. Of course there’ll be bed play.’ Arms around his knees, bouncing, Rowan giggled. ‘This is classic. Where’s my camera?’

      Spine stiff, Patrick made a low, angry noise.

      Sensing the change in atmosphere, puzzled by it, Éorik pressed on. ‘She, Lumen of the Stars, a human formally of Earth, and now of Rök, taught us much of your primitive culture. We are well prepared to meet Sìne’s unique needs. As well as those of the cub.’

      Patrick’s gaze pierced Beowyn. ‘Sounds to me you’ve come to take advantage of my poor, wee, down-on-her-luck cousin.’

      ‘Oh, God.’ Sìne buried her face in her hands. ‘You open your mouths, and my value as a woman decreases. How you manage to love me yet insult me at the same time baffles the mind.’

      Nose wrinkling, Rowan hummed. ‘This does sound wishy-washy. Concubines? Plural? It’s worrying, aye.’

      At their increasing protests, Éorik lifted a palm. ‘Be at ease. To our people, Sìne will hold pride of place, far above that of the harem. She will be Great Lady, One with my liege, and yes, his wife. There is no higher standing for a female on Vayhalun.’ He looked between them. ‘What is offered is the greatest honour.’

      ‘Concubines? Harems?’ Colour high, Aled shook his fists. ‘We’ve been here before.’

      Hands falling, Sìne’s eyelids narrowed. ‘Have we?’

      ‘Same difference.’

      ‘I bloody well disagree.’

      ‘Don’t defend them, lassie. Break free of the abusive cycle.’

      ‘I am no defending them. I’m defending me.’

      ‘What you’re doing is not heeding yet another warning. You wait and see. He’s got a look about him. Just like that English bastard Liam.’

      ‘My God, let that go.’

      ‘I was right then, and I’m right now.’ Aled cut a hand through the air. ‘He’ll not be faithful.’

      ‘Faithful?’ Éorik bent forward, the space around his mouth whitened. ‘The Great Alpha of this Dyna has never claimed a One before. His heart is free.’

      Beowyn lifted a finger claw. ‘It must be said, for the sake of truth, I did try to claim a One. Lumen was already mated, and quite what you humans call ‘in love’.’ He smiled broadly, pleased he remembered the term.

      ‘Another woman’s leftovers,’ said Aled. ‘Why am I not surprised?’

      ‘Could you think any less of me? Might I remind you, he followed me here, and jumped off a mountain to save me.’ Glaring, Sìne dared to be contradicted. ‘I doubt he would do the same for her, whoever she is.’

      So of course, Beowyn preened, ready to meet the challenge. ‘This is not true. I rescue females all the time. Why, I saved Lumen of the Stars, my best human friend, from the clutches of her vile mother-kin. It is a fine tale.’

      ‘Will you shut up?’

      Chin lowering, Beowyn studied her. ‘There is no need to be jealous.’

      ‘I’m no.’

      Éorik’s voice was quiet. ‘Then why so angry?’

      Their eyes met.

      Worried she might take his attention as a signal of interest, Beowyn opened his mouth, but Patrick spoke. ‘Please wait outside while we speak to Sìne.’

      Éorik shifted stance. ‘Nothing you say will offend.’

      ‘I wish to speak to my cousin without you distractions.’

      ‘Distractions?’ Sìne sniffed. ‘That implies I care.’ She crossed her arms under her breasts. ‘I don’t.’

      ‘You cannot mean this.’ Beowyn slowly shook his head. What of their hunt? What of the way her body called to his? ‘I do not understand.’

      Expression twisting, Sìne lowered her eyes.

      ‘Out,’ repeated Patrick.

      Sharing a brief glance, Beowyn nodded, and Éorik headed towards the exit. They left in silent affront, and slammed the door.

      Human females.

      Dah.
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      Rowan sniggered. ‘You hurt their feelings, bráthair.’

      I sat up straight. I did not like him making fun of them. ‘I’ll hurt your feelings in a minute.’

      ‘Oh, aye? Defensive, are we?’

      Spitting a curse, I shifted onto my knees, ready to lunge over the sofa. I’d identified the perfect outlet for my anger. ‘Haud, Rowan. Or I’ll have to shut your trap for you.’

      ‘Like I can no take you with both hands tied behind my back.’

      Aled guffawed.

      ‘Pack it in the lot of you.’ Patrick held up a hand. ‘Joke time is over. Cousin, you know I have your back?’

      I said, ‘I’m here am I no?’

      ‘If you need protecting, I’m there.’

      Restless hands smoothing the heavy denim stretched around my thighs stilled. ‘This is no news to me, Trick.’

      ‘Good. Listen. Beneath the nonsense, the man’s offer is a good thing. It’s a fresh start for you and the wee bit.’

      ‘It does seem like a once in a lifetime opportunity.’ Rowan shrugged.

      ‘Life changing.’ Aled tapped a rough-skinned finger against the coffee table. ‘If they weren’t scoundrels that give me the willies. Send them off.’

      ‘I tried. Look where that brought me.’ I grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked. ‘They will no go.’

      Patrick tutted. ‘You did no send them away.’

      ‘You were there were you?’

      Mouth thinning, he shifted to face me. ‘You asked them to leave you be?’

      I ran a finger over my eyebrow, head ducking. ‘Gave them the slip, didn’t I?’

      ‘Sounds like you wanted the chase.’

      I mumbled dark things at the carpet. I could see lines where a vacuum cleaner had passed. A protest would reveal too much to them and myself.

      ‘We could kill them,’ Aled said. ‘Bury the bodies in the woods.’

      ‘We can no kill and bury everyone you get a funny feeling about.’ Rowan shoved him. ‘People will come looking.’

      ‘Who’s looking?’

      ‘Beowyn is King of his planet. You’ll bring an alien armada down on our heads. In case you didn’t notice,’ he held up the peace sign, ‘only took two of them to kick our arse.’

      ‘Snow was in my eye.’

      Rowan tipped his auburn head. ‘My shoulder has been acting up.’

      ‘We’ll take them by surprise.’

      ‘Mebbe.’

      ‘Are you quite finished?’ Patrick’s Grae green eyes fixed on me. He softened, voice gentled. ‘You want to go. Admit it, and let’s move on.’

      ‘I can no believe this.’ I fanned my face. ‘How would leaving with them be safe for my daughter?’ I stabbed a finger at him. ‘Your niece.’

      ‘Miracles like this don’t happen to people like us. I’m no seeing how Fergie becoming a princess would be a bad or overly dangerous thing.’ He rolled his shoulders. ‘She’d get the best of everything, more than we as a clan provide.’ His eyes locked on mine.  ‘You might heal on Vayhalun. I’m watching you grow bitter. It hurts to see you working yourself to the grave.’ He gripped my knee. ‘You need this.’

      ‘Do you think so little of my ability to rear my own flesh and blood?’ I curled into the sofa. ‘I’m no going.’

      ‘This is for the best.’

      ‘I’ll have to be dragged by the hair.’

      ‘See that being a problem do you?’ He cracked his knuckles and snorted. ‘Are you going to sit there and pretend you feel nothing? That you didn’t light up when he came into the room.’

      I sighed. Feelings got you into trouble. I had to be sensible. ‘It would be crazy to go alone.’

      My cousins slid each other indecipherable looks. They seemed to come to a unanimous decision.

      Leaning back, Patrick’s ankles crossed. ‘Who said you’d be alone?’

      Blindsided by their unexpected approval, I ducked my head and clutched at my ears. Shameful longing gushed into my bloodstream. ‘I fell for a liar once.’ That man broke me to pieces I still hadn’t finished fitting back together. ‘What if Beowyn is a liar too?’

      ‘You can no live your life suspicious of everyone. You can no run because you might get hurt.’

      ‘Is that what you want to teach your daughter?’ Rowan asked. ‘To be afraid to take a chance?’

      ‘That’s no way to live,’ Aled said.

      ‘Okay, okay.’ My eyes crossed, and I slouched. ‘I hear you, no more running. It’s exhausting and surprisingly dangerous.’ I thought of Beowyn and Éorik waiting for my decision. My bruised heart gave a feeble kick. ‘If this backfires, I’m blaming you lot.’ I sent them a trembly smile.

      Patrick nodded. ‘That’s the spirit.’ He shifted to stand as I did.

      I felt tempted to let him come but shook my head. ‘I’ve listened to your advice. I’m grateful for all you’ve done, but this last bit I’m needing to handle myself.’ I couldn’t rely on him to be the go between forever. ‘Fergie’s happiness is my responsibly. I have to live with this decision, so I need to face him head on.’

      Dropping back, his lips quirked. ‘We’ll be here waiting. Take your time.’

      The aliens wandered the outside the caravan, prancing in the snow.

      Cold air clean and fresh bit at my face and reddened my cheeks. I stopped a pace or so from Beowyn and rubbed my hands together for warmth. ‘I will no pretend to understand why you’ve chosen me, but I’d be foolish to brush aside this opportunity.’ I paused, trying to not to let my fears get the better of me. ‘I do have a condition, and something I need to make sure you’re clear on.’ I took a longer, deeper breath and made my voice firm. ‘My daughter and I are a package deal. I go, she goes. She must be safe and accepted by you. Do you understand me?’

      Beowyn blinked. ‘The cub is mine.’

      My hands fell from their nervous twisting at my middle. ‘Then my only condition is my family must come with us.’ I cringed, expecting him to refuse. He’d come to Earth seeking a bride, but he offered much, while I offered myself, the child of another man, and my loveable but often nosey and loud family.

      ‘Of course, our human-kin may accompany us.’ He drew closer brushing snow from his shoulders, long hair and chest. His breaths were white puffs. ‘This will be my mating gift to you.’

      Stirring, Éorik sighed.

      Beowyn eyed him. ‘She may have this small thing.’

      ‘Your desire to grant her request is generous, but the severe poaching penalties, the breaking of a new-founded intergalactic treaty, and the peril of inciting a breeding female concerns me, Owyn, as it should you.’

      Fiddling with my necklace, its pendant icy against my skin, I glanced between them.

      ‘Forgiveness is easier to obtain than permission.’ Beowyn faced me. He stood close enough the wind stirred our hair, blending it into fire streaked midnight. ‘They are welcome in my House.’

      My return smile was hesitant but genuine. ‘Then I’ll go with you.” I inched closer to his radiant heat. “I’ll go to Vayhalun, and I’ll be your wife.’

      ‘Before we speak our marriage vows let me assure you of what I offer.’

      ‘M-Marriage vows?”

      ‘As my One, I will provide you with a harem of your choosing and unlimited funds to bid on the best of courtesans.’ He shot me a nervous look as if seeking my approval. ‘You will have access to the treasury, the fortune of my honourable Dyna, and my permission to house your lovers within the Royal Atoll. To prove my devotion, I will allow you to dismiss any of my lovers you feel are inappropriate. In return, you will bear my cubs and rule beside me until our young defeat me in combat proving themselves Great Alpha.’

      ‘We’re getting married right now?’

      ‘If you will accept me for who I am as I accept you.’

      ‘Do you no need a ceremony?’ I assumed because of his royal status I’d have to suffer an overblown wedding.

      ‘I need only you.’ His gaze captured mine. ‘You will be my confidant, the safe harbour I seek in my darkest times. These are conditions I press upon you.’ His alien face was a stark composition of grey planes and black hollows in the moonlight. ‘Are you my wife?’

      Swallowing to ease the tightness of my throat, I slowly bobbed my head.

      ‘The union must be legally binding.’ Éorik’s rasp made me flinch. I’d forgotten he was there. His expression was a cool blank. ‘Speak the words.’

      Gooseflesh raised on my arms. ‘Why the rush? Can we no spend a few months getting to know each other?’

      ‘I must return to my people.’

      ‘Beowyn, I barely know you.’

      ‘You have an entire life cycle for that. You already know I am the Vayhalun’s Great One. I promise to treasure you and our cub. I will provide. I will do my best to make you happy.’

      ‘It has to be now?’

      ‘I cannot take you from Earth without the power of my name to shield you. It is the minimum the Intergalactic Alliance will accept to bring you under the protection of the Supreme Laws.’ He lowered to his knees and took my shaky hands in his. ‘Are you my wife?’ His flesh was hot and rough, the backs of his hands dusted with fur, and his nails black hooks pricking my skin.

      Clad in ratty jeans and a threadbare hoody, stood on a blanket of crunchy snow under a sky strewn with stars, I made my choice. An alien had once again gone to his knees before me, his heart in his strange eyes and a vow poised on his lips. This time I wouldn’t run. I’d be bold and brave and take a chance. For the first time in years, my future was filled with possibility.

      One day I might love him, and he love me. ‘I am your wife.’

      Beowyn’s thumb rubbed the racing pulse at my wrist. His silver pupils were huge in the blacks of his eyes. ‘I am your husband.’ His rumbly voice was resonant over the whistling wind.

      Cheers broke our reverent silence.

      We turned to see my family crowded inside the bright door of the caravan.

      Squatting, Aled wedged his shoulders in the doorframe. His nose was scrunched, but his eyes smiled. Rowan made the most noise, hooting and wolf whistling. Wrapped in a terry bathrobe and scratching his bald spot, Uncle Fergus peered at the aliens through sleep-reddened eyes. Sucking on her dummy, Fergie smacked her hands together, giggling at the ruckus. Holding my daughter to make sure she could see, Patrick nodded his approval.

      Beowyn laughed. He waved them closer as he stood. He kept hold of my hand as he introduced himself to his new daughter, who boldly tugged on his hair and demanded to be held.

      I ducked my head and blushed.

      The short flight from the Highland croft to Weedsmuir Valley blew my mind. It left my family quiet with awe.

      Uncle Fergus couldn’t stop gumming his cap, his battered, many buckled leather duffle sitting on his slippers.

      Manning the controls of what he called a terrestrial exploration craft, Éorik assured me Vayhalun was politically stable and eradicated airborne viruses and transmutable diseases generations ago. I guessed he picked up my lingering anxiety. He stressed there had been trouble with another species being de-registered or something else confusingly political, but he maintained his home world was at peace with the rest of the galaxy. ‘Verak have powerful allies. These ties the Great One strengthens by hosting tournaments, and festivals.’ Sharp features lit with fierce pride when he told me this, exotically slanted eyes wandering to Beowyn and lingering.

      No plagues and no wars. Good enough for me.

      Of all the things I should be thinking of during the massive upheaval I’d decided upon for me and my daughter, the only thing I could concentrate on was the memory of Beowyn falling to his knees in my shabby living room.

      His silvery eyes bored into mine, expression reverent.

      I offer my seed.

      Shaking off my daze, my eyes swept my bedroom. What did one pack to emigrate to another planet? Jeans, tee shirts and a hoodie? Being kidnapped would remove the burden of having to prioritise outfits, that was for sure.

      Freshly showered, I studied the cubby that was my canvas and wood wardrobe. I opened my arms, swooped in to grab all the hangars then unhooked and dragged them out. I staggered under the load to my open suitcase then dumped everything inside. I eyed the resulting jumble. Shoes and underwear would fit the nooks and crannies, but a line bisected my brows when I realised there was no space for toiletries. I’d have to pack a separate tote. Would such a thing be okay? I tried to travel light, but surely there would be plenty of room on a spaceship. Beowyn wasn’t going to levy an additional baggage charge like a commercial airliner. Would he? I shook my head, and dropped to my knees, pulling dusty, battered sneakers and boots from under the bed frame. I’d already packed Fergie’s duffel, lovingly folding ruffled skirts, spotted tights and frilly socks. Ironing her jeans and tops, I made sure she had winter coats, summer cardigans, and light autumn jackets that could double as a cover for the rainy months of spring. Did it rain on Vayhalun? I rolled my eyes. What did it matter? The weather was weather, wasn’t it? War, famine and disease were what worried me, as they were problems Earth. Did the Verak even mark the years by months? Were there twelve of them? Was a year still a year?

      I was crazed with questions.

      Shampoo in one hand, conditioner in the other, I felt glued to the spot. ‘Am I making a mistake?’

      ‘May I be bold and suggest not?’

      At the unexpected reply to what had been a rhetorical question, I spun. I clutched the bottles to my chest. ‘Wyn.’

      Minding his horns, Beowyn ducked under the door frame. ‘Those who are mine call me Owyn. So must you.’

      ‘Okay.’ I set down the hair products to free my hands. They trembled. ‘Where are the others?’

      ‘Orik is helping them move the cub’s possessions onto the transport.’ He scanned the room, touched a clawed finger to a framed photo of me and Fergie sitting on my dresser. ‘You mustn’t worry.’ He picked up the photograph and placed it in my case. ‘Your kin will be happy. I provide well. They will have good homes and concubines and lovers of their own.’

      Rattled and defaulting into protective mode, I frowned. ‘Aled lost his wife, my cousin Cait, a while back but hasn’t gotten over it. Unless he actively pursues someone don’t pressure him by throwing women at him. Uncle Fergus is old and batty, so, ew.’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘Trick’s a charmer. He’ll no need your help; I guarantee it. Rowan is androgyne. Leave off unless he asks.’ I grabbed a handful of underwear out of a drawer.

      Beowyn sidled closer. ‘Androgyne?’

      I evaluated if one needed Spanx in outer space. ‘Non-gendered.’ I stuffed my suitcase to capacity then sat on it to do up the cheap zipper.

      Plastic nubs refused to budge.

      ‘I do not know what that means.’

      ‘There’s no one answer. Androgyne are unique individuals, you understand? Two snowflakes are no the same. From what I know of Rowan, and believe me, it took a while, he is physically female, Gray-A and mentally non-gendered.’

      ‘These utterances are sensical?’

      ‘Like I don’t question if you’re full of shite too.’

      Blacks of his eyes bright, he trailed a claw along my headboard raking up splinters. ‘Lah, you beguiling creature.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re full of shite.’ I was as interesting as watching paint dry. ‘Rowan doesn't experience sexual attraction except in limited circumstances unique to him.’

      If only I could be so lucky. My life would be simpler, and dealing with the Verak’s blatantly sexual nature would become easy. I wouldn’t have Fergie though. I lamented the mistake of Liam as her father and had struggled to make ends meet since her birth, but never had I regretted keeping her, only my ability to be a good provider.

      At Beowyn’s continued silence, I paused long enough to realise my lips were loose, and Lord were they flapping.

      I owed Rowan an apology for speaking out of turn.

      I’d grown more comfortable with Beowyn. More than I’d realised to speak so casually of inner family workings.

      ‘The serpents have a similar thing. A’ra.’ His reply was halting. ‘They are adolescents, however, unable to experience sexual attraction due to their physiological state.’ He cupped himself. ‘By the Boar’s Tusk, is he dying?’

      It was a relief he still called Rowan by a masculine pronoun. ‘No.’

      ‘Afflicted by an organ shrivelling ague?’

      ‘Stop.’ My lips curved. ‘Do you no have anything like that on Vayhalun?’

      Beowyn peered at the magnolia wall. ‘Sick and dying?’

      ‘Owyn? For goodness sake, Owyn. Look at me. Is this a problem? It’s been this way for Rowan since he was a teenager. Don’t go making him feel awkward. I told you to keep you from stashing a prostitute in his bed or something else drastic. You have a vibe about you that suggests such things are common.’ I slapped a palm to my forehead, shutting my eyes. ‘Which begs the question, what I was thinking marrying you? Let alone going across the universe with you and dragging my poor family with me. Don’t touch that.’

      I snatched away the vibrating neck massager he’d unearthed from my knicker drawer. My ten-speed, phallus-shaped, bunny-eared neck massager.

      ‘Perhaps Rowan prefers females but is not free to pursue them amongst Earthlings as one. I am male, and bed males for this is not taboo on Vayhalun. Éorik prefers males.’ His rumbly bass lowered, and he glanced around. ‘I do not even forbid tentacles.’

      Pausing the fiddling happening between my legs, I nought. ‘It’s no so much about preference because it’s frowned upon or some external influence. Rowan’s slept with men and women.’ Back when it happened, he’d been a wreck. He’d thought he was broken. ‘I will say though he has never had tentacle sex, he’ll appreciate the freedom to, ah, partake.’ I yanked again but stopped to clear my throat. ‘Éorik prefers males, you say? That’s unusual, right? I guess Verak do no have preferences one way or another, but he does.’

      Beowyn looked as if he wanted to ignore the question. He finally shook his head. Briefly, such a small movement I barely caught it. He nosed around in my drawers. He hooked a pair of lacy, pre-baby panties onto his thumb claw.

      A winged eyebrow arched.

      ‘I wear waist-high spandex now.’

      He tucked the scrap of fabric into his pocket.

      ‘What do you think your playing at? Hand it over.’

      ‘Mayhap Rowan is impotent? There are tonics our scientists can provide.’

      ‘There’s nothing physically or mentally wrong with him.’ My outstretched hand landed on my hip. I wasn’t going to demand them back. I returned to packing. ‘He just doesn’t feel the need to have sex that often.’

      ‘I am troubled. There is much bed play on my home world.’

      I bounced on the suitcase. The zips inched closer. ‘That,’ bounce ‘will no,’ thrrrup ‘be a problem.’

      ‘He is unmated. On Vayhalun, he will be exotic. Covetable. What if someone quests to bed him?’

      ‘Quests?’ I choked on laughter. He sounded so serious. ‘Like slaying monsters and hunting treasure for the hand of the bonny maid?’

      He nodded. ‘There will be contests of strength.’

      ‘That’s no bad.’

      ‘Fights to the death.’

      I stared. ‘A wee extreme.’

      ‘Invitations to orgies.’ A stupid male grin creased his cheeks.

      Gobsmacked, I stared more. Shook myself. ‘I’m no worried. Neither should you be. He’s a big lad. He’ll turn the, uh, orgies down if needs be.’

      ‘Turn them down.’

      ‘If somebody wants to have a romantic relationship with him, he’ll go for it if he reciprocates.’ My mouth downturned. ‘I hope he does. After the problems he’s had in the past, he doesn’t bother. He gets his heart broken over and over because he is no interested in sex. You’d be surprised how many people can no handle that.’

      Beowyn palmed his bulge. ‘I need physical attention.’

      I tore my eyes away and dabbed the back of my hand over my mouth. Christ, was I drooling? ‘So do I.’ I snorted a laugh. I’d surprised myself. I’d spent years persuading my body I needed nothing more than a hard neck massage once a fortnight. I sobered thinking about my older cousin and the adversity he faced. ‘That’s how we are. Rowan’s orientation doesn't mean he can no love or want kisses and hugs. Affection. It doesn’t mean he does no want somebody for his own or get jealous and possessive.’

      Beowyn pushed the drawer he’d riffled through closed. ‘Worry not. I respect the ways of your kin.’

      ‘It’s important my family are happy. They mean the world to me.’ I tucked my hair behind my ear. ‘I’d like them to mean something to you too.’

      ‘I will crush the bones of those who belittle them.’

      ‘Oh, um, thanks?’

      Chest puffing, he sauntered over.

      It should have been ridiculous. This seven-foot alien King dressed in armour, sword latched to his back, expression smug and dark hair floating as he walked. It wasn’t. He was seven-foot alien King dressed in armour with a sword latched to his back and his dark hair floated on the goddamn wind. A miracle as we were in my cramped bedroom. He generated his hair fluttering breeze like some action hero with a wind machine.

      The bedroom shrunk to the size of a shoebox.

      ‘I profess myself glad you do not share his…. What do you say? Orreeantaasheeon.’ He leant in all buff muscles and smouldering eyes.

      I leant back all sweaty-faced and bewildered staring.

      Beowyn crowded me until our lower bodies touched. ‘There is much I wish to explore with you. On you. Inside you.’ Then he just kept on coming.

      I slid off the suitcase onto the duvet.

      He followed.

      ‘W-What are you doing?’

      He crawled until I lay flat on my back, him crouched above, massive arms either side of my head. ‘I was going to tell you what I wanted.’ Pleasure rumbled from his chest and into my breasts. He pressed me into the mattress. Narrow hips moved to settle snug in the cradle of mine. I froze. Hardness at his groin bumped the heat between my thighs. ‘This is better.’ His face hovered over mine. ‘Far better.’ Firm lips looked warm and dry with masculine ridges that smoothed as he spoke.

      Watching his mouth, I licked my lips. His eyelids drooped. My stomach flipped, and my pelvic floor clenched.

      Despite my protestations and arguments against leaving Earth, I’d come to the realisation when I’d run from Weedsmuir; I’d wanted Beowyn to follow me. Beneath the fear had been excitement. The discomfort and nerves I’d felt when he’d caught me had been a heightened state of arousal. My baser instincts thought the chase was sexy, and the best thing; the scary thing?

      He smiled, wicked and all teeth. ‘May I kiss you?’

      So did he.

      ‘I’m surprised.’

      His hips bucked. ‘It is rather large.’

      ‘That you asked to kiss me.’

      His head cocked. ‘I have not before.’

      ‘Then why did you with me? What’s wrong with me?’

      ‘Are fallen stars not special?’ His tone deepened, vibrating through skin. ‘She who is mine.’

      ‘Possessive of you.’

      ‘You like it.’

      My mouth parted on a shiver. I made a noise at the base of my throat.

      Metallic eyes darkening, his mouth thinned to a line. ‘But you hide from me.’ His tone remained even.

      Did he refer to me running away? ‘I thought you liked that?’

      ‘Our chase is a fine thing. I speak of here.’ His claw traced a shape over my heart. It stopped before the swell of my breast. ‘You hide from me.’

      ‘I don’t feel safe.’

      He jerked. ‘Never would I hurt you.’

      ‘That’s no what I meant.’

      Explaining it would make me vulnerable. I wasn’t ready.

      I am eighteen years old. Liam is behind me, an arm slung around my neck, laughing lips pressed to the back of my head. ‘God, you make me laugh, babe.’ He squeezes me closer. The setting sun warm and golden on our skin. The sea air ruffles my curls and carries brackish-salt-spritz that moistens my cheeks. ‘I’m so happy you’re mine.’ I’m happy too. So happy that night when he pushes, I let him take me bare. He stares into my eyes. I think everything is wonderful because he is in my life, and he’d never let me down.

      I suck in a breath, turning from Beowyn’s piercing stare.

      ‘It’s no you. I do no think you’ll hurt me on purpose.’ I struggled to vocalise the turbulent emotions blocking what I wanted to build with him. Longings I ached to fulfil. ‘Things happened to me. I no longer trust easily.’

      ‘I am taking you home. You trust me enough for that.’

      ‘No enough to give my heart. No so soon.’ My shoulders climbed to my ears.

      He rest his gaze on my teeth gnawing my lip, the freckles dotting my nose, the mess of my hair. ‘It does not seem fair.’ His eyes flicked to mine, dull with wariness. ‘I offer all I am.’

      ‘I thank you for that, but that’s your choice. Mine is to go slow.’ My palms sweated. Our wants were already in opposition. ‘I need time. I will no lie or pretend I don’t have doubts.’ I wasn’t going to fall at his feet ripe for taking. I needed to feel confident he wouldn’t trample me in his desire to have me. I was his wife, and while I might not be equal in status, I refused to rush any intimacies. It was the right moment to make myself clear. We hadn’t left Earth yet. If he wanted to change his mind instead of being patient, he could, and I wouldn’t hold it against him. He was a powerful, dominant presence. If didn’t assert myself now I never would.

      ‘I see.’ His lips twitched. ‘No matter, my sweet.’ Arm disappearing from sight, he lifted his hips and did something at his waist. ‘Though your hesitation wounds me, I will wait.’ His hand reappeared. Dangling from his giant fist were the panties he stole. He sniffed them. ‘I have these to pass the time.’

      Squawking, I grabbed for it. ‘Give those back.’

      ‘I hear no offer of payment.’

      ‘You have got to be kidding me.’

      ‘That mouth of yours might persuade me to give them up.’ He smiled invitingly, shifting his hips.

      ‘I might be persuaded to use my tongue and not my teeth.’

      The panties dropped onto my face.

      ‘Your sharp tongue suits me well.’ Head darting down, he snagged the lace with his teeth, growling and tugging as I tried to hide them away.

      Grunting, my legs came up around his hips. I bucked, trying to escape with his spoils and laughed when he pouted.

      That was the moment Patrick ambled past. ‘Lass, you taking–Och.’

      Rowan popped his head around the doorjamb. He cackled. ‘That did no take long.’
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      Watching the luminous purple and red nebula retreat into the distance, I thunked my head against the wall of the spaceship taking me to Vayhalun.

      Remembering Beowyn’s weight bearing down me, his sultry grin, his alluring aura, I conceded I’d already sunk too deep, the frigid waters were closing in over my head.

      I went to smack my forehead again, but a palm eased between me and metal. Éorik’s expression was gloomy, eyes vivid. ‘Your joy moves me.’

      At least the Verak had a sense of humour. ‘You would think it’d be hard to leave everything behind, but no. A couple of spaceship rides, and we’re gone. The family I have are with me, so there’s no one to miss us. One dropped shift, the manager at Charlie’s will send me a letter of termination. I’ll be served an eviction note then new tenants will replace Fergie and I at the flat. Will the police will file a missing persons report if no one cares to report we’re gone?’ I shook my head, mouth turning down. ‘It’s scary how easily people can disappear.’ I rubbed my goose pimpled flesh. ‘Scary how I’ve put my trust in someone I barely know.’

      Unsaid was how frightening the depth of intimacy I’d agreed to was. I didn’t regret my decision, but I was intimidated by it.

      Éorik clasped his hands behind his back. ‘Is the thought of bedding the most eligible male in countless galaxies so repugnant to you?’

      ‘I forgot it’s all sex with you lot.’ I turned from the intimidating male to the lonely sight of deep space. ‘Is there something you’re wanting?’

      He scanned the view outside the airy observation pod in a brisk sweep, a star-strewn vista commonplace to him. ‘You should be sleeping.’

      ‘Why are you skulking about?’

      ‘I am the pilot.’ His voice was dry. ‘Someone must keep this vessel on course while the Great One woos you.’

      ‘That name irritates me.’

      ‘Lah, such is the nature of truth.’

      ‘He can no be that great.’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘I’ve spent time with him.’ I rubbed the bump behind my ear, a sub-dermal translation implant beneath the skin. ‘No one in their sane mind is that carefree and happy.’

      He propped a shoulder against the hoary bulkhead, ankles and arms crossing. ‘Interesting how you see him.’

      ‘Are you suggesting there’s more to him than meets the eye?’ I pushed a hand into my curls. ‘That I need to stick this out and everything will be fine? That I have no made a impulsive mistake, and put the lives of everyone I love in jeopardy?’

      ‘Beowyn ThunderClaw is as he seems. You do not understand the fulness of what you do see. As for your mistake to join us? It was never yours to make.’

      ‘I made the choice to come.’

      ‘Owyn chose. He would have taken you agreeable or not.’

      I turned to find a new moping spot, fighting bewilderment.

      The Verak were outside my limited realm of experience. Understanding them was an effort at futility.

      To the outsider, Éorik acted subservient to Beowyn, but being brought inside their dynamic, I witnessed interludes where the balance of power reversed. The Commander spoke of him with awe and reverence one moment then intimate certainty the next. I suspected lust formed the energy flowing around me and between them, but it was a mystery divergent.

      Claws wrapped around my arm.

      Head twisting, I looked to the towering male who stood close.

      My brow arched, my heart thundered.

      Éorik’s impassive face morphed, chilling in its intensity. ‘If you dislike him why come?’

      ‘According to you, I didn’t have a choice. What does it matter now? Why does it matter to you?’

      ‘It is he that matters to me.’

      I thought about saying something nasty, but unvarnished truth flew from my lips. ‘I wanted a better life for my daughter.’

      ‘You seek to abuse his generosity.’

      ‘Everybody uses someone at some point in their life,’ I closed my eyes, ‘but Beowyn and I do have moments.’ The truth would set me free in more ways than one. ‘Surprising moments. He’ll do or say something that makes me think how perfect it’d be if he lives up to everything he promised.’ What if I didn’t? What if I ruined the relationship? ‘Am I using him? Aye. For what I believe to be the best of reasons with the best of intentions. I mean to be a good wife and mother to his…our cubs.’ Blowing out a breath, I met the hot gaze flaying my skin. ‘Isn’t true he’s using me too?’

      Distaste eased from his features. ‘This is a strange way to look at a life mate. Using each other. As if your human love is a burden or bears cost.’ He hesitated then canted his horns. ‘Betrayal formed this belief.’

      I ground my molars. ‘Who has been running their mouth then?’

      ‘Aled meant no ill will. He has great affection for you.’

      ‘I know that. He still should no blab my business about.’ Hypocritical, yes, I’d done the same thing to Rowan with Beowyn, but at least I’d come clean as soon as I possibly could so nobody could catch him off guard.

      Éorik’s pupils danced, liquid gold compared to the hammered bronze of before. His fingers around my arm flexed, claws scraping. I became aware of the breadth of his shoulders as he breathed. White-furred skin revealed by his collar let off a rich, woodsy scent.

      We stared into each other’s eyes.

      Neither of us moved, and the longer we remained, the more difficult it seemed to part.

      Unbidden, my mind reminded me of Beowyn’s promise to house my concubines. He’d take lovers as well. Was it a flagrant insult to what I knew as the institution of marriage? Perhaps my instinctive, negative association at the notion was a product of my religious upbringing and disappointing past relationship. I’d been damaged by a philanderer. My knee-jerk reaction to dislike their sexual practices wasn’t logical, was it? Especially as I had no emotional attachment to my husband aside from a growing respect and shallow, physical attraction.

      Standing close to Éorik, sexual awareness snapping between us, the concept of casual lovers seemed more real and comforting than the everlasting devotion Beowyn promised to fulfil.

      I fidgeted under his stare. ‘Do you have many lovers?’ Mortified my mouth opened for that stupidity fall out, my head tried to disappear into my neck.

      ‘My harem is enough. I partake in love play when offered but keep no lovers. It makes favourites jealous.’ His head tilted. ‘Do you?’

      ‘Have many lovers?’

      ‘Offer play?’

      Air solidified in my throat.

      Heat climbed my neck as I risked escape. ‘Beowyn.’

      His grip tightened. ‘Wrong male.’

      ‘He is your King.’

      Considering his culture, why I fathomed the reminder would deter him, I don’t know.

      Éorik’s gaze flicked to the side. Upon its return it was dark with amusement. ‘As you are my Queen.’

      ‘You proposition what’s his.’

      ‘You belong to yourself. If you wish to share yourself with me that is your decision, and yours alone.’

      ‘Do you no feel bad? Guilty?’

      ‘Beowyn wishes to bed you, but he also grows to love you in your human way. I want inside you.’ His barbed tongue dabbed his bottom lip. ‘I will bed you should you wish it.’

      I put more force into twisting my wrist, a demand to be released.

      Smirking, he let go.

      I inhaled my first full breath since he’d touched me. It was like escaping dark, deep water to air. A rush of disappointment he’d ended our confrontation mingled with relief.

      Until he took an aggressive step.

      I backed against the cold wall, a hand shooting out to press his middle. My fingers chafed against the textured bumps and crevices of moulded armour.

      Fists lifting to rest on the bulkhead, stretching a lean abdomen to cage me in heat, and scent, his dark-skinned face lowered. Long hair smelling of peppery spice curtained us from the outside world. Warrior braids hanging from his temples brushed my shoulders, silken ropes snaking over my arms. My fingers twitched, weaving in-between loose strands, rougher than expected.

      Puffs of air beat against my throat. ‘To take what I want of you would be dishonourable.’

      ‘You assume I will no give.’

      Closed lips rubbed against the heated skin of my neck. Skeins of moonstone kissed the furthermost tips of my breasts. ‘Should you come to me, I will not turn you away.’

      My breaths came shallow and thin. ‘Beowyn.’ I spoke the name as if it were a sacred talisman. Rather than discharge the tension it fanned the flames. Our gazes merged and burned as we imagined him between us.

      ‘It is not our way to be jealous.’ Words from his mouth buzzed against mine. ‘Remember,’ a phantom-light kiss, ‘I will not turn you away.’

      He straightened, and the observation platform snapped into focus with a rush of cold brightness. Éorik inclined his head. He stalked through the hatch. It swirled closed with a swoosh.

      Trembles chased tremors down my spine. I curled my flatted palm into a fist to pull it into my middle, marking the ache there. The drone of the spaceship engines ground against my eardrums. My skin felt sensitised to the recycled air, the metal wall at my back.

      I minced the crescent-shaped corridors to my room using the polished inner hull for support, and thankfully without chancing upon relatives who’d question my shaky composure.

      My cabin was decorated in the cool palette of a nordic sky. Stark white walls acted as a backdrop to the clean lines of blue wood furniture. A cubed wall unevenly split the oval room into a living space and a sleeping platform. The partition housed the cleaning facilities on one side and a compact galley kitchen on the other.

      I hit the liquids dispenser. I tossed back a double measure of the pungent, sour alcohol the Veraks preferred.

      Heat blazed down my gullet. It hit my stomach, and a peaceful lassitude seeped into my limbs.

      Wheezing fumes, I debated a second shot. I rubbed my legs together and felt the telltale liquid glide on my inner thighs. The heel of my hand came to rest of my lower stomach.

      I pressed, groaning, battling the urge to touch myself.

      Stripping, I entered the cleansing unit. I let particle jets and streams of vapour wash away the last of the tension squatting between my shoulder blades.

      Plasma gurgled down the vents. I stood, numbed, watching translucent gas streaked with bluish sediment I guessed was soap trickle down my shins as suds then slide off my wriggling toes.

      Warmth blasted from the silver bar at waist length. It tilted on an axis, sweeping airstreams across my damp flesh to dry me.

      Outside the unit, finger combing my curls, I shuffled towards the squashy bed. I planned to curl up and repair my mental state for the changes to come.

      I needed to be strong for my baby, not twisted with desire.

      Sleep would straighten me out.

      And if it didn’t, there was always the neck massager.

      Relocating galaxies was not only exhausting, but mind altering.

      What had I been thinking letting Éorik corner me? I’d gone years without letting a man screw me over. I couldn’t let the pair exploding into my life mess me around, no matter how seductive.

      Walking past a snug looking cubby, I backtracked then crawled onto it, flopping onto my side. I didn’t have enough energy to drag may ass all the way to the sleeping platform.

      It took a while to relax. My mind was crammed with doubts, my body humming from Éorik’s touch.

      I smoothed a hand over the cushiony softness below me, turning my head to gaze out the porthole into the black vastness of space.

      Fergie had spent the day with Patrick, and would be content sleeping with him. At first, I’d been stressed and annoyed when he’d commandeered her, but now, I neared tears I was so grateful.

      Alone time was precious, a commodity, and one I sorely I lacked. When was the last time I had space to just be? No work, no baby to run after, no bills, no flat to clean.

      Guilt flared but quickly passed.

      It didn’t make me a bad mother to need time to myself, and I was looking forward to being a bigger part of Fergie’s life day to day. I’d get to witness all the little things I missed because I’d worked all the time.

      My eyelids drooped. Brightness kept me from sleep. ‘Lights dim.’ Lines illuminating the room lowered to hazy splotches on the pristine walls.

      The temperature was perfect, tepid, but with a cooler edge.

      Silence had never meant so much. I tumbled deeper into my mind, lazy thoughts drifting here and there.

      Gradually, my tense muscles relaxed.

      Bliss suffused every pore as palms stroked my calves. Rough and hot, they chafed against my skin, lingering at the bend of my knees to apply pressure. I moaned. Weight settled between my thighs, and a barbed tongue lapped at my pulse in languid scratches.

      My clit pulsed, and my thighs trembled.

      Gentle hands rubbed a trail from my shoulders and down my arms. Low, raspy growls accompanied a thick length sliding against my pussy.

      My eyes flew open.

      A large silhouette blocked the overhead light.

      A startled breath escaped my mouth as it swooped down, and a pair of firm lips closed over my parted ones.

      Purrs of satisfaction sent ticklish vibrations across my damp flesh. A wild scent, and sweetly bitter cacao shredded my senses. A moist tongue flicked at my own before pulling back to trace the shape of my mouth, tasting me.

      I chased the muscle with my own and locked it into twisted clinch, sucking hard, mewling as heat arrowed to my sex. Insides liquefying, the tension coiled into the sweet spot beneath my navel. My legs shifted restlessly. The empty ache made me think of being filled, made me think of being fucked.

      My hips thrust to meet the erection growing harder and heavier against the apex of my thighs.

      I gasped,  and it felt as if my lungs would explode.

      Everything was sharper, bolder, more piercing.

      My arms lifted to twine around my tormentor’s neck. They were caught and pulled high over my head. Claws pricked my skin as long fingers held my wrists with brutal strength.

      My eyeballs rolled, and I stared.

      Éorik.

      Seraphic face cruel with need, his eyes were afire, fangs bared as he watched the dark head of the male suckling on my neck mouth his way down to my breasts.

      Fuzzily, I recognised this wasn’t right, wasn’t something I’d agree to, but I was there, and I wasn’t afraid. I was wanting. Everything but the carnal urge to fuck was a distant fog, easily forgotten under the sensual onslaught.

      Sharp pain in my breast had my attention snapping down.

      Beowyn.

      A twist of the lips warped his expression into something unabashedly naughty. He graced another hard nip from his sharp teeth to my turgid nipple, and then quested downward. His tongue laved my navel before he levered himself lower, pushing my ankles to my buttocks, so my knees pressed either side of my breasts. He buried his face in my cunt. My whole body heaved, back arching until the crown of my head and ass were the only things attached to a surface. He put his mouth on my pussy and slurped, sucked and tongue fucked me until I vibrated.

      Letting go of my ankles, he wedged his shoulders between my thighs to keep them spread. I dug my heels into his broad back hard enough to bruise.

      Frantic to grab fistfuls of his mane, I tugged to free my hands. Coarse hair tickling my inner thighs drove me mad.

      Éorik chuckled. He nibbled the round of my ear. ‘Hush, little wife. Take your fucking.’

      I groaned, the words a sinful invocation I was summoned to painful arousal by. My hips bucked, grinding erratic circles, needing the solid bulk of a male body to writhe against.

      Licking the juices wetting his cheeks, Beowyn patted the aching space he’d vacated. ‘Greedy for me, sweet puss?’

      ‘Please.’ My plea strained thin.

      The six points of his pupils thickened. His feral grin made my toes curl. ‘Open your mouth.’

      Warmth pooled in my cheeks and my lips tingled.

      A big hand cupped my cheek to turn it to the side. Éorik’s cock was there. Bulbous tip seeping, his balls drew up tight. ‘Suck me.’ He leant over to kiss Beowyn in a scrape of lips and teeth.

      I stifled a moan and latched on. A dick thrust into me, so hard, I slid up, and a blast of sensation rocketed through my body. Éorik howled into Beowyn’s mouth, coming down the back of my screaming throat, and my eyes flew open on a breathless shriek.

      I flailed upright.

      Sweat slicked my brow, and my eyes showed too much white as they darted around. The room was dim and silent aside from my harsh pants.

      I was alone.

      There were no aliens fucking me into oblivion.

      Scrambling out of the cubby and off the daybed, I noted its glowing dimmed. My hands flittered across my body. Every inch was tight. I was dressed in the loose pants and blouse from earlier, but my nipples were hard, and my crotch soaked.

      ‘Shite.’ I dragged a shaky hand through my sexed up hair. The chain at my neck was tangled. ‘What the hell was that?’ Who had dreams like that? Fantasies of being dominated, sure. Of a man going down on you, yeah.

      Watching two guys kiss as they fucked you, not so much.

      Uncomfortable, I changed my clothes and shoved my feet into my pumps. I tottered out the automatic hatch and down the empty corridor.

      The subsonic hum of the spaceship’s engine soothed me long enough to reach the larger quarters my cousins shared.

      Sticking my head around the various corners and doors, much to Patrick’s amusement, I threw myself down on the bunk next to him, hair flying, one slip on shoe clucking to the floor.

      I stared at the metal lattice overhead, toes curling into the silky bedding at the thought of what I wanted to discuss. My mouth worked soundlessly, but I managed a quiet, ‘She was okay today? No tantrums or homesickness?’

      ‘The wee bit was fine. You worry overmuch.’ He hooked a finger under the chain at my throat, a Celtic cross dangling from it. ‘Knotted silver.’ He smoothed it out. ‘What you been up to, lass?’

      I slapped at his hand. ‘I took a nap.’

      That mocking eyebrow climbed higher, and a wicked smile creased whiskered cheeks. ‘Alone?’

      I threw an arm over my face.

      ‘Out with it then.’ Bare toes nudged my ankle. ‘Whatever you’re bent out of shape about seems worse than it is.’

      Grossed out by his stinky, hairy man feet, I kicked his shin and mumbled the gist of it into the crook of my elbow.

      Patrick pushed my arm down to grip my chin. His face was amused, but his eyes were sharp. For all his gruffness, my cousin loved me and was protective. ‘Tell me what happened.’

      ‘There’s something wrong with me.’

      ‘Oh, aye?’

      ‘I had a dream.’

      His knee hooked up so he could itch it. ‘I’m needing more information than that to help you now.’

      ‘I took a nap on a daybed by the porthole in my cabin, which is no what you think by the way. I dreamed things.’ I flushed brighter. ‘Sexual things.’

      Patrick’s expression cleared. ‘Wyn told us about that. It’s called a pleasure couch. All the cabins have them. The Veraks see it as a home fixture from what I can tell.’ His eyes twinkled. ‘We took turns on it earlier. Fergie loved it.’

      Hearing my innocent child sat on that couch, my jaw dropped.

      Patrick barked a laugh and dodged a hit. ‘The wee bit dreamed of rainbows and teddy bears. Da muttered something about haggis. Rowan did no say what he saw. The device is about pleasure and no all pleasure is sexual, so calm it down.’

      I shimmied onto my side, propping my head up. ‘What did you dream of?’

      ‘Mine was no kinky like yours. I fucked a lass I kenned years back. Before my last deployment.’ His gaze drifted to the middle distance. He shook off his daze with a sigh. ‘Too late to do anything about it now.’

      Sympathetic, I left it alone. ‘What about Aled?’

      ‘Aled dreamed of Cait.’

      My throat closed.

      Her loss still felt fresh even after so many years.

      Aled lost Caitrìona to uterine cancer. Though he’d recovered as well as one could, he’d never taken another.

      Patrick and Rowan rarely spoke of their eldest triplet. A part of them died, never to return. She’d been like a mother to me. I didn’t want to talk about her much either.

      Patrick nudged me with his shoulder. ‘It’s okay to want them.’

      I looked at anything but his face. ‘Them?’

      ‘I’m no blind, woman. I see how you look at them.’ He shrugged. ‘They obviously have a very open culture.’

      ‘You don’t think it’s weird? Is it no wrong?’ I blushed. ‘I dreamed of them kissing while being with me.’

      ‘That’s filthy unnatural that is.’

      I cringed. ‘Be serious.’

      ‘I can no see why you’re upset about something millions of people do the world over.’

      My brows pulled together.

      ‘Men have watched women loving on each other since time began. Why so strange to think the reverse?’ He huffed when my expression creased. ‘Do you want to fuck women?’

      I imagined having sex with a woman. Aside from a vague curiosity, it did nothing for me. ‘No.’

      ‘Then why would the pleasure couch show you a scene of another woman touching what’s yours? The male body attracts you. Why wouldn’t you want to see two braw lads giving and receiving pleasure? Do you want to see other women with your males?’

      Éorik made me aware he was there for the taking, but at no point did he offer exclusivity. Beowyn didn’t expect monogamy. Did I lusting after both of them as I was? I gulped. The thought of making myself vulnerable to them, requesting they bed only me made me break out in hives.

      Gaze drifting, my mouth shut.

      ‘So you have no problem with these concubines they talk about?’

      Jaw flexing, I glared. ‘I–.’

      A thunderous boom reverberated through the ship.

      I was tossed off the comfy bunk halfway across the room, squashed after impact by Patrick’s stocky bulk.

      Alarms screeched.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 6

      

    
    
      Dragging a fresh tunic over his head, flesh damp from cleansing and smelling of sharp chemical soaps, Beowyn entered the command centre at a run.

      He dropped into his seat.

      Gaze flitting over reels of data as the onboard computer tabulated the resulting damage from the continuous blasts rocking the ship, he scowled, eyes darkening alongside his mood.

      He slicked wet hair back from his face. ‘Who?’

      Green light from the console highlighted the strain etched into Éorik’s features. ‘Dei San.’ Claws jabbed buttons. Commander SnowBlade’s voice turned menacing. ‘L’Odo. Look.’

      Silvered metal hull transformed into a viewing screen, three male-lengths high, and five lengths wide.

      Their eyes were drawn to the curve of a rufescent planet, its sparkling ring system of ice and minerals lucent vermillion on their starboard side.

      Sprawling starships with sickle pincers and bristling armaments closed in on their smaller craft. Behind them, a dented, cobbled-together looking craft doggedly advanced, its stalking flight path a reflection of the sly hunting tactics of the soulless fiends within.

      Beowyn sucked chill air between his teeth. One vessel they could defeat, but two? Numbness spread through his extremities. Their options for survival had narrowed to a knife’s tip. ‘Thrusters to full. Slingshot around the red star.’

      ‘We’ve pulled ahead, but they’re determined.’

      ‘How far into uncharted space have we penetrated?’

      ‘Further than is sane. The maps already intermittently report a failure to retrieve coordinates. The way back will be lost to us imminently.’

      Star maps were detailed and extensive, but the universe was endless, expanding, and losing your way was a reality. They were maintained and adjusted by Vudwani contracted into the Alliance–an insular, cerebral species renown for its mathematical prowess–to keep vessels from being lost, but you had to stick to the flightpaths to stay safe. Deviation meant you ran the risk of the maps becoming useless and your craft would float aimlessly through the vast emptiness–hoping to stumble across a planet to survive on if you didn’t come in range of a communications array for the maps to update and the navigator to get back on track. Earth was in a distant galaxy far off the beaten path. An offshoot of an offshoot. The illegally sourced coordinates the L’Odo branded onto Lumen grew more outdated by the nanosecond. Space was not fixed and finite. It was alive; moving, growing, collapsing and exploding. They needed to reach an officially charted route for the systems to recalibrate or soon the window to find a way back would close.

      ‘I cannot shake them.’ Éorik gritted his teeth. His strain showed through the bulging tendons in his neck. ‘Orders?’

      Dei San were pirates who preyed on ships regardless of affiliation, incapable of loyalty–even to each other. It would have been a simple thing to swallow pride and out run them. The L’Odo, however, sought vengeance. They would not give up the chase like the Dei San. The slavers had been brought low in a joint effort between Lumen of the Stars and the Great Alpha. Dozens of species had logged complaints with the Intergalactic Council at his urging. The L’Odo had been stripped of their membership, banned from trading with registered worlds and were on the cusp of devolving into the Dei San scum they looked upon with unforgiving animus.

      If the L’Odo caught them and discovered the importance of their prize, they would hold captive all on board and subject them to the depraved tortures reported by his warriors.

      ‘Send out a distress signal to our closest allies.’ Sweat gathered between Beowyn’s shoulder blades. ‘Notify the Royal Paladins and upload the humans’ bio-metrics. Demand they send enough rescue drones to shorten the retrieval time.’ If they had to jettison onto the nearby planet, one drone could mean hours of scouring a planet to hone in on a pods tracker. It would mean wasted time the humans might not have marooned on a dangerous planetoid.

      ‘Connection established. Sending data now.’ Éorik gripped his seat as the room shook. ‘Our protective shield will not withstand much more.’

      Though it was the flagship of his armada, the Dragonfly was designed for speed and stealth raids, not prolonged battle. ‘Get the humans to safety.’

      ‘We cannot send them in the escape pods. Even if we sacrifice ourselves to provide a distraction, they will be taken before long retrieval.’

      Mind drifting amidst chaos, Beowyn mentally blocked the wailing siren and strobing blue lights, gathering information to make a decision. He palmed the console, skimmed the readouts. ‘Registered planet 977543 has negligible atmosphere but it could work.’

      If they pulled ahead, they could hide on the red gas giant until rescue. Built for evasive manoeuvring, the Dragonfly was petite enough to go unnoticed when running on standby mode. It remained cloaked from enemy sensors by using a planet’s natural radiation.

      Éorik gave a sharp shake of ivory horns. ‘If hull integrity is compromised between now and then and we survive a hard landing, we’ll still perish. Look at these atmospheric readings. Toxic.’

      After a longer bombardment from their assailants, the ship’s shuddering turned to a ominous rattle and groan.

      Acrid smoke singed their nostrils.

      It sounded as if the whole chassis readied to shake apart.

      ‘Head to the moon.’ Beowyn exhaled. ‘The air is thin, a hardship for the human body but not fatal.’

      Banking and dodging astroids to speed towards the growing yellowish dot orbiting the red star, another barrage hit the ship. Dampeners shrieked under the strain. They pierced the moon’s foggy atmosphere at a recumbent angle.

      Fumbling with the steering toggles, Éorik cursed. ‘Distress signal sent.’ He slammed a fist into the dashboard encircling his lower body. ‘Upload…to Paladins…interrupted.’ He jolted as the ship tossed violently. One of the unsecured containers tumbling behind them streaked past his head. Blood seeped from high on his cheek.

      Readouts of their falling altitude plummeted as gravitational pull rocketed, accelerating them beyond what their auxiliary thrusters could negate at their current trajectory.

      Beowyn turned to order the other male to assume crash position. His eyes widened at a shrill cry. He twisted in his seat. ‘Why are you not strapped down?’

      Rowan stood with one arm braced in the doorway, distressed cub swaddled to his chest in the other. His daughter-by-mating was red faced, pudgy checks wet as she tried to stuff all her fingers into her mouth and wail around them.

      Both humans looked around without seeing, blinded by the strobe.

      Rowan blanched bone white. ‘Wee bit is scared. I wanted to show her turbulence is no something to fear.’

      Watching them stumble, untethered, afraid, Beowyn struggled to draw air.

      They were attempting a hard landing into the moon surface and not being secured into a reinforced seat with a harness meant death.

      Sìne stumbled into the room. ‘What in the name of God is happening?’

      The ship was hit again, its shield flaring until the bright green bubble was visible to the naked eye. It dissipated. Wildly blinking control panels died. Warping then spitting incomprehensible values, the viewfinder bracketing the screen vanished, as did the external views, entombing the deck in a solid darkness broken only by faint lines of illumination from the emergency glow-strips highlighting the evacuation route and pod chamber.

      Though the warning sirens had silenced, Beowyn’s eardrums pulsed with its lingering noise. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Molecular core disrupter. They have one. Shields are down, the moon’s gravitational field has locked on, and we are as buoyant as a boulder in a river.’

      He slapped the glass control screen with a guttural curse.

      ‘But disrupters are illegal!’

      Éorik flayed him with an aggravated look. His pupils twinkled like cut crystal as they reflected the minuscule light available. ‘Illegal or not, temporary drain or not, we are going to crash, and now, we have no control.’

      Movement slowed as if pushing through water, Beowyn rebounded from his horror induced fugue at the clink of a buckle and whoosh of retracting belts.

      ‘What happened to the viewing screens?’ Patrick came up behind them, fumbling in the suffocating darkness.

      Without the air filtration and cooling systems, they would overheat. Luckily, they would asphyxiate long before that happened should the gods have abandoned them in completeness and the escape pods have malfunctioned.

      All the humans now clustered at the back of the command deck.

      Quiet fright rolled from them in waves.

      ‘The alarms stopped but we’re falling, aye? Are we trying to land?’ Patrick clung to the back of their seats, slotting himself in-between and lowering to his knees to brace himself. ‘We can no take much more of this.’ His eyes fixed on the lightless console. He swallowed. ‘That can no be good.’

      As he left his seat, Éorik shot Beowyn a look so stark, it near stopped the thudding organ beating against his chest. ‘Come,’ Éorik said to Patrick. ‘We must evacuate and hope our pursuers are distracted by the ship long enough our life pods evade notice.’ They staggered across the bridge to help the rest of the humans into the escape pods.

      Beowyn twisted back to the controls.

      He slammed a white-knuckled fist onto the panels.

      Nothing happened.

      No chime of sound nor a flicker of light. The illegal weapons of their enemies had siphoned everything, draining even the auxiliary power cells.

      Buckling under the increasing gravitational pull on its nose and rear, the Dragonfly cracked down its middle as it plummeted into the upper atmosphere of the quarantined planet.

      With a shrill whistle, the air from inside was sucked out.

      Loose equipment flew towards the fissure, embedding into the interior deck-head, unintentionally offering them a delay to reach the escape pods before being sucked out themselves.

      Beowyn fought free of his harness.

      He stumbled towards the group his Commander shoved into the tubes.

      Éorik took Fergie from Rowan and the seamless metal door slid down to encapsulate the man then shoot him out into a free-fall that would eventually–hopefully–end with him landing somewhere safe enough to emerge unscathed, granted rattled and bruised.

      Anticipating the occurrence of a loss of power, escape pods designed and configured to intergalactic code standards ran on energy cells independent of the vessel harbouring them, and were insulated by non-conductive mineral harvested from a border world void of sentient life.

      Recessed into the interior wall, so as to be close to the exterior shell, it took only the breaking of the pressurised seals to eject the pods into space.

      The slender capsules were better suited to space retrieval, but some chance of survival with a ground landing was better than no chance.

      The ship shuddered, and the floor bucked hard beneath Beowyn’s boots.

      He collided with the ceiling; was pounded against the floor. His mouth filled with the taste of salt and metal as his fangs bit into his tongue. The room about him spun, and he could hear the distant screams of the female and cub he’d sworn would be safe, that he had sworn to protect with his last breath.

      Gaining his feet, he lunged, grabbing onto Sìne’s arm.

      Air pressure in the cabin dropped.

      Power surged into the control panel as the effects of the disruptor wore off.

      Pitched, puttering chugs vibrated through the ship as the engine core tried to restart, but it was far too late to attempt corrective flight measures at their current velocity. Gravity had snared its prey. It would relinquish its hold only once the ship met with a greater opposing force–solid terrain.

      Another barrage of laser fire slammed into the rear of the ship and pushed them into a turn that increased until they were pressed down and sliding sidewards. The twirling sensation coupled with the apparent lack of motion seen by his eyes made Beowyn’s gorge rise. He dug his claws into the deck to anchor himself.

      He watched with undiluted relief as Éorik hurled himself into a pod and the door closed over his back.

      Manhandling Sìne into the strained curve of his front, Beowyn crawled towards the last pod.

      ‘Fergie,’ she screeched.

      ‘Orik had her.’ His shout was subsumed by the burst of freezing wind that rushed over their backs as the hole tore wider and the suction accelerated the pace of their lateral slide.

      Their hair writhed like coiled serpents around them, a curtain of ebon darkness streaked with rust, whipping cruelly at their eyes and mouths.

      Sìne scrabbled for a grip on his tunic. He adjusted his hold on her waist, pressed his mouth to the rounded shell of her cold ear.  ‘Hold on to me.’

      Sqwarks of the alarm turned deafening as a tremendous judder rippled through the craft.

      He was jerked hard.

      His claws slid into flesh and he recoiled, relaxing his grip lest he shred his One’s middle.

      At that precise moment, another shimmy poppled through the ship.

      Sìne was wrenched from the protection of his embrace.

      The back of the ship ripped asunder exposing open sky.

      Light flooded through the breach.

      A bloodcurdling scream erupted from Sìne as she was dragged across the floor, legs kicking, arms flailing, and yanked out the rent in the hull, a whiplash of tangled limbs.

      ‘No.’ He reached towards the rupture as if his will alone would bring her back. Yellow and orange, the blur of a tree canopy and the roiling black contrail from the damaged thrusters consumed her. ‘My One.’

      The last of the torn ship fell away.

      Escape pod destroyed, his One taken, Beowyn lay alone on the remains of his ship. At the last moment, tucked his head and pulled up his knees as it bellyflopped onto the ground. Skull-bashing, bone-breaking, spine-snapping impact. Dislodging a great cloud of flaxen earth, the nose of the cockpit husk crumpled under, the back end rebounding upwards. He rolled, twisted and slid, and was catapulted out the hole and into the air. A jagged edge of what was once a partition raked across the side of his body, ramming a spear of metal inside him. Pain. There was a void behind his eyes, a sensation of floating, dropping. Muffled thumping and cracking. Blinding light spangled his vision and there was too much air to breathe, a solid mass of it, then too little to gasp as his nervous system was too shocked to function.

      His body absorbed hit after hit as it plummeted to whatever end.

      White-hot pain, and then came nothingness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Birds chirruped. Heat baked his furrowed brow, but cool patches dappled his skin. Leaves rustled in a breeze that chilled sweat sliding down his nape.

      At the sound of dipping water, Beowyn’s dry tongue dabbed his lip.

      He stiffened when the facial twitch made his entire body throb. He keened as memories of before unconsciousness barrelled into him. His eyelids sprang open, and his senses expanded, moving out in ever increasing circles, soaking in the environment. ‘Sìne?’ The call was scarcely a wheeze. Still, the lack of response made his heart pound. ‘Orik?’

      His Defender was always close. Always. He had been since they were cubs restricted to the den.

      They are alive, he told himself.

      He curled his torso to sit up, and a burning ripped through his middle.

      Cursing the delinquent ancestors who were supposed to be looking out for him, he craned his head.

      Metal jutted from his side.

      Sucking in a series of breaths, Beowyn bared his teeth and yanked the shard from his flesh. Pain radiating from the injury was vicious, but bearable.

      He needed to staunch the bleeding. He eyed a mossy plant. ‘Sìne.’ He shouted for her as he dug a hole with his spare hand, claws making easy work of the packed earth. He buried the bloodied shard. Though not a master huntsman like his Defender, Beowyn knew enough to cloak his trail.

      Leaving spoor would be suicide.

      The planet carried a high threat status in the Intergalactic Registration. Sentient life had yet to evolve, but the wildlife posed a credible threat to the unprepared. Or the unaware. Those like his beloved One, her vulnerable young and kin. If not picked off and eaten by the pirates, or kidnapped and tortured by the L’Odo, they were stranded, likely bleeding and defenceless.

      Glancing up, he startled, seeing the dense tree canopy bore violent evidence of his crashing spacecraft in the form of an open swathe of sky. Following its path, he noted a smoke plume drifting on the wind, wafting from the final resting place of the wreckage.

      Dread mingled with panic as the reality of the situation filtered through the ringing in his ears.

      Éorik was likely alive. As long as his pod landed somewhere relatively safe, his battle leathers would protect him from all but decapitation, and the cub had been with him, he was sure.

      Sìne and her family wore no such armour nor had a Verakan protector.

      They were dead or dying; unless the pods landed well and Sìne’s fall was broken by enough plant life she survived the drop as he had.

      Exhaling, face blanking, the Great Alpha suppressed his emotions into a void. Fear would cloud his judgement, terror distort his senses.

      His ears twitched at a scream.

      Silence, and then another, stronger screech. ‘Sìne,’ he hollered and pushed onto his feet. Human hearing was weak. He needed to get closer.

      Ripping a handful of springy moss from the loose soil, he stuffed the citrusy smelling plant into the gash at his side.

      He hobbled towards the noise.

      His ankle swelled, and his back ached, but his flesh would heal sooner than the damage to his soul if he lost his humans. A painful stretch of slow progress passed. The light overhead dimmed in intensity and the shadows shifted. He heard nothing but the common sounds of nature. Cawing birds of prey, chirring and buzzing insects, leaves tossed in the breeze. It would have enthralled him had he not been consumed with the need to find his people. Visions of their painful demise had his breath quickening.

      Needing guidance, he bellowed, ‘Sìne.’ His name was shouted in reply.

      He adjusted course and sped up.

      Beowyn panted, both at the sweltering heat and muggy air. There was shade from the oblong leaves, but the space between the mammoth white trunks felt close. Yellow soil under his boots radiated warmth. Even the breeze felt hot. Eye watering scents of animal scat, and the harsh bite of rotting vegetation was thick in his nose, mixed with the mineral taste of blood.

      His saliva was thick as bitter paste on his tongue.

      He stumbled into a patch of blooms the shape of sucking mouths, and the sounds they made were so obscene, he almost didn’t hear the low sobbing and grunts of frustration from the dark grey spokes above. Beowyn craned his neck. He felt lightheaded with relief when he spotted a wagging leg.

      He shuffled aside, now able to track the movement down the giant bole.

      Arms clamped around the branch in front of her, Sìne sobbed. With a curse damning gods he’d never heard of, a curse so colourful, it made even his brows rise, she looked this way and that. She crawled backwards down the trunk. Stilling, sensing she was watched, she glanced down to plant her bleeding foot on a surer surface and caught his gaze. ‘Oh God.’ She went to let go of the branches, but swayed, yelped, and clung to them. ‘Are the others close? Is Fergie crying? My cousins? Are you hurt?’ Eyes puffy, her nose bore bright red webs, yet appeared unbroken. Clothes he’d given her as part of the traditional bridal gift were torn. Her mylky skin was leached of its rosy sheen, ashen, and lines of stress bracketed her lips. Bruises formed on her jaw, and another of darker pigment surrounded her bloodshot eyes and spread over her temple.

      To Beowyn she was a beautiful sight.

      ‘Éorik?’ She carried on, heedless of his silence of their companions whereabouts. Her movements took on a sense of urgency. Her hair had doubled in size in the humidity, but did not seem to impede her sight. ‘Is he injured? I’ve been climbing down that tree for hours.’

      When she was close enough to the ground, she lowered herself as far as her arms could. She let go. She landed on both feet then staggered a step before launching herself at him.

      Beowyn’s arms snapped around her like iron bands. His eyes closed, and only then did he acknowledge he’d been on the brink of going feral.

      Did she realise it was the first time she’d placed herself into his arms of her own volition?

      ‘You’re alive!’ Her cry blew against his sweaty neck. Her arms hugged his middle. ‘I thought you were gone.’

      Heart sinking, Beowyn braced. ‘My One, I fear we–.’

      Fingers pressed into his back. Her chest heaved against his. ‘All we have is hope. Don’t take it away.’

      ‘There was a better chance they would reach terra in one piece than we had.’ His voice was gruff. It wasn’t a lie, but it was unlikely all of the rest escaped death, but yes, there was hope to keep their spirits high. ‘We will find them.’ His hold tightened, and his side throbbed. ‘Together.’

      He curled around her, and tucked her head beneath his chin.

      Under the searing sun of a distant planet, Beowyn gave away his heart.

      It might take the rest of his life cycle to make her feel for him what he did her, but he was prepared to wait and fight for her all the while.

      He buried his face into the tangled mass of her hair and breathed deep. She smelt like smoke, musky sweat and sap. A hint of her crisp essence underlay the odour, and he smiled. The scent was already emblazoned upon his senses.

      ‘We’ll find them.’ Her voice was thick. ‘We will. I know it.’

      Beowyn opened his mouth to spew promises he had no right to make, nor true ability to keep, when his ears pricked and swivelled. He stopped his breath. He strained to hear and there it was–the soft fall of a paw, a gentle disturbance in the grass.

      His nostrils flared.

      The wind shifted, bringing with it the primal scent of musty fur and putrefied breath. Another controlled creep forward, and the rancid stench strengthened to eye-watering intensity.

      Beowyn had no weapons, nothing to defend them with but his flesh.

      Whatever approached was large enough to pose a serious threat, agile and adept at stalking prey, as it had come very close, and he’d not seen a glimpse of it. His eyes darted about the space where his senses warned him the creature lay in wait. He saw nothing in the strange foliage. He relied on his ears and nose to keep abreast of its movement, and hoped Sìne trusted him enough in the next moments to do what he said, when he said it. His lips brushed her ear. He ignored her delicate shiver and shut down the instinctive surge of lust that roared through his body.

      ‘You must run,’ he breathed.

      Sìne’s quiet sobs turned into sniffles. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Downwind comes a beast.’

      Her snuffles quieted. A shudder wracked her frame. ‘It’s watching?’

      ‘Hunting.’

      Her hands fisted his sark.

      ‘Run,’ he whispered.

      ‘O-Owyn.’ She pulled back until he saw the curve of her chin. A teardrop wet trembling lips. ‘Running ranks low on things I do passably well.’

      ‘I will shield you with my body.’

      ‘I’m telling you there are things I simply cannot do and running is one of them. I have two left feet. Last time I ran, I fell off a mountain.’

      The creature recognised the fearful tenor of her voice, slinking towards them at greater speed.

      Eyes narrowing, Beowyn glimpsed it.

      Its hide was a varicoloured camouflage, blending it with the environment. It abandoned stealth in fear of losing its quarry and revealed itself as a shadowy blur.

      Ordering himself to release his One, he reached for his sword only to jerk when it was not there. ‘Run.’

      Jumping in fright, she shoved past the same time he twirled around her in a move that left him facing the enemy.

      Sìne tripped and landed on her face.

      Beowyn opened his stance to cover her. He loosed a warning snarl that ripped from his throat with such force, his whole body shook.

      Surrounding wildlife silenced.

      The long, sinuous creature bounded to a stop. Its spiked tail lashed then lowered into a stiff pole.

      Predator locked eyes with predator.

      Flattened nose to narrowed snout, they remained blocking each other’s path, swaying and rocking, testing the penetrability of the other’s defence.

      Sìne huddled under Beowyn’s legs. When he felt her trying to creep away, he squeezed his knees into her shoulders. ‘Stay.’ His concentration was narrowed on the deadly beast.

      Its movements hinted it had decided the small female was a better target. If it could get past Beowyn, it would grab her in its maw and drag her up a tree.

      Baring teeth wet with rancid fluid which scorched the weedy soil as it dripped, the crimson plumage feathering the creature’s ruff erected into a fan of bold, gleaming feathers.

      Lower mandible splitting from its gnarled upper jaw, a clicking screech pierced their eardrums.

      Sìne cringed against his thigh.

      Muscles under Beowyn’s eyes and in his cheeks twitched. He remained ready. His focus on the predator remained absolute, and sensing its resolve falter, he snatched the advantage and claimed a menacing stride.

      Arms extending, he puffed his chest, and growled.

      The creature snapped its jaws but lowered its head as it shrank back. It coiled into itself then spun away and disappeared into the undergrowth.

      Beowyn waited until the foul smell dissipated and the birds chittered, small rodents scrambling about in the trees.

      He pivoted on his heel, ready to discipline Sìne with a snarling lecture, demand her trust and obedience.

      The wreckage he found crumbling at his feet stayed his wrath.

      She remained on her knees, a rock loosely clasped in the cage of her fingers. Her face was chalk-white, eyes lightless pools. ‘My baby. That thing is out there with my baby.’ She slapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, God. I brought her from Earth to die.’

      ‘No.’ He gathered her into his arms. He tried to think of something to reassure her, but he had no pretty words, and he would not lie. ‘You could not have foreseen this.’ He had promised her and her kin paradise and delivered them hell. No words or vows would fix it. He could only move forward and do his best to put it right. ‘Come.’ He set her on her feet, keeping one arm snaked around her drooping shoulders. ‘We must find water by nightfall.’

      ‘We have to look. She’s in danger.’

      He battled the urge to give her what she wanted. ‘Until we have a safe place to rest, we cannot begin our search.’

      Back straightening, her face twisted.

      Beowyn snagged her chin to stall a tirade. He held her glare with a compassionate stare. ‘You are no good to her dead. That is what will happen if you do not first care for yourself. If we do not do this, where will we take her when we find her? What will we tend her wounds with? Feed her? How can we keep her safe with nothing to offer?’

      ‘You think they’re dead. Just say it. You think she’s dead.’

      Rather than confirm with silence, he spoke to delay. ‘We must find shelter.’

      ‘My baby is on a hostile world without me.’ She bent at the waist and keened, notes pure and high with grief.

      ‘Orik is with her. I am sure of it.’ He cupped her rigid shoulders. ‘My One, you must calm yourself.’

      Sìne turned on him with a shriek, twisting from his hold and punching at his chest. Her nails scratched his cheek. Her flailing hand caught his side, and he hissed at the debilitating pain.

      He shifted his grip to her upper arms, and this time, held on. ‘Calm yourself. Sìne! Calm down now.’

      Getting nowhere, she stopped fighting and stalked several paces to stare unseeing into the jungle. ‘This is no okay.’ She whimpered. ‘She must be scared, crying for me. My family.’

      ‘Trust I will find them. I vow it.’

      ‘I’ve had enough of your promises.’

      Beowyn flinched, wounded, her stare cutting through the heart of him.
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      Stripped to the waist, Beowyn’s muscles bunched and flexed as he jumped. He used brute force to wrench a branch from its mooring in the white-barked tree. With a cracking snap, it pulled free, raining bluish splinters from the turquoise inner wood. He tossed it into the pile with the others. ‘It is a good thing these trees are not sentient like those on Drak. A fascinating planet. Many creatures large enough to swallow me whole–and almost did.’ He chuckled at the memory. ‘How comes the ropes?’

      Said ropes were strands of orange-brown lichen I’d braided into lengths as thick as my thumb. ‘Fine.’ I’d made poor progress. The mound was twice my size. ‘I have two coils here ready to use.’

      I rolled my head back on my neck.

      Not surprisingly, there was not an inch of me that didn’t throb or ache.

      Although I’d been sucked out of a crashing spaceship and taken an untethered free-fall, I bore no major wounds. I’d been close enough to the tree canopy that I’d landed on a forgiving bed of entangled branches, leaves, and vines, a natural landing pad.

      I admit for a long while I’d simply lain there staring at the orangey sky trying to reconcile what had just happened and bracing myself for what came next–bracing myself to accept everyone may not have survived.

      Once I’d terrified myself into action in spite of the crawling bugs and curious birds squawking at me for disturbing their nesting, I’d spent hours climbing my way down the knobbly, ashen tree bole, trying to reach the understory and search for the others.

      Hundreds of feet from the ground, I’d paused to take a breath, looked over my shoulder, and marvelled at the alien jungle, colourful fauna and vivid flora.

      Beowyn found me before the choking panic threatening to overwhelm me set in. I hadn’t a clue how to manage in the exotic environment, but he was authoritative, competent, and my worries about surviving diminished allowing my anxiety over my missing daughter and family to skyrocket.

      Using the brightest hours of the day, we’d trudged through densely growing things as Beowyn followed a path known only to him. ‘I hear water,’ he’d said.

      The only noises reaching my ears had been legs scuttling and distant roars. ‘I don’t hear it, but I trust you.’ I’d wanted to hear a baby’s cry. Desperately. My composure fractured each step I took and didn’t see Fergie. Seeing me lose hope, Beowyn had encouraged me with talk of his misadventures.

      My calves were cramped by the time we reached a naturally sparse, flat of land large enough to make camp.

      ‘It is sheltered by scrub bush,’ Beowyn had explained. ‘Enough to keep off the worst of the brewing rainstorm.’

      ‘Okay.’ It was a rough circle ten yards in diameter. It wasn’t filled with monsters trying to eat me. ‘Good enough.’ Off to the side, a freshwater brook trickled across a rocky outcropping. ‘You were right. There’s water. Do you think it’s drinkable?’

      ‘You are inoculated against infection.’

      I recalled the series of injections we’d been given alongside our translator implants and nodded, relieved Fergie and my family would be protected the same way and could scavenge food without deadly repercussions.

      My tongue thick and dry, throat burning, I’d hurried to the spring and dunked my head under a cascade. The water was tepid and tasted strongly of minerals. Pooling into a sand-bottomed basin, it was deep enough to wash in.

      I’d cleaned my face and felt a giddy sort of relief at the soothing wetness in my mouth and empty stomach.

      Ever the independent sort, when Beowyn had thrown a handful of short, sharp commands to sit and conserve my energy while he built our lean-to, I’d bristled. I’d spouted about how women were strong and as capable as men of fending for themselves. Promptly realising I couldn’t spring eight feet in the air as the Verak could to wrench four-foot-thick branches from trees with my bare hands, I determined I would set about gathering material to hold our shelter together.

      The rope making task was easy.

      Keeping my concentration was not. Near naked, heathen royalty was the root of the problem.

      King ThunderClaw didn’t move, he prowled. He didn’t speak, he rumbled. His hair didn’t grow from his head and fall down his back. It rippled from his crown in a glorious mane of shadows that caressed his stupidly handsome face and framed his ridiculous brawn.

      I wanted to trace the faint cuts of his abdominals, the straight of his spine. He wasn’t all veins and no neck and overdeveloped muscle. I liked that. The fainter definition allowed his skin to appear biteable under his fur.

      His body was a distraction, no doubt about it. For me it would have been easy enough to appreciate the view then move on. It was his face that got me.

      I’d wasted hours staring at it.

      Beowyn’s features were bluntly masculine, and his dark eyes fierce, but the way his expression twisted and brightened with his emotions made him rawly beautiful. My concentration was shot, fingers weaving knots where plaits were needed. To my eyes the only male existing with better bone structure was Éorik, whose symmetrical face almost confused the looker with its perfection.

      I was not overly impressed with physical attractiveness. Moreover, Beowyn wasn’t the first attractive male I’d encountered. Fergie’s father was good-looking, and he’d caught my attention with charm, dazzled me with his intelligence and focused attention.

      Beowyn was the same yet different.

      There were no empty compliments about my beauty because I wasn’t particularly stunning, yet he made me feel sexual. I was aware of my breasts, my mouth, my pussy. These places I intuitively knew he’d plunder with savage delight. When I’d first met him my instinct had been to run, and I did, resistant to his allure, and while aroused by the chase, wanting him gone. To my good fortune, my cousin had been smart enough to make me to listen to what it was Beowyn sought to build with his woman. The things he wanted from his wife. My interest had peaked. It had gone beyond the surface feelings of lust and woken scarier emotions like admiration and respect. How could I remain unmoved when he matched my sarcasm with wit? He displayed patience with my reticence and had been noble enough to marry me before we left Earth. He’d shown true joy in adding my family to his own, and if there was one way to win me over heart and soul, it was to embrace my family.

      All the strange, proud and intriguing facets of Beowyn ThunderClaw combined with his physical attributes made him ruthlessly desirable and near impossible to ignore.

      He was far from perfect, thank goodness, because it kept me from thinking of him as untouchable.

      His arrogance already drove me batty and his unapologetic, rampant sexuality was intimidating as hell.

      Frightened as I was to begin another relationship, it was clear to me his better side far outweighed his bad.

      As he continued with his Me Male, You Female parody, I spiralled deeper under the spell of attraction.

      So engrossed was I in the movement of muscle under suede-like skin, the scowls and lopsided smiles, I’d stopped weeping over losing Fergie. My stomach rolled over, and my hands began to shake. Fat tears rolled off my chin unheeded. I could cry oceans, but it wouldn’t get my daughter back. I could throw myself upon the ground in a fit, but it wouldn’t get her back.

      I needed my alien husband for that. I needed his knowledge and strength.

      Beowyn stressed the best way to go about our search was to find water, build shelter and then gather food.

      After these crucial preparations we could then set about looking for Fergie, my family and Éorik in a logical grid pattern using our lean-to as camp.

      All this made sense.

      Me bawling into my hands didn’t.

      So while each bodily cell screamed at me to run caterwauling into the trees, I held back. I swallowed my protests. I sat on my ass and braided rope. I refused to think of my baby alone in the woods calling for me.

      I would not let my mind envision one of those feathered, wolfish creatures creeping up on her and devouring her whole.

      She’d been in Rowan’s arms then shielded by Éorik the last time I’d seen her. It was likely she was with one of them and doing splendid. I needed to stay strong. I needed to get this done so we could get out there to find her.

      Keeping my eyes down, I sucked it up when my fingertips went red then started to blister. The lichen was dry and thin like wire. Bunching thirty tough strands into three larger parts, I was able to make a decent sized plait that would hold the logs Beowyn gathered.

      Grunting, the male who was now my husband and protector yet again stole my attention. My tongue smoothed over my bottom lip. My eyes strayed to the firm lines of his thighs and wandered over the taut globes of his buttocks.

      Beowyn had stopped trying to keep my sprits up with tales of his numerous sexual exploits across the galaxy, thank you, God, and now stripped leaves and thorns off the branches.

      He cursed, and his face scrunched as he sucked a splinter from his finger, pouty scowl making me hesitate.

      ‘Are you hurt?’ I asked.

      His gaze skimmed me. ‘A wound unworthy of mention. Your injury?’

      ‘I’m fine, Owyn. I did no lie when I said your claws only scratched me.’ Hair blew into my mouth. I hooked a finger around the curly strand to stuff it into the mass tied at the nape of my neck. ‘How long have we been here?’

      He walked to the space he’d cleared and set the log down. ‘Not long enough.’ On his way back, he grabbed a length of my rope then another log.

      ‘When can we start looking?’

      ‘Soon, my sweet.’

      Humming in his deep baritone, he tied the longest two together at an angle. He repeated this with shrinking logs.

      I didn’t get it, and I had to bite my tongue, so as to not fall into the womanly trap of haranguing him when I had nothing but a vague impression of what a lean-to looked like. I still muttered, ‘Is it meant to look like that?’

      ‘And you were expecting?’

      ‘Um.’ I made a boxy shape with my hands. ‘No?’

      ‘With more time to spare, perhaps.’ The logs were stacked high enough he needed to stretch to tie the last. ‘This will do until we find our kin and have more hands for more work.’

      Beowyn heaved it onto its side, a sturdy, wedge-shaped hut more than big enough for two. There was a wide opening at one end, and inside the slanted roof lowered into a small triangle, too small to crawl out. He disappeared into the trees and returned with an armful of big rocks. He piled them at the small opening to make a stone wall no higher than my knee. He ripped speckled leaves off a bush. They smelt horrible. Even flies avoided the area wherever the foliage grew.

      I straightened, realising the medicinal smell represented antiseptic properties, repelling biting insects.

      I was dotted in itchy bumps from head to toe, and the worry of contracting a disease or deadly parasite lessened. I rubbed a piece of waxy leaf against the sensitive skin on my wrist, testing for an allergic reaction.

      If nothing happened within the hour, I’d roll around in the stuff.

      Beowyn leant the leaves against the outside logs, tucking the stalks under the top and bottom knots of lichen to keep them fastened. ‘Gather as much leaf, moss and soft grass as you can and pile it outside the entrance.’ He put the shorter, spare logs inside the shelter against one wall. I returned with the asked for leaves and grass, watching with interest as he shoved handfuls in-between the logs then piled the remainder on top until it was a soft, square platform. ‘The sleeping bough is rough but will keep us safer from poisonous bugs and help us retain heat when the temperate falls at night.’ Outside the doorway, he used his boot to flatten and compress the yellow dirt then lined it with rocks. ‘This will be our fire pit.’ He dumped dry leaves and twigs in the middle. He knelt and pawed at the rocks. Plucking one from the mushy dirt with a rumble of satisfaction, he ripped a metal button off his trousers then struck them together.

      Sparks leapt onto the kindling.

      Flames flickered amongst the twigs then erupted into a blaze amongst logs.

      The campfire was unusual, its bluish smoke nutty, and the blackening wood sounding more like it snapped then cracked, smouldering and twinkling.

      I was placed on a soft bed under the shelter, and the smoke kept away the more persistent flying bugs unaffected by the repellant leaves.

      Beowyn planted his hands on his hips. He eyed everything with a glower. ‘I would build you something better, but I am conscious we must find our cub.’

      I managed a choked noise of agreement then shrieked.

      A gigantic insect with dozens of feelers and protected by maggot-white chitin minced its way across the log closest to my head.

      Beowyn swiped it onto the ground then stomped it with his heel. It crunched and spewed pus. He picked it up and sniffed it. ‘Good.’ He pierced it on a twig then popped it over the flames.

      I stared. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Cooking.’

      ‘You, uh, want me to eat it?’

      ‘I do.’ He rotated the skewer. ‘I do not have time to hunt. We will forage as we search for the cub. I promised we would search after we found safety and food. I keep my word to you always, my One.’ Satisfied the bug was cooked, he offered me the twig. ‘Eat while it is hot.’

      Pus had charred to a gooey brown. I shrank back. ‘You’ve been working so hard while I just sat here. You eat it.’

      ‘I will rest easier knowing you are fed.’

      Beowyn had done everything he said he would. To throw the food at him and refuse to eat it would not only be rude but irresponsible. Bug was outside my standard diet, but I was hungry and needed energy to begin the hours of searching. ‘So very kind.’ I meant it.

      I took the proffered food, weakness spreading from my joints.

      I rolled my eyes to the heavens for strength as a smoky pong wafted up my nose and my stomach rebelled.

      Gorge rising at the dozens of stiff legs, I shoved it in my mouth and bit down with my molars. Warm innards oozed across my palate. Crisp segments crumbled on my tongue. I slapped a hand over my mouth. I crunched the whole thing until it was a soupy mush mixed with saliva. It tasted sour with a hint of earth. I swallowed, tossed the stick aside then sprinted for the stream.

      I drank until my stomach ached.

      ‘Water is important.’ Beowyn cupped a handful of the liquid and sipped. ‘It will keep you sharp.’

      ‘Beowyn?’

      ‘Yes, my One?’

      I met his gaze. ‘Thank you for finding me.’

      He drank more. When he spoke, his voice was husky. ‘Of course. Wherever you are is where I will fight to be.’

      Resting my hands on my knees, I lifted my face into the breeze. I deep breathed and dug deep. I’d survive one step at a time. ‘What next?’

      ‘We find our people. We must–.’

      At the screaming sound streaking overhead, he fell silent, alert.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ I asked.

      He peered towards where the noise tapered into a low drone. ‘We are not alone. L’Odo or Dei San followed us.’

      ‘For God’s sake, why? Was blowing us out of the sky no enough?’

      ‘They are not prepared to surrender their prize.’ He spared me a bleak look. ‘Come. We must search before dark.’

      Making headway through the trees was far more difficult than I anticipated. The climb up the low mountain to our shelter felt easy in comparison.

      Snatching clumps of the speckled leaves that repelled the bugs, I checked my wrist wasn’t swollen or covered in a rash. I rubbed the exposed skin of my throat, arms and face.

      Beowyn paused every hundred steps or so to drag his claws across the dark blue bark. The three thick scratches seeped turquoise sap he let puddle in his palm then bade me lick off. The aromatic resin was nutty with an umami aftertaste. His rough insistence I consume as much possible convinced me he was concerned food would be scarce.

      Grateful, knowing I was burning too much energy slogging through the muck, I lapped it up. It wasn’t until the forth time, my tongue stroking against his palm that I looked at him.

      I froze, mouth gaping, eyes big.

      Predatory need etched the dips and hollows of his rugged face. His eyes blazed, the creases radiating out from the outermost corners deepening, and his sharp teeth bared in a grimace.

      I snapped straight and swiped a hand over my mouth. ‘Thanks.’ I sidled past keeping a leery eye on him.

      Scrambling up a mossy, rotted log, I tried to hide the tremors of my limbs with purposeful movement. Beowyn had never made an attempt to disguise his want of me, but the lust I’d seen in his eyes was frightening. I wasn’t prepared or mentally ready to deal with it.

      He caught my arm. ‘We have travelled this direction far enough. We should turn back. Rest at camp.’

      ‘It’s no enough.’ I wanted to cover as much ground as possible before sunset.

      The visceral ache of my missing child and a ferocious desire for my alien tangled into a pulsing ball of need and confusion that left me hollow inside.

      ‘We will begin again when I am sure you are ready. This is dangerous enough, moving about as we are with no weapons. Our attackers will be on the hunt for us by sunrise. If we exhaust ourselves we will be taken or make a mistake or overlook a crucial detail.’

      Nodding, but not willing to move, to give up, I avoided his pleading gaze.

      The grip on my arm gentled. ‘Sìne?’ His voice was a quiet command, more powerful for its ephemeral stroke.
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      I fought the instinct to obey and surrender. I pulled away to tuck my hair behind my ears, eyes on my feet.

      ‘I get it,’ I whispered. ‘Let’s go back.’

      A sigh blew over the nape of my neck. He shadowed my clumsy steps. He pushed aside low lying branches to make the way easier for me to navigate.

      He had to know I wanted him too.

      God, how I wanted him, but I promised myself I’d do this smart and learn who he was beneath the carefree persona before we dived into the physical side of our relationship.

      Did he know that though?

      I stopped. ‘I told you I can no give you my heart.’ The subtler warning being there’d be no sex until then.

      I felt his presence close at my back. ‘I remember this.’

      ‘I did no mean forever.’ I turned so he could see my face. I glimpsed hurt before he shielded his emotions behind a  mask of indifference. ‘Okay?’

      Broad shoulders were held high and stiff. ‘Very well.’

      ‘Is it?’ How it could be when it was obvious his people showed affection through, well, fucking. My foot slipped in the mud, and his hands shot out to steady me. His touch lingered. The strong palms gripping my waist made the skin there tingle. Taking his hold as permission to lean closer, I braced my hand against the spongey bark of a tree to keep a stationary footing. ‘It must be annoying to be patient when you’re used to a different reaction.’ I placed my free hand to his chest. ‘I want to discover more about you and build the trust between us before I give in to temptation.’ I sighed at his guarded expression. ‘I do want you, Beowyn.’

      ‘You have me.’ He wiped sweat from his brow. ‘It is I who do not have you.’

      ‘I think it’s better if we put getting to know each other on pause until after we find my family.’ I carried on walking. ’I need to focus on that right now.’

      There were other things I needed to find the right words to express as well.

      I craved acknowledgement that I was a strong, independent person worthy of his respect. It stung he might perceive me as some downtrodden unfortunate he’d rescued. I first needed to figure out if it was my own insecurities making me feel that way or the hero-complex I suspected he had.

      ‘Worrying will not find them faster.’ Beowyn stopped beside me after we reached our camp. The fragrant heat of his body blocked the fetid stench of humid jungle. ‘Neither will rushing.’

      He misinterpreted my preoccupation, but I didn’t correct him. ‘You don’t understand. How could you?’ He hadn’t spent the last three years dedicating himself to the well-being of a vulnerable child. Nurturing a piece of himself that walked and talked and depended on him to be there.

      Pulling my knees to my chest and wrapping my arms around them, I dropped my chin onto my forearms.

      He gathered the curls tumbling down my back into his fist. ‘Bathe with me.’ The locks fell through his fingers.

      ‘You go ahead.’ My gaze scanned the foreign horizon. I breathed strange air and longed for the cold crisp of home. ‘I’m fine as I am.’

      He grumbled under his breath.

      Leather and fabric rubbed against flesh. A bundle of clothes landed in a pile next to me. Water splashed. He groaned as he entered the pool.

      Stewing in my own juices with mud caked thighs, leaves and dead bugs in my hair, a cold, cleansing bath sounded divine, but I was sensible enough to know joining him would propel us to a place I argued I wasn’t ready for.

      Besides, I didn’t look good naked. What if he saw me nude and recoiled?

      What did he look like naked?

      I peeked over my shoulder.

      As a healthy woman who hadn’t been sensually touched in years watching Beowyn at his bath was cruel torture.

      My eyes touched where my hands could not, sweeping over heavy muscles coating his shoulder blades and upper back. The thick line of his spine seemed vulnerable, exposed as he bent forward to scrub his dark hair between his palms.

      Water lapped at his tailbone, drawing attention to his tight waist and firm backside. Liquid beads glittered as they slid down his tawny flesh to rejoin the pool, reflecting the blush-tinted light and darkening the hairs enrobing his skin, droplets on crushed velvet.

      We were under open sky yet he took up all the space in world. He was the epitome of masculinity.

      Strong, powerful, dominant.

      My fingers curled into fists, nails digging stinging cuts into my sore palms.

      Desire coiled throughout my body, making mockery of any sensation that came before it. It invaded my bloodstream, infecting my cells and breathing became difficult, my heart thumping out of rhythm.

      He turned to grace me with the clean lines of his profile.

      I felt able to break free of the vision before me having indulged in a lengthy appraisal of his brutally handsome face on more than one occasion, but there was something I hadn’t yet seen, and my eyes dropped of their own accord.

      A smouldering burn ignited in my most tender flesh.

      Beowyn stroked his cock in quick, hard tugs. He threw his head back, the cords in his neck taut, muscles lining his abdomen contracting. Tendons in his forearms popped as he whipped his hand back and forth in the disturbed water. His husky frame stiffened and jerked in time with the mindless thrust of his hips. Growling at the back of his throat, creamy seed spurted over his hand, the other cupping his balls.

      Sooty lashes opening, he pinned me with a scorching stare.

      Vivid eyes beamed with the aural glow of a dying star, the silver flecks in his irises scintillating embers. The breathtaking sight diminished alongside the heaving rise and fall of his chest.

      I dipped my head between my bent knees to catch a breath. ‘My God.’ I squeezed my eyes shut. The ecstasy suffusing his face was branded there.

      Guttural words dripped with sticky, musky syrup. ‘Look at me.’

      My palms kneaded my thighs.

      ‘Turn around and see me.’ He chuckled. ‘Though my needs have been met, I remain proportional. Verak are always hard.’

      ‘This is no patient.’

      ‘But I do not recall asking you to watch me.’

      ‘You knew I watched.’

      Still he’d stroked himself to climax, a beautiful pain to witness.

      ‘Watching is not as fun as partaking,’ he said suggestively. ‘Look at me.’

      I twisted my head to glare.

      Lips curved, he jerked his chin. ‘So you do know how to obey.’ In my peripheral vision, I noticed his hand slip down his body to grip the cock curving from a thatch of downy hair. ‘I wonder. What must I offer to have you on your knees, wet and wanting?’

      Wetness seeped between my innermost thighs. I gritted my teeth. ‘More than you can afford.’

      ‘Perhaps. I would give all I own to taste you.’

      ‘Am I supposed to be flattered?’

      ‘Are you not?’

      ‘We just finished discussing how it would be better to wait before we started doing this.’

      ‘You told me you thought it would be better then walked away.’ He snorted. ‘At what point did I agree?’

      Irritation an ice pick hammering my temple, I exhaled through my nose. ‘Is everything a joke or a game to you?’

      ‘Is everything a chore or an imposition to you?’

      I flinched, stung. ‘That’s no true.’

      ‘You no longer even see the raising of your cub as a joy.’

      ‘Fergie is the best thing in my life. I’ve done everything I can to make sure she has what she needs and is happy.’

      Shrewd eyes narrowed. ‘Is she?’

      I’d forgotten Beowyn’s attitude hid a keen intelligence that missed little and gleaned much. ‘Is she what?’

      ‘Happy?’

      Air left me in a rush, his words a punch to the gut. ‘No.’

      ‘You surprise me.’ He frowned. ‘I expected you to avoid answering.’

      ‘I’m no a liar. My daughter is not happy. She has moments of happiness from silly toys I buy to patch over my absence.’ Buying away my guilt. ‘She saw too little of me. She got less of the attention she deserved because I worked crushing hours.’ The time her sole parent did spend in her company was filled with television and quick trips to the park, or the community swimming pool. ‘I was too exhausted much else than a kiss before bed or a hug before I was out the door.’

      Beowyn crossed his arms. ‘I watched the cub. I have spoken to her. She is sure of her place in the world and friendly.’ His expression was fierce. ‘I have not chosen a weak female to bear my cubs. I never would. It is too important to me.’

      ‘Oh, I’m not a bad mother.’ I wasn’t great one either. How it hurt to know I caused unhappiness in my precious child’s life. ‘I had to work to put a roof over our heads and food on the table.’

      He nodded but said nothing.

      I could explain to an adult why I made the choices I made but to a toddler? An explanation didn’t change the fact I wasn’t there, a ghost in her life. I was missing it. Going to Vayhalun had been so important. It was meant to be the solution. My daughter and I were going to reconnect. We were supposed to be adjusting to a strange, but welcome male presence that would balance the parenting equation, and complete our family of two.

      My eyes burned, throat scratched by a dry tickle.

      I wished we were back in our crummy apartment, my child safe in her princess bedsheets that cost me nine hours of overtime to afford.

      Beowyn watched the emotions riot over my expression. ‘You are wise enough to ask for help but resent the ones who offer aid. You see their contributions as a failing on your part.’

      ‘You don’t know me well enough to make such a judgement.’

      ‘Sìne, you take life too seriously.’

      ‘You don’t take it seriously enough.’

      ‘Do I not know you well enough to glean an understanding of your proud nature, or do we both know the other well enough to make statements about how we tread the paths of our lives?’ He arched a mocking brow. ‘Which is it?’

      ‘You know what?’ I raked my fingers through my matted curls. My scalp twinged. ‘Leave me alone.’

      ‘Is this not what you wanted?’

      ‘You want to fight.’ I wanted to reach a mutual place of understanding.

      ‘How else are we going to get to know each other when you hiss and snarl each time I dig deeper?’

      ‘Dig deeper? When was this supposed to have been happening? I missed this deep introspection.’ I tapped my chin. Snapped my fingers. ‘I know. It must have been sandwiched between the sexual innuendos and lustful stares.’

      ‘Am I not to be beguiled by and wish to bed my One?’

      ‘You call me your One and say you care yet you’ve no spent anytime kenning my daughter beyond what’s polite. Anybody with eyes can see she’s everything to me. I thought you wanted a real relationship and would be willing to work for it but all you care about is fucking. What I can no understand is why you bother say I’m special then treat me like the rest of you whores.’

      Just like that I took it too far.

      ‘My concubines and lovers are dear to me.’ The cutting look he swept over my squatting form had me wanting to curl up in shame. ‘You speak of me not knowing you and yours then declare to know what passes between me and those under my protection?’

      I closed my mouth with a snap.

      ‘Fear not.’ His cheekbones were slashing lines under the skin of his face. ‘I will cease touching you as it makes you feel like one of my whores. Good people you judge harshly but have yet to set eyes upon. People I would have remanded to your belittling care had I not realised the nature of you. You who are their Queen and should care for them as extensions of us.’

      My gut clenched. I’d opened a rift between us where before there was only wariness. ‘Beowyn.’ My voice shook.

      ‘Avert your eyes so I may bathe.’

      ‘You were no shy before.’

      ‘That was then.’

      I waited for him to take it back with a teasing laugh or beckoning smile.

      He gave me nothing.

      Turning to give him my back as requested, I couldn’t help but feel I’d disappointed not only him but myself.

      We searched again until the sun set.

      Awareness of Beowyn’s gaze on the back of my neck had me more out of breath than slogging through the dense undergrowth. And he wasn’t talking to me. I wasn’t an attention seeker, but a cursory look or half assed enquiry as to my physical and mental fortitude would have been appreciated.

      ‘My comments on your liberal lifestyle and concubines offended you. I get it.’ He wasn’t exactly the poster boy for political correctness, but I was trying to apologise, not make him angrier. ‘I’m sorry, okay?’ Silence. ‘We needed to work together no alienate each other.’

      Stride lengthening, he grunted.

      ‘Ouch.’ I accidentally-on-purpose fell over to gain his attention.

      He glanced over his shoulder, sniffed at my clumsiness, and then carried on.

      I apologised again, waffling about how I would broaden my horizons and meet his harem before I made judgement. I laid myself bare. Did he relent? Offer to meet me halfway? No. He treated me like an oozy leper.

      At twilight, he deigned to teach me the Galactic Compatibility test.

      Scratch, sniff, lick.

      This was in case something happened to him, and I needed to fend for myself. He told me the injections we’d had on the Dragonfly would counteract any dangerous microbes, but that it was better to be cautious.

      His nonchalance about the scenario where he died alarmed me.

      Visibly.

      Not that he cared.

      The vibrant, open Beowyn of before was gone. In its place? An alien short on patience and quick to anger.

      I couldn’t even be mad at him.

      My prissy behaviour brought us to this point. The problem was I had no idea how to get us back to neutral territory. My past relationships had been far from healthy and communicative.

      So my husband was an alien, and I should not have assumed his thoughts and actions ran parallel to my human one when it came to expressing affection, caring and intimacy.

      I’d learned my lesson.

      The continued chill coming from him, and his refusal to accept my apology with any kind of grace meant he fast lost the moral high ground and had begun to piss me right off. As did his many attempts to ignore my latest suggestions to adjust our path.

      He barely looked at me as he spoke in a tone thick with derision. ‘Do you possess my aforementioned skills in tracking, Sìne? Or do you mean for us to walk straight into a gully?’

      ‘I am so done being nice.’ I fisted my hands and glared at his back.  ‘You were wrong too, Owyn, and you know it.’

      ‘Do not put words in my mouth.’

      ‘Maybe I was out of line.’

      ‘Maybe she says.’

      ‘Admit there was some truth in what I said, and I’ll do the same.’

      He spun, his nostrils flared and his jaw ticked.

      I took a big step back.

      His eyes dropped to my feet then shot back to my face. His expression was double-pissed now. I’d offended him again. ‘We must keep moving.’

      ‘Why will you no meet me halfway?’

      ‘We must search.’

      ‘In a minute.’ I twisted my necklace around my finger. ‘This is more important.’

      ‘At last I have it.’ He flung up his arms. ‘An admission our mating means something other than convenience to you. I might expire of shock.’ When he saw the devastated look on my face, a contradiction of his accusation, he lowered his arms and scowled at his boots. He turned his body to angle away from me, arms crossed, shutting me out.

      ‘You’re hurt, and you’re lashing out. I get it. I might even deserve it. That does no make it right. We’re going to argue or disagree at times. You can no act like a child when we do and say mean things to get back at me.’

      His look was scorching. ‘What of your behaviour?’

      ‘I’ll get to that. I need to explain something first.’ The next bit was going to cost me a whole lot of pride. ‘It was true what you said. I had lost the joy in raising Fergie.’ Shame and self-loathing burned like acid in the pit of my stomach. ‘Bringing up a child on your own in the world I lived in was no easy. My dreams were cast aside. I was so close to finishing my diploma and…that doesn’t matter. I’m getting off track.’

      ‘It matters to you, so it matters.’

      I tucked my hair behind my ears. He wasn’t trying to be seduce me. I knew that. His blunt statement that my wants were important still made me hotter than his deliberate provocations. ‘The last three years have been a struggle to keep our heads above water.’

      ‘You and my cub were caught in a flood?’ Concern lingered in his large eyes. His body shifted to face me fully. ‘You feared drowning? That will never happen with me at your side.’ His voice was firm. ‘I am best at swimming.’

      ‘It’s a figure of speech.’ I wanted to curl into his fragrant warmth. I held myself rigid. ‘I love my daughter.’

      ‘Your dedication to her is one of the things I have come to like best of you.’

      My heart leapt. ‘My intentions are to be the best mother I can and to be what she needs. That does no mean I don’t fall short.’ I made a frail gesture to emphasise that. ‘If you believe me blind to the qualities I lack think again. I know I’m failing. It’s why I looked to you for help. It’s why I trusted blindly in an alien who promised a better life for her.’

      His closed-off expression faltered.

      ‘I said horrible things. Horrible. I’m so goddamn embarrassed and sorry for it. My fears got the better of me and rather than humble myself and ask you for comfort I acted like a bitch. I showed a side of myself less than perfect. Something I never claimed to be. Now look around us. I might have had little back on Earth but I had her. I had my clan. Now my arms are empty.’ I lifted my shin, eyes shiny. ‘I let you down, Owyn, but you let me down too.’

      With that said I turned to continue our search. It was a low blow. I knew it. He knew it, too, but he didn’t protest or deny it. Circumstances in life were often out of our control but did that make us not liable to deal with the consequences when it was our choices setting the events into play? Who could predict being attacked in open space then shot down from the sky? Who could have foreseen we’d be stranded, separated and scattered as we were?

      Using it as a strike against him was harsh, but it didn’t make it less true.

      Just like regardless of how desperately I worked to be a good mother something was always missing.

      Radiating remorse and sadness, Beowyn overtook me. His hand slid around my waist, fingers gripping as he pressed the length of his solid body into my softer one. Silent tears rolling down my cheeks, I hugged him back with as much strength as I could muster.

      ‘I beg forgiveness.’ His tone was gentle. ‘You have suffered much and this latest was brought on by my hand.’

      ‘Don’t think I blame you.’ I breathed in his fainter aniseed and stronger masculine musk. ‘We’ll make this right.’

      We returned to camp, washed away sweat, yellow dirt and drank lukewarm water. I ate spit-roasted bat-creature and cried myself sick. Sour meat slid down my throat. ‘Is she hungry? Thirsty? I will no forgive myself if she’s hurt.’

      Beowyn wrapped himself around me. ‘We will find them.’

      ‘Another promise?’ I rubbed his arm when I heard as well as felt the unintended sting of my words.

      ‘Such faith.’ He pressed his forehead to mine. ‘I feel a thousand lengths tall.’ He grinned. His snaggletooth caught his thin top lip, giving it a lopsided look.

      My heart pressed my breastplate, wanting to go splat at his feet.

      I laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 9

      

    
    
      Éorik stared at the cub.

      The cub stared at Éorik. She popped her grubby thumb into her mouth then mumbled around it. ‘Want binky.’

      ‘This is your seventh request for binky. I do not have it.’ Bemused and thinking to distract her, so he could have a moment to think without her incessant babbling, he gave her his SonCom.

      She tossed it aside. ‘Nae.’ Opening and closing her pudgy fingers, she again asked,  ‘Binky. Please?’

      He offered her a ration bar he kept in his battle leathers.

      Snatching it from his grip, she tore into the wrapper and slobbered over the densely packed grains. ‘Thank ye.’ Plump cheeks chewed dried fruits and crunched on the roasted, salted nuts without as much as a glance at him let alone an offer to share.

      Mouth watering at the nectar-soaked scent, the empty void at his middle rumbled. He swiped drool off his chin.

      She ate half of the ration bar before her pert nose wrinkled. ‘Yuk.’ She pitched it into the muck that smelt like beast scat. ‘Binky?’

      Stomach gurgling, he watched it sink deeper into the runny filth. ‘No.’

      Eyes widening, she mewled. ‘Why?’

      Éorik gripped the ripped edge of his cloak, eyes darting. ‘I do not have it. You are unreasonable to keep requesting it of me. Make do without it.’

      Fat tears rolled down pink cheeks. Lip quivering, she wailed the word over and over and over. ‘Biiinnnkkkyyy.’

      He snarled in her face.

      She sobbed into her hands.

      She stopped once he frantically laid everything from his hunting blade to his utility belt at her feet. Inspecting the items with a critical eye, she sniffed then commanded him to present binky.

      Aching from whatever happened to land him in his current circumstances, Éorik sat on a weed patch and stared.

      She stared back, a quarter-span passing with no change to her expectant, dumbfounded expression.

      Lah, who knew a cub could look contemptuous? It hurt to look at her for he knew his attempt at being a caregiver lacked finesse. They hadn’t gotten far in terms of interpersonal communication, and as the elder, he accepted the blame.

      ‘I hold vast respect for your mother.’ He itched his nape. It was sweltering. He was still in his armour but would carve out his heart with a rusty knife before he removed it. It protected him from poisonous bites and stings. How was he to transport the cub through the jungle without being gnawed on? His head throbbed. ‘How does Sìne understand you? Do you have a secret code, or does she deliver things to your feet until she gets it right?’

      ‘Sure. Okay. Mammy now?’ She cocked her head. Wisps of hair were stuck to her forehead and flushed temples, but most of the brown mass stuck out haphazardly. Leaves, twigs and other debris had somehow migrated into the glossy strands. ‘Want Mammy.’

      This was better. The cub wanted Sìne. Éorik had something he could use to forge a bargain. ‘How clever you are. We must find your Mammy. It is a game.’ At her dubious look, he inched closer, ducking his head. He arranged his features as genially as possible and even allowed his lips to curve. ‘Can you be sporting, little one?’

      ‘Want Mammy,’ she screamed spittle flying, skin flushing an alarming shade of red. She bounced on the spot, the dirty white pouch strapped to her undercarriage shifting side until it toppled her over.

      Éorik caught her before she tumbled off the boulder. He pressed her into his chest when she shrieked and made a hush sound. She quieted but continued to cry until she found trouble breathing.

      Terrified the cub might expire in his arms from a tragic case of hysteria, he made an awkward rocking, swaying, twisting motion whilst patting her shaking back. When desperate gasps for air turned into miserable hiccups, he purred, happy to see her calming.

      She stilled, burrowed into his chest seeking the sound. ‘Again.’

      Peeved to be ordered to perform for someone who was not his King, he considered denying the request.

      Sensing hesitation, she lay her head on his shoulder; chubby fists curled onto his chest. ‘Again please.’

      He could feel the rapid flutter of her heart through their clothes. She was scared. She needed comfort from the only person there to offer it.

      This he could do, and do well, and it cost nothing but pride.

      ‘If I must,’ he groused.

      Glancing at the trees, plants and dark spaces between them, Éorik cursed.

      Rolling his eyes skyward, he purred.

      Vibrations in his large body entered her teeny one, and soon her breathing evened. Her body went lax and snores drifted from her slack mouth.

      ‘Thank the Boar,’ he muttered.

      Easing her to one side of his chest, he unzipped his suit and manoeuvred her inside the rubberised lining backing the leather. It was a snug fit. The material was rigid and designed to withstand penetration from close contact weapons fire.

      He sealed his suit then fussed with the placement of her weirdly big head ensuring her face was protected and her airways free of constriction.

      Chuckling dryly, Éorik dragged a heavy hand through his dishevelled mane. He looked ridiculous. The lump appeared a parasitic growth on his abdomen.

      There was purpose to this madness, however.

      Claws free, he went about gathering items he’d shucked in an attempt to soothe the cub’s temper. His gaze darted. His ears twitched at the sounds of creatures roaming around them.

      Embarrassingly, Éorik had woken to this strange world with the cub sitting on his chest, squishing his cheeks between her sticky fingers. The last he remembered was ejection from the Dragongfly in an escape pod. He remembered holding onto the warm and wriggling cub before falling unconscious from the sudden fluctuation in pressure. How they had survived when the pod had been damaged, he didn’t know. He looked straight up. The capsule was torn into pieces. Giant leaves below it appeared battered and bruised, their thorny stalks snapped. His lips thinned. The growth was too dense to inspect visually. Unless he climbed to sniff out the exact path he’d fallen, all he could do was speculate how they’d reached the ground without being pulverised. Falling aside, even if he had hold of the cub before unconsciousness, how had he keep hold of her when his body would have been flaccid?

      Nastier thoughts of crushed limbs and splattered innards flittered through the convoluted mess of his thoughts.

      Eyelids squeezing closed, he took a moment to acknowledge the fear he held in his heart for his liege and the human female who had become more than an impediment to possessing the male he desired. She meant something to him. As did the brave males who left their lives behind to take their precious females to a better life.

      The humans may be dead.

      My Beowyn….

      Dark thoughts aside, Éorik decided to believe the rest of their party were alive. The alternative was unthinkable, and his already burdened chest couldn’t take the pressure. As a show of his newfound devotion to Sìne, he would protect her young with his life. He would find her somewhere safe and cool to hide near water. It would have to be high. Dense jungle like this in such a hot climate received rains and floods that drowned the unsuspecting. Even now he could feel the air pressure changing, see the already dim light filtering from above darkening under heavy cloud banks.

      Looking up, he struggled to see any sun whatsoever.

      A twinge let loose in his stomach.

      They needed shelter.

      He walked around the massive tree in his path, blowing a slow breath when he found blue moss.

      He had a direction to travel.

      Beowyn would know to head north until they crossed paths, so Éorik left a subtle sign scratched into the trunk at eye level.

      He began the trek.

      Half a rotation passed with no change to the damp, grasping vegetation, fetid smell and rotting, sweltering air. When the cub woke anxious to stretch her legs, he happily set her free of her confines. He’d seen nothing during his hiking that posed a risk to her immediate safety.

      Fergie’s pouch dragged along the peaty ground emitting a fouler stench than the decay surrounding them.

      Éorik looked around as if expecting a maternal entity to emerge from the bramble. He squatted and eyed the smelly thing as he would an adversary.

      There was nothing for it. ‘Come. I will change you.’

      Bowling into his front, she threw her arms around his neck and bounced as he tried to decipher the trick to prying her free of the pouch’s stinking confines.

      Happily babbling her nonsense, she grabbed his horn.

      ‘No.’ He shook her off. ‘They are sharp and sensitive and not for playing.’ With a snort, he used his dagger to slice the tab across her hip. ‘What a mess.’ The pouch slid down at an angle, still attached to her other hip, and its contents spilt out. ‘Dah.’ He snatched his hands away.

      Fergie stamped her chubby leg, and the pouch hit the ground with a thump just in time for her next stomp to land in the sticky muck. He was a warrior, not some weakling to baulk at a challenge, but he fought not to gag as he picked her up then held her aloft.

      Waste smeared across her wriggling bottom, leg and wagging foot.

      Éorik wrinkled his nose, dismayed at the mess, not to mention horrified it was he that had to clean it. He headed to the nearest moss covered rock. The fuzzy plant was damp like a sponge. Perfect. He rubbed her bottom against it, turning her a bit to get a better angle.

      Eyes round, the cub’s pink lips puckered into a circle. ‘Ha.’ She wriggled against the tree and giggled.

      ‘There is little amusement to be found, I sure you.’ He removed the worst of the mess then set her down to ponder the issue of covering her again. He sliced a rag from his cloak and wrapped it around her waist in the traditional style of his people. He folded the remaining flap between her legs and tucked it into the rolls around her hips. ‘There. Clean and neat.’ He studiously ignored the knowledge she would again soil herself and render his work pointless. Mayhap he would have found Sìne and the responsibility would no longer be his. A male could hope. ‘Wait here. I will dispose of the moss.’

      Grimacing, he buried the fouled moss and fetid pouch. He had the errant thought of teaching Beowyn to hide spoor when they were younger. Chest feeling tight, he whispered a prayer his liege was being careful.

      Satisfied his task was complete and ready to make camp, Éorik turned to praise the cub for her silence. He stared. He threw his hands in the air.

      Fergie stabbed at the ground, digging a hole of her own with a twig. She was covered head to toe in stinking yellow mud. ‘Good girl. Helping.’ A strange, scrunched look came over her face. ‘Potty.’ She made a strangled humming sound. Her face relaxed and she grinned. ‘Good girl.’

      The hot pong of fresh excrement assaulted Éorik’s nose. ‘Dah.’

      After another gruelling clean and change, the shelter Éorik found between a cluster of boulders was basic, but enough to keep off the worst of the weather, and enclosed enough to catch his body heat, keeping the cub warm.

      Rain proved a blessing.

      He stripped Fergie of her garments and stood with her under the deluge until the mud and dirt washed away.

      She understood well enough his intentions, and scrubbed her little hands over her face, arms and legs in an attempt to get clean before giving into the urge to splash around.

      Smiling, he used her preoccupation to cleanse himself, but didn’t let her play for too long. The temperature was falling. ‘Come along.’ He ceased his ablations and tucked his squirmy cub under his arm, retreating to the dry crook that had become their sanctuary.

      Tearing another strip from his cloak, he used the fabric to swaddle her as best he could. It was frustrating, but once she was dry and warm, he put her back into her dirty clothes, using another cloak strip to bind her bottom half.

      Scowling when her middle rumbled, she growled back at it.  ‘Angry belly.’

      ‘You are hungry.’ He thought Sìne a fine mother that her young should not know the sensation. He fed her a quarter of his second to last ration bar. She fussed wanting something else, but submitted with a huff after he snapped a snarl. He ate the rest of the ration in two bites. ‘Lah, but that tasted good.’ It would be enough to sustain him until the next evening. ‘If we do not find the others soon, I will have to hunt.’ He wiped crumbs from her mouth. ‘You need meat to stay strong.’

      Collecting rainwater in one of the seed gourds he found lying under a tree was simple enough. He scooped out the hard pips then rinsed the fist-sized cavities. He set two others outside their den to gather drinking water for the morning. He coaxed Fergie to swallow as much of the tepid liquid as she could stomach. The vaccinations the humans had been given before they crashed would destroy any contagions or microorganisms that would cause her harm. He downed the rest feeling refreshed, clean and in better spirits.

      Fergie toddled around the dim burrow with the unquenchable curiosity of the young. She smelled the moss and dug her fingers into it. She flicked at tiny crawling bugs and slapped at the grainy stone walls for reasons known only to her. Oddly entertaining as it was to see her absorbed in discovering her new space, she needed rest.

      ‘Come, little one.’ He opened his arms. ‘It is best you sleep.’

      She abandoned her improvised game of smashing rocks and bounded into his embrace. The ringlets in her hair had loosened from the water and remained damp enough to handle. He spent a span easing snarls and knots. It was much the same as grooming his own mane. He took care his claws didn’t scratch her delicate flesh.

      She lay curled in his lap, yawning and babbling about the flowers and animals they’d during the hike. Her clear, high voice, her light weight and cheery demeanour despite their uncomfortable environs was rather pleasant. He found himself cradling her in his arms.

      Humming the odd line of an old Verako lullaby his grandmother sang to him in his youth, Éorik listened to the rain, the chirring of insects and the distant sounds of larger beasts.

      Lightning flashed, and thunder rolled. He watched the ground for flooding, but the water dispersed into the soil and his fears of the cub drowning eased. The wind whipped the uppermost leaves, but lower to the ground the growth was undisturbed, shielded by the dense canopy.

      The rise and fall of Fergie’s chest was deep and even. Her body lay pliant, her limbs dangling over his forearms.

      He studied her strange human face and concluded she would grow to be a fine female. He hoped she would like him and consider him family. A cherished uncle, perhaps. It would be nice to watch her grow and flourish on Vayhalun. There was endless opportunity for the friendly, curious child. She was smart enough to take advantage of them, he could tell.

      Thoughts of his mother intruded.

      Stiffening, taking a deep, calming breath, he shoved her exquisite face into the pitch black of his memories. Fergie stirred. His arms were rigid, squeezing to the point of discomfort.

      He forcibly relaxed his muscles.

      Éorik had never thought of breeding young. His past made him leery. Even if there had been a female he valued enough, something he couldn’t imagine, there was never enough time in his day to spare for anyone but Beowyn. He frowned. It was unfair to think such things. He had chosen his path. His King would never bid him sacrifice dreams of a mate and family to continue as his Defender. It was Éorik’s own wants and desires that held him fast at the Great One’s side. One thing he knew for certain was that caring for a cub was exhausting, took constant vigilance and patience. Had he never been forced into this situation, he admitted it was likely he would have ignored the tender feelings he found himself having towards the babe. He laughed. He doubted Beowyn had yet felt this paternal urge to protect. Once he did the male would be insufferable.

      His laughter died, and his drifted eyes shut. His throat bobbed. ‘I had better find you alive, Owyn, Sìne. Gods help me if I do not.’

      With the setting sun of the next rotation, having near exhausted the cub with his constant movement–desperately seeking higher ground–Éorik realised they were hunted. Dei San or L’Odo.

      He vacillated between the two then decided it didn’t matter.

      Whichever species lay hands on the cub would have no care for her innocence. The terror she would experience made his hands shake let alone thoughts of the pain such foul-in-spirit creatures would visit upon her growing body. Torture was a horror he was willing to face to protect those he cared for. He had trained for solars to gain the mental tools to withstand it.

      If they captured him would they be satisfied? His end would be ignoble, but he would rather suffer and die than let them gain a cub for a plaything. He smoothed a hand over her head. He wished he could explain himself.

      She would think he abandoned her.

      Setting her soft, warm body into the carved out hollow, he tucked her hands behind her head to offer some comfort. He used his tattered cape to cover her and pressed a light kiss to her downy curls. She sighed in her sleep, and his hands trembled as he used the larger leaves to obscure her hiding place.

      Taking care to leave no trail, Éorik hiked through the damp undergrowth, returning to where he’d last scented the fetid pong. He slowed. His stride criss-crossed as he crept along the broken stalks and disturbed bush. His body grew taut as a bowstring, prepared for the trackers to catch his scent on the breeze and…he stopped.

      Something was not right.

      It niggled at him until he inhaled to calm his feral instincts then grew hunter-quiet. He again sucked in air and curled his tongue, taking the scent-tainted breath deep into his lungs, tasting the motes. Decomposing leaves. Stone. Hot animal and rank, humid air. That was all. No pungent rot or eye-watering waft of odour. Only the scent of alien forest. His raptor-keen gaze scoured the dirt but could find no spoor nor evidence of flaky skin shedding. Dei San had never come this way. The pungent stench they emitted was absent. L’Odo were craftier, but the putrescence they frothed through their jagged teeth while salivating was nowhere to be found.

      Retracing his steps, Éorik found stinking rags hung over a branch. Splashes of black ichor dripped from the trees. His chest heaved. Tricked. Some creature learned he feared discovery by the raiders and baited him with a false trail. The ruse was well done, but for what purpose? Why would a sentient wish to deceive another lost, stranded being…. Moisture in his mouth dried, and for a blurred moment, he thought he might actually swoon. He raced back to where he’d hidden the cub and shoved aside the leaves. Gone. His breath fled in a burst of panic.

      Wild eyes scorched the ground but found no disturbance in the mud other than his gridiron boot prints.

      Éorik spun yowling her name then froze.

      Ovals of icy light watched from the umbral jungle. A shape took form, its blue-grey magnitude vast, its barefooted tread soft as fallen ash.

      Red-faced, the cub dangled from its indolent grip on her waste pouch.

      Bowls turning to water, Éorik knew fear. His hand jerked for the knife on his belt. Cramped fingers snapped over the hilt. ‘Take your hands off my young.’

      Matte grey eyes narrowed. The vacant orbs lowered to the squirming bundle. ‘What is it?’ Its voice was crushed rock and screaming death. ‘We know you are Verak. We even know your face. This one.’ He jostled the cub. ‘This creature is not known to us.’

      The cub wailed becoming more distressed the longer Éorik remained out of reach.  ‘Ori? Please? Home and Mammy now.’ She whimpered. ‘Ori.’

      Éorik calmed his mind and scanned the rustling foliage. Were there others? Stillness hugged his body and made it easier for his senses to depict the scents and sounds of the jungle. His gaze returned to the threat. ‘I care not the Horde are an ally to the Verak. I care less you hail from the most feared species in the known universe.’ He swallowed a whine, the thicker fur under his arms damp.’ I know you are able to rip my spine through my flesh. To leave me as a pile of offal to feed the savage beasts of this world.’ Vibrating, Éorik forced himself to remain frozen. ‘But I made the decision to claim the cub as my own, as blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh, and nothing, no one, all powerful or not, may threaten what I claim. You will kill me, but know I take you with me.’ A breeze stirred his hair and cloak. ‘Set her free and be gone.’

      The male stared, unblinking and uncaring. ‘We asked a question.’

      ‘Fergie is human and mine.’

      Blue shaded features sharp and angular faced the sky. ‘Do you and your spawn await rescue?’

      ‘I managed to send a distress call on the emergency frequencies. If we survive, we will be found.’ He unsheathed his dagger and held it flush against his thigh. ‘Put her down. I will not ask again.’

      ‘We trade this,’ the alien lifted Fergie higher, ‘for passage.’

      Éorik pressed the dagger harder into his leg. ‘Done.’

      ‘We are known to Destruction as Hel Bihter.’

      ‘I do not care.’ Sheathing his blade, Éorik extended his arms. ‘Give me my cub.’ Palms full of warm, mylk-scented weight, finally, he squeezed Fergie to his chest. He purred when she squirmed and rubbed her face into his. Hot tears drenched his beard. ‘Lah, I have you.’

      ‘We must find shelter.’

      Éorik walked backwards. ‘Good Parting, then.’

      ‘Our bargain?’

      ‘You have the word of the Verak High Commander, my word, we will not leave the planet without you. We need not keep company until retrieval.’

      Hel Bihter cocked his head. ‘We are unmatched. Dei San and L’Odo do not trouble us.’ His eyes lowered to Fergie. ‘You have spawn. She is prey and it draws them.’ He jerked his chin towards the direction he emerged from. ‘The other Verak will honour our trade if you and the spawn perish?’

      Boot heel lifted off the springy ground, Éorik ceased to move. ‘You know where Beowyn is?’

      ‘We watched the Verak King then left when we sensed Dei San discovered your trail. Other males were taken this last quarter-rotation. They did not interest us so we left them.’

      It sounded as if most if not all their party had survived the crash landing. News of the human males’ capture was troubling, however, and though Éorik rejoiced inside, his outward expression remained grim. ‘He is alone?’

      ‘There is a breeder he guards. It smells like the spawn.’

      ‘Sìne.’ Éorik briefly closed his eyes. He rubbed Fergie’s trembling back. ‘Did you hear, little one? They are alive. Your Mammy is safe.’

      Fergie opened drowsy eyes. She sniffed. ‘Mammy?’

      ‘Will you take us to them?’ Éorik all but held his breath. ‘Our rescue–.’ He jerked and lurched to the side as a quartet of spiked throwing blades sliced past his cheek and neck.

      Hel Bihter spun to glare into the low canopy. ‘After. We kill things now.’

      ‘No.’ Calm in the midst of impending battle, Éorik pushed Fergie into his leathers. He closed the fastenings. ‘I cannot risk the cub.’

      ‘Flee. We will follow.’

      Éorik took off into the gloomy press of yellow and orange vegetation.

      Tangled thicket glanced off his horns and tore at his face. He ripped aside woody vines and leapt over hip-high aerial roots, the plant organs thrusting from the dense undergrowth in an orgy of entwined, knurled limbs.

      Loam and rotting mulch transitioned to mossy stone as the under-storey vanished into a gorge.

      He skidded to a stop in a spray of grit. The pebbles disappeared into the mist blanketing the depression.

      Tapering into the distance and wider than his field of vision, the sunken landform spread in the middle, a cratered valley with ravines worn into its sheer cliffside by tributaries and streams. It explained why he’d been unable to locate the high ground. He was on it. ‘Dah.’ He pivoted to run adjacent to the lethal plunge. His stride lengthened, abdominals flexing as he hopped and bounded along the rocks littering the ledge, body and breath jarring.

      Nesting birds took to the skies in a squawking fury as the grunting, screeching Dei San trackers stampeded along the ridge in pursuit. The pack crashed through the jungle, spreading out on his blindside, reducing and blocking the avenues of escape.

      Éorik’s heart thudded as he realised the escarpment ended just up ahead. A thunderous deluge poured over its edge.

      Hel Bihter’s cold breath gusted over his nape. ‘Jump.’

      ‘I cannot.’

      He had no choice.

      Éorik reached his run’s end and lunged over the precipice, knees coming to his chest, hands flying out. His instincts shrieked. The fall was too deep. His arms wheeled and his legs kicked. Tattered cloak and snowy mane streamed behind him. Air whistled, shoving into his nose and gaping mouth, and his vision was a pastel smudge.

      Roaring a challenge, the cascading water raced him to the bottom, drowning the cries of his doomed cub.

      Nebulous blue light flashed through the canyon.

      Éorik’s momentum slowed as the air compacted then released. He regained velocity but recovered enough from his shock to straighten his legs and snap shut his arms. Sucking down the little air to be had, he crashed feet first into the churning river. Dirty dark. Stinging weeds and biting fish. No air. Spinning and twisting without knowing up from down, he headed to the lighter brown abyss towards his left.

      Éorik kicked and kicked until he breached the salty froth, sense of direction snapping back into place.

      He gasped and gasped while his lungs burned. Strong undercurrent pulled at his legs while eddies swirling on the surface pushed at his torso.

      Fergie thrashed. Choking. He flipped onto his back, keeping the cub’s head above water as best he could.

      She vomited hot runny spew onto his chin and throat, the pungent stink washed away by his next pant for air.

      Éorik struggled against the raging flow in a crude approximation of a backstroke. Branches sliced through the water, sharp enough to impale his skull, but it was a glimpse blue flesh powering past that startled him into further action. He aimed for a boulder growing larger and braced. He slammed into it face first. Finger claws scrabbled along its slimy smoothness for purchase as his legs carried on downriver.

      Gritting his teeth, muscles seizing, Éorik stole a moment to inhale boggy stench and gather his strength. He gained against the current in incremental jerks until his knees hit the same curve of the boulder. It offered enough leverage for him to reach out an arm and snag a dangling vine. He used its coarse length to reel himself in.

      Crawling onto the muddy bank, cold, yellowy sludge squishing into every orifice, he collapsed on his bruised side, a wrinkled husk drained of energy.

      Fergie wriggled against his chest. Her hiccups and wails of protest were a delight to his waterlogged ears.

      A pair of bare feet with three fused-toes squelched to a halt at his head. Blue knees dropped into view.

      Éorik gaze lifted to their looming saviour. ‘What you did. The light.’ His voice was hoarse and his chest ached. ‘That is how we survived the drop.’

      Hel Bihter swivelled his head, eyes raking the impenetrable mesh of leaves. ‘We are close to your people now. Up. More come. We want off this planet.’

      A groan easing from his throat as he staggered upright, Éorik dug deep into the well of his endurance  and straightened his shoulders. He stroked the cub’s soggy hair. ‘Gratitude for–.’ This time he smelt it. His dagger was out its sheath and buried in the L’Odo’s retreating back before he consciously registered the throw. ‘A scout. If it overheard us it will tell its chieftain of us and the others.’ Cursing, Éorik shook his head. ‘What now?’

      Hel Bihter’s grey eyes brightened. ‘We hunt.’
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      Darkness crept along the rust-streaked sky when Beowyn stopped.

      I trudged headlong into his stiff back. Picking myself off the floor, I regarded with alarm his feral posture.

      He crouched, pointed ears twitching.

      Head tilted in a manner eerily animal, the star shaped pupils of his eyes blown wide as he scanned the dark spaces. Not even a slight stirring of breath gave him away.

      I went to move, and he took me with him to the boggy ground in a twisted movement. I ended up prone in the stinking muck with him covering me, my pulse ragged, his arm wrapped around my middle, and his brawny thigh wedged between mine.

      With his groin flush to my arse, moving in jerks against me as he scoped our surroundings, my face heated.

      He shifted his arm up my front, forearm sliding between my breasts to press a finger to my lips. A ridged talon tip pricked the base of my septum.

      I nodded to acknowledge the need for silence.

      Using his hands on my body as a guide, I eased onto my knees. I forced my mind not to dwell on the gooey mud beneath my palms. I imagined the hairy, many-legged things that scuttled under my wrists and slithered between my fingers were merely dead leaves. I pretended the bursts of rank odour plugging my nasal passage and slicking my tongue with sour saliva as I disturbed the undergrowth didn’t make my gorge rise, and my eyes water.

      I crawled under the cage of his limbs until my arms throbbed.

      Bushes thwacked me in the face and neck with their sticky petals and acidic thorns. I paused to push a clump of my tangled hair from my eyes, leaving a streak of dirt on my cheek.

      The musty pungency of my unwashed body wafted into my nose each time I shifted, and my clothes snuck to the creases and crevasses of my aching body in a most uncomfortable way. As we slogged on, I found it hard to catch my breath in the soupy jungle air.

      The prolonged physical exertion made me light-headed, nauseated, so whatever danger Beowyn sensed, I prayed we’d avoid it soon.

      On a sharp intake of breath, my protector pushed on my lower back.

      I arched into the warning touch, signalling I understood to be still.

      We peeked over the bank of mud held back by a rotten tree and its decaying leaves, their pest-bitten edges bearing browning crescents. I peered down a steep slope worn smooth by critters. It led to a natural break in the seemingly impenetrable foliage.

      My heart sank, a hot rock lodged in my belly, burning, blistering.

      Aled, Uncle Fergus and Rowan were hogtied. Their contorted figures lay squirming amid a rabble of mottle-skinned beings I might have dredged from a feverish nightmare than imagined of an advanced alien species.

      My chest constricted as my Uncle Fergus was set free, yanked onto his feet then pushed and shoved by a pair of the taunting, green and yellow-fleshed creatures. Their beady eyes and elongated snouts lent a repugnant animality to their upright bipedalism.

      I could only assume these were either the mysterious L’Odo or Dei San the Verak reacted with such disgust over.

      I’d long decided I hated them.

      Red-faced, Fergus alternately cringed and shook whitened fists at anyone who drew close. A leering alien slashed him with a serrated instrument. It brayed laughter when crimson blood spilled from the ragged cut. Fergus made a close-lipped bellow of frustration. Bewildered by the clicking alien noises, he spun in circles as he tried to make sense of the hostile environment.

      Rowan begged them to stop.

      Threats streamed from Aled’s mouth in a torrent of Welsh. His violent struggles were rewarded with an apathetic kick to the temple.

      Dazed, he collapsed onto his front.

      Rowan wriggled closer, and using his shoulder, he propped Aled up. The man’s lolling head stopped sinking into the mud, but the muck already clogged his nose and rimmed his slack mouth.

      My eyes darted around the edges of the ragtag group. I couldn’t see the rest of our scattered party. That didn’t mean they weren’t near. Horrified at the cruelty playing out below, I prayed Fergie was unharmed and distant, even if it meant she was far from me.

      Beowyn’s hand on my back stroked. It stopped at my waist  and applied pressure. I tore me eyes away from my family. The light from the fires glinted in his eyes as my own asked a question.

      He jerked his head over his shoulder and again caressed me; this time his hand gripped my hip.

      How could he think of leaving?

      About to verbalise my refusal, I was grabbed around the waist and hauled backwards into the pitch black.

      Beowyn moved. He took my assailant to the ground in a gravity defying manoeuvre I failed to follow with my eyes. Teeth bared and arm raised to strike, his lethal claws flexed, ready to cleave a head in a single stroke.

      A flash of starlight allowed me a glimpse of reddish hair.

      Hefting up, I clung to Beowyn’s bicep, a whoosh of stunned breath leaving me when his solid arm didn’t move although my body weight slammed into, and then hung off it.

      Conscious of the alien horde barely fifty feet from our scuffle, I remained silent. I pressed my breasts into his side and brought my lips to his ear.

      ‘It’s Patrick,’ I breathed.

      A silver stud brushed my trembling lip. Musky sweat, malted breath and petrichor–wet and earthy–swamped my nose but was replaced with drifting smoke from the torches below. My heart raced as I thought of my family at the mercy of their inhumane captors, and how wrong the last few seconds might have gone.

      The muscles in my hands and shoulders ached as I clutched Beowyn. I pulled harder when he hesitated to shift from attack mode.

      Jerking back, he scooped me up.

      Patrick fell forward and quietly gasped for air.

      Beowyn took a large step back and squatted, me perched on his knee. The feral energy emanating from him dissipated. His eyes reflected the meagre light, flicking here and there as he took in our surroundings.

      Patrick grimaced and stretched his neck. He pointed into the unrelieved darkness. Rolling onto his hands and knees, he rose into a shambling crouch then led us away.

      Beowyn set me down then pushed on my rump.

      I swallowed my protest. Patrick might have stashed Fergie somewhere, and the thought got me moving. I had the utmost confidence they’d rescue the others. Until then, I was aware we needed to figure out a plan, and, maybe, I could finally hold my daughter and get her safe. We crept through the jungle for a good hour before Beowyn signalled his satisfaction in stopping. That we had to move so far to avoid being discovered rammed home the precariousness of our situation. A hunting party could stumble on our camp and stalk us within feet before we knew they were there.

      ‘Are you alone?’ Beowyn wrinkled his nose as he scraped mud caked over his elbow spurs.

      Nodding, Rowan cringed. ‘I hoped to have freed the others by now. As you see, there’s a wee problem with that.’ He turned to me with a tired smile and a warm hug. ‘Very good to see you, cousin. I’ve been worried sick.’ He pulled back to stroke my hair. ‘Wee bit?’

      My eyes got wet. He didn’t have her–hadn’t seen her. ‘Missing.’

      His head dropped back, eyes closing as his throat bobbed. No doubt, he too thought of the horrible things happening to her, and wondered if she was still alive, if she was hurt. ‘She’s strong.’ His voice was gruff. ‘Just like her Mammy. She’ll be alright.’

      I nodded because it was expected of me rather than because I was feeling it. He sensed this and embraced me again, harder and longer, offering strength to bolster my weakened spirit.

      What shot fire to the heart of me was the gentle touch to my cheek as Beowyn offered comfort.

      I expelled a shaky breath, nestling my face into his sword-roughened palm.

      Releasing me, Patrick proved what a resilient soul he was by whistling through his teeth. He rocked on his heels, thrusting his hands into his pockets. ‘You look like you’ve been dragged through a bush backward.’

      I shoved him then put a hand over my mouth to hide a smile.

      He grinned. It fell flat when he faced Beowyn. ‘Got a plan then?’

      ‘You have combat experience?’

      Rowan lifted his chin. ‘I’ll pull my weight.’

      ‘At my count seven act as guard.’

      ‘Nine. The leader wandered off with one of the smaller ones. I heard mewling and grunting noises.’ Patrick made a face. ‘Decided not to follow.’

      ‘Five for me and four for you.’ Beowyn shook his head. ‘Too many.’

      Mouth thinning, I interrupted. ‘Three each. Once we get the others free they can help.’

      ‘You and the others will flee, sneakily, while we make a distraction. Patrick and I will hold them off as long as we are able then follow.’

      ‘This is not the time to be overly protective.’

      ‘Our cub needs you safe and unharmed.’

      That shut me up.

      His use of “our” shook me. When had he started thinking that way?

      I nodded tightly.

      Patrick wiped a look of unadulterated relief from his face when my attention swung to him.

      Acknowledging I might be a distraction while fighting, I remembered the enemy was thrice my weight, and the smallest had a foot on me in height.

      I’d be flattened at the first blow.

      To be useful, I needed to do my part and see the others safe.

      I’d expected to attack the camp that night. No such luck. Beowyn was insistent on waiting for the right moment. We ended up watching the camp in short shifts for the rest of the night and most of the next morning.

      The brutish aliens–who I’d learnt where the L’Odo–were rough and cruel towards my family, but did them no lasting physical harm. They waited for something, or someone.

      I crawled out of my skin by what I guessed was midday, the stifling heat suffocating. I experienced a wave of panic during another jaunt to stretch our legs and ended up breaking down, having a muffled crying jag while held in Patrick’s lap, Beowyn hovering close by. They obviously felt guilty for prolonging the rescue attempt and adding to the unrelenting stress of being stranded and not searching for my missing child, but were no less cautious, something I’d be grateful for in a saner state of mind. Patrick whispered reassurances in my ears to convince me Éorik had a greater chance of discovering us if we stayed in one place. After speaking with Beowyn, he too was confident Fergie was with the stoic Verak High Commander.

      So, I pulled it together and thought really, really positive thoughts.

      During the lull, where we retreated farther from the camp to forage for edible roots and drink tepid water, I sidled up to Beowyn. I picked at a hangnail and chewed my lip.

      Our argument a few days before was a strong indicator my lack of knowledge about how he lived his life would cause problems if we did nothing to get to know each other more. I was worldly enough to understand my arranged marriage would take time to flourish into something more than connivence, no matter how often Beowyn claimed we were perfect for each other.

      It was clear, unlike me, Beowyn had no emotional barriers. He was disconcertingly honest and forthright about what he was feeling and thinking.

      I needed to stop seeing that as something bizarre and as something admirable to emulate.

      ‘Um, hey.’ I poked his arm to make sure he knew I wanted his attention. ‘How’s your side?’

      ‘Healing.’

      ‘Good.’ The conversation petered out. I cleared my throat. ‘I was wondering…do you like my family?’

      ‘Have I done anything that implies different?’

      ‘No.’ I fell quiet. When he said nothing more, I rallied to try again. ‘Will I like your family, do you think?’

      ‘My life givers passed solars ago. I defeated my siblings and have not seen them since.’

      ‘I don’t understand. Defeated them?’

      ‘For the title of Great Alpha. My sister came close to besting me, but in the end, she was not ruthless. She did not put me down as she should.’ He made an affectionate noise. ‘She bore a soft spot for me. And I for her.’

      ‘Your emotions didn’t hold you back though.’

      ‘Didn’t they? I enjoyed questing, could have done it rather than chain myself to Vayhalun.’

      I scooted closer. ‘Questing?’

      ‘Travelling the galaxy pillaging. It is what my people do best.’

      ‘Oh.’ I thought hard on what he wasn’t saying. ‘You think beating her made her happier than if you’d lost.’

      He smiled, eyes pointed ahead.

      ‘You make your home world sound,’ I searched for the word, ‘predatory.’

      A broad smile spread across his face. Pride weighted his reply. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Do you like ruling everyone? Have you ever wondered about another way?’

      ‘My planet has seen many kingdoms and empires. Many kinds of government have risen and fallen, much like on your Earth. Republics, democracies and tribal councils.’ He made a scrunched face. ‘Many claws shred cloth. It is an ancient Verako saying. A single warlord works best for what we value. He brings riches and peace. He beats the drum of war. On his back the people soar or crawl.’

      ‘That’s a lot of responsibility. How do you shoulder the job alone?’

      ‘I have elders and advisors like Éorik I trust, of course, but I am the Great One. There is no job. My service to my people is absolute.’ He grinned wickedly. ‘So it is good the things my people revere is strength, bed play and raiding.’

      I stifled a laugh behind my palms. I shook my head as the reality of what he was saying crashed down on me. ‘What do you expect of me, Owyn?’

      ‘Be my One. Be nothing but what you are. I have chosen well.’

      I peered blindly into the night.

      He was a ruling King. It kept escaping my notice, good little democratic voter I was. By extension, I was his female equivalent. I shied away from the reality and concentrated on the fact, royalty or not, I was wearing rags and stuck in a jungle eating the finest charred bug my lord could provide.

      ‘I’m feeling unprepared.’

      ‘You have everything needed.’ He drew me close to his side and nestled me into his heat. ‘The rest you will learn.’

      I touched his pointed ear and the studs there. ‘Why so many?’

      ‘They mark certain rights of passage. First kill, best fighter, to denote attachments. You will wear them too.’

      Sensing he was done with the conversation, intent as he was spying on the enemy camp, I put a hold on the rest of my questions for a better time.

      It wasn’t until streaks of twilight darkened the sky did a flurry of movement put us on edge.

      Listening to the garbled conversations, expression alarmed, Beowyn shifted into a crouch, which made me worry whatever the L’Odo debated was in no way good.

      Then one of the scouts rushed the arguing group. He reached the centre only to fall unconscious, a knife hilt protruding from his scaly back.

      The aliens swarmed.

      Beowyn sucked in a breath. ‘Éorik. I recognise the rune on the blade.’

      Patrick crawled on his belly to where the Verak warrior had taken up a watch to squat at his side. The long nylon cord, a remnant from his army days, appeared a black noose around his pale throat.

      Snagging the battered matte disk from under his vest, he kissed it.

      Peeking over their broad backs, I squinted. I leant forward into the gap between their heads, as if it would help my inferior sight. ‘You see really far.’

      Chuckling at my disgruntled pout, Beowyn rubbed his hands together. ‘My Commander is close.’ His voice was low so as not to carry but held infectious excitement. ‘He did not follow the scout to finish it off. He remained behind in order to protect something.’ He shot me a blinding smile, all sharp teeth and dimpled cheeks. ‘Or someone.’

      Heart taking flight at what he insinuated, I choked back a squeal.

      Patrick patted my back. ‘Soon, lass. So–There!’

      Éorik burst through the thorny thicket. A second later a rabble of aliens following his trail crashed into the camp.

      Before I could question what was happening–where was my baby?–Beowyn was up and moving, charging over the muddy bank and launching himself onto the first L’Odo within range taking him down in a flurry of claws and gnashing teeth.

      Patrick hauled me up. He shoved a knife in my hand, and grabbed the other to yank me after him. ‘Free the others.’

      I slipped and slid downhill.

      I stumbled into a ditch, sprung up, then I stood panicking in the middle of mindless death and chaos.

      Terror was cobweb wrapped around my face. It spun down my throat and clogged my insides. A noxious miasma hit me like a brick wall, musty and rotten. It was loose shit, sharp piss and blood streaked with cloying puss.

      Reeling, my middle contracted in a violent spasm, and I bent to retch until I expelled a glut of blue-green bile. A resinous-smelling tinge of the sap I’d ingested clung to it. I hunched lower as another wave of sickness weakened me.

      A sawtoothed blade sang through the space my head had occupied a moment prior.

      Knees splashing into the puddle of vomit, I screamed, flinging my arms up.

      A Dei San reared over me, slathering, slimy tongue lashing across its elongated snout as it whipped its head back to loose a spine-chilling shriek.

      It moved on bulging haunches, the movement of its upright rear limbs forced as if they were better suited to lurching on all fours. Oversized, needle-thin teeth bristled from its scabrous maw, boils and abscesses clustered around its nostrils and eyes, oozing discharge and shiny with mucus. Cadaverous in appearance as it seemed there was a stalwart, enduring toughness to its frame, the sallow flesh clinging to its emaciated musculature reminiscent of an undead abomination dredged from its sunken grave.

      Leaping, cocked arm jerking overhead, Patrick brought down his knife in a short, lethal movement and stabbed it in the eye, wrenching the blade to the side to create maximum damage and leaving a ragged gash across its temple. The strike released a gush of watery green fluid that slowed to a viscous dribble of putrescent gloop from the deflated orb.

      The charnel stench flooded my nose and made my eyes fill and burn.

      ‘Go!’ Patrick strong-armed me onto my feet. He pivoted to finish the flailing Dei San off. ‘I’m right behind you.’

      Gobbets of viscous, gelatinous flesh sailed through the air. Black, turbid ichor hissed as it splattered bark, leaves and loam, eating through the growing matter like greasy acid.

      Trusting my cousin, I scuttled on the outskirts of the battle, heading for Aled, Rowan and my Uncle Fergus, still trussed and at the mercy of whomever reached them first–and I did.

      Rowan blanched, and Aled’s eyes bugged from his head. ‘Behind you.’
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      Fetid breath gusted over my nape.

      I closed my eyes on a surge of fatalistic calm. I spun and slashed with the knife. It caught. My arm jerked, then moved through something like lumpy jelly; squelching and sucking.

      My hand grew slick with burning oil and the thing I blindly hacked into squealed, and then the earth shuddered.

      Air sawing into my lungs, quivers shaking my limbs, I opened my eyes.

      A L’Odo lay dead at my feet, a gash carved across its scalp and pulpy grey matter spilt across the yellow soil.

      My ears rang; the screaming was deafening. Pain lanced my throat. I slapped a hand over my mouth.

      Movement at the corner of my eye had me lifting my weapon.

      A Dei San lurching past abandoned the fight to fall upon the dead L’Odo. It shoved its maw into the carcass and fed of the tepid flesh in clicking purrs of pleasure and nauseous slurps and gulps.

      Splinters of bone and shredded flesh clung to its needle teeth when it screeched at the shadow which fell upon it. With a clean swoop of his double blades, Éorik took its head.

      His frigid gaze whisked over me to check for injury. Satisfied, he knelt and cut free my cousins and Uncle, ordering them to stay quiet and close to me.

      Beowyn appeared in a swirl of aggression and savage might to cut a swathe around us.

      Voice raised high in defiance, Patrick joined him.

      Éorik pushed forward to widen their circle of defence.

      I couldn’t breathe, my horrified stare fixed on the pieces of body littering the ground at my feet.

      ‘Mammy!’

      At the girlish shriek, I twisted.

      My borrowed knife raised high, eyes wild and rolling, teeth bared in a feral rictus. I searched for the small body the sound originated from.

      Pulse stuttering, I inhaled sharply.

      Outside the protective circle, she was held under the arm of a blue-skinned behemoth. He held my baby at his side as he hacked and slashed with dizzying speed, his dextrous wielding of a bearded axe fiendishly barbarous.

      ‘Mammy! Mammy!’

      A howling monster rushed them, swinging a jagged length of metal. It wasn’t one of the squat, bloated L’Odo. It was a Dei San, unspeakably nightmarish where its predecessors were hideous. Its dimensions existed beyond the realms of possibility, farcical in their grotesque deformity, yet it on it lumbered. The ground beneath its reptilian bulk quaked. A stunted tail slithered obscenely. It snarled until putrid froth rimmed the gaping hole of its snout, its breath a mephitic stench. Not even the torchlight lent its warm, orange glow to its pustule-ridden flesh, a patchwork of corpse-white and grey.

      Bloodied weapon falling from nerveless fingers, I fell to my knees, arms outstretched, a wail of despair ripping from the depths of my soul.

      The blue warrior ululated a cry.

      Deflecting the crushing blow aimed for his skull, he spun, flung my daughter into the air then turned without a second look as to her whereabouts to decimate the creature.

      Eyes on my flying then falling baby, I loosed a strangled scream.

      Launching himself across the space, Éorik snatched Fergie from the air. He landed  with her tucked to his chest. He bounded back into the circle of protection and handed her over without a word to return to the fight.

      ‘Oh, my baby.’ Grabbing hold with such force, I half swung around and fell to my knees. There was blood, mud and other reeking, crusty unclassified debris sticking to my thighs, arms and face, but I kissed her chubby cheeks until she giggled and cuddled me back.

      ‘Look it.’ She waved an invisible–until that horrifying moment–foot long, serrated blade in my face. ‘Pretty. Mine.’

      Eyes so wide I could feel my eyelids straining, I slowly took hold of the lethal weapon by the hilt. ‘Give it to me.’

      ‘But it’s mine. My present.’

      ‘I’ll keep it safe.’

      ‘Mine.’

      I tugged it free and winced when the screaming tantrum I expected was louder and wrigglier than expected.

      The L’Odo bellowed for a retreat.

      When they turned to flee, the Dei San abandoned their siege on our fierce group to chase an easier meal.

      Ominous silence descended on the shadowy culvert.

      Éorik dispatched a final, thrashing enemy with a ruthless plunge of naked blade to the heart. In a fluid glide, he sheathed his swords in the parallel scabbards latched to his back and prowled through the sprawl of headless bodies and stray limbs to Beowyn.

      Jaw tensing, he placed both hands on the male’s shoulders, thumbs brushing against his throat as their eyes spoke words neither said aloud.

      My heart tripped in my chest. The exquisite sight of them together affected me in a deep, lasting manner I feared it forever would; I feared I now craved.

      They turned to me.

      Regal with his quietude in the wake of screaming death, Beowyn’s gaze–a haze of silvered crystal–met mine, brilliant with emotion. ‘We found them.’

      Overwhelmed, but unable to break the connection, I stared into his eyes and let him see the bottomless well of gratitude I’d fail to ever coherently articulate. ‘Are you hurt?’

      Covetous eyes trailing over my face, he shook his head.

      Éorik’s eyes switched between us.

      Rather than the predatory, wary expression I remembered dominating his face when he looked at me, I now saw a softening, an acceptance.

      ‘It’s good to see you,’ I whispered feeling the relief down to my bones.

      He inclined his head.

      Patrick stood rigid with tension. His head bowed, pink-white skin smeared with gore up to his elbows. He knelt and ripped a clump of moss from a rock and scrubbed at his arms and flecks on his face and neck. ‘Will they come back?’

      ‘Yes.’ Éorik passed him an opaque ampoule. ‘Once clean rub a thin layer of the ointment to your cuts.’ He broke another in half and applied the sharp, herbaceous-smelling unguent to the wound in Beowyn’s side.

      ‘Are they contagious?’ Patrick scrutinised the cylinder, troubled.

      ‘You are inoculated against their filth. The fluid will heal you.’

      I looked Fergie over and saw she had faded scratches on her face and arms. He’d taken care of her. I cradled her close then sobbed when Uncle Fergus, Rowan and Aled glommed onto us, crushing us in their need to be close.

      Adrenaline my nervous system mainlined during the skirmish depleted. It left behind a tremor in my limbs and into a harsh throb between my eyes.

      With a watery smile, Rowan dug into his pocket and passed a lump of yellow and red plastic my way.

      Mouthing thanks, I popped the pacifier in Fergie’s mouth and sighed in pleasure when she lay her head on my chest, fingers playing with my hair.

      There was no describing the ecstasy of having her in my arms.

      ‘What did you do?’ Éorik swiped at a nugget of flesh sliding down his neck, recoiling at the jellied texture and rotten smell. ‘You stopped her noise.’

      ‘I gave her the dummy.’ I tapped the glossy plastic button, making the small loop flap. I needed to find something to attach it to her rompers.

      ‘Binky,’ Fergie drawled around the rubber, sleepy eyes aimed his way.

      ‘That…that thing is the binky?’

      I slid him a look then sent my eyes back to the impenetrable bank of trees. Will they come back? Yes. ‘Aye. It soothes her. What’s wrong with that?’

      ‘Dah.’ He threw his hands up then went to walk away, but Fergie twisted and stuck her arms up. He about turned, hoisted her to his front and began a pat, swing, purring ensemble that sent her to sleep faster than I’d dreamed possible. Our party grew quiet. Even the blue barbarian seemed puzzled, his tilted head and furrowed brow evidence of this. At the stupefied look contorting Beowyn’s features, the amused expressions on Rowan and Aled’s bruised faces, the sight of the Commander crooning a three year old to sleep was indeed out of the ordinary.

      At her wheezing snores, I snapped out of it. ‘I can keep her.’

      ‘It is fine.’ He unzipped his suit and tucked her in. ‘She will be safe with me, and the air is cooler now.’ His hand lay protectively on Fergie’s small head. ‘My body will keep her warm.’

      Uncle Fergus peered at me through white eyebrow whiskers, his light green eyes solemn. ‘A chick that will grow into a cock can be spotted the day it hatches.’

      I slipped an arm around his shoulders. Apart from a bruise or two and a scabbed wound on his arm, he appeared unharmed. ‘Is that so?’ I pecked his cheek, so happy he was safe.

      Patrick approached our little group last. His chest heaved as he fell to his knees and put his arms around us. He kissed a trembling, quietly weeping Rowan on the forehead. ‘We’re alright.’

      ‘We must prepare.’ Beowyn loomed over us, hair wild, eyes fierce. ‘It is but a matter of time before they return.’ The ugly length of metal he’d appropriated during the fight dripped with gore.

      ‘Can we no hide?’ I asked.

      ‘They will track us and block avenues of escape until they lead us into a trap. It is better we make a stand on open ground.’ Beowyn looked at Patrick. ‘When I give the order, you will take your family and run.’

      Patrick agreed without dissent.

      I balked. ‘What about you?’

      ‘Orik and I will stay. We will fend them off for as long as we need to.’

      ‘Splitting up seems risky.’ Rowan wiped at his reddened eyes. Red marks stood out starkly against the pale skin at his wrists; rope burns. ‘We could look for somewhere defensible. Wait them out.’

      I nodded my agreement.

      Aled grunted, but it didn’t sound like he supported the idea.

      Beowyn shook his head. ‘Even if we found a place large enough and reach it before their hunger for flesh turns their minds our way again, it would take little to break our line in such a space. We’d be trapped and slaughtered. I’d rather you have a chance at escape.’

      ‘It will be easier to fight without dividing our attention between ourselves and protecting you.’ Éorik’s penetrating gaze bounced to Patrick then back to mine. ‘Your House lead knows what he is doing. He will keep you safe until the rescue drones arrive. We will confuse your trail and pick them off one by one.’

      ‘It is too late for that.’ A manifestation of the cruelest winter, the spectral voice chilled the humid air. Skin a matte, cobalt blue, the alien giant peered into the distance, an intense cast to his wolfish face. His eyes had no irises, no pupil. They were unrelieved white overlaid with crushed, glowing pearls. Like the Verak, there were no eyelashes to gentle his unblinking stare.

      Unlike them, he radiated malice.

      ‘Who is he?’ I asked the Verak in a low aside, far too intimidated to approach the strange male.

      ‘His name is Hel Bihter.’ Éorik turned to Beowyn, sculpted mouth pulled thin. ‘I will explain further, but for now, I did promise passage.’

      ‘Are there others?’ Beowyn asked.

      Hel Bihter twitched at the question.

      ‘No,’ Éorik replied after a notable pause. ‘He crash landed solars ago.’

      Beowyn nodded slowly. ‘The Aztekan Horde is our ally.’ He crossed the space to take up stance at the male’s side. ‘Your arrangement with my Commander holds with me as long as you fight with us. What do you sense?’

      ‘We hear them.’ Hel Bihter jerked his chin. ‘More than before.’

      Éorik spat curses. He motioned to my family. ‘Move behind me.’

      ‘Run with them,’ Beowyn ordered.

      When his command engendered no movement, he sent a fearsome look over his shoulder, furious to be disobeyed.

      Unsheathing his blades, Éorik shook his head. ‘It makes no difference now, and I will not leave you.’

      ‘Beowyn?’ I questioned shakily, taking Fergie back from the Commander and curling her into me.

      ‘I am with you, my One.’

      Aled hissed in pain as he gained his feet. He stood next to Patrick; me, Rowan and Uncle Fergus now ringed and in the middle.

      They came; a thundering tide.

      Beowyn attacked, an embodiment of fury. The uncouth sword in his fist danced, a streak of black flame.

      There were so many.

      Too many.

      We were going to die.

      The circle shrank until I choked on the rankness of their cankerous rot and shied from their shrieking whoops, their moist, feverish heat.

      Lashing out with his fists, Aled gasped and stumbled back a step when a whirling blur decapitated the Dei San snapping for his neck.

      Rowan gave a cry and snatched up one of the torches speared in the ground. He thrust it towards a yawing maw, gooey saliva dripping to scorch the earth like acid. The creature feinted, and he missed. With a grunt of effort, he surged forward again, this time making contact with a misshapen abdomen. Oily skin blackened, hissed and popped. The burnt stink of flesh pervaded the air, a ghastly cry of pain cutting through the clamour.

      ‘Mammy.’ Fergie’s terrorised wail shattered my fugue, her rigid fingers digging into my shoulders, small body quaking as she tried to burrow deeper into my protective embrace.

      I put my back to the mayhem, knelt, and set her down in front of me, her back facing out too. My heart hurt. I placed my hands either side of her head, so I was the only thing she could see. ‘What’s today, wee bit?’

      Her eyes darted to find the owner of a hair-raising screech. She whimpered. ‘Scared. Go home now?’

      ‘What special day is it?’ Something warm splattered against my side, ran down my arm to drip off my elbow.

      Hazel eyes widened. ‘My birthday.’

      ‘Yes.’ My chest ached, and my eyes overflowed. I smiled through the pain and regret. ‘We’ll sing, aye? Big girls get to celebrate when they turn three. Wow. You’re so old.’ I brought her little hands up to cover her eyes. ‘Happy birthday to you.’ My voice quavered. I swallowed thickly. ‘Sing with me, sweetheart.’

      ‘Happy birthday tae ye,’ she warbled with an uncertain smile.

      ‘Good girl.’ I flinched as Beowyn lurched closer to hack into the throat of a Dei San reaching for us.

      Smelling of smoke and iron-rich blood, Rowan collapsed beside us. ‘Happy birthday dear Fergie.’ He stroked her cheek. Our eyes met over her head, undiluted terror ricocheting between us.

      ‘Happy Birthday to you,’ we sang.

      Fergie tried to smile but her rosy lip wobbled. ‘Mammy?’

      I kissed her forehead. Inhaled her sweet, powdery-scent. ‘Keep your eyes closed.’ Tears ran unchecked down my cheeks, tickled the grooves bracketing my nose and spilled salt into my mouth. I ignored the grisly sounds of dying. ‘Mammy’s here.’ Pressing her face into my chest, her hands still over her eyes, I shifted my hands to cover her ears.

      Roaring a challenge, the Dei San pressed forward.

      Patrick and Aled responded with crazed violence, a last desperate act of defence. Beowyn and Éorik yowled, the otherworldly sounds rife with outrage. Hel Bihter drifted across the terrain like a phantasm, bodies falling as he ghosted past, and my Uncle Fergus bellowed unintelligible threats to the sky, spittle flying, face florid, cursing at an enemy only he perceived.

      It’s all my fault.

      My daughter’s shrieks battered against my eardrums.

      I brought them here to die.

      I scrunched my eyes shut to brace for the end.

      God forgive me.

      Bowing and whipping from side to side, tress groaned under a sudden, fierce wind, leaves twirling and vines snapping against the current as blinding lights descended from above.

      Uncle Fergus yelped and ducked, cowering at my back.

      A sinistrous whine blasted over the tumult, a reverberation that grew higher in pitch–powering up.

      Prism-hued lightning struck the base of a tree. ‘That–’ said a disembodied voice with growling undertones, ‘–was a warning from my Rä’Na. Retreat, and you will be spared. Attack, and you die.’

      Suspended in shock, nothing moved.

      With a screech of defiance, a Dei San broke free of its stupor and bounded towards us. It sprung high off its rear paws, spiked cudgel lifting to deliver a crushing blow.

      Eerie, subterranean, a drone broadcast through the air, preceding crackling static. A globe of fizzy light collided with the Dei San. It disintegrated. Wind threw the pink-green cloud of gritty ashes into our faces, the tarry, metallic taste blowing into our gaping mouths.

      Dei San scattered.

      They exploded into dust, targeted one by one by expert marksmanship. Those managing to elude the aerial barrage fled yawping into the jungle.

      Soaked in vile blood, Beowyn roared. He spun, hooked Éorik at the nape of his neck and cracked their horns together, baring sharp teeth in feral joy. They pressed their foreheads together and thumped their chests.

      With a husky sob, my muscles unclenched. I almost fainted from the rush of blood flooding my extremities.

      Lips and cheeks drained of colour, Patrick doubled over, hands to knees.

      ‘It’s over?’ Rowan whispered.

      ‘Aye.’ I swallowed multiple times around the thorny tangle blooming in my throat. ‘I’m thinking so.’

      ‘Oh, Sweet baby Jesus.’ He folded in on himself, thrusting his hands into his filthy hair, forehead on his knees. ‘Praise be to God and our new alien Overlords.’

      Aled flicked his ear. ‘Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain or worship false idols. Commandments four and two.’

      ‘Ouch, shite, seriously?’ Rowan’s hand snapped up to rub the reddened lobe. ‘Are we really having this conversation right now?’

      Lowering onto his behind with a weary sigh, Aled shrugged. ‘There’s no time like the present.’ He draped an arm around Rowan’s shoulders and cooed at Fergie, who leant towards him, demanding one of his trademark, near-suffocating, maple-scented hugs.

      Happy to let her bask in her his affection, I let her go, though my motherly instinct to snatch her up and hide her away lingered. That she wasn’t a drooling, catatonic mess after what she witnessed, I’d forever be grateful.

      Hel Bihter’s tense frame hummed with repressed energy. ‘We will hunt the last of them. We will return.’

      Radiating satisfaction, Beowyn shoved his High Commander away with a savage grin. ‘Very well.’ He faced the warrior. ‘We will not leave without you.’

      Jerking his chin, the Aztekan melted into the weakening shadows.

      Beowyn’s hot gaze arrowed to me.

      I stood and rocked slightly back when he crossed the distance in lightning fast strides. His arms went around my back, hauling me off my feet. His body was push of hard muscle shoving against my breasts and blockading any thought of escape. His free hand thrust into my hair and then his mouth closed on mine. This our first kiss where his lips pried my own apart so his tongue could invade. This our first sharing of breath as his earthy taste and liquorice scent shattered me.

      Breathing laboured, we parted.

      I stared into his eyes, and he gazed back with triumph.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 12

      

    
    
      Darkest night lightened to indigo morning as I watched the spaceship land. I slumped, so weak with relief my legs wobbled. I shot Beowyn a hesitant smile over my shoulder. I still tasted his lips. Rescue was moments away. My daughter was in my arms, and an exciting, beautiful life lay ahead not only for me, but my clan.

      Beowyn’s attention centred on the shining vessel, a delighted grin brightening his face.

      Cold vapour from space drifted from the craft’s hull and into the sweltering tropical air. With a grind of gears a mechanical ramp lowered.

      Monsters bearing emerald, sapphire and bronze scales thundered down the metal slope. Bodies clad in rubberised, steel-coloured armour, their fluid gaits and alien, jerky movement lent them the aura of feral beasts. Dread-locked Mohawks slithered over muscular shoulders and rings of aged gold pierced pointed ears and scowling brow ridges. Black voids where eyes should lie swept over the gruesome scene pervading the clearing. Hissing past a split tongue, the largest barbarian’s mouth parted, exposing curved canines in his upper and lower jaws. They made Verak fangs look like rounded pegs.

      Rowan hyperventilated. Fergus covered his eyes with his hands, and Aled blasphemed. Patrick dove for a dirk protruding from a fetid corpse.

      Mouth opening and closing, arms locked around my daughter, I scuttled back until I hit Beowyn’s chest.

      Chuckling, his arms came around me, patting Fergie’s trembling head. ‘Calm yourselves.’

      Éorik turned. He held up a staying hand. ‘There is no danger from the Ra. You are amongst friends.’

      Patrick gained his feet, but tucked the dirk into the small of his back, expression grim.

      Quaking, I cowered, unashamed to be terrified of the creatures with four arms each prowling towards us.

      ‘Wyn, what the hell did you do?’ A woman, a human woman, marched down the ramp, a miniature monster swaddled at her breast. Kinky black hair was a bouncy cloud around her caffe-coloured face. Her angry and unutterably stunning face. Even as she approached, towering in her rage, an ecru dress reminiscent of ancient Byzantium draped over her voluptuous figure, her hips swung and her breasts jiggled in a provocative dance.

      This was Beowyn’s human friend?

      ‘Beautiful,’ I muttered.

      Beowyn smiled. ‘She is.’

      Coming to a rocking stop at the decapitated head of a L’Odo, she hauled her foot back and punted it into the trees with savage glee. ‘Disgusting beast.’ The woman spared a fleeting look at my knock-kneed family then glared at Beowyn. Hazel eyes narrowed to slits. ‘One.’ She drawled the number with puckered lips then ended it with a jaw that snapped closed fast enough to break teeth. ‘That’s this many as you seem to have forgotten your numbers.’

      Hands behind his back, Éorik coughed. ‘The Great One made a kingly decision to allow these needy refugees–.’

      ‘Haud,’ Rowan protested.

      ‘–to accompany us to a fruitful life of freedom and plenty.’

      Beowyn held his hands aloft, big palms out, waiting for praise.

      ‘One,’ she repeated in flat tones. ‘They don’t look like refugees to me, you weak connivers. Earth is not at war with another planet. There are no intergalactic human refugees except,’ she leant in, ‘the ones,’ her voice lowered, ‘abducted.’

      Beowyn pouted. ‘It is not my fault my One came with extras.’

      ‘She’s not a fucking bulk buy. Earth is not the Costco of the milky way. It’s not snatch one snatch five free. Christ, Wyn. Did you even try to think?’

      ‘Everything is fine,’ he argued.

      ‘Fine?’ She pulled on her tightly curled hair. ‘This whole family was about to be eaten alive.’

      ‘But you saved us. See? It is fine.’

      Aghast, her mouth flapped open. ‘I can’t believe this.’ She rubbed her forehead. ‘We had an agreement.’

      Wincing, Beowyn studied his boots.

      Éorik sighed. ‘Lumen, if you are offended reparation will be made.’

      ‘Don’t try and cover for him.’ She stamped her foot. ‘I am this close to disembowelling the both of you. I can do that now. I’ve been practicing.’

      Behind her back, the alien titans flashed forked tongues that rippled with an opalescent sheen. By the set of their unearthly features, had they been human men, I would have sworn they were amused by the overblown threat.

      Sudden movement making me flinch, the one with bronze scales took the fretting bundle of arms and legs from her. He nuzzled his flat nose against the baby’s as growly rumbles broke from his strapping chest.

      Four teensy hands patted at his head.

      Patrick cleared his throat. ‘We chose to come with them if that’s what’s worrying you. Thanks for the assist. Things were looking dire.’

      ‘You would have done the same, I’m sure.’ The woman drew herself up tall and smiled. ‘I’m She, Lumen of the Stars formerly Lumen Young.’ Her gaze landed on Fergus and deferring to him as our leader she inclined her head.

      Picking his nose, the wrinkled man acknowledged her with a nod.  ‘A house holds a hundred friends.’ He wiped his boogers on his shirtsleeve and flashed her a gap-toothed smile.

      Lumen eyed him askance.

      ‘Aye, Da, you have the right of it.’ Rowan glanced warily at the newcomers. ‘Thanking you.’

      Aled grunted his gratitude.

      Taking care to move in a non-threatening, slow manner, Patrick stepped up to shake her hand. ‘Patrick of Clan Grae.’ He introduced his kinsmen. His eyes skittered over the giants looming at her back. ‘Aren’t we all a long way from home?’

      Covering his hand with hers, a more genuine smile stretched across her face. ‘It’s nice to meet you. These are my Rä’Veks, my husbands.’ She pointed to them in turn. ‘He, Venomous One, He, Fiercely Comes the Night, and He, Cobra that Strikes.’ When she got to the baby, she softened. I knew that motherhood magic first hand. ‘This adorable little guy–.’

      ‘Is my son.’ Venomous One held the chubby baby above his head as if celestial light would shine upon him. ‘He, Bravest Shall Dare, may Grandfather be proud.’

      Bravest squealed, and curled all six limbs. He giggled hysterically when he punched himself in the nose then burped a spit bubble.

      Bringing him back to the plane of mortal beings, Venomous grinned at his bairn as if its crazed fidgeting were the most impressive of martial arts.

      ‘Yes. Venomous’ son.’ Lumen rolled her eyes. ‘It was he who laboured for thirteen hours with his ass in the air.’ She rubbed noses with the babe and singsonged in a high-pitched voice. ‘Isn’t Mummy right, munchkin? Doesn’t Daddy take more credit than is his due? Yes, he does. Oh, yes, he does.’ She gave him a smacking kiss then left him to be fawned over by his father. ‘We call him Brave. Our names are a mouthful, so feel free to shorten them.’

      Beowyn thumped a fist to his chest. ‘You did not name the cub for me?’

      Lumen’s threw back her head and laughed and laughed. It wasn’t gentle or feminine but hug-your-middle, bent-at-the-waist, cling-to-somebody screeches. She stopped. ‘I name my hatchlings after friends who promise to bring me ice chips during drug free labour then actually turn the fuck up.’

      ‘But you are unreasonable.’

      ‘Drug free.’

      Fiercely scowled. ‘Why would we name our offspring for you?’

      Beowyn huffed then marched up to Venomous. ‘Come.’ He beckoned. ‘Brave must learn whom he loves best.’

      Struggling not to laugh, Lumen’s eyes travelled beyond our group. She stiffened. She groped for Bravest with a look of abject horror.

      Ready to run screaming, I spun around then stilled. The confusion of me and my clan was palpable.

      Hel Bihter had returned.

      Considering what her husbands looked like Lumen’s reaction seemed unfair. The Aztekan male was fierce looking, but he’d been nothing but helpful. If her reaction was shocking that of her mates was downright violent.

      Sweeping her behind them in a protective gesture the alien barbarians took up a battle stance. They hissed so menacingly, Bravest wailed.

      Patrick’s hand drifted to his back.

      ‘Explain.’ Venomous’ tone was hard. ‘He did not show up on our scanners.’ The glossy black ovals of his eyes narrowed. ‘There was some some interference. We assumed it was radiation from the planet’s core.’

      Would that have affected their decision to help? I wondered.

      ‘He was stranded here.’ Éorik stepped forward, hand lifted in a gesture bidding for peace. ‘He is part of the reason we survived without fatalities.’

      Beowyn said nothing.

      I bit my lip when I interpreted his silence as an inclination to side with the newcomers over the Azteka male who helped us defeat our enemies.

      Lumen’s hand slid over her mate’s bulging upper arm. ‘It’s fine, Venom. He’s no danger to us.’ Her eyes were brittle flints. ‘Are you?’

      Hel Bihter stared, motionless.

      Aggravated but falling back, the Rä ceased their snarling.

      Patrick relaxed but edged closer to me and Fergie.

      Tossing his head, ropey hair flying, Fiercely took up guard. Venomous wrapped a possessive arm around his mate. Cobra that Strikes took Bravest from Lumen. I gleaned the impression should things devolve, his sole purpose would be to protect the hatchling.

      Lumen’s eyes travelled the Verak.

      When her gaze arrested on the Commander, her mouth slackened. ‘Oh, Éorik.’ She hustled over then grabbed his chin, bringing his cheek into better view. Her fingertips brushed over the marks scored there. ‘What happened?’

      ‘It was a near thing. I was put upon by a fearsome Dei San twenty feet tall with hooked claws and fangs the size of my arm.’ Éorik ran a finger from his palm to his forearm then chopped the side of his hand into the bend of his elbow to signify length. He puffed out his chest, looking decidedly self-satisfied.

      ‘I was attacked by a dozen,’ Beowyn boasted. ‘All razor-clawed and poison-fanged.’ He sauntered around in a circle then flung out his arms. ‘Did you see? Not a scratch.’ He smirked, and threw Éorik a challenging look.

      Patrick and Rowan glanced between themselves laughingly, while Aled scoffed and rolled his eyes, drawing him the Veraks’ scandalised gazes.

      Amused by their manly exaggerations, Lumen gave Éorik’s rich, nut-brown cheek another rub, avoiding the trio of red gouges.

      My body grew tight witnessing this casual affection; him so accepting. I nudged her hand aside and curved my fingers around his jaw.

      Lovely eyes came to mine, star pupils fixed luminous points, remote and incandescent like twin suns, expanding to bring light to his dark sclera at my touch. Surprise passed over his face that I would touch him in a lover-like way after my rejection of his sexual advance before the crash.

      My dumbstruck expression no doubt showed I had no answers.

      In the heat of the moment, I’d felt a spark of longing, and the gnawing feeling in my gut had urged me to press a claim, and, now I had, it seemed inevitable–vital–that I should touch this male intimately and often. Something vicious and wounded beneath his placid surface had reached out as I’d approached, and, snared by the feral beauty of him, even as he stained the air with his silent pain, I’d answered.

      He’d protected my daughter on a hostile planet, risked his life for my family, proved his unfailing loyalty to Beowyn, and defended a lost soul while offering him a way home.

      The feelings of admiration and desire for this male of rare moral fortitude coursing through me were the polar opposite of the defensive pushback I’d experienced before.

      I’d judged him as an elitist bully.

      It shook me to acknowledge alongside the fledgling link tied to Beowyn, strengthened by his candour and my respect for his emotional depth, a chain forged of raw, unexplainable emotion now connected me to Éorik.

      Comprehensive understanding of what my heart wanted may have escaped me, but what knew as fact was I did not like her touching him. I gave Lumen the side eye and emitted an unmistakable “back off” vibe.

      Brows lifting, she threw me a hesitant smile then returned to her mates’ side. She kept her hands to herself when she passed Beowyn.

      Unlike before, he barely registered her passing. He watched me with palpable yearning. His gaze shifted to Éorik, and his lips thinned.

      Figuring I’d made my point far louder and more obvious than intended, I dropped my hand then wiped my tingling palm on my side.

      He, Fiercely Comes the Night had his black voids aimed my way. He smiled, revealing pointed teeth, and a sharper humour.

      I shivered, sidling closer to Éorik.

      Beowyn’s expression took on an irate slant. ‘We go now.’ He stalked to the whirring transport with his arms straight by his sides, hands fisted.

      Belongings tucked under his arm, Hel Bihter gave the Rä a wide birth.

      We boarded the sleek transport and strapped in as Fiercely went through a pre flight check. I spent the journey to the outer atmosphere worrying Fergie had been traumatised. My concerns were for nothing. She babbled about her favourite present, yellow mud pies and swimming before she dropped asleep mid-sentence.

      Hugging her to me, giddy with knowledge she was safe, I wept.

      Every feeling I’d blocked or repressed to survive gushed forth in a hiccuping, snotty torrent I was too emotional to be embarrassed about.

      We docked with the larger vessel.

      Venomous One and Lumen lingered with Fiercely at the helm as the transport cycled down.

      Sniffling, I patted my face dry with my sleeve then unbuckled my flight harness. Everyone but me seemed to be chatty and in good spirits.

      ‘I’ll take her.’ Patrick hefted Fergie off my lap and onto his cocked hip.

      He followed Rowan, Aled and Fergus, who were led by He, Cobra that Strikes into the cavernous launch bay of the Rä spacecraft.

      Hel Bihter prowled behind.

      Aled asked, ‘What are these moving colours in the wall then?’

      ‘It is the haze.’ Bravest gurgled in the cradle of Cobra’s upper arms while the lower ones pointed to the swirling mass between the metal crescents indicating doorways. ‘It will not harm you. Red means locked. Chime for entrance.’

      ‘No that I’m complaining,’ Rowan said, ‘but how did you get to us so fast? Last I kenned, we were deep in unclaimed space.’

      ‘My Rä’Na is Ambassador for Rök. She was on a diplomatic visit on Zoi Quay when the Verak distress signal was received. It is close to this quadrant. My nest-mate, Venomous One, requisitioned and re-assigned the Trekker to assist in your rescue. Lumen feared help from the Paladins would take too long to come from Vayhalun.’

      I double blinked. I hot-footed it after them. ‘Trick, is it no better if I keep Fergie with me from now on? Everywhere. All the time.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, lass. You need your beauty sleep.’

      I took in the Rä spaceship in blurred flashes. ‘So do you.’

      ‘My battalion once covered ten clicks of barren ground in enemy territory under the burning Sahara sun. We took submachine gun fire while dragging critical medical supplies for civilians injured by the rebel junta. Space pirates? Jungle planet?’ He snorted. ‘Piece of piss more like. I’ve no felt this good in years.’

      God bless my battle-hardened, infantryman cousin. I’d have been puffed with pride had I not been busy thinking up an argument persuasive enough he’d give me my child back. I came close to body-checking him to the deck. ‘What if she has a nightmare?’

      ‘I don’t think it likely as the Commander took good care of her, but if she does, I’ll be there to soothe her.’

      ‘What if she gets hungry?’

      His eyes rolled down to shoot me a droll look. ‘I’ll starve her to death.’

      ‘What if she cries?’

      ‘Och, do I no have arms? I’ll give her a wee cuddle.’

      ‘What if….’ I chewed my lip. ‘What if she needs me?’

      ‘You’ve had a fright, mo chridhe, but it’s important you no become clingy.’ He stopped to kiss my cheek then went right back to walking. ‘It’s a whole new world, Sìne. Fergie must understand life has its up and downs but carries on. She has to see you relax, or she’ll never settle.’

      Wandering off with our new hosts, my clan left me there struggling to cope. It was their version of tough love, but that didn’t make it easier.

      Beowyn and Éorik  took one look at my face then nearly knocked themselves out making themselves scarce.

      I glared. ‘Puling cowards.’
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      Lumen touched my arm. Her face was a picture of concern. ‘She’ll be alright.’ She tipped her head. ‘You must want to get clean and sleep, but do you want to sit for a while before I show you to your enclosure? Catch your breath?’

      Afraid I’d bawl if I tried to speak, I nodded, and let her lead me to a seating area off one of the corridors.

      ‘Drink?’ she asked.

      Scrubbing a hand under my cheeks, I declined.

      Giving me time to compose myself, Lumen sat across from me in all her lush glory, fiddling with the ends of her hair.

      I abruptly remembered Beowyn pontificating his attempts to fuck her when he’d been trying to distract me on the jungle planet.

      My death glare might have been a wee bit accusing.

      She shot me a defiant, oddly fear-filled look. ‘We might as well clear the air. I can tell you know.’

      ‘Beowyn told me. I’m his One.’ I crossed my arms and leant in. ‘He tells me everything.’ Was I embarrassed how vehemently I marked my territory?

      No.

      Lumen drew in a trembling breath. ‘I wish I had an excuse to give. To you of all people.’

      My eyebrow arced as my stomach twisted. ‘Just tell me.’

      ‘Please understand I was afraid. Slavery, starvation, rape. It changes you and not for the better.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘People say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘It does. Just not in ways you’d expect. I am stronger. My sense of survival has been refined to a razor fucking edge, and I trust nobody but those who prove themselves trustworthy.’ She winced. ‘So I’m sorry if I came across harsh when we met. It wasn’t my intention. I was pissed off at Boewyn and Éorik.’

      My insides felt loose and shaky. The conversation had taken a bad turn I hadn’t been prepared for. I’d expected a jealous, almost-lover to be passive-aggressively undermining my budding relationships. This heartfelt baring of the soul was unexpected.

      My crossed arms fell until my hands sat limp on my lap. ‘You were raped?’

      She nodded jerkily then shook her head. ‘Venomous didn’t understand.’

      ‘Venomous, your husband?’

      ‘He didn’t know.’ She pushed out both palms. ‘Mating is different for the Ra, and he was out of his mind because he finally had a mate.’

      That was his excuse? I was horrified. ‘Did he kidnap you from Earth?’

      ‘No, not him. Long story short, I was abducted from my home by the L’Odo and experimented on. They had me for a long time. They did things I’d rather not go into too much detail about as it gives me night terrors.’

      I cringed remembering the stinking, debased aliens. ‘I’m sorry that happened to you.’

      ‘Thank you. In the end, the L’Odo chieftain deemed me worthless, and tossed me into an arena with a horde of slaves they’d gathered illegally from across the galaxy. Venomous was in that pit.’ She stared at the middle distance. ‘I have never been so fucking scared. I begged God for Obryn to win and not him.’ She shot me a dry look. ‘Think about how you and your family reacted when you saw my Rä’Vek coming at you. Imagine that, but naked, and mindless with bloodlust.’ She shook her head and leant back in her chair. ‘He killed Beowyn’s cousin Obryn for the right to have me.’

      ‘Oh, my God.’ I thought about someone killing Patrick or Rowan to get to me and wanted to puke. ‘Poor Owyn. He never said anything.’

      ‘Apparently, Obryn was a dick.’

      ‘Oh. After killing him, Venomous hurt you?’

      ‘I don’t want you to think….’ She stared at her clenched fists, frowning. ‘I fought him. I won’t lie about that.’ She exhaled. ‘I put up a fight at the beginning because I hadn’t come to terms with what was happening. I was dying. I was severely malnourished, and dehydrated. When I realised securing my survival by bending was an option, I accepted it was the only choice available. After he took me–’

      I flinched.

      ‘–we came to an agreement. He kept me safe, provided, and I submitted.’

      My mouth was dry, tongue like sandpaper. I’d thought the way Beowyn broke into my flat was terrible. What happened to Lumen was utterly fucked up. I couldn’t believe she was still with the monster who’d abused her. Why wasn’t she trying to flee? Had anyone tried to help her? ‘Does Beowyn know what happened to you? He’d help you if you told him you want to escape.’

      Lumen startled. Her eyes went soft and her voice gentled. ‘Oh, Sìne. It wasn’t easy and love didn’t happen overnight, but he took such good care of me. When I could understand him, I realised he didn’t see me as some broodmare. He cherished me. Loved me in his alien way. It wasn’t hard to love him back.’ She smiled. ‘I adore him. He even married me. All my Rä’Veks did. They shun lesser matings, give me what I need before I think to ask for it, and they’re always considerate of my needs. My mates and hatchling are the most important things in the universe to me. I’d die for them.’ She flipped over a palm, beseeching. ‘I don’t want you thinking of Venom as a monster. Nothing could be farther from the truth.’ Her smile widened. ‘As for Wyn, he did try to help. That’s how we met. He offered to make me his One, and give up his harem.’

      My ears burned and my jaw clenched. ‘Did he?’

      ‘Yeah. He’s sweet. I was in love with Venomous by then, so I turned him down.’

      ‘He offered to give up his harem. Offered. Just like that.’

      Lumen’s expression turned wary. ‘Um.’

      ‘He took one look at you,’ my hand flashed out, gesturing to the sexual glory that was her, ‘and offered to forsake everyone else.’ The rush of anger was replaced with devastation. I was horrified by a sob crawling up my throat. I bit my cheek. Hard. ‘Perfect. Just what I needed to hear.’

      I’d known he was full of shit.

      Somewhere between charming me with his survival skills, and that kiss, I’d lost sight of the truth. I’d forgotten trying to love a man came with a price I was not willing to pay.

      It meant degradation.

      Humiliation.

      Reaching out a hand then jerking it back, Lumen leant over the table top, eyes round. ‘We’ve crossed wires, and I’ve given you the wrong impression. When Beowyn met me and realised I was mated, he got desperate.’ She swept out an arm. ‘He’d’ve accepted any old body as his One, but there I conveniently was in need of rescue. He said whatever he thought I wanted to hear to try and win me over.’

      ‘Any old body. So what am I? The consolation prize?’

      ‘That came out wrong. What I meant to say was he was desperate to have me not you.’

      ‘We’ve established that.’

      ‘Gah. I am so fucking this up.’ Lumen motioned between us. ‘Instead of settling for me, he went searching for you. He’s bedded hundreds of males and females looking for you.’

      ‘Are you kidding me with this?’

      She shook her head, frantic. ‘Veraks pillage, but it’s considered fun if they raid your planet. The females look forward to it. Most of them come from rural, downtrodden places where life is hard and short. Becoming the lover of a Verak means a lifetime of safety and comfort within a harem. If you become a favourite? You’re set for life.’

      ‘So I’m going to a planet where a bunch of aliens are going to be pissed because I’m stealing the attention of their sugar daddy?’

      Lumen looked uncertain then squinted. ‘Beowyn did explain.… He told you the size of his harem. Right?’

      ‘He spoke about a house where he keeps them. I know in some cultures Kings have dozens of wives.’ I rubbed my temples. ‘I did no much care at the time. That has changed.’

      ‘Don’t look embarrassed. I get what it’s like to go from hate to love so fast you get whiplash.’

      I opened my mouth to refute I loved him but the words wouldn’t come. I might not be head over heels, but I was falling. Proof I was a consummate idiot looking to get her heart shredded.

      ‘Okay.’ Lumen pressed her palms together. ‘House is a good word, but the place I’ve seen could be described as a dwelling of a larger size.’

      I shrugged. ‘Like a mansion?’

      ‘Hm.’

      ‘An estate?’

      ‘Silly me, I’ve gone wildly off topic.’

      I sat up straight. ‘Palace?’

      ‘They sort of live, um, on their own island.’

      Spluttering, I shot her a furious look as my feeble heart sank to somewhere below my toes. ‘You joke.’

      ‘I’m not that cruel. Isn’t he naughty for forgetting to mention it?’

      ‘Naughty is no the word that springs to mind.’

      ‘Let’s get back to why Beowyn will make a wonderful mate and father to your daughter.’ She tittered. ‘The concubines sound strange from a limited human perspective, but if you think about it from a liberal Verak one, the harems are actually kind of sweet. He takes care of people.’

      ‘Aye, and he fucks them too.’

      She cringed because there was no way to make an island full of sexual playthings sound better.

      I don’t know why she bothered try.

      I scrubbed my face with my hands. ‘This is crazy. I’m crazy for agreeing to go with him when I knew so little.’

      ‘If it helps, I don’t think you’re crazy.’

      Exasperated, I looked at her hard and long. Were the female concubines like her? Curvy and lush? I was skinny and shapeless. She had hazel eyes that were smoky and screamed decadent sex. Mine were green. Not grass green or sea-foam. Plain green. Lumen made me feel insecure, but she was with the dragon males. She wasn’t a threat to me in the romantic sense, and she’d worked hard to assure me of that.

      ‘You and Beowyn never had sex?’ I asked bluntly.

      There could be no doubt.

      I wanted to put my irrational fear of her usurping my place to rest. I’d have bigger concerns soon enough.

      ‘Not once.’ If the question was surprising she hid it well. ‘I was in love with Venomous and falling for Fiercely. I’m faithful to them.’

      ‘Why were you defensive earlier then? What did you think I knew?’

      Face falling, Lumen’s shine dimmed. She rubbed her forearm, elbow to wrist, a deep, bruising kneading. ‘Ever wondered why mankind is unaware we’re not alone in the universe when so many aliens have interplanetary travel?’

      ‘Maybe that was the case a few months ago, but no so much now.’

      ‘Extraterrestrials made contact with Earth?’ She spanked the table. ‘That’s not allowed.’

      ‘An alien appeared on televisions around the globe asking to speak to the leader of the humans. The broadcast even aired on the jumbotrons in London Piccadilly, Times Square in New York and Shibuya Station, Japan. Caused a riot during a cricket match in Melbourne, Australia.’ I shrugged. ‘Everywhere. Governments tried to pass it off as a publicity stunt, but you toss a stone and you’re going to hit a Believer.’ My tone turned dry. ‘I was no one of them.’

      ‘Oh.’ Her eyes were wide. ‘Well, before that, ah, international incident I was in no way responsible for Earth was undiscovered. The L’Odo came across it and abducted me. After their tests deemed our species useless, they burned Earth’s galactic coordinates onto one of my bones. It was an ‘exclusive’ location meant to up my resale value. With Venomous’ help I was able to get Earth registered and protected against poaching.’

      ‘Poaching? Sounds like they think of us as animals.’

      ‘Humanity itself isn’t yet considered an advanced sentient race. The most the Intergalactic Council are willing to do is fine poachers that remove any off planet. The proceeds from the fine awarded against my abduction is being used to help pay off Earth’s Galactic Debt. Yours will too if its reported.’

      ‘This council don’t monitor Earth?’

      ‘There are tens of thousands of planets. So, no. A registered species has to file a complaint. The good thing is even if the L’Odo or Dei San managed to get a communication out they can’t tattle on Wyn because they are no longer registered.’ She cringed. ‘Despite the advantages of Earth being a member, I feel guilty about the debt we’re accruing. Most of what happened during the registration process was out of my hands. The upside is that Earth does have legal protection against invasion, and any hybrid children will be protected under the Supreme Laws, meaning slavery and experimentation is a no, no.’

      I stiffened in alarm. ‘Fergie is no a hybrid.’

      ‘She’s your daughter, and you’re the Verak King’s mate. She’s automatically brought under his umbrella of protection.’ She fiddled with a curl, head cocked. ‘It would be better, however, if we stop off on Zoi Quay and beg an audience with Premier. I have unfinished Rä business there. We’ll address both problems with the visit.’

      My mind spun. So many things to learn. ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘A Godai Emperor who resides as the head councilman. It’s better we know for sure Fergie is protected.’

      Anything that protected my daughter was fine with me. ‘I still don’t see why you were defensive.’

      ‘The L’Odo were kicked off the Register because I wouldn’t let what happened to me and Venomous go. Their trading privileges were revoked, and all protections obliterated.’ Her eyes closed briefly. ‘To say they’re pissed at humanity is an understatement. They were going to start a war with the Ra, who are my people now. Venomous would have been on the front lines with Fiercely.’ Guilt ravaged her features. ‘It was selfish, but I couldn’t let that happen. Beowyn had to rescue me because I was kidnapped by a handful of Rä purists now consider martyrs.’ Her lips thinned. ‘Wyn liked the look of me, and had been searching for his One without success. An unknown planet with billions of potential mates was the only thing I had to offer for his allegiance.’

      ‘Its location was hidden on your body.’ Understanding of Lumen’s dilemma and resulting guilt was swift. This was why she’d been afraid to meet me? She’d managed to protect billions of people, get justice for those who had suffered under the yoke of slavery, and cemented an alliance with the sovereign of another world. Irrational fear and jealousy returned with a screaming vengeance. How could I compete for Beowyn’s respect against that? ‘I would have done the exact same thing.’

      She blinked. ‘R-Really? You don’t hate me?’

      ‘No. Éorik’s frustration when we were back on Earth, and yer reaction to my family makes sense now.’ Lumen had never been jealous, only worried she’d traded access to her home planet, and her choice meant humans would be exploited. ‘You made Owyn promise to take one person?’

      ‘One unattached and willing human each solar,’ she admitted. ‘The trip is so long, I figured he wouldn’t be able to get away from his official responsibilities that often.’ Relief shone from her eyes. ‘You really don’t hate me?’

      We weren’t friends, but we weren’t rivals either. ‘You were in an impossible position. You did the best you could with what you had. You’ve protected Earth. I doubt I’d’ve been as far seeing.’

      She wiped away tears. ‘I’ve been terrified whoever he brought back would despise me.’

      ‘I admit you intimidate me, look at you, but all of this is giving my daughter a chance at an amazing life. Beowyn’s offer is the best I’m going to get.’

      She peered at me, thoughtful. ‘Are you going to tell him how you feel?’

      ‘Who wants to make themselves vulnerable like that?’

      ‘True. I think he’ll surprise you.’

      ‘He’s ridiculous.’ And I began to love him for it.

      ‘It’s an undeniable part of his charm. Do you know he was my birthing partner?’

      I blinked. ‘No.’

      ‘Oh, yes. He argued for it, and where was he when my waters broke?’

      We burst out laughing as He, Fiercely Comes the Night marched through the room and out the haze on the other side. He didn’t acknowledge us. Even I knew it was strange he hadn’t paused to fuss over his mate.

      Lumen stared then scrambled up after him.

      I clutched my belly. ‘Are we crashing? Are we going to die?’

      ‘I don’t know. That’s his angry face, so something is going down.’

      It was difficult to keep up with a male who took three quick, well-planted strides for each of our short, bumbling ones, but we ended up on the bridge not too far behind him. I was even sweatier and stinkier than before. I’d check we weren’t falling into a sun or something then seek out my room to scrub my skin red, stuff my face, and then sleep.

      Fiercely slapped the controls. ‘I knew it. I felt us slow and change direction. He changed the co-ordinates.’

      Lumen stroked his shoulders. ‘He?’

      ‘The Verak did it.’ Glowering, the Rä hissed. ‘Beowyn.’

      Lumen leant forward to get a better look. ‘Changed it to where?’
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      Paniki pleasure station wasn’t as wonderful as Beowyn recalled. It might have something to do with his absentee One. Sìne remained in her enclosure on the Rä vessel, refusing this offer to host her on the luxury suite he’d rented on the planet, and denying his request to show her the varied delights on offer. He was embarrassed at how he’d been dismissed from her presence.

      He’d groomed well, had his facial hair trimmed and his locks oiled and braided. He had worn the best garments credits could buy at short notice, a silky tunic that showed off his arms and tight leathers with easy-access fastenings. He’d practiced in front of the mirror how he would pledge his life-bearing seed. Why he’d even picked the perfect secluded location for a romantic meal to conclude an evening of decadent ecstasy where they could give in to their passion and rut like animals in heat.

      Beowyn had expected his female to be ecstatic at the thought of passing the time with him after their ordeal.

      Once she’d unlocked the haze to his enthusiastic ring of the chime, her face had been wary, a coldness clinging to her expression he was discomfited to see. ‘Hello, Beowyn.’ Her smile was tight and didn’t reach her expressive eyes. ‘Can I help you with something?’

      ‘I have come to escort you about the station.’ He’d rubbed his hands together. ‘I have much to show you.’

      ‘That’s kind of you, but I’m no in the mood. Maybe tomorrow?’

      And that had been that.

      Deciding to go back to his leased apartment and let the melancholy take him, Beowyn did a double take at the group emerging from the pleasure temple opposite where he stood. He’d paused at an eatery to buy a platter of candied meat to gorge on as he imbibed.

      Fiercely bellowed in Lumen’s face before taking two quick strides to distance himself from her. A visibly seething Venomous One was close behind, his fists clenching at his sides.

      Wide-eyed, Lumen was left standing with her smallest mate, Cobra. The famed master Hunter rubbed her back while she scrubbed at her eyes.

      Beowyn cancelled his order.

      He’d never seen the serpents act with anything but slavish devotion when it came to their human mate.

      Crossing the busy avenue, he waved as he approached to catch her attention.

      Lumen swiped at her cheeks and greeted him with a trembly smile. ‘Hi, Wyn.’ Her eyes drifted to her wayward mates and welled when they felt her gaze and instead of returning to her stormed towards the spaceport.

      ‘Do not worry so, my hearts.’ Cobra drew her into his arms and nuzzled at her cheek, forked tongue flickering as he tasted her emotions. ‘It will be fine.’

      ‘What did they do?’ Beowyn asked.

      ‘Nothing.’ Lumen pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead. ‘They’re upset because of this.’ She motioned behind her at the exclusive establishment Beowyn knew had rave reviews on the entertainment feeds. ‘I read up on this place on the communication matrix.’ She sighed. ‘There’s a pod called Paradise where you can enact any fantasy you want.’

      ‘A group version of the pleasure couch.’ He nodded, following along but uncomprehending why it riled the warrior Rä into a rage.

      ‘Except the pleasure couch has limits. They have a simulation in the pod where you and your partners can imagine yourself as a whole other species.’ She avoided his eyes, expression miserable. ‘I took my mates into one. I made myself look like a Rä female.’ She gave a helpless shrug of her shoulders. ‘They didn’t react as I expected.’

      ‘Lah.’ Beowyn gently touched her cheek. He understood. Lumen had tried to please a secret longing she had decided her alien mates must hold. They viewed her offering as an abomination for they accepted and adored her as she was. For her to be different or try to be different–even for the duration of a single rutting–was anathema to them. ‘You did not need to do this thing.’

      ‘It wasn’t…I’m not wishing to be something other than I am.’ She shook her head against Cobra’s chest. ‘I wanted them to know what it’s like. That’s all. Just in case they ever wondered what it’d be like to be with someone like them. I know Fiercely always wanted…just in case.’

      ‘I was mated when I first beheld you.’ Cobra’s scintillating blue scales pulled taut over his features, pained at the memory. ‘I experienced what you sought to push on them, and I tell you now, nothing I felt during those aeons during clutch comes close to how I feel when you make love to me.’

      ‘Oh.’ Lumen peered up at him, chewing her lip. ‘I messed up, huh?’

      He touched his flattened nose to her snub one. ‘It will be fine.’

      Lumen freed herself from his embrace. ‘Go to them, would you? Calm them down so I can explain myself? I hate fighting.’

      After checking Beowyn was agreeable to watching over her, cupping his mate’s face, Cobra kissed her lips then set after his nest-mates.

      She watched him go then peeked at Beowyn, sheepish. ‘I’m an idiot.’

      Grinning, knowing the Rä would not stay mad at her for long, he draped an arm over her shoulders. ‘Tell me of one who is not a fool when it comes to matters of the heart.’ He tipped his chin towards the eatery. ‘Hungry?’

      ‘I could eat. Do they have–oh, look.’ Lumen brightened, pointed, and then waved wildly overhead, bouncing on the spot. ‘Éorik! Over here.’

      Through the crowd, he glimpsed knee-length white hair, a muscular body clad in charcoal leathers, boots, and twin blades latched to a back holster.

      Éorik turned, pointed, silver studded ear twitching as he sought the source of the voice shouting his name. Neon purple highlighted his chiselled profile as the lights from brothels and floating advertisements flashed to snag the attention of passersby on the esplanade.

      Beowyn winced then wiped his face of expression. He tipped his horn in greeting when Éorik’s questioning gaze met his. ‘You catch me on my way to the planet hoppers.’ He hesitated, surreptitiously scouring the surroundings for a head of orange curls. ‘Truth, I expected to find you engaged elsewhere for the night.’

      ‘I struck out with my mates.’ Lumen stuck out her bottom lip. She plucked at the thickest gold marriage band on her upper arm. ‘Wyn is buying me dinner. If I’m not having sex, then I want cake.’

      Charmed, Beowyn smiled at her then flicked his gaze to his Commander. ‘You are needing me?’

      ‘I received a report. You need to hear it. I tried your frequency.’ His voice rose in query. ‘You did not answer.’

      ‘Here and now is as good a place as any.’ Beowyn did not elaborate why he’d avoided answering his SonCom.

      Éorik opened his mouth then seemed to think better of it and closed it. He spread his legs, clasped his hands behind his back and relayed news from their territories. ‘Wyrhild had to control squabbling between the minor alphas.’

      ‘Mykyn,’ Beowyn ground out thinking of the ambitious Verak male.

      Mouth twitching, Éorik nodded.

      Rage was followed by irritation when he thought of how the minor alpha was posturing instead of soothing the general populace in the wake of news his Great One had been attacked. ‘All we can do is hope the Mighty Boar watches over them until we return.’

      ‘As you say.’ Éorik glanced about pointedly. ‘Sìne?’

      Ashamed to have been set aside by his One, Beowyn did something he had never before done with his Commander. He lied. ‘She rests. It is for the best as I have pressing treaty matters to resolve.’

      Éorik’s head rocked back. ‘Do you have need of me?’

      ‘No.’ Beowyn’s eyes slid to the side and alighted on a solution. His protector would never let him sit before a foreign dignitary without protection. Unless it was someone he trusted beyond doubt. ‘Ambassador Lumen and I are fine.’

      Said Ambassador blinked rapidly when their attention to turned to her but kept her mouth shut.

      ‘Surely the discussion can wait?’ Éorik glanced between them. ‘Would this time not be best spent wooing Sìne?’ Before he could further press, Éorik’s SonCom chimed. He took it out to glance at the screen. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. ‘Though I do not understand what is so urgent, I shall leave you to enjoy your evening. Message my frequency if I am needed.’

      Lumen gnawed her lip. She nodded but said nothing.

      ‘Of course.’ Beowyn was fascinated by his shiny boots.

      They listened to his retreating footsteps fade into the jangling music and babble of excited, disparate voices.

      It took Lumen all of a heartbeat to get in his face. ‘What was that Wyn?’ Her hand clamped around his forearm and shook. ‘What treaty matters do we need to talk about? You know I don’t care you broke our agreement, right? I’m not angry anymore. I understand the Grae Clan wanted to come with Sìne and Fergie.’ At the guilty look, he failed to hide, her eyes rounded. Her hand pressed her chest. ‘Oh, my goodness. Did you just lie to Ori?’

      ‘Sìne rebuffed my invitation.’ Unsaid was how much that rejection stung. He could barely look his best friend in the eye. ‘She  sent me away.’

      Lumen’s quick intake of breath and soft eyes made his stomach clench.

      Grinding his teeth, he shut his eyes. Pity was the worst. ‘Thank the Ancestors, Éorik did not look at me the way you look at me now. There would be no coming back from that.’

      She hugged his horned head to her bosom like a mother would her cub. ‘Do you know what you need?’

      Head lifting, he attempted a grin. ‘A casket of fermented nectar and a flock of Baxnonian whores?’

      ‘I was going to say a shoulder to cry on, but I guess I’m old fashioned.’

      As he had nothing better to do, Beowyn let Lumen guide him where she would. There was no fermented nectar. Nor were there bountiful courtesans.

      There was a cub who stared as she mouthed an icy pillar of candied fruit because she refused to eat her grains.

      After Lumen had convinced him to check on her newborn, she reunited with her mates and insisted they revive the evening by sampling the local cuisine. They’d bumped into his human-kin, and he’d had the brilliant idea to spend time getting to know his cub.

      The next he knew, they were in the child-friendly sector eating Bax delicacies, his adopted cub curled up in his lap, and Bravest alternately yanking his mane from the roots or eating it.

      Beowyn had never bent his thoughts to those of fatherhood. He knew of cubs. He blessed them when asked, and protected them as was their right under his rule, but never had he considered what it meant to be responsible for a defenceless thing from such a young age; to feed it, clothe it, love it.

      Perhaps, he thought, I should begin by not calling it it.

      He cast about for something that might build a rapport between them. ‘Tell me, sweetling, what gift are you wanting for your naming day?’

      Sìne mentioned the cub marked another solar of growth while they were stranded on the jungle planet.

      Wide green-brown eyes blinked. The fruit stick popped from her mouth, shiny with saliva. She eyed him slyly. ‘Toys.’

      ‘What kind must I buy?’

      She tapped a finger to her chin. She shrugged. ‘All toys in the world. I’m a good girl.’ She smiled winningly.

      ‘You are indeed.’ He’d heard Sìne say so many times. He pondered the request. ‘I fail to see a reason why you cannot have whatever your heart desires.’ It was a trivial thing, and if it made her happy, why shouldn’t he provide? He would simply tell a master toymaker to send one of each plaything made on Vayhalun. ‘Everything it is.’

      ‘Okay! I like ye. Let’s be friends.’ The frozen fruit stick was shoved back into the pink maw. She hummed happily and slurped as it melted.

      Straightening, Beowyn beamed. ‘Very well.’ He stored the parenting tactic for use in future. If you gave a cub sweets, it was nice. If you gave it presents it did whatever you wanted.

      And people complained child rearing was hard.

      Perhaps he would be best at this too.

      ‘She is learning to speak.’ Fiercely patted her copper curls. ‘She looks just like her life giver. You are blessed.’ He growled softly at his son when he fretted over a lack of attention, and let the hatchling bite at his quills.

      ‘This delay in speech is common among human young?’ Verak were able to communicate rotations after being born. Their aptitude for language continued into maturity. Beowyn himself now spoke the tongue his human-kin. ‘What if my human-Verak cubs have such an impediment?’

      ‘Humans grow slowly. Brave has started holding his head up unaided. It is very slow for a Rä hatchling, they do not need to learn such a thing, but he did not incubate inside Lumen’s womb,’ he cringed at the word, ‘for as long as a Rä female nests. My Lumen says full human offspring need a solar to learn walking, and longer to learn swimming.’

      ‘Fascinating.’ Beowyn could not imagine caring for something that could not tell you its needs nor move from place to place unaided for solars.

      It would be an adventure.

      He loved the unknown, so he decided to look forward to the challenge.

      Crystalline chimes dropped the ambient noise levels to minimal, and every holoscreen in the eatery turned to the same channel. The glowing white and amber seal of the Intergalactic Alliance revolved before fading, and a sombre, wrinkled Baxnonian with a whitening feather crest came into focus. ‘With deep sadness and regret, we report the destruction of Od, the native home world of the L’Odo species.’ The representative wore grey and black robes, stood with his hands pressed at his middle, fingertips pointing down in a gesture of peace. ‘Our esteemed Council assures registered members we did not sanction this attack, nor do we condone it. Due to the L’Odo’s recent expulsion from our ranks, no legal action will be taken in redress and no investigation was undertaken but that which we feel prudent for record-keeping.’ His wizened face creased further. Triad pupils were large and kind in his light brown-yellow face. ‘In the spirit of kindness, we urge member planets to help these unfortunates in whatever manner you feel best, so as to mitigate the suffering of the innocent. Should you wish to offer information for the records, please contact your quadrant supervisor or ambassador.’

      The holoscreens returned to their usual programmes, a few displaying local news reports with images of a broken, burning world as they speculated on Od’s abrupt annihilation.

      More out of surprise than respect or grief, the eatery remained quiet for a beat before hushed conversations returned to boisterous levels.

      Beowyn stared unseeing into the middle distance. His arms curled around his cub, an unconscious attempt to protect. A queer sensation stirred in his gut, a warning of danger to come.

      He turned to consult the Rä and found their attention fixed Lumen.

      Expression wreathed in concern, edging closer to his mate, Fiercely jounced Bravest, the whimpering hatchling sensing his mother’s distress and his fathers’ anxiousness.

      Mylky brown skin had leeched of vitality and filmed with a layer of sickly moisture. ‘Tell me I had nothing to do with that.’ Lumen’s whisper went unanswered. ‘Did I do that?’ Her face crumpled. ‘Did I make it so that awful thing could happen?’

      Beowyn grew cold watching the consequences of their actions dawn on her face. He was accustomed to the decisions he made affecting great numbers of people for good and ill. The news of Od disturbed him, yes, but not because he felt responsible. It was unexpected. He’d heard no rumours of war amongst his allies; those of the Alliance who would be strong enough to manage an attack of this magnitude.

      In contrast to his impassivity, Lumen’s sorrow was palpable.

      ‘Unintentionally causing harm is a cost of leadership,’ he told her with as much gentleness as he was capable.

      He understood this made the good she tried to achieve seem less worthy, especially when innocent ones had been caught in the carnage, but she needed to be strong in the face of disaster.

      This as a lesson she would learn well and never forget.

      Venomous visibly struggled between telling the truth and making his mate feel better. He banded all four arms around her, pulling her onto his lap. ‘Yesss.’ His rumbling voice was soft.

      ‘Oh God.’ Lumen pressed the back of her hand over her mouth to muffle a sob, shoulders hitching with her strangled cries. ‘I wanted them punished. I didn’t want this.’

      ‘They had many enemies.’ Cobra stroked her cheek.

      Fiercely handed over Bravest. ‘Hold our son. Remember the reasons behind your actions were not greed and malice, but to protect those like our hatchling who are vulnerable. Those who were abducted, tortured, exploited and murdered at the L’Odo Chieftain’s whim.’ He settled the gurgling child in her arms and pressed his mouth to hers.

      She broke from the kiss to cuddle the baby to her breast. She leant against Venomous, silent tears streaming down to her chin. ‘I’m sorry.’

      They said nothing; knowing she spoke to those L’Odo who were not driven by the avarice of their spices, and who now suffered greatly because of her actions to bring their tyrannical leader to account for his heinous crimes.

      The Rä paid for their meal and left.

      Beowyn chomped his steamed dumplings, finished Fergie’s bowl of fragrant, mushy grains, and took her on a walking tour of the perpetually festive planet of Paniki. The pleasure station orbiting the planet was known for its hedonistic excess, would always have a special place in his heart, but it was shockingly delightful to show the tiny human the dry white and spiky landscape; with its black trees and translucent, boulder-sized fruits.

      The indigenous fashion enthralled her. She crowed mostly over the pouffy-skirted dresses, her chubby fingers pointing imperiously at the outfits she most appreciated and desired.

      Baxnonians believed in expression through clothing, so their garments were intricately crafted and wildly textured. Elaborate headdresses framed their lushly feathered crests. Neutral colours highlighted the many shades of their rich yellow skin, drew subtle attention to their famous sexual organs, and exaggerated their furry tails.

      When she exclaimed over a frilly headpiece, he’d haggled with the shopkeeper for a reproduction sized for her small head, and presented it to her with a bowed flourish. ‘Little alpha.’

      ‘Thank ye,’ she gushed shoving it on her head and beaming a cheeky smile.

      A silly crest of garish feathers and painted beads, it looked ridiculous, but she loved it, and it made him proud to give her a token as a remembrance of their first outing as father and daughter.

      Standing on a viewing platform with other tourists, they watched the sprawling nebula in the sky turn from golden hues to silvery ones, the pinks, greens and purples a stunning swirl in the indigo firmament, sprinkled with piercing white stars and framed by a moon much like the one on Earth.

      Soon the dry air chilled.

      Beowyn kept Fergie close to his chest to share his warmth. ‘This is pretty, but you will prefer the welkin of Vayhalun because it is best.’ He grinned when she nodded solemnly. ‘Did you know we Verak came from the stars?’

      She gasped. ‘I come from there too.’

      His face ached he smiled so hard. ‘So you do. Verak came aeons before known history, and not from Earth as you did. The Mighty Boar God travelled from across the galaxy with us riding his strong back. We met with other Gods and celestial beings, gaining the ability to speak many tongues. We feasted in heavenly halls, and learned meanings only the higher beings comprehend. But the Boar God grew weary of wandering. He found a place to rest himself and let his beloved children set foot upon terra. He gifted us mortal bodies of flesh so we might know earthly pleasures. Once he saw how we prospered as land dwellers, he decided to leave us in peace, and continue his travels alone. But we are not abandoned! No, for he returns when his people have need of him, and hears our prayers.’ He stroked Fergie’s head, marvelling at the unique colour of her curls. ‘That is the story of how we inherited Vayhalun, and have thrived off her bounty since.’ He rubbed his nose against hers. ‘What say you to that, my dearest cub?’ A jaw cracking yawn was her answer. He tickled behind her ear. ‘I will retell it when you are older. Come. I think it is time you sleep.’

      She tugged at his pointed ears and chortled.
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      ‘Good Greetings, High Commander.’

      Éorik tilted his head at the husky rasp. He swivelled in his seat to face the hologram. He draped the edge of a fur over his naked lap with his free hand. ‘Guardian.’ He twisted the end of the braid he tended, finger claws glistening with herb-scented kimmijion serum.

      ‘It is good to see your face.’ Smirking, the Verak female tossed dainty, filigreed horns. Her golden hair swished around her muscled torso. ‘Lah, such pretty scars. There is a tale there, I wager. Perhaps when you return you will visit my atoll and retell it.’

      Ignoring the sensual undertones to her invitation, he grunted a laugh, thumbing the reddish marks slashing up from his jaw. ‘Tell me of home.’

      ‘The Houses did not react well to news of the Great One’s misfortune. The Paladins call for war against the L’Odo scum.’ She paused. ‘The sixth Great House challenged mine, but since hearing of your rescue, Mykyn retreated to making noise.’ Her expression smoothed into smug satisfaction. ‘The Sentinel and I are watchful.’

      ‘I do not doubt it.’ Éorik ground his teeth. He was of the second Great House and would gladly pound Mykyn StoneFang into the dust should he use the unrest to ascend with his poisonous trickery. ‘He is not strong enough to best you let alone the Great Alpha. He is foolish to begin what he cannot finish.’ He heaved a sigh. Politics. ‘If that is all?’

      ‘It may be nothing, but our scientists report increased activity on Oda.’

      Éorik grew still digesting this.

      Largest of the suns in their spiral galaxy, Oda was the most stable sol.

      Should the roiling inferno on its surface quake, it would unleash the worst solar storm his home world had ever suffered. The events fuelled by the smaller sun caused horrific damage, but a maelstrom from Oda would be catastrophic for Vayhalun.

      His gaze lifted. ‘Have they assigned a threat level?’

      ‘Not as yet. I have requested an update each rotation.’

      ‘Inform me of critical developments.’

      She bowed her head.

      ‘Good Parting, Wyrhild.’ Éorik tapped the console to switch off his screen, unable to use thought-command as a Ra. It used to be a trait unique to the serpents until humans had been found. Hearing Oda stirred was concerning, but the People’s Guard had a robust system in place to deal with natural disasters caused by their irritable suns. ‘Ancestors, protect them.’ He tried Beowyn’s channel to no avail. With a quick blast to the Great One’s SonCom frequency, he sighed. ‘Very well.’

      He would hunt the male down and deliver his report in person.

      Taking leave of the Rä spaceship, he found his King remained on the pleasure station loitering about the food district. It surprised him. He had expected Beowyn to bind Sìne to his bed and feverishly rut for spans.

      He’d been consciously avoiding thinking of it.

      Head down, arms crossed, Beowyn listened to news of his dominion, snorting when he heard the lower Houses squabbled for dominance.

      He sucked in a breath when the conversation turned to Oda. ‘All we can do is hope the Mighty Boar watches over them until we return.’

      Nodding, Éorik realised Beowyn had yet to look him in the eye. He inquired as to Sìne’s whereabouts and grew concerned when his liege expressed a need to speak to Lumen in an official capacity. Had he neglected his duties because he’d been hiding in his enclosure? He had not wanted to acknowledge the two he ached for enjoyed a tryst without a thought for him. ‘Surely the discussion can wait? Would this time not be best spent wooing Sìne?’ Before Beowyn replied, his SonCom chimed. His hand clenched around the device as he read the message. ‘Though I do not understand what is so urgent, I shall leave you to enjoy your evening. Message my frequency if I am needed.’

      Beowyn dismissed him without a glance, his mind elsewhere.

      Heart in his throat, mind spinning with as to why she’d summoned him, he left and returned to the Trekker’s sleek austerity. Stride purposeful, he tried not to think of what it meant that he avoided walking past Beowyn’s enclosure. Éorik knew Sìne and his King bonded during their misadventure, yet once the world righted, she turned to him not the Great One. He fought the heady satisfaction that roared through him but lost with shameful ease.

      Walls of opalescent water parted like silk curtains. Delicate aromas swirled around the conflicted Verak male. Each breath was a brush of sweetness across his tongue compared to the fetid jungle he’d survived. Ivory hair had been washed, groomed and braided until the knee-length mass shone with vitality, softened with fragrant oils. His scarred body had been cleansed, hard muscles kneaded, and his silvery horns buffed with unguents, the dulled, rigid curls haloing his crown regaining their natural gleam and sharp points.

      Without pausing to consider if his actions were wise, Éorik entered the suite Sìne shared with her offspring. He stilled at the threshold. His mercenary gaze swept the room seeking prey.

      Luxurious furnishings, and heavy drapes. Floor to ceiling windows poured nightlight into the space. Polished floors, accents of silver and gold. All pretty. All easily forgotten. Movement caught his eye. She was alone. Blood pumping fast, he prowled closer. Summoned to her side, and she was alone.

      Discreet enquires had revealed Elder Fergus napped in his own quarters. Beowyn tended to diplomatic matters with Lumen and her mates while Deathly minded the young. Hel Bihter and Patrick sparred. Aled and Rowan explored their new reality.

      Arms around her waist, the human woman that had his King restless and confused, wandered along the windows overlooking the bustling vista.

      The artificial radiance of Paniki has always seemed crass to Éorik. Watching the electric colours limn the graceful lines of Sìne’s slight figure, he felt new appreciation for the unending light.

      He closed the distance between them. Clasping the rounds of her shoulders, he squeezed. ‘Sìne?’

      ‘I needed to thank you. I woke in that tree and Fergie was no where to be found.’ Her pause was difficult. Memory of the horror tainted the air with pain. ‘I never felt fear like that.’

      ‘Never again.’ A fierce vow he’d give his life to make so.

      She turned, hair sliding over his thick wrist in a red stroke. His fingers loosened and adjusted to keep hold of her. Reflections of her bruised heart shone through her viridian eyes. ‘You kept her safe.’ She lifted her empty palms, fingers curling. ‘How may I repay you? I have nothing.’

      He thought he might be drowning. Her voice, her scent, her richly feminine presence. Drowning in deep, dark water. His thumb brushed the jut of her chin.  ‘It was an honour.’

      ‘I love Fergie, but I know my wee one. She’s a tyrannical brat.’

      Éorik’s lips twitched. A warm shimmer in his heart swelled to encompass his whole body. Caring for the cub had been a hardship, but never would he deny the formation of a bond during their adversities. ‘An honour.’ He repeated himself with another squeeze.

      The private interlude with her felt different than before. Curiosity drove his actions when he’d offered himself on the Dragonfly. He’d wanted to discover what Beowyn saw that he did not. Truth, he’d been suspicious to the point of cruelty in his interrogation of her. Something shifted inside him on the jungle planet, and he couldn’t pinpoint what. He swallowed. He feared he knew exactly what happened but admitting it was a step he wasn’t ready to take. Nevertheless, ready or not, his feelings of possession now ran amok, stretching unbreakable feelers deeper into his visceral core. It wasn’t what one should feel for a lover. It was too absolute, too close to irrevocable. She felt good. Soft. Rarely did the female form surpass his admiration of the male one. Most often he only bedded females as a kind of defiance against his sordid history.

      The time had come and gone for her to put distance between them. It was no longer an embrace of comfort between friends.

      His arm drifted to curl around her waist, tuck her into his front. He grew proud at how she fitted there. He’d once thought no female could ever touch him as she did.

      ‘Just when I think you can no be anymore charming.’ Her eyes traced his features. ‘Then you do or say something to prove me wrong.’

      ‘I know the feeling.’ He cupped the side of her throat, thumbed the delicate curve of her chin. ‘I see you and it is the coming of dawn.’ The black spots of her pupils expanded, and her lips parted. He knew from watching Lumen with her mates this was a sign of arousal and he smiled. Her gaze flew to his mouth, and his grin stretched wider. He thought perhaps he’d allowed too little joy in his life as of late. A smile should not be so rare as to be shocking.

      ‘May I ask  you something personal?’

      ‘Ask anything of me.’ He lost her eyes. They dropped to his chest and lingered. ‘Sìne?’

      ‘I don’t want you to feel obligated.’

      Earthling ability to dance around emotion was amusing and frustrating. He used a hand at her neck, fingers nudging the underside of her jaw to lift her face. Their eyes met. His were questioning, hers shadowed.

      ‘Are you in love with Owyn?’

      Éorik jerked as if struck, his hands falling away from her.

      She hooked a finger into the chain at her neck and dragged the pendant along its silver line. ‘You look at him like….’

      Lips pressed to hold back a groan, his eyes squeezed closed. He felt the lack of her in his arms. More than the sting of shame and more than the fear of her censure, and so he pulled her roughly into his embrace. ‘It is our way to be free with our bodies.’ His eyelids remained shut to prolong the inevitable. ‘But not with our hearts.’

      She rest her head on his chest, holding his middle tight. ‘You love him.’

      Human love was a condition he admired. The Verak equivalent was oddly excluding considering the sensual acceptance his people nurtured. You love him, she said as if it were the most natural and right thing in world.

      Lie, he thought desperately. ‘I do.’ His whisper was as powerful as a shout, and aeons of tension vanished from his body. Would he regret confessing what lay in his heart? Would she drag his honour through the mud before quietly arranging his banishment from Beowyn’s side? A Verak female would not care but since Beowyn displayed a near obsession with finding a human for his own, he’d feared his days as Royal Defender were numbered.

      Soft lips caressed the rigid line of his jaw. ‘You love him.’ Her tone changed, indecipherable. ‘I wonder why that makes it easier to say I do too.’

      Startled, he dared meet her eyes. He found understanding, not the malicious jealousy he’d expected. ‘You would share the love of your One?’ He spoke on the quietest of breaths and realised the foolishness of the question.

      Verak could and did take endless lovers and concubines until finding their One. Once their heart was given and vows of love exchanged, the two would engage their harems, occasional lovers, but it was known no matter how good the bedding to be found outside the sacred union, peace and completeness could only be found in the embrace of their chosen mate. To Verak spirituality and sexuality were not tied as they were in other species. Humans seemed near as flexible in their mating habit. They discarded past lovers, however, instead of treating them as treasured companions and confidants after passion waned. When humans did mate, they practiced monogamy as older Verak pairings gravitated to. That was natural. The old spent less time chasing pleasure, and dedicated twilight energies towards ascension into the Otherworld.

      Humans tied emotion and rutting into a knot, but perhaps that is why romantic love existed when it eluded other species.

      Watching him flounder, Sìne’s lips quirked. ‘Will you?’

      ‘Will I what?’

      ‘Share?’ Her lopsided smile trembled. ‘You loved him first.’

      Éorik’s horns itched. ‘Beowyn is not mine to give. His regard for me is not equal nor equivalent to his love for you.’

      ‘I’ve seen him watching you.’ She spoke slowly. ‘When you reunited on the jungle planet it was as if he could breathe again. He was calmer, more focused. You’re more important to you him than you believe.’ Her lashes lowered. “You’re important to us both.’

      What she’d seen had been the remnants of Beowyn’s near obsessive need to protect what he’d claimed as his.

      He could not explain without revealing things he prayed she would never know but intuitively knew was only a matter of time before she did.

      Sifting through the implications of what she said, carelessly implied and offered, he focused on what he knew to be unquestionably true. ‘Beowyn is yours. Completely. He will be overjoyed to hear of your affections.’

      Head cocking, her eyes sparkled. The flash of joy faded. ‘Even if that were true, I’m no ready to tell him. Please don’t say anything.’

      ‘Hiding how you feel will not bring you peace.’

      ‘You would know.’

      Pain layered upon pain echoed around his heart.

      Shaking her head, her expression creased in apology. She leant into him and tipped her head back. ‘I’m no running from what I feel. I’m treading carefully. There’s more than my own happiness at stake.’

      ‘That is what he thinks.’ He grimaced. ‘What I thought.’

      Pale fingers curled into the toughened leather hugging his torso. ‘I see why even though I’ve tried to explain it to him.’ Her voice was scraped raw. ‘I’m just no ready to take that next step with him. I need more time.’

      That he understood, but the thought of her suffering as he did was unbearable. ‘Is anyone ever ready?’

      ‘I have my reasons.” Her frown was fearsome. “I will no be rushed.’

      He pressed a kiss to the fine hair arched on her brow. They smoothed under his affection. ‘He will wait.’

      ‘His harem will keep him busy in the meantime.’ It wasn’t quite hurt in her eyes, closer to insecurity. Was this why she held Beowyn at arm’s length?

      ‘Remember you may take as many lovers as you desire.’ He tutted when her shoulders drooped. ‘It is expected of you to begin a harem.’

      Lines bracketed her mouth. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ Hands moving in small circles, she shifted closer. Notes in her scent changed, richened. Her thighs brushed his. ‘I don’t want to worry about it or anything for a while.’

      Éorik was no fool.

      No argument would convince him to reject this gift, no consequence worth losing a chance to have her.

      Fierce longing coloured his reply, words harsh from his tongue. ‘You invite me.’

      ‘You said you wouldn’t turn me away. I need this.’ Fluttering touches to his nape, to his lips. ‘Need you, Orik.’

      Alluring, the scent of female musk perfumed the air.

      His shaft lifted to press her middle.

      Éorik gripped her hips and squeezed, a silent command to stay close. Hands slipping to her outer thighs, he gathered fistfuls of the slinky material she’d poured herself into. It bunched at her hips and in-between them. Rocking back, he whipped it over her head. The garment dropped unnoticed. He slid a finger down the expanse of skin he planned to kiss and bite until it bore his marks by the dozen. ‘Again. Tell me again.’

      ‘I need you.’ A shy glance at his groin was shadowed under a lush fan of ruby eyelashes, a betrayal of nerves that spoke of inexperience. ‘Fuck me, Orik.’

      Gut clenching, his breath quickened. ‘I like these words.’

      Braving a another quick look, moaning, Sìne arched her back. ‘Please.’ The sensual movement pushed forward blood-flushed breasts.

      ‘Up.’ He slipped an arm around her waist to hoist her up his front, encouraging her legs to hook around his hips. ‘Hold onto me.’

      Cupping a breast sprinkled with freckles, he made a rumble of appreciation.  The mound was soft, delicate skin hot to touch, engorged and sensitive to the lightest graze of his claws. ‘Ask.’

      ‘Touch me.’ Untutored, yet perfect in her response.

      Pink-tipped flesh stabbed his palm. ‘I am.’

      ‘Put me in your mouth.’

      ‘That is what I say.’ Hand smoothing down the slight round of her belly, he paused to thumb silvery lines left by the cub he loved. ‘Are you needing me?’ He cupped between her thighs. Closed fingered, firm, possessive. ‘Here?’

      ‘Aye.’ It was a gasp. She ground her hips into his grip. ‘Do it. Take me.’

      ‘M–.’ He snapped his jaw shut. She was not his to covet. He focused on the tremors in her limbs, the hard jerk of her spine as he ground the heel of his palm into the damp flesh. He petted the fragrant, wet thatch, licking his lips. He debated the lure of  thrusting his fingers into her sensitive entrance against teasing a darker path. ‘You demand I take you.’ He grabbed her behind. Éorik developed a healthy appreciation of a fine behind during his roaming. Hers? Incomparable. Small, yes, but perfectly formed. The globes were round with muscle, but when his fingers kneaded, the flesh melted at his touch. ‘What will you give in return?’ Coaxing her cheeks apart, his finger brushed the furled hole nestled within the lush crevice. ‘This?’ It was tight, virgin, and he wanted to fuck it, hard. His body thrummed. ‘Will you take me here?’

      Mewling, Sìne went shivery in his hold. She sucked on his neck, bit the side of his jaw. ‘Aye.’

      Wilding with triumph, he captured her mouth. The kiss was savage. Her decadent taste exploded across his tongue, and the muscle swept out to rasp against hers in hungry licks. His control collapsed. ‘Mine.’

      ‘Yours.’

      Tearing open the fastening of his leathers, he sprang free, and lined the throbbing head of his staff with her entrance, rubbing her swollen nub with the turgid length as it lowered.

      He rushed, yes, and was rough and fierce with wanting.

      Slippery folds then a hot, muscular swallow. The backs of his thighs prickled. She stretched grudgingly. ‘Lah.’ His voice was wrecked. ‘Take me.’ His cock hadn’t felt such agony since its first rending.

      ‘Move.’ Sìne arched, bucked her hips. ‘Fuck me.’

      Thrusting into her cunt was purifying, near spiritual. His ass clenched and flexed. On each stroke, his tight sac slapped against her.

      Nails dragged down his back. ‘Harder.’

      Brutal stabs of his body into hers shoved them to the steep bank of culmination within a handful of frantic, pounding heartbeats.

      Head flying back, Sìne’s whole body heaved. A peal of ecstasy ripped from her belly, face and throat blooming in a riot of pinks and reds. Her cunt squeezed, sucking his seed deep, innermost muscles locked in a spasm.

      Fizzing at the base of his spine shot into his sac, erupting from the tip of his shaft in knee-trembling pulses. ‘Mine.’

      ‘Yours.’ She moaned into his mouth, and swivelled her hips. ‘Again.’

      He swelled at her command. Pushing back inside, he lost himself to her earthy sensuality. When she touched the ruin of his back, eyes sad and curious, he’d kissed away her questions.

      Éorik splayed her out and took her from behind on the bed. Again, he bedded her, worshiping at the alter of her cunt during the darkest, most sacred hours of night. She seized control. Covering him in supple limbs, silken hair and strangling, saturated heat. Her slender body rippled and rocked. When she clutched her head to cry his name, he growled, poured into her, and muttered prayers he’d survive the white-hot pleasure bursting from his loins.

      Only when dawn’s light fell upon his scarred, naked back, did he remember his claim. Mine. Her response. Yours. He wanted to keep her. More than life, more than honour. More than an unrequited, lifelong infatuation.

      Unease slithered over his scalp. His King was generous, but he hoarded that which was precious.

      That which was special.
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      Stepping out of the cleansing unit, I hummed a tune and plodded over to the sleeping platform. I’d laid out one of the floaty, pastel-coloured softsuits–I presumed Lumen had left outside the haze–on the padded mattress.

      Fergie was getting loved up by Patrick, while Aled and Rowan played a game called Venturesome, Uncle Fergus napping under their supervision.

      Beowyn was on the bridge communing with our Rä hosts, and Éorik had begged off a morning of lovemaking to see to his duties.

      Apparently, Vayhalun had to be kept abreast of its King’s whereabouts, its noble Houses needing the assurance to keep their predatory natures in check.

      He’d left me with a deep, sensual kiss, taking the time to put his hands on the sides of my neck and nuzzle.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of what happened between us.

      On the Dragonfly I got the impression the Commander was playing with me because he wanted to get a rise out of Beowyn or because he was feeling me out, testing if I was good enough.

      Seeing the Verak reunite on the jungle planet, I’d gotten a glimpse of the powerful emotion between them. It had been a kick to the gut to realise Éorik felt for Beowyn what the male professed to feel for me. In many respects, ones I didn’t look at too closely, it was easier to be forthright with Éorik, so I’d come right out and asked if my suspicions were true. He’d answered. Rather than draw a line in the sand, it pushed us over the edge. The chemistry I had with them both was overwhelming, but Beowyn’s desire smouldered and steadily grew whereas the heat had been an instant conflagration with Éorik.

      I went round and round in circles in my head trying to figure out what to do next. The only solution I could come up with would be to talk to them together.

      They had an open culture. Surely such discussions were common?

      My stomach twisted, and I grimaced.

      If they were so open why hadn’t Éorik confessed how he felt to Beowyn already? Was there a deeper, darker reason why they kept their relationship platonic? Would it be rude of me to press Éorik for more intimate details?

      Did I really want to hear them?

      I’d felt no jealousy when daydreaming what it’d be like to sleep with them or to watch them pleasuring each other, but I was worldly enough to understand a pretty fantasy was a different to being presented with a harsher and often uglier reality.

      The reality of the marks on Éorik’s back, for example. The ones he let me kiss and touch, but would not speak of, his eyes going dark and distant if it seemed as if I’d ask.

      I blew out a breath and carried on getting dressed.

      Since when did I play with fire?

      The idea I’d make Beowyn angry or alienate Éorik by delving into his private torment made me so nervous, shaky and hot, I stopped soul searching and turned my mind to easier pursuits.

      What could I do with my newfound free time? I located Lumen on the comms matrix and asked her to tea.

      ‘I’d love that.’ She sounded genuine. ‘Come over. I’ll whip something up.’

      I walked across the spaceship, bobbing my head to the Rä warriors I passed and found the haze colour open to receiving guests. I ducked into to the enclosure she shared with her mates.

      The room was airier than mine, its clean-lined furniture having a masculine appeal softened by feminine touches. A brightly sewn cushion here, a tasselled, woven throw there. The exotically spiced scent of Rä clung to everything; pepper, citrus and saffron.

      ‘Hang on a second.’ Lumen set down a serving tray onto a low table. Sashaying over to where I waited, she gave me a hug I politely returned. She smelt like minted tea. ‘Hello there.’ She stood back with her hands light on my shoulders, looking me over.

      I mimicked her frank regard with my own.

      Dusty rose, the floor sweeping dress she wore accentuated her voluptuous curves and made her taller than average height seem elegant rather than gangly. Kinky hair was an ebony poof around her heart shaped face, and her hazel eyes shone bright with health. Plump lips peeled back in a smile that made the corners of her eyes crinkle, and dimples appear under the high rounds of her cheeks. Skin a luminous, creamy brown, she was a beautiful creature I could never hope to compete with.

      ‘I’m glad we made time to meet. I’m grateful I can experience this,’ she waved a hand about, ‘with someone from Earth. Someone who understands what it’s like to be a normal person brought into this glorious madness.’

      Another blinding smile.

      Goddamnit, she was a nice person.

      A childish part of me itched to despise her perfection. I couldn’t. How could I be petty knowing what she’d been through? I needed to stop making her responsible for my insecurities.

      I drew a steadying breath. ‘Thanks for inviting me.’

      ‘We women should stick together. Support each other and all that noise.’ She reached for my hand and glided forth, towing me in her fresh, menthol-scented wake. ‘Let’s talk.’ We sat. Lumen curled her legs under her bottom, palm to her chin. ‘So. How’s Fergie handling the transition?’

      ‘Well enough.’ My daughter was used to change, a consequence of living like a pauper. Rusty at girl talk, I chewed my lip. ‘She and Orik have bonded.’

      ‘It’s cute how he walks around with her tucked into his suit.’ She made a cooing noise. ‘Hits me in the ovaries.’

      ‘Thinking of trying for another?’

      ‘Good God, no.’

      ‘The wee bit was seven pounds.’ It was easy to commiserate with her horrified expression. ‘My hips are narrow, but I managed to squeeze her out.’ I looked sadly at my lap. ‘It never was the same down there.’

      ‘Seven? Bravest was going on ten.’ She snorted. ‘I’m lucky I have child bearing hips. Labour would have been dangerous otherwise.’ She lowered her voice, looking embarrassed. ‘Did you…you know?’ She made a rude noise.

      I nodded, and we both cringed, mothers sharing the indignities of childbirth. ‘I assumed healthcare would be more advanced.’

      She made a so, so motion with her hand. ‘It is and isn’t. They approach it differently. Most of it is preventative. Surgery–the idea of cutting us open–seems barbaric to them. Healing to the Rä is about using the body’s natural resources to cure a problem. I think of it as alternative medicine with a basis in science.’ She cocked her head. ‘Veraks prescribe to a similar ethos even though they’re the most humanlike of the aliens I’ve encountered.’

      ‘There’s no cesarian? No pain relief?’ I made a pained face at her apologetic head shake. It turned thoughtful. ‘Lumen, do you no think it’s strange a human and a Rä procreated?’

      ‘It never crossed my mind until I became pregnant. I assumed it wasn’t. Venom knew different.’

      I looked at her askance. It wasn’t the first time Venomous’ actions rubbed me the wrong way. ‘He did no tell you?’

      ‘He assumed I figured it out.’ She snorted. ‘The handsome lout gives me far too much credit. You see, the Rä mature for their Rä’Na, which is essentially the female they’ll best breed with. Scenting my pheromones in his vicinity, his body initiated a change to become male, signalling its willingness to create seed for my eggs.’

      ‘You mean you did no naturally understand that?’

      She laughed. ‘Right?’

      Loosing a chuckle of my own, I hooked my index finger on my chain. Beowyn wanted babies, what he called “cubs”. ‘Think I’ll be compatible with the Verak?’

      ‘You know I’m Ambassador for the Ra? Okay. I’ve been in contact with dozens of alien species and had access to classified information. I noticed a something remarkable. Listen to this.’ She scooted closer. ‘Rä scientists have a theory of evolution which explains not only their origins, but of a select few other species as well.’

      She poured herself a drink then motioned as if to serve me.

      I declined. ‘They don’t have beliefs founded in religion?’

      ‘They do. You and I have God, Christ and Satan. The Rä have Grandfather S’q’ama’ta and his offspring. Zython and the evil spirit Zaconda. There’s also She, Light of the Stars who is Zython’s offworlder mate. They gave birth to the Rä species. Their naming conventions honour her.’

      ‘You’re named after a Rä goddess?’

      ‘Venom named me. I suppose he felt a kinship with Zython. He’s believed to be the god’s mortal reincarnation, and he matured for an alien.’ She gulped her drink. Licked her lips with a pleased noise. ‘Traditionalists on Rök propagate the archaic creation story. Scientists of the Healers Guild and the Scholars, however, concur that sentient life on Rä stems from the stars. The story of Zython and his mate is a metaphor.’ She offered me the shallow bowl cradled in her palm. ‘This is a pannikin by the way. Inside is one of my favourite drinks, nut mylk blended with fruit nectar. Are you sure you don’t want to try it? It’s yummy. The ice is coloured because of minerals in the sweet water.’

      Adventure seemed to be the theme of my life of late, so I extended a hand.

      Prismatic spheres of frozen water floated on the pale yellow liquid. The first swig was an explosion of taste and texture. Silky bubbles danced in my mouth carried in a rich cream. It ended with a crisp, dry bite.

      Eyelids fluttering, my tongue laved my lips. ‘That is heaven in a cup. Delicious.’

      ‘Told you you’d like it. The Rä don’t ingest the nectar. It’s too sweet for their palate. They use it as an oil for their scales and quills.’ An attentive hostess, she poured me my own cupful then leant back to drum her fingers on her chin. ‘Where was I? Oh, yes, origin stories. You know the Christian construct prevalent where we came from, and I’ve told you of the Ra’s. The Verak’s slant on things is fascinating, but you should hear it from them. I wouldn’t want to rob you of a bonding experience.’ She squinted as she accessed her memories. ‘The Baxnonians believe their gods had an orgy and they sprung up from the floods of seed that flowed across their planet, bringing forth life. Each solar they hold a worldwide celebration on the rotation their calendar marks as the commencement of spring. Everyone of age, mated or not, old and young, parade the streets naked and fuck.’

      We shared a scandalised look, our conservative Earth upbringing rising to the fore. I giggled then slapped a hand over my mouth. Lumen tittered as her eyes darted side to side. Shoulder’s shaking, we fell across each other in a swarm of drunken cackles.

      Wiping her eyes, Lumen sat up. Her face twisted into a funny look. ‘Now here is the not so hilarious part. The Azteka. They’re an odd bunch.’

      ‘Considering the company we keep that’s a stretch.’ I considered the Aztekan I knew. ‘Hel’s no so bad. He protected Fergie. Helped us defeat the Dei San and L’Odo.’

      ‘I think better of him for what he did, especially considering the practices of his culture.’ Lumen’s mouth tightened. ‘They say a great being chose their planet as the best in the universe. This being grew so powerful it split into two halves. Male and female. These pieces became the gods Destruction and Creation. The Azteka believe themselves to be their mortal offspring and that avatars are born to lead them.’ Her face paled about the eyes and mouth. ‘Aeons ago, the males overthrew the matriarchs. It’s now exclusively a patriarchal society ruled by one male in particular.’ She shuddered. ‘They call him the First.’

      I grew confused at the wretchedness marring her expression. ‘Wars come and go. Leaders rise and fall.’

      ‘The males enslaved the females.’

      I grimaced in distaste. It was still nothing new.

      ‘Any females born are imprisoned until breeding age. They are then sold and bought like livestock.’ She stopped, wiping her hands on her thighs then chafing them, agitated. ‘They’re raped by their purchaser until conception.’

      ‘You don’t have to talk about this.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ She exhaled. ‘Once pregnant a female is chained until the end of gestation.’

      ‘They’re forced into matings?’

      Forced marriages weren’t foreign to Earth either.

      ‘Wait until you hear the rest.’ Lumen’s eyes glazed. ‘Once the child is born the woman is dragged from the alter she gave birth upon.’ She swallowed. ‘The male publicly executes her and uses the placenta to sustain the baby until it can tolerate their natural diet. Apparently they can’t ingest solids.’

      My fingers had clenched on the pannikin. My throat muscles unlocked. ‘Why do they do that to their women?’

      ‘No one I spoke to will talk about it. It’s just their mating practice now. Terrifying, isn’t it?’

      I’d never look at Hel Bihter the same.

      The instinct to shun him galled me. Just because he was born one of them did not mean he acted like them. But if he did or had done, did that make him someone to avoid or treat differently?

      What I deemed to be an inhumane, barbarous custom was legal on his world according to his leader, the First.

      Could I, hand on heart, say I now felt conformable with Hel Bihter putting his hands on my daughter?

      I recoiled at the thought of it. ‘You think we’re related to them?’

      ‘We, Ra, the Verak, Baxnonians and the Azteka possess numerous traits that suggest a common ancestor on a microbiological level.’

      ‘Mankind’s evolution on Earth spans millions of years.’ Was she suggesting these aliens visited Earth and bred with early man?

      Lumen put down her bowl then pressed her hands together. ‘Recall the eerily similar religious stories?’

      ‘They are no so surprising.’

      ‘From a evolutionary standpoint they are. The stories are different, yes, but the underlying themes are the same. Exactly the same. Like our brains evolved to reason in the same manner.’

      ‘Our languages are different and so are our customs. We do communicate, but that’s just lucky.’

      ‘Not lucky. Bizarre. Five species that evolved separately on different planets in different galaxies without interacting are physically and mentally compatible? Have eyes that see the same light spectrum? Mouths that vocalise mimic-able speech, and ears that hear the same tonal register?’ She made a negative noise. ‘Statistically impossible. I had Nāga run the data when I started thinking about this.’

      ‘Nāga?’

      ‘He, Nāga Shadowed by Bluest Moon. My lesser mate.’

      ‘You have another mate?’ I was stressing over two males, and she was knee deep in four?

      ‘Long story we’ll cover another time.’ She airily waved a hand. ‘My point is the five species can procreate without intervention. We can understand each other’s logic and adapt to our customs with relative ease. That is not the case with other species on the Intergalactic Register. It’s well known as an anomaly.’

      ‘Which means?’

      ‘We came from the same place.’

      The noise I made was as dubious as my expression.

      ‘Just hear me out.’

      ‘Out with it then.’ It wouldn’t cost my anything to listen, and she seemed excited about her research.

      ‘There are loads of things that contributed to the similarities, but the crucial ones are,’ she held up her pinkie, ‘an oxygen rich atmosphere and silica based terra. Most planets require us to wear a mask and carry an oxygen tank. Not so with Rök, Vayhalun and so on. They are Earthlike,’ she made quotation marks with her free hand, ‘planets and allowed us to evolve with common characteristics.’ Up went her ring finger. ‘We’re all bipedal vertebrates. Our internal organs match, and we have interchangeable reproductive systems. Things like pregnancy gestation times are different, but our sexes can mate, and we can fulfil the biological imperative to pass on our genes.’

      ‘Our privates are no that alike.’ I know knew Verak had two slits on their penises. ‘Rä have three genders.’

      ‘So do humans. We undergo gender assignment earlier in our growth phase. While we’re in the womb.’

      ‘How do you know this?’

      ‘Venomous has government connections.’ She lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘One of his fathers is on the Senate.’ Her voice returned to normal. ‘Nāga requested data on human biology to better take care of me and Brave. So the Rä turned their communications array to Earth’s coordinates,’ she tapped her forearm, ‘hacked a bunch of servers, and downloaded the internet.’ She winced. ‘I shudder to think how mankind would react if they knew the Rä studied their nuclear programmes then fell about laughing. Prime Minster Weston will freak if she finds out.’

      I blew out a breath. Alien civilisations, indeed. ‘They downloaded the whole internet?’

      ‘Let me know if you need a copy of the data crystal. I’m sure Fergie misses her daytime shows.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I ordered my thoughts. She hadn’t answered my original question. ‘Lumen, the Verak have horns and are always hard. That’s a huge physical difference.’ I tutted. ‘I’m also no seeing how all this leads me to the option of having a mixed species baby.’

      ‘Well, first, humans can grow horny growths called spurs. As for Verak dicks always being hard, it doesn’t alter the potency or genetic makeup of their seed, only the way they attract a female. They are the extreme on the sexuality scale. The Rä could be considered bisexual with how their biology works, Baxnonians pansexual –seriously, the Bax will fuck anything that moves–and humans are dead in the middle, adaptable enough to slip and slide however fits our personal identities. I read that Aztekan’s are rigidly heterosexual and fixed cisgendered. For them it’s one born male for one born female. There are no deviations and not from social pressure either. They simply didn’t evolve with fluidity in their sexual expression like the other four species. Rä are the opposite extreme on that particular scale. Nature stunted development of their genitals creating non-gendered A’ra, until they found their mate. They mature to whatever that mate needs them to be to make babies. So you get masculine females and feminine males.’

      ‘What else? You’re lucky I’m following you this far.’

      I knew the non-binary differences because although I’d grown up with him, it was hard to understand where Rowan was coming from at times.

      ‘I know it’s complicated.’ Her middle finger popped up to signal a third variable. ‘Last one is the presence of a creation story in their culture that allows for panspermia.’

      I dropped my chin into my palm.

      ‘Imagine this, okay?’ Both hands lifted above her head, fingers spread. ‘Ten billion years ago, there’s a big bang, and shit is ricocheting from one corner of the universe to the other. An astroid impacts with a larger body, an Earthlike planet, in space.’ She cracked her palms together, lips puckering to make the boom noise. ‘The planet explodes into millions of meteors. They fan out in different directions, propelled millions of lightyears from the original collision. Some of these meteors fall into suns. Others are sucked into black holes and are written out of existence. A few actually break the atmosphere of distant stars and are burned into lifeless boulders or tumble into abyssal caverns, never to be seen again. Some are still travelling through the expanding void as we speak.’ She held up a solitary finger. ‘However, those meteors pulled into the orbits of the,’ again with the quotation fingers, ‘Earthlike planets introduce single cell bacteria into the primordial soups. That cooks into us. A few genetic mutations and environmental influences later, and what you have are humans, Ra, Verak, Baxnonians and Aztekans roaming about without realising they were once one kind. Get it?’

      ‘Just tell me in plain English if I can I have his baby.’

      ‘Oh, fine.’ She pouted. ‘You and Wyn can have human-Verak cubs.’

      ‘Never thought I’d say this to a new mother, but you have too much time on your hands.’

      ‘That’s one way to look at it. Another is I didn’t have the freedom before to be this version of myself. To be curious and learn amazing things that broadened my horizons. To contribute. It’s a version I like.’

      ‘You couldn’t be who you are now on Earth?’ I didn’t understand. ‘You had no dependants. You said you were a dental receptionist, a good job. You’re intelligent, attractive….’

      What I was trying to say was the world must have been hers for the taking. It sounded as if I judged her for not being savvy enough to recognise it.

      Maybe I did judge her.

      Just a little.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 17

      

    
    
      ‘I was alone, Sìne. There was no passion in my life. The lack meant I had no drive to better myself. Could I have been more of a self-starter?’ She jerked a shoulder. ‘Definitely. Could society not have penalised me for being born with brown skin and a vagina. Undoubtedly. I was brought up thinking myself lesser. Lesser to men, lesser to people of other races, lesser to people with more money.’ She scoffed. ‘I cannot tell you what a relief it is to be amongst enlightened, civilised beings.’ She looked me in the eye. ‘It’s hard when you come to the realisation the world we were born in treated us like shit for things so far beyond our control, it’s not even a joke. The Rä are not perfect. Many of them fear me because I’m human, but they’d never shoot me down in the street because the colour of my skin isn’t theirs. They would never stamp me with a number or build a wall to keep me out. They committed genocide, but they learned from it. Even the group that acted against me tried to remove me from the planet when they had ample opportunity to murder me. Mankind never learns. It rehashes the same petty grievances over and over.’ She exhaled. ‘Nowhere is perfect. Nowhere. But there are places a damn sight better than where we came from.’

      Her words resonated with me. I knew what it was to be looked down on because I was a woman, and not because of my race, but because I came from a poor background.

      These things tormented me when I thought of how my daughter was going to grow and be influenced to act in a manner contrary to her innate nature.

      ‘Out here, it doesn’t matter what you look like as long as you’re healthy.’ Lumen grabbed her ass. ‘Do you know how refreshing that is for a woman who is naturally curvy? Out here, you can be an intellectual, a wife, a mother and succeed. You can be a power. There are no ceilings and no boundaries aside from the morals universally subscribed to by all species, regardless of their beginnings. Out here, I am free.’ She sat back, bringing her pannikin with her to take a sip. ‘As I said, I like this version of me. I will die before going back.’

      Tears streamed down my cheeks.

      I liked this version of her. Better than the brainwashed, conditioned, and bastardised version of me.

      Out here, I am free.

      I had never felt the freedom she described. I wanted it. I wished to bloat myself with knowledge. I ached to be a good mother to my daughter, watch her flourish and thrive because of it. I wanted to lie with Beowyn and Éorik, fuck them with joy as I handed over my heart for safekeeping. I needed to see my family happy. Living their lives as they saw best, no more distorting and mutilating their souls to fit moulds they were never created to fill.

      I saw my life for the cage it was and I resented it.

      I too craved freedom.

      My ancestors fought for it long ago, when their rights were violated to feed a nation’s greed. Calluna at the knee, roaming the Upland brae and Highland mountains they refused to surrender.  When did I lose the will to stand tall? I forgot the strength to rebel sang in my very blood. There was no longer a cage except one of my own making.

      It might take some time, but I could break free and rebuild my life to suit me.

      I wouldn’t be caged. No more and never again.

      ‘I envy you, Sìne.’

      I blinked and came back with a start, realising my epiphanies had not rocked the room, only me. ‘What?’

      ‘You must feel special.’ Lumen’s tone was wistful, eyes on the middle distance. ‘To be picked as you are.’

      ‘You’ve lost me.’

      Incredulous, she faced me. ‘Sìne, an alien King went to Earth and out of a buffet of several billion women, he chose you. There was no biological imperative, no forced intimacy, no accidental mating. He wandered the planet, spotted you in the crowd and considered you to be the best of the bunch.’

      I stared. ‘What?’

      ‘Venom and I are in love. All my mates and I are in love. But it was hard. There were times on the L’Odo slave planet I wondered if I’d be better off dead. Each day was a battle to survive. You have the opportunity to build a life with a male that selected you as his ideal. I love my life, adore my Rä’Veks, but how could I not be envious of how you’re starting out. Sìne?’

      Crying out, I sobbed into my hands.

      Lumen’s mouth hung open. She shut it. ‘What did I say?’ She patted my back. ‘Please calm down. Wyn’ll tear strips off me if he hears I upset you.’

      ‘He called me stupid.’

      ‘Who?’

      My stomach dipped and rolled until I was close to retching. I couldn’t say his name. ‘Fergie’s father.’

      ‘I didn’t realise he was around.’

      ‘He wanted nothing to do with us.’

      ‘Then why do you care what some dick half away across the universe thinks? Sounds like you traded up.’

      ‘He made me feel so ugly. I look at myself and see what he saw and it’s no good enough. I’m no good enough. I keep trying to remember how it felt to feel sexy and confident, but it’s gone.’

      She rubbed my back in wide circles.

      ‘I couldn’t keep hold of him.’

      ‘Why would you want to?’ she asked.

      ‘You don’t understand.’ I sucked in air and my words escaped a wail. ‘I couldn’t keep hold of a bastard like Liam. How the hell am I going to satisfy Beowyn?’ I shuddered. ‘He chose me, aye, but why? I’m nothing special.’

      ‘He believes you are. Who are you to tell him different?’

      ‘How will I keep him? We’ll have sex then he’ll get bored and abandon me.’

      ‘You’re forgetting something. You’re his One. He’ll never abandon you. It’s not the Verak way. You can’t tell me you think it’s his nature to behave like that?’

      ‘Would you want to be another lover he collects or a wife in name only?’ I shook my head and wrung my hands. ‘Beowyn is so much wow, and I’m just a blah. How will I make him happy?’ My face was florid, my neck and chest wet as if someone had turned a bucket full of water over my head. ‘I wish my body was better because then I could keep him interested. I’m a failure. I failed to finish college. I failed to support myself and Fergie. Do you get what I’m saying? It’s no like my intelligence or forbearance is something for him to get worked up over.’ I hiccuped and dissolved into even messier sobs, trying to cover my face with my hands.

      Lumen’s arms wrapped around me. She crooned into my hair and let me bawl, rocking us back and forth. ‘I’m not going to placate you and say you can have whatever body you want because it’s a lie. You get what you’re given. You love it or everybody will tell you how to feel about it. As for your intelligence? You married a wealthy alien king who controls his own planet and is considered the power in intergalactic politics. Darling, you’re not smart, you’re a genius.’ She leant back to swipe her thumbs over my face. She stood. ‘Come on. Up.’

      I moaned a protest.

      ‘Uh huh.’ She yanked me forward. ‘I’m playing the world’s smallest violin.’

      Bullied onto my feet, I hunched my shoulders and hugged my middle.

      ‘What don’t you like about yourself?’

      ‘I have no tits.’ Breastfeeding Fergie hadn’t helped that situation.

      ‘You have boobs.’ Lumen grabbed my chest and squeezed. ‘They’re small, but what’s not to like?’

      ‘Are you groping me?’

      ‘A little. Well? They feel good enough to me.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      ‘Want to feel mine? I’ve got my hands on yours after all.’

      ‘No particularly.’

      ‘If you did you’d feel they’re squishy and weigh a ton. I get back aches. It’s uncomfortable to sleep on my front because it’s like being suffocated by my own cleavage, and when I sleep on my back, they hide in my armpits. I can’t run. It’s like having two sandbags strapped to my chest, and it hurts. They train soldiers that way. As for my period, my nipples, which are the size of small moons after Bravest, get so sensitive, I struggle to wear clothing. Even the air makes them prickle, and they bump into everything because they’re so big.’

      I coughed to cover a laugh.

      ‘That’s not even the worst. I tried to reach over my chest the other day, and I couldn’t because my side boob was in the way. I had to reposition and realign them to get the job done.’

      I smiled reluctantly and shook my head.

      ‘These perky mounds are looking good now, am I right?’ Lumen released my breasts to plant her hands on her rounded hips. ‘What else you got?’

      I eyed her warily then circled my face. ‘My freckles.’

      ‘They give you character.’ She held up a hand when I went to argue. ‘I’m not lying. Against your pale skin, they’re gorgeous. Unique. Wyn adores your freckles. The braggart went on and on about how he was going to count them with his tongue.’ She waggled her eyebrows. ‘Let me know how that goes.’

      I flushed a blotchy shade of red. ‘I don’t see that happening.’

      ‘Oh.’ Her face creased with concern. She dithered before giving into the urge to be nosey. ‘May I ask why?’

      ‘He’s so confident and sexual, and I’m no.’

      ‘You slept with Éorik.’

      I frowned. ‘How do you know that?’

      She rubbed her nose on a sigh. ‘I didn’t. I suspected.’

      ‘That was different, so spur of the moment, my body acted before my brain caught up. Now the horse has left the barn, so to speak, and he’s seen it all without complaining….’ I jerked a shoulder. ‘I care about him.’

      I more than cared. It wasn’t Lumen who needed to know it.

      ‘You don’t feel the same for Wyn?’

      I rocked on my heels and flapped my hands. ‘It’s complicated.’

      ‘I told myself the same thing when trying to accept how I felt about Fiercely then Cobra. See how that ended? Save yourself the aggravation and go for it.’

      ‘Orik makes being with him easy. There’s something about him that’s loyal. He’s dismissive of those he does no care about, but I feel as if he made a choice to be on my side and now nothing will get in the way of that.’

      ‘He has concubines just like Wyn.’

      ‘Aye, but I don’t feel inadequate because of them. He does no seem to revel in it as Owyn does.’ Thinking about Beowyn’s harem made me want to start screaming and pulling at my hair. ‘I did no love Beowyn when I agreed to the harem.’

      In a wordless fit of disbelief, Lumen hit a discordant note. ‘The thought of him being with other people honestly didn’t bother you? You, my friend, are talking absolute bollocks.’

      ‘I was attracted to him but thought he’d get bored and move on. At least I’d have the means to take care of my daughter and family, right?’

      I was an idiot for not having the foresight to realise if I fell in love with my husband, I’d want him to myself.

      ‘Sìne, seriously, you need tell him this before he gets back there.’

      I frantically shook my head.

      ‘Why the bloody hell not?’

      ‘What if he gives up other people and is no satisfied with just me?’ I scowled at my toes. ‘I could no bear it if I disappointed him or made him regret choosing me.’

      ‘You’re putting too much pressure on him and yourself.’

      ‘I can no help it. It’s no just that, you know? I feel there is an expectation,’ I peeked at her face, ‘to be you.’

      Hands falling from her hips, she cocked her head, features lifting in surprise. ‘Me?’

      ‘Beowyn has stories about you. How you were abducted and a slave. How you tamed the fiercest Rä and single-handedly averted an intergalactic war. How you’re changing the beliefs of an entire planet just by existing.’

      ‘I sound impressive.’ She eyed me. ‘I heard you kicked some serious Verak ass when they broke into your house.’

      I snorted. ‘I did no fight them.’

      ‘There’s more than one way to win a battle, Sìne. You and your family threw down when they came after you. You negotiated a marriage contract. You took a leap of faith and moved your family across the galaxy in search of a better life. That takes courage. You crash landed on a strange planet and helped rescue your cousins and uncle without knowing if Fergie was alive.’ She thrust a hand through her hair. ‘You inspire me. I kept letting my mates take control of things. I let them decide what was best for us even if I didn’t agree. By following your example, I’ve set ground rules that will stop them spoiling Bravest rotten.’ Some of her light dimmed. ‘I have three mates and a nanny to help me. I’m still exhausted caring for him. You raised Fergie by yourself for three years. She’s an angel.’ Lumen’s smile was wry. ‘I’m in awe of you.’

      A croaky sound tore from my throat. I was an ugly crier. I’d learned from a young age to stifle tears because they were good for nothing.

      Hearing my troubles repeated back to me in a way that suggested I was more than a fool girl who’d gotten pregnant too young made a hot ball of shame and regret burst inside.

      Lumen’s arms closed around me again. ‘It’s going to be alright. Things will get better. I know if you spoke to Wyn, he’d swear to it too.’

      I wrapped my arms around her freakishly tiny waist and sobbed into her considerable bosom. My head was hot, and my hair in my face and wrapped around my neck. ‘I hate my h-hair.’ I stuttered into the soaked fabric of her dress. ‘I had it short before, I loved it. Liam said it made me look like a boy.’

      ‘Bastard.’ She squeezed tighter.

      ‘I’m no a girly-girl. I have no ass and no tits but I’m no a boy.’

      ‘Of course not. You’re a striking woman who gave birth to a healthy, clever and beautiful girl.’ She paused. ‘Do you think Fergie looks like a boy?’

      I shot her an appalled look.

      ‘She’s the spitting image of you,’ Lumen said.

      I thought Fergie was gorgeous. Her pixyish face and warm personality were adorable. ‘She is?’

      ‘Yes. Liam didn’t deserve you. His loss. You have Éorik and Beowyn now.’ She tipped my chin up. ‘You have everything you need to be happy.’

      I made a noise of protest.

      ‘It’s true. Don’t let anyone make you forget that. Not even yourself.’ She pushed the tangled mass of hair off my face. Her eyes wandered over it. ‘You don’t like your hair?

      Miserable, I shook my head.

      ‘Let’s cut it then.’

      ‘But it makes me look….’ I sat. ‘It makes me look like a woman.’

      Lumen screwed up her nose. ‘Remember you don’t have to be anyway but your way, and the Verak are some of the most open minded beings you will ever meet.’

      I worried my lip. ‘What if Owyn and Orik don’t like it?’

      ‘Fuck what they think when it comes to your body. Did you know long hair to the Rä is a masculine trait? Fiercely keeps asking to shave me bald.’ She fluffed her own kinky coils with a laugh. ‘Seriously, I don’t think Ori would care as long as you were happy. You could go bald. Wyn would ask to lick your scalp.’

      A bark of laughter escaped me.

      I tugged at the ends of my hair. ‘Will you help me?’

      ‘Sure. Will you help me put in two strand twists and bantu knots?’ She pointed at her head. ‘It takes forever to get this stuff to behave.’

      ‘I don’t know what that is but aye.’

      ‘Hair cutting is not my thing, but I know who to call.’ She pulled out her SonCom and tapped away at the screen. ‘She’s scary but amazing. A lot of my new found confidence has been nurtured by her advice.’ Lumen dropped her device next to the abandoned dishes. ‘I have problems connecting with the females on Rök. None of them know what to make of me. Deathly is different though. She’s liberal minded and Master Hunter of our territory, which is a big deal.’

      Summoned by her name a statuesque female marched through the haze. Her bald head was ridged and her chest flat. Nothing about her suggested she was a female. Her hips were slim as a male’s and her legs long and strong. Her shoulders were broad, and while her neck was graceful, it was thicker than expected to keep her in proportion. She wore boots and nothing else. I scrutinised her variegated flesh, the intricate scales around her ribs and six abdominal segments, which flexed when she moved her four arms, the muscular limbs banded with engraved gold.

      How right Lumen was when she said things were different. I needed to set aside my expectations of beauty.

      Since I’d boarded the Trekker, I’d wondered where the Rä females were. I’d walked past them without taking a moment to consider the warriors working around me were them.

      Deathly’s pointed chin lowered, brille gleaming in the simulated glister creep. ‘Good Greetings, little sister.’

      ‘She, Deathly as It Goes, Sìne of House Grae.’ Lumen introduced us. ‘We’re grooming.’ She clapped her hands and bounced on the spot. At her overexcitement, I wondered if the nectar we’d knocked back left us inebriated. ‘Join us?’

      She grunted. ‘Do you have nectar?’

      Lumen held up the jug and hissed, ‘Yesss,’ just like a Ra. She tipped it to peer inside. ‘We drank most of it, but it’s separated, and there’s enough to oil your quills. That sounded dirty. Ha. Lend me a knife?’

      ‘For what purpose? You hate cutting your pelt.’ She flashed curved fangs. ‘Fiercely despairs over it. He used to boast his Rä’Na would have the smoothest skull ridges. I laugh in his face often. He scowls. How it pleases me.’

      Lumen’s eyes watered as she breathed through her giggles. She used the jug to point to me, splashing the liquid inside. ‘Cut Sìne’s head off.’

      I choked on my own spit. ‘She meant cut my hair off.’

      ‘That’s what I said.’ Lumen looked affronted. ‘Same difference.’

      ‘It’s really no.’

      Deathly studied my bloodshot eyes. ‘This act is one of healing.’ Striding to me, making me wonder if I should flee for my life, she unsheathed a dirk as long as my forearm. ‘You need a blade worthy of the task. I slaughtered my first fiercebeast with this dagger.’

      ‘Ooh,’ Lumen breathed.

      ‘May it serve you well,’ Deathly said.

      More than ready I didn’t hesitate.

      I stood, a little off balance and gave her my back. I tossed the red shroud of my hair behind my narrow shoulders. ‘Do it.’ The first cut was shocking, as was the sensation of air on my scalp, four hands simultaneously tugging.

      Each fallen lock was a leap of freedom.

      Finished, She, Deathly as She Goes’ clawed hand settled on my shoulder.

      Lumen, my friend, gripped the other. ‘Alright?’

      ‘No quite.’ I looked at the reflection in the mirrored surface of the jug. The woman looking back smiled. ‘I’m getting there.’
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      Glorying in the ache of his body, sated from the night’s passion, Éorik pressed kisses to the length of Sìne’s spine. His tongue caressed her salty flesh. He rumbled in arousal.

      She smiled in her sleep, fiery cap of hair damp with sweat.

      Finding him in his quarters, she’d been bold and frightened, eyes flashing when she commanded him to bed her.

      As if he’d send her away.

      He fingered a silken curl, chuckles vibrating his throat.

      Silly, beloved Earthling.

      He slipped from her room, using the earliest blush of dawn to hide egress. He’d taken not a full step when his loose-hipped stride faltered.

      She, Lumen of the Stars and He, Fiercely Comes the Night meandered down the corridor. Lumen stopped. Her expression fell from humour to shock. Her gaze raked over his unbuttoned sark, the strands of his silver-white mane tangled about his back and chest, bearing evidence of a lusty grip.

      Accusing eyes flicked to the haze then shot to his.

      Inhaling, he smelt the musk of his liege’s One coating his skin. Felt the cream that had flooded her cunt drying on his staff. The back of his neck heated as he set his jaw and gazed back.

      Nuzzling his fretting son, the surly Rä failed to recognise anything amiss. That was until his mate elbowed him in the side. ‘What did I do now?’

      ‘Nothing, sweetheart. Take our hatchling back to the nest. I need to speak to Éorik. Enjoy first meal, and don’t let Brave overeat. Tell Venom to stay put until I get back, please. I promise I won’t be long.’

      Fiercely’s forked tongue flickered. ‘I am to order the primary mate?’ He sounded thrilled at the notion.

      ‘He’ll want to track me down. I’m perfectly safe.’

      Sensing all was not well, Fiercely appeared ready to argue, but at a discreet shake of his mate’s head, he gave a reluctant nod.

      Obsidian brille speared Éorik with a warning, a glare promising dismemberment should harm befall her.

      Lumen waited until her mate moved out of sight before turning. She snagged his arm. ‘Walk with me.’

      Éorik had no desire to hear a lecture. He needed to cleanse. Rutting was sticky. ‘I must decline.’

      ‘It wasn’t a suggestion. Walk.’

      This female saved the people he loved best in the universe from death. She had liberated something inside Sìne the rotation before. His lover held her head higher, seemed more settled.

      Paying his dues, he walked.

      ‘She hasn’t bedded Wyn yet.’

      ‘And?’ he asked.

      She made a frustrated noise. ‘What you’re doing is dangerous. I thought you and her would be a one time thing. It’s not. He is not going to react well.’

      Éorik stiffened, stride hitching.

      Indignation flared across his closed expression. If she was going to be blunt, so would he. ‘This is not your business.’

      ‘You are absolutely right, but I’m saying it anyway because I like her and I adore you. I’m saying it because someone has to.’ The soft pat to his bicep was at odds with her hard tone. ‘You’re letting a lower part of your anatomy make the decisions. Wyn is going to lose his shit when he finds out you’re crawling into bed with the only woman he’s ever truly wanted.’

      Annoyed, he snapped his next words with little of the respect he held for her. ‘You think you know him better than I? You do not. Owyn may be infatuated with my human, but such a thing has happened before. Do you think she will stop him visiting his harem?’ Unspoken was his insinuation the visits would continue unimpeded.

      ‘Yes.’ She shot him an arch look. ‘Get as uppity as you like. You do too.’

      His stride again faltered.

      Éorik turned to her, aggravated. He recognised her words as truth.

      ‘I made a point of getting to know her. She’s strong. A little lost right now, but that’s understandable. This life can be overwhelming. She’ll make it clear she won’t put up with him sticking his dick in anything that moves long before he does of his own accord, but yes, eventually, he will stop. Who are you trying to fool? I know the importance of a One to a Verak. Once spoken, it can’t be taken back, and you dare call her yours?’ Eyes briefly closing, Lumen took hold of his hand. ‘I’ve seen the way he looks at her. If I hadn’t watched him lay his heart at her feet hearing the way he talks about her would be enough.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘I’ve also seen the way she looks at him. I’m not saying she doesn’t want you or care about you. I’m saying she’s not your One.’

      Pain lanced his chest. ‘No.’ Even Lumen saw the chains of his unrequited love, saw a future where their happiness  came at the expense of his heartbreak. He would remain their faithful servant, watching their lives from an umbra of his own making. ‘No, she is not.’

      ‘End it now. They’ll figure out how to be together. They’re falling in love. Everyone else will fall by the wayside when they give into it. Concubines can be bought off. But you? I don’t want….’ She struggled for words. ‘I care about you. I don’t want to see you hurt when all you’ve ever done is protect him.’

      ‘I have known for many solars what I can and cannot have.’ His voice was gruff. ‘You need not tell me what I already know.’

      Relief brightened her eyes. ‘You’ll end it?’

      ‘I will not give up what little they have to give.’

      ‘That’s no way to live. I want more for you. So do they. This will hurt them, too, in the end.’

      ‘You will tell him what you have seen?’ She’d said her piece and out of respect, he’d listened. His life was his own. ‘I would rather he hear of my lover from me.’

      ‘Wyn is a big boy. If he asks, I won’t lie. I’m not going to run and tell on you, if that’s what you’re insinuating.’

      ‘You are his friend.’

      She glared, exasperated. ‘I’m yours, too, you know?’

      Grudgingly, he let the warmth of that settle his battered heart.

      ‘If you won’t end it,’ she pushed, ‘the three of you must talk.’

      He was done discussing it. That did not mean her advice was ignored. ‘May I escort my friend to her mates?’

      Sighing, she hooked her arm in the bend of his. She leant into his side and rest her head on his arm.

      After seeing Lumen to her rooms, Éorik returned to his quarters, what the Rä called an enclosure. He rushed his cleansing then went to find his liege.

      Beowyn had rented apartments on Paniki’s surface instead of remaining onboard the cramped Rä spacecraft while docked.

      Éorik tensed at the twittering drifting from Beowyn’s rooms as he approached.

      Stilling at the entrance, his thoughts arrowed to Sìne, her green eyes clouded with uncertainty as she considered her King with another.

      Breath quick and shallow, his gut clenched. His footfalls thumped a short and snappy beat as he entered the luxurious apartment, throwing open the ornate doors with a wide-armed, spread-legged flourish.

      His gaze narrowed.

      Scantily clad a Paniki native from the pleasure station worked her trade. Worked it well. She knelt between cocked legs, head bobbing as her hand worked between her sun-coloured thighs. She lifted dripping fingers to parted lips, trilling encouragement when Beowyn, eager, suckled.

      Baxnonians seeped fizzy sexual juices sweet as fruit. Their ejaculations gave the receiver nerve-shredding orgasms once absorbed. They were a great favourite of the Verak, the juiciest slits coveted and fanatically sought after for inclusion within a harem.

      While Éorik customarily partook in the species’ many delights alongside his liege, on this occasion, he barely managed to breathe through his anger.

      He bent, hooked her around the waist then plucked her off.

      The whore’s puckered mouth left Beowyn’s cock with a wet pop. She blinked languidly then smiled, stubby teeth obscured by a sweep of prehensile tongues. ‘Your turn?’

      Eyelids now so low, his eyes resembled gold slashes, Éorik’s face lowered. It hovered an inch from her wide, exotic one. Tact deserted him. His voice came out a gritty snarl. ‘Get out.’

      Spiny protrusions cresting her scalp flushed bright orange in a panic display. Her tail coiled at the base of her spine, just above a pert, twitching bottom.

      She hit the ground running.

      Pleasure workers were prepaid, and with his warning echoing around the room, she was halfway out the building when the doors slammed behind her.

      Head twisting back to Beowyn, Éorik squared his shoulders, prepared to explain his behaviour.

      Beowyn glowered into the distance. He snatched a flagon from the food laden shelf at his side to quaff deep.

      Wanting to dissipate the bad air, Éorik backed down. He made his demeanour submissive in an open apology for over stepping his bounds. ‘Sire, I beg forgiveness.’

      Beowyn waved him off. ‘I lied to you.’

      Taken aback, Éorik shifted. ‘When?’

      ‘Lumen and I had no business to discuss on the pleasure station. I bumped into her. I was embarrassed my One did not wish to attend me, and I did not want your pity. Sìne spent the night alone rather than with me.’

      Rubbing the space above his heart, Éorik said nothing. Sìne’s secrets were not his to tell, but he feared his silence was provoked by guilt.

      ‘I wish her to love me in her human way, and to need me in my Verak one.’ Beowyn’s head rolled back on his shoulders until he contemplated the ceiling. ‘I do not know what to do.’ He chuckled darkly. ‘Imagine that, my Orik. I do not know what to do.’

      Éorik opened his mouth to speak, to tell the truth. The air turned solid in his lungs, stealing his breath and stifling his resolve. He was afraid. Sìne was more than a body to slake his hunger upon.

      As his seed cooled between them the night before, he’d felt peace. There was no shame he could not settle on a true mate because he was obsessed with his King, no embarrassment that when he plunged into the warmth of another, it was Beowyn’s name on his lips.

      For the first time, he bedded a female, and he was with her each thrilling moment. Each touch from her hand felt like being reborn.

      Éorik desired Beowyn still. He had wanted the male so long, the emotion was part of him, a phantom limb of which its cleaving he’d never survive.

      After spending the night with Sìne, his burden felt lighter. He didn’t know if he should feel relief that she too wanted Beowyn, or dread. The feelings she aroused within him were frighteningly similar to the ones he’d felt during the shedding of his adolescence. When he realised what he felt for Beowyn went beyond the ties of brotherhood, and the token affection one male felt for another.

      Éorik let his gaze roam Beowyn’s features. He imagined sliding his cock between the alpha’s firm lips. That strong throat would flex around his shaft as it fed on thick pulses of his spend. Beowyn’s shorn hair fell only to his waist, but it was thick enough, soft enough to wrap around a fist as he was thrust into from behind. Éorik shivered. Everything about the male attracted him. From the loose-hipped swagger Beowyn developed after bedding his first concubine, to the way he ran a hand through his hair when stressed at political scuffles. The way his metal eyes turned liquid when aroused by a lover and wanting them. Booming laughter that rolled from him during his adventures was at the same time deep and light, heart and soul pouring into his boisterous expressions of joy.

      From the time before he knew himself, Éorik had known he was meant to be the male’s protector, his port in a storm, his first and last line of defence.

      He’d also known Beowyn’s destined One was another.

      That female had come.

      Éorik felt sick.

      Not only was Sìne who Beowyn looked to to ease his longings, the human female and her endearing cub were the best thing that could happen to the carefree ruler.

      Tensing, Éorik watched as Beowyn tugged on his cock, wet from the pleasure worker’s ministrations.

      Sighing, he let the thick length go.

      It lay in a tempting curve over his heavy sac.

      ‘As you selfishly ran off my good morning,’ he muttered, ‘give me time to dress. I will accompany you to the shuttle bay. I try again with Sìne.’

      ‘Selfishly,’ Éorik echoed.

      They had rutted side by side since their coming of age. He had seen Beowyn naked more times than there were rotations in an aeon.

      For solars, he’d guided this male, protected him, bled for him and even fucked, as Sìne would say, on command for him. He’d given everything and received so little in return the knowledge he would never have him overrode the endless rules of honour and decorum drilled into him as a cub.

      In that fractured, wrathful moment of unrequited love and painful desire, Éorik was powerless to stop himself.

      Breaching the unspoken personal space he’d been wary and respectful of since he’d taken up his post as Royal Defender, Éorik stepped between Beowyn’s legs and dropped to his knees.

      Each muscle in the Great One’s body grew taut. A flash of something dark scuttled behind his hooded eyes.

      Running rough palms up rangy thighs, Éorik leant over to tongue the organ he’d been half delirious over near all his life. Rich and musky, the sharp scent of arousal invaded his nose.

      He wasn’t shoved away. The cock he licked throbbed.

      He could have this, savour this.

      A whisper of sound escaped Beowyn’s lips. It was followed by a drawn out moan, and a clenching of brawny thigh when Éorik bobbed again, and again until the shaft he laved pulsed beneath his lips.

      Salty flavour exploded across his tongue.

      Groaning, he sucked the flared head into his mouth.

      Part of him arrested in shock. He’d dreamed of this, wished for it in the lonely dark as he listened to the object of his desires bedding everything in reach but him. For a horrid moment, he feared he would wake alone in his bed, aching, before turning to one of his harem to ease the endless pressure.

      Beowyn’s hips rocked, his harsh breathing breaking the trance.

      Éorik’s mind seized on the heaviness weighting down his tongue. The girth stretching his mouth and straining his jaw was very, very real.

      Heat razed a path through his groin.

      Tonguing the starred slits weeping thick cream, he swallowed more of the rigid flesh until he felt the swelling crown bump the back of his throat.

      Beowyn’s hand landed on the back of his head with a grunt. He curled up and cried out when Éorik pulled back then sucked him far enough he gagged. ‘Lah, Orik. Take me deep.’

      Éorik swallowed, throat muscles working to coax forth bittersweet fluid, relishing the earthy flavour.

      The horrible ache in his balls grew unbearable. He shoved a hand into his taws to grip his shaft. He squeezed then released it to push down the front of his leathers. His member sprang free. He palmed himself in quick, rough strokes. Tingles gathered at the base of his spine, and his buttocks clenched.

      Heavy palms cradled his head. Claws pricked his scalp and temples.

      Cheeks hollowing on the next greedy pull, his eyeballs rolled up. Fine hair covering his nape ruffled, and heat spilled into his cheeks in tandem with the fire filling his swelling staff.

      Beowyn’s eyes twitched from Éorik’s lips to his fist working in furious jerks between his legs. Broad nostrils flared. Beowyn slid his cock out of the mouth cradling it then thrust deep inside, greedily riding it.

      Éorik knew his skin was ruddy with need. His eyes raked over the same lust ravaging Beowyn’s face.

      Musky taste and peppery smell combined with the sound of hoarse breathing and leather squeaking. It served as a heady mix of primitive sensations that felt filthy and rude.

      The taboo of being intimate with his charge made each moment sharper.

      Éorik etched each throaty growl, hip gyration and shaky gasp not only into memory, but onto his very soul.

      Increasing suction, he quickened his movements. His free hand kneaded the thigh flexing next to his head.

      Shaking fingers pushed on his shoulder.

      Éorik groaned. He wanted Beowyn to peak. Wanted to feel him quake, and roar, and shoot so deep and strong, his throat would ever feel the force of it.

      Pulling back, he shifted onto his knees and growled, ‘Owyn,’ his voice scratched from suckling.

      Beowyn grabbed his hair and yanked him up. He brought their bodies crashing together. He pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to Éorik’s throat. An impatient hand shoved at his leathers. They puddled around his ankles, exposing his sac to the cool air.

      ‘Grip me.’ Beowyn’s calloused palm clamped on Éorik’s erection, thumb sweeping over its swollen head. ‘Hurry.’ His words were snarls that sent shivers across trembling flesh. ‘I need.’

      Taking orders during play was not something Éorik did. He preferred control during his encounters because he disliked the idea of his lover falling out of the moment, only to realise he rutted with them as a placeholder.

      Right then the focal point of the debased fantasies he’d entertained in the darkest corners of his mind jerked his cock and demanded pleasure.

      Éorik did as he was told.

      Burying their faces in each other’s shoulders, they clutched at whatever flesh they could. Mouths, tongues and fangs kissed, licked and bit whatever skin they could reach. A jawline, a racing pulse, a pierced ear tip.

      Beowyn forced him against the wall.

      Baring his teeth, Éorik hooked a leg over his hip to tie them together.

      They ground their hips and worked the hardness caught in their fists.

      Éorik’s vision wavered and went dark. Ecstasy leaked through the white-hot agony of the pressure growing in his gut, spreading in fiery streaks between his ass, sac and rod. It surged to the tip of his engorged staff and his hips lost their steady thrust. He hammered into the steely grip stroking hard.

      Another twisting stroke and he spewed, a harsh grunt and moan rumbling from low in his throat.

      Beowyn’s heaving chest vibrated with a snarl. He shuddered, sticky ropes of semen jetting over Éorik’s hand.

      Wet hotness dripped between them.

      They clung, panting and rubbing their tingling cocks in an attempt to extend the numbing euphoria.

      Sighing, Beowyn pressed a sweet kiss to Éorik’s throat. Hope surged through him with such power, he felt dizzy.

      They dressed in silence. It wasn’t fraught or uncomfortable.

      Both were simply lost in thought.

      ‘I smell pleasure oils.’ Beowyn made a point of sniffing the air.

      Éorik finished righting his clothing, not ready to dispel the lingering pleasure with humour, and aware the conversation took a dangerous path.

      I should have taken more care while cleansing.

      As always, he’d been restless without his King.

      Beowyn cocked his head, smiling wickedly. ‘You keep secrets.’

      Éorik’s preference had always been males with the occasional female thrown in for spice. Beowyn was the opposite.

      Telling him about Sìne suddenly seemed the worst possible idea.

      As Lumen predicted, the outcome of this situation would destroy him. It was a matter of time before he lost them both. They would tangle up in each other more than they already were.

      He’d be left out in the cold.

      ‘Come, tell. Do not let what happened here lessen us.’

      Blood boiling at the realisation nothing had changed after the impassioned act that took place not moments prior, Éorik repressed a roar, turning his back to fasten his leathers.

      ‘Fine, keep your secrets.’ Beowyn made a furious noise. ‘Do you think Sìne hired a worker? It would not be like her, would it? To deny me her body yet allow another to enjoy what is mine.’

      Éorik felt rocks pour into his belly. ‘Would you truly care?’

      ‘She is my One.’

      His response was slow in coming. ‘That is not our way.’

      ‘Have you seen how He, Venomous One is with Lumen? I thought him a fool. He refuses all others. See how she dotes on him? On all her mates.’ Beowyn nodded in satisfaction of his observation. ‘When you bed someone special other diversions,’ he fluttered his fingers, ‘fade away. I think it will be the same with me, once I have her.’

      ‘Is that what those who share themselves with you are?’ Éorik’s  heartbeat pounded out his ears. ‘Diversions? Am I?’ He pointed at the seat where they’d devoured each other. ‘Does what happened  mean nothing to you?’ To his shame, anguish twisted his expression and distorted his tone. ‘Nothing at all?’

      Beowyn blinked. ‘You are mine. You always have been, always will be. Sharing your body is but another way you prove your devotion.’ He took a hesitant step. ‘I depend on you as I do no other. What happened meant everything and nothing. How can I desire you more than I already do?’

      Éorik stared at his ugly hands. Ridges of skin covering his knuckles were discoloured and tough. His finger claws were deadly pincers, his hairy skin scarred. The grip of his palm was crushing, and in the recesses of his memory, the fingers he contemplated grabbed a skull and squeezed until bone gave way. ‘Everything and nothing.’ He nodded his agreement because what else was there to do? ‘Your ever faithful companion.’ Bitterness soured his tongue. ‘Forever ready to accept what little you throw my way.’

      ‘You are not yourself.’

      Éorik sucked in a  breath, released a lie. ‘I am fine.’

      ‘Are you?’ Beowyn’s voice was strange. His winged brows furrowed.  ‘Are you jealous, perhaps?’

      Swallowing, Éorik hated he’d caused his liege to doubt.

      At Éorik’s reluctance to meet his eyes, the Verak King grunted. ‘I see.’ His tone was once more imperious and strong. ‘Set aside the creature that fouls your mood. You are no fun. Come.’ He finished righting his clothes, and pushed the glossy fall of his hair over his shoulder. ‘Help me think of ways to woo my One.’

      ‘If I do not wish to set aside this creature?’ Éorik wondered if he’d become crazed. Each time he opened his mouth idiocy fell out.

      ‘Make him yours then.’ Beowyn’s tone was sharp. ‘I will not speak against it. When have I ever?’ Head lowered, hands going to his narrow hips, his voice moderated. ‘You have not added a favourite to your harem in an aeon. If that is what you want then go ahead. Who am I to stop you?’

      ‘Who are you indeed?’ Éorik barked laughter. Madness ate at his sanity. ‘It is not possible. If it were, I would not do that. She is special.’

      ‘She?’ Beowyn’s head snapped up. An almost smile played on his lips. ‘We have been gone for near a moontide. What female could have stolen your regard?’ As the words settled between them, his gaze sharpened. The line of his jaw tensed to a brutal cut. The Great One was not stupid. ‘Sìne.’ His eyes dulled, voice flat. ‘You speak of she who is mine. You bedded her.’

      Éorik’s extremities turned cold. He’d misjudged. Now was not the time to speak of what lay in his heart, but he’d backed himself into a corner.

      How to explain it wasn’t simply ‘everything and nothing’ to him?

      Standing his ground, his lungs worked like bellows. ‘I cannot ask for forgiveness.’

      ‘Leave me.’ Face cold, Beowyn’s eyes stared through him. ‘Before I do something I regret.’

      ‘I have to come to care for her. As I care for you.’

      ‘Leave, Commander.’

      Éorik’s voice cracked. ‘Owyn.’

      ‘Get out.’

      It wasn’t lost on Éorik the last time those words were spoken he dismissed a whore.

      Dah, the irony.
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      ‘Petitioner for Enquiry 1223906599821.’

      Lumen groaned into Cobra’s shoulder, and I shot her a puzzled smile, staying close to Beowyn and Éorik as we entered the vast council chamber.

      Our footsteps echoed unendingly along the vaulted ceiling. My nose wrinkled at the sharp, clinical smell pervading the air and icing my lungs as I inhaled. We walked for an age to reach ring upon ring of glowing pews.

      Lumen slouched behind, her mates surrounding her. Her expression when I’d asked her to accompany me, so I had another human to confer with had made me nervous. She’d sulked and prevaricated as to why she was so reluctant to stand before the Premier again, but she’d come.

      If I hadn’t already considered her a true friend, I would have begun to.

      Aside from her brilliant suggestion to ensure Fergie was recognised as a protected individual by the Intergalactic Alliance, she was great at giving advice.

      As we left the transport, she took me aside and pointed out something was bothering Beowyn. I had noticed he had been quiet and distant, but dismissed it and gave him space. Everybody was moody at some point.

      Lumen’s brief but urgent warning made me pay better attention.

      It also embarrassed me.

      I wasn’t good at relationships. I was proven to awful at them, and it seemed little had changed. People I’d watched over the years made them look effortless, whereas I found open communication and healthy progression elusive.

      Disembarking onto Zoi Quay, I’d bumped into Éorik and apologised with a smile, stroking his waist. It was a lover’s touch, filled with intimacy and caring. He’d touched me in return, rubbing the small of my back just above my bottom, a teasing look brightening his features.

      Feeling eyes on us, my gaze moved past our little moment to find Beowyn glaring at the back of Éorik’s head. His burning look had dropped to me then had clouded with confusion.

      I’d frozen, sick with guilt.

      How awful it must have been for him to see me so intimate with someone other than him. Then I remembered his island harem filled with Concubines.

      Why should I feel guilty about Éorik when Beowyn had intentions of sleeping with other people? Hadn’t he had offered me a harem of my own choosing? Not once did he specify who could and could not be in it.

      My defensive thoughts stalled and lurched in a whole new direction.

      I bit my inner cheek, embers of hope sparking to life.

      Maybe he’s changed his mind.

      Could I be looking at an opportunity to bring us closer? To communicate better? It cost nothing to try, and I needed to stop being cowardly.

      Pushing through my discomfort, I’d approached him as he hung back from the others to fiddle with his SonCom. ‘I know being with Éorik is okay in your culture but….’ I puffed my reddening cheeks. ‘I’m getting a vibe like you’re upset? I don’t want you thinking I’m promiscuous. Éorik is special to me. To us both, aye?’

      He’d blinked, his expression inscrutable. ‘You wish him for your lover. Why would I be upset? I took pleasure with another on Paniki as well.’

      ‘Y-You were with s-someone else?’

      This isn’t what I want.

      The idea of an open marriage hadn’t impacted me like this on Earth. I’d agreed to it thinking I’d never love him enough to care.

      On the jungle planet, I’d been confused about how I felt about the abstract idea of us taking lovers. I had been too wary of Beowyn to consider him mine. I’d been attracted to him, curious about how our future as spouses was to play out, but the idea of him going elsewhere for sex had made me irritated, not hurt.

      Then I’d slept with Éorik.

      I’d gotten caught up in my newfound confidence instead of taking the time to prepare myself for the exact words my husband had spoken with about as much delicacy as a raging herd of wildebeest. I had waited too long. I should have spoken to him the first day I realised I was falling in love. I said nothing. Now I had no right to react as if his actions were anything but what he’d promised, as if they weren’t the devastating betrayal I felt them to be.

      I wasn’t pushing for a double standard. I hadn’t forgotten I’d been climbing into bed with his Commander.

      My conduct didn’t feel like a betrayal as his did because in my mind, Éorik was both of ours, and we were his. I had no intention of being intimate with anybody but them. It wasn’t a situation I’d planned for. I had no idea how to cope with two males.

      What I did know was the idea of us three together made my heart burst with joy. The idea of other people involved with us was devastating. Beowyn had no idea I felt this way. Éorik and I confessed to loving him, but how was he supposed to know what lay in our hearts if neither of us was brave enough to fucking tell him? I’d wanted to have a better conversation than the one we were having, maybe suggest we go off together after our business was concluded with the Premier, but I was all shattered and shaken. I–am curled in the corner with my hand on my bruised cheek. ‘Who’s Amy?’ My voice is a whisper.

      ‘None of your fucking business.’ Liam points at my stomach. ‘Get rid of it. I’m not fucking around, Sìne. I don’t want a kid.’

      Tears wet my chin. ‘You’re seeing someone else?’ He’s been cheating? We’d been so happy. ‘I don’t want to kill our baby.’

      He drags a hand through his hair. His knuckles are swollen. Red on his fingers smears the sandy brown strands. ‘Jesus, you are fucking clueless. We’re done. I want to be with Amy. She actually has something to hold onto in bed.’  He turns. ‘Get rid of it. Tell those knuckle-dragging animals you call a clan about the tap I gave you, and I’ll come back. You don’t want that. Trust me.’ He slams the front door.

      My nose is bleeding, and my jaw aches. Stuff is kind of hazy. I can’t focus, and I might vomit, but I think I need to talk to him. If we talked, I could make him see he loved me and–now talking seemed an excellent way to have my heart stomped on.

      ‘Good.’ My voice was high. I felt raw and cut open. ‘I’m glad we had this talk.’ I looked away to keep myself from doing something drastic. ‘Okay then. Everything and everyone is fine.’

      I’d rushed into the cold-ore storeroom and cried into my knees. How the fuck I was going to survive on Vayhalun? The closer we drew to the planet the more I realised how out of my depth I really was.

      An hour later, I was dry-eyed and trudging through the Council chambers with two nonplussed Verak flanking me.

      They and the Rä males made their gestures of greeting, bowing, fists pressing to hearts. Genuflecting was no longer a part of the culture I’d come from, so I mirrored Lumen’s wave.

      Éorik sighed, and Beowyn chuckled.

      ‘I am the Premier.’ The voice rolled through the cavern with the power of a thunderclap. ‘I am the voice of this congress. The Petitioner of Unregistered Planet 2276549, formerly known to its inhabitants as Earth, wishes to clarify if her genetically pure human offspring is protected under Intergalactic Edict due to her union with a royal member of Registered Species 1899519 known as Verak.’ A shaft of cool light cut a line through the murk. It highlighted a wizened figure huddled on the foremost pew. Its features were cast in shadow, its long ears two triangles poking over its bulbous, bald skull. ‘It is our understanding Unregistered Planet 2276549 was noted as vulnerable and added to the Protected List in Resolved Enquiry 122390654756, Petitioner, She, Lumen of the Stars, human Ambassador of the Registered Planet formerly known to its inhabitants as Ra, and from the Unregistered Protected Planet 2276549, formerly known to its inhabitants as Earth. Defendant Sorkbhal, L’Odo Chief of the of Unregistered Planet 336754, formerly known to its inhabitants as Od.’ The Premier left a pregnant pause as a thousand whispers from the pews behind him slithered through the chilly air. ‘May the records state the Registered Species known as Verak have poached a primitive indigenous species of Category One Protected Planet 2276549.’ The Premier made an ominous chirring sound. ‘Is this correct?’

      ‘It is,’ Beowyn said without a trace of concern.

      ‘As a pure human offspring is the impetus of Open Enquiry 1223906599821 I assume more than one life form was taken?’

      ‘I abducted six all told.’

      A blast of anger shimmered from the pews. ‘Why?’ The word crashed and boomed.

      ‘Sìne is my One, my Queen. I mated her the old way, claiming her as spoils and wedded her as her people require. She could not abandon her cub, and her kin wished to journey with her to her new home planet.’

      ‘How do you plead?’

      ‘Guilty.’

      I startled. Was he in trouble? Shouldn’t he have legal representation? I clamped a hand on his arm as if I could drag him somewhere safe. ‘What are you doing?’

      Hesitating, Beowyn reached to entwine his fingers with mine. ‘All is well.’

      ‘Admission of guilt accepted.’ The sere figure flexed a spindle-fingered hand. ‘Mating rites of the Verak are known to this esteemed member. The freely given confession will be taken into consideration and will be reflected in fines levied. Justice is fair.’

      ‘You are most wise.’ Beowyn put his hands on his hips, legs spread. ‘As I have taken this human as my life mate is our cub and all young to come protected under Edict?’

      ‘There is a precedent. Humans, a sentient yet primitive indigenous species of Category One Protected Planet 2276549 are known to have mated with advanced Registered sentients.’ An elongated ear bristled with hair quivered. ‘Human female, are we correct to surmise you are willing to mate the Verak male?’

      Everyone one looked at me.

      ‘Aye?’ My voice lifted at the end, so I said it again, firm, and squeezed Beowyn’s hand. ‘Me and my family chose to go to Vayhalun. Does that no negate Beowyn’s guilt?’

      ‘No.’ The Premier emitted a buzzing trill. ‘We will contact the leader of humans to ensure your immigration is within the confines of your laws, and, therefore, your mating with the Verak legal and protected under the Supreme Laws. You will be notified of the outcome within the cycle, and be recalled to this chamber for the disclosure of fines, and the opportunity to contest any rulings as is the right of all Registered species. Adjourned.’ A gong sounded, and the floor vibrated. Dust fell from the ceiling. The hunched figure bellowed, ‘Next!’

      Outside the chamber, I turned to Lumen. ‘That wee alien is terrifying.’

      Eyes rounding, she nodded.

      ‘Yesss.’ Fiercely waved his hands to get my attention. ‘Did you know the Godai Emperor has the power to reach into your mind and crush it? His species is small, but it is a trick.’ He tapped a talon to his temple. ‘Inside their mind is the power to end worlds. Even Azteka do not anger the Godai.’

      Amazed at the wonderful, weird and worrisome things I’d come into contact with since Beowyn and Éorik exploded into my life, I twirled a circle, taking in the bizarre architecture.

      Sky-high walls were made of smoke. I put my palm against them and could feel the hot, roiling mass beat against my palm, but the wall remained solid, impenetrable. Our footsteps rippled the floor. I walked and billions of teeny tiles lifted and rolled, impacting with other tiles disturbed by the rest of the group.

      Weird, worrisome and wonderful.

      I tipped my head to smile at Éorik. ‘What now?’

      Lumen touched my arm. ‘May I show you something?’

      Our group left the magisterial building and headed towards the highway. The chief artery of Zoi Quay looped the city, sprawling spaceports relegated to its outer rim.

      Smog hung in a luminous smear across the built-up skyline, and the bitter taste stuck in my craw. Traffic lanes were crammed with whizzing crafts, the floating sidewalks pedestrian bomboras.

      Gritty pollution dried my eyes. I itched the inner corners red-raw until Beowyn caught my hands.

      He washed them with water Éorik purchased from an ambling pedlar.

      The alien’s winking eye lit with pleasure, nose flaps quivering. Squirming tentacles ringing his mouth flicked mucus as he spouted his appreciation of the sale.

      I stared at the glistening, writhing feelers, searching for the reason why I found them repellent. My fingers went to my mouth and traced their shape. Humans produced saliva and phlegm, and often unintentionally spat the secretions at others. Why did the mucus make me queasy? Did the alien find my fleshy pink lips off-putting? Did he grudgingly tolerate the sight and touch of his latest hideous customer?

      I sipped water as we moved on and considered how commonplace the bizarre anatomies would become over time. The idea pleased me. My tread lightened as my mind freed itself from the constraints of seeing similar as the safe ideal and different as flawed.

      ‘Not that way.’ Lumen jerked her head. ‘The main roads are dangerously busy during the light hours.’ She flashed her teeth. The fleeting smile had curves edged with something diabolical. ‘Not to worry. I know a shortcut.’ She set off with the Rä orbiting her like satellites.

      Beowyn sent her a withering look. His bouncing stride flattened to heavy plodding. He threw a sour glance at Éorik. His Commander arched a brow and extended his hand, indicating we’d follow next and he’d bring up the rear.

      We diverted down a squalid side road, the narrow, high walls caked in filth and littered with festering detritus.

      I flung an arm over my nose and breathed in shallow pulls through my teeth. My foot slid in something gooey, and my hand shot out. I cringed. I flapped my hand over my hip, distressed I’d almost touched the oozing wall.

      Beowyn slipped in muck a moment later. Gracefully shifting balance onto a brawny leg, he nimbly kicked up the other to scrape the sole of his boot against an offset brick. He muttered darkly about the bleeding human heart and the exorbitant costs to replace imported beast skins.

      I tried to ask about the bleeding heart comment, but ended up retching into the bend of my elbow, the strength of the noxious stench causing me to sway. A gauzy veil of darkness blanketed my vision just we turned onto a wider thoroughfare. Sight, sound and breathable air hit me like a slap. I rocked on my heels, swallowing bile and shaking off the dizzy buzz in my ears.

      Éorik palmed the small of my back, head dipping to check I’d recovered enough from my near faint to continue.

      Globular capsules zoomed amongst the scruffy blend of alien breeds, swerving at impossible angles to escape collision. Exhaust fumes left tie-dye trails in spaghetti tangles, and the true sky was covered by a manufactured neon cloud, making it difficult to focus your gaze without squinting. Head craned back to marvel at the tangle of wires and firefly lights, I was hooked around the waist and spun aside. A honking capsule whizzed past, whirring discs churning mud and spattering sludge up my legs.

      ‘Eyes open, sweet Sìne.’ Beowyn bade me stay between him and Éorik. He caressed my nape and brushed a kiss to my temple. ‘I will not have you harmed.’

      I smoothed my hands over his powerfully built chest and murmured thanks. The diligent strokes of my fingers left me breathless. More so when a lusty rumble shook my palms.

      The painful tension between us had eased since my disastrous attempt at meaningful conversation.

      Resentment lurked in the shadows, but I was happy to exist in the shiny bubble of the present, his strong arms tight around me, his striking eyes locked on my face as if it were sustenance.

      Our behaviour was classic avoidance. The inevitable backlash from our repressed feelings was going to be ugly. Could I find the energy to care? After my crying jag in the cold-ore storeroom, I’d exorcised enough hurt to frolic in the sunny pool of denial.

      It seemed to me as if Paniki had grown from the outside in. Prefabricated blocks were stacked in mind-bending cantilevers, forming overground tunnels and appearing as raised scars on the planet crust. I had to weave along the cracked pathway to avoid stinking fluids dripping onto my head. Streams of waste overflowed the storm grates projecting from the walls. The rusted pipework flushed through the greywater of the affluent echelons and contaminated the open gutters of the sunless undercity.

      Dark spaces I dared peek inside revealed yellow-fleshed creatures on their knees or pressed against the walls.

      Rhythmic grunts drifting from these couplings made reddish splotches dapple my face. I wrinkled my nose at Beowyn when he glanced over his shoulder and noticed my preoccupation with not noticing the breathy noises.

      Others waited at the mouths of murky alleyways, unwashed, unclad and, apparently, dirt cheap.

      I sidled past these dead-eyed people with my gaze cast down.

      Kiosks lining the street were fashioned from scavenged debris, their riveted metal roofs wedged at a slant, and the nailed together supports creaking and uneven. Merchants hawked tattered wares and dented goods as if they were salvaged treasure, and on more than one occasion, Éorik snarled at an overeager seller who reached to grab me, begging attention.

      On the bends and twists of the street were food vendors. From them came the hiss and pop of fatty meat hitting hot pans. Smoke and heat from their cooking fires sent eye-stinging aromas into the crowd, drawing twitchy customers, dirty feathers and scabrous tentacles handing over tarnished coinage for grease-stained packages.

      Exiting into the open space of the quadrangle, the feel and look of the district veered into peaceful beauty. The manner and appearance of the populace shifted too. I was disorientated by the abrupt transition. To the amusement of my group, I backtracked. I again walked from one street to the other, assured I hadn’t hallucinated the sharp divide. Tall, light-strewn trees lined the broad, paved walkways and the kiosks became dainty shop fronts, and the grubby capsules turned into sleek conveyances that hovered in ordered lanes. Habitation pods snaked into the upper atmosphere in spiral chains, and in the distance towered the edifice of the Intergalactic Alliance headquarters.

      My eyes skipped over the bustling concourse, and it was then I spotted the stacked cages. I thought we’d avoid the area, but was led through the regimented rows and brought to the back of a crowd at an auction block. The stink of sweaty fear and loathing from the imprisoned clashed with the thrumming excitement from the spectators.

      Lumen stared at the emaciated alien dragged onto the podium, too still, her body flexed into a taut line.

      The captive hunched on the floor, shackles too heavy to hold. Sallow flesh appeared waxy under the bright light, ribcage and spine pushing against its skin. The flabby sag at its belly suggested a rapid loss of muscle from starvation. Its dozen-eyes happened to fix on me, brimming with helpless desperation.

      ‘That is a Zozon,’ Beowyn replied.
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      I hadn’t realised I’d asked. ‘Why?’ It was all my numb lips managed.

      Beowyn bent to meet my gaze, his showing concern at my pallor. ‘They are a nonviolent species, hailing from a soft planet with a lower point of gravity than the known inhabitable worlds.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      Lumen turned enough to flash her profile, expression tight because she knew the answer and didn’t like it.

      ‘The gentle terrain and temperate atmosphere affected their evolution. Their bodies developed in a way inferior to most species.’ Beowyn rubbed my back, each circle applying pressure to draw me closer, comforting. ‘They are susceptible to enslavement. They are good in water and on land, which is perfect for mining and construction on many developing worlds.’

      I rubbed my chest. ‘That does no make it right.’

      He nodded agreement, but said, ‘Ecosystems are designed bottom heavy. ‘It is sad, but perhaps a fact of nature we cannot defeat.’

      ‘I refuse to believe that.’ Lumen briefly aimed hostile eyes his way then returned her scary intensity back to the auction. ‘This was where the L’Odo planned to bring me.’ She rubbed her forearm. ‘There was a storm blocking the jumpway, a fluke of nature setting me on an alternate path.’

      ‘I bend knee to Grandfather in gratitude.’ Venomous stroked a hand down her cheek. ‘We are fated.’

      This is where poached humans would end up?

      Each time I learned something about Lumen’s experiences as an abductee, I wanted to cry.

      Watching the trade, I realised I wouldn’t have survived if our places had been exchanged. I wasn’t strong enough. I doubted many on Earth were.

      ‘The Bax Prime hates me because I told him to his face this,’ she jerked a hand out, ‘is wrong. The Alliance headquarters should move planet.’

      Beowyn rubbed his beard. ‘You are trying to force the Baxnonians to end their slave trading season.’

      ‘You’re bloody right I am. If they don’t I’m pushing to have the Alliance headquarters on Ra. It will assist them in reintegrating back into the universe.’

      The sounds of misery from the cages beat against my ears. ‘Maybe we can buy and free some?’ Awful as it was it didn’t rouse a fire of passion in me as it did Lumen. I felt pity and horrified enough to help a few if possible.

      ‘What would we do with them?’ Éorik asked not unkindly. ‘Such people are conditioned into mindlessness. They would end up preyed upon by the immoral of whatever society we happened to settle them in.’

      ‘We could try.’ My voice was small. ‘It can no hurt to try.’

      ‘You cannot free slaves subjugated for generations and expect them to manage. Civilisation is not built in a day but over aeons. To expect the newly liberated to embrace the innate sense of authority systematically and viciously beaten from them and their descendants is a cruelty that I will never understand.’ With his resonant voice risen to press his point, eyes narrowed with emotion, he sounded and looked like the High Commander he was. ‘They must be built up. Educated to the levels of their oppressors and shown the ways of their new planet. Financial support to underpin the freedoms won is also vital.’

      ‘Freedom is as much a mind set as a physical state.’ Venomous nodded as the Verak spoke. ‘I know this well from captivity at the hands of the L’Odo.’ His gaze landed on his mate and softened. ‘I no longer felt trapped once I had my Lumen with me. My hearts were freed.’

      ‘Many people consider themselves free when all manner of taxation, societal pressure and political rhetoric chains them.’ Éorik stabbed a razored claw at the naked alien dragged onto the block. Bidding was furious. ‘This is simply the ugliest, most prominent incarnation of slavery.’

      Beowyn brushed his fingers along my collarbone. ‘My Commander speaks the truth even if he does so harshly.’

      ‘Believe what you like. This wasn’t about furthering my agenda.’ Lumen’s steady gaze tried to impart something important. ‘It’s about making sure Sìne comprehends the consequences of not being recognised as a powerful sentient out here.’ She exhaled in a burst. ‘I’ve told you of the good. I had to make sure you understood the bad. Being Registered is great. It’s reassuring to have warriors for mates, but you must remember they’re not invincible. Without their protection,’ she raised an arm to point, ‘the alien up there is you.’

      Beowyn said, ‘This is not for you to do,’ in such a harsh tone I flinched.

      Fiercely hissed a warning. Cobra crossed all four massive arms. Venomous shook his quills but did not speak, curved fangs bared and dripping poison.

      Lumen didn’t bat an eyelid. ‘You keep her in the dark to protect her. I get it.’ She inched forward. ‘She needed to see it, Wyn. That way she won’t stand mute the next time we meet the Premier.’ Her attention shifted. ‘Do you remember what you told me, Éorik? This unthinkable atrocity happens a stone’s throw from the assembly elected to keep watch over and guide us.’ She spoke as if she remembered him verbatim.

      From the look on his face, she had.

      Éorik lifted his chin, defensive, eyes holding a quiet dignity.

      ‘Remember those words, Sìne.’ Lumen’s voice lowered to a whisper. ‘This planet is where you’d come for justice if something happened to your Verak. After walking through the slums and seeing this legal purchase of souls, do you think you’d get it? Do you think any of those rich savages would care?’

      ‘I hear you.’ My family could not end up sold on an auction block. I wrapped an arm around my middle. ‘Vayhalun isn’t like this, right?’

      ‘It is free of slavery but has its own troubles as do all worlds.’ Beowyn’s gaze travelled the quadrangle. ‘Our troubles centre on too much freedom opposed to too little.’ He clasped my chin to steal my gaze. Silvery pupils floated in a spill of blackness. ‘Know this. Lumen is right, but you must trust I will protect you. My Defender will protect you. That is no small thing for we are mighty.’

      He promised protection, but I was aware at no point did he vow I’d never be hurt. Fate was capricious and merciless. He was nothing but honest, so I nodded, his words a true comfort.

      Éorik pulled out his SonCom. He flashed Beowyn the screen. ‘We have been summoned.’

      We returned to the Council chambers and avoided the under-city. I’d seen what I needed to see. We entered the council chambers and plunged into the middle of an argument.

      ‘I will not stand for this.’

      ‘Yes, yes, yes.’ Chirring, the Premier sounded beleaguered. “Your comments have been noted for further study. All sentients under Prime Edict Five retain the right to mate. We wish to ascertain if your union laws have changed since the human-Rä mating.’

      ‘This is an outrage,’ continued the plummy British voice. ‘You refuse to negotiate with us. You refuse to recognise my authority, yet you expect me to give consent for you to do God knows what with Heaven knows who–.’ The well-dressed woman on the screen squinted. ‘Who has just entered the room? I cannot see, it’s rather dark where you are.’

      I gawked. ‘Madame Prime Minister?’

      ‘Indeed. You are?’ She peered at me then froze. Her face slackened. ‘You’re human.’ She held up a staying hand that trembled. ‘What the bloody hell is going on?’ Weston looked off screen, her face turning an unsightly shade of pink. Her voice lowered to a spitting hiss. ‘I’ve gotten daily reports that nothing has entered our atmosphere since the first incident! I was assured our best people were working on this. You? You’re a bloody hack. Figure out how they were able to land undetected or you’ll spend the rest of your career teaching preschoolers what happens when a supposed doctorate in Cosmology is shoved up Uranus.’ Weston faced the screen. She flashed white, straight teeth and smoothed her lapel. ‘My apologies. This second meeting is momentous, so things are a tad hectic here.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Who are you?’

      Kind of not wanting to piss her off, I answered.

      ‘Have you been harmed?’ Behind her, a waxed oak panel bore the insignia of her office. She sat under a heavy wood desk in a padded green leather armchair. Her handsome face was etched with strain, her blonde hair fading to grey, the lines around the eyes and mouth deep cuts. ‘Miss Grae?’

      ‘It’s technically Ms ThunderClaw now. I was recently married.’

      ‘You….’ Weston pressed a hand to her forehead. ‘This cannot be happening again.’ She straightened and folded her hands on the tabletop, shaking her sleek blonde bob from the tailored shoulders of her tweed suit. ‘The last of my citizens to be abducted caused pandemonium. Not only did she make it near impossible to break the news of extraterrestrial contact in a calm, dignified manner to the general public, she alienated the only species that seemed interested in furthering communication and thus delayed our membership into the intergalactic community.’

      ‘None of that was my fault.’ Lumen tore away from Venomous. ‘You were the one who ran your mouth, and what was I supposed to do? Is that what you’re telling people? It wasn’t my fault.’ Taking in the luminous white of Lumen’s darting eyeballs and heaving chest, I made a note to myself to have a talk with her again about the guilt she seemed to be carrying around.

      Weston leant across the desk. Her eyes popped. ‘Is she there with you?’

      Lumen shrunk back mouthing, ‘I’m invisible,’ then slid behind Cobra’s bulk.

      Weston made a throaty noise to regain my attention. Her brow quirked. ‘Well? Is she?’

      I tried to get back on track. ‘My family and I–.’

      ‘They took more than just you?’ Her voice edged towards shrill. ‘How many will they take next time?’

      I jerked a shoulder. ‘My daughter came with me, of course, but so did my uncle and three cousins. We tried to tie up any loose ends, but we were in a hurry, so a few bits were left up in the air.’ I made a face. ‘Sorry about that.’

      ‘Yes, well, I’m sure it’s no bother.’ Weston groped for the water at her elbow then took a dainty sip. She licked her lips then tipped the glass back with her head. Her throat bobbed as she gulped. She set the empty vessel down and patted her letterbox red mouth, now duller towards the inner crease where her lipstick faded. ‘Excuse me. These aliens who…visited are like the ones that came before? Or like the creatures Miss Young is reported to have relations with?’

      ‘The human female is mated to a Verak male,’ the Premier said.

      ‘Sìne is my One, leader of humans.’ Beowyn sauntered up next to me. His hair shone with a blue sheen even in the dim, and his fangs glinted. He put a possessive hand on the back of my neck. ‘Good Greetings. It is a shame we could not celebrate the blending of our species in person, but I was seeking a bride, not an alliance. May our future generations meet as friends.’

      Eyes bugging, Weston leant forward. ‘Good God, this is your husband? He’s like a walking, talking lion creature with ram horns and demon eyes.’ She glanced off the screen when someone unseen exclaimed at her description, whispering questions.

      I scowled and studied my husband. He did have a slinky quality to how he moved, and his features were bluntly feline, but it was the first time I’d considered him that way. He’d stopped being an alien to my mind and had simply become Beowyn.

      Weston asked, ‘Are you pregnant with an alien foetus as Miss Young is?’

      ‘My One has not yet been given my breeding seed,’ Beowyn said. ‘Lumen birthed a healthy male cub. Rejoice.’

      Blinking owlishly, Weston sucked her lips into her mouth. ‘She survived the birth?’ True concern flittered across her expression, but then her face hardened. ‘While you may have chosen to leave, Miss Grae, there may be others who do not share your sense of adventure. This is getting out of hand.’ Weston left her seat. The pearls under her chin clacked as she gestured forcefully. ‘The Alliance cannot keep allowing random warlords and suchlike to drop down and snatch my citizens. We are not cattle.’

      ‘The Verak have been fined sixty million standard credits with a ten million adjustment for coming forward and voluntarily stating their guilt,’ the Premier said. ‘Justice is prompt.’

      ‘You do not hear me, sir. The next time our airspace is violated without due consideration of our rights, we will consider it a threat to our terrestrial security. The United Nations has green-lighted the use of deadly force.’ She straightened her suit jacket with a hard tug on its hem. Her chin lifted. ‘Earth Superpowers are in agreement on this.’

      ‘Yes, yes, yes. You alluded to such at the beginning of the conversation. If you succeed in repelling a Registered sentient race, it will accelerate the timeline in which we consider your application, but that is not the purpose of our current discourse.’

      ‘You will not ignore me nor will you belittle my warning.’

      ‘Human, do you acknowledge Sìne Grae formerly of planet 2276549 known to the native inhabitants as Earth, has the right as a citizen of your realm to relocate to a new domicile in a galaxy of her choosing?’

      Weston thumped a fist to her ink blotter. ‘I will not be ignored.’

      ‘We assume there are still no regulations in your laws prohibiting galactic emigration for your citizen, but as leader of her people do you acknowledge the Verak as her legally bound spouse as per the mating and claiming traditions of their species? You have not introduced interspecies restrictions since our last conference?’

      ‘I demand that you heed me, sir.’

      ‘Under regulation 334587 Sìne Grae is officially recognised by this congress as having joint citizenship to that of her unregistered birth world, planet 2276549, and the registered planet of Vayhalun. We hereby decree any offspring as a result of this union will fall under the protection of Intergalactic Edict as does her full human offspring.’ The figure on the pew waddled to adjust its posture. ‘This ruling is final.’

      Intergalactic introduction thwarted, the Prime Minister’s face fell into bitter resignation. Her aides swarmed her as the live feed disappeared from the audience chamber.

      ‘And that is that,’ Beowyn said with a firm nod. He seemed satisfied with securing the permissions to make the emigration of my family legal under Alliance’s Edict even if it did cost an eye-waveringly amount of money.

      Fergie was declared protected, and the case was logged as Resolved.

      As we left, I was quiet and withdrawn. I didn’t feel the sense of relief I’d expected. The rest of the trip was a blur, and I ended up alone in my enclosure biting my lips and ranking my nails over my thighs. The reality of Zoi Quay’s slave trade shook me to the core.

      Verak were strong, my protectors the strongest of their kind, and I felt safe at their sides, but from then on the moment they were out of sight, I grew anxious and clingy with Fergie. We spent meals and playtime enjoying each other’s company as the spaceship hurtled towards our new home, but I couldn’t help wonder what I’d do if we were attacked. I didn’t know how to defend myself or my child. When Beowyn and Éorik broke into my home, I’d grabbed a knife, but my instinct had been to run because I couldn’t fight. What if another time came and running wasn’t an option? If the Verak weren’t there to protect me, how would I defend myself and my child? Restlessness stalked me as we continued our journey to Vayhalun.

      After the conversation I’d had with Beowyn about my relationship with Éorik, I stopped letting him climb into my bed and stopped sleeping in his. We talked, toured the observation decks, and he visited to play with Fergie, but I kept the contact to a minimum. It hurt to see his uncertainty, but I needed space to think and work out how to again approach Beowyn.

      The Verak King confused me. He was at once solicitous and attentive, yet distant and dismissive. I considered asking him to teach me to fight, but instinctively knew while he wouldn’t be against the training, he wouldn’t want to be the one to rough me up. Éorik would be much the same. Even if he agreed and we ended up hot and sweaty on a mat, we’d end up a kind of different hot and sweaty on the mat. I thought of asking the Ra, Fiercely in particular, but newborn Bravest took up much of their time, Venomous was too wrapped up in Lumen to take his eyes off her for prolonged periods, and Cobra was a hunter, not a warrior. Deathly had duties on board with the other faceless Rä crew members, so asking her wasn’t on the cards, and Patrick would be too hard on me, as family often were.

      One night when the sleeplessness peaked at its worst, I ended up in the sparring enclosures watching Hel Bihter practice a fluid martial art. His sinuous body flowed from one stance to the next, his strength evident as he held his poses, flexible and sharp and deadly. He would never feel trapped or out of control. His continued safety wasn’t in the hands of others. I remembered his calm focus as he tore through the Dei San and L’Odo with the savagery of a feeding shark.

      My fidgeting got so bad, I must have been an unwelcome distraction. I stuck out a hand and waved. ‘Sorry to disturb you. Can we talk?’

      ‘Speak, and we will hear you.’

      I thought of the best way to phrase my request so I’d get what I wanted. I shrugged. ‘I want to learn to defend myself.’ Eloquence didn’t seem to matter much to the mysterious Aztekan.

      ‘Blasters are over there.’

      I rubbed my lips against my middle and forefinger. ‘Will you teach me?’

      ‘Why should we?’ He breathed through a stretch. ‘Who are you to us?’

      ‘I know your species do no respect females as equals. It bothers me, but I’d still value and appreciate your help.’ I had nothing to bargain with.

      I barely sounded convincing to my own ears, but it was worth a try.

      Worst he could do was say no.

      His head canted as he unbent from his crouch to study me. ‘Bring one to us.’ He pointed to the rack of rifles and laser guns next to the shooting range on the other side of a dividing haze.

      ‘Hand to hand.’ I made a face. ‘I don’t like the idea of having to carry a weapon. It’s dangerous. Not to mention sending the wrong message to Fergie.’

      ‘We will show you how to defend yourself with a blaster.’

      ‘Please teach me to defend myself without a weapon.’

      ‘We are mighty. Known throughout the universe as unparalleled in warring.’ He moved his head in a distinctly alien shimmy. ‘We will show you how to use the blaster. We will show you how to protect your spawn.’

      ‘Do you think because I’m a female I can no learn ways to defend myself against a male opponent?’

      ‘This is what we know.’

      ‘You’re wrong. I might be smaller and have different equipment, but I can learn basic techniques that will give me a fighting chance should the need arise.’

      ‘What you say is illogical.’

      ‘Teach me. I’m willing to do whatever I need to learn.’

      He slapped me.

      I flew to the side, clutching my face and bent at the waist.

      I’d been hit before by a man. Once. I’d thought nothing could hurt as much as that punch, as if it rendered other hits painless because the betrayal hadn’t killed me, only made me stronger.

      Hel Bihter slapped me as if he batted away a feather and it felt like an attempted decapitation.

      Shivery and scared, I straightened. I held my ground. ‘I know what you’re trying to do.’ The entire side of my face throbbed with heat. My lips felt double in size, and I tasted blood where my teeth had cut. ‘It will no work. I’m no afraid of getting hit.’

      I was now terrified of being hit, but he didn’t need to know that.

      He struck fast, between one blink and the next, a blur. I was standing then horizontal. He flipped me onto my stomach. ‘This is a truth you will learn, female.’ He pulled my hips up, shoved his hands between my legs and pressed a blunt fingertip at the entrance to my body. Cold chills crippled down my spine, and vomit surged up my throat. The touch wasn’t sexual. It was cold, a point to be made. As if I was so beneath him, I wasn’t worthy of being considered something for him to use that way. ‘In this, you are not equal, nor can you ever be. There are females that are big enough, strong enough, but you are not one of them.’ He flipped me again. His hand manacled my throat and lifted me as he stood. I squirmed and choked. ‘If you had a blade, you could mark us.’ He shook me as darkness crept around the edges of my vision. ‘If you had a blaster, you could harm us.’ He dropped me. ‘But you do not.’ I gasped for air, my vision blurry. ‘Here ends the lesson.’
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      Beowyn saw his High Commander coming and turned to walk the other way. Lah, but it was infuriating and against his nature to be jealous, but he could not look at the male without wanting to break his pretty face.

      Was that what drew Sìne?

      It was known across many galaxies that High Commander SnowBlade was fairest of face and form on all Vayhalun. His jet skin and white locks offset his gruff manner and muscular body. The male’s true worth was his gentle spirit and loyalty. It was in his political acumen and his fierce, often brutal defence of their territory, but no matter how dismissive Éorik of House SnowBlade was of the accolade, he had been born an incomparable beauty.

      Beowyn knew his appeal derived from his devilish charm and winsome personality. Did his One find him lacking? He preened before her while they were stranded, offered her but a taste of the delights his body might bring, but it lead only to an argument.

      She shook off her desire for him as one might the rain.

      Truth, he was becoming concerned he would never win her affections to the degree his Commander achieved.

      Not only was he envious Éorik bedded his One, he was beside himself she had taken the one male he had lusted after near his whole life.

      How was it fair?

      Why was this happening when he’d searched so far and tried so hard?

      He had completed the quest on her home world. Had he not protected her during their travails? He had liberated her kin when they were captured and had even paid the blasted fines levied by the Intergalactic Council to ensure their cub was protected under Supreme Law. The embarrassment she felt the need to seek help outside their union to protect their cub made him crazed. As if that were not galling enough, she forced him to humble himself by voicing his acceptance of her new lover with far more dignity and grace than he’d believed himself capable.

      Part of him wondered why he bothered to suffer the indignity. Near all of him urged him to give her whatever she wanted. He would pass all her tests and meet all her needs, and she would love him.

      Blood pumping fast and hot, he went to find the rotted pustule who dared lay a violent hand on his One to beat him broken.

      Éorik’s hand landed on his shoulder. ‘You look furious.’

      ‘Dah.’ He threw off his touch. Since their tryst on Paniki, it made him burn inside. ‘Be about your business as I am mine.’ He stalked off without a backwards glance, hands clenching tight.

      ‘You are my business.’ Éorik fell into step beside him. ‘This is good timing. We must discuss Sìne.’

      ‘Gods.’ They were out to destroy him. ‘I have nothing to say about you bedding her. I made this plain.’

      ‘Listen, Owyn–.’

      ‘Do not call me that. Do not dare sigh either.’ Éorik gave him a strange look, but he disregarded it. ‘Be gone.’

      Éorik blocked his path.

      Beowyn stopped and clenched his jaw. He stared at a point above a pierced and pointed ear.

      ‘I could not get much from her, distressed as she was. I pieced together enough to realise she believes you bedded a lover on Paniki.’ Éorik paused, and his tone became strained. ‘It is not my place to ask you–.’

      ‘Then why do you do?’

      ‘It harmed her.’ He clasped the hilt of his dagger. Squeezed it. ‘She wept.’

      Freezing heat swept over Beowyn’s flesh. ‘I had not wanted that.’ He had not wished her to think he was pining. She had made him feel foolish. ‘So then you told her the truth?’

      ‘That the person you dallied with was me?’ His lips thinned. ‘I did not. The words would be better coming from you.’ He hesitated again. ‘I also could not be certain you did not bed another. Considering….’

      Beowyn wanted to rip his head off for voicing his lack of faith. Was he an animal in heat and not a male honed in control? Knowledge of his own habits made him bite his tongue. He had been close to bending over the pleasure worker before Éorik intervened. He saw now it would have been a mistake where his One was concerned, one he’d regret. ‘She rejected me.’ It wasn’t an excuse, nor did he feel he needed to give one, but it was strange how he felt compelled to say something redeeming on the matter. A creeping unease in the region of his heart made him press his chest. ‘I will speak with her.’ He shoved past. ‘After I deal with Hel Bihter.’

      Sìne’s behaviour was maddening to the extreme, but perhaps, she considered his the same.

      His comment about bedding another called for an apology. He’d spoken of it in such a way to confuse and hurt her. He acknowledged it and felt ashamed his jealousy had caused him to lash out when she’d come to him seeking his approval of her lover.

      Éorik’s tentative smile dropped as he quickened his step to keep pace. ‘Hel Bihter?’ His eyes grew sharp and frosted. ‘What has he done?’

      Beowyn still could not believe the account Sìne gave him of her disastrous attempt to learn self-defence. His tone was a gritty rasp. ‘He hit her.’

      Absolute fury bled into Éorik’s expression. He didn’t need to hear more, which was good because Beowyn was again filled with overwhelming rage.

      They stormed into the training enclosure and up to the warrior who trained as if preparing for war. Perhaps he was. He must have at least expected them to seek him out for his offence against common decency.

      ‘Humans confound us.’ He did not slow his display of martial prowess, smoothly alternating between high kicks and low punches. ‘Weak and strong. Proud and snivelling.’ He jumped, landed crouched and coiled inwards before exploding outward in a graceful summersault. Though they were gifted in combat, it was not their battle arts that made the ruthless Aztekans so feared. It was hard to remember this fact while watching his fluid conditioning. ‘We did expect better of her.’

      Beowyn snarled wordlessly until he reminded himself his ultimate goal was Sìne’s protection, not to assuage his pride for having failed to keep her safe. ‘Touch her again with the intent to harm, and we will fight.’

      ‘You alone cannot defeat us.’

      Éorik widened his stance. His fingers twitched, itching for the wrapped hilts of his blades. ‘He is not alone.’

      ‘You would sacrifice the well-being of your people for this female?’ Hel Bihter stopped. The transition from movement to stillness was startling. There was no doubt the Aztekan would emerge victorious if challenged hand to hand but with weapons and outnumbered the odds were evened. Pearly eyes gleamed. ‘You will die. The First would know the next time one of us touched you. Our treaty would break. Vayhalun would become a dead world.’

      ‘I would give my life to defend what is mine. There are Dyna’s Mighty enough to lead should I perish.’ Beowyn’s eyes cut to Éorik then back to Hel Bihter. ‘My people would fight should the worst befall me. Do not make the mistake of thinking my hands tied.’

      ‘It will not come to that. I struck the human to teach her what she needed to know. The lesson has been learned.’ Hel Bihter watched them with cold eyes. ‘It is interesting you would not be here if she were male yet her argument to us was we must treat her as our equal.’

      ‘You struck her because your people do not respect life givers nor consider them precious.’

      The male took two lightning fast strides and brought them nose to nose. ‘Do not presume to tell us what we think or pass judgement on our ways.’

      Éorik slipped his hands between them. He forcibly pushed the Aztekan back with one and pulled Beowyn behind him with another. He was tense, but not overly so. His demeanour was more wary than prepared for an imminent attack. His eyebrows furrowed. ‘But you are offended.’ His confusion was understandable.

      Azteka were disinterested in the opinions of others. The male before them reacted in an unusually sensitive manner–one raising all kinds of suspicions and questions.

      ‘We need tell you nothing.’

      ‘Why were you on that planet?’ Éorik pursed his lips. ‘There was no reason for you to be so far from Vøtkyr. For solars, none of your kind has been seen.’ The Horde had disappeared. ‘This was strange enough, but over the last moontides, I hear reports of the First himself reaching out to Bax Prime and requesting slave stock for reasons unknown. Demanding females of any like species when it is known you do not mate outside your own enslaved breeders. It was even rumoured he requested information on Verak female reproductive cycles.’

      Beowyn’s intake of breath hissed through his teeth. ‘I had not heard this.’

      ‘It was around the time we raided the L’Odo slave planet. Our missing warriors were retrieved and accounted for. I would have given the rumours credence otherwise. They were only faint whispers from unreliable sources. I dismissed them as such. Most our allies are aware we control our fertility.’ Éorik eyed the Aztekan askance. ‘I come to believe this is a great blessing.’

      Hel Bihter clenched his jaw. ‘You watch us closely.’

      ‘My purpose is to defend the Great Alpha of Vayhalun and Command his legions in whatever manner I see fit. The Horde has always been an unpredictable threat even during times of peace. I ask again. Why the withdrawal then the abrupt reemergence from seclusion?’

      ‘We do not speak for the First.’

      ‘You are Horde. Your way is to be singular.’ Éorik’s eyes narrowed, head tilting. ‘Something about you is odd. I wish to know what it is.’

      ‘Our business does not concern you. You need not fear for your females.’

      ‘Is my assumption true? Do you seek alien breeders?’

      ‘We did not lie. We crashed.’

      ‘You saved my life. I wish only to help you in your endeavours.’

      Uncertainty flashed across his wolfish face, and Hel Bihter uncrossed his arms, lowering his guard. He spoke slowly, quietly. ‘We undertook a mission.’

      ‘Ordered by the First?’

      Hel Bihter’s gaze averted to the middle distance. His head twitched on his neck. ‘We left in secret after our request was denied.’

      ‘Request?’ Éorik pressed.

      ‘Our desire was to find a mate.’

      Beowyn stilled. Aztekan warriors did not countermand the First. They did not go against the wishes of Horde, and Horde did not mate outsiders. ‘Why?’

      ‘We sought a solution. A future.’

      ‘Are your females sick?’

      Hel Bihter’s eyes focused. His expression clouded, bluish lips compressing. ‘We are grateful you did not leave us behind, but we traded fairly for passage. Information was not part of that exchange.’

      ‘Your avoidance answers the question,’ Éorik pointed out. ‘You might as well tell us the whole of it.’

      ‘We can say no more.’

      ‘Are your females unwell? Have you not considered we could help?’

      ‘What we have said is enough to have us exiled.’ A death sentence to a warrior considered part of a larger whole. ‘I–.’ He violently shook his head. ‘We have already been apart too long.’

      A fleeting thought chilled Beowyn to his core. He sidestepped his Commander and threw out an arm when the male made a noise of protest. ‘Bihter.’ He dropped the male’s generational name, using only his true name to signify his resolve. ‘I ask you to tell me this next thing in confidence.’ He held the Aztekan’s icy glare with his own piercing stare. ‘Do the Horde seek a human?’ He remembered Lumen had been slated to appear on Zoi Quay, only a quirk of fate kept her from the auction block. It was around the time the Horde reemerged. Of course, by then she mated Venomous One and was rescued by the Ra. Spirited to Rök, a closed world where information escaped at a trickle and only because their newly appointed Ambassador pushed them to rejoin the dance of galactic political manoeuvrings, little was known about her, and there was universal interest in learning more.

      Where the interest stemmed from had been uncertain.

      Beowyn now knew the terrifying origins of that ill-wind.

      ‘Lumen.’ Éorik’s expression showed comprehension. ‘Her appearance coincides with the Hordes awakening. This is no coincidence.’

      Hel Bihter shifted. ‘We left long before the human was found by Zython’s Avatar. Her discovery would have captured the First’s interest. This much we can say.’ He paused. ‘As will the report you have taken a human Queen. Expect the First to come in person and…congratulate you.’

      Éorik read between the lines and stiffened. ‘You will tell us nothing more? Do you feel no sense of–.’ His attention shifted, and his mouth snapped shut.

      Beowyn turned to see Sìne hovering at the haze.

      Dressed simply in a divided softsuit, its charcoal colour contrastingly beautifully with her bright red-orange curls, she stomped across the sandy battle ring. ‘I hope you’re not here because of me.’ She motioned to her face. ‘Because of a little bruising. I told you what happened so you wouldn’t blow it out of proportion.’

      Beowyn’s eyes narrowed. ‘He had no business striking you.’

      ‘It was a test. I failed.’ Her eyes went to the Aztekan. ‘I’m ready to learn.’

      ‘We have no wish to waste our time.’ He was once again cool and aloof.

      They would get no more from him.

      Sìne tutted. ‘I’m no too proud to adjust the way I think if it benefits me.’

      Hel Bihter smirked. ‘This is the most intelligent thing we have heard you say.’

      ‘Can you start now?’

      A dip of his blue, hairless head.

      ‘No.’ Beowyn spoke before any further words were spoken. He reached for her face, ran the pad of his thumb over the round of her bruised cheek, so unlike the harsh bone structure on the face of a Verak. Her creamy skin had been dried by space travel but retained its underlying softness. Strange human eyes, multifaceted gems that changed colour with her heightened emotions, were a green that reminded him of the forests surrounding his palace. Her shapely red mouth flattened into a stubborn line. ‘Why are you doing this? Do you not believe I can protect you?’

      ‘This is no about you. I simply wish to feel more confident in my ability to handle myself in dangerous situations.’

      ‘You wish to learn from another male how to defend yourself?’

      ‘Do you have to sound so condescending?’ She looked hurt. ‘I do no expect you to understand what it’s like to feel helpless. I’m no asking you to. I’m no asking you to do anything but get out of my way so I can finish what I started.’ She faced Hel Bihter. ‘I understand what you were trying to say before. I might not like it, or agree wholeheartedly with it, but you more than proved your point.’

      Éorik canted his head. ‘Why did you not ask one of us?’

      ‘I have my reasons,’ she said.

      He studied her closed off expression before sighing. ‘Very well.’

      ‘No,’ Beowyn barked. ‘It is not very well.’ He paused to douse his anger and think rationally. He wanted to forbid Sìne to remain the male’s presence. Such a reaction would cause more harm than good. It would result in her choosing to do the exact opposite of what he wanted. His female was bold, brave. He spoke between clenched teeth. ‘There will be no more battle arts. No physical attacks.’ He exhaled and clasped her narrow shoulders. So much spirit in so small a body. He wanted to throw her over his shoulder and hide her away. He wanted to stand behind her and watch her triumph. ‘Do you accept my compromise?’

      ‘Why should I compromise when it’s my body? My training?’

      ‘You will not like the alternative.’

      She sighed. ‘Just the blaster.’

      Grinning wickedly, he dropped a kiss to her mouth. He ached to do far more than that but would respect her wish to go slowly for as long as he could manage. ‘Go ahead.’

      Blushing, flashing a shy smile at Éorik, she headed to the shooting gallery with Hel Bihter a step behind her.

      Beowyn crossed his arms, not liking the situation, but satisfied she would no longer risk being physically damaged by the dangerous warrior.

      His Commander huffed. ‘You are taking this well.’

      Sìne’s voice drifted from across the room. ‘What does this do?’

      ‘Makes the target explode.’ Hel Bihter almost sounded amused.

      ‘I’ll leave that button alone then.’

      Beowyn turned on his heel and left the room. He tried not to shiver as he passed through the gaseous haze.

      Éorik kept pace at his side.

      ‘I have no choice but to allow it,’ Beowyn replied. Their unsynchronised footsteps echoed along the empty passageway. The spicy scent of Rä pervaded the air. He missed his ship. ‘She wishes to be strong. How can I stand in the way of that?’

      ‘You are a good protector, Owyn.’

      He grunted.

      Before he could counter the move, Éorik tripped him up, grabbed his shoulder and spun him into an alcove, slamming his back against the wall.

      Pressed together from chest to groin, Éorik closed the distance between their lips. His sculpted mouth pressed urgently, his tongue seeking entry.

      Beowyn gripped his chiselled jaw to hold him captive as he took, greedy and desperate, deep and rough. His tongue probed and swirled, and he was tasted in return. The desperation he felt for Sìne merged with the desire he had for his Commander, and he rutted against the muscular body bucking against him.

      They broke apart, panting, clinging.

      Beowyn pressed their foreheads together. ‘What was that for?’

      ‘For being you. For letting her be what she needs to be.’

      ‘I hate that you had her first.’

      Pushing off the wall, Éorik backed up a step. He sucked in a breath, and his head dropped back. ‘This division between us cannot continue.’

      ‘My One is in your bed. Whatever division you see is because of it.’

      ‘You told her she could take lovers.’

      ‘I never thought it would be you!’ Beowyn’s yell bounced off the walls. He thumped his chest. ‘She is mine. You have always been mine. Now you are with her. Why am I the one who goes to bed alone?’ He pinched the bridge of his nose. He modulated his voice. ‘Do you want her because she is special or because you knew she was the one person I might deny you?’

      ‘I want to say it has nothing to do with you. I want to throw our disinterest in your face for daring to suggest I would do that to you. To you. You who know the darkest parts of me.’

      ‘What am I to think when you steal what is mine?’

      ‘That I give her something you do not!’

      Beowyn fell back against the wall. He lowered his face, pressing his fists into his thighs. Failure to make his One happy had become his greatest fear, and there it was out in the open for the person he respected most to see.

      Éorik raked his fingers through his mane. He shut his eyes and cursed. ‘This wasn’t what I wanted. I spoke rashly. Sìne will tell you herself what is between us is not to be compared to what she feels for you.’

      Beowyn shoved past him, his heart crashing against his breast, his whole body trembling.

      ‘Owyn!’

      He didn’t look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 22

      

    
    
      Something was wrong with the Verak. I might not grasp the subtle complexities of communication when in a relationship, but I wasn’t stupid.

      Silent as he coiled in the shadows, Hel Bihter’s pearl eyes gleamed, his mouth twisted in amusement when he saw me frown at the Verak’s closed-off expressions and jarring movements.

      Uncle Fergus took to eying them warily, his babble quieting to quippy one-liners instead of grand monologues.

      My cousins said nothing, confusion manifesting as questioning looks.

      An uncomfortable silence on deck grew near unbearable, all centred around Éorik and Beowyn. Everything in my world seemed to orbit them.

      Even my darling child abandoned me to cling to Éorik as if he single-handedly managed the conception, birthing and raising of her. She had become curious of Beowyn too. Her green eyes followed him and looked for him while out of sight. She hadn’t mustered the courage to pry herself from Éorik’s ever waiting arms to seek him out, but it was a matter of time.

      Landing on Vayhalun was spectacular enough to distract my family from the tension. It was a relief because I could openly study Éorik and Beowyn without worrying them. Eventually, I gave up, hoping they’d thaw soon.

      Vayhalun was smaller than Earth.

      Hanging alone, it appeared a faceted stone suspended in ink.

      Turquoise swathes of sea water surged beneath streaks of white. The misty clouds grew larger, more vibrant as we approached. I expected to see large, defined land formations as on Earth but saw unbroken water.

      Communicating with border control located on the ground below, Fiercely passed control of the vessel over to Éorik as we breached the upper atmosphere. My stoic Verak lover competently settled at the console of blinking lights after handing Fergie off. He piloted the alien ship with ease, responding to the deep voice on the other end of the comm link that approved our landing.

      Peering out the closest porthole, I cradled a feisty human-Rä hybrid baby with green scales and the cutest fangs. It took a while to get the hang of managing his six limbs. He only stopped trying to bite me when Venomous barked a few strong words of rebuke.

      The closest of numerous outer planetary defence stations bristled with mounted guns. Another three orbited the horizon, a curved, bluish haze, and formed a protective ring. I wondered what happened to any spaceships not verified. Long-barrels of metal followed our trajectory in a menacing glide as we jetted past answering that question.

      My family and I watched raptly as black dots in the ocean became nacreous lumps visible to the naked eye.

      Hel Bihter glared at the metal-ringed portholes. He crossed long arms bulging with ropey muscle, face and chest smeared in artful streaks of indigo paint.

      Quiet in the corner, Aled stared in wonder. He pinched the bridge of his nose, blue eyes wet and squeezing shut. ‘I wish my Caitrìona was here.’

      Expression pained, Rowan went to touch his arm but pulled back his hand.

      Uncle Fergus shuffled up to pat Aled’s cheek. He delved into his corduroy pocket and offered the man a boiled sweet covered in grey fluff.

      Scrubbing his red face with the back of his hand, Aled took the treat from his father-in-law with a gentle laugh.

      Patrick slung an arm around his father’s shoulder.

      Splotches of land in meandrous shapes intrigued with their alien allure, lush with dark, dark green foliage, waterfalls and rich black soil.

      Exotic flocks of birds playfully winged past the hull of the ship, flying off to circle frosty mountain peaks reaching for the red sun.

      Shadows glided under the ocean combers, unfathomably giant.

      I whispered, ‘Beautiful.’

      ‘Home,’ said Beowyn.

      I glanced up, smiling hesitantly. ‘You look happy.’

      His gaze slid my way and lingered. ‘I will be.’

      Not sure what to do with that vaguely threatening statement, I returned my attention to the sight below.

      Shooting us a wary, rutilant look, Éorik aimed for a mountainous island larger than those in the immediate area.

      We landed on a beach, passing low over the outskirts of a sprawling, white-building city.

      Tottering over, Fergie whimpered for attention. I handed Bravest off to Cobra, who had tried hard not to glare at me as I’d cuddled his precious child, and settled my own on my hip. Slobbering over my chin with a greeting kiss, she pulled on my hair and babbled.

      Stubbled cheeks flushed, Patrick hustled us to the loading bay. He paused at the exit threshold. His murky green eyes glimmered with excitement, whole demeanour lightening as he took in the panorama. Inhaling the fresh air, chest expanding, he smiled as he sauntered off the spaceship, dragging me behind, my hand wrapped in his.

      My feelings bounced all over the place. I worried we didn’t belong, wondered if we’d fit, hoped Fergie would finally be happy. Mostly, I was conflicted about the moment itself. I wanted to be with the family I adored but considered if I should do the first walk on Vayhalun soil with my alien spouse. Was also wanting Éorik, my new lover, by my side greedy? Our relationship had already caused friction between him and Beowyn, no matter how often they said taking lovers was the accepted norm in their culture.

      Biting my lip, I tossed a  look over my shoulder to make sure they were close.

      The ship engines still vibrated the bulkhead, so I assumed I couldn’t see the Commander because he was powering down.

      Bickering, Aled and Rowan scrambled to be the first onto the sand after Patrick, Fergie and I. The burly Welshman shoved his palm in the smaller man’s face only to buckle over Rowan’s outstretched foot.

      Grey hair askew under his tweed flat top cap, Uncle Fergus hobbled beside their chaos, sucking a boiled sweet, and squinting under bushy brows.

      Amused, Beowyn followed, speaking quietly to Venomous One.

      Hugging Bravest, who was all flailing arms, Cobra brought up the rear with his beloved mate.

      Happy as she always was surrounded by her males, Lumen giggled as she watched my cousins’ antics, leaning on Fiercely for support when her giggles turned to howls of laughter.

      Puffed up under her attention, the large male nuzzled her before sweeping her into his arms and carrying her down the ramp as she cackled.

      Patrick let go of my hand to stride out to the very edge of the lapping water. He stood with his hands on his hips, just breathing.

      Seawater spritzed my face, and sun rays baked my shoulders. I pushed hair from my face and shielded my eyes with the flat of my palm. I tasted salt. The assault on my senses was what I imagined a newcomer to the shores of a tropical island would experience.

      There were miles of green-blue ocean, black, jewelled sand dunes and hot sun. I smelt overripe fruit and watched spindly trees sway in the breeze.

      Music reached my ears, and my eyes sought its origins.

      Fergie wriggled to get down then immediately kicked off her booties. She squealed as she slapped her little feet in the surf, copper hair bouncing as she hopped and splashed.

      Thrilled by her reaction, I scooped up the discarded footwear. Thinking she had the right idea, I slipped off my sandals to scrunch my toes into the moist grains.

      Keeping a close eye on my daughter to make sure she remained in the shallows, I tensed as the shock of Beowyn’s presence stopping beside me registered.

      A large hand hit the small of my back. ‘Come.’ Beowyn applied pressure, and we were walking across the hot sand as water rushed back and forth in white froth. He called to Fergie then chuckled when she bent at the waist to crow at him, kicking water his direction before racing ahead as fast as her pudgy legs could take her.

      My family trailed behind making a ruckus, playing in the water and exclaiming over the exotic beauty of everything they laid eyes on.

      Éorik caught us up as we switched directions, heading inland. The lopsided smile he graced me with was small, but genuine. ‘Welcome to Grand Atoll.’

      Gaze focused straight ahead, Beowyn ignored him.

      The beach curved with the island, but I could see we were being led to a paved road. Tussocks of yellowed grass either side of the carefully laid stones let off a pungent aroma, not unlike stale coffee grounds.

      Two gorgeous males guiding my way, friends and family around me, I relaxed enough to take it all in, marvelling at what appeared different, and what seemed akin to sensory experiences I’d had back on Earth.

      With the setting sun, a riot of pinks and purples streaked across the sky. Losing the light of day, colourful flora curled into tight buds. Chirring insects grew bolder, their territorial vocalisations giving the air a slight vibration. Knee-high torches flanking the path lit.

      Feet dry and back in her shoes, Fergie tried to catch the phosphorus glow between her palms.

      I jerked and fretted each time she reached for something new, calming only when the Veraks indicated there was no danger. I kept my reactions hidden, so my neurosis didn’t damage her glee. I wanted her to feel safe and adventurous about our new home. I’d suffer the worrying for us both.

      Smoky air brought the universal scent of charred meat. Our stomachs grumbled. The music grew louder, more persuasive, and a harmony of voices warbled along to the catchy melody.

      ‘Are we going to a party?’ I wasn’t sure we were ready for such a thing.

      ‘It is Carnival.’ It was the first Beowyn had spoken in a while, standoffish now his Commander was present.

      ‘You will like it.’ Éorik’s head tipped to offer the illusion of privacy. ‘The people will see you, your family, and will feel honoured you wish to celebrate with them. Carnival is a sacred time. Many species from over the galaxy to Vayhalun during this cycle.’

      We reached the plaza, and my eyes drank it in.

      The mix of alien species wasn’t as dense as Paniki nor as eclectic as Zoi Quay, but none of the racial or class tension that rotted those destinations from the inside out was in evidence.

      The atmosphere was light and bright, the shopkeepers jovial and the market traders boisterous.

      Young children dashed across the aisles. Laughter and parents trailed behind them. I smiled at one intrepid Verak boy who hid on the canopy of a stall as his friends searched under it. The stall owner pretended ignorance when questioned as to his whereabouts, but her eyes were alight with mirth.

      Was there a greater testament to the safety of a city than its younger residents possessing the confidence and freedom to explore its streets without condemnation or fear of being harmed?

      A group on the cusp of maturity huddled in a cranny and took furtive sips of fermented nectar.

      I could smell it from where I stood, so no doubt the Verak could.

      Éorik pointedly ignored the infraction but kept a discreet eye on the situation. He tapped a message into his SonCom while explaining he’d reported the youths to a person of lower authority. ‘The Paladin assigned to this district will bring them in hand.’ He shrugged. ‘I would do it myself, but I am High Commander. It would be cruel to frighten them over a tipple during Carnival when they bother no one.’

      Beowyn was recognised, acknowledged, but not harangued by hordes of admirers as I’d expected. A bubble of space was respected around him, and, therefore us as his companions. The worry my life and that of my family would devolve into a circus vanished. If being afforded greater privacy was what it meant to be royalty on Vayhalun, I’d take it.

      ‘We must contact the Horde.’ Hel Bihter slipped away before I could ascertain when I’d see him again.

      ‘Good riddance,’ Fiercely muttered. ‘Too dangerous to have so close.’

      I admitted the male was terrifying, but he’d helped me learn to use a blaster, and he had fought with us on the jungle planet. There was a duality within all living beings. Hel Bihter’s ruthlessness was just closer to the surface than his compassion.

      Lumen hopped from foot to foot. ‘Shopping, shopping, shopping.’

      Snuggled into Aled’s barrel chest, Fergie wasn’t sure what the excitement was about, but she jumped on the bouncing-clapping bandwagon.

      I rubbed my nose. ‘I have no money.’

      Lumen jerked a shoulder. ‘I’ll send you credits. What’s your account string or do you have a transfer glyph?’

      Did I have a banking account? It seemed like something Éorik would arrange. I looked for him, but he ordered about a uniformed Verak, pointing out the errant youth. I faced Lumen, sheepish. ‘I don’t know it.’

      ‘Where’s your SonCom? It’s usually recorded on there.’

      I flashed my empty hands with a weak laugh. I felt stupid. Why hadn’t I thought about this before?

      Mouth turning down, Lumen twisted on her heel then dug a knuckle into the base of Beowyn’s spine.

      ‘Dah.’ He turned from his conversation with Venomous, sidling into me. ‘Why are you forever hitting me? What did I do to you?’

      ‘Save the woe is me act for someone who doesn’t know you.’ She sniffed. ‘Take Sìne and her family to a Vault then buy them SonComs. You know? The necessities one needs to move about in society.’ She tried to pinch him. ‘You should have sorted this for her cycles ago on Paniki.’

      ‘Orik will arrange what they need. There is no rush. I provide for my One.’

      She propped a hand on her hip. ‘What if we separate? I don’t mind paying, but have you considered she might want her own funds?’

      ‘I don’t want to take your money, Lumen.’ I was reluctant to look at Beowyn. All my worldly possessions had been lost, and everything I owned he’d bought. Up until then food and clothing had magically appeared in my enclosure. I hadn’t had to face my clan was destitute. I now asked my wealthy spouse for more, and not just for me, but my whole clan. ‘Do you mind?’

      Searching my eyes, he ran a finger down the bridge of my nose. Tutted. ‘I should have arranged this the soonest myself. I did not think. How vulnerable you must feel not having access to your own funds. Come.’ He herded my family and me towards an illustrious-looking building leaving Lumen and her mates to peruse the market. ‘Banking systems on Vayhalun adhere to universal tenets and are straightforward as a result. You each will be issued a unique numeric string linked to a bio-signature. Retinal scans will suffice for now. We will add further protections later.’

      I stepped into an automated cylinder, and an androgynous manifestation guided me through the application process. I spoke to input the required information. ‘What’s my domicile territory? Is that our address?’

      ‘Royal Atoll, Vayhalun, Oda-Fyn cluster of the Nord Spiral Galaxy. The computer will deduce the galactic coordinates.’ Beowyn’s deep bass was muffled by the door. ‘Do not forget to note your title. Royalty are awarded diplomatic immunity against asset seizure and discounted handling fees.’

      I itched all over as I added Queen and House ThunderClaw to my name.

      Brokest royal majesty ever.

      A scan was taken of my eyes then a circular metal tab the size of my palm ejected from a thin slot, its surface etched with alien symbols I understood because of my implant.

      I stepped out the booth, and Patrick ducked inside.

      Hands gesturing as he spoke, Éorik now helped a bored Rowan and a frazzled Aled with their accounts.

      ‘Your transfer glyph, my One? I will send galactic credits. They are an accepted currency on Registered planets. You and our kin will receive a healthy stipend from our House each solar as you are my mate.’ Beowyn winked. ‘It is good to be King.’

      I showed him the tab, and he sussed in a glance what information he needed. His thumb claws went clack clack clack against the lit screen of his device.

      ‘Thank you for doing this. I’m sorry you have to pay for everything.’

      ‘Each member of the House receives a stipend.’ He peeked at me long enough to smile before he directed his gaze back to his task. ‘Even me. Further gains are subject to taxation so many are frugal. Spendthrifts tend to be artisans who accumulate great wealth through artwork. Such things are popular among the younger generation.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Older Verak prefer plundering.’

      I didn’t know his age, didn’t care either, but I surmised he was classed as older. ‘Are you paid as King?’

      He nodded. ‘The amount is modest. Enough for the upkeep of the palace and official trifles.’ He turned to Éorik and collected Aled and Rowan’s tabs to transfer them credits. Patrick was last. ‘Done. Now for the SonComs.’

      We ended up in a bright, high-ceilinged electronics store on the opposite side of the plaza. Pristine glass display cases were recessed into the walls, holding an array of glossy devices.

      Fergie tottered off to wait in the seating area with Éorik.

      Patrick stood in the middle of the shop with a disgruntled set to his jaw. ‘I do no feel comfortable with this.’

      Aled and Rowan fidgeted behind him, sneaking longing looks at the rows of SonComs.

      I picked one to lead by example, a simplistic oval a mite bigger than my hand. ‘What’s the alternative, Trick?’ I understood where he was coming from, but we had to be practical. ‘We lost everything in the crash.’ I held up my device. ‘We need to be able to contact each other in case of emergency.’

      He crossed his arms, stubborn.

      ‘If it bothers you, once you have found employment you may reimburse the Great One.’ Éorik’s tone held a strong note of approval. He looked up from tickling my giggling daughter. ‘Or accept his generosity, and pay him back in kind. Remember you are kin to him. This is nothing more than your due, but I understand your thinking.’

      Beowyn’s chest puffed. He caved when I nudged him with my elbow. ‘Take what you need. I will accept repayment when you are able.’

      Relaxing, Patrick snapped a nod.

      Aled walked up to the first display case to grunt, ‘That one,’ and was done, while Rowan cannoned across the room, quizzing the startled clerks on the latest and best specifications. The interrogation lasted long enough we left him there, Aled slouched next to him, eyes glazed, expression slack.

      We met up with the rest of our group, and wanting food, Patrick went his own way with Fergus. ‘I’ll take the babies.’ He scooped up Bravest from Cobra, who gurgled a laugh, four hands latching onto different points of Patrick’s smiling face. ‘Aye, wee man, you’re braw like your Da, aren’t you? Come on, Da, grab the wee bit.’ They disappeared into the crush, the hatchling tucked in Patrick’s arms, and Fergie piggybacking her great uncle, knocking off his flat cap to slap at his pink and shiny bald spot.

      Having the ability to contact my cousin and check on my daughter lifted a huge weight from my shoulders.

      The lingering guilt I’d felt about the cost of the SonCom’s dissipated.

      We’d needed them badly.

      ‘Patrick’s great with kids.’ Lumen smiled after them. ‘He’s going to be a wonderful father.’

      ‘Needs to find the right woman first.’ I stilled when I realised that ‘woman’ would likely be an alien female. I shook myself. ‘Where to now then?’
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      Beowyn and Éorik glanced at the cratered moon blotting most of the dusky skyline then excused themselves.

      Venomous, Cobra and Fiercely vanished straight after.

      It clicked for me after a moment’s puzzled contemplation the males skedaddled to avoid window shopping.

      Wandering through the dye market, the indigenous, drumming music a sensual berceuse to my ears, I curled my fingers up to brush the damp swathes of woven plant fabrics and scraped animal pelts hanging overhead. Brilliant pigments blended into a watery kaleidoscope running down my forearm in rivulets. The brightness hurt my eyes. Dye residue left me sticky and smelling of salts and astringents, but the vivid colours lifted my mood.

      A sphere lifted off a flashing pedestal and followed me as I browsed.

      Tensing, I hesitated. ‘Lumen?’

      ‘Automated shopping basket. Tell it what you want then meet me at the sorting station over there.’ Her waving hands were patchy with dye.

      Brows lifting to my hairline, I walked on trying to ignore the floating orb. I stopped under a rich green. ‘Can I order a reel of this?’ I guessed there was a standard minimum purchase. Something caught my eye further down the racks. I pointed. ‘This as well.’ I patted the vivid blue colour to ensure the addition to my original order. ‘That’s all I want, thanks.’

      The teensy robot scanned by body with a laser. It bleeped then zipped up and over the crowd.

      Patrick knew the clan sett by heart.

      I’d find a weaver and explain our plaid as best I could. It would be an excellent home warming gift for my family, replace a little of what we lost.

      I might even have kilts made for Beowyn and Éorik.

      I caught up to Lumen in the centre of the dye market and joined her in the queue of patrons waiting to be served.

      Thirteen bristled feelers ended each of the merchant’s nine elastic arms. It sat inside a clay pot surrounded by dozens upon dozens of shallow dishes bearing a rainbow of powdered pigment.

      It flipped open two pouches and scooped up the colours I’d requested. It simultaneous offered up a round tablet with a flashing payment glyph while doing the same for three other customers and using the appendage that coiled from its’s napped torso to feed its gummy oral cavity a mash.

      ‘Did you get fingerprinted or sequenced?’ Lumen ran her hand through a scintillating pile of jet sediment, taking care not to spill the grains from the oval dish. ‘The mechanical arm that swabs you is creepy, but Venomous insists it’s the safest form of universal identification. Hard to counterfeit a DNA strand.’

      I tapped under my eye. ‘Just retinal scanned for now.’

      ‘Lean into the range of the lens. When the glyph stops flashing, the prompt will appear. Enter your authorisation code, and you’ve paid.’

      Shying at the laser that swept over my eyeball, I blinked, completed the purchase then took hold of the sealed pouches. ‘Thank you.’ My arse buzzed.

      Jumping, I remembered my SonCom and laughed under my breath. I tugged it from my pocket to check the touch screen. I had a balance notification from the Vault showing how much I’d spent and the leftover galactic credits. Tightness spread across my chest at the figure stretching across the screen.

      Beowyn had been generous.

      Very generous.

      My hand shook. I’d never seen so much money in my life. Feeling sick, I realised I’d receive the stipend once a year. What was I going to do with such wealth?

      I open the caravan door and stare at the man there. He looks like me. I can’t breathe. He grins and tips his head. ‘Hello there, lass.’

      My Uncle pushes me behind him, shielding me with the door.

      He yells.

      Patrick pulls me into the living room to watch television. I glance over my shoulder, fascinated by the man who I know is my Da.

      But he doesn’t stay.

      He takes a long look at me, shakes his head then walks away.

      Uncle Fergus speaks to Cait and Patrick. They sit me down to explain my Da wanted to take me but changed his mind. I ask why. The men refuse to discuss it, but Cait mutters something about a gold-digger. It isn’t until a month later I figure it out. My Mam died, and her life insurance paid off her debt and for her funeral. There was nothing left. I had no money, so I wasn’t worth sticking around for.

      I felt overwhelmed, so tucked the device away and stopped thinking.

      Another tidbit for the denial jar.

      ‘Ooh, look.’ Lumen pointed at a clothier and adjusted our course through the throng. ‘Their selling razorbeast leathers. They’re native to Rök, you know? Cobra hunts them.’ She appeared proud as she rummaged through the folded offerings. ‘These are divine, but would make me look like a dumpling.’ She held up a pair of off-white leathers. ‘They’d look hot on you, though. You have that whole slinky, ethereal-waif thing going on.’

      I called it awkward skinniness. Her description made me sound alluring.

      Feeling brave, I nabbed the leathers.

      The hide was like velvet.

      Eyelids drooping, I licked my lips. I picked up a top on a rush of adrenaline. How long had it been since I’d bought new clothes? ‘Can I try them?’

      Bouncing on the spot, the corpulent clothier chittered, viridescent rolls of neck fat dimpling. It jabbed a stubby arm towards a pod. ‘Please. Please.’

      I stripped off the softsuit favoured by Rä females and exhaled, rolling my head on my neck. It was pretty, and I had to admit I felt like a storybook princess in it, but walking around in so much wispy fabric was impractical.

      I wriggled into the buttery-soft leathers. A hologram flickered on, a to-scale double of me. It twirled, modelling how the trousers moulded to my ass and made my stick legs appear sculpted. I stared agog until I realised the hologram was bare breasted. I slipped on the woven top. Long, tight sleeves ended halfway down my palms but exposed the rounds of my shoulders. The slight swells of my inner breasts remained bare as the neckline plunged to the embroidered strap encircling the gentle dips at my waist. My middle was naked too from navel to hipbones. Standing collar points hugged my square chin and turned my skinny throat into an elegant column. The fabric weave had a lustre that suffused into a low-grade glow.

      What I found shocking was the cream and blue outfit didn’t clash with my hair. The muted hues complimented my natural colourings–green eyes, ginger hair, billions of freckles–and drew the eye to my feminine aspects without overpowering my speckled, pale skin or making me feel self-conscious.

      With my short curls, clean features and form-fitting clothes, I seemed bold, a woman who was grounded and exuded confidence in her abilities, in her elevated place in the world.

      For the first time, I saw how Beowyn and Éorik could want me.

      I rubbed at my stinging eyes and breathed through my teeth. It was ridiculous. I logically knew physical beauty wasn’t a measure of a woman, wasn’t a measure of my worth, but I’d felt ugly for so long, it felt good to look at myself and see attractiveness.

      I exited the pod with a grin that died. Insecurities I thought I’d long dealt with swamped the meagre happiness I’d found in my improved appearance.

      Lumen had changed into a sleeveless bronze tunic that split at the front in an upside-down tulip, black leathers hugging her shapely thighs. Her naked arms bore thick, engraved gold bands. Her raven hair had been gathered into a riot of kinky coils held by a jewelled pin, and her dusky flesh shone with vitality.

      She looked like a heathen goddess.

      She spotted me, and her eyes snapped up and down. Her jaw dropped. ‘Sìne, you look incredible.’ She took hold of my waist, giving it a shimmy. ‘I knew those leggings would look good on you, but damn girl.’

      Worrying at my ear, I managed a faint mumble at the floor, struggling to regain control of my spiralling thoughts and hide my distress.

      ‘You don’t like it?’ Lumen sounded bewildered. ‘I think you look amazing, but we can find you something else.’

      ‘Aye. No.’ I made a feeble attempt to convince her with a smile. It wobbled. I clamped my lips together. Alarm scudded across her face, and I decided to be honest. ‘I do like it. I just don’t look like…my body is no,’ I made the shape of an hourglass, ‘curvy.’

      I couldn’t say why but in my mind curvy was what the Verak lusted after.

      I stared at the woman before me.

      That was a lie.

      I knew why I thought that way. ‘You spent time alone with Beowyn on Paniki.’ He’d had a lover there.

      She gave me a funny look. ‘For a few minutes. Then the babies, my mates and your cousins were with us.’

      ‘Oh.’ I averted my gaze. ‘Right.’

      ‘Would it be a problem for you if I were alone with Wyn?’

      I swallowed. ‘No.’

      ‘We’re friends.’ Her voice was small.

      ‘I know. Ugh. Christ, just ignore me.’ Hadn’t I already dealt with my jealousy issues when it came to Lumen and Beowyn’s relationship? Was I becoming the kind of woman who was suspicious of any other female?

      I couldn’t think of anything worse.

      Squinting, she shifted her hold to my shoulders. ‘Look at me, Sìne. Really look at me. I’m flattered you think I’m something special, but what you’re seeing isn’t on the outside. All this,’ she swooped a hand around her head, ‘is health and happiness. Goodness my Rä’Veks give me, and the joy Bravest brings into my life. It’s overflowing to show on the outside. That’s what you’re tripping over. That’s why you are a thousand times more attractive to Wyn and Ori. I look how you look when you let the little they’ve filled you shine through.’ Her eyes softened. ‘Let them shower you with the love they’re desperate to give, and your beautiful insides will overflow to your outsides as well.’

      Clutching at her pretty tunic, I was stricken. Had she been born with such credence? ‘How do you know these things?’ My voice quavered.

      ‘Life experiences.’

      I fumbled to hug her, eyes blinded by admiration. ‘You’re older than me by a few years.’ I was going on twenty-two, and she was nearing twenty-six. ‘Does so little time lend so much wisdom?’

      I couldn’t wait.

      Having all the answers would be sublime.

      ‘You know about child rearing, and I don’t.’ She kissed my cheek. ‘We’ll help each other. You’ll soon understand.’

      Before I could drop to my knees and beg her to teach me the ways of the wise woman, she grabbed my hand to yank me around. ‘What?’

      ‘I saw a picture of Wyn on the holoscreens.’ Her pulse raced under my fingertips. ‘Something’s happening.’

      We paid the clothier for our garments and to have our old outfits couriered to the palace.

      Weaving through the crowd, we reached a depression in the plaza. It was an amphitheatre carved from the stygian rock. The stands heaved. Scores of alien species were crammed into the space–slimy membranes, tentacles, prehensile vibrissae and all. The eye-watering smell was memorable in the way of a back alley behind a row of fusion restaurants, a sweet and sour pungency. Trilling, clicking, croaking languages hammered against my eardrums. I swiped the back of my hand over my face, the body heat generated in the sandy bowl greater than in the open areas of the market, and shifted aside to allow a stout alien with grey skin and gigantic ears to lumber past. Tusks projecting from its stubby snout were bejewelled and glistened with odoriferous unguent that made my eyes sting. It’s saggy flesh smelt like burnt milk, and I gagged a little.

      Neck craning side to side, Lumen stood on her tip toes to see over the crowd filling the nose bleed seats. She spotted her mates but struggled to manoeuvre through the press of bodies. ‘There they are. How are we supposed to get down there in one piece?’ She threw up a hand in irritation. ‘Fiercely?’

      ‘You expect him to hear you over this racket?’ We shouted to be heard, and we stood next to each other.

      Not a minute had passed before I glimpsed emerald scales through a break within the surging throng.

      Fiercely appeared at Lumen’s side and curled a gold banded arm around her waist. He gently clasped my wrist with his lower left arm then guided us down a floating escalator. Individual treads appeared from and disappeared into a dividing wall as we walked, a line of spectators travelling the opposite direction on the other side of the glass partition. Fiercely’s upper arms batted back drunken revellers who drew too close behind us, something I was grateful for. Sharing the steep, hovering steps wasn’t a safe option, and overtaking was a dangerous business.

      Venomous and Cobra waited in a quieter corner sectioned off from the standing-room-only ticket-holders. The aliens surrounding us smelled fresher, cooled by the sleek air conditioning units dotted over the padded benches.

      Mouth curving, Lumen’s eyes sparkled when her males converged on her with nuzzles and hisses.

      I leant to speak into her ear so she could hear me over the hubbub. ‘Can we go back before the market closes? I want to buy a toy for Fergie.’ I’d spotted a stall with interactive holographic orreries for sale. It might be an engaging method to teach her of the solar system.

      Anything to help me better explain the changes in her day-to-day reality would be welcome. She was curious and eager to explore. I wanted her to be aware things were different than on Earth but that if she was unsure of afraid, she could simply ask. It was for me to install this confidence in her.

      Lumen gnawed on her forefinger. She used it to point, her hand near her cheek. ‘Uh, Sìne?’ She jerked her head to the dusty bowl at the base of the declining spectators stand.

      Exasperated–how could she watch something as barbaric as pit fighting?–I glanced over. I slow-blinked. I ran into the balustrade with an oof. It jammed into my middle and saved me from pitching onto the switchback below.

      Stripped to the waist, wearing fur kilts around their hips, barefoot, the Verak King and his High Commander stood on opposite sides of a chalk line.

      Éorik stretched his thick neck. His mane had been braided into a plait then wound into a bun at the back of his head, his dark-skinned thew like polished marble dusted with a sheen of white hair. He shook out his hands and flexed his claws, the deliberate stretch making them seem sharper.

      Slapping his naked chest, Beowyn bared his teeth and crouched, rocking forward, readying to charge. He’d removed the silver caps from his cranial horns to expose the razored tips. Huskier than his opponent, his musculature was thick and smooth under tawny flesh. His shadowy mane had been left to flow over his wide shoulders and broad back.

      A disembodied voice echoed through the stadium to announce the contenders, inciting the rabble to a frenzy.

      I threw a wild look towards the podium as a gong reverberated.

      Unleashed, the Verak went at each other with thunderous roars, horns colliding and locking as they grappled to get a hold and unbalance the other.

      My legs jellied at their savagery. ‘Oh, sweet Mother Mary.’

      ‘Venom.’

      ‘Yesss, my Lumen?’

      ‘Do you know what’s going on?’

      Blood and spittle flew as the behemoths wrestled.

      ‘Oh, my God,’ I cried.

      ‘Yesss.’

      Fists met flesh. Talons gouged skin. Sharp horns split the air with their violent cracks.

      ‘Jesus,’ I choked.

      Lumen huffed. ‘Enlighten us?’

      ‘Please do.’ Moving on from calling to saints and deities uninterested in answering, I clutched my head. ‘We were only gone a few minutes.’

      Lumen barked a laugh. ‘Males.’ She made the peace sign then pointed at her eyes and then accusingly at the rest of the world. ‘Take your eyes off them for a second and something will be bleeding to death or burning down.’

      Venomous cuddled her to his front, all four arms caressing. He petted the ranting woman until I suspected she no longer remembered her own damn name let alone my predicament.

      Watching me watch him handle her fit of pique, Venomous flashed me a smug smile that had my eyes narrowing.

      ‘I’m telling,’ I mouthed.

      Smile morphed into a fang-filled grin.

      ‘Éorik partook in clutch with Beowyn’s female.’ Cobra watched the fight with a grim set to his mouth. His black quills were pulled into a fat topknot, slanted brille obsidian pools in the sapphire crags and hollows of his face. ‘Honour demanded he offers challenge. Éorik accepted else he forfeit the right to breed her–you.’

      Head tipped back to peer at him as he told me what I needed to know, my jaw dropped and my eyes rounded. I’d shopped, and the Verak engaged in a dominance display that escalated to an alien version of a gladiator match? ‘So what?’ My back stiffened. ‘You came to watch them tear each other apart?’

      ‘My nest-mates wished to see a round of Volant, a fighting sport originating here on Vayhalun. Its defensive players wear hover boots and carry maces while its offensive line race along the ground to score in the laser field above.’ He flicked a hand out. Silver piercings in his brow glinted. ‘They take advantage of the cleared space during the half-span entertainment break.’

      Lumen sent her gaze heavenward. ‘Why didn’t you stop them, my loves?’

      ‘Thsst!’ Cobra’s chin lowered.

      Fiercely clicked his teeth. ‘You say the strangest things.’

      ‘My dearest hearts.’ Venomous sounded embarrassed for her.

      Lumen looked at me, hand fluttering to her head and tugging on her hair. ‘See what I’m dealing with here?’

      ‘That’s nothing compared to what I’m dealing with right now,’ I said.

      ‘It’s not a competition.’

      We recoiled as Beowyn lifted Éorik off the ground by an ankle.

      In a manoeuvre showcasing his raw strength, he hauled the male up and overhead then down on the other side to land with a meaty thud.

      I flinched. ‘Oh, God.’ Great, I was back to helpless prayer.

      Arms flung wide, hands balled into fists, Beowyn flung his head back and howled, tendons and sinew pulling taut from the violence of his cry.

      The audience screamed back.

      Face and chest smeared with the blood dripping from his nose, Éorik lurched onto his feet. He skipped back, took a running sprint then leapt into the air to deliver a flying kick to Beowyn at mid back. I never knew such a large mass could hurtle through the air such a distance, buy fly Beowyn did until he met the arena wall.

      ‘This is exciting.’ Lumen’s eyes were huge. ‘When Venomous fought for me, I was too scared to appreciate it. This is hot. You are so getting a little something-something when they’re done.’

      I made an angry noise then went back to slapping at the railing. I imagined it was their fool heads. ‘I can no believe this. Why do something so immature?’

      Fiercely’s brawny lower arms landed on my shoulders. A leathery hand cupped my chin to lift my face. ‘They fight for what they believe. Inaction allows ignoble deeds to sprout in the unsuspecting.’ His final palm stroked the back of my head. ‘It is good and right to fight for what is yours. Do not be afraid to fight for what is owed to you, friend of my Rä’Na. Whether that fight is for respect. Peace for your kindred. Safety for your hatchling.’ His lips quirked. ‘The right to bed your mate.’  He shook his head, and gold-pierced quills tumbled over his broad shoulders. Armoured scales caught the sunlight and lit with an inner glow, ripples of silver. ‘I like you. We are friends now. My friends are fierce as I am named. Do not let me down.’

      I stared into the bottomless voids of his eyes. With his hands all over me, I realised with a tingly flush what Lumen saw in the outlandish Ra.

      He, Fiercely Comes the Night patted the top of my head. All four hands let go. He returned to scowling at the masses, baring dripping fangs at those who drew too close to the space occupied by his female and nest-mates.

      Feeling released from a scion of power, I swayed and staggered as I slumped against the rail.

      Lumen sniggered. ‘Understand why I’m lucky they love me?’

      I managed a bob of the head then turned to watch the Veraks thunder around the arena. I used the railing as a prop. My hand covered my eyes, but my fingers slid open of their own accord when the crowd went ballistic.

      Beowyn had won. He captured victory by staying on his feet when Éorik fell to a knee, fist to the ground, his blood soaking into the sooty sand.

      Pride warred with disappointment.

      What had I been expecting?

      How could one outcome ever be preferable to the other?

      My SonCom bleeped.

      Patrick wanted to do a handover as the babies were asleep.

      I fired a message back asking him to meet us outside the arena. I relayed this to Lumen but shrieked in her startled face as I was grabbed from behind. A pincered grip bit into my stiffened sides.

      I was upended over a sweaty, muscular shoulder that heaved from exertion. Clamping an arm over my thighs, Beowyn bounded up the stairs, jarring me with the powerful lunges.

      Éorik was on the chase, wild eyes fixed on me, but he was lost to my sight when the spectators converged to touch and speak to one of the combatants.

      ‘Don’t worry.’ Lumen yelled. ‘I’ve got Fergie. I’ll message you where we’re staying.’ Her cackles merged with the ambient brouhaha. ‘Have fun.’

      He took me to a quiet place.

      The sides of the alley were freshly painted. Whitewashed buildings hung over our heads, letting only dim shafts of light spear the humid gloom. It smelt like cinnamon and cloves. Sensual music drifted from the passing carnival acts.

      The low thrum of excitement running through my body bloomed into a ferocious ache deep in my bones as Beowyn hiked me up the wall and attacked my mouth. This rampant desire was for me. It felt as if all the cells in my chest spontaneously combusted and splattered over my ribcage.

      I’d never be a pretty woman, but I could be beautiful inside–be someone this male desperately wanted.

      Imagining him taking me was nothing like the reality. I’d expected finesse and expert handling. I’d expected sweet talk and gentle coaxing.

      Beowyn ripped open my leathers and wrenched them down. My ass and pussy were kissed by cold air. I made a wild, hungry sound. His hand forged between my legs, sliding through my folds and pressing hard on the swollen nub throbbing for attention.

      My eyes rolled into the back of my head. The rough pad of his thumb stroked in punishing flicks.

      My knees knocked and buckled.

      He pressed a thigh between them to keep me open, never ceasing his focused assault. His mouth fed on mine, stealing my breath and leaving me boneless. I flung an arm around his neck, grabbed my wrist to hang on and used the leverage to shove my hips into his.

      It was awkward and rushed, but so very honest, wildly sexy because of it.

      He tore his mouth free and growled.

      We spun so quickly my eyes shut.

      He flipped me around then pulled my ass into his groin, grinding his hips, hand delving into my leathers and playing with the sticky wet there.

      Heavy and grasping, his hand cupped my tit over the fabric of my top.

      I nodded and panted into the bend of my arm. ‘Touch me.’

      He pushed the covering aside. The slight mound popped free of its confines, and his fingers returned to their torture.

      I whimpered when his calloused palm squeezed and palpated my whole breast. My nipple stabbed his palm, the friction arrowing heat to my pussy.

      My molten core clenched and ached demanding fulfilment.

      ‘This is mine.’ Malted breath blew a chill over my nape and raised goose pimples wherever it swept.

      ‘Aye.’ I arched my back and swivelled my hips. ‘Yours.’

      ‘Always mine.’

      I rocked to chase the sparks fizzing through my folds. I touched his wrist. Velvet skin moved over rolling bone as he worked his hand. ‘Want you inside.’

      Dry, firm lips brushed my ear. ‘You want this?’

      ‘Please.’ I bit my bottom lip with a grunt when his finger curled just so to send the flutters deeper.

      ‘She begs for my touch.’

      My head swerved on my neck, brows pulling together until a gravelly bass rumbled, ‘As do I,’ and my face whitened as my lashes whipped open.

      Dim light was too bright, but still, my gaze collided with Éorik’s burning one.

      Choking on an inrush of air, the fingers I’d clamped over the wrist controlling the hand buried between my legs stopped petting. They turned restraining. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked neither and both. ‘Oh, God.’

      Éorik strode across the narrow space until his torso crushed mine against Beowyn’s and pinned us to the wall. His chest heaved, bruised and scratched and damp with musky sweat. ‘I smell your need.’ His arms came up to bracket Beowyn’s head, caging me between them, his muscles bunched with strain.

      Beowyn mouthed my neck. ‘We are needing, are we not, sweet puss?’

      My body was wooden, eyes round.

      Hands gripped my body, and mouths sucked flushed skin. I was submerged in sensation until my rigidity melted into a boneless clinging.

      Beowyn’s cock worked itself between the snug channel of my legs. He set a quick pace as he grunted in my ear and squeezed my breasts. Éorik gripped his horn and yanked him close for a kiss.

      I watched their lips meld, their strong throats flex as they snarled and panted into the mouth of the other.

      Moaning at the erotic sight, I squirmed seeking friction.

      Beowyn nipped at his mouth. ‘Switch.’ He gripped Éorik around the neck and hooked me around the waist.

      I was flipped. The Verak twisted with me at the centre.

      Back hitting the wall where Beowyn had stood, Éorik was deadlifted onto the roof slant by the hold on his throat.

      Swollen cock slapped my mouth.

      The upper slit on his pronounced cock-head was wider than the furled dot beneath it, the fluid beading along its edges pearlescent. I dabbed the droplet with my tongue. Bittersweetness pinched the taste buds either side of my jaw.

      Sweet and tart, freshly squeezed lime juice mixed with a strong musk.

      ‘Suck him, sweet.’ Beowyn’s hardness slid against my folds, and his hips once again pounded my ass. ‘Suck and swallow him deep.’

      Shivery and warm, I rest my hands on Éorik’s hips. I took the whole of him into my mouth and suckled until my cheeks hollowed. He was less length and more girth, and after several greedy pulls, my jaw ached.

      I retreated to lick around his crown, groaning when it pulsed.

      Éorik threw his head back and raked his nails against the roof tiles. His free hand held my head steady. ‘Lah, lah.’ He fucked my mouth in brutal plunges.

      My eyes watered and my pussy felt hot and achy. I tipped my ass higher to signal readiness. I wanted Beowyn’s cock stretching my cunt as Éorik’s shaft tapped the back of my throat.

      Beowyn groaned, but he didn’t pierce me as I craved. He strengthened the grind against my tender flesh.

      Éorik’s hand pressed harder, and the cock rubbing against my tongue swelled to bursting as Beowyn rasped, ‘Dah, Dah, I come,’ in low grunts as hot wet splashed my belly. I was close, so close, my hips bucked as the pressure gathering in my clit and cunt rose to excruciating heights.

      Rough, lyrical growls poured from Éorik’s lips as he jerked, thrust hard to wedge his shaft at the back of my throat then spurted in my mouth. Shuddering and panting, his hand on my head squeezed to the point of pain.

      Beowyn’s hand swirled in the sticky wetness dripping from my stomach. It slid down my mons, stroked hard over my nub then shoved into my pussy.

      I tried to scream, tried to move, but I was bound and blinded by spasmodic pulsations flashing from my core and searing through my nerve endings.

      Éorik dropped onto his feet. He shoved his arms under mine to hold me up. He pressed my face to his chest.

      ‘Mine,’ Beoywn growled as his hand again gathered the seed he’d spilt and thrust it inside me. ‘Mine.’
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      Beowyn’s tongue rasped over his lips. The roughness of it was nothing like the slick muscle Sìne had pushed into his mouth the night before, but much like the feel of his Commander’s wicked, scratchy barbs. He licked again imagining the taste of feminine musk and masculine spice.

      They walked beside him, Sìne with her head down, humming a tune from the night before, and Éorik with his chin lifted, stormy gaze focused ahead.

      They left Grand Atoll for home.

      Sìne’s cool hand slipped into when he removed his boots and slid into the shallow waters of the Black Sea.

      Close to land there were no beasts large enough to cause harm, and under the heat of the suns, it was refreshing to cool your aching feet, relaxing to feel the combers lap at your ankles.

      Still, her eyes glimmered with fear.

      At first meal, the humans had been baffled at their plans. They struggled to believe travelling between the islands on foot was safe and had expected to purchase passage on a boat. It had been amusing to explain the sandbanks between most atolls were traversable regardless of the season. More care had to be taken during storms, and skiffs could be rented for the ailing and elderly, volcykles for the daring, but hopping from atoll to atoll was a simple thing, and it kept his people healthy.

      Beowyn squeezed Sìne’s hand to show all was well. He tugged until she shuffled to stand beside him. She jumped on the coarser mounds of sand shaped by the tide, sending broken ripples across the waves. She laughed over her shoulder and beckoned with a flourish. ‘The water is hot.’

      ‘It is cooler overnight,’ he said, ‘and colder further North.’

      Excited kin followed where she led.

      Fergie fought to be released from Patrick’s hold. She crowed when her toes dipped into the sea. Splashing at her uncles, she spun to point at Éorik. Her eyes narrowed in a manner much like her mother’s. ‘No swimming.’

      The Commander bestowed her a fond look.

      Stride slowing, Beowyn palmed his horn. ‘Swimming?’ Now that they had fought, and rutted, things had eased between them. It was not like before. In some ways, the tension between them grew worse. In others, the feelings between them had become breathtaking.

      ‘A tale best left for another time.’ Éorik tilted his head towards Sìne, eyes flashing a warning.

      ‘Something upsetting then.’ He mumbled the observation his chest, hoping whatever his friend revealed wouldn’t overset his One too much.

      Setting aside his curiosity, Beowyn led his family and Rä guests across the shoal. The beach cutting a distinct line under the vast cerulean horizon grew thicker during the meandering stroll.

      The wind was stronger on the sandbanks, but the brackish currents were refreshing once the twin suns Oda and Fyn reached their highest points.

      Crouching to pen Fergie within a loose cage of his arms, he pointed out the migratory schooling of bioluminescent fish, teaching her the easier to pronounce colloquial names. He helped her unearth crustaceans so she might touch their rough conches. He discovered an abandoned shell.

      After scrubbing it clean of algae, he handed it to her as a keepsake, earning him a slobbery kiss to the chin.

      Hand shielding his eyes, Aled’s keen eyesight spied a fishing boat docking in the deeper waters offshore.

      Beowyn spoke with the human about the edible seafaring creatures and saltwater weeds enjoyed as a staple in the Verak diet. ‘Most of Vayhalun’s outer crust is submerged in the ocean. We cultivate domestic produce as much as is feasible. Food must remain affordable for those with lesser means.’

      ‘Cobra explained you’re trading with the Rä for a herd creature of some kind. Ah, what are they called now?’ Aled snapped his fingers. ‘Goodbeasts?’

      Beowyn nodded and gripped his shoulder in a sign of companionship as they walked. ‘Import of grain fed beasts is expensive, but vital to the population growth we have seen in the last aeon. We have limited grazing land, you understand?’

      ‘I see it.’ His gaze touched on the atolls. They were beautiful, but not suited to traditional styles of agriculture used to support a larger populace. ‘Has the infusion of fresh livestock helped?’

      Sìne drifted closer, awaiting his reply.

      ‘Immeasurably.’ Pride bowed his chest. His humans were interested in the Vayhalun-Rök trade route. Their genial manner and genuine interest in their new home world would make their integration near effortless. ‘We can cycle back on fishing and allow the marine life to repopulate, re-balance nutrition between animal and plant sources. We have been relying on the latter too much in recent solars, and goodbeast mylk is higher in minerals and proteins than kimmijion.’ He thumped his chest. ‘Good for building strong bones. Our youngest generation will be mightier than the last.’ Boar willing, his Dyna would leave Vayhalun stronger than it was when inherited.

      Though he was a retired warrior, Patrick interrogated him on the atoll’s defences. ‘I see dozens of ways to be overrun by an enemy.’

      ‘Our encounter with the L’Odo and Dei San has left you cautious.’ Respect for the male had Beowyn ushering the others to continue–Éorik as their guide. He dropped a kiss to Sìne’s upturned mouth then stole another as her face softened, eyes molten with arousal. He murmured against her lips. ‘I will return soon.’ He nipped at her swollen mouth. ‘Before you miss me.’

      She shoved at his middle. ‘Who says I’ll miss you?’ She strode backwards and blew him a kiss before she spun.

      Head popping back, he stared after her. A grin creased his face.

      Patrick tutted. ‘Smitten?’

      He tore his gaze from her enticing rear view. ‘She is precious to me.’

      ‘I’d have to beat you otherwise.’

      Beowyn crooked a claw. ‘Try.’

      Snorting, Patrick unfolded his arms. ‘You have something to show me?’

      They detoured to a hidden outpost buried beneath an artificial gravelbar. Subterranean stations like it surrounded the atoll and were designed to blend with the reefs edging deeper waters.

      ‘Access is coded.’ Beowyn tapped a wall mounted console adjacent to the entry hatch. ‘An incorrect input sets off a silent alarm to alert the Paladins.’ Touring the cramped confines of the metal bunker, he explained the security grid. ‘It is activated in times of need and can be controlled from the palace during a siege, or as a protective barrier during solar storms.’ They rejoined the group, and Rowan tapped him on the shoulder before he reclaimed his place at Sìne’s side. He repressed his ire. He wanted to know his human-kin, but he longed to play with his mate.

      They reached the beach and climbed onto the wooden dock to dry their feet. He knelt to help Sìne don her boots, grasping at the excuse to put his hands on her. He rested her heel on his thigh. Her pale feet were soft and narrow, the flesh-coloured nails on her toes filed short, not that the flimsy growths would be weapons like his if left to grow. His Drackni concubine could manipulate his staff to spew with her paw pads. Did Sìne know such tricks?

      He trailed his claw tips against her arch, and she shivered.

      Panting at the vivid imagery of her falling back and lazily caressing him to completion, he lifted his gaze and found verdant eyes locked on his crotch, watching his member react to his sensual thoughts. Stifling a moan, he moved her foot onto his hardness.

      His shaft throbbed, and he rocked his hips to increase the tingling sensation tightening his sac.

      She jerked away, glancing around.

      His shoulders drooped as he struggled with the disappointment of another refusal. Perhaps she’d be receptive the next time they were alone?

      He finished his task and pulled her to stand.

      Though they’d barely spoken that morning, he failed to feel any significant displeasure. There would be time enough, and she appeared overwhelmed to be arriving at her new home.

      She held on when he went to release her. She ducked her head to hide her face, pale skin colouring in pinks and reds that radiated heat. ‘Thanks.’ Her fingers moved over the backs of his hands. The fluttering touch ignited skittering pleasure across his nerves. ‘May I do yours?’

      He tried to sound complacent, but his voice emerged gruff. ‘Very well.’ His heart thudded. He unhooked his boots from around his neck where they hung from knotted straps. He handed them over. ‘Be gentle with me.’

      Startling then laughing at the mischievous twinkle in his eye, she dropped to a squat and pulled on his boots. His feet were already dry, and the sediment from the dock easily brushed from the fur dusting his ankles.

      The suns turned her curls into a gold-orange halo tinged with red accents. Her movements were brisk and purposeful, but her palms distracted him with their softness. How would those hands feel sliding up his hairy thighs to cup him? Would they squeeze his length or jerk it in quick, rough strokes? He relished the sight of her kneeling between his legs, so much so, it was a test of endurance not to grab the back of her head and thrust his hips.

      He remembered well how voraciously she’d sucked his Commander’s staff.

      When she stood, he averted his gaze to their destination. He wanted to tackle her into the surf and take her as the water cooled their writhing flesh, regardless of their audience and to hell with the consequences. Biting his tongue, he urged them onwards. ‘House of ThunderClaw became the First Great House of Vayhalun after I challenged the old Great Alpha.’ He jerked his chin towards Éorik. ‘Orik defeated all challengers to climb the ranks at my side. I named him High Commander and Royal Defender after I bested him to prove myself dominant.’

      ‘House SnowBlade has long been aligned with ThunderClaw Dyna.’ Éorik’s lips quirked. ‘I have always known to whom I belonged.’

      Their gazes met then drifted apart.

      Beowyn smoothed the ruffled fur at his nape then flung open his arms. ‘Welcome.’ He’d built his palace near the den of his birth. It would be known as the Royal Atoll until a challenger took the throne from his line. He turned to his female and lifted an arm. ‘Come, sweet. We walk together now.’

      Biting her lip, blushing, Sìne cast one look back at her family then fit herself at his side. He curled the arm around her waist and guided her toward their joint destiny, his heart bursting.

      It was called a palace but to his mind was a citadel.

      Bricks of glistering beige stone ate into the black rock foundations. Higher mountain peaks blanketed in a choppy mist rose behind rounded turrets in jagged spikes, making the curved spires and chiselled oriel windows seem elegant against the wild backdrop.

      Porticos wrapped in trailing vines sprouted leafy blooms, and floating staircases connected one open-aired level to another. Lanterns were strung on the upper elevations to catch the sunlight and would bathe the locale in diffused light come dusk. Smaller torches lined the pathways for greater illumination during the dark season.

      ‘Pretty,’ Fergie declared.

      Beowyn winked. ‘I am glad you think so, sweetling.’ It was not the most magnificent residence, but it was inviting, aesthetically pleasing, and fortified to protect his human kin.

      It would be a joy to breed cubs with his One and watch them thrive there.

      Over the bridge covered gorge–the arched overpass acting as a natural fortification–and across the bustling palazzo, Beowyn climbed the shallow steps to the main entrance and greeted the servants that welcomed him home.

      Sìne’s eyes were huge in her oval face, darting every which way as they passed through the glass-ceilinged Atrium and into the Great Hall.

      Almost shaking with the need to finish her homecoming, he led her up the dais, picked her up and set her on the padded seat of his throne.

      Fierce satisfaction rioted through him, and he flung back his head to roar his triumph and beat his chest.

      Giggling, Fergie copied him.

      Lumen laughed as she and her mates entered the hall. They took a skiff from Grand Atoll to assure the comfort of their hatchling and arrived earlier.

      He only had eyes for his female. He brought his face close to hers, so close their lips brushed. ‘We are home.’

      She curled a hand at the side of his throat. ‘You’re happy then?’

      He rubbed his nose with hers. ‘Having you here is more than I dreamed. I cannot wait to have you in our bed. I might die from wanting.’

      She shifted closer, fingers caressing his nape. ‘After we settle Fergie and my family can we go somewhere private–.’

      ‘You have returned.’ A triad of pupils danced as they skipped over the humans. His concubine approached. ‘I came to see if all is well. A rotation has passed since word reached us you landed. Still, you have not come to us.’

      Sìne’s hand slipped from his neck to fall into her lap.

      Beowyn straightened. ‘I wished to show my One Carnival. Come, Ryki. Meet my Sìne and my human-kin.’

      Stopping at the base of the dais, she inclined her head. She had groomed well to greet her Queen. Orange braids caressed creamy yellow skin. Her sheer dress floated over long, strong limbs, toned thighs peeking through hip-high splits, pierced nipples tight as it rubbed the gauzy fabric. She faced his human-kin with a poise that was proof of her royal lineage. She’d been quite the catch when he was younger, a lesser royal from a world torn asunder by civil war. ‘Good Greetings. I welcome you to Vayhalun.’

      Fiddling with her necklace, Sìne mumbled back fascinated with the carved bones on the armrest.

      Ryki touched his arm. Her tail stroked over his calf. ‘We stand ready to receive you.’ Dainty hands with lacquered nails clapped. ‘Come!’

      A side door opened and his harem entered. They filed past calling greetings to his guests and offering him carnal pleasures.

      Beowyn almost groaned. It was kind of them to make an effort, but this would take forever. He opened his mouth to begin introductions.

      Lumen made a choking noise that both alarmed and amused him.

      Venomous was on her within a blink, rubbing her back and yanking her mouth open to check for obstructions.

      He noticed then all the humans acted oddly.

      Aled was red in the face. Quite a feat as the male was already rather pink. His broad chest was puffed up, and his vascular arms were bulging as he clenched and unclenched his fists. Biting his thumbnail, Rowan’s gaze pinged between his family, a nervous ticking under his eye accelerating until he squinted. Patrick glowered. Elder Fergus was, well, he’d wedged a finger in his ear and was plumbing for wax.

      Strange for a certainty, but it was Sìne’s expression that captured his attention. It was blank. Her resting face was often composed, occasionally twisted in a snarl that made his blood rush, but never was it blank. Vacant. As if life and vitality had been sucked clean and a dry bone discarded behind.

      Cocking his head, he looked over his harem with a critical eye but found them to be well presented and their manner respectful to his beloved.

      Obvious as it was he missed something, he had no clue as to what the ‘thing’ could be. He looked to his best human friend for enlightenment.

      Lumen made a frantic swiping motion across her neck.

      He wondered how it was supposed to be of help when he knew not her her tribal sign language.

      Beowyn waited patiently as his concubines filled the hall in a blend of colourful flesh, feathers and hair.

      Lah, he had accumulated many.

      Éorik sighed, irritated.

      Beowyn could not guess why nor did it help him better understand the humans’ discomfort, so he ignored it.

      Éorik had always disliked certain members of his harem, Ryki in particular, who now smiled with invitation, trying to catch Beowyn’s eye.

      ‘Wyn.’ Lumen lunged to grab his arm. ‘A moment, if you please.’

      He huffed. The constant intrusions between him and his One were frustrating. ‘But I am–.’

      ‘Now.’

      Beowyn was confused as to why Lumen sounded angry. They ended up on one of the upper gallery balconies looking down on the hall.

      Another swell of triumph crashed through him at the sight of his One curled up on his throne.

      Head tilting, his brows furrowed.

      Was it his imagination or did she appear pale and shaky?

      Why did Patrick pat her back and glare so menacingly?

      ‘I’m trying my best to stay out of your relationships, to not interfere.’ Lumen tapped her foot. ‘And I know in some vague alien way your heart is in the right place, but bloody hell, Wyn, this is too cruel to sit aside and watch.’

      His attention veered. ‘Cruel?’

      ‘Do you not see what is happening down there?’

      Striking a fine pose, his nostrils flared. He had no inklings but was tired of admitting as such when it came to his One. He was doing everything in his power to make her happy.

      If he stood there long enough, Lumen would tell him what the problem was. The female made a habit of interfering. He adored her but thanked the Boar she wasn’t his. Sìne was far more suited to his temperament.

      Scoffing, Lumen smacked his arm. Shook out her hand on a wince. ‘You allowed a leggy Baxnonian female to strut in unannounced, half naked, and then let your entire harem parade in and you lapped it up.’ Her face fell in dismay. ‘How could you do that? Embarrass Sìne in front of everybody?’

      ‘You consider Sìne your friend.’ It was a wonderful realisation and a surprise because he’d sensed tension between the two females when they met. ‘It pleases me enormously that you, my legendary best friend, have befriended my One and guard her interests.’

      ‘That is so besides the point.’ She snapped her fingers in his face. ‘Focus, Wyn. You’re humiliating your One.’

      ‘But this is not true.’

      ‘You’re right; I’m being gentle. You’ve devastated her.’

      He made a flabbergasted noise.

      Backing up a pace, Lumen took a long breath. ‘Listen. Carefully. Sìne is a human woman. We have been brought up in a society which pits us against each other.’ Palms facing the heavens, she spread her fingers. ‘It sucks. It’s wrong and sick we do that to each other, but it is what it is. Trust me when I say that display down there,’ she wagged a finger,  ‘is a mistake on your part.’

      ‘I did not summon them.’ He scratched the back of his neck. ‘I do not see what is wrong.’

      ‘Think about how she must feel comparing herself to them.’

      ‘Sìne is perfect to me.’

      ‘I’m glad, Wyn, but you have to understand, she might not see herself that way. It’s likely she views herself in a negative light because of the way mankind measures beauty on Earth, and how she’s been treated in the past.’ She peered at him worriedly. ‘Get it?’

      ‘She has been hurt by another, but I am not him. I do not care what she looks like as long as her heart and soul are mine for keeping.’

      ‘That is the sweetest thing, but do you get where I’m going with this?’

      ‘Sìne feels she must compete with my concubines.’ Even as he said it, he thought the notion absurd.

      ‘So you are going to do what?’

      ‘Help her best them.’

      ‘Exact–Wait, what? You need to make her feel secure in her place.’

      ‘I have chosen her as my everlasting match. None are above her.’

      ‘To show that to your human mate you’re going to….’

      Beowyn leant in as Lumen seemed to need that from him. He spoke slowly. ‘Bed her?’

      He liked this plan.

      ‘How did you come to that conclusion after everything I’ve said? Fine. Let’s come at this differently.’

      ‘Must we come at it at all?’

      ‘How would you feel if Sìne’s past lovers stood here asking her to mate?’

      ‘Angry and jealous.’

      Her eyes gleamed satisfaction. ‘Tell me why?’

      ‘She’s my mate.’

      ‘Good. This is good. What would you do in that situation?’

      ‘Fight them then rut with her on their broken backs.’

      ‘Uh huh.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘Is that what you’re expecting Sìne to do to your concubines?’

      ‘Buy why would she do this?’

      ‘You mated with them. What if she is the one jealous and angry?’

      ‘I have mated one female. Sìne. I have bedded the rest and made them concubines.’ This was all very simple, but if Lumen was struggling perhaps Sìne was also misinformed. ‘My harem are not my mates. I am not angry or jealous of her past lovers. They mean nothing.’ As if they ever could when she was his One. ‘I am angry at her past mate because he held her heart, and jealous of Éorik because I think she only beds those she loves.’ He had watched her closely and heard the unspoken meanings in her words.

      Summoned by his name, Éorik peeked his head onto the balcony. ‘All is well? The humans are…restless.’

      Lumen stepped forward, pleading. ‘Wyn, listen to me–.’

      He held up a hand. ‘I will deal with this.’ They returned to the main hall, and he dismissed his harem. He turned to Sìne. ‘You do not have the status of a concubine.’ He was thankful Lumen had explained the human mind so he could convey his appreciation to his One in the correct manner. ‘You do not compete against them, do you understand? That is not your place.’ She was above them in all ways as he was above all her past lovers. ‘There is no need to be angry or jealous. I am your mate. Show me you understand.’

      Sìne’s head snapped up and down.

      Beowyn shot a superior look at Lumen.

      She held her face in her hands, leaning against Cobra. ‘I can’t even….’ Lumen dropped her hands looking determined. ‘Remember how you asked if it would be okay for me to look after your daughter while you took Sìne on a tour of your apartments?’

      ‘I did?’

      That sounded good.

      They’d be alone.

      With a bed.

      ‘You were going to talk to her about some things,’ Lumen continued.

      ‘Was I now?’

      It seemed a poor use of time.

      Why would they be talking?

      On the bed.

      ‘Fergie will be fine with us. She’s so well behaved.’ She speared a judgemental look at her mates.

      Fiercely frowned. ‘Our offspring is well-behaved.’

      ‘Brave is a hooligan. He doesn’t understand the word no, and he won’t until you use it.’ She faced Sìne. ‘So we’ll keep hold of Fergie?’

      Sìne’s eyes twitched to her drowsy cub. ‘What if she gets scared and I’m no there?’

      ‘If she’s inconsolable, we’ll call you on Wyn’s SonCom.’ Lumen’s gentle smile faltered. ‘You two need alone time.’  She focused on the human males. ‘Éorik will show you to your rooms.’

      Patrick nodded. ‘Go, Sìne. Clear things up, aye?’

      Giving in, she shook her head with a sigh. ‘Any problems, you call.’

      Beowyn took her hand and led her through the busy hallways and staircases until they reached his private floor.

      Paladins lined the walls and bowed as they passed. He ignored them. It was a formality they indulged in when he returned after a lengthy absence.

      Sìne’s hand lay stiff within his own, residual anguish flooding from her in waves. ‘You are upset.’ He pushed open his bedroom door thinking perhaps they should go to the seating area instead.

      She laughed bitterly. ‘You think?’

      ‘I am not a mind reader nor do I wish to be one.’ He forgot about trying to impress her with his largess and gathered her into his embrace. He dipped his head, using a finger to lift her chin. ‘Tell me what is wrong.’

      Her eyes focused on a spot just below his. Her words were barely audible. ‘Your harem.’

      Had he not made it clear she was above them? ‘Do not feel threatened.’

      ‘It’s no that easy.’ Her hands came to his waist. ‘There are hundreds.’ Her voice was faint. ‘Hundreds.’

      ‘It would not matter if there was one or a city full. You see them as equal to you in my affections, and they are not.’ He pressed his thumb to the pulse at the base of her throat. ‘Is this clear?’

      Beowyn felt Sìne relax.

      Sighing, he kissed her neck, arms tightening, hoping she could feel how much he wanted her. He smelt the sweet scent of her sweat, felt the delicate puffs of her breath against his cheek.

      She pulled away. ‘It was a long walk.’ Her lashes lowered, and she shrugged. ‘I’m tired.’

      He searched her face. She did seem fatigued, the skin under her eyes shadowed and her body cooler than normal. ‘Then you will sleep.’ Cupping her face, he claimed her lips. ‘I will stay with you.’ He activated the blackout glass then lay them on the bed. It was warm, so he simply kicked off his boots, removed hers, and then curled her back into his front. He dozed until he was roused by her whisper.

      ‘Lumen said you offered to get rid of your harem.’

      Mortified, he grunted. ‘She wasn’t as accepting as you are.’ He nuzzled the damp column of her throat, licking the smooth skin with his raspy tongue. Beautiful, beautiful skin, like a mylk sky studded with gold stars. He’d spend the rest of his life cycle charting her alien frontiers. He shuddered. ‘I am fortunate I did not settle for convenience. I cannot imagine not having you with me.’

      She said nothing else, only patted his hand and fell asleep.

      Beowyn was content to lay with her. He let his mind chew over her reaction to his concubines, and what Lumen told him of Sìne’s warped sense of worth.

      After Éorik had explained Beowyn’s allusion to having taken a lover on Paniki had made her weep, Beowyn begun to suspect his One did not want them to bed others. It made no sense, however, to assume she believed this as she bedded his Commander and had asked for her husband’s blessing on Zoi Quay, which he’d given. He envied Éorik her love, but she was his One, so he would try to be more gracious in dealing with their relationship. How wonderful it would be if they did not exclude him during those times, but welcomed him into their play. He would welcome Éorik to their bed without hesitation. The male drove him almost as mad with wanting as his female did. Well, he’d extended the invitation during Carnival, and Éorik accepted by sharing in their passion.

      They merely waited for Sìne to make her intentions known.

      Beowyn had countless duties to see to now he had returned, but he allowed himself this respite. Snoozing with his beloved mate tucked into him. He woke when his SonCom buzzed against his hip. A message from Éorik. The humans and Rä were settled, and he was for bed.

      Again thinking of the conundrum that was his Commander and his One, he leant over to kiss Sìne awake.

      She whined a sleepy protest, back arching in a toe-curling, spine-cracking stretch. He laughed softly. He sprinkled her face with pecks of his lips until she woke enough for him to plunder her mouth and suck on her tongue.

      Humming her pleasure, Sìne broke away, breathless. ‘Is something wrong?’

      ‘I want to show you something.’ He curled them into a seated position then pulled her off the bed. She grumbled when he tugged her up, but eagerly pressed into him when he paused to take her mouth in a slow, drugging kiss. It left him aching to slide inside her. He led her through the quiet, moonlit hallways to the gardens in the middle of the citadel. Finding a good, open spot, he dropped onto his behind and cocked his legs. He patted the shorn turf between his thighs. She eyed him but lowered herself and cupped his knees with her small hands. Scooting across the grass, he grinned when his shaft pressed against the small of her back.

      She looked over her shoulder and cocked a brow.

      ‘Is there something you are wanting, sweet?’

      She pressed her lips, but they curved regardless. She slapped his shin. ‘What did you want to show me?’

      Beowyn wrapped an arm under her breasts and hauled her closer, his legs snug against her sides. ‘In ancient times, the Verak believed the stars were celestial beings bred by the gods to help the moon at night.’ He put his chin against her temple. He clasped her hand in his then extended their arms to point. ‘See those? Not the biggest star, nor the prettiest, but the twins to the right. One burning brighter than the other.’

      Her voice pitched higher. ‘There.’

      ‘Good.’ He rubbed his cheek against the crown of her hair, inhaled her scent; warm female and salty freshness. ‘The constellation is the most famous on all Vayhalun. It is called the Lonely Sisters.’ He brushed his lips across her ear in the lightest of touches.

      She shivered. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Anat is the duller of the two. Dana the brighter. A mortal cast his eyes to the sky one night and fell deeply in love with not one of the celestials, but both. He pledged them his undying love and begged the Boar God to create them bodies of flesh so they might mate.’

      ‘Hopeless romantic, was he?’

      ‘Moved by their plight, the Allbeast offered the stars mortality. Dana accepted. Anat declined.’

      ‘She desired him for her own.’

      ‘You see to the heart of the matter. Dana deemed her sister-star selfish. They fought. The Boar grew angry with their argument and withdrew the offer of his generous gift. His rage was terrible.’ He snarled in her ear, and she jolted. ‘He punished the mortal male for inciting his stars to jealousy. So now Anat covers her face in shame. Unlike Dana, she chose loneliness over accepting her mortal mate’s love for another. The other celestials did not respect her choice. They beam their luminance to shadow hers, so those who look to the stars will not follow her selfish example.’

      Sìne stirred where she lay against him. ‘What happened to the mortal?’

      ‘He was condemned to forever wander the universe in search of Anat. You see, the Allbeast promised if he found the celestial, the three of them would be together for eternity.

      ‘How will he find her?’

      ‘It is a great sorrow he never will. Her sister-stars shine too brightly, and Anat hides her face.’ Nuzzling Sìne’s cheek, he let the burble of the freshwater spring that flowed from the highest mountain peaks settle into their bones, rooting them. He chuckled at her huff. ‘You did not like the legend?’

      ‘It’s a tragedy. Sad and unfair. Dana and the mortal are forever being punished for Anat’s failings.’

      Nodding, he rocked her side to side. ‘You speak truth.’ He concluded he would be a fool not to heed the lesson. He would cherish her love even if he shared it with another.

      ‘I want a happier ending.’

      ‘Ah, Sìne, so do I.’
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      Knives scraped plates and glasses clinked as my family ate. Treacly aromas drifted from the dishes scattered along the pockmarked wooden table. Steamed flat cakes had risen into puffy circles and were eaten with glacé rind scrapings and pearled sugar. Smoked meats presented in paper thin slices artfully fanned around wedges of waxy, mould speckled cheese. Napkins dabbed mouths, and hands dipped into fragrant baskets, fingers clutching dainty knives that smeared jellied preserves and glossy clotted cream. Mounds of chopped fruit overflowed from one tray, while nut sprinkled pastries, and plaited loaves burst from another. Tureens of boiled grain towered over a vast selection of syrups, sauces and sugared flowers for added flavour. Chilled jugs of water, freshly squeezed nectar and imported goodbeast mylk were placed throughout the mouth-watering bounty.

      I stilled, a crisp flute of fried dough stuffed with seasoned, fruiting-body and salty cheese on my lips and pondered their furtive movements and darting eyes. I recalled when I shared a humble meal of tea and toast with these beloved people not a month past.

      We had bickered, pinched, shoved and hugged. Pecked smiling cheeks and offered encouragement when hopes and dreams were spoken.

      We had been proud, and certain of our low place in the world.

      Walking into the morning room of the Vayhalun Palace, rested after a long sleep in our comfortable beds, we’d pulled up short, clustered in the stone doorway, staring at the cornucopia weighing down a long table.

      We’d shuffled towards it in a clump, mostly spurred by Fergie. The girl was red-faced as her stomach rumbled, tugging on my nose, body leant at an angle as she strained forward. When none of the servants tried to oust us from our seats, we’d settled to our meal.

      Rich food rolled over in my stomach. The queasy sensation was followed by a mouth of bitter saliva and a wave of dizziness. I turned my face into a shaft of sunlight glittering with dust motes, letting its warmth settle my trembling insides.

      We chewed and gulped in silence.

      Except for my precocious daughter.

      She warbled her way through a nursery rhyme and mashed her food into a garish patty. She then crammed the frisbee into her maw. The slobbery mess was complete with a wiggling tongue and snarled-hissing noises.

      With a start, I realised she mimicked Bravest.

      Lumen had been irritated her hatchling begun fretting over baldness, slapping at his cranial ridges when he saw Fergie. I hadn’t understood why it bothered her. I’d thought it important our children recognise and appreciate their differences. Watching my human baby eat like a baby Ra, without the ditty fangs and unhinged jaw to make her display cute, I felt the woman’s pain.

      ‘Your table manners are atrocious, wee bit.’ My child needed lessons in etiquette. It was one of those things that I’d never realised she hadn’t been taught, another thing which slipped by the wayside while I’d been busy providing. ‘Mammy is needing to show you how to eat like a princess.’ I’d teach her as soon as I learned how myself. I dabbed at her ear, crusted with the nourishing, gelatinous grain she’d consumed before moving onto fruit puree with cream. ‘Drink water now.’

      Patrick snorted as he sipped his herb-scented iced tea. ‘I wouldn’t worry overmuch. She’s a bairn.’

      ‘There are going to be functions she’ll need to attend.’ Aled snagged a bread roll. He stuffed it with thick cuts of meat and gloopy cheese. ‘ Learning manners is never a bad thing.’ He licked his knife. ‘Worried she’ll misbehave?’

      ‘She’ll feel excluded if I don’t take her with me to the feasts and festivals. She might offend the guests. I don’t care if she embarrasses me. I want her to make a good impression on Owyn.’

      ‘It’s not about impressions. He’s her tad now.’

      I nodded at my plate. The fired earthenware was glazed in yellows and greens. Decorative cuts accented its rim.

      Rowan propped his elbows on the table. ‘So, cousin. How are things progressing with your new husband?’

      ‘Did you talk about the harem?’ Aled asked. ‘Rough business that.’

      Rough didn’t adequately cover the public annihilation of watching hundreds of aliens dedicated to the erotic arts for the sole purpose of pleasing my husband welcoming him home. Were they mad? I couldn’t talk about it. My emotions were damned behind a wall of pride, and the flood levels were rising. I couldn’t risk a fracture in my composure. The whole thing would implode, and I’d explode taking the planet with me.

      So although a storm raged inside, I placidly ladled berry compote onto my pastry on the outside. ‘Fine. Everything is fine.’ Lightning flashed, and thunder rolled behind my eyes, but my cloudy expression obscured it. ‘He and Éorik see to their duties.’

      They’d been absent longer than expected, so were frightfully busy. Maybe they’re busy with their harems. I bombed that train of thought then buried the ashes. I wasn’t going to think about it. Safer to carpool with my old buddies: denial and self-flagellation. I tried not to panic over the fact I woke alone and hadn’t seen them. I tried not to assume they avoided me because they were confused about our last physical confrontation that ended up with us writhing in a dirty alleyway.

      Wasn’t I classing up the place?

      ‘Tension between him and the Commander has calmed some,’ Patrick said. ‘The fight helped. They seemed better after you went off with them.’

      Rowan nudged my shoulder with his. ‘Well? What did you talk about?’

      I remembered being sandwiched between them in the alley. Beowyn’s fingers, slick with his spend, pushed past my clenched inner muscles. His rough growls vibrated one ear, and Éorik’s drummed against the other. ‘Didn’t do much talking.’ I hunched over my food and filled my mouth, chewing to delay further speech. I glanced at Fergie then jerked into a straight-backed position.

      She imitated my humped back, squint-eyed performance. She then copied my corrected posture and slack-jawed expression. I didn’t know whether to be horrified or delighted at her developing observational skills.

      Patrick smirked. ‘Just what did you do to tame the beasties?’

      ‘Shall I give you a blow by blow as you’re so interested in my sex life?’

      ‘Alright.’ He threw up his hands. ‘You called my bluff. Spare me the details. I want to be sure you’re good with everything that’s happening.’ Patrick looked at his father. His smile was fond as he watched the wizened man painstakingly pick seeds off a bread roll as if plain ones weren’t available in the basket next to him. ‘It’s important we’re happy, aye, but I don’t want you to believe any of this,’ he flicked a hand at the spread, at the furnishings, ‘means more to us than you.’

      I offered a close-mouthed smile. ‘You’re sweet to say it–.’

      ‘I’m telling you straight. If you want to leave, I’ll find a way for us to survive here.’ His tone was firm. ‘Even if we have to leave the planet and settle elsewhere. Don’t you be forgetting you and the wee bit are no alone.’

      I stared at the auburn mess of his hair, his beard scruff and ruddy complexion, swarthy from years of wind and sun. Wrinkles fanned from his eyes and lined his too-wide mouth. His green eyes were clear, his expression loving as he waited for my response.

      I blinked at the ceiling and breathed through my teeth.

      If I cried, I wouldn’t stop.

      Crown mouldings and intricate patterns rendered in alabaster and gold gleamed above our lavish breakfast.

      They would give it up for me. The fancy clothes, the expensive apartments, the sumptuous food. I’d uprooted them from the lands of our birth to drag them across the universe, yet if I said the word, they’d up and leave.

      I opened my mouth to express my gratitude and love, but what spluttered out was, ‘I had sex with Éorik.’

      Nose wrinkling, Patrick covered Fergie’s ears.

      ‘Called it.’ Rowan jabbed a dripping spoon. ‘Credits. You owe me.’

      Aled’s knife clinked against his plate. ‘Couldn’t keep your legs together another week?’ He slouched. ‘I’ll pay you now, in a minute, Rowan.’

      ‘If I’m no paid by the time the suns go down, you go down.’

      ‘Beowyn got jealous,’ I said, shrill, ‘so they argued, and then fought, and I think they slept together at some point because I got the feeling they regretted it and wanted to do it again, so when we went off together at Carnival, Beowyn had me up against the wall while Éorik watched, and then we all did stuff.’

      ‘Truly.’ Patrick winced. ‘I could have been spared the details.’

      ‘I’m falling in love with them, but I’m no sure there’s enough inside me to make them happy.’ Running out of steam, my chest caved as my breath left in a whoosh, body slumped.

      Rowan tutted. ‘All that was obvious, cousin. Wipe that look off your face. You can no think we’d judge you for finding happiness?’

      I jerked my head left then right.

      ‘You never once looked at me differently when it was clear I was an odd one, did you?’ He patted my hand. ‘I’d be a dick to act funny towards you because of your unconventional choices as thanks, wouldn’t I?’

      I made a squeaky noise.

      Patrick shifted in his seat, eyes on his knees. ‘About time you turned to us for advice. That’s what we’re here for.’ His gaze lifted, and he straightened. ‘You’ll be needing to sit them down and talk. Let them know what you’re thinking. Let them ease your worries.’

      Aled snorted. ‘No man–alien or not–wants to sit and talk.’

      ‘You have a suggestion then?’ Patrick asked with a mean curl of the lip.

      ‘A romantic outing. Dinner and a movie. Dinner and a sports match.’ He made a winding motion. ‘As long as there is dinner and alcohol to relax her inhibitions. Candles.’ He gave me a saucy wink. ‘Sets the mood.’

      Rowan grunted. ‘Explains why your dates suffer third-degree burns.’ He and Patrick exchanged a period of speaking glances with wagging eyebrows and round-eyed looks. ‘Much as it kills me dead, it’s no the worst idea.’

      Aled’s open lips curved, meat and mashed bread gunk showing between his teeth and gums.

      Fergie did the same.

      I tapped a finger under her chin, then returned my attention to the meddling men mortifyingly desperate to fix my love life. ‘You think the solution to my problem is to go on a date?’

      Patrick pondered his fork. ‘Since we left Earth, you’ve been worried about the wee bit and surviving. Understandable. You’re needing to spend quality time alone with them.’

      ‘We’ll look after Fergie,’ Rowan said. ‘You get dressed up. We’ll let them know the time and place so it can be a fantastic surprise.’

      I didn’t see a downside. This would be my overture. I’d show them I wanted to move forward with both of them at my side. ‘I don’t know Vayhalun yet to pick a good place.’

      A chorus of, ‘Leave that to us,’ and, ‘No problem,’ and, ‘Binky?’ and, ‘We’ll sort it, don’t worry yourself,’ crashed against my ears.

      Fergus cackled into his seed-free bread.

      I had Fergie to myself for the rest of the morning after we parted at breakfast. Choosing our location with care, I sat with her on the soft, linen-draped sleeping platform in the opulent bedroom adjoining mine and Beowyn’s.

      It was adjacent to Éorik’s on its other side, and just down the hall from my cousins’ private apartments.

      Cupping rosy, chubby cheeks in my palms to ensure I held my daughter’s attention, I told her the long journey brought us far from our old flat, and that our clan would be staying with us in the palace with the Verak. I’d explained the palace was now our home, and the room we sat in was now hers. I told her we’d redecorate it if she wanted.

      I told her I loved her, and I wanted her to be happy.

      She peered at me with quiet grace through my halting explanations.

      It became apparent I told her things she’d cobbled together from snippets she’d overheard or things she’d experienced. Seeing how much she did comprehend, my eyes leaked, because I realised she wasn’t a baby baby any longer, but a curious, intelligent toddler who gleaned a great deal.

      Biting my lip, I wished I’d realised this on Earth. I would have made a point to sit and talk to her before we left, but I’d learnt soon after she was born, hindsight was twenty-twenty when it came to raising a child.

      Surrounded by clan and cushioned by the exuberance of youth, she’d adjusted to the radical changes in her life seamlessly. After spending time with the Ra, she accepted the presence of people who looked wildly different to her with aplomb, but when I explained her mother was Queen, therefore she was a Princess, I received a big reaction.

      There was a lot of slobber in my hair when she was done bouncing over the bed and kissing my face. Shrieks rang in my ears that she was like Ariel, and Mèrida and Anna, only better because she was an alien princess. Her biggest reaction came when I explained what my new relationship with Beowyn meant for her beyond a royal status.

      She trembled with excitement when I explained he was her father, crowing wordless joy, but her young mind hit a snag. ‘Liam is my Da too.’

      Fergie never met Liam in person. She’d only seen old digital photos I’d saved for such a purpose. I’d told her stories of him when she’d asked. Fairytales that painted him as a good man a girl would be proud to have as a parent. Even now I couldn’t find it in me to malign his character. I didn’t want to hurt her by explaining her biological father hadn’t wanted her. What good would it do? When she was older, there was no doubt she’d ask for the truth. It would be hard, but I didn’t have to help her through that pain until she was better equipped to handle it, and wouldn’t internalise his rejection.

      ‘Liam was your Da on Earth. Beowyn is your Da here on Vayhalun.’

      Head pillowed on my stomach, she played with her toes. ‘Wyn is my Da. Ori is my Da.’ She giggled. ‘I have many Da.’ She held up three fingers.

      My lips folded into my mouth in surprise. ‘Ori is….’ The male had protected her when I hadn’t. He’d fed her and rocked her to sleep. He’d become the best father she’d known without consciously trying. ‘We can ask Ori if he’d like to be your Da.’

      ‘He swims wi’ me. Sings tae me.’ She nodded. ‘Ori is my Da.’ The beginning of her sentence had been in English, but the last in rasping Verako.

      I blinked then hugged her close.

      She didn’t have a translation implant as we adult humans did. My preference was for her to go to school with Verak cubs and integrate naturally. It seemed to have been the right choice.

      We spent the early afternoon exploring her swanky room, and making plans about what colours she wanted for her rugs, bed sheets and blinds before her uncles came and whisked her away, giving me time to get ready for my date.

      Dressed and killing time, I tried to keep the excitement from my face, but Lumen took one look at me, clutched both hands to her bosom and cooed, ‘Aw.’ She’d helped me get ready, mostly by keeping me from getting nervous with the story of her one and only dating experience with her Ra. ‘You were banned from the restaurant?’ I ran my fingers through my freshly washed curls.

      ‘They destroyed the place. It was closed for weeks of refurbishment. I felt bad until Deathly assured me the males cause that kind of damage often. The eateries have insurance.’ She circled me, taking in my outfit with a critical eye. She picked off a bit of lint. ‘My point is even if this date goes terribly as long as you have a good time, it’s a win.’

      I swallowed audibly.

      ‘You have no idea what your family have planned?’

      ‘Aled seemed dead set on there being dinner and candles.’

      ‘You’re lucky to have them.’

      ‘Family is what you make of it. Mine are one of a kind. You’re becoming part of us too. Makes it even more special.’ The tight, rocking hug to my middle made me blush. ‘You feeling okay?’

      Lumen’s face was shy when she pulled back. ‘I’m going to miss you.’

      ‘Miss me?’ My smile dimmed. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘We head back to Rök next cycle. Ambassadorial duties are calling.’

      ‘You can no work remotely?’

      ‘I have been. Some tasks need me there in person.’ Frustration sparked in her hazel eyes. ‘The Senate are obstinate when it comes to offworld trade agreements.’

      ‘I’m sad you can no stay longer.’ She’d become a central figure in my new life. The thought of losing her guidance made my stomach cramp and my throat burn. ‘I’ll miss you, too, and Fiercely. I know Fergie has grown attached to Brave, and Uncle Fergus has a soft spot for Venomous.’ Goodness knew why. The Rä warrior terrified me still. ‘Aled is going to hate losing Cobra’s cooking tutorials.’ Half my family was tearing away, and I wasn’t ready.

      ‘It’s not just my job.’ Eyes watering a little in response to my reaction, Lumen rubbed my arm. ‘Venom is becoming uncomfortable with us being so far from the safety of the lair.’ She looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘I think he’s heard something that bothers him, but he won’t talk to me about it yet.’

      ‘Oh.’ Of course Venomous wanted to leave. He loved his family more than his own life. It was natural to want them in the home he provided. ‘I understand that. He’s a good male. I’m sorry about the disparaging comments I made.’

      ‘Think nothing of it. I’ll visit during the cold season and comm call often to check you’re settling. Contact me whenever you need, okay? To talk about the royalty situation or rant about the concubines.’ She bit her lip. ‘You can’t visit me yet. Rök is closed to offworlders. I do have high hopes the ban will be repealed in the coming solar.’

      I wiped a hand under my now wet chin. ‘Aye.’ I was fairly pale and shaky when my chatty cousin came to get me. The melancholy passed when I thought of spending alone time with my Verak.

      Rowan took us on a brisk walk through the extensive palace gardens. A distance great enough to have my breath laboured and my colour high.

      Singing a love song under her breath, Lumen danced along beside us. If I didn’t know her, I’d have thought she hadn’t a care in the world.

      ‘My bonny Queen.’ Rowan swept his arm out with a bend at his waist. He waggled his eyebrows. ‘A romantic extravaganza awaits.’

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 26

      

    
    
      The grassy clearing ended in a cliff. Crisp, salty wind sighed over the moonlit darkness of Vayhalun’s black sea. The mountainous, distant waves appeared as calm as the shallow causeways between the atolls, the peaks of land themselves speckled by torchlight. A round table covered in white cloth was surrounded by three high-backed chairs. One of the decorative horns I’d seen scattered about the palace had been used for rustic contrast against willowy bunches of burnt yellow and dusky red flowers. A single candle completed the centrepiece.

      The arrangement was a splash of luxury in the midst of wilderness.

      Placed off to the side was a covered dish trolley. Aled flitted around it. He popped something into his mouth, chewing and nodding satisfaction.

      Arms and legs akimbo, supervising, Patrick noticed my arrival and saluted. ‘Looks good, aye? Wee bit helped us choose the gewgaws.’

      Speechless, I nodded.

      ‘This is beautiful.’ Lumen caught my clammy hand and shook it. ‘Magical.’ She focused on my family. ‘Need help with the final preparations?’

      ‘I could use a hand with the rest of these sodding candles.’ Rowan knelt on the bluish grasses, lighting dozens of teardrop candles in glass jars, pricks of burning brightness in the velvet dark.

      More of the decorative horns flanked them to add to the effect and section off the intimate setting.

      ‘Where’s Fergie?’ I asked.

      Patrick hooked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘Napping under the hedge with Da. She’s been a wee angel.’

      ‘Under the hedge?’ I rubbed my forehead. I remembered her manners during breakfast. ‘We need to discuss things that are no appropriate.’

      Lumen got on her hands and knees to peek under a sweeping fan of leaves. There came a rumbling snore followed by a quieter, squeaky one. She sat back on her heels. ‘It does look cosy.’

      Rowan stalked past and pushed a lighter into her hand. ‘I’ll throw my back out with all this bending over.’

      ‘I thought you liked bending over.’

      ‘Cheeky, lass.’ Rowan hauled her up by the waist, and they ambled off together, falling down laughing to crawl along the ground lighting candles.

      Shaking my head, I laughed too. It turned into a scandalised gasp when I saw Patrick’s eyes on Lumen’s arse, a goofy male look on his face.

      ‘Oh, my God.’ I categorised the subtle looks he’d cast her way since she shook his hand on the jungle planet. ‘You like Lu–.’

      Patrick’s fingers clamped my lips together. ‘What I like is my head attached to the rest of my body, which it would no longer be if those man-crushers she calls her mates hear I even accidentally thought about her in a context even remotely sexual.’

      Eyes round, I nodded.

      ‘Besides, there’s a difference between kenning a lass, appreciating her good looks, intelligence and wanting to be her friend than there is desiring her for your own. I’m no in the habit of coveting things that are no mine, so don’t get the wrong impression or be giving anyone else one.’ He let my mouth go to bump me under the chin. ‘Are we clear, mo chridhe?’

      He might have pursued her had she been unattached but was uninterested because she was. ‘I hear you.’

      Mind returning to the matter at hand, Patrick reeled off the particulars as the others gathered around him. ‘Right. We’re going to hide behind those bushes there and take off when they arrive. Your meal is prepared and under the dishes on the trolley. You have two small casks of nectar.’

      Lumen lifted a hand. ‘No music?’

      ‘We thought the sound of the sea would be sexier.’

      ‘Ooh, you’re good at this.’

      ‘Thanking you.’ He winked. ‘Bráthair, your candles are done?’

      Rowan arched his back. ‘Crippled for life but they’re lit.’

      ‘Excellent.’ He chafed his hands and gave them a maniacal grin. ‘It will no be long now. You told them to arrive about this time for our “training session” aye?’

      ‘Och, no, you did that.’

      Patrick stared at him. ‘No. You did it while I stole the food.’

      Lumen blinked. ‘Stole the food?’

      ‘I’m telling you I did no do it because you were supposed to do it.’

      My cousins stared at each other.

      As one they turned to Aled.

      ‘Don’t look at me,’ he exploded. ‘This fiasco wasn’t my idea.’

      ‘We’re not ever addressing the stealing thing are we?’ Lumen said.

      ‘Are you telling me you arranged all this while I spent the day worrying and getting dressed up and they doona e’en ken it’s happening?’ I could hear myself getting shrill, and it was not flattering, but the oversight was ridiculous.

      They exchanged a sheepish look. ‘Mebbe,’ they said.

      ‘It was supposed to be a surprise.’ Patrick looked nonplussed. ‘We kept the secret too well, I’m thinking.’

      I dropped my face into my hands with a groan.

      Lumen flashed her palms. ‘We can fix this easy. Stay right there looking fresh and dewy-eyed. I’ll be back.’ She hiked up her skirt and bounded towards the palace. ‘I’ll be quick.’

      I looked at my cousins. ‘Never mind. I am grateful. For everything.’

      ‘We know it.’ Patrick ruffled my hair. ‘Sorry, we bollocksed it up.’

      We glommed together and sat on the grass, waiting. I was regaled with stories of how they divided and conquered the kitchen staff, pilfered the stores without being seen, and encountered a grumpy Éorik, who they fooled with their flawless performance of innocence. I jumped to my feet when I heard Lumen’s voice in the near distance, my nerves taking over.

      ‘It was massive,’ she babbled. ‘Gigantic. The biggest thing I’ve seen. It was ten, no, twenty feet tall and had knives for teeth and fire for breath.’

      ‘How terrifying,’ said a foreigner.

      ‘Fear not,’ Beowyn said in a loud boom. ‘We shall slay the beast.’

      ‘I never heard of such a creature on Vayhalun,’ Éorik protested. ‘Are you quite sure, Lumen? You seem overwrought. I should contact Venomous so you might rest. I do not understand why you did not run to him in the first place.’ He paused. ‘Why are you without the escort of your mates?’

      ‘Don’t alarm my mates.’ Her voice rose. ‘Protect me, you powerful males, you. It’s over there. See the light? That’s, uh, embers from its fiery breath.’

      ‘She’s selling it.’ Rowan jostled Aled who whispered, ‘More concerned they’re buying it.’

      Verak thundered into the clearing.

      Fangs bared in a wild grin, Beowyn brandished his sword. Éorik leapt up beside him with smaller blades, their blunt edges held against his forearms, ready to slash. Last to charge was a strange Verak I’d not yet met, armed with a dagger and a wily glint in his eyes. They pulled up short when it was just my gawking family and me.

      Lumen jumped forward waving her hands above her head. ‘Surprise.’ She panted, out of breath as she bounced up and down. ‘Surprise, surprise.’ She turned to me and beamed. ‘Fixed it.’

      ‘But there is no monster here,’ the stranger said.

      Beowyn tilted his head, eyes scanning first me and then the rest of the scene. ‘Quiet Wulfyn.’ A slow smile stretched across his face. His gaze landed on the decorations and faltered. His brows briefly met in the middle them smoothed. ‘Escort those who wish to leave back to the palace.’

      ‘Good Greetings, humans.’ Wulfyn no longer seemed disappointed there was no monster to vanquish. He watched my family with naked curiosity. ‘I have heard rumours about you, but you do not drool nor do you smell.’ He smiled toothily. ‘Do you wish to share last meal with me?’

      Clapping his shoulder, Patrick fell into line with him, Aled and Rowan a step behind at the promise of food.

      Lumen walked backwards giving me big eyes and a thumbs up, and then they were gone, and we were alone.

      ‘No monster to defeat.’ My laughter sounded weak. ‘Only me.’

      Éorik touched the back of a chair. His eyes drifted over the table, the flowers. ‘You did this?’

      ‘My family did near all of it and came up with the idea. I turned up and took credit.’ I passed a hand over my front. ‘Lumen helped me get dressed and brought you here.’

      ‘No King rules alone yet he often is credited as such.’ Beowyn took a quick step then stopped. ‘You did this for us?’

      Rubbing my earlobe, I nodded.

      Éorik sat.

      I scrambled to join him. I tucked my hands between my thighs.

      Beowyn looked between us, the current of emotion flowing across his features indecipherable. He dropped into the remaining chair.

      We faced each other and stared.

      I cleared my throat. ‘Thank you for coming. I know you’re busy.

      Starry eyes averted to the tenebrous sky, and to the culms of the violet grasses buffeted by the briny wind swirling around the tor.

      Lips thinning, I gave myself a moment to feel duped. It took the next breath for me to let go of the resentment. I often obfuscated when unsure of how to proceed or unable to decipher the messier areas of my emotional palette. Avoidance was at times a great boon and a severe pain in the ass. I’d experienced a taste of my own medicine, and wasn’t it a sour brew? ‘Why are you avoiding me then?’ They hesitated to speak. ‘Beowyn?’

      ‘I have made my wishes clear.’ He was all but pouting. ‘Now I am giving you space to settle our cub and grow comfortable in your place as my One.’

      ‘What about you, Éorik?’

      ‘You needed time to think. I, too, give you space.’

      It was thoughtful of them, but after the blow that was the harem, I needed them all over me. ‘Thanks, but I’m okay. I’d like to move forward.’ Not waiting for a reply, hoping they’d go with it, I poured drinks from the chilled jug. ‘How was your day?’

      ‘Aggravating.’ Éorik sipped the fermented nectar and grunted his appreciation. ‘I investigated complaints of missing ferment from the cellars, edibles from the stores.’

      Dishing out the ill-gotten gains, I froze. My eyes darted to the now conspicuous food trolley. ‘Um.’

      Beowyn raised his cup, features tight with suppressed amusement.

      ‘It was your kin the whole time.’  Éorik snorted. ‘I consider myself a keen observant but,’ he shook his head, ‘they looked me in the eye and lied when I asked if they knew about the thefts.’

      I set down the jug, blushing. At least he sounded impressed rather than mad. I’d be furious in his position, having wasted a day chasing after troublemakers. ‘Under the theft and brazen lies, you see how their hearts were in the right place?’

      ‘They raided our palace.’ Beowyn was all tousled mane and roguish smile. ‘I am not sure why they did not ask the servants for what they needed. What is mine is yours and therefore theirs, but, truth, I am proud of their skills.’ He stroked my hand on the tablecloth. His gaze slipped to the side then back again. ‘But I must ask for you to explain something.’ His resonant voice grew hesitant. ‘Your human ways often confuse me, sweet, but most times I untangle the meanings.’

      I squeezed his fingers. My voice was soft. ‘I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, Owyn. Ask.’ He must have wanted to ask something important for his face to contort itself as it had.

      He lifted our joined hands. ‘I do not wish to hurt you.’  Uncurling my fingers, he brushed dry lips across my palm.

      My breathing hitched. A shiver tripped down my spine at his sensual touch. ‘You can tell me anything.’

      ‘Why is my great grandsire here?’

      I slow-blinked. ‘Beg your pardon?’

      ‘My great grandsire, Berwyn,’ he pointed at the centrepiece, ‘is on the table amongst the blooms.’

      Éorik set down his cup, crossing his arms and leaning in. His head cocked. ‘An Earth custom is to bring the remains of the dead to trysts?’

      ‘Remains?’ The metal tip capping his polished horn glinted. Gorge rising, my eyes snapped to the dulled one jutting from the flowers. ‘The horns–.’ My voice cracked, and my eyelids squeezed closed. ‘The horns scattered over the palace are decorative.’ My eyes opened, pleading to be exonerated.

      Éorik winced. ‘Who told you this?’

      ‘They were, oh God, they were attached to the skull of a Verak?’ I gripped the table edge to prop myself upright. ‘To your dead kinsmen?’

      Beowyn eyeballed me like I’d taken leave of my senses. ‘Of course.’

      ‘Ye can no say of course and act like we were supposed tae ken such a thing.’ I sounded shrill again. Was I being punished? Had I murdered kittens in a previous life? I flung out an arm, a wave of heat climbing my face. ‘Why are the bones of your ancestors lying about?’

      ‘We keep our kin close.’ He thumped his chest. ‘In life and in death. They are no longer with us in a psychical state, but we want them near in their spiritual one. It is comforting to know they are with us. Guiding us.’

      ‘And it is not just bone,’ Éorik said. ‘The corpse of the departed is burned while mourning kin scrapes the horns of their inner flesh. Cold ashes are poured into the cavities during a ceremony to honour the Allbeast, and the open ends sealed with a silver disk. One is given to the mother-kin, the other to the sire-kin.’

      Beowyn lifted the ridged, curled horn. He flipped it upside-down, presenting it to me as if a priceless treasure. ‘The silver is engraved with an epitaph. It helps the descendants to know their kin. Feel closer to them without having met them.’

      I strained my eyes to read the inscription in the flickering candlelight, the slashing glyphs faded with age.

      
        
        Here sleeps the hunter,

        Berwyn ThunderClaw.

        He died as he lived,

        rutting.

        

      

      ‘I was named after him.’ Beowyn’s chest puffed. ‘My mother said I resembled him greatly. He was known as a masterful tracker. ThunderClaw Dyna was a lesser House during his leadership, but I have raised it high.’ He gave a lopsided smile, eyes uncertain. ‘Have I made him proud?’

      ‘Of course.’ Éorik glanced at me knowingly when I stared helplessly at Beowyn’s pensive expression, stuck between a sob of horror and morbid giggles. ‘You are the Great One.’

      Taking in their solemn faces, their dignified tones, I realised the custom was important to them. Sacred. A ring of looted horns surrounded us. ‘Oh, God.’ I patted the air. We were in the middle of a graveyard. A graveyard of my husband’s revered ancestors, people my clan had stolen to use as ornamentation. Had they treated the urns with respect? Slapping a hand to my mouth, I remembered Patrick saying Fergie helped pick the ‘gewgaws’. By that comment alone, I knew little care had been taken. ‘Oh, my God.’ My bairn had inadvertently disturbed the dead. I clutched Beowyn’s claws to my chest. Sorry didn’t cover the enormity of our mistake. ‘We assumed they were trinkets, no memorials.’ My voice was thick with tears. ‘We did no mean it. I wanted this to be special, memorable, no macabre and offensive.’

      ‘But it is memorable,’ Éorik said.

      I made a cross noise.

      ‘No harm was done, my sweet.’ Beowyn cupped my cheek, exasperated. ‘It is oddly kind to include them. Perhaps their spirits embrace us even now.’

      Hairs on the back of my neck rose. I surreptitiously glanced around.

      Was that a cold patch?

      A ghostly sigh or merely the wind?

      Sorry, I mouthed to the hereafter and hunched, half expecting a wrathful alien relative to smite me.

      Slouched in his seat, Beowyn inhaled the sea air and released it with a smile. ‘A pretty spot this.’ Dark brows lowered. ‘Strikes me as familiar.’

      Éorik sat ramrod in his seat. ‘Owyn is this not like the time we found the–.’

      A shadow blotted the moonlight and a reptile twice my size, ten feet snout to tail landed beside me with a whomp, whomp, whomp of leathery wings.

      Balanced on three webbed and taloned toes, its stocky body shifted ponderously as it waddled to a stop.

      Veiled by a nictitating membrane, a slitted eyeball peered at me before rolling to glare at the Verak. A serrated beak with a hooked tip let loose a whopping screech that hurt my ears. Rancid, rotted fish breath wafted over us, slimy spittle flecking our clothes, our skin, the table. It flapped its iridescent wings, lissome tail whipping the air over our heads before hunkering down.

      ‘Good thing we feast later this night.’ Beowyn wiped a viscous glop from his cheek. ‘My surprise for you.’

      ‘Oh,’ I whispered.

      ‘It is the reason the thefts were noted,’ Éorik said. ‘Otherwise, it would never have come to my attention.’

      ‘Of course,’ I whispered again.

      Crusty onyx-scutes brushed my thigh. I breathed through my mouth and tried not to move. It stank. It smelt like hot, brackish swamp.

      Blocky head shoved under its pinion, it raked its bill over its back, itching the edges of bony scutum, sending crepe-thin patches of skin floating into the air.

      ‘Kimmijion nesting grounds.’ Beowyn barked a laugh and fell back in his seat. ‘Our hunt master has searched for a wild nest for solars. The meat is juicer. To think one hid in my own wilderness.’ He looked the beast over. ‘But a fine male specimen. See the deadly spike on his tail? I saw a smaller male disembowel a warrior with a single flick. Do not be frightened, my One. They attack when threatened. I wonder. Where are the females?’ He brightened. ‘Lah, here they come.’

      Dozens of the reptilian avians landed on the tor, nestling into the grasses until we swam in a slumbering sea of them, the smell making me heave.

      A spiked tail slithered past my ankle. I opened my mouth to scream.

      ‘Mammy?’

      ‘Look, Orik, my cub was under there.’
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      ‘For heaven’s sake, Uncle Fergus. Why did you give her sweets when we’re going to dinner?’ Putting my daughter down, I spotted a water feature. ‘She has blue gunk smeared all over her face.’ I wet the edge of my tunic in the fountain basin. I rushed back then froze. ‘Where did she go?’ I spun a circle then spluttered to find Fergie galloping through the ornate doors ahead of the pack. ‘Shite. Grab her.’

      They tried. Bless them, they tried, but the speed and agility of my child at that moment were of a triathlete on the brink of Olympic ascendancy. She ducked and wove around her flustered uncles until she dashed into the banquet hall and roared, curling her fingers into claws and stomping both feet like a miniature giant.

      ‘Och.’ Patrick grinned. ‘She’s pretending to be a razorbeast.’

      Chortling, Aled snatched Fergie off her feet and held her under his arm like a rugby ball. He jounced her until she trilled a laugh, kicking her stout legs so the whole world could see her nappy.

      Decorated with a lavish hand, the loggia was festooned with flowered garlands and ribbons. Wooden poles jutted above the gathering. Ended in metal spikes and bearing swallow-tailed pennons pinned to embellished crossbars, the tapered triangles and streamers were a rainbow of colour, their mythical beasts displaying strange attitude. A lengthwise wall opened to the endless sky. Caryatids supported steep arches, the pointed curves framing the seascape, and the beguiling idols lead the weak-willed to a watery doom. Leagues of dark water appeared to float the palace as if one could step from flagstone to sea then walk the shoals unheeded until claimed by ocean depths.

      Rowan whistled as he strutted. ‘Fancy. Think they’ll miss the cutlery?’

      ‘Mebbe.’ Patrick grinned, attention turned elsewhere. He clasped wrists with Wulfyn, who turned to introduce his stately Verak companion.

      ‘Keep your hands to yourself.’ I ran my hands along the crispness of my gold and silver tunic, smoothing it along with my hips. Its standing collar made my scrawny neck elegant, its cut lending my skinny frame the illusion of curves. ‘It’s rude. We’re guests.’

      ‘Isn’t this technically your home?’ Rowan asked, dressed in boots, leathers and a finely woven shirt in the resplendent style of our alien hosts.

      ‘You’re right.’ I glared. ‘I better no catch you thieving my nice things. I’ve no even seen them yet.’

      ‘Aled and I are thinking of buying property on the southwestern side of Grand Atoll. One of the rural plots. We have to conserve funds.’ He peered around. ‘What’s the point in wasting credits and buying new when the family has decent stuff lying around?’

      ‘Eating utensils loaned to you for the duration of a meal is no stuff just lying around.’ I spared him a puzzled look. ‘Why are you and Aled moving in together when you have apartments here? You don’t need to go to the expense. Are you no happy with this place?’ I circled a finger in a widening spin to indicate the luxurious room in the majestic palace we now called home.

      His ears pinked as his chin tried to merge with his neck. ‘Just nice to have a corner that’s your own. A bit of privacy never hurt nobody.’

      I inhaled so I could tell him to cut the crap, but my nostrils flared, and I sneezed. Snot landed on Rowan’s shoulder. He gawked at it then at my pretzeled face. He cracked up laughing.

      Enveloped in the nose tingling scent responsible for my sneeze, Ryki drifted into view. A sweeping ruby gown encrusted with jewels twinkled in the soft light. Was that a coronet nestled in her upswept ochre locks? ‘You should not be here if you are unwell.’

      I wiped my sleeve under my nose.

      She cringed. ‘You are,’ she flapped a hand at my middle, ‘damp.’

      Scowling, I looked to where she indicated. A wet patch darkened my tunic. I peered at in confusion until I remembered the fountain. ‘Ach, shite.’

      ‘You brought your offspring.’

      I’d heard Fiercely describe Bravest as his offspring so often the term no longer seemed strange or anything but loving. Spoken from the Concubine’s painted lips, it sounded cold.

      ‘It’s important she learn how to conduct herself at such functions.’ I shrugged. ‘It’s her welcome feast too.’

      ‘Let us pray she behaves and the Great One is not angered.’

      ‘She’s a bairn no the End of Days.’

      ‘If she does throw a hissy fit,’ Rowan said, ‘I doubt her new Da will care. He dotes on his cub, aye?’

      ‘His cub?’ Ryki bestowed us a chilly smile, the set of her face smug as if she’d won something. She glided on silent, slippered feet to admire the frescoes painted onto the walls, their calcified surfaces dulled with age.

      My cousin and I exchanged a laughing glance.

      ‘Worried about her?’ he asked.

      ‘I’m no, surprisingly.’

      ‘You must know you’re worth a hundred–Hello.’ Rowan gave his best smile, sensing he met someone of importance. ‘Nice to see you.’

      Wulfyn had turned to include us in his conversation with Patrick and the older Verak male at his side. ‘Sjörn of House FeverBright, minor Alpha and Sentinel of the People’s Guard.’

      Sjörn inclined his head. ‘Good Greetings.’ Ashy blonde facial hair with thick swathes of premature grey streaked around his mouth. It mirrored the greying braids at his temples. His plaited and thonged beard went to the leather bracer encircling his middle, the tanned leather stamped with a tusked boar. It was the same crest embroidered onto a verdant standard hung above. His tunic was plain green, but of good quality and his leathers natural brown, tucked into polished boots worn with age. ‘Finally, I meet the female who captured the Great One’s heart. I bid you and yours welcome.’

      I tore my eyes from his mustachios. ‘You’re very kind.’

      ‘No.’ His mouth curved. ‘I am quite harsh, and I had decided to be suspicious of this alien female brought into our midst.’ His eyes were small for his face, but rather than give him a mean, piggish look, the kind set to his expression and high, rounded cheeks lent him a grandfatherly air. ‘Then I saw your cub filled with laughter and happiness. I watched you and your family approach with no artifice, no condescending arrogance to speak of as if you are above such petty behaviours.’ He offered his wrist. ‘I like you well.’

      I offered my own wrist and squeezed his. My chest felt heavy and my neck prickled with heat. ‘You don’t hold back, do you, Sjörn?’

      Horns tossed back, his laugh was a boom from his stout middle.

      Wulfyn looked right pleased with himself and winked at me as he and Sjörn moved on to mingle.

      ‘See, lass?’ Patrick cupped my face. ‘You’re a natural. Proud of you, amn’t I?’ He kissed my forehead. ‘Stop fussing over the wee bit’s manners.’

      Holding onto his arms, I nodded, ducking my head to smile.

      Zephyrs cooled by the recumbent suns mixed with the spiced oils and peppery unguents used by the Verak. It playfully batted the heraldry and freshened the air with its salty tang. The breeze failed to disturb the phosphorus torch glow, shielded by their ormolu sconces. People mingled, several approached and greeted me with respect, but I mostly stuck with my clan, overwhelmed and shy among strangers.

      Beowyn and Éorik arrived with no fanfare. Nevertheless, dressed in unrelieved black, silver armbands and ear studs glinting, they commanded authority by the set of their shoulders and radiated power with a tip of horn.

      Hungry eyes sought and found me, smouldering and somnolent, causing a raw ache to spread throughout my body.

      They greeted my family as their own then escorted Fergie and me to take our places in the middle of the long table, curious looks and unforgiving stares on our backs.

      Our arrangement happened naturally. Lumen and her lot on one side of Beowyn, while I sat on the other. Éorik claimed the space next to me with Fergie on his lap, my clan arranged next to and opposite him.

      The table was covered in woven cloth, silkier runners home to the serving platters, and the benches we perched on were softened with plump cushions. Liveried servants brought the feast in waves, and though the foreign cuisine was arranged in complicated, pretty ways, it remained hearty and filling. There were meaty stews, bean pies, vegetables sautéed in herbed oils, and leafy salads with grilled fish.

      I liked food. I was skinny because I struggled to keep a healthy weight, but my stomach was bottomless, and my plate was never more than half empty.

      Idle chatter surrounded me as I munched and crunched.

      My eyes drifted towards the sea. A leviathan creature rose to the surface, sinuous and sleek body rolling under the waves. Its fanned tail saluted the moon, reflecting its light as a waterfall gushed from its flippers. The giant fin splashed down and disappeared with its master.

      Gasping, I looked around, but no one else seemed to have witnessed the marvel or saw it as worthy of awe. I smiled at my plate feeling blessed.

      My name was called.

      Aware of the scrutiny of others, I leant forward.

      Ryki did the same, fleshy breasts a shallow breath from flopping out her bodice. ‘I hear your birth planet is named after dirt.’

      She was too far away for small talk.

      I considered ignoring her, but several eyes fixed on me. I didn’t want to seem ungracious or give people reason to believe I saw this female as a threat.

      I rose my voice to be heard over the buzzing volume that grew as nectar flowed and dusk gave way to night. ‘That’s right.’ I kept my tone curt and offered nothing more, hoping she’d get the message and leave me be.

      ‘Simple name for a simple place and people. You must miss it.’

      I shrugged. ‘Homesickness is to be expected.’

      ‘What did you do there?’

      I refrained from rolling my eyes. If she thought I’d be embarrassed and not want to reveal my humble origins, she’d be wrong. I’d been proud to be employed. There was no shame in doing what needed to be done to make your way in the world. ‘I worked in a restaurant as a server.’

      The House leads visibly reacted to my statement, most blinking for long periods or bringing cups to their lips to disguise gasps, but it was nothing to make me feel shunned. They let it go between one breath and the next.

      They were a people accustomed to strong candidates rising through the ranks using grit and determination.

      I snuck a look at Beowyn.

      He curled an arm around my waist, loose, comfortable, his conversation with Venomous uninterrupted.

      Ryki sipped her drink, tripartite pupils glinting. ‘I cannot empathise with your low beginnings. I was born royal and–.’  She cut off, nostrils flared.

      My brows pulled together, but then my eyes widened and watered as the pong wafted up my nose.

      Aled looked straight ahead, eyes bulging as he tried to keep himself in check. Rowan was losing his battle, arm over his face, whole body jerking each time a peep escaped.

      Patrick’s face was composed, but its red shade clashed with his hair. ‘Och, wee bit, excuse you.’

      Jabbering to Éorik, she perked at her name then squealed and bounced when she saw the attention of the adults centred on her. ‘Hi!’

      I rocked back to reach behind Éorik and whack Patrick’s arm. ‘Don’t blame it on the baby.’

      Rowan lost it the same time as the rest of us and buried his head in his arms on the table, screaming laughter.

      ‘It’s all this rich, foreign food,’ Patrick muttered shamefacedly.

      Ryki sat unruffled except for the sour twist to her lips. Her gaze leapt to Beowyn then darkened.

      He slapped his palm on the table, an arm slung over his heaving middle, horns jerking in time to his howling.

      Fiercely hissed. ‘This is amusing?’

      Venomous’ chin lowered.

      Wiping under my eyes, I cocked my head. ‘Do you no pass wind?’

      ‘They don’t have assholes.’ Lumen slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Our segment of the table fell quiet.

      We all lost it.

      Wobbling in my seat, I brayed into Beowyn’s heaving shoulder.

      Lumen cackled until Cobra patted her back so she could pull in a much-needed breath, face dull red despite her dusky colouring.

      Even Éorik cracked a smile as he spooned rich, chunky stew into Fergie’s waiting mouth, running the spoon over her chin when she dribbled some.

      ‘I do not see the hilarity in coarse manners.’ Ryki adjusted her hair using the reflection in her eating knife. ‘Disgusting creatures.’

      ‘I would no go that far.’ I smiled at their banter. ‘Just men being men.’ I also suspected it had been done to break the tension rising between me and the truculent female.

      She agitated the contents of her bowl. ‘He is foul.’

      Humour petering, I angled my face in her direction. Heat bloomed across my chest and neck. ‘That’s my cousin you’re talking about.’

      The males still joked between themselves, but Lumen calmed, aiming a narrow-eyed glare at Ryki.

      Meeting my gaze head on, the female arched a daffodil-yellow brow. ‘Foul.’ She drawled the word.

      ‘You rude bloody cow.’ Lumen slammed down her knife and looked ready to climb over the table.

      ‘Ryki.’ Beowyn’s voice cracked like a whip. ‘Enough.’

      ‘Am I no longer allowed to voice my opinions, Great One?’

      Far from manipulated by her sultry tenor, he sliced a hand through the air. ‘Not when it is an insult to my newfound kin. An attempt to provoke my One.’

      ‘Their behaviour is unworthy of your hall. We all see it.’ Chin jutting, she looked him in the eye. ‘Is this uncouth creature truly whom you desire for your chosen One?’

      I stared without speaking.

      ‘What?’ Twisting his napkin, Aled’s blue eye twitched as it fixed on Ryki. ‘As opposed to you, I take it?’

      ‘Is she for real?’ Lumen looked askance at her cup. ‘Or do I need to avoid the nectar?’

      ‘There is a word for the likes of you, Concubine,’ Rowan said, ‘and it rhymes with cunt.’ His eyes crossed, and he flung his arms up. ‘Wait. That came out wrong.’

      Patrick pinched his nose. ‘Wee ears are about.’ He nodded towards Fergie.

      ‘I think he needs to avoid the nectar.’ Lumen snickered.

      I didn’t know what I was going to say in response to this catty bullshit but feeling my heart race and my blood boil, it would have been shrill and made no sense beyond furious noise.

      Beowyn lifted a hand to stop me. He regarded the Baxnonian with flinty eyes. ‘You will hand over your duties and return to the harem by the end of the cycle.’  Chatter along the table quieted. ‘You will not return to the Royal Atoll until I bid it. Judging by how I cannot bear to look at you after your behaviour towards my One, your Queen, I would not be expecting the summons.’ He turned from her. ‘Ever.’

      Yellow skin paled to whitened ash. Her breathing hitched. ‘Beowyn.’

      ‘Never did I give you leave to call me by name, Concubine.’

      I winced at his dismissive tone.

      How much of his coldness was for show and how much was because he no longer cared for the female he tossed aside? Liam once treated me in a similar manner before his new lover. I couldn’t help but make the unfavourable comparison though the situations were different. Liam had been my boyfriend, whereas Ryki had been brought into a harem to satisfy Beowyn when he needed something to play with.

      I’d watched him with her. I’d expected lingering glances and flirtation.

      What I’d seen was the concubine begging for Beowyn’s attention because he found her about as interesting as a potted plant; pretty to look at and touch, but easily dismissed and forgotten because, in the end, she was a possession.

      It was harsh but honest, and the other concubines I’d bumped into during my explorations displayed a distant affection for their King while being enthusiastic in their welcome towards Fergie and me.

      Ryki had not moved.

      Hands gripping her jewelled bodice, her mouth worked. By the expression on her face, whatever she was about to say would not end well for her.

      ‘Don’t make it worse.’ I tipped my head towards the door. ‘This dinner is important to my family. You’re making it uncomfortable.’

      Eyes flashing, her tail lashed behind her back. ‘Enjoying this are you?’

      ‘Allbeast strike me.’ The Sentinel fumed at her vicious tone. ‘You address our Queen.’ When her lips thinned, no apology forthcoming, shaking his head in disgust, Sjörn twisted away.

      My fingers dug into the tablecloth. ‘You have no idea what I think.’

      I wasn’t going to tell her I sympathised. She was bound to take it as a challenge, or an insult, instead of genuine commiseration. I’d reached the limit of my patience, however, and while I hadn’t wanted a scene, I wanted her gone. She wanted a confrontation? Fine. I’d drag her out by the hair and slap her stupid while I was at it.

      Apparently, Beowyn felt she’d taken up enough of our time. ‘Orik.’

      Éorik stood, set Fergie down on the bench to continue eating then stalked to Ryki’s seat across the table and down the row. ‘I will escort you.’ When she heaved a breath but still didn’t stand, his tone lowered to a minacious decibel. ‘Do not make me tell you again. Up. Or the Paladins will throw you out.’

      Rising to her feet, she shrugged off his hold on her elbow then left. She sashayed the whole way until the doors clanged behind her.

      Conversation filled the chilly void Ryki left behind.

      I twiddled my thumbs. Holding my tongue would drive me to distraction. ‘You were harsh.’

      ‘Do you think me unaware of how she treated you since your arrival?’

      ‘You had to have known bringing home a wife would cause problems amongst your harem.’

      He shook his head. ‘I gave her far more leeway than deserved because I expected you to handle the matter. You are my One, and it is your place to manage my concubines as you see fit.’ He tutted. ‘You accommodated her spiteful manner. While I understand your empathy, I do not agree with letting her believe she held a high place in my affections. That is what your lack of discipline signalled. She overstepped. Her place in our life was clearly defined. Her jealousy was an insult she had no right to feel.’

      ‘No right to feel?’ I lowered my voice as a server had come to clear away our dishes. ‘You slept with her.’

      ‘I bed my concubines in the harem. Never have I slept the night through with one, no matter how favoured. Not only would it send the wrong message, but such intimacy is reserved for your chosen life mate, not a paid concubine.’

      ‘Paid?’ I blinked. ‘Like a whore?’

      ‘Courtesan.’ His look was forbidding. ‘Baxnonian crystals most often. Otherwise in galactic credits.’

      ‘I thought you chose them because you cared for them.’

      ‘As much as I care for all our subjects. Being One is special. What I wish to build with you is far deeper than a sweaty rut to alleviate boredom.’

      ‘Well, that’s good to know.’

      ‘Verak are lusty. Brothels are well maintained, so expensive which is an excellent thing. It is more cost effective to build a harem, and I feel better for those who choose it as their profession.’

      ‘I don’t know what to think. Part of me is glad how you think, but part of me is angry you would treat sex as an emotionless transaction.’

      ‘You resent that I provide for my bedmates.’

      I dropped my forehead into my hands, elbows to the table.

      ‘I like to know the people I have bedded are taken care of. It would not be fair to use them then leave them with nothing.’ He squinted. ‘This is a common practice on Earth?’ He shook his head. ‘You say we Verak are strange, but the lack of respect you show your lovers disturbs me.’

      ‘I could argue fucking people by the score shows a lack of respect towards certain people you claim to care for.’

      I leant back as a fluted dish of purple mousse and red sponge cake lashed with a liquorice-scented coulis was set before me by a silent waiter.

      Beowyn’s eyes flicked to his Commander. ‘To who do you refer?’

      ‘Are you going to play dumb?’

      ‘Your argument is foolish. I had not met you.’

      My eyes landed on Éorik. I looked back at Beowyn, bold in my questioning. ‘What about him?’

      ‘He did the same.’

      ‘That makes it right to jump from bed to bed with little to no thought?’

      ‘But it is the way of my people. Our people. What was I to do? Remain chaste for a One I might never find?’ He held up a hand. ‘You did the same. As did he. Have I judged either of you?’

      ‘That’s different.’ I poked his chest with a spoon. ‘I fell in love.’

      Beowyn shovelled a mountain of dessert into my mouth. ‘That is worse than what I did.’

      I swallowed the explosion of fruit and cream as I licked my lips. ‘How do you imagine that?’

      ‘You gave your heart to one who was not me! The evidence of it–no matter how beautiful–sits not two lengths from me. It hurts. You dare be jealous when you created life with another–were One with another? Have you never stopped to think how that makes me feel?’
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      Blinking, I stared, dumbfounded.

      I hadn’t thought about things from Beowyn’s perspective.

      Was it unfair to view his sexual exploits as worse than my bearing the child of an unfaithful, unworthy man? Of giving another my heart then acting like a miser when the one who offered commitment tried to win it by offering me kindness and prosperity? Was I so self-involved, so bitter, I could not see my past poor judgement hurt him as his indiscretions harmed me?

      ‘Ah, cousin?’ Rowan saluted me. ‘You do realise we’re all still here?’

      Our guests were mute and watching.

      ‘No shouting, Mammy. Naughty girl.’ With that lisping scold, Fergie shoved her face into her dessert dish.

      Too emotional to be embarrassed at being in the centre of yet another spectacle, I muttered an apology to the audience then went back to my dessert.

      A pitcher of fermented nectar was pushed across the table. It bumped my hand. I glared at who delivered it.

      Lumen shrugged. ‘You need it way more than I do.’

      Beowyn turned to straddle his bench then grabbed hold of me. He arranged my legs over his thighs and dragged our torso’s flush, groins pressed together.

      I jolted at the pleasure fizzling through my lower belly then jerked back. Or tried to. Beowyn’s arm was clamped around my back, holding me in place. ‘What are you doing?’

      It felt as if all I did was ask him that question.

      ‘I do not wish to argue. I fight because it is my nature, and quickly I see it is also yours.’ He rubbed his cheek against mine, warm breath at my ear. ‘What must I do to prove myself?’

      ‘It’s no that you…I want to…..’

      ‘It feels as if you accept everyone’s differences but mine.’ His words rung with conviction. ‘I pay for the crimes of another. Something of me reminds you of him. You are suspicious and wary of any overture I make. I am beside myself with trying to please you.’

      ‘I warned you.’ I had told him before we left Earth I had issues.

      ‘You insist on finding fault with anything concerning our mating. You are my One, my wife. You said you wanted to move forward. Was this a lie?’

      My throat felt tight, my stomach was queasy. ‘I’m trying.’

      ‘To convince yourself I am not to be trusted with your human love.’ He leant back and gripped my chin. ‘I said it once in sorrow. I say it again in frustration. It is not fair. I offer you all I am.’ His gaze drilled mine. ‘It is past time for you to see me for who I am, and do the same.’

      I braced for rejection, expecting him to set me aside in his discontentment and be done with me.

      Beowyn cupped my face then held it steady to accept his kiss.

      My head bent on my neck from the force of his passion, lips tingling as his barbed tongue scratched at their threshold, coaxing them open.

      They parted, and he delved inside.

      I’d kissed some boys. The sloppiness and open-closed-mouthed rhythm were much of a sameness.

      Verak kisses were different.

      Once they gained ground, you had to go to war to claim it back. My tongue battled his until it gave up and took the thrashing, sparks of pleasure spangling across its surface each time his thick muscle rasped and writhed against it.

      While my mouth was dominated, his hands were not idle. He rubbed the calloused pads of his thumbs across my cheeks then moved his hands to massage my ears, my nape. They worked down my back and kneaded my ass until I was a floppy, disconnected sprawl of limbs held together by his embrace.

      Until that moment, I hadn’t known how much tension I held in my buttocks.

      Each flex of his fingers into the fleshy mounds drove me higher into unknown realms of ecstasy, and if his fingers grazed against my core, it simply added to the overpowering pleasure.

      ‘King ThunderClaw?’ A feminine throat cleared when Beowyn carried on ravishing me, unheeding. ‘Great Alpha? Introduce me to your One.’

      His lips detached from mine. ‘Sìne, Wyrhild. Wyrhild, my Sìne.’ He went back to feeding on my mouth, pushing back until I was flat on the bench with him wedged between my legs and grinding me into its planks.

      ‘An honour to greet you. I heard the tale of your wooing, and so, I call you Great Lady. You showed a brilliant grasp of strategy, and should you deign to speak with me, I would like your advice on capturing the attention of your male kin. I thought to kidnap him and tie him to my bed as is the tradition by the females of my House, but I wish to include his alien mating rituals in my wooing.’ She paused. ‘Is it true he is a warrior? He is handsome.’

      Beowyn kissed the side of my neck.

      My lips were swollen making my words slurred, and my eyelids drooped making it difficult to perceive anything other than the masses and masses of curly blonde fluff haloing Wyrhild’s muscular body. ‘You have pretty hair.’

      A glossy eyebrow arched. ‘My King, be gentler.’ Laughing, she slinked away.

      Beowyn returned to nuzzling the sensitive skin behind my ear. ‘That was the Paladin Guardian. She commands my legions when we are not at war, and is beholden to my High Commander, who of course reports to us.’ He nipped my earlobe. ‘Lah, sweet, your scent and your taste drives me to spew.’

      I blinked, mouth slack.

      My words to the Guardian caught up with me. I stiffened. ‘Did I tell that female,’ who came seeking an intellectual peer for advice on catching Patrick’s eye, ‘that she had pretty hair?’

      I groaned and pushed at my lusty swain, seeking fresh air to clear my head. The task proved about as easy as catching sunlight. The hardness between Beowyn’s thighs increased its friction against the apex of mine. I sucked a breath between gritted teeth. Much more of his wickedness, and we’d be fucking on the supper table. Not only did I wish to avoid traumatising my daughter, but there were carnal acts family and friends should never see you greedily partaking of. I shouted for Éorik to help, but at the last moment, strangled the cry. Was I out of my mind? I already dealt with one amorous male, and I sought to add another? My thoughts drifted to the idea of us three entangled, licking smears of delicious cream from naked abs, sending food flying and setting dishes to clattering.

      Air. ‘I need air.’ I wriggled out an inch from under Beowyn.

      Snarling around his mouthful of tunic-clad breast, he clamped down on my waist to drag me back.

      ‘Let the woman breathe, Wyn.’ Lumen slapped at him until he reared back to fend her off. It left me able to escape over her lap onto the seat on the other side, wedging myself between her and Venomous. He glowered at the intrusion. ‘Go let the sycophants get a piece of you before they tear the room apart.’ She pointed towards the cluster of well-dressed Verak mincing towards us. ‘You’ve been so wrapped up in Sìne, you’ve neglected them.’

      I buried my warm face into my hands. ‘Thank you,’ I mumbled when he stormed off muttering threats to return and finish what we’d started. ‘That was beyond my control.’

      ‘Don’t be embarrassed.’ Lumen poured me a drink. ‘I was insatiable, too, when I first mated.’ She squinted. ‘Come to think of it, I still am.’ She jerked her shoulder. ‘I’ve grown used to the feeling. I’m in control.’ She patted my hand. ‘You’ll get there.’

      ‘I’ve never kenned want like this.’

      ‘I hear you, sister.’

      ‘It’s as if I’m all about my body.’ I ran my hands over my torso.

      ‘Preach.’

      ‘You can no imagine the thoughts I have about their bodies.’

      ‘No, but I tell you, you’ve not had an orgasm until you’ve been petted by twelve hands, and been eaten out by a forked tongue while your nipples are licked.’ She bit her finger. ‘When they shove inside you, the bumps and ridges grind against the sweet spots in the front, and in the back, and then you’re choking, and then it’s tight and sticky.’

      I stared. ‘W-What?’

      ‘Do you invite me, Rä’Na?’ Venomous loomed over me to put his hands on his mate. His tongue flickered. ‘I taste you at the back of my throat.’

      ‘Want you in the back of mine.’

      ‘Clutch.’ He growled. ‘Hot wet.’

      She breathed, ‘Yes.’

      ‘Fucking.’

      ‘Oh, yes.’

      Oh, my God, I mouthed.

      I slouched halfway under the table with my hands over my ears. I hit my knees and twisted, ready to scramble over the bench to flee.

      Pawing at his chest, Lumen licked her lips. She didn’t even glance at me when she spoke. ‘This has been fun, but, ah, you see we’re in need of bed?’

      ‘I see you’re the picture of self-control.’ From my vantage point, I saw under the table and out the other side.

      I witnessed something fascinating.

      Fiercely’s broad shoulders snapped straight. His nostrils flared, his head cocked, and he walked away from a disappointed Verak female who was in the middle of a sentence, reaching to stroke his arm. When the table blocked his path, he climbed onto it. I heard the thud, thud, thud of his approach. He stretched over me, a bridge of sapphire edged with silver, to ever-so-lightly rake a claw down Lumen’s upper arm.

      The talon caught on the gold band encircling it. He tugged, rumbling low in his chest until the whole table vibrated.

      Cobra closed in on her from behind. He dropped to his knees, butted his nose against the back of her neck and reached around to grip her thighs and spread them so he could caress the flesh there, going so far as to cup her.

      Eyes round, my mouth dropped open. Surrounded by a nest of aroused Rä warriors, I was very much forgotten as they seduced their female.

      ‘A-Aside….’ Lumen’s hand went to her throat as she panted. ‘Aside from the pressing need to be alone with my mates and a large bed,’ her smile was deviant, ‘tomorrow we’re packing and saying our goodbyes.’ Venomous nuzzled her shoulder, his mouth moving so his forked tongue could lick her pulse. She shivered. ‘We’ll be gone before dawn the next morning.’

      She’d prepared me for this.

      I fumbled past the groping Rä for her hand. ‘I can no say it enough. Thank you for everything.’

      She extricated herself long enough to hug me. Her whisper in my ear was breathless. ‘Thank you. I know they’ll make you happy.’ They weren’t halfway out the door before her moans of ecstasy drifted back into the hall.

      Falling quiet then rousing with a ribald cheer, the Verak celebrated.

      Beowyn burned me with a hot look from where he was stuck in the midst of the House leads. My mouth puckered, taunting. His eyes narrowed with promise as his tongue swiped his top lip.

      I spun to find myself caught in Éorik’s snare.

      A calculating look flickered within his golden pupils. ‘You play?’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘You wish to make him lusty?’

      ‘Uh.’ I began to see a direct correlation between my intelligence quotient and certain people. ‘Um.’

      ‘Shall I help you?’

      ‘Erm.’

      ‘Open your mouth.’

      A back-bent, wet-lipped, flushed-faced kiss later, Éorik prowled towards Beowyn. He looked ready to tackle me to the floor. I swept a frantic glance around, then staggered across the hall.

      On my way to see what mischief Patrick stirred, I walked by the youngest Grae triplet. My steps slowed at what I heard. Rowan, it appeared, had mastered the ability to talk without stopping to breathe. ‘…and no only did I hike, play rugby, and the pipes I did art, photographs, you mind, I can no draw to save my life as it’s no a skill of mine as it were with Cait, but even though I have lots of new interests on Vayhalun to keep me busy, photography will always be my first love.’ He belched. ‘What things do you like then?’

      ‘Food.’

      ‘Oh, aye? Food is tasty. You have something in common with Aled here then. Most of his food is Welsh, you understand, but we forgive him that because he bakes a mean loaf of sourdough. Naught else interests you, Hel Bihter?’

      ‘Killing.’

      Rowan blinked.

      Aled’s neck flushed puce. He coughed into his drink then tipped the tankard back to savour the dregs. He smacked his lips. ‘I really like this drink, I do.’

      Smothered by giggles, I dropped into a seat next to Patrick. I sniffed his plate, flicked aside a leafy green then stole some meat when he wasn’t looking.

      ‘No, you don’t get it,’ he said. ‘It’s no a skirt but a kilt. Traditional highland dress for a Scotsman.’

      ‘Dress?’ Wulfyn squinted. His fingers tapped a tall flagon he used as a cup. ‘Females wear the kilt?’

      ‘Lassies wear the earasaid and long skirts with the clan sett.’ Patrick wiggled his fingers. ‘Tartan.’

      ‘I think I have it. Males wear the tartan.’ Wulfyn made a gesture around his waist. ‘As a kilt–’

      ‘You have the way of it.’

      ‘–which is a dress.’

      ‘Traditional dress, you daftie.’

      Wulfyn threw his hands in the air. ‘What else of your home world?’

      ‘I could spend a lifetime telling you the history of Earth. Mostly tales of discovery, war and overcoming hardship. Clan Grae hail from Scotland, a place called the Highlands. Ah, such a place as you never dreamed. Mountains, lochs and sweet-smelling wildflowers strewed about the misty glens.’

      As he stared into the distance, foggy eyed, I nicked his plate. He wasn’t eating it, and the kissing made me ravenous.

      ‘The atoll of my House sounds much like your land. You are welcome to visit whenever you wish. We hold fetes once a season, and invite our closest friends.’ Wulfyn lifted his chin. ‘The Great One and his household often attend when he is in residence.’

      Patrick clapped his shoulder. ‘I’ll visit. What happens at these fetes? Can I bring the wee bit and my Da?’

      ‘Fighting. Sporting. Drinking.’ He licked his lips. ‘Rutting.’

      ‘That’s a no to the wee bit then. Sounds like Highland games. Excusing the rutting.’

      Verak within hearing distance straightened, ears twitching. They crowded close, sharp features animated.

      ‘Games?’ a female asked then sipped from her cup, tongue caressing its edge. Lashes fluttering, she danced dainty talons over the cannons revealed by the wispy scrap that was her dress.

      I snorted into my pilfered meal.

      ‘Tests of guile and feats of strength.’ Patrick slid her a lazy wink. ‘My Da loved the games in Fife, but the largest gathering is held in Dunoon.’

      ‘A tourney,’ a male muttered scratching his curlicued beard. He raised his voice. ‘What contests are played?’

      ‘Heavy tosses.’ He made a throwing motion. ‘Stone put, hammer throw and the like.’ He brightened when they grew exuberant, chattering amongst themselves. ‘I can show you.’

      Cheeks stuffed as I chewed, I gulped water to help me swallow then said, ‘Lazy Stick, Patrick. You can no toss a caber or hurl stones about inside.’

      He clicked his fingers and pointed at me. ‘Clever, lass. Boots off, Wulfyn, on the ground.’ He stripped his own footwear then plonked down in front of the Verak. ‘This is called Maide Leisg in Gaelic. Sìne should know that.’

      ‘I know it.’ I hunched. I hadn’t spoken in my native Gaelic in years.

      ‘Put the soles of your feet against mine. That’s the way of it. Grip the bone. No the middle just your end. Aye.’ Patrick grinned. ‘Now the first to lift the other off the ground wins.’

      Wulfyn nodded, face etched in painstaking concentration. ‘Our feet must always touch?’

      ‘You got it. Ready?’

      Mouth setting, the Verak grunted.

      ‘Go.’ Patrick hunkered, arm muscles bulging but was lifted up and over, tossed across the room and slammed into the wall when Wulfin tugged.

      I shot to my feet. ‘Trick? You alive?’

      ‘Och.’ Exhilarated laughter floated from the crumpled lump. He waved a floppy arm. ‘Mebbe.’

      Accepting thuds on the back and horn knocks from his fellow Verak, Wulfyn puffed his chest and lifted his chin. ‘At this game, I am best.’

      I sat. ‘Your sense of modesty astounds.’

      Patrick gambolled into the fray. ‘You won that fair and square, bráthair.’ He shoved his sleeves to the elbow. ‘How are you at arm wrestling?’

      I snagged his belt to yank him away. I pulled him into a seat then boxed his ears. ‘Eat something.’

      Patrick dove into the half decimated plate I set in front of him.

      Wulfyn joined us when he was about done. One of the finely woven table runners was draped around his narrow hips, leathers hobbling his ankles as he shuffled to the table. ‘I fashioned a kilt. Is it accurate?” He turned. “Feels draughty towards the back.’

      Hand suspended at my mouth, I blinked and blinked … blinked some more as I searched for words.

      ‘No bad.’ Patrick stabbed an eating knife at the bare buttocks presented to us. ‘Needs pleats. I’ll show you.’ He fussed with the material. It unravelled when he stepped back to scrutinise his masterpiece. ‘Och, your needing a pin.’

      ‘A pin?’ I choked on a shard of bone, eyes watering as I slapped my chest to hack it up. ‘There are many things he needs. Least of them is a pin.’

      Wulfyn bobbed his head, humming melody under his breath in concert with the music drifting from the musicians.

      Patrick leant closer, listening. ‘That’s a bonny ditty.’

      ‘What songs of Earth?’ Swaying to the beat, the Verak tried to keep his pleats from exposing his loins.

      Not that we all couldn’t see the hard club and hairy balls dangling between his thighs. I considered ordering him to pull up his leathers, but life was short, and no one seemed faffed.

      ‘I’ll teach you a song.’ Staggering back, arms wide, Patrick raised his baritone above the din, ‘By oppression’s woes an’ pains.’

      ‘By yer sons in servile chains,’ Rowan yodelled across the room. He scrambled onto the table, knocking over jugs, fists in the air, cheeks ruddy with drink.

      Grinning ear to ear, Beowyn dropped into the space next to me. He slung a heavy arm over my shoulders, rocking us to the rhythm I pounded on the tabletop. He nuzzled my temple and whispered filthy things in my ear.

      I warbled, ‘We will drain our dearest veins,’ then Beowyn kissed me.

      ‘But they shall be free,’ finished Patrick to whistles and boot stomping. He flopped into a bow then surged up with a hip gyration. ‘Slàinte, laddies.’

      Breaking free, I muttered at Beowyn.

      He lurched onto his feet to roar, ‘Do dheagh shlàinte,’ and threw up his arms to the delight of my cousins, who went absolutely mental.

      Slumped in his chair, head lolling, Fergus peeked an eye open to ogle at the ensuing mayhem caused by his sons. He barked a rusty chuckle then went back to snoring, cuddling his namesake sprawled in his lap, also snoring.

      Aled hopped onto his bench to bellow Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau, the national anthem of his native land, fleshy uvula visible as he trumpeted his rolling, lilting Welsh. The tankard in his hand drenched a squawking Rowan in ale as his arm jerked to and fro with the lyrics.

      Slapping our knees, we heckled him, throwing napkins and food while he laughed himself sick then keeled over.

      ‘Wulfyn?’ Beowyn’s eyes glinted. He waved a finger. ‘Mine is bigger.’
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      Beowyn sauntered into the assembly chamber. He sprawled into his seat. He hooked a leg over the armrest, then propped his chin on his loose-curled fist.

      He studied the male next to him.

      He gripped the back of Wulfyn’s neck to give it a rough shake. ‘Wake.’

      Face pressed on the glass table, the male tried to rise. He retched as he opened his mouth to articulate a greeting, and then finally shuddered, collapsing into a fume-soaked heap.

      ‘He has been like this since he arrived.’ Wyrhild prodded his side. ‘He must better hold his ferment.’

      ‘Mighty Boar God drag all Scotsmen to the tarry pits.’ Wulfyn levered up in a jerk, pupils pinpricks. His brindle mane was knotty, unbraided, and his bronzed flesh greyish in cast. ‘Red hair is the mark of evil. I know this now. I awoke this morning in the cold-ore larder wearing female garments, metal pins stabbed in my groin.’ He flailed, bewildered. ‘Why?’

      Beowyn swung his lower leg. ‘I thought your attire fetching.’

      ‘Great One, you saw me?’

      Sjörn thumped his knee. ‘DarkEye, who did not see you?’ His gaze dipped. Grey-streaked bushy eyebrows waggled.

      Wyrhild flashed teeth. ‘All of you.’

      The table exploded into jocularity.

      Sniffing, Wulfyn smoothed his wrinkled tunic. ‘Shall we begin?’

      ‘A moment.’ Sjörn rapped a knuckle against the table. ‘Sìne is a fine choice, Great One.’

      ‘She is best.’ Beowyn dropped his boots to the floor and leant closer. ‘I am pleased she earned favour.’

      Impressing his mentor hadn’t factored into his decision to claim Sìne. Sjörn was affable, easygoing once he knew you, but his standards were lofty. She won him after one meeting. It proved she was Beowyn’s match and proved her suitability for the role of Great Lady. It was a title to be earned, true, but she was too bright and shining to not own it before long.

      ‘Ryki came from noble breeding stock.’ Mykyn of House StoneFang sat close to the table, chair flush to his back. His brown mane was smooth sheet to his waist and parted in the middle, not a strand out of place, no warrior braids to be seen. ‘She was the superior choice.’

      Sjörn rocked, and his seat creaked. ‘Of late your choices irritate me.’

      ‘We speak of irritating choices?’ Beoywn’s eyes narrowed. ‘Whilst questing for my One, what news did I hear of home, Sjörn?

      The grizzled male’s eyes sparked, head canting. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘A Great House sought to further its rank during the troubles caused by my prolonged absence.’

      Shifting in their seats, the four Great Houses lower down the table silenced.

      Mykyn folded his slender hands, hands known to dabble in poisons. ‘This is a problem?’ He avoided eye contact. ‘Our way is to follow the strongest.’

      ‘You sought to subvert the natural order during a crisis.’ Beowyn cricked his neck. The crack of sound made the male flinch. ‘Did you not?’

      ‘House leads retain the right to issue challenge regardless if the time is convenient for the Great Alpha.’

      ‘Lah, backbone,’ said Sjörn.

      Beowyn recognised the respect in the gruff male’s tone and was glad of it. He had already decided to forgo crushing Mykyn in favour of a set down. He lowered his voice to a subvocal rumble they would feel in their bones. ‘Do not quote law to me.’ The skin of his face pulled taut across his features as he experienced the rage he suppressed on Paniki. There it had no appropriate outlet. ‘You hoped to supplant me, at the least topple my third House.’

      Wyrhild nodded agreement.

      ‘To issue challenge is my right,’ said Mykyn. ‘But I did not. This is pointless.’

      ‘You did not issue challenge because Wyrhild threatened to snap you in half.’ Sjörn huffed. ‘It has been too long since last I watched her sweep the floor with an upstart cub.’ His gaze drifted to a younger female down the table.

      Startling under their attention, she made a faint noise of embarrassment and lowered her face.

      Wyrhild bared her fangs in remembered victory.

      Nine Great Houses were represented at the table. The order of those Dynas remained stable unless a House lead died before their time, causing power struggles that were resolved in brutal fights to determine the strongest.

      During ThunderClaw Dyna, the upper echelons belonged to SnowBlade, BloodThorn, FeverBright and DarkEye.

      Beowyn did not much care what happened in the ranking shuffles of the lower four as long as they managed their districts well. Except for when they grasped for authority not theirs to claim.

      They were not strong enough to lead the upper Houses, and it would cause instability and infighting amongst the lesser Houses. This would have a detrimental effect on the general populace, who relied on their strength, depended on them to keep Vayhalun prosperous, as well as safe from invasion.

      There was a balance to maintain, and sixth House threatened it.

      Beowyn uncoiled from his seat. ‘Must I remind you why I am Alpha?’ Silence. ‘Speak.’

      ‘No, Great One.’

      ‘Must I summon the High Commander? Let him prove why his House is second?’

      ‘I am aware of his superiority.’

      ‘Perhaps the Guardian will clean the boots of my One with your tongue after she rips it from your head for daring to suggest my One lesser when I declare her above all.’

      ‘It was indelicate to voice judgement.’ Mykyn sank low in his chair. ‘You have made your point.’

      Beowyn pressed his fists to the table and leant over them. Muscles in his arms bulged, and his fur ruffled, giving him the appearance of growing larger.

      He held himself in check by a hairsbreadth, but that control was one trait raising him above the rest.

      Being Alpha was not only a show of force but the innate ability to command obedience without resorting to physical violence. Rarely did the minor alphas buck the reigns of his control so blatantly. He had known bringing his Queen would cause disturbances, only not what form they might take. ‘What do you say to me?’ His voice emerged a gritty snarl, pupils dilating to silver voids as the primitive urge to prove his might battled his higher thought processes.

      Sweating, the male averted his eyes. ‘Nothing.’ Fear. Its sour stink caused the nostrils of those in the room to flare, predators scenting prey.

      Their reactions signalled to Beowyn the male had had enough. Should he continue to wring his submission, the Houses below StoneFang would begin to snap at Mykyn’s heels, thinking him weak and looking to usurp his place.

      Beowyn slowly sat and resumed his relaxed posture. Although it appeared he shook off his anger between one blink and the next, internally, it took time for his blood to cool and his feral instincts to quieten. ‘I wish to spend high heat with my One and my cub. What problems arose you cannot resolve amongst yourselves?’ Then came the usual debates over punishments for crimes, arguments for new laws, worries over food shortages in one area and overgrazing of the newly imported goodbeasts in another. A territorial dispute between a trio of warring lesser Houses was frustrating, self-indulgent, and ended in Beowyn striping the Houses of all rights to the territory they fought over and ordering the Great House of the district to bestow the land upon a deserving worker. If the affluent were too greedy to share or mediate between themselves, he’d remove the source of contention and give it to someone who would not squander the privilege.

      ‘We must tighten our borders, amend the patterns and times of the Paladin route patrols,’ Sjörn said. ‘Since the destruction of Od, we have deported the refugees who snuck past our planetary security measures.’

      ‘Females and cubs may stay,’ Beowyn said.

      ‘The sting of their betrayal is too fresh to allow them to settle here.’

      ‘You are right. My people are angry. It might lead my beloved citizens to do atrocious things unworthy of Vayhalun. Send a public announcement reiterating this; L’Odo seen are not to be harassed or harmed but reported. They will be taken into custody. The hardhearted of my people who disregard my words and harm a fleeing innocent will face punishment.’ He paused, mindful his warriors might hold onto an unhealthy antipathy. ‘Ensure our Paladins understand the males are to be treated well and given rations to see them on their way to a borderless spaceport.’

      Sjörn shook his head, mouth downturned. ‘These creatures do not deserve pity nor charity from us.’

      ‘No other species will help them,’ Wulfyn said. ‘We will be the last hope for many of the females and orphans.’

      ‘It is a burden of their own making. They have spread destruction and disease without care for anyone but themselves. Why is this burden ours?’

      Beowyn could explain how they had a duty to help create a kinder, safer universe as it was their desire to live in peace, but he did not like the male’s prickly defiance and pointless hatred. It would be a lesson for another time.

      ‘In this, we must set an example for our allies to follow.’ No good leader would allow his territory to be seen as lacking in compassion or self-centred. In future, when his people needed help from a foreign entity, they might be turned away or ignored–costing them their lives. His course of action was tactical as much as it was moral. ‘We have enough to spare. We will do what we can and do it graciously.’ Hearing the finality in his tone, they moved on.

      ‘Recent forecasts of Oda have caused the scientists to put us on high alert.’ Wulfyn swiped a claw across the table, activating the technology within. He brought up a hologram of the sun. ‘Surface activity has not lessened as expected. They believe the sun enters an active cycle.’ He blew out a breath. ‘These prominence loop recordings are of immeasurable size. The solar winds that would batter our troposphere are….’ He visibly struggled to speak. ‘Great One, the last Heat Age of Vayhalun was because Oda became active. Life on the atolls was obliterated.’

      ‘Our primitive ancestors did not have the energy barriers,’ said Sjörn.

      Mykyn baulked. ‘The ramifications of a superstorm originating from Oda would be catastrophic.’

      ‘The shields will work,’ said Wulfyn. ‘It is the speed of use that concerns me. Our people have grown complacent despite regular drills. The last storm was aeons ago. The danger is remembered but not fully realised.’

      Beowyn watched the roiling surface of the red-purple sun erupt into a dozen reaching feelers which might leave his planet a scorched husk should they continue to burn. His face seemed beaten between hammer and anvil when he lifted his head, tempered to hardness. ‘Guardian, suggestions?’

      Petite horns polished to shine and capped in filigreed bronze, Wyrhild glared at the projection. ‘Advise the Paladins to increase training drills. Send emergency protocol blasts on the official notification frequencies.’ Her golden pupils expanded until they dominated the blacks of her eyes. ‘Our people must be warned, prepared for the worst should Oda erupt.’

      ‘See to it.’ He eyed Sjörn. His brow arched. ‘Sentinel?’

      Grunting, the older male itched the base of his horn. ‘These politicians understand little of real world concerns. They are too worried about credit forecasting and quibbling over quantities of tax allocated to what.’

      Beowyn rolled his eyes. He took perverse thrill the moment was suitable to emulate the peculiar human gesture.

      Sjörn startled and stared.

      Wulfyn chuffed, no doubt familiar with the gesticulation being as fascinated with Beowyn’s human-kin as he was.

      ‘Avoiding such things is the reason a retired Paladin heads the People’s Guard, and a legislator commands my Paladins.’ It had been a novel idea Beowyn thought would work well. It would work if Sjörn let go of archaic notions. ‘You keep the politicians from forgetting practical matters. Wyrhild keeps the Paladins from forgetting the boring logistics tiresome to warriors.’

      ‘Boring logistics?’ Wulfyn shared a pained look with Wyrhild.

      ‘See! Do you see?’ Sjörn looked vindicated. ‘It is boring.’ He slumped and grumbled, folding his hands over his middle. ‘I will speak to the Guard about freeing up the emergency Vault credit lines and make preparations for the market to crash.’

      ‘I am done here.’ Beowyn stretched and his spine popped. ‘If you need me after high heat, I will be with Glindi.’

      Since his return, his Zozon aide bombarded his frequency with requests to respond to official correspondence he received from Allied sovereignties. She had grown adept at removing frivolous communications. For her to resort to begging for attention, there were matters of urgency he must address.

      Beowyn sought out his Commander.

      The male enjoyed a light repast with Sìne and Fergie in the private gardens located in the middle of the citadel. He and the cub frolicked over a sculpture traditionally used for meditation.

      Beowyn flopped onto the violet grass and flung an arm over his eyes.

      Slender fingers tipped with blunt nayeels raked through his mane, scratching his scalp in lazy drags that made his toes curl and his horns throb.

      Shivering, he rolled onto his side and buried his face into the warm crevice of his female’s lap, urging her to continue with an imperious wave.

      ‘Bad meeting?’ asked Sìne.

      He rubbed his face against her. ‘Our primary sun Oda is entering an active phase. ‘It is a great worry.’

      ‘Dangerous?’

      He did not want her frightened.

      Lips brushed his furrowed brow. ‘Are you doing your best to make us safe?’

      ‘As much as I am able.’

      ‘Then that’s all a woman can ask.’

      A chilled fruit slice pushed at the threshold of his mouth. He nibbled on the juicy segment then devoured the whole portion. Bittersweet flavour exploded across his tongue.

      She caressed his cheek. ‘More?’

      He licked his lips, appetite roused. ‘Meat?’ Smoky, charred kimmijion flesh was waved under his nose. ‘Delicious.’

      ‘Something Aled concocted with Cobra. Turned out good, aye?’

      Fergie cannoned into his stomach. ‘Och, nae, I fell o’er.’ She giggled, then gabbled about her morning, miniature hands yanking on his beard and tying knots into his mane. ‘Are ye good Da?’ Her green-brown eyes widened with curiosity as she awaited his response.

      ‘I am well.’ Beowyn smoothed her wild hair. ‘Are you behaving?’

      Her gaze drifted. ‘Aye.’

      ‘Do you lie?’

      ‘Aye.’

      ‘This will not do.’ He tapped her hairless, pert nose. ‘Why do you lie?’

      She dropped her face into her hands, resting her elbows on his stomach. ‘Big girl potty.’ She rolled her eyes like her mother and sighed long-sufferingly like his Commander.

      Beowyn peeked at the adults.

      ‘I am training her to use the waste bowl.’ Éorik tutted when Fergie made a scrunched face. At Sìne’s tight-lipped look, he added, ‘It is best she learns before she begins public lessons.’

      Fergie grumbled around her thumb.

      She lay her head on Beowyn’s chest, shifted to get comfortable, and then promptly started snoring.

      He blinked at the speed at which she went from brightly awake to sleep.

      Sìne scooped up their cub then tucked the edge of the blanket around her. ‘Sleeps like the dead.’ She smoothed copper curls. ‘She’s a late bloomer, I know, but she’s friendly and kind. She’s smart in lots of ways.’

      Éorik gripped Sìne’s chin. ‘I was not trying to make her seem lacking. Other cubs in her age set will have mastered using the waste bowl.’

      She searched his face. Her shoulders relaxed. ‘You want her to fit in.’

      ‘I wish to make her transition as easy as I can.’ His nose twitched. ‘I also dislike smelling her pouches.’

      Grimacing, Beowyn had to agree. ‘Why are we not employing a tutor? Fergie may take her time learning such things.’ He had never changed the cub’s waste pouch, nor was he ever going to, but he didn’t see the need to rush her development. ‘Do you worry about expense?’ He admired her sensible outlook when it came to finances, but they were wealthy and had no need to conserve funds. ‘I will provide.’

      ‘I want her to attend public school.’ Sìne picked apart a hunk of crusty bread. She tossed the crumbs to a swarm of chittering insects with pink wings and wispy antennae. ‘I want her to meet other wee ones. Make friends. I want her to know all walks of life.’

      ‘I will ask the lesser alphas to bring their cubs.’ Fergie would no longer be distressed. She would gather the loyal companions his mate desired, and Éorik could relax his protective instincts. There. He’d fixed the conundrum. They still had to suffer the stinky pouches, but life was seldom perfect. ‘All is settled.’ Beowyn rubbed his horn against Sìne’s belly awaiting praise and adoration.

      ‘Owyn, I want her to leave the palace and go to Grand Atoll and be amongst a different class of people.’

      ‘But I solved the problem.’

      ‘It was no a problem to fix.’ She stroked a finger over his cheekbone. ‘I’m happy you’re keen to help, don’t think I’m no. I’d rather Fergie carries on as she is with the potty training, and goes to public school like I originally planned.’

      ‘You prefer Éorik’s solution.’

      Thighs pillowing his head tensed. ‘That’s no how I think of it.’

      Beowyn peered under his lashes at his Commander.

      Motionless, Éorik stared at the grass, expression too composed to be natural. He did not offer a challenge with direct eye contact, but neither did he offer to leave, so they may continue the intimate conversation in private.

      It struck him as obvious when they had been reunited on the jungle planet the male had bonded with his cub. Unexpected but not unwelcome. It had been foolish to overlook the depth of the connection and how it would be perceived by Sìne.

      Éorik bedding Beowyn’s mate and enjoying her human love was one thing; claiming the cub as his own another.

      A rough growl shook his chest as he rocked and coiled into a crouch.

      Éorik stiffened.

      ‘Beowyn,’ whispered Sìne.

      Ignoring her to focus on the male who wouldn’t stop pushing, the harsh vibration emanating from his chest deepened, and he leant over to bare his fangs, a hairsbreadth from Éorik’s face, the snarl feral and vicious.

      ‘As if my first born will not love you best,’ Éorik’s said.

      Teeth biting shut, Beowyn hooked the male around his nape. He dragged him down, flattened him on his back then sat on him. ‘Of course.’ He sniffed. ‘I am a gentle spirit. Cubs sense this and strive to be near me.’

      Out the corner of his eye, he saw Sìne collapse onto her rump and press a trembling hand to her breast. She’d feared he’d pounce. How adorable.

      You warned friends before an attack, not enemies.

      Gaze inspecting their faces, coming to the realisation she’d overreacted, she shoved at his middle.

      Snorting at her pinched expression, he slid off Éorik’s torso to land sprawled on his other side. The grass pricked his flesh, and its earthy sent filled his lungs.

      Sunshine hot on his face, the wind sighing in his ears, a remnant of the fruit juice staining his lips gave him a burst of tartness, so he licked his lips.

      She crawled over them. ‘You scared me.’ A scowl darkened her exotic, alien features. ‘You suck.’

      Beowyn grinned.

      Eyes smiling, Éorik stabilised Sìne on his midriff as she wobbled. ‘Owyn would never harm me. Make me hurt, yes, but harm?’ He shook his head.

      ‘I’ll harm you both if you frighten me like that again.’

      Laughing, Beowyn curled up to claim her mouth. She resisted, at first, then draped her arms over his shoulders, sinking into him. A heavy palm kneaded the small of his back. He released his One. Éorik pulled her down to taste her mouth, and Beowyn bent to press a kiss to the graceful arch of her back. He hated to leave them. If he tarried things would progress beyond return. ‘You will enjoy yourself.’ Her plans to experience the delights of Grand Atoll pleased him. He rubbed her moist, reddened lips when she turned to gaze at him in confusion. ‘I must attend my aide.’

      She twisted to kiss his roughened palm. ‘I’ll miss you.’

      ‘And I you.’ He gripped Éorik’s horn and gave it a lusty tug. ‘Will you miss me?’ A gusty sigh and narrowed eyes sent him laughing back to the palace.
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      Spans after his lunch with his One and Commander, Beowyn’s good humour was spent. His temples ached. ‘I am done. No more.’ He shut down the holoscreens. ‘My brain is melting.’

      Glindi’s many eyes blinked. Her black skin glistened from a recent dousing in the brackish, tepid waters surrounding Royal Atoll her amphibious kind preferred. ‘Bax Prime wishes your allegiance on the matter of the slave trading season.’

      ‘Our support is with Ambassador Lumen.’

      ‘The unpopular choice? Her other supporters are not as influential as you. She only has a select number of Krael hives, Yoni sways and Zozon pods willing to speak out.’ Her voice quivered on the name of her estranged species.

      ‘My answer is unchanged.’

      ‘Sublime Priest requests aide. Raids on Zoa continue unimpeded in many deeps and shallows.’

      Beowyn pressed the heel of his palm to his brow ridge. ‘Sending further reinforcements,’ the seventh time in an aeon they requested such from him, ‘will result in my Paladins occupying over two-thirds of the planet’s landmass.’ He didn’t wish to take the Zozon home world by force, but they made it hard to resist the temptation.

      ‘Sublime Priest offers as much cold-ore as you can mine.’

      ‘Our stocks of the preservative are sufficient.’ He itched his shoulder spur. ‘Glindi this cannot continue. I offered the Sublime Priest sanctuary if he submits to me and declares Zoa Verakan territory. Once this is done, my people will no longer look at yours as weak allies but their own to protect.’

      ‘Independence is all we have left.’ Batrachian feet slapped against the tile, and her bulbous head bobbed on her stout neck. ‘You ask too much.’

      ‘I do not seek a slave race. Your people will be free to swim the waters and walk the lands unchecked.’

      ‘While subject to violent laws we do not agree with.’

      Beowyn brought his fists to his hips. ‘I am so despised?’ He had saved Glindi from a notoriously fiendish Vudwani slaver that liked to collect females, take them unwillingly then murder them, selling the despicable vids for credits.

      Éorik had relished ending the deviant male’s life once they’d caught up to him. He’d hid on a desolate moon base in the shadow of an ancient city left abandoned by a near-extinct species that had once ruled most of the Southern spiral clusters.

      Beowyn had tried to return the female Zozon he’d found cowering in a bundle of dirty rags to her people, but Glendi was shunned by her pod for being unclean, tainted by her captor. He’d discovered her talents lay in organisation and offered her a place as his aide. She’d been a citizen of Vayhalun ever since. It soon became clear, however, though he refused to acknowledge her as of his pod, the Sublime Priest had no problems using his youngest daughter to negotiate for him when it suited his needs.

      ‘I know you to be kind and tolerant, but Zozon come from aeons of democracy.’ Glindi’s narrow frame wilted. Her conical teeth gnawed her wide, rubbery lips. ‘Great One....’

      ‘I have made the conditions of my help clear.’ Beowyn cupped the smooth, pore-less flesh on her shoulder. ‘It is up to the Sublime Priest to decide what matters most. The illusion of freedom or protection as my supplicant.’

      Verakan society favoured the strong.

      Zozites would inhabit the lower rungs, but his people protected their weak. They would be safe from the exploitations of the other species that enslaved them at whim.

      The exorbitant cost of sending war aide to Zoa had gone unremarked by the People’s Guard for the first few times Beowyn ordered his Paladins to retaliate against poachers snatching youths from the besieged planet. Once the numbers of Paladins increased, Beowyn had come to an agreement with the Sublime Priest, benevolent ruler of Zoa, to be supplied with cold-ore as payment, a resource that was not expensive, but in demand by hot planets like Vayhalun and Rök. Costs now outweighed gains. The People’s Guard pushed back on the matter, citing the loss of life to protect a species that refused to lift a hand to protect themselves a losing battle. Beowyn was able to press them to stop riling the populace but dismissing the wishes of his politicians was not something he did without good reason. He’d offered the Sublime Priest a chance to officially become part of his domain yet the situation continued to deteriorate, the quality of life for a Zozite appalling, but Beowyn had done what he could from both a military and political standpoint.

      People had to help themselves before others could.

      Glindi gurgled. ‘Before you disappear, are rumours of Ryki’s expulsion exaggerated?’

      Anger stirred as he pushed onto his feet. ‘No.’ He pulled out his SonCom to see if he could rejoin his One. It was late and likely she’d already sought their bed, but he wanted to be certain.

      Stylus clacked against tablet. ‘With this in mind are you accepting courtesans into your harem? You received five exclusive requests from the High Commanders’ favourites.’ A croak bulged her throat. ‘Rates they have requested are competitive.’

      Beowyn’s fingers froze. He put down the SonCom and switched this attention fully to his aide. ‘Say that again.’

      ‘You received five requests to join your harem.’

      ‘High Commander SnowBlade released his favourites from contract?’

      ‘All his concubines were released upon his return. It caused quite an uproar.’ Glindi’s stylus hovered over her data pad. ‘Well? Shall I send out notifications of your acceptance or arrange a date for you to sample their talents? Will the Great Lady need to be informed so she can offer suggestions?’

      ‘No more concubines.’ Mind elsewhere, he waved her off. ‘I will not need you until next cycle. I will manage my affairs. Good Parting.’

      Craving an outlet for his dour mood, Beowyn headed for the barracks. He found them emptied of those assigned to the day shift. He adjusted his course to the training complex.

      There was a fight in action.

      Intrigued, Beowyn propped his shoulders against the palisade.

      Patrick was better than he recalled.

      Perhaps the male had not fought with the intent to cause harm on Earth. He would have if he’d battled then as he did now. There was no prettying of the truth to be done. He was physically inferior, lacked speed and possessed less strength than his Verakan opponent, but his movements were strategic. Each strike summoned focused power to disable whatever target he set his sights on, and his concentration during the contest was absolute.

      Unlike the Paladin he fought.

      The male grew increasingly slapdash and frustrated. His attention kept slipping to his compatriots, who began the bout favouring him, but were won by the human’s prodigious fighting skill.

      On Vayhalun might trumped everything else. They favoured strength, but it was the Verak way to set those of tremendous talent above the rest.

      The distraction ended in the Paladin ceding the match. Patrick took him to the ground in a complicated grappling manoeuvre the spectators exclaimed over, eager to learn as they tutored.

      The defeated male accepted the loss with dignity.

      Jumping to his feet, he brushed off sand. He clasped wrists with the dishevelled, stoic victor, and then lifted his arm high.

      The squad celebrated his dominance with vociferous praise.

      Standing off to the side, Patrick spotted Beowyn. Signalling his intention to approach with a lifted hand, he wended his way through the thinning crowd of Paladins. They clapped his back and offered gentled head knocks in deference to his lack of cranial horns.

      Beowyn inclined his head. ‘It gladdens me to see you are settling. I confess I worried when you requested to train with them. I see fretting over my human-kin was for nothing.’

      Contrary to what most assumed, Beowyn liked to be proven wrong and had no problem admitting when he was.

      It reminded him the world was a changeable, exciting adventure to enjoy rather than try to control. It kept him humble. It kept him from becoming cynical and mean as others of his status had become in the past.

      Patrick used the hem of his sweat-stained tunic to wipe grime from his face. The scrubbing left a blackened ring around his ears and tanned neck. ‘Fighting is what I kenned on Earth. It’s how I can best help in this new life of mine. I am my clan’s protector.’

      ‘They are strong and gifted. You have done well with them.’

      ‘Best I could. It was no easy when my sister died and when my Da stopped trying to cope. It was especially hard when Sìne moved away with the wee bit. She thought she needed to stand on her own two feet. I respected it, aye, but it was very hard to let her go.’

      ‘You are a stronger male than I. It would break me to do such a thing.’ Beowyn paused then decided nothing ventured was nothing gained. Patrick’s undivided attention was a boon he’d be a fool to fritter. ‘Tell me more of her.’

      ‘Och, it’s no my place.’

      Beowyn slumped, horn thunking against the wall. ‘I wish to make her happy. She told me of her past, but it is never enough and always after I push.’

      ‘She’s been hurt.’

      ‘Leeam.’ He cursed the name.

      ‘How a sweet lass like Fergie came from that bastard, I’ll never understand.’

      ‘They are far from him, and that is what matters. Perhaps one day the cub will wish to know of her true sire, but I will do all I can to convince her to forsake him. I will not let either of them be hurt by his neglect again.’

      ‘Your heart seems like it’s in the right place, so I’ll tell you this. Sìne does no need you to fight the battle of her past. She’s managing that by talking to Lumen and seeing with her own eyes what life has to offer when she can let go of old hurts.’ Patrick tapped his chest. ‘She needs your respect. Last night at dinner, you proved she has it.’

      ‘I am ashamed my concubine acted as she did. I ask forgiveness for the insult she dealt you.’

      ‘I paid the girl no mind beyond worry she’d try to hurt Sìne.’ He waved a hand. ‘You’re a powerful male, Wyn, but even you can no control how others feel. That Ryki wanted your love is another reason why my family and I feel you’re a male worth loving, who will do right by Sìne and our wee one.’

      Was he a male worth loving?

      ‘Love.’ Beowyn licked his lips. ‘It is important to humans.’

      ‘Some believe it’s the most important thing.’

      ‘It is not just words that must be spoken, but certain actions?’ Like a lusty Verak disbanding a harem he’d spent aeons cultivating. ‘It cannot just be providing or bed sport, but action that supports the saying?’

      Patrick studied him then smiled. ‘You have the way of it.’

      ‘Love is important to you?’

      ‘Familial love I hold for my clan is, aye.’ Patrick smiled wryly. ‘I don’t think that’s the love you’re speaking of. Romantic love has never gripped me. I never met that special person.’ He rolled his shoulders. ‘Maybe I hadn’t because she was a universe away.’ Patrick and the squadron of Paladins assigned to the human’s training left to extended his initiation to the use of volcykles.

      The grounds quieted, and the air where shouts of pain usually rang was almost peaceful, but Beowyn was left a jumbled knot of emotion.

      Venomous stepped into his line of sight, into the sandy challenge circle. He beckoned with his upper hands, his lower ones holding bladed weapons.

      Beowyn pushed away from the wall and stalked to the weapons stand. He gravitated to swords. ‘Looking for me?’

      ‘Yesss.’ Motionless, the warrior watched him with obsidian brille Beowyn found beautiful in a harsh, sinister way that would be thrilling in the right mood. But the Rä did not dally outside their matings, and the A’Rä were incapable of lust. ‘I wished to discuss the Horde, but you need to fight.’

      ‘I need, Dah, what do you call it?’ He unsheathed a blade, found it lacking so set it aside. ‘Clutch?’

      ‘My Rä’Na calls it fucking.’

      ‘Titillating.’ Soon he’d use it and see how his One reacted.

      ‘Human words are strange.’

      ‘They are a unique species.’ He thought they might be the best he’d come across in all his travels. There was a strength in their fragility compelling beyond reason. ‘I understand why Lumen fights as she does. I am honoured to stand with her. You must know this.’ He paused and continued with reluctance. ‘But you and I both know it is a matter of time before the Earth is taken.’ He selected his sword and gripped the hilt. He twisted his wrist, testing its balance and dubbed it adequate. ‘Are you ready for me?’

      Blade met blade.

      Verak were known as hardy warriors. It was a point of pride.

      However, those who were long-lived or studied their species’ annals understood before the closing of Rök to offworlders, the reclusive Rä came exceptionally close to matching Aztekan might. Esoteric mystic arts is what set the frost barbarians apart from the sand dwellers. Horde dabbled in otherworldly powers while the Rä contented themselves with simpler matters.

      Beowyn lost himself to the melody. He focused on the beat of his heart, the staccato drumming of their footwork.

      Clashing blades sparked, drowning out their harsh expulsions of breath.

      Defence blended with attack in an interpretive dance.

      Beowyn was best of his kind, and had Éorik been at his side–with luck–Venomous One would taste defeat.

      Alone, he struggled to match the Ra’s ferocity and cunning.

      Rather than frustrate him the taxing of his ability served to lance his growing restlessness. In a sweeping blur of limbs too swift to follow, Venomous disarmed him, clipped him across the jaw and double kicked, aiming high and low, a blow to his knee and the other to his chest. Beowyn stumbled. Throwing out an arm, he tightened his core and yanked himself back into balance, arms up, ready to strike and block.

      Venomous stood with his head canted back to watch the early rising stars glimmer into view. He had won the bout yet defeat distorted the fluid lines of his body. ‘I hate her sadness. It cuts my hearts like a thousand knives.’

      Breath coming quick, blood thundering, Beowyn relaxed his stance.

      He twitched, thinking to hold the male. Before he’d found his One, he’d teased Venomous many times, hinting at his willingness to play. The warrior would never accept the kindness for the innocent expression it was.

      ‘I have heard the rumours you spoke of on Zoi Quay. I thought the High Commander was wrong. I needed him to be wrong.’ Venomous hissed, slumping. ‘I believe you now.’ He pressed a hand against his chest. ‘She will think it is her fault. She will blame herself, and she has done so much to protect her birth world.’

      ‘Partly it is her fault for giving the coordinates to secure peace. Partly it is mine for taking Sìne.’ Never would he take that back. ‘For allowing Hel Bihter to endear himself to my One before I could warn her of his true nature.’ Beowyn gripped the sword hilt then flung it across the grounds. It spun pommel over tip until it pierced the palisade, sunk to its cross-guard. ‘Dah, nothing in life is as simple as that.’ His hand fisted until his claws drew blood in his palm. He bit back a curse and relaxed his fingers, shoving aside his misdirected anger, and funnelling it into the things he could control. ‘The truth is a million different decisions none of us had anything to do with lead us to this point.’ He gripped the male’s shoulder. ‘She will see that in time.’

      They contemplated the sky in silence until Venomous stirred. ‘We must leave before they come.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘It shames me to burden you.’

      ‘You protect your mate and hatchling. I understand, Venomous One. I would do the same, and you would never judge me for it.’ He released the male’s shoulder after giving it a brisk shaking. ‘Do not forget I claimed a human female as my Queen. I brought this trouble to my door.’

      ‘I will take your humans with me if you wish? They would be safe until you sent for them. Nothing would touch them.’ His tone grew solemn. ‘I have not forgotten you kept my Rä’Na safe when I did not. I would repay this kindness.’

      ‘Gratitude, friend, but I decline.’

      He smiled grimly. ‘I would not leave my Lumen or Bravest either.’

      They parted with a stronger thread of friendship tying them together.

      Beowyn returned to the royal wing and froze at the top of the staircase.

      Sìne slipped into the one room he would have barred her from if it had been the Verak way to do such things.

      Yet again he had not been invited to share with them.

      At least he knew they had returned safely.

      Entering his own rooms, he closed the door and leant against it, pressing his fists to his eyes and laughing bitterly at his juvenile feelings of jealousy.

      Movement across the room had him straightening, peering into the gloom. ‘Lights on.’ Illumination of the intruder lurking in his private space had him sighing. ‘Get out, Ryki.’

      Naked and oiled, the male offered a sultry smile, shaking his head. ‘Why?’ He approached and slid a hand over Beowyn’s stomach. ‘When I can see you want me.’ His hand dipped lower.

      ‘That is not for you.’ He removed his wandering hand from cupping his crotch. ‘I sparred. My blood is hot.’

      Ryki breathed in his sensitive ear. ‘Then let us cool it.’

      A shiver tripped up Beowyn spine. ‘Us?’

      Beckoning with a hand, the male slinked ahead into the connecting room.

      Jerking to a halt on the threshold, Beowyn groaned.

      Ryki now lay sprawled on the bed, her nipples peaked, thighs open as she swirled her fingers in the wetness clinging to her spread lower lips.

      Irritation batted aside the prickle of lust that gathered at the thought of lodging himself into a willing host. ‘Out. My day has been long. I desire rest.’ He speared the Baxnonian with a forbidding look. ‘You are supposed to be gone. I made my wishes clear.’

      ‘You gave me the cycle to sort my affairs.’ She pouted. ‘I know I angered you.’ She dipped a finger inside her moist heat. ‘Forgive me. Come inside me, and please yourself. You need. Let me give as I have always done.’ Her tail flicked and curled beckoningly. ‘As you have always enjoyed.’

      Pausing in the action of grabbing her ankle and pulling her down the bed, intending to set her on her feet then out the door, at her words, he paused.

      Why deny himself?

      Even as he repressed fulfilling his natural urges Sìne bedded another. It was natural to tend to the sensual cravings of the body. Why was he fighting his as if it were something to be ashamed of or surmounted?

      Ryki wrapped her legs around his hips. ‘Great One, take me.’ She arched her back, hands squeezing her beasts together in offering. ‘Give me your breeding seed. Let me bear you a son.’

      As he watched the beautiful creature writhing on his bed, her musk flaring his nostrils, her lithe body a tempting sheathe for his cock, Beowyn realised while his body primed, his chest was empty. Sìne once accused him of feeling no emotion while bedding his concubines. He’d scoffed at the assertion. It stunned him to realise she was right, he felt little to nothing.

      Somehow that seemed…wrong.

      After experiencing the sublime heights of passion with his One and their lover during Carnival, Beowyn could now compare his rutting of the past with the exchange of pleasure between the three of them and found the former so lacking his memories began to sicken him.

      He didn’t want this.

      He ached for the press of a male and female body against his, but the ones willing were not who he wanted.

      Never again would he want them.

      He stared at Ryki levelly.

      There were many hurtful things he could say, but he had never been cruel, and he had no intention of becoming so. Pity bloomed in his heart. Beneath her erotic display, he glimpsed a true fear of rejection. He touched her smooth cheek. ‘No.’ For the first time, he realised the sensual Verak way wasn’t always the best way.

      She blinked, pinprick pupils wobbling. Her hip gyrations faltered, tail coiling tight. ‘No?’

      ‘No.’ He chuckled without humour at the shock on her face. ‘Now leave. If I must summon a Paladin to throw you out, my Commander will discover your presence here.’

      That would not end well for her.

      Not only was his behaviour increasingly possessive, Éorik reviled those who disobeyed.

      Speechless, Ryki gaped at him.

      Face darkening to a rusty orange, she shifted into her preferred male form, rounded body flattening to toned muscle, cranial feathers shrinking from flowing to a bristled crest. ‘Great One, why are you being like this?’ Voice melting from high to low, Ryki’s rough hands rubbed his sides until they reached his waist. They skilfully unfastened his leathers and dipped inside, curling firmly around his stem. ‘Am I not beautiful? Have I ever failed to bring you to spew?’ Ryki kissed his throat. ‘You think of them, I know, but they are not here. They have forsaken you. Ignore you. If you want softness, I can give it to you. If you desire a male touch, that I can also give.’

      His words were jealous poison, and recognising them as such, Beowyn huffed, annoyed. He took a moment to collect himself so he didn’t lash out and harm the concubine who had served faithfully for many solars.

      Truth, he overstepped, but Ryki merely acted as he had always done, aggressive, bold. He behaved in the way Beowyn once praised him for as his favoured. His gaze touched the male’s silvery-white feathers and the golden knots of his oval eyes, set in a square jawed face the colour of rich wood.

      ‘I will forgive you your inability to adjust.’ It was Beowyn who had changed so unexpected and sudden. ‘The things that drew me to you, concubine, no longer do.’

      Ryki was nothing but a weak imitation of the male he craved, nothing like the female who owned his heart.

      ‘I refuse to believe that.’ Freeing Beowyn’s hardened staff from his trousers, Ryki pumped his hand, working him from root to tip. The seed slit on his member slicked with fluid. Ryki hummed in satisfaction, thumb smearing the tacky arousal to moisten his quickening strokes. ‘You want me.’

      Beowyn’s mind blanked as pleasure unspooled through his tense body. Female musk lingered thick in his nose, gradually mingling with a tangy male scent. His sac swelled and tightened.

      A few words, one quick thrust, and he could sink deep into warm, welcoming wet, or order Ryki to maintain male form and bend over.

      Hadn’t it always been good before?

      Wouldn’t it would feel just as good, if not sweeter after his abstinence?

      Pushing past the miasma of painful lust, he clamped his hand over Ryki’s. ‘Stop.’ Even if it would feel good, it no longer felt right. As the sensations eased, he began to feel ill, his heart hurting.

      He did not want this at all.

      The concubine needed to leave.

      Disturbed air brushed his back, the creak of a door signalling a visitor.

      He stiffened.

      Head twisting, Beowyn’s gut clenched.
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      ‘Today was the second best day of my life.’ I sat naked in bed with the blankets at my waist, legs crossed. I wriggled. ‘Do you no think today was lovely?’

      I’d had an extended, rowdy breakfast with my clan, my Verak lovers and Lumen’s nest. Beowyn had been busy in a conference with his lesser commanders, the Great House leaders, but he’d escaped to share a meal with Éorik and me at midday.

      We fooled around some while Fergie took a nap, but for my part, it was blissful to sit and talk to them about silly, inconsequential things. Beowyn had returned to his duties, and Éorik rearranged his schedule to spend the afternoon escorting my clan around Grand Atoll. Tourist attractions were a favourite pastime on Vayhalun.

      There were countless guided ocean dives and interactive museums.

      Art exhibits were rare and horrendously expensive. I had the credits to see the collections a million times over, but I thought it in poor taste for the curators to charge so much, making the cultural expressions inaccessible to people of lesser means. So we skipped it. This was of course after we broke a priceless vase, Fergie screamed the place down because I confiscated her third sweetmeat, and Uncle Fergus scared the locals with his ranting while the guards politely but firmly ejected us from the premises. But yes, we decided to skip it when Éorik bandied words around like, ‘Royal visit,’ and, ‘Great One’s ire,’ to the uptight gallery owner’s dawning horror.

      Street performances were gratis, popular with wealthy and working-class alike. Fergie had a fabulous time tottering from overturned hat to instrument case, depositing the crystal coins Éorik gave for such a purpose.

      Rowan badgered Aled into going on a subterranean, underwater rollercoaster. An experience I gladly refused. We watched a hologram of them alternately screaming and vomiting during the ride, much to the disgust of the thrill-seekers behind them.

      Fergus popped his rump on a bench as we visited the natural wonder of the rainbow geysers. A mistake on our part. He couldn’t be cajoled to move, happy to sit there and watch the waters go up and down. Up and down. Up. Down.

      Patrick eventually lured him off with promises of black pudding.

      Éorik became chatty during a tour of an archaeological dig; a preserved Verakan settlement from a primitive era.

      It was impressive a sliver of the distant past survived the ravages of time, but none of us appreciated history to the degree of wanting to spend an hour staring at dusty lumps of rock scientists claimed were “sophisticated tools”.

      We tried not to look bored as he droned on about apocalyptic solar storm this and extinction level event that.

      I ascertained from his sullen expression my mumbles of delight hadn’t fooled him. ‘Sorry. It’s hard to be interested in something that happened thousands of years ago.’

      ‘We still have solar storms every five or six aeons. They were not all as catastrophic as the one that brought this extinction, but they are still dangerous.’

      My clan took Fergie back to the palace after a sumptuous supper where I spoiled my daughter rotten. She ate more dessert than mains, drank sweet nectar instead of water, was garrulous and loud when she should be demure and quiet, but we’d had a blast, and she’d grinned at me the whole time.

      Finished her food, my sweet-faced cherub patted her stomach, puffed her cheeks and bellowed, ‘Who ate all the pies!’ Then sang the whole song–with expletives!–at the top of her lungs.

      Gasping, I turned to glare to my cousins who suddenly found other things to stare at, shoulders shaking as they repressed fits of laughter.

      I allowed myself to be persuaded to have a go on a machine called a volcykle, a hovering motorbike that flew at teeth-rattling speeds. The sheer force of the wind almost knocked me clean off the padded seat as I’d zipped across the sparkling waters during the orange and pink-streaked sunset. Éorik cracked a smile, thrawn but sincere, when I shakily dismounted then promptly keeled over, wobbly legs numb from the vibrations.

      His levity over the tumble took the sting out of my chagrin, and I’d rolled onto my back and laughed and laughed.

      He’d joined me on the sand, kissing me until the sky fell dark and my body glowed. I’d felt a pang of loss that Beowyn wasn’t with us but told myself to stop being selfish. He was an important, busy man. There would be other special times to share with him.

      We’d returned to the palace to muss the sheets on the Commander’s bed.

      I’d checked mine and Beowyn’s living quarters thinking he might like to have a nightcap with us, but he wasn’t back yet, and I decided against banging down his SonCom.

      What if he was in the middle of something important? I didn’t want to be the needy wife that got in his way.

      ‘It would be better if the cub learned to use the waste bowl.’ Éorik spoke with an arm thrown over his face. The spur tipping his elbow pointed up.

      ‘Aye.’ I was charmed he’d taken it upon himself to begin her potty training. ‘I’m still no sure what to make of this royalty business.’ During the day people acted curious of me, respectful, but kept a distance. ‘I’m trying my best.’

      ‘Then you will do well.’

      ‘Ryki almost ruined the feast.’ I’d held my anger at bay all day, but we were alone, and I couldn’t help myself. ‘Did you see how she looked at me? At Fergie? How she talked about Patrick!’ I shook my head and scowled. ‘I hardly believe the audacity of it.’

      Éorik peeked from behind the hard swell of his bicep. ‘You expected?’

      ‘Something like what happened, but still, has she no shame?’

      ‘Rykiernoxiqan was Owyn’s favoured.’

      ‘You’re talking about Ryki?’

      He nodded. ‘Same concubine.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Rykiernoxiqan–who you met as Ryki–is a Baxnonian.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Bax are gender fluid. They can switch between male and female within a blink.’

      ‘Oh. I think Lumen did mention that.’ I understood now why the bisexual Verak coveted them much.

      ‘What I try to explain is your presence threatens Ryki’s place.’

      ‘How was that my problem?’

      Grunting in amusement, he rolled onto his stomach, shoving his arms under the marshmallow puff that was a pillow. As he moved, I watched the play of muscles in his back, a tight corset of ridges and valleys. The downy fur covering his dark skin was ruffled and dewy. The thin sheet slipped below the small of his back, its softness contrasting with the twin slopes of taut flesh running parallel to his spine and ending just where his firm ass began.

      ‘I doubt a concubine bothers you.’

      ‘Hm?’ I tore my eyes from the glory of his physique.

      ‘What bothers you?’ He twisted his head to the side, at a slight angle where his horns curled as if to hear me better. ‘It is not that vapid female. You are not shallow as that.’

      I was elated and appalled he thought my character pure enough to rise above the seductive pull of jealousy. It wasn’t, but whatever. ‘The thing is on the jungle planet it was just Beowyn and me. I had the chance to know him away from everyone else.’

      Eyes still closed, his lips puckered. ‘It allowed you to see deeper.’

      ‘He focused on me.’ Being stranded with him had been awkward and fraught, our exchanges intense. Honestly? His unwavering attention had been intoxicating. ‘I’m afraid of losing it.’

      ‘Lah, the elusive “it” strikes. You realise I cannot read minds?’

      I mumbled at my chest. ‘His attention.’

      ‘You are his One.’

      My mouth opened then closed. I patted the blanket and made a face as I thought, one of the hundreds.

      ‘If he goes to his harem it is for sport or to fulfil a trifling whim.’ Éorik’s voice was a scold. ‘You worry over nothing.’

      ‘Did I say I worried about them?’

      His mouth twitched. ‘Hush.’

      ‘Know me well, do you?’ I stroked a finger down the ridged curve of his ivory horn, from temple to razored tip.

      ‘Perhaps.’

      I smoothed the sheet crumpled in my lap. ‘Have you, ah, visited your harem since we returned?’

      A pronounced silence.

      ‘If I have?’

      ‘It’s your right.’ I tried to keep my voice neutral, but it came out thready. ‘I get that. I do.’ In my mind, I was on bended knee, shaking a fist at the heavens and wailing.

      ‘I will give you a true answer if you give me one in return.’

      Did I want the gory details to haunt me at night and twist me up inside? I was a woman. Of course I did.  ‘Okay.’

      ‘You believe Beowyn will hurt you like your former mate, so you keep him at a distance.’

      Well shit.

      I scrunched my nose. ‘I don’t think I’d use those exact words–.’

      ‘A true answer, Sìne.’

      ‘Occasionally I may have often thought in such a manner.’

      ‘Your part of the bargain is met. Here is my part.’ He leant onto his elbows and looked me in the eye. ‘I released my harem the day we arrived.’

      Uncrossing my legs, I shifted onto my arse. I rose to my knees. My eyes widened, and I groped the air. I breathed, ‘You did no.’

      ‘My Vault is emptied.’

      ‘You did no!’ I jumped all over him and rained kisses on his face. I pulled back and tilted my head. ‘Why did you no want to tell me that?’

      His amused expression disappeared into one of foreboding. He sighed. ‘I fear you will hold him to the same standard, and it would not be fair.’

      ‘You really do love him.’

      ‘As do you.’ He held me tighter. ‘From the moment Beowyn saw you, he has been besotted. Nothing I said turned his mind. There were humans that offered themselves to him as we travelled.’ He looked disturbed at the memory then shrugged it off. ‘Not one caught his interest aside from a natural curiosity of the unknown.’

      A natural curiosity of the unknown.

      ‘It’s funny,’ I said. ‘We say a natural fear of the unknown.’

      ‘But this is silly. How can you fear it when you do not know it?’ It summed up how Verak were different from humans. The differences were embraced. ‘Do not change the subject. Beowyn recognises you for what you are.’

      ‘High-strung and desperate?’

      ‘Special.’

      Breath hitching in my throat, I rubbed his chest. ‘Really?’

      ‘You are not a passing distraction. You are not a mere concubine to him or me. Why do you insist on seeing yourself as such?’

      Nervous just thinking about confronting Beowyn–the most confident person I knew–on the topic of his harem, I chewed my lip.

      Éorik cupped my cheek. He thumbed my chin, alien eyes soft. ‘You are his One. Do you not think if you tell him what you want, he will listen?’

      ‘You think it’s that easy?’

      Éorik’s eyes crinkled in answer.

      Optimistic Beowyn would be receptive to what I wanted–what I felt we all needed–I dropped a kiss to my lover’s smiling mouth, jumped out of bed and hustled back into my clothes.

      I hesitated. The concubines always looked enticing whenever I caught sight of them. I smoothed a hand over my spiky curls, brow furrowing. ‘Do you think I should get dressed up?’

      Éorik gave an indulgent shake of his gleaming horns, skeins of hair slipping over his brawny arms. The firm lines and smooth creases of his muscles were starkly delineated as he leant on the hooked curve of his elbow spurs. ‘If you tell anyone I gave fashion advice….’ He let the threat trail off and sneered.

      I stuck my tongue out at him.

      Keeping my thoughts shallow to prevent myself overthinking it all, I rubbed a light flower oil into my tanned shoulders and the hollow of my throat. It was all the cosmetics I allowed myself. My feet were bare, and I left them that way. It made me feel vulnerable, and I figured the jittery feeling was a good thing.

      Maybe it would help me keep my guard down.

      I studied myself in the mirror and nodded. I looked like a happier, glossier version of me–no artifice.

      When Éorik smiled in approval, my heart thumped. ‘Come with me.’

      ‘Why would I do that?’

      ‘To tell him how you feel.’

      He was already shaking his head. ‘It did not go well the last time I tried.’

      ‘He was upset because he’d found out about us.’ I cupped his face in my hands. ‘We need to be brave.’ I swallowed and forged ahead. ‘I love you. I want all of us together. I want to wake up with you both, and eat my meals with you. For my family to know how important you are to me.’

      His eyes met mine. He gripped my arms, speaking slowly. ‘You love me.’ he seemed to taste the words.

      I nodded frantically. ‘We love Beowyn, and while it’s weirdly sweet we admitted it to each other first, he should know too.’ I kissed his mouth over and over. It was addictive. ‘Do you no want to move past this horrible awkward stage so the three of us can just be?’

      He searched my eyes. ‘I do not want you to be disappointed if he does not want this.’ He made a vague gesture between us then moved it outwards to indicate our missing third party.

      ‘He wants us. Trust me. We have to have some courage and make the first step.’ During the day, I’d relaxed to such a degree my mind started filling in blanks. I realised I’d missed or misinterpreted some important signals.

      I now remembered how open Beowyn had been when telling me of the Lonely Lovers, and during our disastrous date, he’d not said a word against Éorik being present. At Carnival, hadn’t he shown he had no problems with the three of us together?

      He’d resigned himself to waiting to be claimed after I expressed a need for time on the jungle planet. I’d told him I wanted to move forward, but Verak were doers not talkers, and I still hadn’t actually made the move.

      Traits Beowyn displayed which used to fill me with dread because they reminded me of Liam no longer did.

      They were two very different people.

      Beowyn had more than proven he was worth taking a chance on. So I was going to make the move; ready for the rest of my life to begin.

      Éorik studied me. ‘You are sure?’

      I hugged him around the neck to whisper in his pointy ear. ‘I’ve never been so certain of anything in my life.’

      So when I dragged Éorik out of bed, hurried him into his clothes, and then dragged him down the corridor to burst into the bedroom I shared with my husband, full of hopes and dreams and grand declarations, only to see him with his dick out and cavorting with his concubine, I felt as if everything that had come to matter to me slipped through my fingers.

      ‘No,’ I said to no one in particular.

      Beowyn blinked, straightening and pulling at the hand wrapped around his cock. ‘Sìne?’

      Éorik’s arms slipped around me and held me so very tight.

      I breathed a slow pull of air that whistled between my teeth, swelling my lungs and lifting my chest before escaping my nose in a gust.

      White noise fuzzed my hearing.

      ‘Sìne?’ A hand landed on my chin and tilted up my expressionless face. Éorik flinched. ‘Lover, it is our way. Do you not love him? Unconditionally? Do you not love all parts of him?’

      ‘No,’ I said again.

      Head turning, I let the white noise drown him out. I shoved him away to stand alone. There was nothing but the thunder of blood in my ears until a roar of sound rushed to fill the void.

      ‘How could you do this?’ Éorik’s bellow shattered the silence. ‘Do you see her face?’ He fixed his ire on the naked, erect male sprawled on the sheets. ‘And you.’

      The concubine backed up the sleeping mat, mouth agape.

      Faster than my eyes could follow, he turned into a she and cowered against the headboard, making a fluttering, mewling cry at the back of her throat that was at once sweet and pitiful.

      Large eyes overflowed with crystal tears, and a rosebud mouth quivered.

      ‘Quit it,’ I snapped. ‘Nobody cares.’

      Well of tears instantly running dry, she glared and made a flurried hand gesture I guessed wouldn’t be considered polite in certain alien circles.

      ‘Right back at you,’ I hissed.

      Beowyn tucked himself away, making some response, but I ignored him, consumed by my thoughts and wishing to fade away. Part of me must have known this was coming, so why did I feel betrayed? I no longer understood myself.

      I stand outside Liam’s front door. It’s raining. I’m soaked to the skin and shivering. ‘I just want to talk. You won’t answer my calls.’

      Brown eyes once loving are cold. ‘Now is not a good time.’

      The rejection stung. A month prior, I would have laughed in the face of anyone who’d told me he could be so cruel. ‘How can you act like I mean nothing to you? How can you–.’

      ‘Liam? Liam, love. What’s going on?’ There she is. Tall, beautiful with curvy hips and breasts. Her blonde hair feathers around her heart-shaped face. Delicate eyebrows rise and sky blue eyes narrow. ‘Who’s this?’ Dressed in his white shirt, top buttons undone, she looks flushed and dishevelled. The smell of sex and expensive perfume wafts around her.

      I push wet, tangled hair from my face and huddle deeper into my threadbare cardigan. ‘Liam,’ I whisper.

      He sighs. ‘Seriously. Enough, Sìne. Fuck off.’ He slams the door in my face.

      A feminine giggle behind the wood.

      Gasping, I turn, blind, senseless, and trip.

      My knees scrape and bleed. The impact judders my frame. I cry rain-washed tears and sob until my throat is hoarse.

      I can’t breathe. My heart feels like a block of ice in my chest.

      Bright light hazed my vision as I swallowed the bitter saliva pooling on my tongue. I blinked slowly. I was hollow like those long, boomerang seed pods I found as a child–shrivelled, flakey and rattling when shook.

      My hand clamped down on my blaster, a piece of reality to which I anchored myself. My hand hurt it clenched so tightly around the textured grip.

      Not once had Beowyn sworn off his harem. Not once did he tell me he’d set aside his lovers. It was me. I’d failed to reveal my feelings before it was too late.

      Each word, every sentence and conversation I’d had with Beowyn now seemed a pointless battlefield of hidden meaning and miscommunication.

      I unholstered my weapon, eyes darting, taken aback nobody had yet moved to stop me. Then again, Beowyn and Éorik pressed chest to chest, nose to nose, snarling incomprehensibly at each other. The growingly familiar weight of the blaster strained my wrist. Its irregular shape stretched my fingers yet fit my palm with ease.

      Lurking at the fringe of the argument, Ryki spotted me as I slid my feet apart and lifted my arm.

      Her cranial feathers stood on end, rosy yellow face blanching. Dropping the silky robe clutched to her voluptuous chest, she shifted into her male counterpart. Ryki dove to the edge of the room, abandoning Beowyn without so much as a warning to flee.

      I hesitated at a whisper of doubt worming through my steely detachment.

      Seeing Beowyn’s utter confusion as to why Éorik was so angry, I saw double, and my finger pressed, arm jerking from the force of the recoil.

      A slash of red cut through the air then a fizzing projectile sailed in an arc where the light ended.

      The impact blew a hole through the wall and took me off my feet.

      Ears ringing from the concussive sound, I coughed, blinking to clear my eyes of grit. I rolled onto all fours and up to my spread knees. Fierce satisfaction rampaged through my blood. This felt so much better than suffering in silence. A violent outpouring of the regret and resentment festering inside was amazing. No wonder males went at it like savages when angry.

      Getting physical was revitalising. Freeing. I obviously needed more of cathartic shit in my life.

      The dust cleared into gritty clouds then heavy clumps that settled. The elaborately carved bed with its tacky drapes was gone, a ring of fire outlining the perimeter of the blast.

      Eyebrows hovering near my hairline, my gaze dropped to the smoking weapon secured in my fist. The satisfaction coursing through me deepened into glee. ‘Huh.’

      Beowyn shoved off the scorched remains furniture to gain his feet. His hands fisted and pressed his temples. ‘What is wrong with you?’

      Everything snapped back into focus. ‘You’re what’s wrong with me.’

      Beowyn’s eyes rounded. ‘But there are other ways to get my attention.’

      ‘You think this is about wanting attention?’ Eyes closed, I shook my head with my hand. ‘No. This is no about that. No. This is about you messing with my mind and making me feel like shit and making me think things which aren’t true ending in me being fucked.’

      ‘This is not what you think.’

      ‘Right.’

      His body stiffened. ‘I did not send for him.’

      ‘He lay in wait to throw himself at you?’

      ‘This is what happened yet you sound as if you do not believe it.’

      I checked the blaster charge like Hel Bihter taught me. The warning indicator blinked. ‘What gave me away?’

      ‘I never intended to do anything but send him on his way.’

      ‘Fine, Beowyn.’ I wiped a renegade tear from my cheek. ‘I believe you.’

      ‘You must believe–you do?’

      ‘Your leathers were open and his legs wrapped around your waist.’ My gaze skipped through the room. I snorted bitterly. ‘Do I look like an idiot?’

      A derisive snort came from behind a garment chest. My head whipped around, attention arrowing to it.

      ‘A moment of indecisiveness.’ Beowyn raised his palms, face a picture of earnestness. ‘Nothing more.’

      ‘Only a moment’s worth?’

      ‘Not even that.’

      I met his guilty gaze, mine brimming with resentment. My throat constricted but I managed to whisper, ‘Liar.’

      His face and hands dropped.

      Figuring I could always clobber the surviving interloper to death once I’d drained my weapon’s batteries, I aimed with intent. My finger pressed and what felt like a sack of bricks slammed into me. I was flattened by a heavy body as the second explosion rocked the room.

      Éorik rolled, pinning me under him.

      Yanking the blaster from my grip, he levered himself up and lifted into a squat, scowling thunderously. ‘Enough.’

      I scrambled onto my feet, shooting him a glare. My attention snapped right back to Beowyn, picking himself off the floor. ‘Honestly, right now I couldn’t care less if you wanted to fuck him. Let me be clear.’ I pointed at Éorik. ‘You may bed him. You may bed me. That is it.’ My palm flattened and pushed towards the ground. I yelled at the top of my lungs, ‘Do you understand the words coming out of my mouth?’

      Beowyn stared. ‘You order me to give up my harem? My lovers?’

      ‘You’re no going to have a harem or lovers left as soon as I put my hands on another blaster to finish cleaning house.’

      He threw a flabbergasted look at Éorik then an outraged one back at me. ‘Do you threaten to kill my lovers?’

      ‘I’m no threatening.’ I leant in. ‘I’m telling you as I do.’

      A feminine throat cleared.

      We turned to see Lumen’s disembodied head sticking out from the door jamb. The creamy brown oval of her face was pale around the mouth and eyes, her hair a kinky mess.

      Arms covered in iridescent, amber scales double wrapped around her belly and chest in protective bands, keeping her from entering.

      ‘Hello from the freaked out hallway crowd.’ She offered a feeble smile; her voice was high and trembling. ‘Is, um, everything good in here? We heard shouting then an awful big explosion….’ Her eyes popped wide as she noticed the smoking hole in the wall.

      Ignoring her, Beowyn glowered at me. ‘You make no sense.’

      Red in the face, I pointed at my head. ‘Do you think I care what you think anymore?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      Carefully navigating the mess to my side, Venomous a step behind, Lumen gawked at the destruction. ‘Someone’s views on gun control flipped one-eighty.’

      My arm flew back to point at the demolished bed. ‘My self-esteem does not need to be taking that kind of hit each time I walk into the bedroom I share with my husband.’

      Her face showed a lack of comprehension.

      ‘Him fucking someone not us,’ I clarified flicking a hand at Éorik.

      She shot her friend a fearsome look of judgement in the name of female solidarity. ‘Oh, Wyn. I told you to talk to her about this.’ She faced me, glanced at Éorik. ‘I told all of you to talk to each other. I worried this might happen.’

      ‘He knows how Liam hurt me and this is what he does?’ I speared Beowyn with a glare. ‘Right now I do not like you. You will do better. You will make me and my Éorik happy because there is no alternative.’

      ‘My?’ His jaw clenched with his fists.

      ‘Ours.’ I sucked in a breath. ‘On some level, you knew this would hurt me Beowyn. You did it anyway.’

      ‘Even if I had done what you accuse, you act as if I need ask your permission.’

      ‘Wouldn’t asking have at least showed you cared enough about me to check I was okay with it?’

      Up to that point, I’d struggled to voice what I wanted, but had he come to me? I would’ve found the strength to speak.

      His eyes drifted to Éorik, head cocking, brow arching in demand.

      ‘I didn’t ask, but that was different. I explained it. I tried to talk to you about it.’ I backed off shaking my head. My chest felt heavy, my skin too tight. ‘To hell with you for standing there and pretending like you have no understood what I was feeling this whole time.’

      I ignored Lumen’s cry to wait and slammed the door in Éorik’s beseeching face when he reached for me.

      Doors opened, and my cousins popped their heads out of their rooms, faces dark with concern.

      ‘Go back to sleep.’ I gave them a tired wave. ‘Sorry about the noise.’

      Brows furrowing, Patrick looked me over. Whatever he saw had him shifting forward as if to follow.

      ‘Not now.’ I jerked a palm in his direction. ‘I need fresh air. Tomorrow?’

      His eyes moved beyond me. Mouth thinning, he snapped a nod. ‘I’ll keep the the wee bit in here with me then.’

      ‘I’ll see you at breakfast.’ I ducked my head to avoid his gaze. I needed to get away and order my thoughts. Things had to change. I would no longer bite my tongue or hold inside the things I wanted to say and do. Maybe I shouldn’t have reacted with violence as I did, but I wasn’t sorry.

      Beowyn would never forget this.

      I was fiendishly glad even as I wondered if this would be a breaking point between us.

      Headed towards Éorik’s apartments, I quickened my pace when I heard footsteps behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see Beowyn eating up the corridor with his long-legged stride.

      His narrowed gaze drilled mine as his mouth parted to speak.

      I turned a corner, my hand sliding across the whitewashed wall to steady me on the polished floor.

      I burst inside the room and swiped a thumb over the glass data pad to lock the door. There was one room in the palace Beowyn couldn’t unlock as King, a gift of privacy for his closest friend.

      A thump came from the other side. ‘Open the door.’ His voice was muffled, but I heard the thrum of anger making his command short and sharp.

      At my silence, he cursed and bellowed for his Commander.

      I skipped through the room to the balcony. My bare feet slapped against the stone steps leading out into the gardens, heart skittering inside my ribcage when I heard the doors crash open. I scanned the neat gravel path and pruned foliage for escape.

      Air playing around the open space was redolent with the brackish tinge of the sea. The water was close. Its rhythmic coming and going a melodic pulse burrowing into my soul.

      I’d come to love the music of Vayhalun’s nature, its zingy freshness.

      Tears spiked my lashes as I breathed deep enough to bow my chest. A breeze drifted over my face and cooled my heated cheeks, the waves sang their songs and smoothed the jagged edges of my emotions. I opened my eyes and stared at the volcykle Éorik bought earlier during our outing. It was heavier and chunkier compared to the sleek and light vehicle I’d learned to pilot. Its black and silver paint was pristine, its shape aggressive even while motionless. My body listed towards it. As my feet shuffled, my mind threw up arguments as to why it might not be sensible.

      I picked up sounds of Beowyn tearing through the apartment looking for me and Éorik’s sonorous timbre biding him to calm.

      I ran a hand over the volcykle’s rubber handlebars. It didn’t seem like an unreasonable idea even if it wasn’t the safest. I knew how to operate the controls. Éorik wouldn’t mind if I borrowed it. I kicked up a leg to mount then froze at the feel of eyes on me.

      ‘You need the passcode. It will not start without it.’ My lover descended the steps. He shifted aside as my husband came thundering down to overtake him near the bottom, crunching across the gravel in his thick-soled boots.

      ‘Are you out of your mind?’ Beowyn yelled in my face. His fury made him appear twice his usual size. ‘Do you have any idea what you have done?’

      Shrinking back, my cocked foot hit the ground with a thud. ‘Go away.’ I twisted my face from his livid one.

      ‘No.’ He grabbed my chin. ‘Look at me and listen. You threatened someone under my protection. This is not on.’

      ‘What else was I supposed to do?’ I pulled at his fingers trapping my face and jerked back my chin.  ‘Talking doesn’t work with you.’

      ‘So much talk yet when I come to think I know what goes on in your mind I see there are darker corners I’ve yet to turn.’ His face shifted from a frown into a snarl. ‘You disappoint me. Never would I have thought you would harm one who looks to us for safety. How dare you be so selfish. You will apologise.’

      ‘You’re stupider than you look if you think for one second I’d apologise to that creature.’

      ‘This is not an ask but a command.’

      ‘No.’ I screamed it in his face.

      ‘Enough.’ Éorik tapped in the code to the volcykle then repeated it to Beowyn. ‘Go for a ride. Cool your tempers before you each say or do something we all will regret.’

      I shook my head. ‘No.’

      ‘It was not a request. Your disagreement is causing unrest. It erodes the threads of Owyn’s control.’

      ‘That is not my problem.’

      ‘You forget as his mate it is your place to ease him.’

      ‘I do not need handling.’ Beowyn ground his teeth.

      ‘See?’ I edged towards the path. ‘He does no want me. Now if you’ll excuse me, I want to be alone.’

      Éorik bared his teeth in a growl before dropping his chin to his chest and deep breathing until the ferocious sound ended. When he lifted his head, he was calm. ‘You should have thought of that before you shot at people.’

      ‘I shot the bed.’

      ‘And the second time?’

      ‘You saw what he did–was doing.’

      ‘I have told you it is our way. I told you it was not fair to expect certain things from him.’

      ‘I guess the pain I’m feeling is my fault for thinking you’d be on my side.’ I pressed a white-knuckled hand against my middle. ‘I should have remembered your loyalty lies elsewhere.’

      He picked me up and dumped me on the volcykle. ‘You are upset.’ He gripped my face between his calloused palms, face grim. ‘I forgive you, but when you get back, I expect an apology.’

      Indignant, staring past his shoulder, tears pooled on my lower lashes. I batted them away when they dared wet my flushed cheeks. ‘Don’t hold your breath.’

      Beowyn snorted. He slung a leg over the saddle depressed into the narrow framework, then slipped on a pair of bronze-bodied, black-glassed goggles.

      They covered his face from defined brow ridge to thin top lip. It drew attention to his studded, spiked ears and strangely shaped mouth. White-blue fang tips peeked past firm lips duskier towards their outer edges.

      The headgear made him seem alien in a way he hadn’t seemed in a while. He dangled a passenger set of goggles over his shoulder. I snatched them from his wagging fingers. They were too big. I couldn’t undo the interlocked buckle to fix the problem myself. Beowyn glanced behind to check out the hold up then twisted at his middle to adjust the straps.

      I sat rigid as his muscular arms came around me.

      Sienna skin was bare to his wide shoulders, the dip above his hard biceps wrapped in silver bands. I scolded my body as his spicy musk of aniseed and woodsy earth made me want to curl into him and writhe. His body heat cocooned me in the domineering force of his aura. I found myself wanting to give up the fight, accept whatever he threw at me as long as he’d hold me and keep me safe. I wondered if that was why strong-minded women endured weak-willed men. Somewhere along the evolutionary line did females stop bothering with the other gender? Did nature slip in a biological imperative to make us ache for their touch even when they were being unfair, unfeeling and dismissive? Did it work in reverse? Were males aggressively sexual to ensure they didn’t ignore us irritating females and forget to reproduce?

      ‘Do not come back until you have sorted this thing between you.’ Éorik studied us both then looked away and sighed in such a way I felt embarrassed to have caused it. ‘I will deal with the concubine.’ He spoke to Beowyn as I refused to face his direction, nursing a grudge as he’d refused to take my side. ‘There will be no trouble for her.’ I felt his eyes on me. ‘I will make sure of it.’
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      Beowyn disengaged the brakes. We shot off, and I plastered myself against his back, hugging his solid middle.

      Long, coarse hair streamed back and over me like an ebon cloud. Cold air rushed over my exposed face and throat. I could hear and breathe as was normal because of the headgear. My protected eyes widened as our speed increased and anything not at a distance blurred.

      We followed a warren of narrow pebbled tracks then jetted out onto a bricked pathway lined with lanterns strung between tall trees. Patrolling Paladins saluted us as we passed. Their gold and silver livery shone brightly in the dim. We slowed to friendlier speeds and meandered down the main road until we came to the busy dockyards. I smelled fish and blood from the slaughterhouses. Whizzing past the weathered fishermen, banking hard around a spritely Zozon herding lumbering goodbeasts from a flat-bottomed skiff, we left Royal Atoll altogether, skimming across the calm, dark waters to a slope of land off its western side I’d not yet visited. The pungent aroma of the docks was replaced with the crispness of brine.

      The horizon stretched unending, a stretch of nothingness so vast it made me feel insignificant. It was oddly peaceful to be reduced to something so small. It made my problems seem teeny in comparison. The relief didn’t last long. We zoomed over a rocky shoal onto a black sanded beach under a canopy of dense leaves. The ponderous, abyssal sounds of a large body of water were replaced with the strident caws of nighttime birds, and furtive scurries of nocturnal beasts. A sweet, flowery fragrance tinged with damp soil and animal dung prickled my nose. The air grew closer. Stifling. My skin perspired at the backs of my knees and the bends of my elbows. We careened around a protruding tree root, a lurid yellow arachnid crouched amidst sticky webbing stretched across it, then swerved around its connected bole, only to streak past a glen bursting with colour and festooned with flowering vines all the hues of blue I might imagine.

      Picking up on the desires transmitted by my tensing body, Beowyn braked hard and swung us around to land on its outermost perimeter. As soon as the weedy ground turned from a green-blue smudge to a blanket of weeds and loam, I jumped off the volcykle.

      My legs wobbled from fear or the lingering effects of vibration, I couldn’t tell. I stumbled halfway across the clearing to gain some distance.

      It wasn’t enough.

      I felt him all over me.

      A phantom impression of his warmth caressed my flesh. I still felt his weight against my chest, his rougher lips on mine, harsh rumbles in my ear.

      It was easier to manage the sensations when Éorik was around. He buffered Beowyn’s rawness to a tamer state. Handling my husband unfiltered, I felt out of control, riding too high with no way to come down without breaking.

      I rubbed my arms and peered at the stunning alien landscape. It stabbed into an indigo sky speckled with piercing points of starlight. The moon had risen full and bright, bizarrely so, as it was shy even at night. I was used to it being a mere shadow in the sky blotted by the radiance of the suns and no more than a faint shadow once they set. I pondered it, wondering why it disturbed me so.

      Beowyn turned off the volcykle. He came to stand at my side, hand coming to rest on the nape of my neck, possessive, demanding, pushing me to give in, to submit. ‘You cannot do that again, Sìne. Violence towards my harem because you are angry at me? What were you thinking?’

      I spun from his touch and clutched at my head. ‘Why do you sound like I am the one in the wrong? Think about what it would feel like to see me like that with a stranger.’ I blinked, and a lonely tear fell. ‘Wouldn’t you care at all?’

      His breathing was ragged. ‘You are my One. It is not my place to control your body only protect your heart for it is mine.’ His face darkened. ‘It should be mine. Give it to me. I want it even if I must share it. I am tired of waiting only for you to reward me by throwing senseless accusations in my face.’

      I attempted to deny it but choked.

      From his point of view, my actions and words were senseless. Defenceless. I dropped my hands to my middle and kneaded my tummy. ‘You once said if something matters to me it simply matters. Do you remember that?’

      It had been one of the moments on the jungle planet which made me realise I was falling in love with him.

      Head canting, he nodded.

      ‘Well, this matters. This matters so much to me. It hurts. Please don’t sleep with anybody else. Just me and Éorik.’

      ‘I do not sleep–.’

      I flew at him and thumped on the hard swell of his bicep. ‘Stop fucking other people.’ I shoved at him when his arms banded around me. ‘Just stop.’

      ‘Stop fighting me.’ He cupped my face and absorbed my blows.

      ‘Don’t tell me what to do.’

      Sighing, he kissed the splatter of freckles on my cheek. I slumped in his arms. My face leant into his hands. I almost wished he’d be cruel so I could strike him off forever. The pain of seeing him entwined with his concubine flashed through me again.

      I fisted my hands in the crisp fabric of his tunic. ‘Why do I have feel this way about you of all people?’

      Hot breath tickled my throat as his voice rasped against my ear.  ‘Because I will always love you best.’

      I stilled. I gasped through a sob. I–am nineteen today, and the window on the test stick shows two positive lines. I’m nervous and excited. It’s not the best timing, but I love Liam, and he loves me more than anything. This year has been the best of my life. When we start our last school term, it’ll be hard but worth it. We’ll have our family. We’ll have each other. Then I tell him. Then he screams at me and raises his fist–. He leaves me. He stops returning my calls. He avoids me. He breaks my heart. I’m scared, and I am alone. I–felt as if the whole world shook. Everything rose in me like a black, swallowing sea.

      I fought harder for him to let me go. ‘You don’t love me.’ My heels slipped and slid as I tried to break free. ‘You don’t know what it means.’

      Éorik did.

      It was in the way he anticipated Fergie’s needs and in the way he’d dismissed his harem preempting mine. The way he forgave me because he knew I’d come to my senses after my knee-jerk reaction to push him away.

      ‘I do.’ Beowyn spoke with vicious pleading. His words tore into me like shrapnel. ‘I love–.’

      ‘Don’t.’ I went to my knees. He followed me, holding on. ‘Don’t say what you don’t mean.’

      Even in the dark, his face was radiant, a beacon. I wanted to close my eyes and block him out. I also craved the sight of his longing gaze sweeping over my face. It made me feel as if I was something bright and glowing he couldn’t look away from.

      It made me feel worthy. It was terrifying. As good as something could feel was as equally bad as it could feel.

      I’d learnt that the hard way.

      ‘I have watched you and Orik. I asked questions of my human-kin when confused. I know what I feel.’ His hold switched from confining to an embrace. ‘It has grown since the moment I saw you. You were nothing like what I searched for, and in finding you, I was given everything I need. You healed Orik, who is as much a part of me as you now are. You once said you are not perfect, well, neither am I.’ He is gaze bored into mine. ‘But I am trying. For you, I will always try to do better.’

      ‘The things you say. God, I want to believe you.’ I shook my head. He asked me to trust him, to extend another hand and hope I didn’t get slapped back. I was all out of trust. ‘Please let me go.’

      ‘How can you ask this of me?’

      ‘You’ll hurt me just like he did. There’s nothing special about me to hold you. I’m not beautiful like Éorik is or some paragon of good virtue like Lumen.’ I was surrounded by people stronger, smarter and simply better.

      His expression was pained. ‘For someone to be beautiful someone must be considered ugly. For someone to be deemed good someone must deemed evil and the kind of world where that is the deciding factor which brings people together is no world I want to be in.’ Beowyn swallowed. ‘You say you are not special. What might I say to convince you otherwise?’ He pressed his forehead to mine. He rocked his head side to side. ‘I am furious at what you did, and yet my spirit cries out in victory, because, for once, you fought for me. But why is my vow of love not enough?’ He made a harsh noise. ‘Do you not feel the same? Is this why you push me aside?’

      I couldn’t see anymore; there was too much liquid in my eyes. ‘All your charm will disappear. Your promises will be tossed aside the day something new catches your eye. Then where will I be?’ I shouted in his face. ‘What I will I do after you abandon me?’

      He lowered his face to mine. His eyes were fierce. ‘I will never leave you.’

      ‘Liar.’ I shrieked, but it was me sounding false. ‘Everyone leaves. They run away, or they die, or they look at you and find no reason to stay.’ Tremors shook me until I clung to him for support. I didn’t understand why he couldn’t see how wrong it would all go. Look how difficult it was to get him to agree to be monogamous. Know I understood why Éorik had been so hesitant. Beowyn wouldn’t be satisfied with just us. He’d leave me alone and broken again.

      I don’t understand where I’m supposed to go. I went in the ambulance with Mam because it was time for my baby brother or sister to come.

      Now they are in heaven, and my Stepda doesn’t want me.

      I’m waiting with the lady who smells like cat pee, but she has kind eyes and gave me a whole packet of chewy toffee.

      The hospital stinks like bleach, and the time my hamster died a week before we noticed. I sit waiting for someone to claim me. I was told someone would. Someone. I had to be patient.

      ‘There ye are.’ A girl with hair a redder shade of my orange stares at me. She has a crusty scab on her eyebrow and a thin, flaking streak of blue paint on her ruddy cheek. Her eyes are bright and shrewd. ‘Ye’re Sìne, aye?’

      Cheeks fat with sweets and teeth stuck together, I lick my lips and nod.

      ‘Trick, Rowe, I found her,’ she screeches down the white-panelled hall.

      Two boys bound around the corner. They surround me, smelling of grass, dirt and fabric softener. They look the same but different.

      The tallest cocks his head. He wrinkles his nose. ‘Ye’re our cousin then?’

      They have green eyes like mine and hair like mine. ‘I’m waiting for my Uncle.’ I wipe my snotty nose on my sleeve. I stare at my scuffed, red kickers. ‘His name is Fergus.’

      ‘Tha’s our Da,’ the smallest chirps. He hops onto the blue plastic seat next to me, scrawny legs swinging. ‘I’m Rowan.’

      ‘Her real name is Rowanne.’ The other boy rolls his eyes.

      ‘Doona call me tha’.’

      ‘Tha’s yer name. Ye can no be a boy. I’m a boy. Ye’re a girl. My sister.’

      The boy-girl scowls then gives an unhappy shrug, attention returning to me. ‘Do ye like frogs or books?’

      The girl puts her fingers in my hair and braids it. ‘I’m Cait Grae. Ye can be my best friend if ye like.’

      I tell Rowan I like both books and frogs making him beam with happiness. I think hard on Cait’s offer of best friendship. If they are this nice all the time being kept by them would be better than being alone. I can’t follow my Mam into heaven until I am an old lady, or so the nurse says. I share my toffee. They explain they were at home when their Da got a call about his sister, and then they drove for hours and hours to come get me.

      Patrick hugs me around the shoulders. ‘Ye’re coming with us.’

      ‘Our Mam is sick too,’ Rowan says sounding sad.

      ‘She’ll get better.’ Cait says with authority. ‘Da says so. If she doesnae, I’ll be the Mam and take care of ye all forever.’

      The years pass, and she’s a mother to me.

      I’m eleven when she tells me she’s been accepted into college and we bake a cake to eat the whole thing in one sitting. Twelve when I get my first period, and she comes home to teach me about the Mooncup, stomach cramps and the healing miracle of chocolate. I turn fourteen when I tell her I’m in love with my math teacher, and she tells me she’s in love with a man named Aled but not to tell her brothers because he’s Welsh. I’m fourteen and three quarters when I watch her hug Rowan as he cries, his beautiful face bloodied and swelling as I try to wash away the word ‘FREAK’ written on his forehead in black marker pen. Patrick paces the caravan with a cricket bat yelling about fucking people up. I’m sixteen when she goes to the hospital thinking she’s pregnant. I’m seventeen, and she’s in a box, and we’re lowering her into the dirt, and the world is falling apart again.

      I needed Beowyn to leave me alone because it hurt to lose what you loved.

      As if he could sense my withdrawal, he clutched me tighter. Panic flickered in the depths of his gaze. ‘I told you on Zoi Quay I took a lover on Paniki.’

      Another lance of pain stabbed through my heart.

      ‘It was Éorik.’ Beowyn nodded at my wide-eyed stare. ‘He did what I waited so long for. I enjoyed it. I gloried in it until he told me you and he…I was jealous. I made it seem a meaningless tryst because I convinced myself you did not want me as you wanted him. I did not say it to hurt you,’ he said in a rush, ‘only to make you think I was worthy of your attentions. I thought if you knew others wanted me, you would want me too. I should have told you this sooner. Éorik pressed me to.’ His head tipped back. ‘I was embarrassed. I did not wish to lose your respect.’

      I had known they’d done something, but I hadn’t pieced it together. It was proof I’d been lost inside my own head.

      I’d even accused Lumen of the deed, so ridiculous was my paranoia.

      ‘What you saw between my concubine and I was–No! Listen to me. What you saw might have happened as you suspect had I not come to the realisation it was not what I wanted. My mind was elsewhere, and I did not realise how far things had gotten. I was going to send him away. You fled before I could explain. You reacted. I grew mad.’

      ‘I’m no naive.’ Yet I felt myself being swayed.

      ‘The only hands I want on me are yours. Éorik’s. The only people I wish to share my body with is you and him.’ He inhaled. ‘I do not lie to you. Stop saying it. It makes me furious.’

      ‘You’re no completely honest with me either.’

      ‘As if you are with me.’

      I beat a fist to his chest. ‘I’m trying.’

      ‘You think I am not?’

      ‘No! Yes.’ I screamed behind my teeth. ‘I mean–.’

      ‘By the Boar’s tusk, why do you always expect the worst of me? Enough of this. Enough. Nothing I say will change your mind. Nothing. Do you know how I have humbled myself?’ His eyes were hot. ‘I have bargained. I have gone down on bended knee to offer my seed. I have cajoled. Gone softly. Pulled and twisted myself into knots to please you and I have begged the council of others when I should have heeded my own. I should have done as I have always done. I see it now.’ His hand manacled my throat. ‘From the moment I laid eyes on you, I should have pushed until you broke. From the moment I made you mine, I should have taken.’

      He slanted his mouth over mine with bruising force and thrust his tongue past the threshold of my lips.

      For a split second, I didn’t react.

      He’d been so gentle in his handling of me, the sudden aggression was disorientating. I froze, shocked. It didn’t fit what I’d come to expect of him.

      A hot hand branded my middle, and I gasped, the touch searing through me.

      The feral chaos inside of me that was an amalgamation of my fears, hurts and regrets came so very close to shoving him away. My stiff fingers curled into smooth, hard flesh. My body melted, and I curled my tongue into the moist, rough slide abrading it, felt him shiver and felt myself come undone.

      He stretched over me, pushing me onto my back and down onto the springy grass. Its crushed blades released an earthy scent that blended seamlessly with Beowyn’s liquorice one.

      He shoved my leathers down.

      I lifted my ass to help.

      Panting against my mouth, the gruff, needy sounds punctuated with lusty growls, he fumbled for his own fastenings. I grabbed a fistful of his tunic and dragged it up. I splayed my hands over his abdominals, hands dipping lower to curl around his shaft when it sprung free, velvet over a steely core.

      He yanked my thighs apart.

      I clamped them around his waist, then he was there, his weight on my hips, lower belly rubbing mine, his manhood silky, dripping, thick and hard.

      We made eye contact.

      His questioned.

      Mine consented along with my frantic nodding and pleading mumbles.

      His bulging arms tensed as he steadily canted his hips.

      My hand on his flexing buttock fisted as I registered his body shifting space and forging into mine.

      He pushed past sensitive muscle, tunnelling balls deep on his first plunge, a piercing stretch.

      I arched and whimpered, overjoyed the emptiness between my thighs receded. The gnawing ache was replaced with the urge to buck and grind until I reached the outer limits of consciousness and found ecstasy.

      ‘Sìne.’ He dropped his head to my breasts. A raspy tongue lapped at my turgid nipple. The nub tingled. He swivelled his hips to seat himself deeper, grazing my clit and causing my body to spasm. He shuddered. ‘My One.’

      ‘Move.’ My knees squeezed his sides.

      He pulled back to the threshold of my cunt, and when the heavy sac at the base of his shuttling cock slapped my ass, the sheer brilliance of the sensation ripped me to pieces. His breath blew against my sweaty neck as he fucked into me. There were tears. They wet my eyes and cheeks. He licked them from my throat and groaned as he moved deeper, harder. Smacks of his flesh against mine didn’t sound like loving, they sounded like harm, but the harder he held me, the more real I felt. The faster he snapped his hips, the more I clung. His movement grew fiercer, and for a moment I thought, this is where he breaks me. Now is when my insides spill out.

      My skin was hot, my heart shocked cold, and as he thrust, I clawed his back and bit his shoulder.

      He moaned against my mouth and ground his hips, questing ever deeper until he stilled and every muscle in his body swelled and hardened. I felt a surge of warmth and wetness. His length flexed and pulsed. I nearly crawled out of my skin as his seed overflowed and slid down my private flesh, the feel of his come marking me bringing me to the brink of my own culmination. His hand snaked between our bodies and stroked my throbbing nub, the pressure firm, consistent, knowing. My pussy clamped around his sticky cock, and at the painful pleasure helixing up my spine and detonating in my brain, I made a choked noise.

      My lungs locked, my ears closed to sound, and the fluttering in my pelvis pushed out in increasing waves of numbing bliss that curled my toes and flushed my skin.

      I shoved myself onto the length splitting me in two as I writhed against his hand, bucking against him and crying his name, drumming my hands on his back.

      He stayed planted inside me, hips rocking, chest heaving.

      My eyes opened and locked on his.

      Everything he hoped for and I wished for was exchanged in that single look. It formed a bond stronger than the cosmic forces moving the earth we lay upon. I shut my eyes and turned my face away. The tremors shivering my limbs eased as the heat between us dissipated into a replete lassitude.

      A tender hand stroked my hair.

      He murmured my name, an apology, almost, his tone broken with hope. ‘You may not love me but one day you will. I will hear you say it and I will know peace.’ His heart thumped an alien rhythm over mine. He inhaled, his chest filled and pressing on my breasts. Suffocating pressure. Sublime.

      It wouldn’t kill me to love him as openly he loved me. It might hurt in the end, but it wouldn’t kill me. Wasn’t he worth it? Wasn’t I? If I weren’t so frightened, he’d be so easy to love.

      I opened my eyes, smile faltering as I glimpsed an angry sky burned blue.
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      ‘My One.’ Sìne couldn’t tear her eyes from the roiling clouds. ‘Look at me.’ Beowyn cupped her face, the delicate touch at odds with his yowling terror and hammering pulse. ‘Look at me. There. Softly and slowly now.’ She unconsciously resisted his cajoling, strained against his gentle clasp.

      Fiery coils whipped from the sky. Not a length from them a shimmering feeler left a smouldering gash torn into the earth. Water sizzled and rock melted into glowing pools of bubbling liquid.

      ‘What?’ Glassy eyes flicked over the landscape. ‘My God, what is this?’

      ‘We must run, my sweet. Focus.’ He lifted her onto her feet. ‘Focus on me.’ Legs boneless with fear couldn’t bear her weight. ‘I have you. Hold on to me.’

      He hooked an arm around her middle, swept her into his arms, and then sprinted for the idling volcykle.

      When he went to tuck her–stiff and mute–into his front so he might straddle the machine, she snapped from her fugue in a violent jerk.

      She shook her head as if clearing a fog. Her lips were a white slash across her ashen face. ‘I’m okay.’ She jumped onto the volcykle behind him, and he immediately disengaged the breaks.

      On a pitched whine, the machine shot forward.

      Smouldering trees flickered past in a blur. Naked sunlight drank the moisture from the soil and air–from everything.

      Sandy loam churning below them dried to kindling, a mere spark from catching flame.

      Screams exploded from his mate, her slender arms cutting into his middle with unexpected force.

      Instinct pulled the blaster from the holster near his boot. Training from aeons past had his finger slipping over the trigger as he smoothly jacked his arm up and fired. Above them, a falling tree bole split into two. They raced through its jagged branches, thick boughs wreathed in flames, coming so close, he felt the scrape of bark on his arms.

      Skidding to a stop, he twisted at the waist. He peeled Sìne’s arms from his waist. He thrust the chunky blaster into her palm. ‘Here.’ He grabbed the other near his knee, and this time she took it. ‘Fire at anything blocking our path. Do not forget to look up. If the obstruction is too big, I will find another way.’

      ‘Aye.’ Her voice didn’t tremble.

      He sped off and weaved past old growth burning to the ground.

      Beowyn grimaced thinking of all that had been lost during the last solar storm when he was a cub.

      Fyn’s waking had lasted a gruelling half-rotation, the devastation the sun caused record-breaking.

      Oda had woken ravenous.

      Velocity kept the worst of the smoke from being inhaled, but the further they travelled, the worse it became.

      Sìne’s hands hovered either side of his head. Her shots to make a path were steady and tactical. Quick puffs of air on the side of his neck were his only clue as to her mental state.

      Crouched above the seat, her bare feet gripping the boot pegs, she ducked and swayed with his movement, keeping them balanced as he piloted.

      Beowyn’s heart sank when he broke free of the tree line and rocketed across the disturbed dark waters.

      Twisting shades of purple and blue, a maelstrom of searing heat, the supercell of the solar flare spiralled above Grand Atoll, the vortexes spitting lightning and the pillars of smoke dominating the skyline portents of the firestorm to come.

      Sand sprayed on the palace steps, and he jerked his chin for Sìne to disembark. Waiting on the bottom step, barking orders to grim-faced Paladins, Éorik shifted the pile of clothes he held onto one arm and reached for her.

      Relief smoothed lines etched into his brow. ‘I was about to look for you. I have your battlesuit here, Beowyn.’

      ‘My daughter?’ Sìne dropped the blasters. Her reddened fingers gripped his cloak. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Fergie is safe inside with your kin.’ Éorik’s gaze skipped to Beowyn.

      A spark of humour had lighted his eyes before duty doused it.

      Belatedly, Beowyn realised he and his One were both half-naked. What little fabric they wore was torn.

      Éorik handed over the leathers then faced Sìne. ‘Come.’ He unclipped his cloak and set it about her shoulders. ‘You must get inside. Our scientists forecast worse is yet to come.’

      Holding up a hand to protect his eyes from the glare, Beowyn noted people scurrying into shielded bunkers across on the public atolls. Paladins armoured in royal green and white escorted the infirm, elderly and young on the ground while herding groups from above on rugged military volcykles.

      Solar flares were devastating natural disasters, but his legions were well trained, and his people prepared.

      Still, to minimise loss of life, he needed to be amongst them. His presence would inspire calm, a sense of purpose, and continuation. It was his place to assist in the rescue effort, liberating those trapped by the earlier radiation spikes. Any efforts needed to be completed before the brunt of the storm breached the atmosphere, turning whatever wasn’t shielded into so much gritty dust, ash and whitened slag.

      He dismounted to change.

      Éorik led Sìne up the shallow steps through the panicked throng.

      She glanced over her shoulder, stride hitching when her attention fell upon Beowyn, next to the volcykle and watching her ascend as he buckled straps and adjusted concealed vents.

      ‘What are you doing? Come inside.’

      The cloak fanned out at her feet, making her body a shadowy column.

      Her beauty was not so simple as a pretty face. It was in the straight line of her spine, the intense focus in her eyes.

      The jut of defiance in her chin.

      ‘There is no point.’ His voice barely travelled over a burst of hot wind. ‘My Commander and I will simply have to come back.’ He looked at Éorik. ‘I wait for you here. I will organise the Paladin’s in your stead whilst you see my One, our cub and human kin safe.’

      Éorik nodded briskly. He took Sìne by the upper arm.

      She brushed him off. ‘The sky is literally falling.’ Her pale hand shot up then down. ‘You’re doing what, exactly?’

      Beowyn released a breath. ‘My people need me.’

      ‘You’re replaceable to everyone else but not to me. I need you more.’

      ‘Sìne.’ Éorik levelled her a hard look.

      With a choked sob, she spun and rushed up the steps.

      Motioning for him to wait, Éorik jogged on her heels.

      Beowyn flung a leg over the volcykle.

      He didn’t want to leave. Truth, he was tempted to stay and coddle her. He shook himself and set his jaw. It was not good to dwell on the impossible.

      Caring for the Verak people was his calling. Great Alpha. King by right of might. His strength supported a nation. It would be criminal to shuck his responsibilities and hide during the cataclysm ravaging his home.

      Paladin troop leaders, designated by the gold bands on their upper arms, gathered in a group by the idling volcykle to await further instruction.

      Gaze unfocused, Beowyn flicked a hand, bidding them to speak. They did. Time was short. Rather than hone in on one, he allowed their masculine timbers and female altos to flow over him, dipping into a new stream of information after he gathered crucial detail from the prior. He learned the busy market district was obliterated in the first wave. Loss of life was staggering. He heard the grief in the voices as they spoke guiding the lost and confused family members away from the rubble and ignoring the dying screams of those they couldn’t save. He heard tales of bravery from young paladins, stories of death. A particular retelling of an older warrior who perished saving a mother and cub had his eyes moistening.

      He was not too proud to weep for those who served faithfully.

      Weary and heart sick, Beowyn held up a palm. ‘Enough. Continue as you are. The High Commander and I will head to the market.’ It was the greatest affected region, casualties higher than he deemed acceptable. It was where his voice and strength were most needed. ‘Take yourselves to safety the moment our scientists give an estimation as to when the main flare will reach us.’

      He made eye contact with those who seemed dazed and afraid, silently letting them know he understood their fears, shared them, but fought on regardless.

      Hunched backs straightened, quivering chins lifted.

      Beowyn nodded, proud. ‘Mighty Boar shelter you.’ The sentiment was returned to him with heartfelt emotion.

      They scattered in a boot-stomping sort of ordered confusion.

      His Commander returned, suited and ready. He stood on the back of the volcykle much like Sìne had. ‘Go.’

      Halfway to Grand Atoll, they passed a family struggling with their injured children. They gave up the machine. Giving the stunned father a rudimentary understanding of the controls, they then carried on towards the atoll on foot.

      Beowyn and Éorik ran across the agitated shoals. The usually cool waters were uncomfortably hot. Seismic activity caused by the unstable atmosphere churned the molten earth deep beneath the bedrock. They reassured those fleeing to the palace as they travelled, bolstering stray groups of Paladins overwhelmed by the sheer number of people turning to them for guidance.

      Countless do-gooders offered to turn around and help with the search and rescue effort but were firmly sent on their way. What the average person did not realise was while they may possess a skill which might prove useful in a calm, safe environment, other crucial skills they lacked would cause them and others to be harmed during a catastrophe. Under duress, level-headed, law-abiding denizens were irresponsible, stubborn and even violent. Survival turned the kindest of people into opportunistic monsters–it was a fundamental tenant of nature across the galaxy. If one did not have the tools to handle an irate, frightened individual, or worse, a large, panicking group, what began as a genuine attempt to assist became a drain on resources already in short supply, and a way for the innocent to end up with lethal injuries.

      Beowyn checked his SonComs at regular intervals, receiving holoshots from the autonomous drones zipping overhead. The images showed heat signatures of living things on the surface of the atolls, as well as the cooler patches of activated energy barriers.

      Minor alphas received reports on their territories alone. Beowyn scanned through data from the whole of his domain–the planet of Vayhalun.

      With each update, the volume of purple dots signifying people shrank, and the green circles representing the protective domes increased.

      Éorik finished speaking with a senior Paladin who was an expert in handling fires and predicting their spread.

      Verakan warriors were trained in basic disaster management and rescue techniques, but most troops within Beowyn’s legions were predisposed to a certain method of operation, which is why some preferred working from volcycles, others down on the ground.

      Within those subsets were squads specialising in certain tasks, such as mining and containment of chemical hazards. Éorik sent one such specialist female off to a central meeting station to coordinate the last ditch effort to contain the spread of flames on Grand Atoll’s outskirts, giving the citizens as much time as possible to reach sanctuary.

      Éorik’s war shroud flapped against his legs. The black fabric fluttered on a gust of dusty heat, streaming behind him as a nimbus cloud.

      One leg hitched to brace against the rubble, his raptor-keen gaze focused on the widespread destruction.

      Bluish rays from Oda defined his silhouette, blinding, so bright shadows burned away except for the one cast over his features, the anguish carved too deep for the sun to blot.

      ‘It is bad,’ he said.

      Beowyn chafed his horn. ‘Your optimism comforts me.’ He surveyed Grand Atoll and felt a swell of grief.

      Horrific was a better descriptor.

      A fair majority of the damage was due to commercial transports plummeting from the sky roads, and glitchy machinery creating confusion and accidents. Like most developed planets, Vayhauln was cocooned by advanced technology that underpinned countless aspects of daily life. It was not as vital as it was on worlds like Paniki and Zoi Quay, nor as trivial as it was on insular planets like Rök and Vøtkyr, but enough to inspire terror in the populace.

      Despite the warnings broadcast by the Guard, people had continued about their business as usual.

      Only a stroke of luck meant the storm hit during the dark hours when the cubs, wise ones and infirm sought the safety of their domiciles.

      The search would likely uncover adults who were working night shifts, adolescents roaming in packs, and the occasional prowler of Vayhalun’s nightlife who looked for the sensual delights offered in the pleasure dens.

      Éorik took the furthest length of the central thoroughfare. He ran the pitted feldspar road with a loping gait, head snapping side to side in a lightning fast inspection of the ruins.

      He returned at a sprint and skidded to a halt long enough to shout, ‘Empty,’ before veering into a narrower side street. He shouted an offer of aid.

      Beowyn ran his course looking for survivors. At the outermost curve of his periphery vision, he glimpsed a flash of green and gold. His stride hitched. ‘Sjörn.’ He ducked into what was once a People’s House, a serene place of enlightenment and peace reduced to jagged metal and cracked stone.

      Mane bedraggled and fur clogged with sparkling particles, the Sentinel routed a trembling Baxnonian from cowering in a corner with a cuff behind the ear. ‘Get you gone, fool, and the next time you are caught thieving do not run. You are lucky I am busy saving lives. I should thrash you for taking advantage of others during a crisis.’ He turned on a snort as the short Bax in its male form hustled past. Sjörn startled then nodded approvingly. ‘Great One.’ He huffed and puffed in exaggerated shock, dislodging clouds of dust from his torn and stained tunic, but was straight-backed and clear-eyed, his thickset musculature a remnant of his aeons as a Paladin. ‘Come to watch whom you admire best? Truth, I am flattered.’

      ‘Ha, decrepit one.’ Beowyn strode forward offering his wrist and clasping another. He clapped the male’s stalwart shoulder, a perch he’d often ridden as a troublesome cub. ‘I come to help.’

      Sjörn flicked a claw. ‘They are all that is left here.’ Cries floated from under a toppled sculpture, its graven image that of the Great Alpha Anca, her Dyna long passed into the annals of distant memory. ‘Time to test the strength of those dry pips, cub.’

      ‘You confuse your shrivelled sac for mine. I have strength aplenty for this.’

      Lowering to squats, they bounced as they grunted a count of three then heaved to lift a fallen statue from a pair of wailing younglings. The weeping females scrambled free of its stony embrace, incoherently stuttering thanks.

      Letting his palms slide free of the polished marble, Beowyn patted their heads then turned for egress, leaving his Sentinel to deal with the niceties so he could check the rest of the buildings.

      Sjörn crowded them forwards after dropping his share of the sculpture. ‘It is very scary,’ he told the tearful duo. ‘Lah, you are not in trouble with me, but I fear your parents will be frightful angry with you for making them worry. Hush, now. Outside and twenty lengths to the right there is a transport–.’ Cracking, splitting, shrieking noise cut through his calmly spoken directions as a section of the roof broke free of the rest.

      The females hit the floor screaming.

      Sjörn flung his arms overhead, legs spreading and knees bending as he braced himself for impact.

      Beowyn spun and lurched to catch the edge of the slab. Its weight shunted him into a crouch then onto a knee.

      Gritting his teeth, he breathed through the push that started at the soles of his feet and gathered force as it reached his arms. He jerked his leg–managed to get his boot under him and shoved the rock higher.

      His spine protested, and his shoulders set aflame, pain streaking through muscle, sinew and bone.

      ‘Go,’ Sjörn gritted to the females curled around his bulging thighs.

      They fled into the sunlight.

      Beowyn heard the pounding of footsteps and knew who was about to rush the entrance. ‘No!’ He made his voice a steely command. ‘Do not come in here. Stay sway.’

      Wilful to the end, Éorik charged into the vestibule and looked upon their predicament with horror. His face blanked, but the calculation in his eyes was blatant. ‘It is too heavy for you to lift and toss. If I add my strength–.’

      ‘I think not,’ Beowyn snarled.

      Éorik’s jaw clenched. ‘Can you shuffle to the edge, Sjörn?’

      ‘I am barely holding on.’ His voice hardened. ‘I am not getting out of this.’ Each word that left the old male’s lips was an endeavour that cost him. ‘Go.’

      Beowyn bellowed, a sound of refusal, defiance. The load increased as the building crumbled inwards.

      And then it happened.

      The entire roof came crashing down and the walls imploded with it. Sjörn gasped, ‘Tell my favoured–.’ The stone he held collapsed and shook the floor.

      Throat clogging particles swirling in the light-soaked ruin cleared.

      A creeping spill of blood flooded the air with a metallic tang.

      Beowyn twisted his face away.

      Good Parting, old friend.

      Grief sapped his energy. His burden grew too great. He might have sacrificed Sjörn to save himself, but he’d chosen to rebuff the recourse.

      ‘Go, Orik.’ He breathed through the caustic burn knotting his shoulders. His right shoulder spur cracked in a stinging burst. ‘My strength is failing.’

      Éorik studied the way the slab slanted. He slipped from Beowyn’s side to his front and carefully walked backwards until at a fair distance. ‘If I hit you quick and low you will fall clear.’

      Beowyn’s heart stopped. ‘I forbid it.’

      Éorik’s body rocked, simulating the forward surge of motion he was to make. ‘You will make it. If I am as fast as I need to be, I will make it too.’

      ‘You will be crushed. Leave.’

      ‘Vayhalun needs you to live.’

      That was just not true. ‘I am not the first Great Alpha nor will I be the last.’ He stared pointedly.

      Éorik blenched. ‘It cannot be me.’

      ‘But who else?’ Who else had his honour, his courage, his fierce spirit? ‘After me, you are strongest. Bring my people,’ he swallowed, ‘and my One through this. Vow to me  you will.’

      ‘Owyn?’

      Startling, the Great One flinched.

      Dust fell as the rock shifted and groaned, resettling heavier.

      He wheezed a hacking cough.

      ‘Beowyn?’ Sìne’s voice stuttered over the loudspeaker static of his emergency SonCom frequency. She sounded lost. ‘If you can hear me just come back, okay? I need you and Orik to come back.’

      Eyes closing, he fought a choking swell of loss. ‘Forgive me, my sweet.’

      How he wished she could hear him.

      Nevertheless, he sent a prayer of gratitude to the Boar God for allowing him this last comfort.

      ‘I love you.’ Her voice was thick with unshed tears. ‘I wish I’d had the courage to tell you before. Come home. Bring our Commander–.’ White noise and scratchy static subsumed the rest.

      ‘I will send you home.’ Éorik raked his claws down his horns. ‘I will save you.’ He smacked his chest. His fist shook. ‘Glory awaits me in death for I am your Defender.’

      ‘You will go,’ Beowyn said. ‘Because you are my heart, and I need you now more than I ever have.’

      In a moment of incandescent fury, Éorik’s veins popped, and his roar was deafening. ‘No.’ He drew close and their breath mingled. ‘No, Owyn.’ His voice seethed with black, malevolent things. ‘I will save you or perish at your side as it was always meant to be.’

      ‘She is my soul, but you are my heart.’ Beowyn did not falter under the weight nor did his voice break. His Commander would live on with their mate and their cub, and Boar knew that was more than enough. ‘I give one last order.’ His muscles quivered, bones grinding, crushing. ‘Leave me.’ He had nothing to spare. His body was spent, and his heart breaking. ‘Aeons of service and you will fail me when I need you most?’ Make him angry, he thought, make him leave. ‘You shame me. Be gone from my sight, snivelling coward.’

      Expression smoothing, voice calm, Éorik straightened and backed away. ‘You will make it.’

      Beowyn quailed.

      Sìne awaited their return. One of them must survive.

      ‘Orik, no.’

      Eyes afire, Éorik dove.

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 34

      

    
    
      Silver skulls glared, toothy smiles fanged and sharp. Bone and metal formed a metallic thicket around and above me. Musty animal pelts were behind and beneath me, but they smelt like my husband, so I left them there.

      Everything had been explained well. Still, my mind failed to grasp it. ‘I’m sorry, Wulfyn.’ Bloodless fists pressed my knees. ‘Please say that again.’

      ‘We lost contact with the Great One. His SonCom frequency sends nothing but static. We cannot pierce the fog of radiation to get a fix on his or the High Commander’s bio-tracker else we might have some idea of their whereabouts.’ His throat bobbed. ‘Reports have filtered in that the Guardian–Wyrhild–perished in a volcykle accident.’ He tried to speak but choked. He cleared his throat, blinking rapidly. ‘I cannot substantiate if these claims are true, but I fear the worst. The Paladins are without guidance. The servants are floundering. The civilians are terrified without the Great One’s soothing presence. Tourists are clamouring to leave, refusing to accept there is a planet-wide ban on interplanetary travel during storms.’

      ‘Everything is going to shite because Owyn and Orik are missing.’

      ‘You have the way of it.’ He sounded like Patrick.

      If I hadn’t been on the cusp of hyperventilating, I would have smiled. ‘What about the Sentinel?’

      ‘I have not heard from Sjörn in over a span. Last we spoke, he lingered on Grand Atoll. He assisted the Paladins in evacuating stragglers.’

      Patrick loped into the hall. I brought him up to date. He climbed the dais to give me a hug. ‘FeverBright must be with Wyn and Ori then. What contingencies are in place?’

      ‘All of them.’ Wulfyn’s narrow shoulders drooped even as his face lit up at my the arrival of my cousin. ‘Relief efforts limp along. ‘It is chaos without a central authority figure to make the decisions we desperately need to be made.’

      ‘In the apparent no so unlikely event the King, the High Commander, the Paladin Guardian and the Guard’s Sentinel are incapacitated,’ I exhaled through my nose, realising I described the whole of the Verakan Central Command, ‘who is next in charge? That’s the person we need to speak to about what to do next.’ I nodded, confident it was the next best step.

      Expression pained, Wulfyn stared.

      Warmth leeched from my flesh, leaving me brittle with cold. ‘It’s me, isn’t it?’ I licked my lips. ‘That’s why you came and made me sit on the high seat.’ I dug my nails into my thighs and fought to breathe. ‘I’m responsible until Owyn, Orik or one of the others return.’

      Responsible for all the hurt, scared, vulnerable people.

      The Verak male inclined his head, pale horns catching the irradiated light streaming through the windows.

      Sight blurring, I became distinctly aware I was going to regurgitate supper then faint on the dais. I’d likely gore myself to death on one of the hideous bone shards sticking out from Beowyn’s throne. Now that was an idea. Who would be in charge then? There had to be someone else I could pass the mantle to. ‘If I do nothing?’

      ‘Then it is me, and Boar God help us all for I am no Great Alpha.’

      I wanted to scream, “Neither am I!”

      Patrick’s hand landed on my shoulder. He squeezed hard enough to shock me back to my right mind. ‘Breathe, lass. Now is no the time to fall apart.’

      ‘When I get hold of Beowyn,’ I lifted curling fingers, ‘I’m going to strangle him with my bare hands.’

      ‘That would make you Great Alpha,’ Wulfyn said, “and still if not more responsible.’

      ‘Wulfyn?’

      At the look on my face, he hesitated ‘Great Lady?’

      ‘I know you’re a smart arse, but now is no the time to anger me.’

      He grunted.

      ‘Right now, you need to bring things back into line then maintain it until your husband gets back.’ Patrick nodded. ‘You can do it. We’re right here to help.’

      ‘Glad to hear it because until further notice you’re acting Sentinel. You’re the acting Guardian, Wulfyn.’

      If I was doing this, they were bloody well doing it with me.

      Patrick muttered, ‘Should have seen that coming,’ as the Verak grimaced.

      ‘I know how you feel, but I trust you, Wulfyn.’ I understood his humour and knew he loved his family. ‘I know you most of the Verak males. Beowyn trusts you. Can you no see I need these things in my Commanders? Along with loyalty.’ I frowned. ‘And the ability to know what people need before they need it.’

      Éorik was like that with Beowyn. He anticipated his King, and Vayhalun had flourished. Spending time with them and around them had prepared me enough to stand strong in their absence.

      Vayhalun had a robust infrastructure. They had weathered solar storms in the past. They’d do so again once reminded of it.

      All I had to do was mirror the authority I’d seen my lovers display, and delegate to the right people. I could help the wounded. Break stalemates between the armed forces and the politicians. Protect the children while their parents were away from home being heroes.

      I was capable of managing the crisis; as long as I had the right help backing me up.

      Patrick jogged down the steps and stood beside Wulfyn. He gazed up at me. ‘If I’m fighting out there, I won’t be here to protect you and the wee bit.’

      I gripped the armrest before forcing myself to let go. ‘No a problem. I’m going to be out there too.’

      ‘That is not advisable.’ Wulfyn shook his head. ‘The levels of radiation grow lethal. Not to mention how you might be harmed in the panic.’

      ‘It is my place, dangerous or no. I need to see what I’m dealing with to make the right decisions. I can no do that hiding in here.’

      I stilled, then slapped my hands on my head with a groan.

      What I’d said was the gist of what Beowyn and Éorik tried to make me understand before they’d dashed off.

      How could I claim to be furious at them now?

      ‘Paladins will see to our clan’s safety,’ I said, my hands falling, ‘but you know Rowan and Aled will take care of Fergus and the wee bit.’ I met them at the bottom of the shallow steps. ‘I need you both to find the next highest person of authority within your order. Gather an understanding of what needs seeing to in order of urgency. Report back to me within the hour–span–or I’ll send Paladins after you. It will no be pretty.’ I kissed Patrick on his scruffy cheek then gave Wulfyn’s lean torso a one-armed hug. He returned it with a grin. ‘Stay safe, aye? I’ll kill you both if you die.’

      Amused, they nodded.

      ‘Trick,’ Wulfyn said, ‘I will ping your frequency when my investigations are done. We can compare notes. I do not wish to present duplicate issues in our report to the Queen.’

      ‘Before you leave will you come with me to the Guard’s station here in the palace?’ My stone-faced cousin crossed his arms. ‘An introduction from you will be enough to smooth the way. I do no have time to fight over why I’ve assumed command, and Sìne has no time to waste on bureaucratic shite.’

      ‘As long as I may hound you with questions on strategy? I am aware the Paladins will seek to discredit me as I am not of the warrior class, but you impressed them in training. ’

      They left bickering good-naturedly.

      From what I had understood of Beowyn’s explanation, the Sentinel and the Guardian were symbiotic roles.

      Wulfyn and Patrick had formed a bond, and they would incorporate this closeness into their leadership. Their friendship added coherency and stability in a time of chaos. It also meant I didn’t have to fret over the Paladins or the Guard in the next hour. I had the mental space to dedicate to things better within my limited realm of experience.

      Bolstered by this first success, I turned to the first Paladin I came across. ‘What’s your name?’

      Head turning, the Verak’s almond-shaped eyes flicked to mine. Only a thickening of her star-shaped pupils betrayed her emotions. ‘Good Greetings. I am Paladin Anja.’ A blonde braid snaked between her breasts, their teak shade rich and vibrant.

      The shape of her features and the way they moved to form her expression had my eyes narrowing. I made a soft noise of surprise and pleasure. ‘You’re related to Éorik.’

      ‘High Commander SnowBlade is the cousin of my father.’

      ‘I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.’ I flashed her a smile and jerked my head to indicate we’d walk and talk. ‘I need you to follow me around and help with anything I don’t understand. Is that okay?’

      ‘You need only ask. I am yours to command.’ She hesitated. ‘You are kin.’

      ‘Great.’ I clapped my hands together. ‘Where are the people who’ve come from the other atolls gathering?’

      ‘In the feasting hall. The space is large enough and connected to several receiving rooms. Many have already been repurposed.’

      ‘A place for them to eat and rest.’

      She nodded, on the move. ‘I will take you there.’ As we walked her eyes bounced to my face over and over. ‘You are not what I expected.’

      ‘Beowyn has varied tastes but I know I’m not his usual thing.’ For once, thinking of his concubines didn’t send me into a fit. He loved me. I believed it. He’d listened to me when I was hysterical and told me the truth when I’d questioned his honour. Not once had I felt unsafe in his presence; he would never lift his hand to me in anger. He loved my daughter, treated my family as his own and made a point to cultivate his relationships with them. His contribution to my life and the life of my loved ones was irreplaceable. Most important of all he loved and accepted my relationship with Éorik as I accepted the connection between them. Once we survived this latest obstacle, we’d be happy. During the times we weren’t, our relationship was strong enough to withstand the pain of working through it. ‘I don’t think I’m what anyone expected him to settle on.’

      ‘I meant the Commander.’ Anja shot me a stymied look. ‘We did not think he’d ever take a female lover. Not after what happened with his life giver.’

      We stepped into the hall, and both reeled as the heat of bodies rushed to meet us, the smell of sweaty fear ripe.

      Wrinkling my nose, I turned to her as my mind skipped back to my palms caressing rigid keloids, the scars marring a strong back. ‘What do you mean? What happened wth his mother?’

      She pulled up short, golden eyes flaring with alarm. ‘I thought…it is not my place to speak of this. I assumed he had told you.’ She shook her head when I opened my mouth to press her. ‘Please do not ask.’ She looked distraught to deny me. ‘I cannot speak of it. He is my House lead. I would dishonour my family, and I worked so hard to attain this rank within the palace legion.’

      ‘Okay.’ I patted her stiff arm. ‘Never mind.’ I frowned but let it go. I’d rather hear the story direct from the source in any case. My gaze scanned the mass of people gathered in the hall. Trundle beds had been set up on the periphery, but most had clustered together in the middle to offer each other comfort. ‘It looks organised in here.’ Wulfyn had reported unrest. ‘What’s the problem?’

      The words had barely left my mouth before a young Verak boy pushed between my legs trying to escape a liveried servant chasing after him.

      I snagged the runaway by the collar.

      He struggled but quickly gave up when Anja replaced my hand with hers. He stared up at her with big eyes then whimpered, head half disappearing into his baggy tunic.

      ‘Thief! He stole from my alpha’s table.’ The servant snapped his fingers. ‘Give back what you took.’

      I didn’t much like his tone. ‘What did he take?’

      ‘What business is it of yours?’ Huffing, the servant glanced at me, gaze sweeping me from scuffed boots to messy curls. He froze, eyes lingering on my red hair. ‘My Queen.’ His voice was faint. ‘I did not realise.’ He sketched a bow and nervously glanced over his shoulder. ‘I was sent to retrieve the food the cub stole from my alpha.’

      ‘So you’ve said.’ I asked the child to hand over what he’d taken. He looked devastated, but pulled a round loaf from the front of his tunic and slapped it into my hand. I stared at it then at the servant. ‘You were chasing him for this?’

      He nodded slowly.

      ‘You’re acting like he took something irreplaceable. Food will be handed out soon; I’ll make sure of it. Harassing a child for a bit of bread is a waste of your time.’ I handed the bread back to the boy who took it with shiny eyes. I dismissed the affronted servant. I smiled at the child. His ditty horns were coated in the fuzz of babyhood. ‘You do no have to steal.’

      He regarded me with the haughty impatience that seemed native to the Verak. ‘We were hungry.’

      My smile faltered. ‘We?’

      After a pause, eyeing me with suspicion, he decided something about me was trustworthy enough and took my hand. He led me around the throng to a snug, shadowed corner where a group of six young Verak cubs were curled up under a pile of blankets and furs. One of the trundle beds held the youngest of them, their slanted eyes huge in their narrow faces, colourful irises stars swimming in inky black sclera. They were clean and spritely, their fur lustrous with health, but appeared forgotten in the loud confusion of the hall.

      ‘Where are your parents?’ Anja helped the boy to break the bread into chunks, placing it into upraised hands with bitty claws. ‘It is not safe.’

      ‘Gone,’ he told her.

      His blunt manner had me rocking to my heels. ‘They died?’ I softened my voice. ‘In the storm?’

      Eyes darkening for a brief moment, he nodded, chewing. ‘The Paladin’s brought us here.’ He shrugged and devoured his bread.

      I made a mournful noise in my throat, wondering if I should try to hug him or offer words of comfort.

      Verak were pragmatic about death. It saddened them but didn’t burden them with grief as I was used to seeing nor did they accept expressions of commiseration the polite, stoic way a human would. I minced closer opening my arms, but the cub shied away, eyeing me with alarm.

      ‘They will be taken care of once they can be fostered.’ Anja caught my worried stare, interpreting it correctly.

      ‘In the meantime?’ I asked.

      ‘You can request the Great House leads to watch over them.’ She grimaced. ‘They will be busy.’

      ‘I’ll keep them with me.’ I did a quick head count. Eight children. More than manageable. ‘Gather up your things. Is this all of you?’ I helped them fold up their blankets.

      ‘Where are you taking them?’ Anja asked.

      ‘To stay with my daughter Fergie. It’s the safest place, don’t you think? They’ll stay out of mischief and be allowed to play and forget the troubles outside.’ We shepherded the children through the palace and into the private wing of the royal apartments.

      I found Rowan, Aled and my Uncle Fergus minding Fergie, so took the time to update them on Patrick’s whereabouts and give my daughter a cuddle, reassuring her everything was okay and extracting a promise to behave for her uncles. She toddled off to play with the other children the instant I set her down on her own two feet.

      Children were resilient as long as they knew they were loved.

      Lumen marched into the room, clothes askew, eyes heavy-lidded with sleep and ranting how she’d left England’s shitty weather only to deal with the deadly alien weather.

      Listening with half an ear, I talked to Cobra about gathering up any stray children he spotted the Paladins dropping off. The sight of Uncle Fergus peering in confusion out the window had me asking Fiercely to transport the elderly and infirm to the apartments as well. It was better if I had them all in one place to keep track of them. The young and strong could remain in the hall overseen by the senior serving staff.

      Happy Fergie would be safe with the Rä and Lumen looking out for her, I snagged Anja and headed to the lower levels; the servants’ domain. Aled and Rowan followed offering to help where they could. My next port of call was the kitchens. The Verak in the feasting hall had been desperate to retrieve the stolen bread. I wanted to know why he’d reached that level of panic.

      We entered the kitchens, a low-ceilinged room with ovens lining the far wall and rows of wooden work surfaces. My eyes narrowed, nose twitching. I could smell herbs and the lingering scent of burnt meat. The ovens were silent, dark and cold. Aled peeled off to nose inside the grain drums, larders and cold-ore stores that were essentially cupboards with piles of the frozen mineral lining the walls.

      Horned Veraks, and yellow-fleshed Baxnonians dressed in knee-length aprons and matching head ties to hold back their knee-length hair and feathers scattered like roaches as I approached, absorbed in cleaning pots, scrubbing surfaces. Everyone refused to meet my eyes and accept responsibility for the lack of cooking. Discovering the head chef hadn’t made it back from visiting relatives on Grand Atoll, I cornered an assistant to tell me what I needed to know. The situation wasn’t great.

      The assistant cook sweated and puffed as he explained between brow mops the state of the provisions. ‘We do not store food. The Great one feels it is wasteful and prefers fresh produce to be brought in locally on a cycle by cycle basis.’

      ‘Is there enough to feed us all until the storm ends.’ I asked.

      ‘Perhaps.’ The assistant rubbed his rotund middle, tawny crest fluctuating in neon colours. ‘Perhaps, perhaps.’

      ‘That’s no an answer.’ I flapped my hands. ‘Knock some soup together and bake some bread.’

      ‘Perhaps. Perhaps.’

      I opened my mouth to start yelling.

      ‘Sìne.’ Black brows climbing his forehead, blue eyes twinkling, Aled tapped his patrician nose with a finger. ‘Who might be able to sort this, hm?’

      I grabbed his arm and gave a little bounce on the spot. ‘Would you?’

      ‘We have to stretch the provisions. Make sure the meals are hardy and will last for a spell. It’s a big ask.’ Aled smoothed his hands over the wooden chopping board. He surveyed the room with a possessive eye. ‘Rumbledethumps for the babies.’ The wholesome potato and cabbage mash baked with cheese was Fergie’s favourite. I couldn’t see why the Verak cubs and Bravest wouldn’t like it too. ‘Swapping the Earth ingredients for the Vayhalun equivalents will be simple enough. To feed the masses, I’ll do a seafood cawl for mains. Use up the fish and fresh produce. Bare brith for afters. I have everything I need.’

      ‘Stew and fruit bread?’ My tummy gave an appreciative burble. ‘Sounds delicious.’ I crooked a finger. He bent so I could kiss his bristled cheek. ‘You’re a life saver. Send one of your minions to find me if you need anything.’

      ‘Off with you.’ He turned to bellow at the kitchen staff. ‘Right you sorry lot.’ They scurried like mice. ‘This recipe was passed on to me by my tad. God rest his gin-soaked soul.’
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      It wasn’t until nearly half an hour later as Anja and I waited for Wulfyn and Patrick to join us in the Great Hall, did I notice Rowan nestled in my shadow. ‘Hey?’ He usually stuck to Aled during times of strife. I curled my fingers around his. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Just trying to stay out of everyone’s way.’ His eyes were too wide, hand rigid in mine. ‘I want to keep all of you in my line of sight, but you keep separating.’ His breathing was off kilter. ‘I can no…I think it’ll kill me to lose someone else.’

      I placed my hands either side of his face. ‘Why are you down here?’

      ‘To keep you all close.’ Judging by his miserable face, he was aware he made a poor job of it.

      ‘I need you to do something for me. Go to my apartments and stay with Fergus and Fergie.’

      His eyes snapped with anger. ‘I’m no helpless. I can help down here too.’

      ‘I need one of us to stay with Fergie.’ The worry for my daughter was a constant niggle at the back of my mind. I’d rest easier if he were there. ‘Please?’

      He hesitated, popping his knuckles one by one. ‘You, Aled and Trick?’

      ‘Have tasks to complete same as you.’ I bobbed my head towards the door. ‘Go. Make sure Fergie does no run Lumen ragged with her mischief.’

      Rowan chuffed a brittle laugh then grabbed me into a bone crushing hug.

      ‘That was kind.’ Anja watched him hurry from the room.

      ‘That was Clan.’ I crossed my arms. It had been longer than an hour. Patrick and Wulfyn were late. ‘Where are they?’

      ‘Don’t fuss.’ They entered through the side door. ‘Got caught up helping the Seneschal.’ Patrick tapped me under the chin. ‘How are things?’

      ‘Manageable.’

      ‘They’ll be better once you hear what we have to report.’

      The Paladin squads had returned to the palace, and as we spoke organised the people in the feasting hall and checked the rest of the palace was secured. Some of the People’s Guard had made themselves known and were providing therapy for those who had been traumatised as well as beginning to tally up the costs of those who would be needing financial support.

      Even I understood the brunt of the work would come after the storm passed. The better we organised now, the less painful it would be in the end. The death toll would be hard to bear but minimal as the Verak had been well prepared to face this natural disaster. The protective barriers, as well as the bravery and training of the Paladins, had saved countless lives.

      Fiddling with my necklace, I inhaled and stared at the rounded tips of my boots. ‘Any news on Owyn or Orik?’ At their silent exchange of glances, I repressed the urge to wilt to the floor. ‘Right. Okay. We’ll hear something soon then. Just a matter of time.’ My voice quivered. I blushed, clearing my throat.

      ‘They were seen by the squads on Grand Atoll.’ Patrick chafed the back of his neck. ‘They helped searched for survivors.’

      ‘Of course, they did. It’s why they left.’ Why they left me.

      ‘Don’t you give up.’

      I kneaded the frown from my forehead, mostly to cover up the glassy sheen in my eyes. ‘Who said I was?’

      ‘Tell that to your face.’

      ‘I’m not giving up.’ They were heroes. I just hoped they realised it was equally important to save themselves. ‘They’ll come back soon.’ I wished I sounded confident. ‘Meanwhile, we are doing well, aren’t we?’

      Everyone was calm. The children, elderly and vulnerable were separated and safe. There’d be hot food to bolster morale. Plenty of Paladins now patrolled the corridors to keep the peace, and Guards offered advice to citizens worried about their futures. It made them feel sheltered and protected more than just physically.

      I released a breath I couldn’t seem to draw to the bottom of my lungs. ‘Everything is under control.’

      Wulfyn licked his lips, nose tipping up. ‘What is that aroma? My mouth is watering.’ Savoury and sweet fragrances wafted up from the lower levels.

      My stomach gurgled. ‘Aled’s cooking.’

      Patrick rubbed his middle. ‘Your idea to unleash him was it?’

      We decided to show our faces in the feasting hall to boost spirits, discussing our next plans of action, which came down to holding the fort and keeping people calm until Beowyn and Éorik returned. Patrick and Wulfyn were mobbed by Paladin reports and Guard members leaving me circling the busy room, marshalling my thoughts. I was pleased to see the servants diligently working to soothe those who’d fled from Grand Atoll. A snaking queue formed around the circumference of the hall, separate to the one formed for those seeking Aled’s concoction.

      Curious as to what refreshments were on offer, I moseyed around the tables. My jaw cracked with a yawn, and a wave of dizziness had me longing for a bed with cool, crisp sheets.

      Built from stone into the mountain and having lots of high ceilings and airy rooms typically kept the palace cool, but the fiery heat of the storm left the humid air sweltering.

      The warmth made my drowsiness worse. My lashes fluttered, and my eyelids scraped against my eyeballs, burning at the corners. I squeezed them shut and gave them a good rub with my index fingers, reminding myself to dig in and scoop them out would cause blindness. They wrenched open, and I was at the front of a line I hadn’t intended to drift into.

      Movement brisk with purpose, a flush-faced servant shoved a wooden cup into my hand. ‘Move along.’

      My fingers automatically clamped around the vessel. I tried to hand it back. ‘Ah, no, I don’t need–.’

      ‘No dawdling.’ Eyes cast downward to his task, the male pointed to the person behind me, an air of frazzled distraction in his gesture. ‘Next?’

      Biting my tongue, I shuffled down the line, equally tired and haggard people slouched either side of me. The server didn’t have time to deal with my shilly-shallying. Another servant dropped a mossy lump into the shallow bowl then added hot water with a dollop of syrup. As it steeped, the plant bud bloomed into a myriad of delicate petals. I sniffed the steam wafting from the lucent teal liquid. Mint and aniseed and a saccharine twang from the nectar.

      It was a hell of a lot better than the fusty pong accumulating in the feasting hall from the sheer number of sweaty bodies crammed into it.

      I sipped the flowery concoction, and my eyelids fluttered. I craved a strong black brew, but this would do.

      I felt a pang of loss for my simpler rituals from Earth as the weight of responsibility pressed hard on my head and shoulders. I hadn’t asked for the right to rule, but it was hard to be resentful when I’d come to Vayhalun to avail myself of the planet’s bounty.

      What kind of person would I be to crumble when the going got tough?

      It wasn’t anybody I wanted to be.

      I squared my shoulders and let the worry flow over and around me. I wasn’t weak. I refused to drown or break.

      I was afraid because my husband and lover were missing and stressed at how far from of my comfort zone I operated, almost to the point of flailing in the dark, but I’d do my best and earn the right to call Vayhalun home.

      I finally did something my daughter could look back on and say she was proud to have me as her mother.

      ‘But you are here.’ Talons clamped my shoulder and jerked me around. ‘The Guardian said as such.’ A brown, wrinkled face bright with relief peered into mine. White-yellow horns were thickly ridged and longer than any I’d seen, the blunted points ending far past his temples and nearer to his slashing cheekbones. The greying fur on his face was patchy in places revealing crinkly skin. ‘I am the Seneschal. Wulfyn says you are Alpha and will perform the next public announcement.’ He waited, expectant, heavy brow lowering. ‘Yes?’

      Pinned to the spot by his direct, assessing gaze, I clutched the pannikin. ‘Um.’ An indistinguishable blur of time later, I clutched my tea, standing in a side room with a wall at my back and floating lenses pointed at my face, orbiting me like moons. ‘I don’t think I’m the right person to be doing this.’

      I was wan, my lips were swollen from being chewed, and my clothes were stained and rumpled. My greasy hair stood on end in clumps from raking my fingers through it over and over. I looked like a dodgy drifter. Queens were supposed to be stately and graceful. I swayed like a drunken pirate from sleep deprivation, my blinks long and slow. How was I meant to send a message of strength when a light breeze could take me out?

      I shook myself all over. ‘I thought the communications were down?’

      ‘Intermittently,’ Anja replied. ‘The flares cause distortions in the magnetic field around the planet. It corrupts the frequencies.’

      ‘This might all be for nothing?’

      ‘It’ll be sent on the emergency frequency. All SonComs able to receive the transmission will. It overrides the settings and blasts on loudspeaker.’ She looked satisfied. ‘It is useful during riots and situations such as these.’

      ‘I still don’t think I’m right for this. I’ve never done any public speaking. What do I even say?’

      Wulfyn gave me an encouraging head bob. ‘You need only let people know you rule us now.’

      My gaze darted side to side as my breathing quickened. I backed up a step at the nodding heads. Even Anja nodded obediently. I knew the Verak had a natural inclination to follow a pack leader, but this was taking things too far. ‘Beowyn rules you.’

      ‘The Great Alpha rules Vayhalun, and until he gets back, that is you.’

      I stared at him and imagined my tea cup slamming into the side of his furry head. ‘Wulfyn, I do no think–.’

      ‘Transmitting on the emergency frequency.’ The Seneschal rose his gnarled hand, and the room fell silent. ‘Quiet. The Great Lady speaks.’

      Mouth agape, I froze, not a single word in my head. I stared unseeing at the domed lens hovering at eye level.

      ‘Sìne,’ Patrick whispered. He made a rolling gesture with his hands then pantomimed speaking.

      I snapped out of my paralysis. I rubbed the base of my throat to ease the constriction there. ‘Good Greetings.’ My mind blanked again. I tried to remember something from the last Her Majesty’s Most Gracious Speech I’d seen back on Earth. I hazily remembered my clan booing then changing the channel. I was pretty sure I’d been the one holding the remote. ‘Remain calm. Everyone. Help each other. Drink plenty of water. Don’t go off alone.’ I tried to think of practical things to say. I rubbed my nose tiredly. Those who were hearing this had already been sensible and gotten to safety. Anybody managing to watch or hear this message through the communication disruptions wanted reassuring by someone who looked like they knew what they were talking about. I dropped my hand and plastered on a broad smile. ‘Remember you are no alone. No matter what trials we face or the danger to come–know it will pass. We’ll survive this.’ I waved the Seneschal forward with a hard jerk of my fingers. ‘Now you’ll be reminded of the protocol for what to do after the storm passes, but you don’t fool me. I know you know best.’ I scurried off to the side and scrubbed my hands over my face.

      My cheeks were hot, and my forehead damp with sweat. I gripped the collar of my tunic and pumped my arm to create an airflow between my breasts and against the underside of my jaw.

      Patrick sauntered over. ‘At least it largely made sense.’ He chafed the back of his neck and studied his scuffed boots. ‘I know you know best?’

      ‘Are you no supposed to be kissing my queenly feet or something?’

      ‘Don’t go off alone? I thought you were going to start spouting on about stranger danger.’

      I bit my inner cheek, laughter surging from my middle in a startled hiccup. ‘Sod off.’

      His shoulders shook. ‘You were the epitome of grace.’

      Had they expected something other than inchoate ravings where I hemmed and hawed? I was hanging by a frayed, dirty thread. Sugar the bitter rind juice wrung from me and call it good. ‘Any news?’ It had been less than an hour.

      I tried not to feel a rush of expectation and hope. Tried not to peer at him with my heart in my eyes and my next breath lodged in my throat.

      ‘No.’ He pushed off the wall and jammed the heels of his hands into his bloodshot eyes. ‘I’m working on it.’ He spoke over his shoulder. ‘You’ll know where they are the minute I do.’

      I shrank into my lonely corner.

      Peering up to seek divine intervention, I palmed my SonCom.

      It will no hurt to try.

      Now knowing about the emergency frequency built into the SonComs, I couldn’t help myself. ‘Owyn?’ I hunched over the device to block ambient noise. Static. I called for him again. I realised then it was a terrible idea. I could hear myself unravelling. ‘If you can hear me just come back, okay? I need you and Orik to come back now.’ I thunked my head against the wall. It was dumb to confess my feelings to the ether, but I did it anyway. ‘I love you.’ My voice broke. ‘I wish I’d had the courage to tell you before.’ I palmed the tears from my face. ‘Come home. Bring our Commander with you, and I promise to do kinky stuff, okay? I’ll find tentacles.’ When there was nothing but crackling, I rolled my eyes. I tucked the SonCom into my leathers. ‘Don’t fall apart.’

      I took a bracing breath then emerged from the corner and signalled to Anja. I wanted to hold my daughter and maybe catch a nap. Even though it was the middle of the night and the sky bright as in the daytime, by body clamoured for sleep.

      Lumen skipped-walked down the corridor. ‘There you are.’ She mock punched my bicep. ‘Nice work on the announcement. It calmed the most high-strung Verak right down. Amazing how they just needed to hear the voice of an alpha.’ Her voice was approving. I straightened. ‘I wanted to let you know Fergie’s asleep. She didn’t much like me telling her what to do, but Rowan got her down. I moved the injured to the medical centre and shifted the elders into the apartments across the hallway. The cubs are cute but noisy. Oh, and they’re doing just fine too. I fed them some of the vegetable mash Aled sent, and Cobra’s telling them hunting stories trying to get them to sleep. This daylight at night thing is confusing their internal clocks. Fiercely and Venomous–.’

      Imperceptible and misplaced, a whisper of sound glanced my hearing.

      I slapped a hand over Lumen’s flapping lips. I loved her, but the woman could ramble. ‘Do you hear that?’

      Hazel eyes grew big, and her reply was a muffled drawl.

      Whimpers echoed down the hallway.

      Anja tensed. ‘I hear it.’

      I put a finger to my lips and dropped my hand from Lumen’s mouth.

      We crept down the hall towards the furtive noises growing louder. The meaty thud of a fist hitting flesh and a soft cry had me bolting around the corner into a deadened offshoot.

      Scrawny and short, a Verak male struggled on the floor between two larger males holding him prone. His hips were pulled up, knees spread, a gag tied around his gaping mouth.

      One abuser holding his arms over his head grinned as the other yanked down their victim’s pants in rough jerks, fiddling with his own fastenings.

      A crisp-edged void appeared where once stretched a cruel leer.

      Face folded in and skull peeled out, mulch-grey and sticky red gore splattered against vibrant fresco.

      I realised a discharged blaster was attached to a pale, freckled hand attached to my forearm, and I froze.

      ‘Never will I force another.’ The remaining rapist scuttled on his hands and knees, eyes locked on his faceless companion. ‘I vow it. Never again.’

      ‘People are dying.’ Anya was a study in swift, deadly motion. ‘You prey on the weak?’ She grabbed him by the horn. Twisting her wrist, she snapped it off. He convulsed. ‘Your duty as one of the strong was to protect them.’ Shrieks ripped from his chest as he clawed at her armoured legs. His cries morphed into wet gurgles as the edge of her blade parted his throat. A torrent of blood soaked his tunic. ‘To the darkest pits of hell this warrior sends you.’

      ‘T–Trial?’ My lips were numb.

      Anja spat on the corpse. ‘King’s judgement. Sexual predators are executed on sight. Vayhalun is a lusty place, but we do not force play.’

      Sweat popped on my forehead, and when I gulped a breath to calm down, it smelt like metal and tasted of raw meat.

      I bent to spew soured chunks.

      Groping for support, I stained my sleeve with greenish bile from my chin and sagged against the cool wall. The stink of my vomitus pervaded the air. My hands were freezing. Cramped and white. I chaffed them together and realised they shook the same second the droning buzz in my ears lessened.

      ‘Great Lady, please speak.’ Anja squatted beside me, taloned-hand reaching but not touching.

      ‘We need to move the bodies.’ My tone was flat, words stilted. ‘There are children about.’ As I spoke of the orphans, I blinked to stanch tears. Thoughts of them at that moment was an excuse. I forced myself to acknowledge it. I wanted to cry because I’d taken another life, and there was no erasing the killer’s mark from my immortal soul.

      Lumen stood motionless at the mouth of the recess. She hadn’t tweaked a muscle. Her gaze skittered, vacant, then locked onto the crying Verak.

      I touched her hand.

      She jumped. ‘Sorry. I’m sorry.’ Her overblown pupils shrank and her eyes flooded. ‘Oh, God, Sìne.’

      ‘Breathe.’ Strange how easy it was to comfort another while you felt inconsolable. ‘Breathe.’

      She focused on my face, and grabbed my reaching hand. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Not until they’re back. This is just part of the nightmare.’

      ‘Right.’ Lumen faced the grisly scene. She knelt then scooted closer to the Verak huddled in a puddle of his urine. She removed the gag. ‘Is that better? Are you hurt?’

      Anja blanched.  ‘But he is a cub.’

      Verak reached the age of consent at thirty seasons–roughly fifteen years–but if the male had seen more than twenty-five seasons, I’d be shocked.

      ‘There now.’ Voice as gentle as her touch, Lumen crooned when he shied. ‘Let’s get you away from here.’ She urged the hollow-eyed boy onto his feet and pulled up his soiled leathers. They skirted around the bodies and out into the main passageway. She wiped at the blood dripping from his battered face. ‘You need a healer, huh? Come on then.’ Her voice drifted off down the hall. ‘We’ll stay with my nest. My Rä’Veks will keep us safe….’ Her soothing ramble drifted off the further they went.

      ‘She has been harmed before.’ Anja looked aggrieved. Her hectic gaze strayed to the deceased. ‘Such things do not happen here. The penalty is harsh for this reason among others. Monsters. What sickness of the mind perverted them? Did they believe the chaos absolved them of such a crime?’

      ‘No.’ I shivered. ‘They did no think they’d be caught.’

      My eyes drifted closed.

      Things frayed around the edges. I wasn’t the Great One; I didn’t have the power to keep the predators at bay.

      ‘Beowyn,’ I whispered. ‘Éorik.’

      Where are you?
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      Éorik. If he closed his eyes, he could hear her voice. Where are you? He knew Sìne would be worried, frightened. They had to get back to her. ‘Owyn?’ The light was bright. ‘Answer me.’ Too bright. ‘Open your eyes.’ Éorik twisted at his middle and craned his neck to see better. The more time passed, the harder it was to breathe. ‘Owyn!’

      ‘Damn rock cracked my skull.’

      Éorik spluttered. Relief thundered through him. ‘More like your skull cracked the rock.’ He exhaled through his nose. ‘You are fine.’

      Beowyn curled into a seated position, shielding his face from the glare. ‘Are you hurt?’ He squinted when his query met with silence. ‘Orik?’

      ‘I…am not hurt.’

      ‘Why do you sound like that?’

      ‘Do you remember what Venomous One told us? What Lumen asked him to do once she discovered the L’Odo hid the coordinates beneath the flesh of her arm and were coming to retrieve her?’

      ‘You are lying to me.’ Beowyn went to stand but ended up on his ass. ‘Dah, I am dizzy. Your voice is strange. Tell me what is wrong.’

      ‘I have been thinking.’

      ‘Now I worry less.’ Beowyn’s voice strained, his breathing ragged. ‘Thinking is one of your better traits.’

      ‘Lah, how you flatter me.’

      ‘You have also always been the smarter of us. Well, until as of late. Bedding my One and risking your life? These acts smack of stupidity.’

      ‘I am not strong like you.’

      ‘Faster by a length. You got us out from under the stone.’

      Éorik unsheathed his knife. He rubbed this thumb against the flat of the metal at the base of the blade. ‘If a little one like Lumen can decide to withstand the severing of a limb, why not I?’

      ‘Éorik!’

      ‘Calm yourself.’

      ‘Can you come to me?’ Beowyn pressed closed his eyes. ‘I see double.’

      ‘Rest awhile. It will pass.’

      ‘If you cannot come to me, I will find my way to you.’ Beowyn felt around. He shifted unsteadily onto his hands and knees. He crawled. ‘Should you ever speak of this indignity, I shall flay you alive.’ He shoved aside a chunk of rubble. ‘Keep talking.’

      ‘I am overly dramatic.’

      ‘How unlike you.’

      ‘In the last half-span, I have discovered I am a vain creature.’

      ‘You have reason to be.’

      ‘I never cared what anyone thought of how I looked or how they thought of anything else. Except for you and now Sìne. I care very much what you think.’

      ‘Do you not see I feel the same?’

      ‘Perhaps.’ Éorik tossed the blade higher then snatched the hilt from the air. ‘I am going to cut off my foot.’

      Beowyn reached him and lifted up into a squat. The branches of his pupils dilated and contracted independently of each other and their nucleus.

      As Éorik watched, they normalised, shrinking against the flooding light.

      Perspiring and covered in grime, smelling strongly of wet rock and body musk, Beowyn still held a sorcerous allure. Encased in the reinforced embrace of the battlesuit, he was at once sleek and hulking, physique coiled with banked power. He called his Commander and Defender beautiful, but the Great One was gruff, masculine, and so far above traditional beauty, it made Éorik’s breath catch and his heart thud. Even his staff throbbed against his thigh, indifferent to the growing discomfort of its host.

      Beowyn’s silver gaze fixed on the appendage trapped beneath the solid stone slab. Features relaxed in a cool, placid expression, his throat bobbed. His eyes flicked up, glassy with fear. ‘You cannot move it at all? At all?’

      Éorik chuckled, rough and low. He smoothed his palm along his horn, flicked off a clump of dust. ‘I can wiggle my toes. My battlesuit protected me well. Truth, I wish I felt not a thing. This next part will tickle.’

      ‘Hand it over then.’ Beowyn gestured to the knife. ‘If there is a mutilation to be done, I will see to it.’

      Lips curving into a grim smile, Éorik relinquished his weapon hilt first. Having to amputate his limb wasn’t a task he’d anticipated with joy.

      Waking to find an unconscious, but whole-bodied Beowyn, a fierce surge of pride blazed through him.

      He’d done his duty.

      He had saved his One.

      Once he’d tried to gain his feet, however, a creeping portent of dread very nearly stole his nerve. The building had imploded. Other abodes on the street were fine, if smouldering or afire, but they were upright.

      Trust his King to sally forth into this structure.

      Éorik studied Beowyn’s strained expression. Recalling the words just spoken, he glowered. ‘Do not call it mutilation. You are saving my life. We cannot remain out here much longer.’ His gaze touched the searing brightness on the horizon then flinched from its intensity. ‘The storm will peak soon.’

      If only they were not in the midst of a natural disaster. Machines would be brought to lift the rubble. Healers would be sent for to mend whatever injury he’d sustained. If only–If only!

      Sensible Verak were hunkered under barriers as his lover was and where his King needed to be.

      ‘My Defender,’ Beowyn said with a hitch in breath, tension in the rigid line of his shoulders. ‘You cannot protect me from everything.’

      Éorik hunched. ‘Stop pilfering my duty. It is mine, my honour.’

      ‘Cease fussing. Prepare yourself.’

      ‘Do you still see double?’

      ‘Triple.’ A faint smile, crooked and twitchy. ‘We shall make the best of it.’

      Éorik lay back and covered his face with his arms. ‘Above the ankle but below the thickest part of my shin, I should think.’ The light was too bright. ‘Lah, but I would welcome the darkness of a good swooning.’ He sighed.

      ‘Do not make that noise. I cannot do this if you make that noise.’

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Éorik swallowed thick, bitter saliva. ‘Make it pretty.’ He wiggled his hidden toes.

      ‘As if you need ask.’ A thumb brushed over his panting mouth. Leather, a hair tie, was pushed between his fangs and over his dry tongue. It smelt of star seed. ‘Nothing worse than an unsightly stump.’
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* * *

      Beowyn stared at his Commander’s leg. A tremor run throughout his body.

      His soul howled a refusal for the unspeakable act he was to commit.

      Make it pretty, he’d said.

      To shorten the recuperation there needed to be decent muscle for the healers to attach a synthetic extremity to…unless he cut as close to the ankle as possible then cauterised the wound. The healers could cut higher to fix the damage he left behind.

      Beowyn did not think of the trapped male as his friend, his companion. This was not his lover. It was a trial for the Great Alpha. To think otherwise would be to falter. He sliced. Knife tip parted flesh and sinew. A hot, metal scent plugged his flaring nostrils. He flipped over a flap of dark brown skin, downy pale fur on one side, a thin layer of rubbery fat on the other.

      Pungent sweat gathered under his arms, between his shoulders, under his seed sac; the stink of fear.

      Next came the connective ligaments, nerves and the deeper, tougher tendons. Tricky. The inelastic, fibrous tissue tended to stick to the blade.

      Guttural, animal sounds Éorik yowled were raw and ugly.

      Beowyn blotted the muffled shrieks. He ignored the quivering bucks higher up the limb he held still, cutting into his Commander until it seemed he saw nothing but severed gristle.

      Clotted gore smeared his claws, and blood soaked his fur, moistened the thirsty soil. His pounding heartbeat drowned all other sound.

      By the Boar God’s tusk, the air was scorching.

      Beowyn used a laser from his utility belt to seal the gushing blood vessels. He took a heartbeat to breathe. He studied his hideous work and yanked his fractured, scattered mind into order.

      Calcified skeleton slicked with red was exposed. His arm juddered as he scraped the blade back and forth.

      Aside from slivers, the bone remained whole. ‘The knife is not sharp enough to saw through.’ It was not a hacking weapon. Stomach sinking along with his nerve, he adjusted his hold on the knife even as he willed himself to remain calm and focused. ‘I must break it. Then I can remove the rest.’

      After he snapped the second, smaller bone underneath, of course, but it seemed cruel to mention.

      Tooth-gouged leather was spat aside. ‘Chop the cursed thing off.’

      Beowyn rocked back on his heels. His voice was hoarse. ‘Orik.’ It was one thing to hack into an enemy–another to do the same to a loved one.

      ‘Do it.’ Éorik choked a sob into the bend of his elbow. His thin breaths whistled, his chest heaved. ‘You have a gentle touch, such as I have never known, Owyn, but gods help me, I cannot take more. You tried your best the savage way. I won’t bleed out. Now do it the civilised way, or so help me, the next time you are hot and hard in my mouth, I shall gnaw on you.’

      Dropping the bloodied knife, Beowyn stood. His mind blanked. He unsheathed his sword and swung it high.

      He did it the civilised way.
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* * *

      Thorik didn’t hurt anymore.

      The pain in his side had made him weep then it had eased to a steady throb.

      Now he felt little.

      Fumbling for his pocket, he gripped the prayer totem his mother had given him before he’d left the den. It was a thumb-sized lump of wood carved with warding sigils for health and protection.

      He remembered his mother’s round, lined face as she pressed it to his palm, her white hair smelling of flowers and her skin of the herbs she cooked with as told him she’d be waiting for him to come home. She’d been so proud, so scared as she’d watched him mount his volcykle to join the rest of his squad.

      He wished he could say he did not fear death, but that would be a lie and truth was precious to a Verak and law to a Paladin.

      Thorik smiled, thinking how his family and his cousin in particular would be proud of him. The quiet, studious male with a too-big smile and booming laugh was the highest ranked male in their House, and Thorik had wanted to be just like him when he was a cub. He had applied to join the People’s Guard, but his intelligence scores were too low compared to his physical aptitude. He’d been transferred to the legion. His reassignment was not unexpected. Verak were a mighty people and often bred warriors instead of intellectuals, which is why being becoming a Guard was a high honour he’d craved and coveted. The concession had pleased his house. For him it had been a bitter failure. His cousin had never looked down on him, however, but had instead encouraged him to be the best Paladin he could be. He offered guidance when he visited, which was often, as he saw Thorik as a younger brother rather than as a tiresome distant relation.

      Thorik came from a humble House close to becoming unranked and common. He knew he was but one leaf in a larger forest, but he’d grown so very proud of his contribution to society, even if he would not be filling his Vault to the satisfaction of his high reaching uncles. He’d had a purpose, a noble cause to guide his actions. It had filled his days with a sense of deep satisfaction, something those who help others feel at the end of each rotation.

      That did not mean he was infallible.

      He’d been frightened to go into the storm. It was his duty, but this knowledge had not bolstered him when his own morality failed. Only hearing the Great One himself had left the safety of the palace to help his people spurred him to risk his own life for the greater good. It had given him the courage to save a family. Nothing and nobody could take that away from him.

      He, Thorik, had saved them, and they would live on and remember him in their joyful moments.

      He would have liked to have seen Teki again. Maybe he could have coaxed her to reward him with some of her sweet kisses. Her mouth was heaven, and her six tongues worked magic when wrapped around his staff. She would not agree to be his concubine, but she had been his lover for near a solar, and he thought she cared for him deeply. He hoped she did not grieve him for too long and found happiness wherever life took her. Perhaps she’d find a life mate.

      The realisation he would not made him cough and splutter through a harsh series of desolate sobs.

      His One would never know him.

      Darkness slithered across his vision, and he grew scared. He blinked hard, but lost focus and drifted, numb, until he snapped back into his right mind as a surge of pain sliced from his bleeding side. His chest rose and fell in jerks as he panted in the heat. Fear choked him. He didn’t want to die alone and burning. If the wound didn’t take him soon he’d suffocate when the air burned away.

      Maybe he could find somewhere dark and hidden, so that he couldn’t see the end coming. He could close his eyes, pretend to sleep and eventually he would not wake. That seemed better than being slow roasted by the sun.

      He turned his head to see if he could find a place to crawl to. His claws scrabbled against the dirt. He didn’t feel as if he had the energy, and trying would hurt, but he was scared to die out in the open, exposed and forgotten.

      A feeble gasp passed his lips. He extended an arm and managed a short flap of his mangled hand, attempting to draw attention to himself.

      Down the road the Great One shuffled along with the High Commander leaning heavily against him. There must have been a mishap for them to be alone and injured. They were far from the palace. Too far. They would die like him if they did not get under the cover of a dome barrier soon.

      A glimmer of thought teased the edges of his mind. So he wouldn’t be crawling to a dark, safe place. It seemed the Boar God had a last task for him to complete. Dying at the Great One’s side would not be a hardship.

      Surely he would stay to see Thorik travel to the afterlife before he and the Commander used his volcykle to flee?

      When Thorik had helped the family from under a fallen archway, a collision between two gliders had sent a spear of metal into his side. He’d commanded the family to go, knowing time for them to find a barrier with enough capacity to accept them was limited. He had ignored his wound, dismissing it as minor for he was strong and healthy, and decided to get on his volcykle and return to his post at the palace where the onsite healers could fix him up. Taking a step, he’d grown dizzy. Blinked. The next time he’d opened his eyes he was alone, the street was empty, he was flat on his back surrounded by destruction, and it felt as if a planet sat on his chest.

      Distracted by the memory, wishing he’d accepted the family’s offer of aid, Thorik jolted when he recalled what he’d been doing. He wanted them to take his volcykle. Perhaps they would be kind and give a message to his mother. She would be so sad without him.

      His misty gaze sought out the Great One and High Commander.

      They headed towards a side street and were nearly out of sight.

      He croaked a denial, shifting against the pressure that pressed him into the ground. He tried to call out. The meagre breath pulled into his lungs escaped as a dry puff of air. His eyes swivelled frantically searching for a solution when he noticed a chip of rock within snatching distance.

      He could not say why this particular piece of stone amongst all the other rubble drew his eyes, but it did, and he fixated on it with a relieved sigh. He could throw it at them. He’d always been good at Volant. Heart a flutter in his chest, his claw twitched and accidentally pushed the stone.

      It skittered across the ground.

      Chuckling inwardly at his optimism, a tear rolled down his cheek.

      He was a lonely leaf.

      He breathed out and was still.
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* * *

      Being upright and on the move heightened the pain. He used it, letting the agony revive him enough to stagger on, leaning on the male he loved above all others, would commit any crime to protect. Éorik felt a rumble beneath his boot. He stilled. ‘Did you feel that?’

      Beowyn grunted. ‘Are we to play that game when I can barely see?’

      Éorik gripped his shoulder. Hard. ‘I heard–Move!’

      The tower of rubble they’d travelled adjacent to imploded. Chunks of building and squashed lumps of metal thudded into their path as they dove for cover under a nearby door arch that in reality was as dangerous as the debris plummeting from the sky.

      The archway was half collapsed, but it was something, and they curled together, arms over their heads to avoid being knocked unconscious.

      It ended. A cloud of gritty dust had them coughing and spluttering, eyelids blinking to try and clear the micro-particles floating over their sight.

      ‘Look.’ Beowyn pointed at a volcykle parked on the curb. Miraculously, it had been untouched by the chaos around it and seemed fit for flight.  ‘About time we had some luck.’

      They lumbered onto their feet, grabbed hold of each other and stumbled towards it.

      Beowyn tripped.

      He caught himself on the next step and spat a curse. He jerked to a stop and fell silent, the hot breeze lifting his hair into a dark cloud around them.

      Éorik tore his gaze from their salvation to see what had stolen his attention. His heart twisted. He closed his eyes long enough to brace himself for what came next.

      Expression wreathed in anguish, Beowyn dropped to a knee. He brushed a trembling hand over the waxy face of a young Verak half buried under a mound of stone. His eyes were all black, pupils closed, mouth slack. Half his face was burned black and red, his reddish mane burned away leaving him bald. A length of metal pierced his side at the vulnerable joint of his battlesuit. The wound was an unlucky one. He lay in a drying patch of his own blood and sweeping marks against the earth near his arms and head told of tale of him trying to crawl free.

      Beowyn wiped at the dirt covered glyphs on his breastplate. ‘His name was Thorik.’

      ‘Did you know him?’

      He shook his head, back hunching. ‘Why is he alone? Do you think he was separated from his squad?’ His breathing hitched and coarsened. ‘Do you think they abandoned him to save themselves?’

      Éorik had no answers. ‘It no longer matters.’

      ‘Why can you not at least pretend to care?’

      Éorik had known Beowyn to mourn the deaths of his people even when they were strangers, and he took it hard when young lives were ended. He had not known Thorik, but to his liege, the young male embodied each life lost during the storm that he couldn’t save. Now was not the time for it. Lingering might get them killed. ‘We have to go.’

      ‘Perhaps we can move some of this and carry his body home with us.’

      ‘There is no time.’ He made his voice hard and uncompromising, hating himself for it. He longed to be soft but that would solve nothing. ‘He is dead, Owyn. There is nothing left to save. We must go. The storm nears its peak.’

      ‘His body will burn. He will be lost to his House.’

      ‘He is with his Ancestors now.’ Movement in his periphery vision had him thumping Beowyn on the shoulder and drawing his knife. He eyed the new threat. ‘We have company.’

      Beowyn glanced over his shoulder.

      He came from behind a kiosk, a limping gait, clothes torn and face distended with swollen, bruised flesh until the harsh Verakan lines of his profile were disfigured into puffy lumps.

      He clutched a gangly cub to his chest.

      She stared unseeing into the distance. Her head lolled, the side of it caved in as if struck with a heavy blow, her arms and legs smacking limply together in a macabre simulation of life.

      Éorik focused on her chest. It was still. Grief  for the lost life and anger at the ambush warred for supremacy.

      Cold pragmatism had him calculating what needed to be done to remove the latest threat to his liege.

      The Verak male lifted the blaster gripped in his shaking fist. ‘I need a-a healer.’ He quivered. His face was the colour of bleached bone, a messy cut over his eye leaving the shaved fur on his cheek tacky with blood. ‘She needs…this.’ He swayed. ‘A healer. She is hurt.’ His shoulder-length black hair stuck to his face and neck in sweaty clumps. The left of his dark brown horns had snapped at the middle curve.

      Verak horns and spurs were hard, designed to be weapons, so able to bear significant pressure. They split when too dry or cracked when hit at a bad angle.

      Once broken they were singularly painful.

      The man had to be in agony yet he was on his feet trying to get his cub to safety, so lost in his panic he could not see she was already gone.

      ‘Calm.’ Beowyn held his broad palms aloft, open, showing he was unarmed. He motioned to the blaster. ‘There is no need for this. I understand.’

      ‘I know who you are.’ The male’s eyes darted. His tongue ran over his chapped lips. ‘I know what this means–what you can do to me. But I must get her out of here.’ His eyes bulged in their sockets, his pupils pinpricks in a misty charcoal swamp, the colour leached of their glossy blackness from stress and fear. ‘I promised my One I would save her. She means everything to us.’ He aimed the blaster with competent skill. It was a bigger threat than the wild waving of a weapon could ever be. His eyes gleamed wetly. ‘I lost my One. I will not lose my cub. Step away.’

      ‘Of course. You and your young must get to safety.’ Beowyn eased them backwards. ‘We will leave. Take the volcykle and go. Head towards the palace. You will receive the best care.’

      Éorik felt his body and face turn rigid. He understood how Beowyn’s mind worked. It was his nature to protect and one of his people was suffering. Sacrificing the life of two warriors for a civilian was weighed as fair in his mind. To Éorik’s less giving one, sacrificing his Great Alpha and One for a male who verged insanity and would keep them from returning to their female and living cub was in no way fair.

      ‘She is dead,’ he said flatly.

      Beowyn made a furious noise and shoved as if to force him to hobble on.

      Éorik jerked free. He balanced on his leg, thrusting out an arm to push Beowyn back. ‘Look at your cub. Look at her. She is gone.’ Feeling sick at his own cruelty, he stopped trying to hold Beowyn back when the male fell into utter stillness, his eyes wide and fixed on his daughter’s lifeless face.

      He dropped to his knees. ‘No, no, no.’ A wail tore from his throat. It carried on as a hollow keening as he cuddled her broken body into his larger, shuddering one. His chest bucked as he moaned wordless sobs.

      He returned Beowyn’s disgusted gaze with a cool one of his own. ‘Now is not the time for sentiment. I will not be shamed for doing my duty as Defender.’ He wobbled then regained his balance. His whole body ached when he lifted an arm to point. ‘Get on the volcykle.’ He inwardly cursed when Beowyn didn’t move. ‘Now, Owyn.’

      Out the corner of his eye he watched the male lower his cub to the ground. His face twisted into a snarl, senseless grief latching onto a convenient target.

      ‘He can make it to the place,’ Beowyn pressed.

      Éorik slowly shook his head. ‘He is not going anywhere. Not anymore.’

      The strangled scream as the male launched himself at them would have been warning enough had Éorik not foreseen what was going to happen.

      Elbowing Beowyn in the side, setting him off balance, his knife was out of its sheath, forearm lifting to hit his attacker in the throat. Stronger, even injured and crippled as he was, he brought the male to a dead stop. He inhaled, and then he acted as he’d been trained to.

      He embedded the blade in a wildly rolling eye. The metal sank past soft tissue and buried to the hilt, the force of his thrust swift and steady, the kill quick and clean, as it needed to be.

      Far too late, Beowyn choked a command for him to stop.

      Éorik lowered his arm. The knife dripped. It wasn’t his worst kill but it came close. ‘As I said.’ His voice was an icy abyss, low and gritty. ‘He’s not going anywhere.’ He met a gaze that burned hotter than the suns, its abhorrence almost as blinding as the bright night sky. Éorik felt hollow to the core. ‘Now get on the volcykle.’

    

  


  
    
      
        Chapter 37

      

    
    
      The last thing I remembered was Patrick yelling into the room they’d been spotted. I’d shoved the fragrant bowl of fish stew I’d been spoon feeding a wrinkled Verak female into Anja’s hands before bolting after him. My heart wedged in my throat, my eyes blinded to all else but my destination.

      They were safe. They’d come back to me. We’d finally be a family. I’d get to say all the things I’d been too afraid to say. My booted feet flew across the stone tiles, and I raced across the Great Hall and into the Atrium grinning like a mad person and on the verge of bursting into tears of exultant relief.

      Patrick caught me around the middle with an outreached arm, keeping me from rushing headlong into the translucent barrier stretched across the pavilioned courtyard. ‘Steady on, lass.’

      ‘What are we waiting for?’ I was breathless and flushed. I patted my hands against his armoured forearm. ‘What’s happening? Why are they…?’

      My manic smile died. I squinted, leaning over Patrick’s arm.

      Something was wrong.

      Éorik hobbled on one leg, yes, and they were some distance from the shield, true, but neither of these things was insurmountable, yet they staggered aimlessly twenty feet or so from the entrance bridge that led them directly to the main gate and directly to me.

      My chest constricted the closer they shambled to the verge either side of the bridge, coming so close as to dislodge pebbles that skittered down the ravine.

      I pushed my cousin’s arm aside and walked right up to the barrier to get a better look. ‘Come on. I’m right here.’ There was no point in shouting for their attention. The domes kept sound from escaping and leaked in a fraction of the noise from its outer side.

      Patrick laced grimy fingers at the back of his head, hair dark and damp with sweat. ‘What are they doing?’

      ‘Waiting for someone else?’ Wulfyn sounded firm. His guarded expression betrayed his uncertainty.

      Fiercely’s head moved in the fluid manner common to his species. The gold ring piercing his septum glinted. ‘They cannot see where to go.’

      My heart fell still in my chest before drumming allegro. It was difficult to see them in the harsh sunlight, but I could see. The barrier reflected enough solar radiation to make that possible. Out there everything would be an indistinct smudge, smell of caustic burning, and sound like the constant boom of thunder or the shrillness of a wind cyclone. It was a miracle they made it so far. They needed a guide to bring them the last crucial steps. Outside where they were, the temperature was scorching. The world burned, and the air itself seemed ready to catch fire.

      My heart was in my throat again, my skin cold and clammy in the sweltering heat. ‘Let me out.’ I was going. I could do it. ‘Is there a rope or a metal chain or something of the like?’

      Wulfyn heaved a breath. His eyes closed and his mouth firmed. ‘Great Lady. You cannot go out there.’

      ‘I was no asking permission. Is there something I can use to guide us back once I reach them?’

      Staring hard at me then huffing a dark laugh, Patrick dipped a finger into his utility belt. He flicked out a handful of metal balls. He held up one of the thumb-sized spheres rolling around his palm. ‘This is an emergency flare. The Verak designed them for use during solar storms.’ He lifted his other arm. Dangling from his wrist were a pair of clunky bronze goggles with bug-eyed lens. ‘These protect the wearer for a quarter-span before the reflective film burns away.’ I lunged for them. He jerked the equipment out of reach. ‘You mistake me, lass. We have the tools for the job, but that does no mean you’re strong enough to survive it.’

      ‘I do no have time for this.’ I flailed an arm towards where my males floundered. ‘They’re right there. They’re so close.’ I grabbed for what I needed to bring them home. ‘Give them to me.’

      ‘What’s the plan, cousin?’ He tossed the metal beads to the floor. They pinged and rolled. ‘Why do you think none of us have moved to help? Do you think you’re the only one who cares? Who think of them as family?’

      I loosed a terrified cry as the flares scattered. ‘It’s dangerous. I get it.’ I tried to dodge around his wiry bulk, but he persistently blocked my path. ‘Please!’

      Uncle Fergus gathered the spheres. When his hands were full, he stuffed them into his pockets. He picked up the goggles and gave the lenses a spit rub.

      I pounded a fist against Patrick’s armoured chest. ‘There’s a chance.’ Wasn’t that all the human spirit needed? I ducked past and dropped to my knees gathering up the leftover spheres my Uncle missed. I fiddled with them to see how they worked. I went to snatch the goggles from Fergus, who eyeballed them as if he’d never seen such a contraption. I was hauled onto my feet. ‘What are you doing? Let me go!’

      Fiercely dumped me upright. He shook me until I worried my head would roll right off my neck. ‘The Verak cannot see.’ His sibilant accent was bitingly cold. ‘I come from a planet of three bright suns and even I can not see outside in this storm. The goggles are designed for Verak sight. There is a reason nature made their eyes as they are. You will not save them.’ He released me. ‘You will die with them.’

      ‘To hell with you then.’ I spun to Venomous. ‘Get ready to open the shield, okay?’ I looked around. ‘I just need some headgear.’

      Shaking his head, a jerky gesture of refusal, he put his back to the panel.

      ‘The controls are right behind you.’ What was the problem? I stared. I realised by his set expression and downturned lips it wasn’t a case of cannot but a choice of will not. I glared. I took an aggressive step but stopped my advance when his four heavily muscled arms flexed, emerald green scales glinting then flashing gold in warning.

      My eyes narrowed. Right. I dealt with a warrior alien able to snap me in half. My hand drifted over my blaster.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Patrick snapped. ‘I did no just see that.’

      My face reddened. I clenched my hands into fists. ‘Guardian?’

      ‘I cannot overpower a Rä. The Paladins and I will fight if you command it.’ Wulfyn paused, spoke carefully and let his reluctance seep into his tone. ‘It would be a mistake, and not just because of the treaty you would break should we attack unprovoked.’

      ‘He’s letting them die. You! All of you. Goddamn you!’

      ‘It is not his intent. Our intent.’ Wulfyn claimed a hesitant step, expression anguished. ‘You know this.’

      ‘Sìne.’ The iciness in my cousin’s voice was like nothing I’d heard before.

      Panic and anger fused together as a hot ball in the pit of my stomach. I was ashamed. Backing down wasn’t an option. I shuddered. They weren’t going to let me go. Tears welled in my eyes, and I blinked them away.  They were supposed to be on my side. They were supposed to help me fight for my Veraks survival. ‘O–Open the f–fucking shield.’ Disbelief coloured my shout. ‘Open it.’

      ‘I open the barrier and we are unprotected.’ Venomous sounded pained. ‘It’s not a slow dissipation. It will be gone until reactivated, and should a heat wave crest upon us at that moment we would burn. We would lose our shelter. There is no where for us to go. We would die. My beloved mate and my son would perish.’ He lowered his head. ‘I beg forgiveness, friend of my Rä’Na. The danger outweighs the gain.’

      ‘Outweighs the gain?’ My chest collapsed on itself. I sucked in a series of gasps as I flushed a horrible red. ‘Maybe for you.’ I choked on my fear and on my fury. ‘Not for me, you selfish prick.’

      Logically what he said made sense, but there was nothing logical about love.

      If there was I would never have taken a chance on Éorik and Beowyn. I wouldn’t have seen how sweet life could be when you were loved with a passion beyond reason. I would have remained ignorant of the wonder of my partners respecting me, trusting me with what they deemed precious and admiring how I raised my child. I would have missed the chance to watch them feel appreciative of the knowledge I’d be mother to their children one day.

      I hadn’t had a day with them knowing the truth of how I felt, eagerly awaiting a long life together, love and laughter stretched before us.

      Not one single day.

      ‘Open it,’ I screeched. ‘Open it. O–.’

      ‘A tantrum will no change the reality of what you’re asking.’ Patrick clamped a hand on my cheeks and yanked my head around to face his. ‘Fergie.’ He nodded at my flinch. ‘She is what you’re risking. Your clan. Lumen’s family – her newborn bairn! Wulfyn. Anja. The orphans you raised hell to protect. The hundreds of people who fled here for safety. Opening the barrier risks them all.’

      ‘You’re saying to….’ Leave them out there? My mind recoiled from the notion. ‘We can no just watch them die. They would never do that to us.’

      ‘They’d never endanger so many to save their own skin.’

      My mouth opened then closed.

      Horrified, I pressed a hand to it and shook my head.

      The room fell into ugly silence.

      Fiercely paced, his thumping tread echoing, brille fixed on the floor. His gaze darted to me, but he couldn’t hide his despair. He gravitated towards his nest-mate who watched me with pity.

      I hugged my middle, cold to my marrow. If I lost them after letting myself love them I’d never be pieced together again. ‘They’re right there.’ My voice was small and broken. Éorik was hurt. Who knew what they’d put themselves through to get back to me. I was supposed to abandon them? Give up? I’d rather die. ‘Please? Oh, please do no do this. I’ll do it myself.’ I didn’t even know who I was begging. My gaze was on my feet. I couldn’t look outside and see the males I loved fumbling blindly as they fought to reach me. ‘Just turn your backs. I take all responsibility.’

      Patrick reached for me. ‘Sìne, little love, we can no–.’

      ‘I will go.’ The declaration shattered the mounting tension. Venomous drew himself up, grim. ‘I am the fastest. The strongest.’ He glanced out the barrier, mouth thinning. ‘But we must do this now.’ He turned his head. ‘Fiercely?’

      The Rä male had stopped and stared at Venomous in shock but now charged to his side, ready to help.

      I exhaled as knee-trembling relief bolted through me.

      ‘Are you sure, Venom?’ Patrick clapped him on the shoulder.

      ‘My Lumen would want me to help.’ His tongue flickered. ‘And I owe ThunderClaw a debt. This pays it.’

      Thinking about Lumen made me want to puke. When she heard how I’d behaved she’d never speak to me again.

      I looked away from the warrior preparing to risk his life. My stomach knotted. Was I so far gone to put my needs above all others? I’d do that to people I thought of as friends? Had come to love as family? Could I look Lumen in the eye if the worst happened and her mate died trying to save mine?

      How could I not ask this of them? I needed my males back.

      Didn’t I deserve to be happy too?

      I pressed my fists to my ears. ‘Hel Bihter is unmated. He’s fast and he’s–.’

      ‘Gone to ground.’ Patrick looked disgusted. ‘We can no find him because he does no want to be found.’

      ‘Horde,’ Fiercely said with a nasty twist to his lips, ‘do not help unless it benefits them.’

      The force field winked out.

      Scorching, roaring, a blast of heat and noise slammed into me, lifting me off my feet, and my scream was lost in the mayhem of bodies falling and the building shaking. Then the deafening noise and skin-blistering was gone, leaving behind a sweating, gibbering, trembling huddle of confusion.

      Venomous had remained standing, barely, and now charged for the console.

      Lurching onto his feet, Patrick rushed to the barrier and slammed a fist into it. Energy arced in slashes of white light. ‘Da!’

      Wiry and white haired, a wrinkled wisp of a man plodded the charred, smoking concourse towards the melting hell beyond, goggles in place, dropping glowing balls of light from his pockets.

      Patrick held out a hand. His voice broke. ‘No one follows. It’s too dangerous and it makes no sense to demean his sacrifice. We already have to open the shield again to let them in.’

      Venomous’ hissing-snarl of defeat was a guttural, unearthly thing, furious and anguished. ‘How did he know how to work the controls?’

      Patricks mouth twisted. ‘Crazy and old does no mean stupid. He always was a canny bastard.’ He knelt, fingertips to the floor. ‘Go on then, old man.’ A tear ran into his stubble. ‘Go.’

      I clamped both hands over my mouth and moaned to my knees.

      I am nineteen and pushing. My vagina is exploding. I think I’m dying. Or I’m  shitting something the size of an eighteen wheeler.

      Uncle Fergus sits in the corner masticating pudding.

      All I can think is how does one chew pudding?

      A nurse in purple scrubs with buck teeth is telling me to pull myself together.

      ‘I can’t,’ I cry. ‘It’s been hours. I’m tired.’

      ‘Sugarcane is sweetest at its joint,’ Fergus barks. Pink blubber dribbles down his chin whiskers. ‘Roaring lions kill no game.’ He grins, watery green eyes sparkling.

      ‘Why will you no talk to me?’ I glare at him. Sweat drips in my eyes. It stings. ‘Tell me it’s going to be alright.’

      ‘Ye call the forest that shelters ye a jungle.’

      I slam my head back into the pillow. I stare at the lights above. I need him to hold me, to support me, to see me through this moment, but he can’t. He’s not with us anymore. His mind is gone. I don’t understand why he insisted on coming in the ambulance when he barely recognised me anymore.

      A cold, papery hand touches my forehead and chapped, dry lips kiss my cheek. ‘Push, little love. Ye can no give up. I raised ye better.’

      I start hard.  I stare at the eyes that seem bright and focused. ‘Uncle Fergie?’

      ‘Push.’

      I screamed, ‘Uncle Fergus,’ from so deep inside my vocal cords strained in a bright burst of pain.

      Fergus’s bow-legged gait carried him to the apex of the curved bridge.

      Fiery whips cracked above, but he was blessedly unscathed.

      Gnarled hands pressed against the metal railing, catching his breath, but he snatched them back and into his middle.

      His shoulders squared and he plodded on.

      ‘Oh, God, please.’ I shifted from foot to foot, squeezing my arms around myself so hard I’d have bruises.

      The flares were brilliant points of blue light against the reddish hue melting over everything.

      As designed, they drew the Veraks attention and they spotted Fergus as a fierce gust of air knocked him off his feet. He fell into a puddle of liquid that splashed against his face. He flailed, head thrown back and mouth open in a scream we couldn’t hear, scrabbling and rolling until he was clear of it. He lay supine then curled up on his side.

      ‘Ach, fuck.’ Patrick dropped his head and beat a fist against the floor.

      I flinched at the sight of my Uncle.

      That could of been me.

      My legs lost strength. I teetered back then plopped down onto my ass, still holding my middle, keeping everything churning inside from falling out.

      Moving with renewed purpose, Beowyn and Éorik reached Fergus at the foot of the bridge and knelt over his body. Their rapid movements and jerky postures betrayed their argument.

      With a curt slash of the hand, Beowyn grabbed the old man off the ground and slung him over his broad shoulder. They moved quickly over the bridge, easily following the stippled trail Fergus left behind.

      ‘Get ready.’ Venomous’ hand hovered over the controls. Glancing over his shoulder, his eyes took on a deeper depth. ‘Nest-mate.  A healer and….’

      ‘Should the barrier fall I will do whatever I can to save our female. Keep your mind on the task at hand.’ After sharing a fleeting look of understanding with his primary nest-mate, Fiercely left the room at a lope, sharp features pinched.

      The Verak made their way sown the concourse at speed. They seemed relatively unharmed, which made the horrific injury to Fergus worse.

      Their forms grew larger and larger until I could make out distinct features.

      Light-headed, my hands tingled, and my breaths came as squeaky pants.

      ‘Brace.’ Venomous lifted the force field a moment before they barrelled into it. He re-engaged it in time to block a fierce twist of searing wind, but even those few seconds it took to protect the palace seemed a lifetime.

      We’d experienced it minutes ago yet the noise was frightening. The raging inferno pushing inside inspired the same levels of primal terror, especially knowing if the barrier was damaged we’d have nowhere to hide from it.

      Already on my ass, I was pushed over the tiles by the force of the wind, head down, my cries lost along with everyone else’s. It seemed like hovering over a bubbling pool of lava in a volcano a split second before eruption.

      For a moment nobody moved.

      Stunned, speechless.

      Mouth parted as he panted, tawny fur ruffled and matted with grit, Beowyn shifted the dead weight on his shoulder into his arms, cradling it like a baby. He carefully lay Fergus on his unburnt side, muttering soothing nonsense.

      Éorik peeled off Beowyn’s other side. He collapsed onto his knees then onto his back. He moaned, sweat pouring off his face. A grimace warped his expression into something feral, sharp and long canine teeth bared, hands clutching at his cocked knee.

      I crawled on my hands and knees then staggered up.

      I didn’t know who to go to first.

      Patrick skidded along on his knees to get to his Da.

      Éorik didn’t look like he wanted to be touched.

      Sobbing, I flung myself at Beowyn.

      He caught me. He let me wrap my legs around this waist, lock my ankles at the small of his back and shriek and wail in his poor abused ears. His eyes blazed black and silver in his sharp alien face, and as he held me, I buried my face in his disgustingly dirty chest and cried like my heart was breaking. I struggled to get closer, as close as possible, nails scratching at his back, wanting to disappear into his skin.

      He crushed me to him and exhaled for so long I worried he’d pass out.

      ‘I love you.’ My nose was running, my eyes watering. My gaze was on his face then over his shoulder to check on Éorik, then back on Beowyn as I buried my face in his throat. ‘I love you, I love you. You are not allowed to do this ever again. My heart can no take it.’

      He chuckled, nuzzling my wet face.

      I scrambled off him and tugged on his hand, wanting to squeeze Éorik to death next but not ready for Beowyn to be out of reach. I jerked to a halt when I saw Patrick huddled over Uncle Fergus.

      Crispy skin rose from wrinkled flesh in black flakes. The cracked edges revealed blistered pink lesions across his hips, chest and arm. His left leg was savaged. White bone shone through layers of melted skin and bubbling flesh.

      He smelt like cooking pig.

      I gagged, pressing the back of my hand to my lips. Bile flooded my mouth and the sour smell made me sicker.

      Another glance at the pink and red mush that was his body, I lost it.

      I staggered away to heave onto the pretty mosaic tiles laid out beneath me.

      A team of medical personnel rushed from the inner sanctuary towards their Great Alpha. Once they saw Fergus on the ground, they recoiled, horrified to see an elder in such a state.

      The lead physician overcame his shock and barked orders his assistants tripped over themselves to complete.

      Uncle Fergus was transferred onto a hovering gurney, wrapped in cooling gel blankets and rushed to the infirmary for healing–Patrick at his side.

      Hand pressed to my chest, I gratefully accepted the water canister Wulfyn pressed on me to wash the sour taste from my mouth.

      I offered it to Beowyn.

      Head tipped back, he gulped half of it down, rivulets dripping into his beard as his mouth overflowed.

      He knelt to offer the rest to Éorik.

      The Commander turned his face away, groaning when another team of medical staff swarmed him.

      I stared at Éorik, not sure what I was looking at. ‘Your foot.’ I blinked, flabbergasted. ‘It’s gone.’

      Looking at it then up at Beowyn and me, a tinge of unease crept into his expression. ‘Am I as hideous as I think I am?’ He managed a faint smile.

      The worry in his tone snapped me out of it. I crouched and cupped his battered face to press a kiss to his cracking lips. He grunted and lifted a hand to hold the back of my head.

      A large palm settled on my back, applying gentle pressure.

      I moved aside for Beowyn to deliver his own kiss, smiling when he broke the tangle of tongues to knock his black horn against Éorik’s ivory one.

      ‘This will hurt.’ A healer jabbed a scary, three pronged device into the Commander’s ragged flesh.

      It clamped down over the wound and emitted a mechanic chime.

      Swarthy face drained to a pasty shade, Éorik’s eyes popped, star pupils contracting then rolling in his sockets.

      He collapsed, out cold, and Beowyn eased him down onto the gurney.

      I glared at the healer. She shrugged. ‘There was no avoiding the pain. It is better this way. The next rotation will be painful. He must rest and gather his strength for what is to come.’

      The gurney floated across the floor.

      I hung back to bump against my husband, needing to feel his power wash over me. I couldn’t hold on to both of them like I wanted, and it made me feel weak all over. ‘Thank you for coming back to me.’ My words were thin and whispery. ‘I can’t imagine what you went through.’ I gestured feebly towards the unconscious male we loved. ‘I don’t think I want to know.’

      Releasing a shuddering sigh, Beowyn wrapped his arms around me. ‘Very well.’ He pressed his face to the back of my head. ‘Our cub?’

      I pressed my hand to his forearm. ‘She’s okay. Shaken and confused, but safe with Lumen and Bravest.’

      ‘I cannot tell you how sorry I am Fergus was harmed.’

      ‘I don’t know what kind of person it makes me, but I was willing to sacrifice anything to get you back.’ I swallowed. ‘Anything and everything.’

      He grew still then squeezed me tighter. ‘My One.’ He sounded rough.

      ‘Great One.’ Wulfyn minced closer to our clinch. ‘Apologies. You have arrived only to be besieged, but do you have word of Sjörn? I received a message from Wyrhild. She is injured but alive and recovering in safety. I respectfully relinquish the honour of Paladin  Guardian as bestowed to me by the Great Lady.’ He flashed me a smile I was relieved to see. My behaviour hadn’t lost me a friend. ‘It would be excellent to have news of FeverBright.’

      Beowyn stared. He rolled his shoulders. ‘I have news of him.’

      Wulfyn whitened.

      Shock and grief flooded my system. ‘Sjörn?’ A Verak who had been so kind and who meant a great deal to my husband and countless others. ‘He’s gone? Oh, God. Oh, Owyn, I’m sorry.’

      Pain a twist in his features, Beowyn gripped my chin. He just shook his head. ‘There is much to do.’ His gaze drifted in the direction the medical team had taken our injured lover.

      ‘Go.’ I squeezed his wrist, thumb sliding over the battered leather of his bracer. ‘I’ll take care of him.’

      Pulling free, Beowyn turned to leave.

      He spun back, hauled me into his powerful arms then slanted his mouth over mine. His beard abraded my skin. Musk, aniseed and blood swamped my senses. He tongued me deep and licked hard then tore away to stalk across the room, taking his radiance with him.

      Fingers pressed to my swollen lips, I watched him go. My heart soared. I raced after the healers.
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      Dawning light from Fyn cast long shadows. Red-orange rays blanketed the misty morning with a suffused glow and turned Éorik’s white mane into shafts of gold-limned silver. He shuffled into his apartments and closed the door, slumping against it. The back of his head knocked against the wood, and he exhaled on a groan. He ached to the bone. His muscles were tight and cramping. Even swallowing against the dryness in his throat hurt.

      Dirt and dust clogged his pores and day old sweat stiffened his fur.

      He unbuckled his cloak and shrugged it to the floor. He bent with the sounds of an old male and unhooked the clasps on his boots.

      He listed like a drunkard to the side.

      Realising he teetered on the edge of blacking out, he straightened and hobbled over to the sleeping platform.

      The furs and sheets were tossed and rumpled from his last nap in the early spans of the rotation previous to the current one. He sat on the edge and eased off his boots. He flexed his toes then frowned when the left only twitched. ‘Dah.’ He’d worked his replacement foot too hard. It would take time for the nerves to regrow, but it was important the movement remain consistent. If the regrown flesh began to die, the whole thing would be removed and the process restarted. It would cost him more time in recovery. He was needed out in the streets of Vayhalun supervising when Beowyn could not. There was no time for him to be flat on his back in medical with surgeons poking and prodding as they trialled their newest procedures and inventions.

      The rebuilding effort on Grand Atoll had begun in earnest now the survivors began to function through the haze of grief. It was his duty to oversee, comfort and support with body, mind and soul.

      Consequently, he’d given all of himself to the thousands that needed it and left himself stretched too thin.

      He was not the only minor alpha nearing total exhaustion.

      With Sjörn dead a whole territory had fallen into disarray and had stalled in their revitalisation efforts, devolving into the feral madness the alpha structure was in place to subvert.

      Beowyn himself came close to stepping in to halt the riots, looting, and roaming bands of miscreants, fearing for the weak, injured and innocents being preyed upon amidst the chaos.

      At Éorik’s command, the Great Houses convened to conclude the matter. He’d known had the Great Alpha needed to subjugate the area himself, it would pain him as he grieved the loss of his mentor.

      Beowyn already bore the brunt of his people’s devastation.

      Éorik determined he would be spared the task and set the fear of the gods into the Lesser Houses to correct and adjust without the Great One’s interference on pain of his utmost displeasure.

      The fight for dominance between Wyrhild and Wulfyn had been brutal. In skill and physicality they were equals. Both were fierce warriors, experienced and powerful in their individual ways. It came down to whomever retained their mental strength under the burden of the last rotations to surpass the other.

      Succumbing to her grief over the Sentinel’s passing, Wyrhild lost, and Wulfyn’d gripped the reigns of the old male’s territory in strong claws before they lost more life to senseless infighting.

      Patrick had been relentless in helping him contain the area. The human had then taken advantage of the upheaval and challenged DarkEye, declaring a new House of Vayhalun and claiming victory, placing them as third Great House. Éorik had expected this to create unforeseen tension between the upper Houses, but they’d settled into an immediate calm. It filtered down into the Lesser Houses and then into the populace, shifting them from survival mode into a sense of normalcy.

      Beowyn had not publicly commented on the outcome, choosing instead to allow his lack of action to speak for itself. Éorik could tell from the way he’d embraced his human-kin during their rushed breakfast he was relieved Sjörn’s lands and people now rested in the male’s pale, clawless hands.

      Sìne had been vocal in her condemnation, fear for her cousin causing her to yell and lash out when he refused to rest after being torn, bitten and pounded during the bout. She’d only been silenced once Éorik had taken her aside. ‘Patrick cannot rest. Now is not the time.’ He’d cupped her face to still her frightened judders. They had begun once she’d seen the male return from the outskirts sticky with gore and delirious from blood loss. ‘He has responsibilities. He is needed by his people, who as we speak, suffer.’

      ‘He’s hurt.’ She clutched at his rough hands with her cold ones. They huddled against the far wall of an alcove. ‘He needs to be stitched up. Medicated and fed soup, not running around playing solider.’ She’d looked miserable once she’d said it.

      ‘It was his choice to fight for a place here. He has earned the admiration of the Great One’s legions and filled the place of a beloved fallen leader.’ He kissed her brow when she paled at the memory of Sjörn. ‘Respect that. Honour him with your trust.’

      It had cost her to bite back her frustration. She’d managed a tight smile when a cleansed, grim-faced Patrick clad in a freshly made battlesuit left to see to the rebuilding of his domain. The human’s dedication had increased the Verak’s love of their human residents. Sìne had won a place in their hearts by her care of the orphans, and now she was no longer called by her formal title of Queen, but Great Lady, the honorific bestowed on the female who had stood strong while her mate saw to his duty.

      Much of the early revival efforts had been focused on rescuing those trapped in the rural dens, and seeing to the dead unwillingly entombed in sarcophagi of stone. Their remains were incinerated and sent to their waiting kin for burial rites. Workers had been drafted in from the quadrants that could spare them to begin clearing the mounds of rubble and Paladin’s had already restored order to the rife lawlessness that had overcome the shadier parts of the planet. The People’s Guard grieved the loss of Sjörn but behaved admirably by following his human successor’s dictates without too much backlash, allowing the male leeway to learn the codes of conduct and inner political workings.

      The Rä spaceship had left but Lumen and her family had stayed. Beowyn had openly wept when Venomous attached himself to his side and assisted him in clearing the People’s House so they might retrieve Sjörn’s remains. Cobra went out into the brush with the hunt master to find fresh meat under Aled’s guidance to ensure the people remained well fed, and Fiercely became Lumen’s shadow, helping her and Sìne find placements for the orphans and assist those who’d lost their homes or near all their kin to the storms.

      While the unfortunate tourists had been escorted off planet, and previously approved travellers had their access to Vayhalun revoked for the foreseeable future, Éorik did grant approval for one landing when Glindi sought him out.

      Hel Bihter’s people headed their way. After learning he was alive, and the strange circumstances of his rescue, the First seemed to have abandoned his futile endeavour on Zoi Quay.

      Éorik supposed he should be alarmed the most powerful warriors in the universe were about to darken his precious Vayhalun in their wicked shadow, but he was tired and needed rest so badly his eyes burned.

      His stomach was sick with it.

      He flopped onto the padded mattress and pressed his knuckles into his itching eyes. The pressure didn’t help but the solid darkness they caused behind his eyelids did. Who knew you could grow to hate the light?

      A masculine throat cleared. ‘Are you well?’

      Éorik lurched up onto his elbows to see over the sprawled length of his body.

      Beowyn stood at the threshold.

      He leant against the door, arms and ankles crossed. His shadowy mane had been brushed free of taming braids and his expression was as cryptic as the sibylline gaze boring into his own.

      Rejecting the first thing that came to mind, a plea to be forgiven, Éorik nodded then sank back down. He feigned nonchalance. He let his muscles relax one by one until he felt a touch on his shin, a caress to the hypersensitive skin above his replacement.

      He exhaled in a burst, despising the way he stiffened.

      Focusing on the ceiling, he silently chanted a self affirming mantra and waited for the humiliation to be over.

      ‘It looks good.’ Beowyn knelt, eyes cast down. His hold was gentle. ‘There are no signs of rejection?’

      ‘None.’ Éorik levered up and jerked himself free. ‘I must cleanse. I smell like the back end of a goodbeast.’

      Beowyn pushed onto his feet. ‘I may join you.’

      Éorik’s stride towards the freedom of the cleansing room hitched. ‘Very well.’ He stripped. He felt eyes on his naked body as he used the waste bowl, shaking his leg as he dripped to a finish and thought he heard Beowyn mutter under his breath as he stepped into the glass cubicle and tipped his head back to walk face first into the foamy spray.

      His mind flashed to before the storm, back to his enclosure on the Rä spacecraft. The best morning of his life had been waking up with Sìne and hefting her into his arms to carry her into the cleansing pod for a steamy soak.

      Cleansing units on Vayhalun were similar if not more luxurious and the water temperatures cooler.

      Rä avoided the cold and cooler things. It slowed them. Much like heat bothered the Aztekans to the point they grew distracted. He tucked the errant thought away as something to be looked into further when he had time.

      He pressed both hands to the wall in front of him and let the spuming water wet his head and mane.

      The froth turned to clear liquid on contact with skin, nanoscopic soap agents dissolving the dirt and grime from his weary body. It melted shedding flesh and soothed irritations.

      Barely a tenth of a span passed before a furnace of heat crowded against his back. A rough hand pressed against his spine. It smoothed over the uneven skin until it reached the swell of his rump. Éorik released a dark chuckle. ‘You are speaking to me now?’ He tried to sound flippant then tried not to care when he so blatantly failed.

      The hand clenched into a fist. ‘I should not have ignored you this last cycle.’ Malty breath gusted over his ear when Beowyn hooked his chin over Éorik’s shoulder. ‘I could not sleep without seeing the male’s face. He was scared.’ His fist loosened, hand travelling around Éorik’s waist to rest on his lower stomach, sword-roughened palm flattening against quivering muscles.

      Éorik heard agonised cries if he wasn’t mindful of his thoughts, caught glimpses of phantom blood on his clean hands. ‘I would do it again.’

      ‘His cub suffered before her end. He was scared. You trampled over him to break the hope he had left.’ Beowyn rubbed Éorik’s stomach in a slow circle. ‘Then you killed him.’

      Tension knotted Éorik’s frame. He stared blindly ahead. ‘What do you expect me to say?’ It was all true. His cruelty had been a deliberate calculation to achieve his ends. ‘If you came looking for an explanation, I have none.’

      ‘You must think I do not appreciate the things you do for me.’ The hand on his stomach glided lower. The breath on his neck quickened. ‘The sacrifices you make so I need not.’

      ‘I am your Defender. You owe me nothing.’

      Fingers warm and slick with water cupped him, a powerful hand gripping his staff. ‘I want to make you feel good.’

      If only his heart did not feel like ice in his chest. If only the touch did not seem like pity for a friend instead of passion for a lover. ‘I am tired, Owyn.’

      ‘Then I will take you to the furs.’

      ‘To sleep.’ His voice was coarse, his sac heavy with need. He bit the inside of his cheek to lessen the urge to buck his hips. ‘I have a few spans rest at most before I must return to my territories.’

      Beowyn did not speak. His hand firmed its grip to move in slow, twisting pulls that made his staff dribble fluid.

      Éorik choked back a groan.

      The longer he suffered the onslaught of pleasure the flimsier his resolve.

      Since Carnival he had craved this attention. It was better than remembered and imagined. The heavy drag along his sensitive length, the tugs on his sac and the panting breath in his ear were too seductive to escape.

      He squeezed shut his eyes.

      He pretended to himself if he was at full strength he’d have the self-respect to pull away or to demand Beowyn leave.

      Knees weakening, his elbows bent until the flat muscles of his chest hit the wall. He had another flash of Sìne licking the lightly furred swells and commenting on his lack of nipples.

      Her puzzled statement had pulled a bark of laughter from him. Imagine the freakishness of it. A male with nipples. For what purpose? To wean a cub?

      Sensing his mind wandered, Beowyn bit down on his shoulder.

      Éorik jerked and gasped. His horn knocked against the wet tile and made him shiver. Vibrations tripped down its length, gathering around his skull and joining with the sensations spreading from his loins. Rumbling soothingly, Beowyn followed, his husky body flush against Éorik’s leaner one, staff hard and nudging against his behind.

      Éorik spread his thighs enough for it to slip between them and rub against his sac. The added pressure made his toes curl and his mouth spit a curse.

      ‘Still tired?’ Beowyn’s lips curved against his nape.

      ‘Let me turn.’

      ‘Quiet. Give me this.’

      Cheek pressed to the wall, Éorik spread his legs further and rocked back to thrust into the fist stroking him into a frenzy. A thumb pad teased between his buttocks. His head grew light as his blood rushed down then exploded back up to send him soaring.

      Seed jetted against the tile and flooded the unit with the scent of sex.

      ‘Thorik.’ The name tripped from his lips before he could censor himself. He swore at his own weakness. There was no point keeping anything back now. ‘Thorik of House DeepWater. His squad has been punished for leaving him behind. They were not to solely to blame, he made his own choices, but they were not guiltless either.’ Éorik pressed his forehead to his fist, racing heart slowing. ‘He came from a lesser Dyna known for its fondness of the birds that migrate to their atoll once a season.’ Though silent and still, Éorik felt emotion radiating from Beowyn. ‘I visited his mother and told of his bravery. I explained why there was no ashes to provide. His cousin was distraught.’ Éorik remembered how the gruff male had collapsed to the floor and wept, begging to be told Thorik had not suffered. Thinking of a half crushed, burnt corpse, a young face lined in agony and fear, Éorik had given what little peace he could–and lied. ‘He was much loved. Perhaps he will not be lost to his House as you feared. His spirit would have followed me home.’ Thorik would be an ancestor the descendants of DeepWater would aspire to. ‘His life giver will be cared for. I will see to it.’

      ‘It was kind–.’

      ‘Do not praise me for simple decency. I have a heart, and I am as loyal as you to the people of Vayhalun.’

      Beowyn held up his palm. The water washed away trails of creamy spend. ‘Lean on me.’ The hands that had brought him to joy now moved along his temples, seeking out the warrior braids, wrapping them around his fist until he reached their end. He removed them with tender care, taking time to massage Éorik’s scalp until he was boneless. A kiss was dropped to the side of his throat. ‘Out.’ Spoken with the implicit expectation of being obeyed. ‘Sleep, and we will finish this later.’

      Éorik did not argue.

      Dried and just about clinging to consciousness, he dove onto the mattress and shoved his arms under the cold and plump pillow.

      The bed dipped under his hip.

      A bearded mouth scraped over his cheek, and then he knew no more.

      When his eyes next opened, heavy-lidded with aborted slumber, he tensed, mind reaching for an explanation as to the hot weight pressing on his back. He inhaled then relaxed. Beowyn had wrapped around him, face mashed into the back of his head, wheezy snores disturbing the fur on Éorik’s nape.

      He twisted his head so he could watch the male sleep.

      So many times had he dreamed of this exact scenario. He found it strange while one of his many fantasies concerning Beowyn became reality, he longed for a smaller, softer body to be curled into his front as the larger, firmer one snored at his back.

      With a start he realised the razored breathing had ended.

      Argent pupils regarded him, their five points sharpening as they focused. ‘Gratitude for saving my life.’

      Éorik double blinked. Echoes of the terror he’d experienced seeing Beowyn trapped under the stone made his heart thump. ‘Think nothing of it.’

      Scrubbing a paw over his face, Beowyn yawned. He shook himself then curled up into a seated position. ‘I came here to say exactly this. I had not meant to dally.’ His mouth quirked. ‘You distracted me with play and a nap.’

      ‘We should return to our duties.’

      ‘My Orik.’ Features drawing into a glower, Beowyn gripped the back of his neck. ‘Stop running away.’

      ‘It is not I who ran from these last times, Owyn.’

      ‘Perhaps. Face me as an equal now, then. As my friend and lover. Listen to what I say. It is a struggle to admit.’

      ‘I always listen,’ Éorik protested.

      ‘I never said it because I believed you knew it. This last moontide, I saw clearly my mistakes. When we were lost in the storm, I feared I would never get to tell you what lies in my heart.’

      ‘Owyn, you do not have to–.’

      ‘Let me say it.’ He shook his head, expression wry as though dissatisfied. ‘You are the best male I know. I am honoured you have chosen to spend your life in service of mine. It is a blessing to have you with me, and while my actions of late may have caused you pain, you must know I cherish the joy and happiness you have brought my One and our cub. It gives me peace to know should the worst befall me Vayhalun has your strength to protect it.’ He shifted his hold, fingers digging into Éorik’s shoulder above his spur, thumb idly rubbing his collarbone. ‘I task you. I am erratic, brash, arrogant and oftentimes out of my depths yet you are always there with me.’

      Éorik couldn’t bear to meet his gaze. He swallowed thickly. ‘That will never change. No matter what I will always be with you.’ Even when he and Sìne no longer sought his company in their play.

      Tutting, Beowyn leant over and kissed him.

      Éorik was too thunderstruck to reciprocate. He found grounding in the mire of hot confusion and pulled free. ‘I–.’ Another kiss, and this one lasted longer and included the Great One thrusting his tongue so deeply and wetly, their joint groan echoed.

      Trembling, Éorik jerked his face away. ‘Owyn.’ His voice hardened. ‘We should dress and–.’

      ‘We have the rest of the day to ourselves. I have seen to it. Sìne will join us soon enough.’

      At the thought of his fierce human lover sliding into bed with them, Éorik’s staff throbbed. ‘But we are needed.’

      ‘My One once said the only person I am indispensable to is her.’ Beowyn grinned lopsidedly. ‘I will deny it if you tell her I said it, but she was right. We three are indispensable to each other, and we are wearing thin.’

      Nausea rolled through Éorik. ‘Spare me your pity.’ He hitched up his knee and gestured to his foot. ‘It is fine.’

      ‘You misunderstand me. You think I’m saying this out of guilt because you were wounded. You think my feelings, this need in my blood for you is fleeting.’ Beowyn shifted until they were nose to nose. ‘I will be even plainer. I want you, me and Sìne to spend the night together.’ He eyes softened, voice husky. ‘This night and all those after it.’

      Éorik stared. ‘But I offered you myself and you told me to get out.’

      Recognition sparked in Beowyn’s eyes. He opened his mouth, expression darkening, but then stopped, catching himself on the exhale. ‘You refuse to listen. This talk is no longer doing any good. I shall wait for Sìne to deal with you.’ He sent him a look that suggested he’d need a great deal of luck to survive that encounter.

      ‘When have you ever not told me what is on your mind? You think I can’t take it?’ He kept his tone even. ‘Say what you have to say, Owyn.’

      ‘I try to move us to a different place. To tell you how I feel. Why should I bother when you seem indifferent?’

      Indifferent? ‘Do you forget I tried too? Tell me how my getting down on my knees and sucking you was not me showing you how I felt.’ He smacked aside the hand clamped on his shoulder. He swung his legs over the side of the sleeping platform and dropped his head into his hands. His chest heaved as he fought to control his anger, his insides quivered with the fear he’d say too little and too much. ‘Tell me how you enjoyed the distraction, but it changed nothing, so you sent me on my way because I dared take something you reached for.’

      ‘That selfish, mindless thing you did at Paniki?’

      Éorik’s head whipped around. ‘Selfish?’

      ‘I longed for my One. You did what you did to make yourself feel better. It had nothing to do with expressing deeper feelings.’ Beowyn looked vexed. ‘I was not at my best and it is not fair for you to use that against me.’

      Solars of frustration floated into Éorik’s throat in fat bubbles. He erupted into violence, kicking out with the intention to hurt, so Beowyn would be serious and stop crushing his will to exist amidst the agony of unrequited love.

      But ThunderClaw was King, fast and powerful. Nimbly avoiding the kick, he clasped Éorik’s thigh, used his foot to unbalance them, took the fall, rolled and straddled his prey.

      Hands pinned at his sides with his knees, Éorik struggled.

      Beowyn’s eyes dragged down the long, lean body writhing beneath him. ‘You forget yourself.’

      Éorik froze.

      He’d tried to strike the King.

      ‘Now there is doubt in your eyes,’ Beowyn said.

      ‘You are right to remind me of my place.’ Éorik’s lips felt numb.

      Beowyn’s mouth twisted. ‘Now you fail me. Why infer a rebuke as my meaning?’ Entangled as they were, a hard rock of his pelvis drove home a point Éorik’d unconsciously strived to miss. ‘I sit atop you, my cock hard, and you believe I think of rank?’ His face lowered. ‘For solars, I waited. Bedding you was a fantasy, one the pleasure couch and I indulged in with relish.’ His stormy glare melted into silver sunshine. ‘Never did I imagine you would lower yourself to love me.’

      Éorik recoiled. ‘Lower myself.’

      ‘Lah, my Éorik. Even had I been brave enough to fight for you, I feared you would deliver me a fatal blow.’

      ‘Fatal blow? I do not know of what you speak. I would never.’

      ‘Indifference.’ He pressed their foreheads together. ‘Your indifference would have broken my heart. I could tell you how many times I looked into your eyes and searched for a glimmer of what I felt. I saw nothing. I could reveal all the times I bedded a lover with you at my side, and wondered if that would be the time you reached for me. You never lifted a finger. I could speak of the times I lay awake in the midst of my harem and fought the urge to scream and scream, your name a curse and a prayer from my lips. Not once did you come.’ He panted slightly. ‘I could tell you of a thousand instances and a thousand ways I contrived to have you near me because parting from you wounded me.’ Beowyn took Éorik’s hand in his own, fingers strong and hard. His grip was sure. Steady. ‘How could the Great One make himself vulnerable to one so proud?’

      ‘You waited for me to….’ Éorik thought his heart would bleed from his eyes.

      ‘Finally. He listens.’

      ‘You have no idea how many times I wanted to be honest with you,’ Éorik blurted. ‘Sometimes the words would crawl up my throat but I imagined how the conversation would go, telling you of the things I wanted to be to you, do for you and to you, and I convinced myself you would scorn me.’

      Beowyn studied him. ‘I understand.’

      ‘I thought it would be better to remain silent. I had my place, you yours. That certainty was all I had.’

      ‘This, too, I understand.’

      ‘You bedded many.’

      ‘So did you.’

      ‘Took so many concubines.’

      Beowyn shrugged. ‘I am lusty.’

      Verak did not simply dispose of lovers once they were done with them.

      Jealousy flared. Face hot, Éorik glared. ‘You took males.’ A senseless accusation he spoke nonetheless.

      ‘That remind me of you,’ Beowyn said gently, knowing to highlight the obvious would embarrass him. ‘Did you never wonder why Ryki acts the way he does in your presence? You are nothing but respectful toward him. He saw it from the first.’ Beowyn flexed his fingers, bringing attention to their connection, how their calloused palms fit. ‘He saw, and he hated you.’

      ‘Sìne,’ Éorik mumbled, elated for himself and furious on another’s behalf. What about her? She who had come so far with little and asked even less. ‘Your One.’ Did he forget his promise to her?

      Beowyn pulled back, his smile blinding. ‘Is she not best?’

      He hesitated, not wanting to hurt the one he’d protected all these years. ‘She claims love for me.’

      ‘Of course.’ A crooked smile, exasperation pulling his mouth and adoration crinkling his eyes.

      Éorik jolted.

      ‘You are the most capable male I know.’ Beowyn spoke softly. ‘But in this matter, you are lost. So I am telling you the answer you need.’ He held his gaze. ‘You are her One.’

      Gut punched, Éorik’s breath left him in a grunt. His mouth formed words but he made not a sound. He felt too big for the universe as the truth swelled through him. He felt too small for Beowyn, who loomed above him like some benevolent god handing out joy. His body trembled uncontrollably as pent up sorrow and anger drained from his soul.

      All the while, his King held him down, his eyes kind and his grip strong.

      Éorik shuddered, gasped, and for just a moment more the doubt, fear and resentment turned his eyes black before the darkness shattered. Brilliant colour burned brightly, twin disks of copper, gold and bronze, brimming with the joy he could not speak.
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      Beowyn couldn’t help but laugh his wild laugh at his lover’s slack expression.

      Éorik stared, enraptured.

      He curled in at the middle, greedy hands tangling in the waves of Beowyn’s dark mane to yank him closer.

      His hungry mouth attacked.

      There were no clothes to impede Beowyn’s exploration of his Commander’s muscled flesh. Nothing to stop the rough friction of their fur or the musky heat seeping from light to dark skin.

      He rubbed against Éorik fundament.

      The male bucked, eyes wide and expression incredulous.

      ‘I am no concubine.’ Beowyn grinned, playful and wicked. He nipped at Éorik’s sculpted mouth.

      With a shy smile, Éorik bit back, soothing the faint hurt with his tongue. His eyes flicked to the side, flaring hotly. ‘Your One watches.’

      ‘I know.’ Dropping a kiss to the unexpectedly silky length of a rumbling throat, Beowyn pulled away and pushed onto his knees. For a moment, he grew distracted. Éorik made a tempting sight. His broad chest heaved from his exertions and sweat gathered at his temples, dampening his white hair and turning it silver. ‘Come here, Sìne.’

      She fluttered her hands in the air. ‘I do no want to intrude.’

      ‘I said–’ his head turned, pewter eyes flashing with impatience, ‘–come here.’

      Tread unsteady, Sìne hesitantly started forward. She sped up and clambered onto the big sleeping mat. She paused and shuddered before crawling closer. Her black pupils were glazed voids and her lips red from biting.

      The pulse at her neck jumped.

      Éorik snagged her wrist and dragged her the remaining distance until she was sandwiched between them.

      This suited Beowyn well.

      He purred and rubbed his face against her exposed throat.

      Éorik did something splendid with the hand that lowered out of sight because she began uttering soft, mewling noises which made Beowyn’s staff threaten to erupt.

      He gripped himself at the base until the urge passed.

      ‘I have heard tales.’ Éorik growled in her ear. ‘The palace guards say you were fierce during the storms.’ He kissed the curve of her chin then bit it. ‘They say you were a protector.’

      She blushed. ‘I did what I had to.’

      He shook his head once. ‘You were a defender and a warrior.’

      ‘We are so proud of you,’ Beowyn murmured kissing her shoulder.

      ‘It’s what you would have done.’ She panted lustily when Éorik’s hand moved rougher on her. Her fingers entwined with his but didn’t change the tempo of the touch. She made a soft noise. ‘I was afraid if I failed, you’d hate me.’

      Éorik sent Beowyn an anguished look. He returned his gaze to Sìne, grasping her chin to hold her face still. ‘How could you think this?’

      ‘There is nothing you could do that would make us turn from you.’ Beowyn cuddled her from behind. ‘Nothing.’

      She was his greatest treasure.

      Beowyn now realised he’d loved Éorik all his life, but the awakening he’d experienced when he was little more than a cub was different to the roaring blaze of passion, respect and devotion he felt for his human mate.

      His Commander was as enamoured.

      Sìne’s chin wobbled, and she blinked to clear the liquid welling in her eyes. ‘Thank you. I tried really, really hard.’

      ‘You prevailed.’ Beowyn pulled her top off her head while Éorik slid her leathers off her hips. He cupped a buttock. Squeezed. ‘Do you like that?’

      ‘I do,’ Éorik muttered.

      Beowyn chuckled. ‘I was not asking you, but it is good to know you are enjoying yourself as much as I am.’ He palmed the small mounds gracing  Sìne’s chest and licked at the spray of toasted freckles on the slope of her shoulder.

      Her nipples stabbed his palms.

      Moaning, she arched and rolled her hips. ‘Feels like a dream.’

      ‘We are very real,’ Éorik whispered. He claimed her mouth in a savage kiss.

      Beowyn finished removing her leathers and smoothed his hands over the slender, yet shapely line of her thigh. She claimed herself too skinny, but he found her supple limbs graceful, her faint curves provocative and teasing.

      She turned to kiss him, and he used her distraction to hook his arms under her legs, and pinion her knees in the crook of his inner elbows.

      It opened her thighs wide, presenting her cunt for his shaft, and gave access to their husband to kiss and bite at her buttocks. She squirmed as Éorik slid down, his rough tongue lapping at the furled hole between the soft globes. ‘Oh, God. Stop that. No, wait. Okay, don’t stop.’ A crimson flush spread across her chest and neck. ‘It’s wicked, but feels too good to stop.’

      Smiling, Beowyn caught her slack mouth and flicked her tongue with the tip of his. Her lips were soft and plump. She tasted of honeyed cream. He adored kissing her. She always seemed shocked and eager.

      Sìne twined her arms around his neck, stretching, arching her back and grinding her hips. ‘Owyn,’ she breathed.

      ‘Keep her there.’ Éorik slithered down the mattress. He flung open the chest at the foot of the sleeping platform and rummaged around.

      He returned with a fist-sized phial of bluish oil that smelt of delicate spice as he warmed it on the pads of his fingers.

      They disappeared to slip over to the place his tongue had laved.

      Breaking free of Beowyn’s kiss, Sìne panted. Her nails dug into the nape of his neck. ‘I can no understand why that feels so good. It did no feel this way when Liam and I tried–.’

      ‘Do not say his name.’ Beowyn took a moment to compose himself.

      Sìne watched him with narrowed eyes. ‘Horrible thinking of me fucking someone else, aye?’

      Just like that, the fury inside him died. He levelled her a whimsical look. ‘Such a clever mouth. I have yet to fuck it.’

      She bit her lip, trying to look offended but her eyes twinkled, and her mouth twitched. ‘You’re all talk.’

      Éorik hooked his chin over her shoulder. ‘Are you sure it is wise to bait him?’ He growled when her body stiffened then melted.

      ‘One of you kiss me.’ She gasped, head lolling. ‘Now. Right now.’

      Beowyn obliged, the heavy burn in his sac intensifying at the sight, sounds and scents of their lust. He lifted his head from the drugging kiss when her body jolted, a hard, pounding rhythm knocking her into his torso.

      Éorik was buried inside her, rutting into her with single-minded intensity.

      Beowyn cupped her breasts and thumbed her nipples. He kissed her throat and bit her ear. He revelled in her gasps and moans, the sounds spurring his movements and ushering his imminent release. Forgetting all thoughts of waiting to lie her down and take her on her back, he hoisted her up and curled his hips to press the swollen head of his staff against the wet vent at the heart of her vivid pink flesh.

      When he felt her body sway on Éorik’s retreat, he pushed himself inside the strangling channel with a single, powerful thrust, penetrating to her deepest depths. Her sheath gripped him in hot wetness, and his sac drew high against his body.

      Éorik shoved back inside, and all three of them cried out.

      His passion-glazed gaze met his Commander’s brightly burning one. After a quick kiss over his One’s face–the sight of them embracing never failing to drive her to the brink–they set a hard, unforgiving pace, slaking themselves on her body with near bruising force.

      Sine raked her nails over his back and uttered breathless, husky pleas for more. She demanded they move faster; they obeyed. She begged them to fuck her harder; they rammed into her until she all but crawled out of her skin.

      ‘Sìne.’ Éorik’s fluid thrusts devolved into mindless jerking. ‘Dah, I come.’ Head dropping back, he groaned throatily and plunged himself inside her to the root, his grip hard on her hips.

      ‘Orik.’ Sìne rocked her hips, short, frantic motions that spoke of her need.

      Licking his lips, eyes heavy-lidded, Éorik slipped free with a reluctant hiss. He stared at his seed dripping from her behind. ‘What a lovely sight.’ He twisted onto his back, and pushed his head past Sìne’s knees, inside the triangle of space between their spread thighs.

      He licked the place where shuttling cock met stretched cunt.

      Sìne’s body bowed. ‘I–I’m going to come. Please. Please make me come.’

      Beowyn groaned. ‘Bring me, sweet puss.’ His hand kneaded her buttock then his claws scored against Éorik’s chest. ‘Our husband craves my seed in you. Will you not please him?’ He bent his head to croon in her ear. ‘He likes the taste. Will you not sate him?’

      ‘Jesus Christ. Fuck me.’

      Holding her steady, he powered into her. Her bottom smacked against his thighs, and the sting merely enhanced the sensations shooting down his stem and gathering at the base of his spine, a roiling inferno of tingly heat. Her body clenched in a violent spasm. Sheath swelling in a damp burst of musky cream; she clamped down on his staff.

      She whimpered and bit his neck.

      The crackle of pain shunted him over the glorious precipice, and his sac squeezed and pulsed as Éorik dragged the flat of his rough tongue over the sensitive wrinkles. Face creased in agonised ecstasy, Beowyn’s cock erupted, the pumps of his hips mirroring the blissful emptying of his loins.

      They collapsed into a knot of trembling limbs and heaving chests.

      On the bottom of the pile, Éorik grunted. He shoved their groins off his face then curled himself around them.

      Beowyn shifted to draw him closer. He draped his arm over Sìne’s quivering, sweaty back, and grinned with all the love in his heart.
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      Sìne sat between them, the sheets pooled at her waist. The mounds of her lovely breasts were bare, rosy nipples still hard, freckled skin flush and dewy.

      Beowyn thought their darker skin seemed richer by contrast. His bright gaze regarded his mates with naked adoration and lust. So beautiful; hard and soft, light and dark, rough and smooth. He was uniquely blessed.

      ‘Uh, we’re, um, together then?’ Sìne fiddled with the chain at her neck. ‘Forever? That is what this means?’

      Éorik clasped her free hand in his, and, still so wary, glanced at his King.

      Beowyn laughed softly.

      A shadow passed across Éorik’s face.

      Within a heartbeat, he’d masked it, but his hand clenched around Sìne’s.

      Chin wobbling, she managed better, eyes defiant and mean. ‘It’s no funny. This is no the time for your jokes.’

      ‘Lah, my One. In time, you will look back and laugh.’ He kissed her nose and had to force himself not to lick the splatter of tawny dots there. ‘You will remember how unsure you are of what we are, look at me, and question how you could ever doubt.’

      She eyed him askance. ‘You’re quiet,’ she grouched at Éorik. ‘Help me.’

      ‘With what?’ His thumb moving over the back of her hand. He lifted it to his lips for a kiss. ‘What more can I ask for from my One,’ a wonder-filled glance at Beowyn, ‘than you already have?’

      Watching them, Beowyn bit back his mirth as it distressed them so.

      Overwhelmed, they were not as insightful at that moment as he. The perfection of their triad escaped them.

      Éorik, rigid in his discipline and strict upbringing could not ask his husband for what he wanted, emotionally crippled and unable to push for attention, but Sìne was his mouthpiece. His female longed for his respect and affection, but was scarred, and saw Éorik as a safe harbour from which to explore someone she perceived as unknown territory. Perhaps she always would. Beowyn was all right with it. He did not want to fix them or change them because to him they were perfect in their imperfection. His affection for them was unconditional. You did not love a person to change them. You loved their weakness as fiercely as you loved their strength. He loved his Commander. He loved his One, wanted her beyond anything sane, and would push her beyond it had Éorik not been there to absorb the brunt of his passion. A hard male body which craved his untamed lust, and would emerge from the battle unscathed. Yes, Sìne could handle the beast in him, but it pleased him to protect and cosset her. She may not need it as much as time passed, might rail against his refusal to give her nothing but his softer side, but she would humour him because she loved him. And he? He received Éorik’s steadfast devotion, his endless support and protection. He was King ThunderClaw, the Great One, Alpha to his people, but in his heart, he lowered to bended knee for his Commander.

      Beowyn had a family. Love. His people were safe and rebuilt Vayhalun, their faith in him unshakable. His Dyna renewed and revived, hailed as the greatest to have been. A bright and beautiful future with their cub and more offspring to follow loomed ahead.

      They wondered why he laughed?

      Joy filled the heart of him to bursting.

      Beowyn took Sìne’s hand. ‘I am your husband.’ He faced Éorik and tugged his horn. ‘I am your husband.’

      ‘I am your wife.’ Sìne’s smile for him blinding. She faced Éorik. ‘And I–.’

      ‘Wait.’

      Sìne flinched, stricken.

      Éorik shook his head. ‘Before we pledge ourselves, I must tell you something.’ His eyes darted to Beowyn, wide and ringed with fear. ‘Something that happened when I was a cub.’

      Breath hitching in his chest, the darkness of the past a heavy breath against his ruffled nape, Beowyn took his hand. ‘We must tell you.’

      Sìne rubbed her upper arms, little bumps appearing on her skin. ‘This is about the scars. The ones on your back.’

      Éorik’s jaw clenched to a brutal line of tension. His gaze fixed on the middle distance. ‘House SnowBlade has always been tied to ThunderClaw.’

      ‘Of course, we were the first to break tradition. We were rivals.’ Beowyn’s tone was fond. ‘Cubs who circled each other like feral beasts.’ He rubbed Éorik’s rough knuckles. ‘I knew we were supposed to be friends but,’ his voice lowered, and he nudged Sìne, ‘I thought him too uptight to be worthy of my notice. Yet I hounded him.’

      ‘Constantly.’ Éorik snorted. ‘Because I did not wish to play Volant with you?’

      ‘I wanted your attention. The others succumbed to my charm. You held yourself apart.’

      ‘I had my reasons.’

      ‘That you did.’

      Éorik glanced at their female. Torment darkened his gold pupils. ‘My father was known as a powerful male, an honourable male. My mother–.’ Éorik’s mouth opened but nothing came out.

      ‘She was known as an incomparable beauty.’ Beowyn looked at his One. ‘Beauty which disguised a terrible sickness.’

      Sìne’s eyes darted between them. They gleamed with tears. ‘She hit you.’

      Beowyn wished he could say yes and let that be the end of it.

      ‘That was my father.’ Éorik rolled his shoulders. Wiped at his thigh. ‘I told him the things she did to me.’

      Beowyn gripped his hand crushingly tight. He hoped the pain would keep the male here in the present–safe with them.

      ‘His father beat him,’ he gritted. ‘His cub had revealed his mother touched him in ways she should not touch any cub let alone her own. He reacted in a way no protector should.’

      ‘I never spoke of it again. My father spread about that I was a liar so no one would have believed me even if I had tried. I was considered a strange youngling, and had no friends.’ He shrugged, eyes cast down. ‘One day, I was in my den, and she found me.’

      ‘Our fathers met to discuss business. Their plans changed, and they returned early. I accompanied them.’ Beowyn interrupted because Éorik had lost so much colour, he seemed near to swooning. ‘I grew bored with their discourse and decided to harass the one I pretended not to notice.’ Beowyn heaved a breath. ‘I saw what she was doing. I saw his face.’ He stared at his One and wondered what she’d think of him once all was told. ‘I used my claws intending to tear out her throat.’

      Sìne did not move, barely breathed.

      ‘But I was a cub, and it wasn’t enough. She attacked me.’

      ‘When her back was turned, I helped finish what he started.’ Éorik’s voice was flat, dead.

      ‘We did not stop until she was strewn across the room in pieces.’ Beowyn shuddered at the memory. ‘A servant found us and fell into hysteria, drawing the rest of the den.’ He’d shook when his father had entered the room, standing in front of Éorik in an attempt to shield him from what he thought would be a fatal punishment. ‘I refused to cower. I told my father what I’d seen.’

      ‘My father went mad. He said it was a lie. Said that Beowyn lied.’ While recounting the evils done to him, he’d shown no emotion. Now, speaking of his sire condemning Beowyn as dishonourable, Éorik sounded outraged.

      ‘The marks on Éorik’s body spoke for themselves for no cub deserves such a cruel lashing. It mattered not in any case. My father saw us and knew the truth. He looked upon his friend, what remained of his mate and recoiled.’

      ‘They fought.’ Éorik appeared distant, lost in the memory. ‘It was the first time I had seen such a battle.’

      Beowyn nodded. He too recalled the shock of it; the barbarity of friends fighting to the death. ‘ThunderClaw bested SnowBlade, and it was over.’

      ‘Until I grew old enough to challenge the males of my House and lead it,’ Éorik finished. ‘They knew what was happening. I saw it in their eyes.’

      Sìne hadn’t moved. Her face was white as bone, and when Beowyn took her hand, he found it icy. ‘My one?’

      ‘You should have made her suffer.’

      ‘We were young and scared.’ He remembered the soft flesh shredding through his claws, the heat of sticky blood on his lips and fangs. ‘We succumbed to our basest instincts.’

      ‘You took care of each other.’ Sìne’s gaze bored into Éorik. ‘You think this changes how I feel?’

      ‘How can it not?’ He twisted his face away, eyes closing.

      ‘I am your wife.’ Gentle fingers turned his face back to her. ‘I love you, and I am your wife.’

      ‘Lah.’ His voice was hoarse. He lowered his forehead to press hers. ‘I wanted to hate you. I could not. I thought you were going to take everything from me–that you were going to take him. The one who had always been there. I feared you. So much, I tried to seduce you, thinking if I made you prey, he would no longer deem you special. Then I was stranded with Fergie.’ Tremors rippled through his body. ‘Through her, I came to see that you were not an enemy to defeat, but a gift to cherish. Your every smile and touch cleansed her taint. The way you care for your…for our cub. It healed me.’ His smile trembled. ‘But of course, for I am your One. I believe it destined.’

      She gripped his arms. ‘Oh!’ Her jittery gaze sought Beowyn and turned watery when he nodded his agreement.

      ‘You may not have known it,’ Éorik continued, ‘but you do now. Now you must accept that you belong with us–you are our equal. See yourself as I see you.’

      ‘As we see you,’ said Beowyn gruffly.

      Sìne threw her arms around them in turn. She sat back on her heels, wiping at her eyes. ‘I understand now why Anja was upset.’ She told them of the rapists and her judgement. They had already known, praised her between themselves, but had not wanted to upset her by stirring the memory of the kill. ‘I did no realise how deeply it affected her. She remembered that awful time.’

      ‘It was my first Act as Great One to impose death for rapists. It is a harsh law and the only death penalty on Vayhalun. Never will I change it.’

      ‘What if someone is falsely accused?’ Sìne threw Éorik an apologetic look. She likely thought of his father’s accusations of falsehood. ‘It does happen from time to time.’

      ‘If the Paladins are approached, the claim is investigated.’ Éorik kissed her palm, reassuring her he was fine. ‘We use memory analysis to determine guilt.’

      She grimaced. ‘But you allow for on the spot execution. I did it, and I have to deal with it, but it does no sit easily with me how I judged him without waiting for an explanation.’

      ‘Was there anything he could say that would stay your hand for hurting a cub that way?’

      She swallowed and shook her head.

      ‘There was no mistaking what you walked in upon. Even those who play rough have rules.’ Beowyn lifted his chin. ‘Those who play such games in my palace in full view during a crisis are either stupid or looking for death. My stance on the matter is well known and not to be contested.’

      He held her gaze, issuing a statement and a warning.

      On this matter, he would never bend.

      Eyes cloudy with shadows, she jerked her head in a nod.

      ‘I was born strong. Like my father, I had charm enough to do well but be nothing more than House lead, a minor alpha. After what happened with Éorik, to keep him safe, I needed to be best at everything. The best of all males. I clawed my way to the top, and I will fight till my last breath to stay there.’ His breathing was laboured. ‘I feel I need to do this to keep him, you and our cub safe.’ He paused to itch the base of his horn self-consciously, surprised at how much he had revealed to her. It felt good. She was strong enough to carry the load with him. ‘You once asked if I resented shouldering such responsibility. Remember? Well, the truth is I must be best. I will never let go of that control. This will be who I am until I die.’

      Sìne placed a palm on each of their chests. ‘You accept me as I am. My sarcasm, my moods, my family. God knows I will always do the same for you. Nothing you’ve told me changes that.’

      ‘That is all I needed to hear.’ The Commander had returned to his rich, nut-brown colouring. His throat bobbed. ‘Sìne, I am your husband.’ His voice quavered then firmed when he cleared his throat, a sweet smile breaking across his handsome face. ‘Owyn, I am your husband. I–.’

      A pounding came at the door, then it flung open.

      Sìne fumbled to cover their nakedness. ‘Rowan!’

      Catching her to his chest, Beowyn clamped her arms down to stop her fussing and nipped at her mouth.

      He was not ashamed of his body.

      Those who saw Éorik naked were blessed, and his One’s figure was slim, but strong and flexible and all freckled smoothness–a delight to behold.

      In any case, his human-kin was obviously too preoccupied to notice their magnificence. His gaze didn’t even linger on their dangly bits.

      ‘Is she here?’ Rowan’s head snapped side to side, eyes scanning. ‘Is wee bit in here with you?’

      ‘Of course, she’s no. You think we’d cavort around with her in the same room? I can no believe you think so little of us that you….’ Sìne’s ranting stalled, the bedsheets gripped in now whitened fists. ‘What do you mean is she in here? I left her with you playing Venturesome.’

      When the male ran a trembling hand over his face, Beowyn tensed. ‘When last did you see her?’

      ‘She went with Patrick for supper.’ Rowan dragged the hand through his hair. ‘He turned to plate her some cake, turned back and she was gone.’

      Letting Sìne slip from his crushing embrace, a cold, bottomless kind of fear settling on his chest, Beowyn surged onto his feet and searched for clothes.

      Éorik turned to Sìne. ‘There are works happening, and it is dangerous, but most know her on sight.’ He slid off the sleeping platform. ‘She will be okay, but it is best we locate our little one.’

      Bouncing until she reached the edge of the mattress, Sìne jumped down, struggling to get into her tight leathers. ‘Go. Look. I’m right behind you.’
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      Beowyn and Éorik peeled off in different directions, calling to Fergie, Patrick and Rowan with them.

      Concubines flitted here and there, more like irritating, twittering birds than help as most of them wandered the halls wailing in distress, but I was grateful for their eyes and ears nonetheless.

      Warrior Rä prowled about the place with their forked, blue-black tongues flickering, trying to taste her.

      Fiercely cursed between explaining her scent was layered and embedded after spending her playtimes exploring her new home. Humid breezes from the wide open spaces confused any fresher trails they were able to discover. ‘Rök lairs are enclosed. The landscape of  home world hot and unchanging.’ He hissed and glared out the broad and high open window. Sea spray drifted into the hallway as the ocean crashed into the rocks below. ‘Tracking is easier. Spoor is untampered or contaminated for spans.’

      Sensing my growing anxiety, he stressed they scented no fear in the place she was last seen. It reinforced the assumption Fergie slipped away from her uncle on purpose, a child’s game, rather than having been taken by surprise and kidnapped. It relieved me of the sick twist in my gut every parent gets when their child vanishes.

      The lack of information and news of any sightings had me edging closer towards hysteria. I swallowed to clear my throat, clogged with silent sobs. ‘Is Cobra helping?’

      ‘We hoped the hatchling was close. Cobra stayed to comfort Bravest, as he tasted our worry and began to fret. We will need him if Fergie remains gone too long.’ He hesitated then patted my head. ‘My nest-mate is good at tracking. He is a Master Hunter of Northern Province. He will find her if we do not.’ His inky black gaze settled beyond me, and his harsh features softened.

      Lumen crawled on all fours. The woman looked at furniture and architecture standing high enough a three-year-old might hide or be trapped beneath it. ‘I’ll share my secret alien chocolate stash with you,’ she crooned into the cracks and crannies.

      Half an hour since Patrick raised the alarm came and went. With no sight of my daughter, busy servants were ordered to pause their duties and assist the frantic search. Paladins had scoured the private gardens but widened their search to the public grounds. Visiting labourers were directed to work with caution as a missing child might come to harm if she touched dangerous equipment, and advised against approaching Fergie unless she was in imminent peril. They were to contact the nearest Paladin and report on her location. I didn’t want her frightened, and my Verak husbands didn’t want stranger hands on their cub.

      During the first hour, my worry plateaued at a manageable level. The palace bastion was immense; a multi-storey sprawl dug into the atoll mountainside. I decided Fergie had gone exploring and gotten lost or was absorbed in playing within a cubby out of sight. I wanted her found, but it was not as desperate a situation as when we’d crashed on the jungle planet.

      She was just misplaced, not alone on a hostile alien world with no protector.

      I ended up with Aled’s apartments with the man himself, calling for my daughter. I promised she wasn’t in trouble and prayed to whatever gods could hear that she truly wasn’t.

      The room held traces of Aled’s natural, zesty scent. I moved from the seating area into the sleeping chamber, my rising panic levels briefly stalled, replaced by confusion. Aled’s scuffed boots were under Rowan’s dark brown leathers, their tunics crumpled together.

      I stared blankly then noticed other personal belongings mingled in casual, careless harmony.

      SonComs on each side table.

      A half-drunken glass of water on one, matching pitcher on the other.

      One set of pillows was stacked higher than the others; the other set angled as if the user had cuddled into the other person’s side, or lounged across their torso. Both sides of the bedding were dishevelled.

      I smelled traces of Aled, but I realised I detected Rowan’s tangy peppermint odour blended in there too.

      ‘Oh,’ I breathed.

      Becoming aware I loitered in the middle of the room instead of ransacking the place, Aled opened his mouth to ask what was wrong.

      His gaze swung to follow the path of mine, and he closed his mouth. He blinked. His fingers scrabbled as if trying to pluck an explanation from the air, a waxy flush spreading under a face that had bled into a colourless mask. He snatched up the clothes bundle and stuffed them into a trunk at the base of the bed. He dragged the sheets up then grabbed the things scattered over the bedside table. He darted back and forth, working himself into a state as he had no place to hide them when my feet moved. I put a gentle hand on his heaving shoulders. When he didn’t shrug me off, I hugged his heavyset middle, laying my head on his broad back, waiting for him to be ready.

      His chest depressed in one long exhalation. He slumped. He patted my folded hands resting on the slight paunch of his abdomen. ‘Cait was my world. She was.’

      My heart throbbed. ‘I know.’

      ‘I wanted to go home after we buried her. Back to Wales.’ He turned around to face me. Redness rimmed his blue eyes. ‘But the clan shattered. I didn’t think any of us would survive the loss. Fergus retreated further into himself. Patrick was off on deployment. You were in secondary school, too young to bear the burden of grief for the whole family. Hell, most days, I feared a hard wind would carry Rowan off.’ He shut his eyes then rubbed them hard. ‘Patrick, Rowan and Caitorìna weren’t just close. They were triplets; thirds of a one. They’d suffered when Trick went off to war, but her dying….’ He opened dazed eyes, shook his head. ‘I couldn’t abandon my family.’

      ‘So you stayed. I’ll always be grateful to you because of that. Patrick is as well. Rowan….’ Many things were becoming clearer to me. I’d been blind. ‘He dotes on you. I see it now.’

      ‘It didn’t happen right away. Cait’s loss hurt. It will never stop hurting.’ His gaze lost focus. ‘She was gone. Weeks turned into months and then years. I picked up the threads and carried on, and while I struggled, I managed to live without her. Inconceivable as it once seemed. I built myself back up, but never thinking I’d love again.’ The smile that curved his mouth was reluctant and disbelieving. ‘One afternoon, Rowan brought home tea so we could watch the rugby. Just some fish and chips with wooden spoons and curry sauce. He flopped onto the couch, smiling that goofy grin, flung an arm around my shoulders and I just…fell.’ His face crumpled. ‘I just….’

      ‘Oh, Aled.’ I hugged him again. ‘It’s no a bad thing to love someone, no matter the circumstance.’

      It was just more often than not inconvenient or inappropriate.

      For him, I thought it was the former.

      ‘I’d always cared for him, but it shifted into something deeper and not a jot brotherly.’ Chafing the back of his neck, he stared at the jumble of clothes. ‘He knew it too, the cheeky bastard. He didn’t pressure me. It’s not his way being as he is. That was good with me. My heart said one thing, my mind shouted another.’ He glanced at me. ‘I couldn’t do it could I? The one time we tried more than a kiss, I couldn’t. He was Cait’s brother. He had this confusing, bloody complicated sexuality.’

      ‘He can no help it. He’s been this way since I can remember.’

      ‘I know that. I do. While I understand Rowan's a man in here,’ he tapped his temple, ‘his body is what my body craves. It confuses me, but it’s how I feel. Still takes a bit to get my head around it at times.’ Aled arranged his expression into a semblance of calm. ‘It was too much, so we left it alone. It wasn’t healthy the way he got jealous when I dated someone else, but it seemed better than getting deeper into a relationship that crippled me with guilt.’ His face relaxed with his stiff posture. ‘Then we left Earth. Everything changed. It was like shaking off chains of grief. I was free to love again, no matter how unconventional.’ He snorted. ‘Your Veraks made my romantic conundrum seem mundane by comparison.’ He grinned at me, shy. ‘Thanks for that.’

      ‘You’re welcome.’ I shoved his hairy arm. ‘You must know I’d never judge you for this? Patrick might bluster a wee while, but he’ll see your serious and get over it right quick.’ I chewed my lip. ‘You need to tell him soon, though, aye?’

      Aled nodded. ‘We were waiting for things to settle. With the storm aftermath, Fergus’ burns, the move here, it didn’t seem right. We didn’t want to make a fuss when the clan needed to depend on each other more than ever.’

      ‘I understand, but your happiness is important.’ I raised onto my toes to peck his scruffy cheek. ‘Thank you for trusting me. I will no tell anybody until you’re ready.’ I felt a rush of euphoria.

      This was proof my family were healing from the traumas of the past, seeking out new lives for themselves.

      After Lumen had forced me into a session of self-reflection, I’d come to the conclusion I’d been trapped by my old life. I’d sworn to do my best to break free of self-perpetuating misery. I’d won some battles, lost others, but the drive to find my inner worth resulted in me commanding respect rather than failing to demand it. Now, I stood amidst the evidence members of my clan made journeys of self-discovery of their own.

      They fought for happiness they denied themselves or had been unable to achieve back on Earth.

      I was elated, overjoyed.

      ‘Give us a cwtch.’ Aled engulfed me in his beefy arms. He smacked a kiss to my forehead. ‘Let’s find Fergie.’

      Our search uncovered nothing.

      A check to my SonCom showed updates from everyone, but no further news as to my daughter’s whereabouts.

      I could tell from the tone of Beowyn and Éorik’s messages they were beginning to lose control. I raced across the palace in search of them only to find Beowyn bellowing in Patrick’s face. ‘This is your fault. You lost my cub.’

      My cousin held his ground. He looked the alien who had a good hundred pounds and two foot on him dead in the eye. ‘Get out of my face.’

      ‘You think this helps?’ I tried to push Beowyn back, shot Patrick a glare warning him to let it go. ‘No one is to blame. You’re wasting time fighting when you should be looking.’

      With a hair-raising snarl to grab the attention of our tense little huddle, Fiercely slowed his charge down a connecting hallway. ‘Cobra found her.’ Claws sliced past his fingertips. ‘Outside the main doors.’

      My dawning smile set into a dark horror. Fergie had been found, but not all was well. ‘Wait.’ I chased after him.

      Beowyn and Éorik sped past either side of me in a blur of dark and light hair, ankle-length cloaks snapping their boot heels, leaping strides near silent scuffs on the flagstone.

      I panted for air as I reached the ornate, wide-flung doors with my frustrated, equally out of breath clan.

      We got swept into a crush of hot, sweaty bodies. Flustered Paladins and curious servants were drawn to the locus, voices raised in hue and cry.

      Throat scratchy and dry from my open-mouthed shrieks for attention, my heart pounded out my ears, and my limbs felt unattached to their joints.

      Gruesome images flashed before my eyes. Fergie’s mutilated body thrown onto the palace steps by a traitor. Her chubby, wriggly body speared on a snapped branch because she’d tripped. Her bouncy copper-hair a cloud around her bloated corpse, floating face down in a fountain pool. She was fascinated by water, loved to swim. These images flickered over and over.

      Every nightmare every mother ever had was mine, and I was losing the ability to remain upright.

      Clustered in a group before the first steps, the palace inhabitants stared. I skidded to a halt. Their eyes weren’t on me, but beyond and above me.

      I spun and looked up. ‘Fergie!’

      ‘Shite.’ Patrick shielded his eyes from the suns. ‘How the bloody hell did she get up there?’

      Even as he spoke, my daughter was hoisted up and over the edge of the crenellated overhang by a blonde-haired, gold-eyed adonis. Below them were sea-sunken boulders shoring up the waterfront side of the palace.

      Beowyn’s gritted words through a rigid jaw. ‘It is Rykiernoxiqan.’

      ‘Your concubine?’ I shoved his middle. I slipped, too shaky to brace against the ground. ‘Tell him to give her back.’

      Narrowed eyes to the disaster playing out above, Beowyn grabbed hold of me and held me to his chest.

      Ryki screamed, the shrill madness of it not lost in the wind, his hold on Fergie fumbling as he reinvested his energies in yelling rather than keeping the life he threatened safe.

      A tremor ran through Beowyn’s hands as he set me back and let go.

      The concubine calmed.

      Éorik stepped closer to me, hovering protectively. ‘The same happens when he touches me too.’ His expression wavered between showing wrath and pity. ‘Owyn released his harem.’

      I blinked, shocked. ‘He what?’

      Bodies blocking the entrance door parted as Venomous stormed out looking harried and furious.

      Lumen pushed past him to race up to us. ‘What’s happening? Is she safe?’ She twisted her head to see what gripped our attention. Her hands flew to her throat as she blanched, eyes round and showing too much white, too horrified to speak.

      ‘Why has the male taken your hatchling?’ Venomous’ arms reached to support and caress his unsteady mate. ‘Is there a ransom demand?’

      ‘Of a sort.’ Éorik’s voice held the same tightness as his stance. ‘This is a crime of opportunity. I gather from his ranting, he found Fergie as she wandered not far from where she disappeared. She recognised him and asked for his help in finding us. Instead of alerting us, he took her and decided to bring her here.’

      Venomous’ brille shifted. ‘Where are my nest-mates?’

      ‘Climbing. They’re going to try and capture the Bax by surprise from behind.’

      I immediately moved to find them and help, but Éorik grabbed me back at Ryki’s reaction. The concubine’s erratic movements broke through Fergie’s delight at seeing her parents.

      She wriggled, resisting his touch. ‘Mammy!’

      ‘No, wee bit.’ My heart lodged in my throat. I stepped forward so she could see me better. ‘Stop moving.’

      He legs kicked over the precipice. ‘It’s high up here.’

      ‘I know.’ It hurt to watch her grow afraid. She’d forever remember this; a time where she was scared and even mother couldn’t make it better. I reached a hand towards her. ‘Stay still and quiet. It’s no safe.’

      ‘He grew unstable when Éorik and I tried to leave to go up there.’ Beowyn fisted his hands at his stiff sides. ‘He wants us in his sight. My mates and I.’

      ‘As if I care what he wants.’ I pulled my blaster and sighted it, waiting for the moment the Rä were visible but remembered my aim wasn’t great, and I trembled too hard. I dropped the weapon then extended it grip first. ‘You find a someone to blow a hole in his face the moment Fiercely and Cobra are in position to catch her.’ I had no doubt they would. Cobra possessed the natural speed of his species, and Fiercely was a force of nature. ‘Now, Beowyn.’

      He took it without hesitation. ‘I will do it.’ His voice rose. ‘It is a shame your morals aren’t as deep as your ass, Ryki. Stop this foolishness and bring my cub.’

      Éorik barked a laugh.

      I shot them fulminating looks. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Buying time,’ Patrick murmured.

      Mouth slack, Ryki stared. His face twisted, eyes sliding my way. ‘Aren’t you jealous to know he enjoys me so?’ He shouted to be heard over the tidal waves.

      Mining untapped reserves of strength for serenity, I tilted my head to peer at the madman clutching my daughter. ‘Jealousy is no what I’m feeling.’ Homicidal was an apt descriptor. Murderous. Lost in a killing rage. Jealousy wasn’t a footnote within the pages of my emotional saga.

      Ryki’s eyes were wild. ‘He will want me always for I am favoured.’ His tonal register ripped into the higher octaves. ‘I am favoured.’

      ‘Man is a fool,’ Rowan muttered.

      He shuffled closer to Aled, gaze shying from the fury etched into Beowyn and Éorik’s features.

      Patrick’s wiry frame vibrated under the strain of inaction. He cracked his knuckles. ‘Bastard will no die easily.’

      I reached the end of my tether. There was only so much a woman could take. If they needed a distraction to buy time, I’d damn well give them one.

      I took Éorik’s hand and yanked him with me to stand with Beowyn. I took his other hand and glared at the concubine. ‘Wake up.’ I lifted our joined hands. ‘This is done. What will you gain from this? Nothing! They’re mine, and I will no share.’

      Ryki shrieked and howled, frothing at the mouth.  ‘You know nothing. He will come back to me.’

      Fergie wailed and scratched at where his hands clutched her middle.

      He shook her roughly.

      Heart stuttering, I released my tense, quaking husbands to lurch forward and bend at the waist. ‘You coward.’ Angry air tore from my chest, hurled toward him with the violence of unsheathed blades. ‘Give me back my baby.’

      ‘You know nothing!’

      ‘I know your actions are those of a spoilt child. I know you’re no man enough to let go of something no yours to begin with and enough of a bitch to steal someone no yours to begin with.’

      ‘I gave the Great One everything.’

      ‘You gave him a few fucks.’

      ‘My life was perfect until you and your spawn appeared.’

      ‘I thought you were deluded, but now I see you’re stupider than a bucket with a hole in it!’ Veins popped in my neck, red-faced, and my pulse racing.

      I no longer cared for appearances.

      The heat of Beowyn and Éorik at my back as they stepped forward to restrain me forced me to reign myself into a veneer of composure.

      ‘For God’s sake, you have nowhere to go.’ I offered both my palms, face contorting in anguish. ‘Bring her safely down, and I swear on my life you will leave without fear of retribution. Give her back.’ My eyes flicked to beyond his shoulder. Cobra and Fiercely crept into view. My being calmed. ‘Do you no see there is no having what you want?’

      The reaction of someone below, or the preternatural, unseen senses a lunatic might develop in the throws of madness betrayed the Ra, and Ryki glanced over his shoulder. ‘Stay back, serpents of evil!’ He faced me. ‘If I may no longer be happy,’ kindling hatred in his eyes caught fire, ‘neither will you.’

      And he just let her go.

      I flung out both arms, a stampede behind me as my husbands, Venomous and half the crowd did the same.

      Cobra’s blade skewered Ryki.

      Fiercely lunged for Fergie, but it was too late for him, but not too late for another. An arc of bluish light snapped above the thicket of reaching hands.

      Fergie slowed for a fraction of a moment as a blue body coiled around hers then hit the ground on a roll, well clear of the manicured railing blocking access to the boulders below.

      The concubine’s body landed with a blood-spattered thud. Head turning towards Beowyn, a thin wail of despair stealing his last breath, Ryki died.

      Hel Bihter smoothly gained his feet with Fergie safe in the crook of his elbow. He held her out in front, inspecting his catch. He cocked his head when she squealed then vomited over his chest before starting to cry.

      The Aztekan male handed her to Éorik with a shove of disgust.

      Beowyn and I attached ourselves to them, drowning Fergie’s little face in kisses, smelling her hair, squeezing her tight as we took full breaths.

      Hands stroked my back, voices of my loved ones thrummed with joy, but I only had time for my baby.

      Anger sizzled through the atmosphere.

      I plucked Fergie off the Commander then took a giant step backwards.

      ‘Da and Da,’ she protested.

      ‘Hush, wee bit.’ I wasn’t going to intervene. I was mad at him too.

      ‘Did I not warn you?’ Éorik was nose to nose with his husband. ‘Did I not say he would cause trouble?’

      ‘How was I to foresee this?’ Beowyn’s throat bobbed. ‘You said there would be no trouble for her from him.’

      ‘Never did I think one of yours was unstable enough to go for a cub. But I warned you, time and time again of his unsuitability.’ His voice rose to a thunderous roar. ‘I told you he felt more than was the right of a concubine!’

      Beowyn’s eyes lowered.

      Tossing his horns, Éorik raised a fist. ‘Dah.’ He stormed back into the palace. His cloak flared behind, long mane a snapping pennant heralding wrath.

      He fired orders at the scattering Paladins to remove the body.

      Beowyn watched him go then scrubbed a shaky hand over his face. He squatted beside his dead concubine. ‘It shames me I brought you here to live a life of plenty. You squandered it when so many have so little. It shames me you lashed out at an innocent in a misguided notion my heart was owed to you.’ His head drooped. ‘It shames me I cared so little that it drove you to this.’

      Aled clapped his shoulder. ‘You done fucked up, lad, but such is life. You’re not to blame for the actions of others. Shake it off and move on.’

      Nodding, Beowyn stood. He looked stricken. ‘My One, I–.’

      ‘Nothing you say will make me less angry.’ I exhaled, kissed my baby’s head. As furious as I was, I still wanted him to hold me. ‘And no past mistake will make me love you less. Aled is right. It’s no your fault, and I know you did a selfless thing to make us happier. It just happened to backfire because your concubine was insane.’ I drifted into his space and softened my voice. ‘Find our husband. He had a fright and needs comforting even if he’s too stubborn to admit it. Everything will be okay.’

      Face twisting in relief, Beowyn caught me in his arms and dropped a hard kiss to my mouth. He ruffled Fergie’s copper mop then released us to follow after my One. I let him. He needed to grovel. I’d probably bellow at him later when there were fewer eyes, but at least he knew the storm would pass, and I’d love him as much as I did before.

      I faced the Aztekan my husbands had warned me not to trust. I look him in the eyes. ‘Thank you.’

      Hel Bihter shocked me by tweaking Fergie’s nose. His lofty gaze turned icy white. ‘We accept your gratitude. We would be honoured to break the bones of your offspring.’

      Lumen giggled. The titter trailed into horrified silence.

      Hel Bihter glared.

      I shuffled to the side keeping my unbroken child clutched in my trembling arms. ‘There is this thing I have to do in a place away from here….’

      ‘Oh, my God.’ Lumen choked, hands groping at her throat. ‘You’ve held my son.’ She spun to gain my commiseration, but I was gone.
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      Sunlight filtered weakly through the rain-drenched morning. Coastal birds with crimson plumage sought shelter in twiggy nests dotted on the nooks and crannies of the palace roof.

      Their chirps and warbles melded into a symphony, its gentleness contrasted by the mournful groan of the sea as the slashing rain and driving wind stirred the rolling waves.

      Frilled lizards no bigger than my little finger escaped the miry gardens by darting along the ceilings of the public hallways. They hid in shadowy corners when spotted, only to be chased away by the servants. One such servant waved to me as he slipped past with an armful of dusty drapes. It was the last of the linens to be washed, ridding us of the acrid smoke and ash that had blown through once we’d lowered the dome barrier to face the destruction beyond its safety.

      Thumbs flying over my SonCom, tummy rumbling, I shot out requests to see reports on food and clothing rations, estimations on costs for medical supplies delivered to the rural atolls and asked for updates on how the orphan cubs acclimatised to their foster parents.

      Satisfied my morning had been productive, I turned my attention to the latest weather reports. It relieved me to confirm the unseasonable weather was an aberration brought on by the solar storm. It would pass by nightfall after the tidal surge raged itself out.

      I strutted into the throne room, head lifting, eyes scanning. My lips curved. I walked faster, looking forward to the sensual onslaught my mates bestowed on me after we’d been apart.

      At the sound of growling, and the sight of Éorik poking Beowyn’s chest while the male fisted his hands, I slowed.

      Beowyn’s eyes cut to the side, landing on me. ‘Dah, she is here.’ Coming at me in snappish strides, he clasped my arms. ‘You cannot be here.’ His gaze leapt over my head to the corridor. ‘Where is our cub? Your kin?’

      ‘I put Fergie down with Bravest.’ I shoved my SonCom into the shallow pocket at the front of my leathers. ‘Anja watches over them. Patrick is inspecting the barracks with Wulfyn and the Paladins. Aled and Rowan are thinking about purchasing a private atoll, so went to view some in Trick’s territory. They will no be around until last meal.’ Fergus remained confined to bed rest in the infirmary, but he knew that.

      His fingers tightened. ‘Lumen?’

      ‘Spending time with her mates while Brave is asleep.’ My forehead creased. I patted his belly. ‘What’s this about? Your colour is off.’ Getting no reply but a grunt, I faced Éorik, who brushed his dry lips across mine, softening my scowl. ‘Why were you fighting?’

      They were always at loggerheads about something. The mercurial nature of their dynamic worried me at first, but I’d watched them, and learned the push and pull for dominance reflected how their branch of our threesome ebbed and flowed.

      ‘In the confusion of the last rotations, and as we have yet to replace the Master of Ceremonies who manages this particular task, I failed to mention the Aztekan Horde sent word they come for Hel Bihter.’ He speared Beowyn with a nasty look. ‘While forgetting to warn people is an error on my part, this is not an unanticipated visit nor do I expect to be upbraided before my subordinates as if a troublesome cub.’ His eyes met mine. ‘They are here.’

      ‘It’s no your fault, and  we have been very busy.’ I hesitated. ‘Warn people?’

      ‘Worry not. All will be well, but you must leave. Now.’ He signalled to one of the Paladins lining the hall. ‘Take our mate to our chamber. Conscript another and guard the door.’

      Beowyn meshed his fingers at the back of his neck. ‘No one but myself or the Commander are to enter.’

      ‘It will be as you say, High Commander, Great One.’ Bronze chevrons pinned to the swell of her breast caught the light as the Verak flicked gauntleted fingers ahead. ‘Great Lady, if it pleases you.’

      ‘I’m no going anywhere.’ I wagged a finger between my husbands. ‘You tell me what’s wrong. If I don’t think I can help, I’ll go as you wish.’

      Before they could speak, the doors leading to the atrium banged open.

      They stilled.

      The torrential rain fell harder, battered against the palace walls. The sky darkened, flat-topped clouds scudding by in a menacing crawl, casting a lingering shadow.

      Éorik muttered a curse then whispered to the Paladin in a quiet aside. ‘Return to your post. Be watchful.’

      Bowing at the waist, the Paladin about turned, thickly lashed eyes wandering to the end of the hall then widening. Her pace quickened, the quietest whimper left behind.

      Frowning, I propped a hand on my hip. I spun to get a look at who caused such disturbance and agitated my unflappable husbands. I registered the presence of Hel Bihter. I did. My gaze wasn’t drawn to him, however, not as a single entity, as an individual. He was changed. I tensed to flee but found my legs were faulty, my body reverting to a primal, numbing kind of fear.

      Snared by the eldritch grace of the aliens invading our home, all I could do was watch them come.

      They were near naked. Each wore an oblong patch, the strangely-grained leather cupping oddly-shaped genitals, but leaving the rest–broad shoulders, narrow hips and long legs–bared to sight.

      One with a vulpine face gripped the haft of a bearded axe, glittering eyes cutting left to right as his lean bulk flanked the tallest newcomer.

      Under the unforgiving daylight, his skin was luminescent, its beauty a toxic bloom to lure dazzled prey. His eyes shone from a hawkish face, lambent cores radiating hypnotic brilliance. One could argue Hel Bihter had too long a torso, and the other had too thick a neck and thighs. It could be claimed the rest were ugly in comparison to their leader because of his musculature, bone, sinew and flesh. He would never nor could ever be termed as anything but perfection.

      Then he drew closer.

      My frail human eyes saw what distance had hidden. Scars. Slashes had been torn across an unprotected throat. Raised ridges of tissue were mapped along a tight corset of muscle, highlighting vulnerable organs. Lacerations stretched across a nipple-less chest, and scratches nicked chiselled features.

      Countless attempts to end hm, yet he stood indomitable, saturating the air with brutal male power.

      My first glimpse of Beowyn had stolen my breath and set my heart racing. My first sight of the Horde made me want to cower in a corner and scream and scream until my throat bled and someone put me out of my misery.

      But for the cloudburst, an unnatural quiet fell. The birdsong serenading me all morning and afternoon had stopped.

      Inhaling until his chest lifted, Beowyn turned. He extended an arm, palm up. ‘Good Greetings, First.’

      Blue fingers gripped his vambrace. ‘Well met, King ThunderClaw.’ That voice–blizzards and fractured ice.

      Retracting his hand with a wince, Beowyn inclined his head. ‘This is my Queen, Sìne of House Grae.’ His tone grew clipped. ‘My One, this is Hel Bhyr, First of the Aztekan Horde. The male to his left is known as Erd Oğan.’

      I lifted a shaky hand in offering then pulled it back to fiddle with my necklace. The mere thought of touching the ravaged skin made me skittish. ‘Welcome.’ Could no one else see the scars were a warning this male was dangerous–do not touch!

      ‘Hel Bihter is a credit to the Horde,’ Beowyn said.

      ‘We saved human offspring.’ The First’s lips twisted, expression flickering with something dark and cunning. ‘Where is it?’

      Beowyn’s eyes cut to Hel Bihter. ‘You disclosed private things of my One and her family?’

      Hel Bihter’s stare no longer seemed introverted but lacking.

      Emotionless.

      Something was very, very wrong with all this. My heel bounced as my eyes darted towards the doorway.

      The wind howled at the windows.

      ‘We want to see it,’ Hel Bhyr said.

      Over my battered corpse would this alien come within a hundred feet of my child. ‘Fergie is napping. It’s too soon to wake her for an introduction. Maybe another time.’

      In Neverfuckingeverland.

      Head turning in a slow glide, the First looked at me, white orbs to rounded pupils. The look peeled back my flesh from my bones to rape my soul. ‘Where do you hail from, human?’

      A cold snap froze my insides. My numbed lips mumbled, ‘Earth,’ before I realised selective mutism would have been a much better choice.

      ‘Earth.’ His lyrical cadence purred satisfaction. ‘It is far from here?’

      Bells rung like the sounding of Armageddon in my ears. I swallowed with a dry click. ‘I…. I….’

      Beowyn shifted to hide me. ‘She does not know.’

      ‘We find this unlikely.’

      ‘Earth is protected under Intergalactic Alliance Edict. The star coordinates of the planet are secret. Take it up with them.’

      ‘The Council will not violate Intergalactic law.’ Hel Bhyr paused. ‘You will tell us.’

      ‘That is not possible. A matter of honour, you must understand.’

      ‘One that supersedes our accord?’

      Beowyn lifted his chin.

      Hel Bhyr tilted his head. ‘Here stands a human. You, Verak King, know where Earth lies. Must we take the secret from you?’ Bubbling free of the tense undercurrent, the reek of the threat pervaded the air. ‘You would war with us on behalf of humans?’

      Beowyn said nothing.

      A chill breeze swept through a voiceless hall now filled with the pitter-pattering of rain hitting the upper balconies.

      ‘There is another,’ the First said. ‘A female who came before, claimed by the Avatar of Zython. Tell us.’ His fingers curled, beckoning. ‘Where is it?’

      ‘She is here under my protection, First.’ A bitter laugh. ‘As you very well know else you would not be here.’

      ‘Our charter of peace is favoured by Horde. We offer an alternative.’

      ‘I give her to you, and the Verak are left in peace?’ Beowyn’s face twisted frighteningly. ‘Sacrifice my friend and the humans of Earth for the safety of me and mine. Is that the alternative of which you dare stand in my hall and speak?’

      ‘We will extract what we require from your mate or from the mate of Zython’s Avatar. The choice is yours.’

      Beowyn’s chest heaved. ‘I will die before I let you–.’

      ‘She, Lumen of the Stars, Ambassador of Rök, Rä’Na to He, Venomous One, He, Fiercely Comes the Night and He, Cobra that Strikes holidays on Vayhalun with her mates.’ Éorik jerked forward, announcement drawing all eyes. ‘She is not available for diplomatic discussion at this time.’ He bowed his head. ‘Should the Azteka wish to parley with the Ra, the Great House of ThunderClaw happily offers its halls as a neutral meeting place where a moontide from now an introduction might be made.’

      Hel Bhyr tutted. ‘We will see the human before we depart.’

      Éorik’s mouth thinned. ‘The Great One wishes for you to be received with the ceremony your visit deserves, First.’

      ‘We will speak to the human now.’

      Beowyn moved on from clenching his jaw to grinding his teeth.

      Feeling too small and vulnerable, having no tools to help defend us, I curled my hands into the small of his back, bracing for whatever came next.

      ‘Great One, may I meet your guests?’

      Beowyn’s eyes drifted closed. They opened clouded with storms. ‘Ambassador.’

      Dressed in cream and pink robes that brought out the golden undertones of her brown skin, Lumen approached with a blank expression, eyes afire.

      I’d never felt so grateful to anyone in my life.

      She’d heard Beowyn trying to protect her, and she’d come when he’d been backed into a corner.

      Venomous’ scales appeared solid gold, a stress reaction to perceived danger. All three Rä moved with a natural fluid grace noticeably absent. They seemed a loud noise away from a killing rage.

      Lumen gestured to a stone table off to the side. ‘Shall we sit?’

      Eyes slipping over her, Hel Bhyr made an animalistic noise low in his throat. Cicatrixes marbling the brawny stretch pulled and whitened. ‘You come to us of your own volition.’

      ‘They are my friends.’ She turned and walked away, straight-backed and stiff.

      Mouth twitching, the First prowled her wake, footsteps silent.

      Venomous settled her then dragged his chair so close their arms pressed. Fiercely did the same on the other side. Cobra took up a rear guard.

      Beowyn and Éorik did much the same with me.

      Hel Bhyr sat opposite Lumen. Hel Bihter at his right, and Erd Oğan to his left. Horde gathered behind, a pack of feral beasts itching to be let off leash.

      I puffed a breath when flashes of Paladin green and gold caught my periphery vision.

      ‘Good Greetings, First.’ Lumen folded white-knuckled hands on the polished tabletop. ‘You have the advantage of knowing my name, but I haven’t the pleasure of knowing yours.’

      The First introduced himself then Erd Oğan. ‘We hear of you. Many planets you visit. Many rulers you bend your neck to seeking trade.’ He cocked his head. ‘Are we to be insulted?’

      ‘I’ve not spoken to you before.’

      ‘Our point.’

      ‘She just finished growing and birthing a bairn,” I said. ‘Then she was rescuing my clan. She can no be everywhere at once.’

      Éorik gripped my thigh.

      ‘Sìne is right. I’ve been terribly busy as of late.’ Lumen wrenched her lips into a brittle curve. ‘No insult was intended. I simply did not think.’

      ‘No, you did not. Let us speak of your planet.’

      ‘Rök is lovely. Triple sunsets seen from the Market Quarter are divine. My mates built me a lair this past moontide. We moved after the birth of our son.’

      Hel Bhyr faced Venomous. ‘Your seed brings life, Zython’s Avatar. It is a time of celebration.’

      Jerking his head, quills bouncing, the warrior appeared unwilling to speak of Bravest. ‘Grandfather blesses us.’

      Inclining his head in the first true glimmer of respect I’d seen, Hel Bhyr returned his stare to Lumen. ‘We wish to speak of Earth. You know this.’

      ‘I’m not clairvoyant. I barely remember my birth planet.’

      ‘We were told your appearance was less than a solar past. We were told many things of you and of Earth.’

      ‘I have no idea the exact time frames around my abduction.’ Lumen spread her fingers and shrugged. ‘Time was difficult for me to measure back then, and apart from what you hear from actual humans that come from Earth, I wouldn’t take hearsay seriously. There are silly rumours about humanity and Earth floating around. We’re a novelty, something new to gossip about. We’re not fascinating as a species, are we Sìne?’

      I immediately shook my head, looking apologetic. ‘We look different, aye, but that’s as exciting as it gets.’

      ‘We disagree.’ Hel Bhyr glanced between us. ‘Our source was forthcoming. Humans and Earth sound a unique commodity. Our encounter here has not changed our opinion.’

      ‘Is it wise to treat second-hand information as accurate?’ The comment got me the faint prick of claws digging into my thigh and a hard look from Beowyn, a firm request from my husbands to remain silent. ‘Are you no seeing want you want to see?’ I understood why they wanted me to fade into the background, but it was disturbing how fixated the blue alien was on Lumen. He reminded me of a boa constrictor hunting its next meal. His shadowy intentions surrounded her, squeezing off any hope of escape. Next came the choking before he devoured her whole. I couldn’t comprehend why her males and mine were letting it happen.

      The Horde were clearly warriors but so formidable?

      Despite my attempts to distract him, Hel Bhyr’s attention didn’t waver from his chosen prey. He grew more focused as if sensing our desperation to lead him off-track. ‘We asked the ones who took you.’

      ‘Them?’ Lumen tutted. ‘Not a reliable ally. They’re not much of anything now. I’m surprised you’d risk the Aztekan Registration status by consorting with them.’

      He made a guttural noise. ‘You threaten us.’

      ‘I don’t warn my enemies, and to behave such a way in the home of my ally would be rude. Wouldn’t it, First?’

      Hel Bhyr grew preternaturally still. ‘The L’Odo Chieftain is no more. Od is no more.’ His gaze intensified, turning from a hazy white glow to an icy white glare. ‘Does this bring you comfort?’

      ‘The destruction of Od came from Azteka.’ Beowyn’s mouth formed the words in a halting manner. ‘Why?’

      ‘We need not explain ourselves.’

      I was so terrified by the utter lack of emotion in Hel Bhyr’s voice, I clenched my pelvic muscles to avoid an accident.

      Éorik stiffened. ‘Near the whole of their species was slaughtered.’

      ‘They were a scourge.’

      ‘Females and younglings died.’

      ‘Such is the cost of angering us.’ Hel Bhyr never took his eyes from Lumen. His head tilted. ‘We believed Od’s destruction would please you.’

      ‘Death never pleases me, First.’ A tremor passed through Lumen’s frame. ‘If you attacked Od to gain my favour it was a mistake on your part.’

      ‘We wish to visit Earth. We will trade.’

      Venomous’ forked tongue flickered. ‘We decline.’

      ‘What a generous offer.’ Lumen placed a hand on her mate’s tense shoulder. Her eyes remained on the First. ‘You have nothing we need. That may change in future.’

      ‘A formal peace treaty then.’

      ‘Thank you for honouring us. I must bring this back to the Rä Senate. They will vote on commencing negotiations with yourself.’

      ‘Negotiate with us now.’

      ‘I do not have the authority to do so. I must contact the Elders.’

      Chalky nails drummed the black stone. Blue skin was shaded darker around rough knuckles. ‘Tell us, human, do you know of Horde scripture?’

      Lumen’s expression grew taut.

      ‘This is why we disagree when you say humans are not worthy of interest. It is not our way to tolerate the sin of a female’s existence. We are given what we want, or we eliminate those who deny us. You know this. You know the result of our wrath, and still, you sit boldly in your perversion before the First. You speak before your male and meet our gaze as an equal. Your every word defies us. Your every breath insults us.’ His gaze switched to me. ‘You are not even the only human who does so.’

      It took every scrap and shaving of pride and courage I possessed to remain seated under his frigid regard.

      ‘I’m aware of what you can do, and what you have done.’ Lumen's abhorrence for the Aztekan civilisation went soul deep, and her terror of them was even greater, but not a hint of disdain or fear coloured her lilting tone. Her chin lifted. ‘What bearing do your religious practices have on this political conversation?’

      ‘Who are you, female, to keep Horde from what it wants?’ Erd Oğan licked his chops. ‘Lie before us and spread. We have better uses for you.’

      My mouth dropped open.

      Muscles swelling, Venomous snarled.

      ‘Enough.’ Beowyn’s fist thumped the table. ‘Vayhalun is not Vøtkyr. Horde must respect and treat females as equals here. This is part of our accord.’

      Drumming fingers stopped.

      Lips parting to breathe an ethereal, wintry sigh, Hel Bhyr twisted his head to glare at Erd Oğan.

      Shutting up, the male shrunk back, skin leached of colour.

      ‘You wish to keep us from Earth because you fear us.’ The First directed his attention to Lumen. ‘No matter what we offer negotiations will never cease. We see the lie within your truth.’

      Fiercely straightened. ‘The Senate considers offers in good faith.’

      ‘Will they give us what we want?’ Hel Bhyr’s focus on Lumen was unwavering. ‘Will they give us Earth?’

      ‘They are unaware of its location.’ Her lashes lowered. ‘There are other things–.’

      ‘You told the Verak King where it lies. It is where he found his human Queen. Tell us what we want to know.’

      ‘That information strengthened an agreement between allies.’

      ‘We offered a peace treaty.’

      ‘She told you what’s required to make that offer a reality,’ I said.

      Lumen sent me a grateful look. ‘We’ll revisit the issue after I’ve had time to contact–.’

      ‘You are resolved not to give us what we want.’

      ‘The procedure has been made clear.’ Éorik eyes darted from one to the other. ‘Our offer to host further talks after time to deliberate remains.’

      Beowyn snapped a nod and gained his feet, pressing his fists to the table, a signal the meeting was over.

      Hel Bhyr made a harsh, clicking sound low in his chest. ‘You seek time to hide her and her secrets.’

      ‘No one said that.’ Lumen angled her face away. ‘Let’s take a moontide to negotiate and–.’

      Hel Bhyr stood and was there between heartbeats. Stone table upended, tossed aside, the parley descended into chaos.

      Venomous erupted in a godly rage, scales flashing bright, a challenge tearing from his snarling maw.

      The First touched him.

      Phosphorous blue light ricocheted between them.

      Convulsing, the warrior Rä arced, dark head flying back. Gold tinkled as blood seeped from his spiky ears.

      Held aloft by the touch to his neck, his four arms snapped rigidly, face twisting into a rictus as a slight rasp squeezed from his chest. Thick veins bulged under his blanched flesh.

      Cobra leapt at the Aztekan in an explosion of blurred motion, coiled to strike, hunting dagger lifting high–

      Hel Bhyr backhanded him across the room.

      Scales flashing into a silver mirror Fiercely hauled a screeching, thrashing Lumen behind him.

      My blaster whined, cycling up as it kissed the cheek of Hel Bihter. He dug his fingers into Éorik’s throat. His other forearm corded with strain as he blocked the Commander’s raised knife, keeping the downswing from severing a head from its body. Arm flung wide to shield me, the edge of Beowyn’s sword notched the pulsing artery at the neck of Erd Oğan. Crescent blade held in a vice-like grip, the kneeling Aztekan’s blackened axe pressed my middle, a shove from cleaving me in two.

      Horde and Paladin were moments from clashing when Beowyn barked, ‘Hold!’ with such force both sides checked their advance.

      Hel Bhyr held his prize by the nape.

      Pointed nails caressed, sending pulses of blue-tinged light blazing through taut sinew.

      Ebon shields flickered then Venomous’ brille rolled back to reveal slitted pupils blown wide. They vibrated in a way so wrong it was sick. Red dripped from his nose and eyes and mouth. It stained his chest and ran from his claws in snaking tributaries.

      Lumen shrieked. ‘Stop it.’

      Fiercely jerked forward but at his mate’s ringing scream remembered the precious burden he guarded.

      ‘You kill him!’ Cobra jumped into a crouch from his sprawl. Lurid bruises darkened his rough-boned face from brow ridge to his clenched jaw.

      Hel Bhyr’s whisper unspooled like poison silk.‘The next words that leave your mouth will be what we want, or he dies.’ He nudged a dimpled chin at Fiercely. ‘We will kill this one.’ His head bobbed towards Cobra. ‘That one. We will go to the nursery.’ Pearl eyes slithered, darkness crossing the iced tundra within their glowing void. ‘We will slit the throat of your son. We will take everything from you, break you, and we will leave you alive to feel it unless you give us what we want.’

      Thorns scratching my middle bloomed in my throat.

      Oh, God, this is my fault.

      I hadn’t been ready for her to go, so she had stayed away from the safety of Rök. They’d rescued us, helped us get back on our feet after the storms, done countless other things to help my family adjust and stay safe, and look at what we’d let happen to them.

      Sinking as she clung to Fiercely’s waist, quaking, Lumen held the First’s stare. She averted her eyes. Her whole body folded until she trembled upon the stone tile, gripping their caulked edges.

      Erd Oğan wheezed a chuckle.

      Nostrils flaring, Beowyn’s lip curled.

      My eyes skipped to Hel Bihter. My husbands had warned me not to trust him, but did I listen?

      His attention hovered beyond the scene as if he could not be bothered to watch it unfold. He did not move to help us, not so much as a flicker of an eyelash, but I could sense his regret for bringing the nightmare to our door.

      ‘Yes.’ Lumen’s voice bled. Her forehead pressed the floor. ‘Yes, I will give you what you want. I will.’ Her voice cracked. ‘Please. Let him go.’

      The First withdrew his touch.

      Venomous One sank to the floor.

      Juddering with her sobs, Lumen crawled into the crimson pool spreading across the tiles. She dragged Venomous’ head onto her lap and wept.

      Fiercely was right there with her. He stood braced over them, snarling and spitting venom from dripping fangs.

      Cobra did the same.

      ‘There.’ Hel Bhyr remained motionless while his Horde rollicked and jeered. ‘That was not so hard.’

      Lumen glared from reddened eyes. ‘You think you’ve won something from me? You haven’t.’

      Hot fury knotted my lungs. ‘Whatever woman you choose will know the black, rotting thing that is your heart, and she will hate you.’ I dragged in a shaky breath. I held it for a shorter time than my body needed. ‘No woman will go willingly.’

      Hel Bhyr stirred. ‘You assume we care.’

      ‘Mankind will fight you. Make no mistake, they will fight.’

      ‘As if that matters.’

      ‘I can not do this.’ Lumen tucked her chin into her chest, eyes squeezed shut. ‘Please. Don’t ask.’

      ‘You did it before.’

      ‘To end a war before it began.’ My voice trembled. ‘She were no forced to betray her species.’

      Éorik grated around the grip on his throat, ‘Gift. Honour. Alliance.’

      ‘You are no ally,’ I spat at the Horde.

      Beowyn’s staying hand tapped my ribs. ‘Careful, my One.’ He balanced on the precipice of losing one beloved ally to another powerful one, tried to ensure we, and Vayhalun, didn’t fall with them.

      ‘They’re right.’ Lumen swallowed. ‘I did it to save thousands of lives. To–.’

      ‘Protect your males.’

      She froze.

      ‘Do you think us witless?’ His hairless brow arched. ‘Now it stops us slaughtering all that is yours.’ He narrowed pitiless eyes. ‘Decide.’

      Lumen’s white-rimmed gaze raked her surroundings.

      Begging.

      It landed on me.

      Her gushing desperation threatened to drown me.

      I stared into human eyes, and something inhuman looked back.

      She, Lumen of the Stars teetered on the brink of destruction. I couldn’t blame her for wanting the fall.

      Axe at my middle, death tickled my nape. The blaster in my hand shook. We were surrounded and unprepared and outmatched. I never should have given the demons a way in. Hel Bihter had taught me how to shoot, and as he did, he’d asked me questions. Of Earth. Of Lumen. Thinking he was a friend, I’d answered. My mind raced. If Lumen chose to protect billions on Earth, we died, right then. Us or them. I set my jaw. Would our deaths merely delay the inevitable? I held Lumen’s hectic gaze with my own. ‘The exact same thing,’

      ‘I would have done the exact same thing.’ She blinked. ‘R-Really? You don’t hate me?’ I shook my head. ‘You were in an impossible position. You did the best you could with what you had. You’ve protected Earth. I doubt I’d’ve been as far seeing.’

      I saw so clearly my gut burned. I saw the mothers, wives, daughters and sisters. I saw their bodies violated, and their children taken from them. I saw their fathers, husbands, brothers and sons. I saw oceans of their blood, and their legacies razed. What I did was reprehensible. I did it anyway. I gave permission not mine to give. ‘Do it.’

      She gasped hugely, eyes welled with so much relief and guilt, they reflected like glass.

      I nodded, and she copied the movement, my face the focal point keeping her from tumbling into a screaming, shrieking madness.

      Eyes watering, my vision blurred.

      As if mocking the darkness threatening to swallow us whole, the rain eased to a drizzle, and the clouds parted. Warm, rosy light from the setting suns flooded the room.

      Birds sang, the surf crashed against the shore.

      Voice a broken whisper, Lumen told the First of Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        After

      

    
    
      I woke and rubbed the crusted sleep from the corner of my eyes.  A clawed hand kneaded my ass as a whiskered face nuzzled my breasts.

      Dropping kisses left and right, I unentangled myself from the sprawl of strong arms and thick legs pinning me to the fluffy mattress. I stumbled free and puffed my cheeks, fanning my sweaty face. My husbands radiated heat during the night. I glanced behind then smiled.

      Beowyn caught hold of Éorik and hauled him into his front. He swung a muscular leg over my One’s narrow hips and snuffled into his pillow.

      I dug through the pile of clothing discarded the night before then slipped on a fur mantle with silk lining. The sleeves fell a foot over my hands and puddled around my painted toenails. It was gold, so of ThunderClaw then. House of SnowBlade used silver as its colour. The third Great House of Vayhalun, Grae, used forest green. I sighed. The robe of that colour was little more than rags, torn from my body in a fit of passion. I squinted. Both husbands had a hand in it as I recalled.

      Beowyn had come home radiating helpless anger, bristling and snapping, a raw nerve exposed to air. Éorik had wrestled him to the floor and took him roughly as I rode his face. When he’d fallen asleep, I thought we’d been uncaring, but one he’d woken Beowyn assured me the loss of control was what he needed to regain control.

      There were other times–painful times–when it wasn’t submission he craved but solace. It would be me who brought him to heel with tender words and softer touches. I’d lead him to bed and let him fuck into me with lazy plunges that wrung the grief from his soul so he could find peace in the oblivion of release.

      When he rested, Éorik tended me.

      Drugging me with kisses, he would praise me for giving our husband succour. He would make me writhe and moan until Beowyn woke and slaked his lust on us both.

      I scrubbed my hands over my short curls and yawned.

      Padding along the cold stone floor, I snagged my SonCom off the bedside table on my way to the ceiling to floor panes of glass leading onto the balcony.

      Firing off a message to the kitchens, I then hit Lumen’s frequency. ‘Morning.’

      Raven locks springing straight up, eyes heavy-lidded with sleep, she flapped a hand in a sad attempt at a wave. ‘How’s your House?’

      I thought of my husbands snuggling in bed. My child slept peacefully in the room adjacent. My cousins spread out over the alien planet they now called home. ‘Good. Your lair?’

      ‘Better.’ She patted her mouth as her jaw cracked. ‘Venomous has stopped punching holes in things and Fiercely has stopped hissing. I was even able to coax Cobra from the nest with Brave. We went for a stroll.’

      I winced. ‘That bad?’

      ‘I don’t blame them for closing ranks and getting frustrated with the closed-minded politics and prejudice towards offworlders. It’s a stressful time. They want me happy and safe. They also want Bravest to know they fought for his heritage and for what’s right.’

      ‘Whatever happens, you’re no alone.’

      She managed a faint smile.

      ‘Patrick thinks the Paladins will be ready within the moontide.’

      She leant in. ‘So soon?’

      ‘The warriors admire him. They want to earn his respect.’ I gave a proud grin. ‘They’re excited to see the birth world of the braw human warrior.’

      ‘Venomous and Fiercely were impressed too. I don’t think Wyn could have picked a better Sentinel to replace the one lost during the storm.’

      ‘Aye.’ I took in her strained features, the lines around her mouth and eyes more pronounced. ‘If the Senate do no agree to help intervene, I’ll be in good hands regardless.’

      ‘We’re going with you.’

      I bit my tongue then made a face. ‘If the Elders’ vote forbids Venomous to go, you’ll be outcast. You’ll lose your home, your adopted people.’

      Not that she wouldn’t have a home with me and mine on Vayhalun, but that was unsaid and understood.

      ‘We’re prepared to take that risk. Deathly and her Rä’Vek are with us. So are all my mates’ parent clans, and many Rä who think perhaps their future mates are human. They want to help protect them by defending Earth. We met and agreed last night. No matter what the Senate decide, we’re coming with you and the Verak forces.’

      I nodded in solidarity.

      Had my husbands and I been in the same predicament, we would have chosen the same.

      Lumen’s head turned. She blew a kiss off screen. ‘I have to go. Talk soon?’

      ‘Take care. Hug Brave for me. I’ll comm Fiercely at high heat.’ No doubt he needed a sympathetic ear to rant about his primary nest-mate.

      She nodded and disconnected.

      The glass behind me slid open, and Fergie scampered through. She dragged what seemed the entirety of her her bed linen in her wake. ‘Mammy! Hungry.’

      ‘Morning, wee bit. Well done for waiting until Mammy finished her call. Up you come.’ I settled her on my lap for a cuddle. ‘You sleep okay?’

      She nodded against my chest, thumb popping between her lips. ‘Swimming and Da and Da, please?’

      ‘You’re going to have breakfast then lessons with the other boys and girls at school. We’ll swim with Da and Da after you get home, and I hear how you behaved like a good girl, aye?’

      Another nod, but this one was accompanied by a disgruntled huff.

      A Verak male with chubby cheeks and a bouncing gait wheeled a trolley onto the balcony. ‘Good Greetings, Great Lady. First meal as ordered.’

      ‘Thank you. Leave it there, and we’ll serve ourselves. How is your mother?’

      ‘She grieves my brother, but is soothed by the knowledge he died saving so many of the young ones.’

      ‘He was a fine male and a fierce Paladin. Tell your mother he is in the Great One’s thoughts.’

      ‘Gratitude for your kindness.’ He bowed. ‘Good Parting.’ He left.

      Fergie ran back to her bedroom and came back with a paper-thin learning tablet. She scrambled back onto my lap, hitting me in the boob with an elbow.

      Activating the screen, she opened her education program to show me the progress she’d made during her studies.

      The holograms projected into the air included audio cues she mimicked and matched to the Verako and Rä glyphs and the Latin alphabetical languages of Gaelic and English. They were arranged in abecedarian sequence to help my adorable polyglot keep the four languages separate in her head. The order in which she was given a glyph or a word was random, strengthening her ability to call on all four languages concurrently. It meant, however, in day to day conversation she’d begun to switch language mid-sentence. Her tutors assured me as she grew older she’d recognise the need to stick to one language depending on the circumstances. I’d thought she was a genius until I learned Verak cubs spoke dozens of languages with native fluency by the time they reached maturity.

      They only used temporary translators for newly discovered words or a sub-dermal device like I wore for those they struggled to pronounce. Even then, after a period of time, they learned the new language that stymied them at exceptional speed.

      Beowyn assured me Verak were less intellectually gifted than they were physically, but judging by the technology and natural mental acuity in comparison to humanity, I disagreed.

      ‘Mankind is young,’ he said. ‘It needs time to evolve before venturing further into the distant reaches of space. In this the Premier is correct.’

      I thought if he considered the Verak to be the less intelligent of the known species that Earth was in serious trouble.

      We couldn’t compete with the military power of the warrior races and came nowhere near the mental strength of the others. The only area I saw humans outstripping the rest was our capacity to inspire deep and lasting emotional connections.

      What kind of advantage that gave us over raw power and superior technology I had yet to discover.

      Patrick shared my concerns, especially with the war against the Azteka to come. He’d been like a bear with a sore paw having to accept my “charity” until he’d begun drawing a wage as the Sentinel.

      The argument he and Beowyn had over the topic of funds had been hilarious once over but annoying while happening. It occurred over breakfast, and they spent a half-span yowling like cave-dwelling barbarians.

      ‘You will keep your credits for your House. It will take aeons for you to accumulate enough interest so you can stipend descendants without decreasing your overall worth. You oversee the eastern territories and cannot afford to be seen as weak in any capacity, or it will set off dominance challenges, and the minor alphas are still recovering. I will not have the balance upset because of your pride. That is that.’ Beowyn jabbed a claw at him. ‘I am done with this matter. Do not test me.’

      Patrick shot me a fuming look but kept his mouth shut. He slipped a card from his pocket and held it up between two fingers. ‘I was going to invite you to be my plus one to this party, but I think I’ll take your husband instead.’

      Éorik glanced at the invite thrown his way. He shook his head. ‘I decline.’

      ‘Ach, come on. Rowan and Aled turned me down too. It’s Wulfyn. I thought you were friends?’

      ‘Of a sort. DarkEye is closer to Owyn, of course, being of distant relation.’ He scooped up a spoonful of the salty seaweed grain he preferred over the sweet pastries Beowyn gobbled by the half dozen. ‘I cannot go because I promised my One I would no longer attend such functions without her.’

      ‘Even if only to watch,’ Beowyn said around a sticky mouthful.

      Patrick’s face screwed.

      ‘It’s an orgy.’ I sipped from my shallow cup of citrusy tea, flicking through the news feeds on my SonCom. ‘You should probably know that. You said last week Wyrhild is getting possessive, right? She might not take kindly to hearing of you tomcatting it at one of Wulfyn’s feasts.’ I arched my eyebrow. ‘They’re infamous.’

      Beowyn grinned, reminiscing. ‘Unforgettable.’

      I’d thrown a sugared lump of fried dough at his fat head.

      Squealing, Fergie copied me.

      ‘Oh, no you did no, young lady.’ I took away her sweet privileges for the day. ‘I warned you before about throwing food at the table.’

      She looked at me, aghast and accusing. ‘Ye did it first.’

      I spent the rest of the day explaining why she had to do as I said not as I did.

      ‘That’s no fair,’ she wailed. She pouted, and her voice lowered, tone becoming lofty and growling. ‘But you are unreasonable.’

      I’d twisted to my husband with a moue. ‘God, she sounds just like you.’

      Beowyn had preened.

      This interlude resulted in me explaining to Fergie what the phrase “double-standard” and the word “hypocrite” were–why they did not apply to me because I was the mother and she the child. When she didn’t immediately agree with me, I hyperventilated, then had to explain to my husbands why I was in such a state. ‘The next thing I know, she’ll be sixteen and be telling me to go fuck myself.’ I’d called Aled for advice, but he’d listened with half an ear, absorbed in plans to open his own restaurant and too busy to do more than, ‘Um,’ and, ‘Ah,’ down the frequency at me. I couldn’t get a hold of Rowan at all. He flittered from atoll to atoll trying out hobbies from volcykle racing to the native Verak contact sport Volant. My last resort had been a trip to visit my uncle, who made a slow but impressive recovery. Unfortunately for me, I came to call during the favourite part of his week when he received a comm call from Venomous. The Rä sat enraptured while my Uncle stared with blind eyes at the screen and ignored me and my woes to spit random nonsense the warrior soaked in like gospel.

      Fergie patted my cheek, scowling.

      ‘Sorry, wee bit. My mind wandered.’ I rubbed her chubby arms. ‘You’re doing so well. I’m proud of you.’

      She beamed and moved to her own chair to attack her breakfast.

      Disturbed air and the aniseed scent of my husband proceeded his strong arms around me. His bare stomach warmed my head and neck.

      I tipped my head back to accept a kiss he took liberties with, plunging his barbed tongue into my mouth and raking his teeth against my bottom lip, causing a delicious sting.

      ‘You smell delicious.’ He rumbled happily. ‘You smell like mine.’

      ‘Good Rising, Da.’

      Beowyn released me and turned with a soft look of love. ‘Good Rising to you, my sweetling.’ He sat at the table next to Fergie and helped sweeten her grains and pour her juice. During her happy babbling, she extracted a promise for swimming later in the day.

      She had him wrapped around her little finger, and rather than begrudge it, he delighted in it. It was slow going, but Beowyn was finally learning how to moderate his gift giving. Teaching him how to reward his daughter in a non-disastrous manner had become a priority after the “incident”. I’d walked into my daughter’s bedroom and found it filled to the rafters with noisy, shiny toys of every colour, shape and description. Most were of such alien design, I had no earthly idea what they were or if they were appropriate.

      ‘What is all this?’ I’d bobbed and weaved my way through the childish fantasy of mounds, towers and rows.

      Hovering at the threshold of the jam-packed room, Éorik had winced, shooting me a look of apologetic sympathy that made my teeth grind.

      Beowyn had propped his fists on his hips, proudly overseeing his handiwork. ‘My cub’s naming day gift. She wanted all the toys in the world, and I agreed. We had to put the rest in thirteen of the guest apartments, but she can tell a servant to go find whatever it is she wants from them whenever she likes.’

      I didn’t know where to start.

      He’d cocked his head at the expression of utter horror sliding onto my face. ‘Do not worry. She deserved them because she was a good girl.’

      At this ludicrous justification of his actions, I’d stared, mouth agape. I exploded. ‘Have you lost your mind?’

      Fergie chose that moment to run past in her nightclothes.

      Jangling, glittery sticks were clutched in her pudgy fists as she screamed her unadulterated joy, a slightly unhinged gleam in her eyes.

      Resolving that mess had taken years off of my life.

      Éorik stepped out into the balcony.

      Freshly washed and dressed, his white hair appeared grey where wet.

      He braided the silky mass into a coil that snaked over his shoulder and down his armoured front. I’d yet to see him in anything other than his leather armour or naked. Both suited him well, so I doubted I’d ever complain.

      He pressed a kiss to Fergie’s curls, then nuzzled Beowyn’s pointed ear.

      They drifted together and soon were moaning and panting, gripping each other at the nape, mouths duelling for supremacy.

      Blushing, I swotted Beowyn’s firm backside. ‘No in front of the baby.’

      Releasing Éorik, who came to me for a sweet brush of the lips, Beowyn grinned, unrepentant and rubbing his beard as he watched Éorik try to coax me into returning to bed.

      They laughed at my disgruntled expression, knowing damn well I was hellaciously busy that day but now wanted to crawl into bed with them until the sheets were damp, and the three of us were sticky and tangled in sated exhaustion.

      ‘You read the Guardian’s report?’ Éorik asked. ‘I know you have spoken to the Sentinel. Are you ready?’

      ‘Another moontide.’ I glanced at Fergie and tried to burn the memory of her just as she was into my brain. Smiling. Healthy. I’d need it for what was to come. ‘I need more time.’

      He squatted. Taking my hand, he brought it to lay over his heart. ‘Stay.’ His face was solemn, eyes swirling with emotion. ‘I will go to Earth and be your sword. Stay here with our husband and our cub. I will go with a legion and take as many people who wish to be saved. I will bring them here. Your species will live on, free, happy.’ He exhaled. ‘Safe.’

      I dug my fingers into the toughened leather over his broad chest. ‘Would you let someone else fight for Vayhalun while you hid? All the while knowing it was your fault it was in danger?’

      ‘This is not your fault,’ Beowyn said.

      ‘It’s not Lumen’s fault either. She’s fighting for what’s right too, and I know she’s out of her mind with fear.’ I didn’t think she would ever be okay after seeing Venomous at the mercy of the First. I shook my head. ‘I have to go. Our leaders won’t listen if you show up and command them to submit to your leadership.’ Even if it meant their survival, the governments of Earth would see them as a threat not realising the real threat was coming to destroy them. I let out a harsh bark of laughter. ‘They’ll try to capture you or kill you. What they will never do is believe you.’

      ‘Even if the numbers of Horde are as few as we speculate,’ Beowyn said, ‘unless the Rä send their warriors we will not be able to hold back the Horde.’

      When I first explained I would be returning to Earth to warn them of the invasion I suspected Her Bhyr planned, they had explained to me in horrifying detail the strength of the Horde and educated me in the past wars the Aztekan species had fought in.

      In all accounts, whenever the Horde appeared, there was death of such magnitude it was claimed by the Intergalactic Alliance over a score of extinct species was due to their merciless, uncompromising war art.

      My husbands wanted me far from Earth. They had forbidden me to go.

      I had gone to Patrick, told him what I was doing, and he’d run interference, taking my side and requesting volunteers from his territory to undertake the journey back to our birth planet.

      Wyrhild had taken one look at Patrick and offered us whatever we needed. Wulfyn had been more hesitant.

      During one of our clandestine meetings where we’d argued for his support, he’d held Fergie, and in that instant realised the extent of the damage to be inflicted.

      He’d offered his help.

      With three Great Houses leading the peacekeeping effort, many lower Houses offered assistance by way of ships, munitions and fighters.

      The King and High Commander had been furious, but what Patrick and I had done was lawful, an act they could not intervene in without far-reaching political repercussions as well as undermining my newfound authority, something they’d spent copious amounts of time cultivating.

      That did not mean they refrained from raking me over the coals in private.

      ‘You went behind our backs.’ Beowyn was so angry the skin around his mouth and eyes was white with strain. He’d heard rumours of my secret meetings from one of the lesser House leads who’d lost his nerve. He then told Éorik, and they’d dragged me from lunch with Anja–one of my principal conspirators–to confront me.

      Éorik had paced our balcony. He slammed a fist to the railing before spinning to me. His handsome face was drawn and dark. ‘This is the kind of marriage you want? Secrets and lies?’

      ‘You forced my hand.’ I’d stood trembling, arms tight around my middle. ‘You wouldn’t listen. I can’t turn my back on where I came from. I would never ask that of you if the situation was reversed. How dare you ask it of me.’ I cut a hand through the air. ‘You know how that day has tortured me. I had to do it with or without you. You made it clear it was without you, so….’ I made a flippant gesture, which set them off again. We’d argued all night but come the first sunrise they were with me.

      Leaning over I pressed my forehead to Éorik’s. I smiled when he sighed, and Beowyn growled in response. I didn’t quite get why he found it so arousing, but I did find it unbearably endearing. ‘We can do this. Trust me.’

      ‘If anything happens to either of you, I will not be pleased.’

      Beowyn snorted. ‘As if our Royal Defender would allow it.’ He stretched out on a lounger to crunch his candied breakfast meat, humming to himself as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      Leaving me with a scorching kiss to the lips, Éorik moved to sit between his cocked legs, accepting bites of food and discussing his duties.

      Tipping my face into the breeze, I luxuriated in the sloppy sounds of Fergie’s chewing, Beowyn’s snarky observations of the lower Houses and Éorik’s low, rumbling laughter.

      I let my mind tumble over my plans for the day, picking at my breakfast.

      Beowyn sat beside me to caress my cheek. Hand settled in a proprietary fashion on my nape, Éorik stood behind us. His face tipped down to fuss at Fergie for throwing her food at the birds.

      Lumen had been right. Nowhere was perfect. My life wasn’t perfect.

      Perfection could kiss my skinny, freckled ass.

      Oda rose over Vayhalun, brilliant in her fiery glory.

      ‘Lah,’ Beowyn murmured, ‘but I feel the Ancestors.’

      I smiled as my eyes closed. I saw them. They ringed a Highland Brae, Calluna at the knee. Skirl rung the air, and rebellion stirred their hearts.

      My spirit cried out with the ghosts of my kinsmen.

      Freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        Then

      

    
    
      Screaming, bloated stomach and loins awash with clotted blood, the vessel convulsed. Cocked legs sprawled, spidery toes twitched. Lifeless voids stared into the underworld.

      Slimy offspring cut from its carcass was stillborn.

      Erd Oğan grabbed his breeder by the ankle and pulled it from the frozen plinth. Its skull cracked against the rough ground then split. Steaming grey matter smeared across the ice as it was dragged outside and tossed onto a pyre.

      The bitter disappointment that was its legacy joined it.

      Hel Bhyr–Avatar of Destruction and First of the Horde–crushed the prayer beads he’d stroked in his fist.

      Another female dead. One of the last, and no babe.

      Glowing torches pierced the gloom of the cavern. Modern crafts were not welcome in the holy cradle. They made do with tools from ancient epochs.

      Pillars of black ice carved with runes of power and archaic incantations sparkled as they chilled the mineral-scented air. Flowstone reached gnarled claws from the crystalline overhangs to the hunched, blue-skinned backs chanting prayers on the frozen bed.

      Warriors knelt between quartzite karst, prostrated beside mirrored pools of water disguising bottomless sinkholes, and squatted next to gravity-defying helictites, translucent formations that grew so large as to be razored columns.

      Brushing dust from his palm, the First turned to address the gathering that bore witness to the failure. He raised a fist. ‘Another son lies breathless. Another son joins Him before his time.’

      Thwacking their broad chests, the males grunted. Storm-grey ovals beamed from ursine, brutish faces that had known nothing but war and hardship, a gift to the male blessed with His mighty fury. One softness embraced was a frantic season of rutting into their chosen vessels. Horde seed used to take root. Creation would bless them with sons or curse them with daughters. No more. As the aeons passed less offspring survived to adulthood, then less and less survived birth until almost none survived past planting. Hel Bhyr himself had never taken a vessel. It had not been time, but now he reached the middle of his life cycle, and there was no choice. He had gone to the farms. He had looked inside the pens at the emaciated, decrepit females he was expected to breed the new Avatar upon and had recoiled. He sought a solution. Verak controlled their fertility and would never accede to Sacrifice after birth. The Baxnonians were revolting. Promiscuous. Weak of spirit. He would not contaminate Horde so. Rä matured only for their biological match, so were useless to them. For this endeavour, he admitted to himself the warrior race would have been the favoured choice. Other species on the Register could not procreate with the Azteka. They could not sustain Horde seed within their bodies or died while a warrior rammed into their juices. All seemed lost. Then the human was found by the Avatar of Zython and hope stirred in his breast. There was the solution. Humans. He had been unable to access She, Lumen of the Stars without revealing their looming extinction, but the Verak King had found his One, also a human. Hel Bihter–thought lost to Horde–gained access to the Queen’s cadre, and though the male had changed after his exposure to the human Queen in a way Hel Bhyr could not quite understand, he was no fool. It was a sign. It had been easy to press them to give him what he wanted.

      Power rushed his veins, and Hel Bhyr raised his arms. ‘Our sun dawns bright for we have found salvation. We have found a new species to breed.’

      Whispers rustled through the cave.

      ‘Now we anoint our flesh. We will say our prayers.’ He bent at the waist to roar. ‘Then we will go to Earth.’

      Horde surged onto their feet.

      ‘We will take what we want.’

      Fists banging chests, hollering, they paced in restless aggression.

      ‘We will bathe in the blood of those who oppose us.’

      Axes and blades unsheathed by the thousands, the clamour ringing through the frosted cavern.

      ‘We will fuck humanity full of seed until they choke on it.’ He threw his arms wide, and an arc of energy flashed between his palms. ‘Humanity will bear us sons.’

      Horde bellowed his name.

      With a final punch to the sky, the quickened Horde chanting his name, he turned to take the steps by twos to his chamber at the sunken mountain’s apex.

      Always the First slept in the sacred grotto. It was the place his ancestors had woken. Their bones were hewn from its rock, their flesh carved from its ice, and their souls blown into their lungs by Creation. She had forsaken them. Surprise eluded him. Males of Vøtkyr had long turned from Her and embraced Destruction.

      If She would no longer bless them with life from the rotted pits that were the wombs of the Aztekan female, they would look elsewhere for breeders.

      Horde now looked to Earth.

      Hel Bhyr scraped his nails into a bowl of indigo pigment. He wrote into his flesh the glyphs and runes that depicted the slaughter to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        Now

      

    
    
      ‘We look upon what we own.’ He gripped my thigh, a length of flesh as thick as his arm. He dragged me down the pelts. ‘There is no escape from us.’

      ‘You saved me.’

      A hand fisted in my hair and stirred the smell of coconuts, pulling my head back to expose vulnerable throat.

      Axe blade kissed my pulse.

      ‘We take you now.’ Thunder and susurration, bright and stabbing. Calving glaciers echoed his voice. ‘Willing or not. Scream if you must.’

      I shuddered and stared at the Asura crouched above. ‘You saved me.’

      It was the nature of girls in my culture to be sheltered, but under the dutiful smiles and lavishly beaded shalwar kameez, I was a woman who understood the threat he posed.

      He took me from Baba-ji. He stole me from my home.

      Still, I reached to touch him.

      My henna stained fingertips smeared gritty paint. The drumming boom of an alien heart beat against my palm.

      It meant something.

      It had to.

      Stretched pale, a firm mouth curved. ‘Ah, you tremble, human.’ Ridged and hairless, his rugged brow descended. ‘Good.’ Spiced breath melded with my hot pants as he spoke in the hairsbreadth between us. Words buzzed against my lips. ‘Horde will not understand what we do nor will they forgive. You have bewitched us.’

      Hel Bhyr leered as his mouth bruised mine.

      Seared and branded.

      Soul marked.

      My back arched as I sank into his cold kiss.

      Eyes of frozen pearl glowed. ‘I have decided to keep you.’

    

  


  
    
      
        Afterword

      

    
    
      
        Thank you for reading.  Sìne was a character I enjoyed writing, her sense of humour drier compared to the previous heroine of this series. I was raised in a single parent household, so I have the highest respect for those who accomplish such. Both ladies and their families will be making an appearance in book three, which is called Hel Bhyr. The best way to be notified of my new releases is to sign up to my newsletter. This is sent only once a new book is available to purchase.
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      Wounded, a dragon drops from the sky to crash in front of Marina in an explosion of fire. She does the only reasonable thing a woman can do–she saves his life. Marina knows any moment may be her last, yet she cannot deny the connection between her and the alluring creature. When fierce dragon lords appear and lead a dangerous assassin to their hiding place, the truth about her dragon is unveiled. The consequences of falling for a creature gifts Marina wonders never before seen in this world.
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