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      Bhyr, leader of the Azteka Horde, is committed to saving his species from extinction. Taking the human female as a breeder is his divine right. He will breed her, anoint his spawn, and then rid himself of the complications that come with a mate. But when the time comes, will he be able to strike down the one he loves most?

      

      Indira is abducted from Earth and leashed to an alien barbarian. He wants one thing of her: an heir. Vowing to escape his clutches, Indira begins a revolt that causes ripples throughout the galaxy. But as she strives to thwart the most feared being in the universe, she must question how the warrior she defied became the darkest desire of her heart.

      

      Warning: violence, profanity, psychological trauma, forced seduction and sexual content.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        We are the destroyers of worlds. The scourge of the weak and the masters of creation. We are as one fist, one blade, one almighty force. We are horde.

        Unknown, Ranked Warrior of the Azteka Horde

      

        

      

      

      
        
        
        The female is mine, willing or unwilling. It makes no difference. She breathes because I allow it. She exists because I allow it.

        Hel Bhyr, First of the Azteka Horde, God’s Chosen, the Avatar of Destruction
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          some serious shit goes down….

        

      

    

    
      Hel Bhyr peered into the seerstone.

      Wisps of cloud wreathed the blue planet. Green and brown terrain populated with man and beast called to his more primitive self. To invade.

      Conquer.

      A hot twist of satisfaction spread through his chest.

      Soon.

      ‘Breathtaking.’ Hel Bihter hovered a scarred hand over the stone bowl. He longed to touch the glassy surface and feel the ether beyond. The viscous liquid within the vessel rippled, disturbed by his essence. He withdrew his hand and fisted it at his side. ‘I have seen nothing like it before. In all our travels through uncharted space, we have never discovered such potential. It is a blessing.’

      ‘The species that own it squander its gifts. Humans are weak.’ Bhyr’s upper lip curled. ‘Vøtkyr makes us strong.’

      The monsters and tundras of the home world whittled the Azteka into a fierce species. One of the most powerful in the known galaxy.

      Bihter’s placid expression showed none of the turmoil roiling within. He knew what was to come was inevitable. He could not help but try to mitigate the ruthlessness about to descend upon humanity. ‘I have come to see there are different shades of strength. Different, but no less incredible than our own.’

      ‘You have changed.’ Bhyr’s subtle warning crackled between them.

      ‘Must we do this?’ Bihter asked despite the precipice he teetered. The First was not a male with whom one trifled.

      ‘Horde needs breeders.’

      ‘We should trade for what we need.’

      ‘What? Lower ourselves to bargaining?’ Bhyr snorted. ‘Better to take.’

      Expression frosted like the mountain peak he called home, Bihter turned to leave. ‘I feel sorrow for them.’

      He received no response.

      The flame of hope he’d nursed for a different future diminished, and he walked on.

      ‘I have no sympathy for the weak,’ murmured Bhyr.

      Step faltering for the smallest fraction of a moment, Hel Bihter resumed his stride.

      Heat gathered at the corners of his eyes, and the embers of hope warming his chest turned cold.

      He did not see when the First turned to watch him go, nor the fleeting hint of doubt that flickered in his eyes.
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            Indira

          

        

      

    

    
      I twirled. The sequins embroidered on my dupatta reflected the candlelight. The airy melody was the rush of blood in my veins. The drumming beat was the pound of my heart.

      My partner raised his open palms and shook his shoulders. With light, snappish kicks of his toes, he danced a circle. He went to his knees and pressed his hands over his chest to pump them as if they were a beating heart.

      I propped a fist on my hip and pointed a wagging finger. I swung my hips side to side, my choli bared middle fixed in place to exaggerate the sensual movement.

      Three dozen women wearing a swirl of jewelled colours mirrored the action.

      Powerful hits to the rows of dhol drums increased as the couples on the floor spun, clapped and jumped.

      We sang of women with warm skin and dark eyes, of men with strong shoulders and shadowed hearts.

      Nutty coconut oil and spicy turmeric mixed with the aromas from the banquet.

      Older, less mobile guests picked at the hearty, spicy offerings.

      My henna stained hands fluttered and twinned over my head. My hair whirled around my torso as my ivory sari did the same from the knees down. Bells strapped to my ankle jingled as my heels thumped with the pounding rhythm.

      A woman with gamine blonde locks and lily pale skin giggled as she missed a step. She fell into her husband’s welcoming arms. The side of his turban rested on the crown of her head as he held her close. His adoring smile was a white slash against his swarthy complexion.

      The song ended with dramatic flair. The women stood proud and untouchable. The men–defeated–were on their knees, staring at us in wide-eyed devotion.

      We received a standing ovation. The hoots and applause surged as loud as the bhangra music itself.

      The musicians began a sedate piece; the crowd catching their breath.

      My partner walked beside me, hands clasped behind his back. He didn’t smile and leave as I hoped. ‘You dance well.’ Rich amber eyes gleamed as they slid in my direction. His brown skin glowed with health that spoke of hot jungle. He moved, and his cologne teased my nose with a scent that reminded me of the ripest exotic fruit. ‘You are enchanting, Indira. May I visit you at your home?’

      ‘Not sure it will be possible before you return home, Rohit Ji.’

      ‘Oh. Why not?’

      My polite smile stiffened at the annoyance in his tone. ‘Work.’

      My gaze shifted from his disapproving one to a ceiling of dazzling lights and streamers. They arrowed towards the mandap. Beneath it the happy couple lounged on a divan stuffed with embroidered pillows. Gold decals and flourished mouldings embellished bursts of white flowers. Colourful petals settled on the procession rug, their floral scent enhanced by incense.

      ‘It will be if we wish it so.’ Rohit hesitated. ‘Your grandfather spoke to me before the ceremony. He suggested you might consider an extended sabbatical to see if my home taluk agrees with you. Bardez may not be gentrified like Vasco, but it is remarkable. Less spoiled by colonial ideals.’

      I fanned my face, avoiding his gaze and settled with a polite, ‘Hmm.’

      ‘Will you see me off at the airport?’

      I made a noncommittal noise. ‘I’m busy on that day.’

      Lead Aide to the Prime Minister, I had meetings scheduled to attend. I was behind with my preparations. Playing the simpering female for a distant relative looking for an educated bride was not on my to-do-list. Nor was ferrying him to the airport, so he could badger me into visiting his home country. The point of all this? To ambush me with a marriage proposal, which ended with the scorn of my extended family once I rejected it. ‘So very busy.’ I thanked the powers that be.

      Rohit’s fond expression folded. ‘You work too hard. You need a husband who will work for you.’ The back of his hand brushed my cheek. ‘You are too beautiful to waste yourself on a career.’

      My chin tilted back to bring distance between us. ‘This was fun.’

      He huffed a breath.

      We’re done here.

      ‘Thanks for the dance. Enjoy the party.’

      His expression slackened.

      The gazes of the aunties warmed my back as they whispered their judgements. I loved my family and respected my heritage. But most times? I was a square peg mashing itself into a round hole.

      I spun on my heel and escaped, weaving through the crowd with my eyes on my feet. My grandfather made eyes at a widow he claimed made the tastiest cham cham. I quickened my stride to reach him before the determined man following me across the room could charm me into another dance.

      ‘Babi Ji. Say your goodbyes. Our taxi is here.’

      He squinted. ‘So many handsome, wealthy men.’ He tapped his cane against my ankle with enough force to make sure I got the hint. ‘Have you danced with them all? I see you and Rohit talked.’

      He grinned.

      ‘Babi,’ I said in a low tone. ‘Please? I have work tomorrow.’

      The older woman beside him snorted. Her bindi disappeared into the folds of her frown. ‘Work?’ She tutted. ‘As if that is an excuse.’

      ‘Auntie,’ I said with a strained smile.

      Gold-painted lips thinned. ‘Girls these days. No upbringing.’

      The aunties nearby mumbled agreement.

      Face hot, back ramrod straight, it became easy for me to rush through a typical hour’s worth of goodbyes.

      In the cab, my grandfather sighed for so long and loud he ran out of air. When I didn’t react, he cleared his throat until I looked at him. ‘Marriage is a blessing, Indira.’

      ‘For those who want it, I agree. Wholeheartedly.’

      ‘What young woman doesn’t want a husband and children?’

      ‘The overachieving kind. The kind who understands taking months off to plan a wedding would destroy her professional ambitions? Not to mention juggling the expectations of a traditional husband would leave her unhappy and filled with resentment.’ I was on a roll. Did he assume I hadn’t thought this through? ‘All this leading to an awful marriage ending in divorce. Worse, traumatised children who blame her for not being good enough.’ I dragged in a breath then released it. ‘That kind of woman, Babi.’

      ‘Bah.’ He flicked a hand in dismissal. ‘Women over the world find time to balance family and a job.’

      ‘Women over the world compromise their wishes. And to be clear, I don’t have a job. I have a career. I’m not giving it up to add more life to a world bursting with it.’

      ‘Arre.’ He gripped his cane in a white-knuckled fist. ‘I want a grandchild before I die.’

      I pressed my palm to my forehead, elbow wedging into the car door. ‘Aiyo, enough, Babi Ji.’ I didn’t want to repeat this fight. My stomach clenched. ‘Someday, but it’s not on the cards today.’

      ‘There’s more to life than work. More to you than this selfishness.’

      ‘Hmm.’ Yellow lights flickered in the darkness. ‘I’m leaving early tomorrow and returning late.’

      He grunted his disapproval, but said nothing else on the subject.

      The next morning, I woke tired and dispirited. I rubbed my eyes, then spread my hands above my face. My gaze lingered on the glorious patterns dancing across my skin. It had been a typical wedding, but my second cousin looked happy.

      I admired the mehndi for a few more moments before rolling out of bed.

      Working a miracle, I condensed my morning routine into forty minutes. I replaced the bejewelled Nath in my nostril with a discreet stud and shouted down the hall. ‘Babi Ji? Are you ready?’ I hopped from one foot to the other as I slid my pumps on.

      My grandfather’s presence hit the doorway.

      My nose twitched at his bay leaf cologne. ‘There you are.’ No coat or shoes on his person. ‘Why aren’t you ready?’ I pulled on a blue jumper over my silk shirt. I flicked my hair from under the collar and then slid on my spectacles. My short-sightedness wasn’t terrible. I could get by without them, but the glasses helped the men in my office treat me less like an exotic side piece and more like a fifties secretary. Not a huge improvement, but enough to keep the pickup lines and outright harassment minimal.

      ‘Indira.’ Babi’s frail hand pressed against the doorjamb, his wrinkled face pale. ‘You cannot go to work today.’

      Crossing the room, I pressed a kiss to his furrowed brow. Concerned at the level of heat that met my lips, I laid a hand on his forehead.

      ‘Are you sick?’ I asked.

      His hands covered mine, shaking. ‘You cannot go.’

      I didn’t have time for this. ‘You’re running a fever.’

      I herded him out of my bedroom. We trooped down the winding stairs and into the tranquil greys and greens of the lounge. I settled him on the couch. ‘Wait here.’ I fetched him a glass of water. ‘Down this.’ I perched on the edge of my seat. ‘Alexa, mute the television.’

      The peppy voice that controlled my smart home confirmed with a beep.

      ‘Go on,’ I said. ‘Drink.’

      I rubbed his hunched back until he drank the whole glass.

      He burped. ‘Better.’

      The knitted wool of his cardigan crackled under my palm. ‘Have you taken your medication?’

      ‘Bah. It is not my heart or my blood pressure.’ He pointed a hand at the television. ‘I watched the news.’

      ‘Something upset you.’ World news was rarely positive. My grandfather didn’t understand why people would be cruel to each other. It left him agitated. ‘You know you’re not supposed to put it on without me. How about I put on a nature documentary? You like those.’

      ‘I may be old, but I am not a child, Indira.’ He sniffed. ‘The news is on every channel.’ His voice quavered. ‘Every single one.’

      ‘Oh?’ My stomach flipped.

      I turned towards the flat screen. I inhaled at the red banner graphic ticker-taping across the bottom.

      The newscaster looked stressed. Her lips flapped as she read from the teleprompter.

      I eyed the bulletin, but didn’t comprehend the enormity of it on first reading.

      Aliens landed.

      Military on standby.

      Women taken.

      Had illegal aliens entered the country in a giant wave and kidnapped woman as collateral?

      I unmuted the television. Listened. Ah. It was the Classified Top Secret extraterrestrials only key members of Cabinet officially acknowledged existed.

      ‘–early hours of the morning. Special Correspondent Elizabeth Chan is on site at Ten Downing Street, where moments ago Prime Minter Weston gave a speech declaring a nationwide alert in the United Kingdom. The Prime Minister confirmed the abductions of two British citizens–one a single-mother with a four-year-old–was a situation the cabinet knew of and that negotiations were taking place with the extra-terrestrials to repatriate the taken women.’

      The newscaster switched camera angles, turning on her stool. Her long legs crossed. She tossed her thin braids over her shoulder, hazel eyes smouldering into the camera. ‘We have had confirmation from a source within the Prime Minister’s inner circle claiming while they discovered these abductions to have taken place, that they had, and I quote, “No–redacted expletive–control of the situation,” and that, “We are all–redacted expletive,” end quote.’ The newscaster made a wry face, plump lips curving enough to be mocking, hinting at her thoughts. ‘Elizabeth, what is happening where you are now?’

      The screen switched to a young woman in a bright red coat and white scarf, a microphone clipped to her lapel.

      She made petite gestures with her hands as she spoke. ‘Here at Downing Street there is a palpable state of fear and confusion. Behind me, the podium is empty. We were, however, advised the returned women are meeting with officials as we speak. One they conclude, the government will issue another statement with further information.’

      ‘Can you tell us of the women themselves?’ the newscaster asked as the screen split into two views.

      ‘We have their names. Lumen Young, reported as missing over a year ago, and Sìne Grae. The young woman and her immediate family literally disappeared off the face of the Earth.’

      ‘Did the women look abused or harmed?’

      ‘As you can see from the images, far from it.’ The Corespondent flashed her dimples, eyes sparkling. ‘They wear the native garb of the alien species.’

      Photographs of two women superimposed the screen. One wore a flowing white dress reminiscent of the Ancient Greeks. Gold banded her upper arms, and her kinky-coiled black hair puffed off her brown face. The other woman was pale and freckled. She wore rugged leather pants with a gun attached to her thigh, and a hooded cloak. Her short auburn hair was crowned with a circlet of silver.

      ‘Look at the diadem on Sìne Grae. We speculate she has gained a role of importance within the alien society.’ The reporter sounded elated. ‘Minor royalty, perhaps.’

      ‘Has there been a sighting of the aliens themselves?’

      ‘Not yet. The women have returned as ambassadors. From chatter we’ve overheard, the aliens are significantly different in physical appearance compared to mankind. The women may wish to allay fears before exposing them to the public.’

      ‘It begs the question why they’re doing this? If they want to keep their alien abductors from the public eye, why arrive with such fanfare instead of in secret?’

      ‘These are questions we’re hoping to pose during the second address.’

      The split screen focused on the main newscaster.

      She stared at the screen, solemn. As I knew her almost better than I knew myself, I could see the wicked twinkle in her eyes. ‘That was Special Correspondent Elizabeth Chan, on location at Ten Downing Street, where it is confirmed humanity is not alone.’

      ‘You cannot go.’ Babi touched my hand. ‘Please?’

      Shaken, I folded his hand in my own. ‘Everything will be fine.’ I lied. It made my head swim to think of the rioting and looting that would follow the announcement. ‘This means I’ll be working late.’

      I peered into his dear face.

      My grandfather was a month shy of seventy. His full head of snowy hair darkened to black at the bottom, uncut as per his faith. He wore it in a man bun and hidden under an angular turban to express his love of peace. With sharp brown eyes and a crooked smile, somehow not obscured by his mustachios and chest-length beard, he never failed to charm the ladies. He meant the world to me. He took me in after my parents died abroad. Then his wife, my grandmother, passed away after a stroke, and he raised me to adulthood. He had his bad days. Days where his blood pressure was too high and his mood too dour, but he was a good man, a kind man who had taken care of me.

      ‘Get your coat and shoes. Auntie Lita is waiting.’

      ‘I don’t want to go anymore. I’m fine on my own.’ He settled into the sofa. ‘If you’re leaving, go.’ He made a forceful push with his hand. ‘You never listen.’

      My smartphone chimed and buzzed. I glanced at the screen. ‘I have to take this.’ My heels clicked on the waxed hardwood floors as I left the room, bringing the phone to my ear. ‘Good morning, Sir.’

      ‘Indira,’ said the crisp contralto at the other end of the line. ‘I need you. Are you able to come in early?’

      ‘You ever only need ask.’ I entered the airy blue walls of my office, shutting the glass door behind me. ‘I’ll make my way as soon as possible.’ I hesitated. ‘It’s true then.’

      Weston made a noncommittal noise. ‘We kept the details from the press, thank God, but yes. It’s true.’

      I exhaled, cheeks puffing.

      I had known the last two contacts with alien life resulted in abductions. So did many others. The gossip wheel at work was greasy. As long as the information didn’t leave the building, most indulged in the whispers without shame. Myself and countless others had doubted we were in real trouble or would ever face a situation which called for extreme measures in national security, yet here we were.

      ‘You called in the military.’

      ‘No choice.’ Her voice turned haggard. ‘Miss Young and Miss Grae are the media’s focus, which is ideal, but soon the truth of why they’ve returned will get out. The fallout will be ugly.’ The moist sound of her licking her lips hit my ear. ‘I need you here. Diana looks exhausted, and to be frank, the reality of this is getting to her. I need someone sharp. Capable.’

      ‘I understand, Sir. Expect me within the hour.’

      ‘Excellent.’ She inhaled. ‘Take care.’ The call ended.

      I sank into the leather chair behind my desk, legs crossed at the ankle, considering the future.

      I need a holiday.
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      I checked the time on my wristwatch then made a call. ‘Who is your source?’

      ‘Mind your own business.’ The woman on the other end laughed. It trembled with nerves. ‘Was I good?’

      ‘Perfect,’ I replied. ‘They’ll gossip about your hemline and how your shirt was tight and your braids too “ethnic”.’

      ‘Ugh. There’s no avoiding it. Today I don’t give a rat’s ass.’ Cristina squealed. ‘Can you believe it? This might be the juiciest scoop of the century, and I was lead newscaster.’

      ‘I know. Even Babi watched. Now, I demand you confess. Who is your source?’

      ‘That would be telling, wouldn’t it?’ Her tone soured. ‘It should be you.’

      ‘Not going to happen.’

      ‘Weston talks to you. My producers don’t understand how we can be best friends, yet I have zero insider information. Give it up, girl. You know you want to.’

      ‘Ah, but will you respect me in the morning?’

      ‘Indie. Come on. I thought you were woke.’

      Smiling, I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m Weston’s primary aide. She confides in me, but it doesn’t mean I can turn around and blab to you. I like my job.’ I glanced at the time again. ‘Can’t chat for long. I’m expected within the hour.’

      ‘Seriously? It’s six a.m.’

      ‘And? You’ve already worked your shift.’

      ‘Yeah, but I work for soulless monsters.’ Slurps and the crinkle of packaging distorted the line. ‘I don’t know how you work for that diva.’

      ‘Her policy yanked our country out of the worst economic downturn in sixty years. She’s fair to her constituents regardless of–’

      ‘Blah, blah.’ Muffled chewing sounds. ‘I’m close to your place. I’ll drive you to work. Saves you calling a car service or faffing about with parking.’

      ‘I’m not sneaking you in.’

      Guilty silence.

      ‘The thought never crossed my mind.’

      ‘Liar,’ I said.

      ‘Whatever. I’m pulling up.’

      She had a key. ‘Do the needful.’ I disconnected and pulled up my email to shoot off requests to my assistant.

      I needed that job-coveting graduate firing on all cylinders when I arrived. There’d be no time for mistakes or lallygagging. We’d need kettles of tongue-blistering tea to make it through the day.

      ‘Indie,’ Babi cried.

      I jerked. The back of my chair hit the wall.

      Images of my grandfather gasping for air and clutching his chest sprung to mind.

      I ran into the lounge and dropped to my knees, watching his swarthy face pale to a shade of grey. ‘Babi? What’s wrong?’ I pressed the flat of my hand to his chest. ‘Is it your heart?’ As I spoke, my thumb smacked 999 on my smartphone.

      He pointed a shaking hand to the television.

      Hovering my thumb over the green call icon, I listened to the woman on the screen.

      ‘–chose to speak to you directly as it was taking too long to go through the official channels. We don’t have the time for it. The Verak Queen and I haven’t returned for ourselves, or to make first contact, but to warn humanity of a grave threat to Earth. My primary mate, He, Venomous One is from a species called Rä. They are native to a planet called Rök in a galaxy far…far…it’s a long way away, okay.’ The woman leaned into the reptilian alien’s side. Four of its six clawed limbs attached to her. She didn’t flinch. ‘I understand you’ll struggle to wrap your heads around what he looks like. That’s fine. But trust me, there are more important things to worry about.’

      Dropping the phone, I shifted from my knees onto my ass, mouth popping open.

      The two women from news stood in the middle of Piccadilly Circus. A ring of reporters and flashing cameras surrounded them.

      Stood beside them were aliens. Real bloody aliens standing in the middle of the street in broad daylight.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      Weston would have another coronary.

      ‘–race called the Azteka are coming to Earth,’ the dark-skinned woman said. ‘It’s likely they are already here on the other side of the planet. As of a few minutes ago, our scanners are being jammed. My second mate tells me this means an attack is imminent.’ She flashed the screen of a futuristic device in her hand. ‘They do not come in peace. They are hostile.’

      ‘What do they want?’ a reporter shouted amidst cries of the same.

      The woman faltered.

      Cloak fluttering as she stepped forward, the taller woman crossed her arms. Her voice was strong. ‘They want women. Breeders.’ Pale cheeks flushed with colour. Her lips twisted. ‘That word speaks for itself, doesn’t it? Lumen and I needed to tell you as quickly as possible because time is of the essence. We’ve been here all morning. Political red tape is already blocking what we need to say to women around the world.’ She looked into a camera. It zoomed in on her face. ‘This is going to be bad. Prepare yourselves and start demanding your government cooperate with us. We need to pool our resources. Put up a coordinated, unified defence before it’s too late.’ She dropped her arms. Her fingers entwined with those of the muscular, white-haired male flanking her. He looked at her with what might have been adoration on the face of a human man. He was leonine, his eyes brightly dark. Other. ‘There’s only so much we can do if you don’t help yourselves.’

      Cristina burst into the room, her keys dangling from a sparkly chain. Her braids swished around her espresso complexion, eyes alight with glee. ‘Oh my Jesus, are you watching?’ She held her tablet in a white-knuckled fist. ‘I was updating my feeds with shots of my broadcast when everything went nuts. Have you seen the memes of the news conference?’ She dropped her tote and forged into the room amidst a cloud of citrus perfume. ‘This is unbelievable. Did those two really storm out of a summit with the leaders the free world and hijack the internet and television-radio broadcasting?’ She gave a hop on her wedges. ‘This is news history. And I was the first to report on it. Eek! This will make my career. I need to post about this.’ She started tapping on her tablet. ‘Sean and I are finally going to be able to afford to get married and buy a bigger place. There’s this amazing townhouse two streets over that’s listed for one point two million. I know what you’re going to say–’

      ‘That he’s immature, you don’t love him and can’t afford the house because he’ll expect you to pay for everything,’ I said. ‘He’s the cheapest rich person I know.’

      ‘Oh, Indie, pahlease. In the words of Ms Turner, “What’s love got to do with it?”’

      ‘He makes you peg him.’

      ‘I’m getting into it.’

      ‘No, you’re not.’

      ‘No, I’m not.’ She wilted. ‘Argh. The struggle is real. He’s hot, loaded, and the sex is adequate. It’s a solid relationship. It is.’

      ‘You’re settling.’

      ‘Am not.’

      ‘You told me last week he fucked like a mannequin.’

      Her chin lifted. ‘He moves like a real boy now.’

      I snorted. ‘The week before that you bought a vibrator because you wore out the motor on your old one.’

      ‘I have a healthy sexual appetite. I feel no shame.’

      ‘The old one you’d bought the week before. If you carry on this way, you’ll be unable to orgasm without sitting on a tractor engine.’

      ‘First, you are so dark today. Second, I can afford the house. If I up my hours from fifty a week to sixty, get my promised pay hike, and use my Christmas bonus as a down payment, I can swing it. So suck it.’ She muttered under her breath as she typed. ‘Hashtag. Life Is Awesome. Hashtag. Rate Don’t Hate.’ She swigged from her travel mug then gagged. ‘Ugh. This detox tea tastes like sadness. I miss my matcha latte.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I have lost three pounds, so it is working.’

      ‘No, it’s that your latte is full of sugar and fat, whereas the tea is leafy water.’

      Cristina eyed the mug in her hand. Shrugged. ‘God doesn’t give with both hands.’

      Still huddled on the floor, I pushed up my glasses and rubbed my eyes, stressed.

      Weston said it was bad, but these women warned us of an intergalactic invading force.

      That wasn’t “bad” but catastrophic.

      They looked scared, sincere in their concern.

      ‘You cannot go to work.’ My grandfather sounded triumphant. He looked at Cristina. ‘Namaste, little bird.’

      ‘Namaste, Grandpa.’ She pressed her hands together. ‘Don’t you worry, Mr Chadhri.’ Having known the man since she ran around my nursery in a saggy nappy, Cristina kissed his cheek. He gave her a pat on the arm with a fond smile. ‘News stations report these stories like it’s the end of the world. Then the politicians get over themselves, work it out on the golf course and everything blows over.’ Her phone rang. ‘Hello? Sean, slow down. Stop yelling. I can’t understand you.’ She pressed her other hand to her ear, bending as if it would help the connection. Her wide nose scrunched. ‘Did you say Australia? I don’t…. What’s happening in America?’ Her face lost its glow. ‘What do you mean it’s already happening? I can’t hear you over the noise. Why are people screaming?’

      The alien chaperones watching over the women on the television stiffened, spooked by something unseen. They scooped them up and rushed into the spacecraft in frame behind them. It shot off into the sky, a dark sliver blur leaving behind an echo of sound and a thin vapour trail.

      The reporters looked bewildered by their departure.

      My mobile trilled.

      A scream drifted in through the open window.

      We jumped, our heads snapping towards the sound.

      ‘It’s six in the morning,’ Cristina said, indignant. ‘What the hell is there to scream about? This cul-de-sac is a private residential area.’

      My phone stopped.

      It rang again.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘I’m sending an escort.’ Weston breathed hard into the phone. Car doors slammed and men yelled in the background. ‘Get out of your house right now and run. We’re tracking your phone. Stay off the main roads and out of sight. A plain clothes will pick you up.’

      Another bloodcurdling shriek shattered the silence.

      Gaining my feet, a sense of foreboding sucked the air from my lungs. I minced towards the window and looked outside. My terror mounted as a blue fleshed creature punched a cowering man in the head. It snatched up the fainting woman he’d fled with.

      Similar horrors happened up and down the street.

      Sounds of violence–glass breaking, alarms, and car wheels screeching–started to filter past the triple glazing.

      I backed away, shaking.

      The phone grew damp with sweat against my ear. ‘They’re already here.’

      Weston exhaled. ‘I’m sorry.’ The phone disconnected.

      Cristina rushed over, waving her phone. It blared a monotonous dial-tone that switched to a steady pulsing. 

      ‘Indira?’ She was breathless with panic. ‘Sean got cut off. My mobile won’t connect anymore. Yours is on a different network. Right? The secret one reserved for government officials I’m not supposed to know about.’ She latched onto my arm and shook it. ‘Can I borrow it?’

      Another scream echoed through the windows, closer than the ones before it.

      Then came another.

      And another.

      ‘Indie?’ Scared now, Cristina walked towards me as I backed away, shaking my head. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Out the back.’ My voice strangled the words. I lunged forward to snap the blinds closed as a giant turned in our direction. ‘Go. Now.’ I ran to Babi and hoisted him up by the elbow. ‘We have to go.’

      ‘My cane.’

      ‘Leave it.’

      Cristina strutted to the front door. ‘This is ridiculous. I’ll tell whoever it is to take their gangland nonsense elsewhere.’

      My glossy front door exploded into splinters.

      Cristina shrieked, scuttling back until she tripped.

      Blue-fleshed nightmares stormed the doorway. As if it were a portal from another dimension, and not an exit to a quaint London suburb.

      ‘Come on.’ I grabbed Cristina’s arm and dragged her after me.

      Babi grumbled, but moved. He headed towards the back door through the kitchen at a stiff-legged trot.

      Cristina skip-ran beside me. ‘Mmph.’ She was yanked backwards, heels skidding.

      I wheeled around to grab her wrist in both my hands, but our palms were sweaty.

      She slipped away before I could get a grip. ‘Cristina!’

      ‘Run.’ She fought like a lioness to get free. ‘I’ll be fine.’

      Hissing behind my teeth, I took her at her word.

      I bolted after Babi.

      He flung up the latch on the patio doors and wrestled to slide them open.

      A light-footed tread coming up fast warned me of an incoming threat.

      I hooked a hand around the doorjamb leading into the dining room, buying Babi more time. I slingshot myself into the room and sprinted through it back into the main hallway.

      My heels went bang, bang, bang on the wooden planks. My arms pumped like I ran a hundred metre sprint. I hurled knickknacks behind me. I knocked over side tables, stacked books and floor lamps.

      Flashing shark teeth, the intruder batted them aside without a hitch in stride.

      Cristina’s back arched and twisted. Her arms and legs stretched akimbo to wedge herself into the bust frame of the front door. She swore with enough rancour to strip paint. ‘Mother fucking asshole get your goddamned hands off me.’

      The hulk behind her growled as it wrangled her into submission.

      Hazel eyes locked on mine then shifted over my shoulder. They widened. ‘Behind you!’ Her captor caught her off guard. He jerked her forward and unhooked her from the door to spirit her away.

      ‘Cristina!’

      No, no, no.

      The titan behind me loosed a guttural, clicking snarl.

      I grabbed the varnished curve of my banister and used it to help my legs propel my body up the winding stairs. My skirt split at the thigh as I took the carpeted steps two at a time, breathing hard with each lunge.

      I envisioned my escape as I powered upward. I planned to zip along the second-floor hallway, and down what used to be the servant stairway. Then I’d leave out the tradesman’s entrance to meet up with Babi. If I managed it, then I’d figure out way to steal Cristina back. A solid plan.

      Except my pursuer charged, gripped the banister and ripped the whole fucking thing from its support beams.

      Dust, fragments of plasterboard and paint shards burst into the air. The tread beneath me disappeared.

      No, I’m there.

      I threw my weight forward. I crashed onto an apothecary chest from Chennai brought to England in the eighteen hundreds. A cultural antique. The first thing I’d bought when I moved into my house. I glared at the shattered wood beneath me.

      Glasses cracked and askew, I ripped them off my face, pissed beyond belief.

      There was a monster in my home stealing my friends and breaking my shit.

      My grandmother’s ugly crystal vase rolled amongst the splinters. Water and daffodils spilled across the chequered tiles.

      I hefted it and myself up.

      The monster leapt from the ground floor and landed like a kalari fighter.

      I rocked back and threw the vase. Missed. A statuette of Ganesh toppled from a shelf into my groping palm.

      I hurled that too.

      It dodged.

      The figurine sailed out the window in a shower of glass.

      I kicked off my shoes and aimed them at it.

      One spun off.

      The other thumped against its chest.

      Half crazed, I spun to fling myself out the window, feverishly convincing myself I could survive the fall.

      Grabbed by the collar, it plucked me off the ground, flipped me onto its shoulder, and then it moved. It used its free arm to vault out the window. I screamed. We somersaulted midair, and it landed crouched on my front patio. Paving buckled, cracked into a rumpled spiderweb.

      I stared, speechless, and then started kicking my legs. ‘Let me go, you monster.’ I pounded on its back–like punching concrete.

      There was a flurry of movement to the side. ‘Let her go.’ Babi thunked it over its ridged, bald head with his gardening spade.

      Uttering a menacing sound past a hard-lipped mouth, the alien whipped around, raising its fist. Energy snapped between its fingers.

      What the hell was it?

      ‘Babi run.’

      Before the monster struck, my grandfather clawed at his chest, twisting his cardigan. His face bleached bone-white.

      Mouth sagging, he flailed a hand, eyes glassy with fear-filled knowing. ‘I-Indira…..’

      ‘No.’ I fought to get free, to get to him. ‘He’s having a heart attack. Let me go. Call an ambulance. Help! Somebody help.’ My shrieks joined the anguished cries of a dozen others as the alien stepped onto the chaotic street. It prowled towards a sleek vessel that ripped up the tarmac.

      My grandfather dropped the spade and keeled over, crumpling to the paving in slow motion. The rose bushes hid his body, his sock-covered toes just in view.

      No one would find him before it was too late.

      Where was Cristina?

      Why is this happening?

      Tears warped my view.

      The unmoving foot shrank into the distance. ‘Help.’ The commotion drowned my croak. ‘Oh, God, please, help us. Hel–’

      Something needle-thin pricked my thigh.

      Darkness.
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      I woke, flipped onto my side and retched. My throat burned, tongue curling against the roof of my mouth at the taste of sour bile. I rolled onto my back then sat up. Pain streaked across my forehead. I lifted a trembling arm to run a finger over the throbbing above my temple. The skin was unbroken.

      I gave it a cautious press.

      A spike lanced through my brain and my body clenched.

      Everything flooded back.

      Cristina’s screams.

      My grandfather’s terrified expression as he clutched his chest, life fading from his eyes.

      It had to be a dream.

      A detached calm washed over me and dimmed my gibbering panic.

      I’m going into shock.

      Shivering and breaking out in gooseflesh, I chafed my arms with my hands to generate some heat.

      My nipples tightened in the open air.

      I startled, gaze angled down my front to my bare breasts, belly and thighs.

      A contraption wrapped around my privates. Flat metal plates conformed to the flare of my hips like a second skin, a palm-sized sheet cupping my pussy. The underside of the gusset felt slick like silicone. The edges thinned until they melted into the skin of my nether lips, and there was no way to pry a finger underneath, no way to remove it and allow access to the sensitive tissue it guarded. I shifted, sliding my fingers backwards. Twisted metal fibres pressed between my ass cheeks. I tried to yank the strip to the side. No give. Legs spreading, I curled over, getting a better look at what someone strapped me into.

      It’s a chastity belt.

      I shoved aside thoughts of who put me into it.

      My eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, and I stopped squinting at a bump no bigger than my thumb that protruded from the front of the contraption. Situated over my clitoris, its location gave me a moment’s pause. My exploration included a process of elimination, and I had to take the risk. I pressed it, cringing. I relaxed with a sigh when nothing happened.

      I shrugged, pulled it, and an explosion flattened me.

      Rapture and pain swallowed me as I seized with convulsions. When the last of the gut-churning passed, I returned to my body in increments.

      Limbs boneless, my muscles twitched. I lay panting. Sweat rolled down my pounding temples, my head stuffed with cotton wool.

      I took care not to make sudden movements as I sat up and stared between my legs.

      Pussy flush with heat, my clit throbbed as if possessing a heartbeat. It was a maddening feeling I sensed wouldn’t abate until I orgasmed.

      Hysteria welled within me until it released as a whine. I jolted at the shrill sound, slapping a hand over my mouth. I kept it there until the skittering under my skin eased. ‘Oh, God.’ I dropped an arm to my middle to hold it. ‘This is not good.’ Dead air muted the thin tremble of my voice. I shifted my legs, but froze at the tinny rattle down by my feet.

      I jerked forward and my hands scrabbled down my shin. My fingers slipped over icy metal slick like glass. I whimpered. ‘No.’ I followed the manacle to a slinky rope that ended in a fist-sized metallic ball. ‘No, no, no.’

      My hands roamed its seamless plane.

      It didn’t appear heavy enough to anchor me, but when I tried to lift it, it didn’t budge. I slid my hand under it unimpeded. It confused me. I thought there must be bolts securing it, but the bottom curve of the sphere floated above the smooth floor.

      I sat back and spent some time straining against the chain. I failed to even loosen the links. Releasing it, I focused on the rush of air into my lungs and their expansion. I took note of how my chest deflated as the breath left me.

      The meditative exercise continued until each inhalation and exhalation came easy.

      Staying calm was vital.

      I’d witnessed how emotional strain sped up a victim’s death. They stopped making sensible decisions.

      I would not let that be me. I needed to get it together. I needed to explore my vicinity.

      I need to escape.

      My needs stacked a mountain high and destabilised my hard won calm. I rewound to a more peaceful state. I slipped my body into lotus pose, eyes closed and hands loose on my knees. I regained equilibrium.

      A dozen smaller steps needed to happen before thoughts of freedom.

      I had no injuries.

      I was uncomfortable with my nudity, yes. Fighting the distracting throb of my pussy, true. But not wounded. This was a good thing. It meant I could defend myself or run at an opportune moment.

      Naked and chained in a cell suggested my status was a low-level prisoner. I would be fed and watered. It was cold in my cell, but not freezing. I would not die of hypothermia. I inhaled, my chest and belly flexing. A perfect balance of breathable gasses.

      Even the gravity felt the exact same as on Earth.

      Think horses not zebras.

      Memories of blue flesh and all-white eyes stopped me from latching onto a more reasonable explanation than alien abduction. It would have been nothing but a poor attempt to fool myself.

      It wasn’t a dream.

      These were not the sex profiteers I read about in classified reports and online news blogs. Evil people who snatched innocent women and sold them into sexual slavery.

      This was bigger than that.

      Denial wouldn’t help.

      I placed my hand on the floor. A faint hum from an engine met my palm.

      ‘I’ve been kidnapped by aliens.’ It sounded unreal.

      Speaking into the silence didn’t make the enormity of the situation less daunting.

      Why had they taken me?

      Eyes popping open, I choked on acrid laughter.

      I knew why.

      My pitiful scrap of attire chafed on so many levels. The impingement on my civil rights. The disrespect to me as a woman. The sodding bare-arsed audacity of it.

      Hot in the face, I blew out a breath. I was getting myself worked up. My biggest failure with meditation was my lack of tranquillity. ‘Remain in the present.’ I chanted my affirmations as a way to soothe my inner bitch. She was seriously worked up. ‘Consider the challenges before you.’

      Fidgety, I struggled to focus. The word ‘rape’ polluted the back of my mind like a boggy stink.

      ‘How might you survive them and return home to Babi?’ My thoughts splintered.

      Stunned and breathless, I hunched as the realisation stabbed me anew.

      I’d forgotten he died.

      I dug my fingernails into my knees until I drew blood. The pressure of the pain inside in chest eased.

      If God existed and deep down–despite my everyday lack of faith–I believed it did, my grandfather was one with the universe, his essence free.

      It would have disappointed him to see me give up.

      I straightened and wiped my cheeks. ‘Aliens kidnapped me. I’m aboard their spacecraft.’ Wasn’t a self-defence basic not to get taken to a secondary location? ‘Rescue is unlikely.’ My voice lowered, subdued. ‘I’m on my own.’

      My bottom lip trembled.

      Was I alone?

      Cristina.

      I thought of my talented best friend. The one who mailed glitter-bombed cards of kittens in sweaters during the holiday season. She who sat in my kitchen twisting her braids into Bantu knots and crooning along to Amy Winehouse. The one who couldn’t pass a homeless person without getting up in their business. I imagined her naked and chained.

      I recalled her as I’d seen her last; hauled off by the middle, legs kicking, terrified.

      I shuddered.

      Was she in her own cell?

      ‘Cristina?’ I shouted.

      The steady hum emanated from all around.

      All three corners of the room were solid black. It created the illusion the space was bigger than the distance my shout had travelled.

      Using my hands, I brushed my fingers across the rubbery floor in increasing circles. I leaned side to side as my hands swept back and forth. My fingers smacked into a wall. I slid across the floor on my ass until the length of my arm pressed against it.

      The chain had plenty of slack. I used the solidness of the wall to stand. The muscles in my legs screamed. I scowled. I was in decent shape. Flexible and limber from practicing Kundalini yoga with Cristina, yet my joints ached. I must have been unconscious longer than I’d assumed.

      Stretching, I kneaded at a cramp in my lower back. I made my way around my cell.

      The ball remained fixed in the middle regardless of how hard I tugged with my leg.

      The surface of the wall under my palms was cold and without joins. I went onto my toes every other step to reach as high as I could.

      I knocked on the wall. Hollow. The material was unknown to me, a cross between rubber and silicone. It looked tough. I punched it and then shook out my fist. Yup. That sucker was solid.

      It was then I noticed it.

      I stared at my hand, flipped it over to look at my palm. I gave the same inspection to the other one.

      ‘No,’ I breathed.

      Three days ago, I’d attended a mehndi party. While I helped distract the bride, my niece drew intricate designs with henna paste onto my hands. Suns covered my palms. The symbols wishing luck, fertility, and prosperity to the bride ran along my fingers and crawled across the backs of my hands. It took over an hour to apply it all. The marks stained well on my skin, a dark brown that contrasted against my creamy coffee.

      The mehndi had vanished.

      It took three weeks of washing and exfoliation for henna to fade.

      But they were gone.

      How bloody long was I unconscious?

      Shaken, freaked the hell out, I circled the room again. I moved slower, gliding my fingertips. They skimmed to feel for an irregularity or an air draft that might signal an exit. Another pass of the room supported my initial findings.

      There were no doors and no windows. Had I been deconstructed into molecules then transported in?

      ‘There has to be something.’

      Colder air drifted down, but there were no vents or ledges. A faint illumination came from high above. I jumped trying to touch the ceiling. It was too high. Dropping to my knees, I repeated the process I’d used on the wall along the floor to look for a hatch that might slide flush. Nothing, but a grate set off the centre of the room, its purpose unclear. I ducked my head to smell. A musty aroma that made me think of wetted, mineralised soil wafted into my face. I considered sticking my hand down. Yeah, right. I had a vision of withdrawing a stump.

      I sagged. I drew my knees to my chest to think. There was nothing in the room I could use to gain a further understanding of what had happened. There was no getting out until someone–something–came for me.

      Shivers ran down my spine, gooseflesh breaking out over my arms and nape.

      Recalling a documentary about survival in the wilderness, I wrapped my arms around my chest. It would keep my core body temperature up. I drew my knees closer towards my torso and hunched over.

      Survival rates for kidnapping victims plummeted after the first twenty-four hours.

      You’ve been gone longer than that.

      If anybody came for me, unlikely considering my last interaction with my boss, my abductors didn’t want money.

      What should I do?

      Being realistic, what could I do? I grew unaware of how long I sat there fighting the creeping helplessness.

      The far wall cracked, and red light bordered a tall triangle. It swooshed to the side and revealed an amorphous silhouette.

      Scuttling back, I wedged myself into the corner. My chest bucked with my shallow breaths. At first glance, all my mind could process was the gigantism of the whole.

      Blue flesh, all-white eyes.

      It’s not human.

      ‘Lower its gaze,’ commanded a biting voice.

      Startled, I lifted said gaze.

      Large oval eyes were mirrors lit by the sun. Luminescence within a hawkish face. The raging glare that met my rounded eyes seared me deep enough that my lungs burned.

      I was too afraid to move.

      Too afraid to blink while caught in the snare of such incandescent fury.

      I twisted my face away, taking a moment to piece myself together and manage a coherent thought.

      It’s a demon, a devil.

      It was Rakshasa, a beast come to devour me.

      Buckling under my crazed thoughts, I sucked a breath past clenched teeth. This wasn’t a dream or a nightmare. I had to get a grip.

      I turned back and concentrated on its head.

      Its scalp was bald, ridged in vertical lines from forehead to nape, as if it had raised skin. The tips of its ears spiked, and so did its lobes, giving its skull a sleek appearance. My gaze lingered on those pointed arcs of flesh before moving down its body. Thick neck. Wide shoulders. Shaped like a human, the swells and dips of its musculature hinted at a skeleton designed to move in a manner different from what I understood. No human would ever be mistaken for it. Its abdominals looked fake, like the metal cutouts centurions had worn as battle-dress. Three columns lined a stretched torso with four rows from beneath broad pectorals to narrow hipbones.

      Curls of scent, pepper and anise mixed with spiced oranges and an underlying musk, tickled my nose.

      The fading pulse between my legs bloomed into a heavy ache. Fighting to keep my expression neutral, I ignored the inappropriate reaction.

      He strode closer.

      My attention shifted to its lower body.

      Mouth drying, my eyes skidded over a codpiece dangling between muscular thighs.

      Pale leather strained at the seams, yet my two balled fists would snuggle into it with room to spare. The evidence of its gender had my pulse tripping.

      A male, then.

      The starkest difference between us, the one that left me dazed, was the shade and texture of his skin.

      I wished it was repulsive.

      Fascinated, I wished it left me unmoved. Seamed and jointed, flat and curved, the hues of his armoured plating didn’t blend but bled. On the canvas of his body was the blue of a summer sea and the blue of a stormy sky overlaid with a sheer tint of silver and gold. Matte, leathery skin encased his joints. It stretched across his face and covered features or appendages formed of cartilage, like his ears. Diamond-like chitin radiated a faint iridescence and protected everywhere else. Again, I thought of armour. An exoskeleton. Sleek, lethal. With each shift of his limbs, the muscle rolled and bunched beneath the hard plates. It gave a fluid grace to his form. I couldn’t make out the darker shadows decorating his throat, ribcage and middle. I put it to a natural difference in pigmentation, akin to the stripes on a Bengal tiger.

      When he took another step, the vastness of his size imprinted itself upon me.

      The orange and pepper scent flooded the space.

      ‘What are you?’ I whispered.
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      ‘It does not speak.’

      I heard an English reply. Accented and with an odd cadence. The words coming out of his mouth didn’t match the sounds hitting my ears. I remembered whirring clicks and trilling notes instead of vowels and constants.

      Someone had fiddled with my brain. Cracked me open and implanted alien technology.

      My insides quivered.

      ‘I can speak.’ I paused.

      Nothing more from him was forthcoming. I felt the creep of impatience.

      I need answers.

      ‘Why am I here?’ I asked. ‘Where am I?’

      Emotionless eyes stared.

      His loose limbs and relaxed stance had to be an affectation. He acted as if he had all the time in the world.

      Maybe he does.

      ‘What’s your name?’ His silence strangled me. I swallowed. ‘My name is Indira. Friends call me Indie.’

      ‘I do not care.’

      Offended, my head popped back on my neck.

      During my training as a politician’s aide, they taught me when in a hostile environment to befriend as many people as possible. To talk about myself. Invest them in my wellbeing, which–in theory–would make them reluctant to hurt me.

      So I shook off the knee-jerk reaction and extended a hand towards his ankle.

      Well-defined legs with rough-skinned hocks led to peculiar feet. Elongated, their weight balanced on his toes, heels lifted. His stony gaze twitched to my appendage. An honest-to-God growl slid from his throat. Its clicks slid up and down an odd tonal scale.

      Like he was a wild animal.

      Arm frozen mid reach, my mind blanked. My fingers curled to further abort the unwise action. ‘Sorry.’ I wheezed a thin breath. ‘Won’t touch you. Should’ve asked. Sorry.’ My babble stopped when he didn’t attack. I shook my head to order my thoughts. ‘I won’t do that again, but you need to take me home. Please.’

      ‘It does not speak. Lower its gaze.’

      My mouth opened to tell him I could speak, but then I closed it without comment.

      It wasn’t about my ability to articulate.

      He meant I shouldn’t speak.

      How was I supposed to build a rapport when he wouldn’t let me touch, speak or even look at him?

      ‘Okay, listen. I’m a native-born citizen of England. Planet Earth.’ The whites of my eyes showed at the distinction. ‘You had no right to abduct me. You–’ I squeaked.

      He crouched not an inch from me. His expression was harsh. He had little structure to his nose. A faint bridge sloping over twin slits that tightened and relaxed as he breathed. ‘All these words are meaningless, breeder.’ Three long fingers with a forth joint gripped my chin. ‘Body. Mind. Spirit. All are mine, conquered. All belong to this warrior.’ He thumped the side of a fist to his scarred pectoral. ‘It breathes because I allow it. It exists because I allow it.’ Faceted eyes bored into mine. ‘Speak when spoken to.’ The hand on me applied pressure until my chin lowered. He squeezed. My eyes scrunched as pain stabbed my jaw. ‘Speak when spoken to and keep its eyes far from mine.’

      ‘I’m not an “it”.’

      ‘It is not my equal.’

      My body started to shake. He was insane if he thought I’d agree. ‘I am very much your equal. I’m not an “it”.’

      ‘This will be its most difficult lesson,’ he continued as if I hadn’t spoken.

      ‘If you won’t take me home release me into the custody of my government. The higher authority of your people would be an acceptable alternative.’

      ‘Speak only when spoken to. It will obey or suffer punishment.’

      ‘I’ll speak when I want to.’

      ‘Will it?’ He released me.

      I refused to rub my jaw and reveal that the lower part of my face hurt. ‘Yes.’

      ‘So it chooses punishment.’

      He retreated an arm’s length away.

      Heart straining against my ribcage, I forced myself not to move. My eyes struggled to delineate the outline of his body in the gloom. Time crawled and doubts crept in. My thoughts scurried like frightened mice. What would he do? Would he cover my skin in bruises or shove himself inside me?

      My bones turned to liquid.

      The alien didn’t force himself upon me. He stood unmoving and silent. His disapproval was a claw plucking my exposed nerves.

      My attention switched from fear of my jailor to the increasing pressure in my abdomen. We carried on this way–him looming and me vigilant for his barest twitch–until my backside turned numb.

      I cleared my throat. ‘I need to visit the water closet.’

      He didn’t respond.

      I slapped the metal between my legs. ‘Take this thing off me.’ I considered touching him to force his hand. Rethought it. ‘Stop ignoring me. Take this off of me. Take it off.’

      The tips of my fingers hurt I needed to pee so badly. I could soil myself, but I’d have to deal with the ammonia stench.

      What about when other needs became pressing?

      ‘What is the point of this?’ I lifted my arms in frustration. ‘Tell me, because I don’t know and to be frank,’ I glared at the darker spot of shadow where he stood, ‘I’ve had enough. You can’t treat me in this manner and expect there won’t be consequences.’

      I flinched as a calloused finger whipped out to tap my temple. ‘Lower.’ He bent at the waist. ‘Its.’ He thrust his face in mine. ‘Gaze.’

      So close, I could see he really didn’t have skin like mine. It was hard like a scorpion carapace. Scar tissue marred what would be flawless. The damage ranged from light scratches to shiny lesions.

      I shivered and stammered a few syllables that puttered out. ‘Listen.’ My tone edged desperation. ‘It baffles me why you think you can just–’

      ‘Vzzt!’ Straightening in a snap, the horrible sound he buzzed sliced through me.

      He turned to leave.

      Being left alone in this box was worse than his stifling presence. ‘No.’ I scrambled up and rushed him, my breath a wild gasp. ‘Wait.’ I slammed face first against the closed hatch he’d left through. Blood slicked my lips and dribbled against my chin. ‘No!’ My palms hammered against the panel. ‘Don’t go. I won’t look you in the eye. I won’t.’ My knees hit the floor, my hands patting where the exit should be.

      The first stirrings of despair gripped my heart.

      I can’t do this.

      The hatch telescoped open.

      I fell back into a sprawl. I glimpsed a corridor bathed in virescent light before his body blocked it.

      Head twisted on his neck, he advanced.

      I shimmied backwards, eyes huge in my face.

      Irritation greyed his eyes. ‘Speak.’

      ‘Well….’ I felt ridiculous cowering at his feet. I swiped a hand over my face and smeared the blood across my cheek to mix with my tears.

      The stench of iron and taste of salt combined.

      My stomach churned and added to the discomfort at my middle. ‘I need to go to the toilet.’ I sounded pathetic.

      My stomach cramped, and my questioning gaze flew to his face, seeking an answer.

      His eyes took on a sinister glow.

      I shrank back.

      He wants me to lower my gaze as if I’m a slave.

      I lowered my eyes.

      He moved faster than I could react and grabbed my neck. The hold didn’t hurt, but was firm. Claw tipped fingers dug into my nape, thumb pressed to my clavicle. It flexed as if he considered snapping the bone. Applying pressure, he raised me up. I stood without a peep. He shoved a hand between my legs. I squawked, but then fell quiet when the gusset of the chastity belt shifted. Cold air brushed my nether lips and the urge to pee doubled.

      Could a bladder burst?

      Squirming, I fought his hold and dropped onto all fours. I clenched all over, approaching frantic as I looked around.

      ‘Where?’ I asked tightly.

      Unimpressed, he pointed over my shoulder.

      I glanced behind me then back at him. When he didn’t turn or leave to give me privacy, my face hardened. ‘To hell with it.’ I hobbled to the middle of the room and did my business over the grate. I whimpered. My knees wobbled and I grabbed them with my hands, not used to squatting. The release freed up enough mental space for a renewed surge of anger.

      My whole face burned.

      ‘What is wrong with you that you would treat someone like this? I don’t have any water to clean myself.’

      His eyes dropped to the chastity belt. ‘It is clean.’

      ‘Am I?’ I asked.

      The device had inbuilt cleaning capabilities?

      ‘I don’t feel it,’ I said. ‘I want to do it myself.’

      ‘Lower its eyes.’

      Straightening from my squat, I snapped, ‘No!’ My eyes popped. Before the last letter left my mouth, I regretted it, but I doubted that would mean anything to him.

      Fury streaked across his expression. Muscles swelling to make his colossal size even greater, he started forward.

      I squealed and ran.

      He grabbed my arm and yanked me to his side. He closed off the crotch of the chastity belt then released me.

      I’d flung myself forward to break his hold, so landed hard and smacked my head.

      Curled up, I pressed my palms to my forehead and screamed behind my teeth. I cursed him. I hammered my fists on the floor, my rage so impotent, it infuriated me into garbled screeching.

      I broke off panting and stared at the wall that bore flecks of spittle. ‘This isn’t happening.’ My thoughts cartwheeled, grew stretched and frayed. If I kept pushing my mind would snap long before his will. I forced calmness into my limbs. It scared me how fast my emotional state deteriorated. All my years of diplomatic training flew out the window within a half day of domination tactics.

      To make things worse, my mind shifted from obsessing over expelling waste to the dryness in my throat.

      Exhausted by the battle I’d lost and the war I had yet to fight, I folded into in a corner and drummed my fingers against my shin. ‘This is inhumane.’

      His mouth thinned. Sharp cheekbones created deep hollows that bracketed wide lips. ‘I am not human.’

      ‘Unless it escaped your notice, I am.’ My baiting fell on deaf ears. I was angry enough to pretend I didn’t feel relieved. ‘What are you hoping to achieve? This won’t convince me to do what you want. Whatever that is.’ I cringed when the end of my speech sounded like a lie.

      ‘We will see.’

      ‘Yes, we will.’ I stared at the wall, unblinking.

      He shifted his centre of balance, and my nose twitched.

      The surrounding air infused with his overpowering male scent. It was a welcome change to the sterile, chemical tang of the cell, even if I was uncomfortable enjoying it. I covered my nose with my palm.

      The frost of his gaze settled on the side of my face, its weight almost a dare.

      My drumming fingers became nervous slaps. I licked my lips. I swallowed vinegary spit to wet my parched throat.

      Would it matter all that much if I asked for a drink?

      Chances of me winning a mediocre victory over the intergalactic thug were slim. He held my life in his hands. I had nothing to trade but the lessening of my will, because I refused to consider trade made on my back. The longer I waited, the more likely I would fall into another fit of hysterics.

      I’d rather humble myself to ask for the drink and keep the pride I had left.

      ‘Water?’ I rasped the word, lips smacking.

      When he ignored me, I sighed. He needed more. I faced him, keeping my eyes fixed down. ‘I need water.’ After a beat, I added, ‘Please?’ Heat prickled my cheeks. I scratched at the floor to give my hands something to do.

      Watching his strange feet recede from view, I exhaled. My head rolled on my shoulders to thunk against the wall.

      Was he going to come back, or had he left to continue my isolation?

      Keeping vigil under his stony glare was a trial, but in his absence, the empty quiet grew fangs. Moisture gathered on my lashes and rolled down my temples into my ratty hair.

      My shoulders shook and snot ran from my nose. The crying jag left my head foggy and my throat raw. I gave up the fight to stay alert, my eyelids screwing shut. Great. A headache tightened my forehead and pounded behind my eyes. I dehydrated. I gritted my teeth, determined to remain aloof once he returned.

      Water was the next thing he would use to force my compliance.

      So why fight him?

      I’d obey and learn his warped lessons, because holding out meant to go without, and I needed to be strong.

      Cold splashed across my face. I spluttered, and my eyes sprung open. I lunged for the extended hand and the canister he offered. Liquid ice swished across my tongue, hitting my hollow stomach like a lead weight. It tasted like sugar and clean dirt. I gulped the water against my better judgment.

      It took around thirty seconds for me to retch.

      ‘Slow.’ He cupped the back of my head and brought the canteen to my lips. ‘Sip.’

      I clamped an arm around his to stop him from leaving. I shivered at the glass-smooth flesh rubbing against my own.

      Sipping, my gaze darted towards his face. I swigged a mouthful then lurched back. My stomach pitched, but the moisture was heaven.

      I forced myself not to gag.

      Each drop was precious.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said through clenched molars.

      ‘Breeders deserve care.’

      He crouched, legs bracketing mine. He set the canister down by his ankle then placed both hands either side of my head. Heat from his body scorched the space within the cage of his limbs. I longed to snuggle into his warmth, and I rocked to curb the urge, hands balled into fists on my lap.

      I refuse to touch him.

      The throbbing ache I’d suffered from use of the thing around my hips morphed into a tingle. A flush spread up my neck into my face and down across my chest into my breasts. I pressed my back as flat against the wall as possible. I focused on the brutal cut of his chin rather than the expanse of blue flesh. His head dipped.

      Mine tipped upwards to keep his face in view.

      Nostrils flared, he released a throaty groan with those odd, brittle clicks.

      I shivered.

      Firm lips brushed my cheek and moist breath kissed my throat. A rumble built high in his chest. ‘Spread its legs.’

      Well, shit.

      I stared past the thick cords of his throat and into the shadows. I wasn’t ready for this. I had yet to come to terms with my abduction. My imprisonment. I still raged over the chastity belt and his domineering mannerisms. His demands I avoid his gaze and hold my tongue. He called me breeder for God’s sake. The meaning behind it disturbed me to such a degree, I’d shied from it.

      I thought there was time.

      Had I truly believed I’d talk my way out of this, or inspire enough compassion, he’d see the wrongness of his actions and take me home?

      Arre.

      Shiva wept!

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      The breadth of his shoulders dominated my peripheral vision. The immense power they’d lend to a blow should I defy him made a fizzy kind of fear liquify my bowels.

      ‘Spread its legs,’ he said.

      Terror.

      How funny.

      I’d never understood the word in its truest form.

      I had to say it. ‘No.’

      His arm snapped out.

      I flinched, but there was no pain. His fingers brushed down my stomach towards the knob and my insides crystallised.

      This isn’t happening, I thought as I was swept away.
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      Hel Bhyr the Avatar of Destruction and First of the Horde hissed through clenched teeth. He battled a tremor fighting to tear through his body at the fragrant heat pouring from his breeder. It stoked a powerful urge to mount her until the twisted knot in his seed sac culminated in his get.

      Bhyr slid a finger through the sticky wet coating her lurid pink slit. Its violent colour was a good indicator of fertility. Another sign that the human females were shameless.

      He circled the shallow depression at the core of her sex and fretted if he could fit inside the minuscule hole.

      The human mewled and arched. The mounds on her chest quivered, dark discs tipping them stiff and crinkled. A flat foot studded with nubs kicked at his stomach. He forgave it. He knew from the glaze in her golden eyes that she saw and felt nothing but the burn between her thighs. They trembled. The short lengths were squashy flesh and thin skin rather than hard muscle and tough chitin.

      He fought instinctive revulsion at such weakness.

      ‘Make. It. Stop.’ Her whistling voice was strange and breathy in his ears.

      Satisfied he’d taught the lesson, Bhyr batted aside a flailing foot. He plunged a finger into her molten depths.

      Soft. Tight. Drenched.

      Bhyr had studied written lore on Aztekan females. He understood their rigid channels lubricated during the release of male seed. It facilitated the offering so it might reach her egg pouch.

      The human wetted for easing the girth of a warrior’s barb. It heightened pleasure.

      A trait shared by the hedonistic Baxnonians.

      Sensors in his finger pads overloaded as her inner muscles gripped his knuckle. The hot wet readied her for the glut of his offering.

      Interesting how what should have been messy and unappealing made his mouth dry and his hips rock.

      Clinical holovids hadn’t prepared him. The rawness of touching his breeder’s chalice and its response was overwhelming.

      The barb between his thighs emerged from his abdomen, pulsing in time to her cries. It swelled into a painful hardness. Well versed in shouldering pain, Bhyr gritted his teeth and endured.

      The internal storm her punishment created was unexpected. Who knew administering discipline would test his control? He thrust his finger faster, a gruff trill at the back of his throat.

      She ground her hips.

      I knew this would work.

      Bhyr’s predecessor made him aware that their species faced extinction during his adolescence. How naïve he’d been. In his young mind, he had assumed he would visit the farms, select the strongest breeder, then sire spawn so fierce, they would become legends. It was not to be. Disappointment haunted him for solars. Then came the chill of fear as the reality of his species’ end drew closer. Resignation had taken hold. He and his people retreated from the universe. What choice did they have? Aeons passed and his species faded, an ignoble death. Nothing he tried revived them, and there was no slowing their self-inflicted decay. What miracle cured the consequences from a millennium of tradition?

      Then came rumours of an infant species, hardy and adaptable. Hope sprung from an unlikely source. He’d tried to secure a sampling from the L’Odo slave planet, but a storm hampered his efforts. His acquisition escaped before retrieval. Once he’d tracked her down, a clan of Rä warriors already claimed her for their own. She was beyond his reach. Then came another, the Verak Queen, and with her fresh opportunity. His audience with the Great Alpha led to fruitful gains. He’d coerced the coordinates of planet Earth from Lumen of the Stars, and with it, he secured the future of his people.

      While it cost the Horde a beneficial alliance, it had been worth the loss.

      Before now, he couldn’t comprehend why the strongest males he knew sacrificed so much to protect their females.

      Bhyr now understood why Zython’s Avatar and the Great Alpha acted the foolish supplicant to their mates. Had he not been on guard and taught since the cradle to resist temptations of the flesh, the treacherous human would have enslaved him. He’d seen his female through the window of her unnatural nest–a place of sheeted glass and engineered stone–and he’d known she would bear his son. The high brow and sweep of her profile drew his gaze. Her sharp features were much like his people’s bone structure.

      The rest of her was alien.

      Skin a rich brown seen only in the most precious of gems, eyes of endless night, lips the colour of prey blood.

      The flare of his breeder’s hips bucked against his palm, and a moan slid from the length of her fragile throat.

      He pulled out his finger to explore the tender lips of her puffy sex. It was a graceful organ. Much unlike the flowering void of an Aztekan female and no stinging feelers either. This he could admit without feeling too deviant.

      ‘Make it stop,’ she begged.

      She grabbed handfuls of the tangled mane crowning her scalp and yanked.

      Bhyr curled his fingertip to investigate the wetter, softer spot inside. The nails on his fingers were not long, but grew shaped in knifelike points. He disliked shedding them, so he moved with slow intent, careful not to puncture.

      Thrashing with enough force to lend strength to the blows to his chest, her channel seized. It rippled in contractions. Her body slumped, beads of water emerging on her brow. How many liquids did she secrete? From how many orifices? Shuddering as she gasped for air, the scrunched nubs on her breasts remained tight. Her sheath quivered a last weak spasm.

      She can take no more.

      ‘Good.’ Bhyr pulled back and exhaled. Her scent was thick in his nose. His hand twitched with the need to touch her, but stayed curled and out of temptation’s reach.

      He lifted it to study the sheen of juices glazing his skin.

      She snapped closed her knees and struggled onto her elbows. His breeder looked at his hand. She glanced at his expression then turned a ruddier shade of brown.

      ‘I meet defiance with discipline.’ He rubbed his fingers together. Would she taste creamy? ‘Is this lesson learned?’ Satisfaction was a hot bloom in his chest when she said nothing. ‘Speak.’

      Bhyr expected her hatred.

      He even braced for her to lunge at him with futile rage.

      ‘What’s this called?’ She fingered the metal shielding her female core.

      ‘A Keeping.’

      Her reclined body tensed. ‘What does it do to me?’

      ‘Stimulates the nerve clusters under your flesh.’

      Delicate, pliable flesh.

      ‘Stimulates?’

      ‘Overwhelms, then.’

      ‘Why?’ Her voice wobbled. ‘What purpose could you have to justify doing this to me?’

      ‘We created the Keeping to subdue the violent females of our species if they refused to breed. It readied them.’ He tapped the metal. Ignored her flinch. ‘We adjusted the sensitivity parameters for humans. Now it will tame my breeder.’

      Anger crackled in the air.

      She did not attack.

      Interest in what she wasn’t saying stirred. ‘Speak.’ The irony of wanting her words after ordering their absence was aggravating.

      ‘It’s effective,’ she said, almost inaudible.

      Shadows darkened the golden brown eyes that had yet to look at him. That might be dangerous. Her eyes changed with her emotions. An easy way to hide her defiance would be to avoid looking at him. And had he not given her ample excuse by ordering her not to do so?

      ‘Will you take it off if I do as you say?’ she asked.

      ‘It thinks to bargain.’

      Head coming up higher, she nodded, eyes elsewhere.

      Amused, he scratched his chest plate, lifting the hand that carried her musk. ‘Does it not see its mating oils?’

      ‘And?’

      ‘I took what it offers.’

      ‘I’m offering a chance to earn my compliance.’ Heat from the blood rushing to her face warmed the air. ‘Willing compliance.’

      ‘Willing or unwilling makes no difference.’

      You are wrong.

      He waited for her to say it. She didn’t. It itched at him because he could almost feel the words pass in the silence lying thick between them.

      She slid away from him.

      Intrigued by her abrupt reticence, he chased her.

      She drew her legs into her chest and hugged her arms around them. Four-fingered hands cupped her elbows.

      He went onto his knees and trapped her there.

      She closed her eyes.

      There was a thin line of hairs bordering her eyelids.

      Human eyes were fragile.

      The protective hairs made evolutionary sense, but the effect the sweeping fans had on him as they fluttered to her cheeks was profound.

      They reminded him of moth wings, delicate.

      Bhyr breathed in her face.

      He wanted her attention, and she would give it.

      ‘I can’t do this with you like that.’

      Bhyr edged closer.

      ‘It’s touching me.’ She mumbled into her hand. ‘Digging into my belly. And he wants to chat.’

      He glanced at his barb.

      It pressed into her stomach under her teats. Solid and leaking into his pouch.

      ‘My sex organ is uncomfortable.’ He stilled, eyes slitting with realisation. ‘Humbled not because it is docile. This warrior’s flesh shames it.’ He had not won her submission. The thudding organ in his chest thrummed.

      His tongue prickled.

      ‘Get that thing off me.’

      Rash words.

      Tired and angry words.

      Her weariness was there for all to see. In the bruised skin circling her eyes and in the trembling of her limbs. They lay slack despite the plentiful fuel of her defiance.

      ‘Or what?’ he invited.

      She intuited the warning that lurked beneath his reply.

      Her hand protectively cupped her sex. She glared, lips remaining pressed closed against his challenge.

      ‘My name,’ he said at last. ‘Does it know it?’

      ‘Do I care? You refused to tell me before. Rude.’

      ‘Know it now. Bhyr.’ His mouth snapped shut.

      First.

      He’d meant to say First.

      ‘Bhyr. That’s your whole name?’

      I should not have said that.

      Why the urge for his breeder to know his name? The most intimate part of his title, no less. She should have no cause to address him at all.

      ‘My name’s Indira,’ she said heedless of his internal struggle. ‘I mentioned it before. You can stop calling me “it” now. It’s not having the belittling effect you’re going for. You’re just pissing me off. Call me Indira. Or Indie.’

      ‘Lower its gaze.’

      Scowling, she did.

      A proper response, but the stab of disappointment surprised him. He ignored his conflicted heart. ‘It has no name. This warrior is Hel Bhyr, God’s Chosen, Avatar of Destruction and First of the Azteka Horde.’

      ‘A mouthful.’

      ‘It may call me First.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll call you “it”. See how you feel.’

      He levelled her an unblinking stare.

      She blanched, inching back until her back hit the wall and her toes pressed tight against her rump.

      ‘As it is awake and able to argue, it can finish its treatments.’

      ‘Treatments?’ Her eyes flashed. Anger, but a hint of fear, too. Her delicate hand lifted to press her temple.

      Interesting.

      It was where the healing pod had fitted her translation device during stasis.

      ‘What treatments?’ she asked. ‘What have you done?’

      ‘Healed you.’ Done with the conversation and his disturbing reactions, he stood. ‘Follow.’

      ‘Where are we going? You took my clothes. I can’t go outside naked. What if someone sees me?’

      He looked at her.

      The clean lines of her limbs and the skeins of waist-length hair mesmerised him.

      Why hadn’t the sacred text handed down from father to son spoken of how distracting females were? Perhaps the fault lay within him alone. A sickness of the mind that kept him from controlling the baser urges of his gender. His barb still leaked, his shaft a solid weight between his thighs.

      The organ ached to cram inside her. It would be agonising, but his desire threatened to eclipse his fear of it.

      How did she disarm him with so little effort?

      A subtle defence mechanism of her kind?

      Her scent, he thought.

      The rich fragrance sought him as if sentient. It lowered his defences and made him crave acts so taboo, he felt ashamed.

      ‘It is not its place to question.’ Bhyr exhaled hard through his nose and focused on the task at hand. ‘Follow.’

      ‘I’m not going anywhere without clothes.’

      His steady tread did not slow. ‘If it is not beside me when this door closes, I will leave it to starve.’

      ‘You won’t do that,’ she said after a startled pause. ‘You won’t destroy the breeder you travelled across a universe to steal.’ Her gaze drilled the back of his skull.

      Thick ridges stippling his scalp tingled at her attention.

      Clever female.

      ‘Is it the only human female aboard this warship?’ he asked darkly.

      On a hissy gasp, she gained her feet and pattered to his side. ‘You win.’

      As if I ever lose.
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      They left the pen.

      The breeder fled.

      Bhyr followed her progress by listening to the slaps of her feet. He waited for her to realise all doors but the one he chose were closed to her.

      She returned, gaze wary.

      Chuffing, he led her to the sterile healing chambers and pointed at the ovoid floating in the middle of the room.

      Cool green light splashed from its interior. A medicinal smell lingered in the air, sanitising mist pumping through the ceiling vents.

      ‘Lay down inside.’

      She hugged her middle. ‘I’m not sure about this.’

      Patience for her prattle long spent, Bhyr bent. He tucked a hand behind her knees to knock her off her feet, then caught her across the back.

      She squawked, arms cinched around his neck. ‘Don’t drop me.’

      He snorted.

      Her weight belied her appearance, and he found the rounded give of her body tantalising against his.

      Drop her, indeed.

      He who dragged beasts a dozen times his heft across mountainous furlongs as a youngling.

      ‘Will it hurt?’ she asked. ‘Will there be needles? Probes?’

      Shaking his head at her persistence, he looked into her upturned face, a reprimand on the tip of his tongue.

      Her dark eyes were fierce, but her soft mouth trembled. ‘I hate needles. It’s a phobia.’

      ‘No needles.’

      He set her down on the padded surface. He went to close the lid, and she baulked.

      ‘Wait. I also hate small spaces. Claustrophobia.’

      He frowned.

      ‘It’s a thing.’ She sat up, clutching the sides of the healing pod.

      There was plenty of room inside the machine. The design of healing pods accommodated the largest Horde warriors, including him.

      Why do I debate this?

      ‘It will lie down and be still,’ he said. ‘It survived the pod before. It will again. This session is short.’ He lowered the lid, hoping she’d accede, but she refused to obey. The lid’s automatic sensors powered the pod down.

      He bared his pointed dental ridges in frustration.

      ‘Please, don’t.’ She panted, eyes too wide and shiny.

      ‘Needles. Tight spaces. Solitude. Starvation.’ He listed the damning weaknesses she had displayed. A frail human who declared herself his equal. ‘Does it fear everything?’

      Hurt crossed her expression. She lay back, twisting her face away and refusing to look at him.

      She meant to punish him.

      Bemused, Bhyr ran the diagnostic sequence. She had been unaware and in stasis during the difficult part. A good thing. He grimaced at the thought of managing his breeder’s temperamental fits each time he tried to better her.

      The Keeping would malfunction if he disciplined her as often as she misbehaved.

      Pulse quickening, he imagined spans spent between his breeder’s legs. He would administer torturous rapture to correct her wickedness.

      Bhyr sighed and adjusted his stance. The stress of monitoring himself for perverse behaviour was tiring.

      Everything about the human encouraged his own rebellious behaviour.

      Dangerous.

      He already stood on the wrong side of the conservatives.

      They declared the use of aliens to breed the next generation as sacrilege and the last thing he needed were accusations of losing himself to carnal depravity.

      Bhyr glanced at the glass inlay on the pod’s lid. He checked she wasn’t damaging the machine to escape, then went back to the monitor.

      Humanity.

      A contradictory species.

      His the most changeable of the lot, he was sure. The female confounded him. Brave enough to defy his will yet falling apart when asked to submit to a painless examination. The pod had run had a dozen cycles on her human body, making it tougher. Stronger. It implanted her translation device and cured her eyes of their imperfections. Widened blood vessels circulated her blood faster. Combined with the increased mass of her heart, her body now compensated for Vøtkyr’s oxygen percentage without the use of drugs. A side effect of these changes included a greater endurance when under physical duress. The machine introduced digestive enzymes, so she might grow capable of digesting the food native to his lands. Finally, it seeded her immune system with hybridised microorganisms. They would fight infections. Bacteria. Abolish rouge genes that cause degenerative disease. As a result, he could now measure her life cycle in hundreds rather than in tens.

      What was a span of discomfort when weighted against the benefits?

      The pod loosed a series of high notes, then slid open with a whoosh of air. The sequence had finished.

      He smiled at the readouts.

      Her species was as adaptable as promised. His female alone had endured six intensive treatments inside the pod to ready her for Vøtkyr. She had seamlessly assimilated the foreign material introduced to her genome. Her body would prove a hospitable environment for his spawn.

      He waited for the breeder to explode from the confines of the machine. He glowered, striding over to peer inside when she remained elusive.

      He blinked, stepping back.

      The female lay curled in a ball. Her body trembled, hands pressed so hard into her face they’d turned white through blood loss. Broken sobs tore from her throat when she peeked past her fingers. Her hand clasped the edge of the pod and helped heave her body upright.

      She shook, face waxen.

      Bhyr stared.

      Even during his raid on Earth, she hadn’t seemed so distraught. Guilt nipped at the edges of his mind. He shoved it aside and turned on his heel. He gave her time to gather her composure.

      Bhyr crossed the room and used the control panel to call up the hip-high chest from his quarters. It appeared within chimes, appearing from an aperture recessed into the wall. He opened it then waved away a cloud of vapour from the cold stones. He perused the foodstuff with an impatient touch, checking for the right colour and feel. He brought the orbs with their white peels and tangy scents to his nose slits.

      Inhaling, he smelled no rot, no disease. He selected two others, happy with the flavours he detected.

      The oily skins, rinds, crunchy seeds and starchy flesh were crushed in a mortar. He scooped out the fragrant mash and swallowed it in three gulps. Acidic sweetness tingled on his sensitised tongue. It had not stopped throbbing since he first administered his female’s punishment. His foot bounced as he waited for his fore gut to break down the macros into a digestible slurry.

      ‘May I try some of that?’ His breeder’s words were rife with reluctance.

      Bhyr spun. Her colour had returned to normal. He almost staggered with the force of his relief. ‘A few more moments. This warrior will then provide nourishment.’ He tapped a finger towards the holoscreen. ‘The healing pod made clear what is and is not compatible with its system.’

      Her smooth forehead rumpled, the strips of hair over her eyes bending into wriggled lines. ‘There must be something I can eat.’ She scooted to the edge of the healing pod. Her neck stretched so she could better see the contents of the cold chest. ‘It’s rude to eat in front of someone when they’re hungry.’ She snorted. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t expect basic hospitality, should I?’

      Attention focused on his task, Bhyr ignored her tart tone. He relaxed when he felt his distended gut shrink. He crossed the space to his breeder.

      She eyed him as he clasped her shoulders.

      He lowered his head and pressed his mouth to hers.

      She stared into his eyes. Blinked. ‘What’re you doing?’ She mumbled against his lips. ‘Why are you kissing me?’

      Determined to have his first attempt succeed, Bhyr waited until she opened her mouth to speak. He created the suction seal with his lips, tightening his hold when she tensed to move.

      Bhyr regurgitated the syrup he’d created.

      Her eyes widened and then popped from their sockets. She squealed and shoved at his shoulder. She slapped his face.

      He held on.

      Another slap before she scrunched shut her eyes and swallowed so they could breathe.

      He disengaged their mouths and straightened. He swallowed the liquid she’d failed to consume. ‘Good.’

      Despite positive readouts from the healing pod, he’d been unsure if he’d be able to feed the son bred off a human female. Now he felt confident he would wean his spawn without difficulty.

      ‘Breeder?’ he asked when she did not begin chattering.

      She knelt motionless, hands hovering in the air near her head. Her lips worked as an odd expression contorted her features. She hunched. Her back curved as she dry heaved, whole body bucking.

      Bhyr worried he had not broken down the food small enough. When she slumped, he realised she mimicked his feeding. ‘No, female. No need to share.’ He patted under her chin. ‘I kept some for myself.’ He paused. ‘Though its generosity is an admirable trait, it is pointless.’

      She recoiled from his touch. ‘What did you do?’

      He glowered at the abhorrence he sensed from her.

      Repulsed was she? For what reason? Was it not him who suffered indignity by sullying his sacred self to nourish her frail body?

      The mouthwatering spice of her taste lingered, yes, but it meant nothing. Nothing.

      Her hand cupped her mouth. She stared. ‘Don’t do that to me again. Do you hear me? You might have viruses or infections. Parasites. Don’t you understand that?’ She looked stricken. ‘Don’t do it again. You could make me sick.’

      ‘I am in perfect health. It is, too, now I have finished. The healing pod cleansed its blood of infections, toxins, and atmospheric poisons. It will take several more sessions to cleanse its tissues of all contaminates.’ He frowned. ‘I removed the hormonal irregularities interfering with its breeding cycle, it will be pleased to know.’ The pod had detected foreign hormones suppressing her own.

      Failed experimentation in genetic mutation, perhaps?

      ‘Don’t you ever vomit in my mouth again.’ The shrillness of her voice stabbed needles through his ear drums. ‘I can’t even with this place.’

      Wincing, Bhyr shook off the irritation. His throat clicked. ‘It was not vomitus. That comes from my hind gut and is to expel rotten food. The nectar is nutritious. Liquified food suspended in purified sweet water I ingested for the cause.’ He sighed at her blasphemous arrogance. At her lack of knowledge. Earth was a backwater. ‘There must be creatures on your planet which feed their mates in this manner? It is most efficient.’

      ‘No, there isn’t.’ Her outraged expression faltered. ‘Well, birds feed chicks the same way. And reptiles. Some fish, too.’ Her nose wrinkled. ‘Insects, because there’s honey. That comes from bees. I eat that all the time.’ She waved a hand. ‘But all that’s different.’

      He tilted his head. ‘How?’

      ‘Just is.’ She gagged and pawed at her lips. ‘It doesn’t apply to us in this situation.’

      ‘It must eat or it will die.’

      ‘I’ll eat the food myself. Give things to me whole,’ she emphasised, ‘and I’ll find a kitchen and prepare it.’

      ‘Keetchun?’ He mangled the word. His translator explained the definition. “A designated chamber for the preparation, short-term storage and cooking of food used by sentient species.”

      She stared in a way he did not appreciate. ‘Wait. What did you mean by “hormonal irregularities that interfered with its breeding cycle”?’ She sucked in a breath. ‘Did you remove my contraceptive coil? Did you? How dare you?’

      ‘We no longer discuss this. Be grateful. Eat what I feed it or suffer the consequences.’

      He turned his back on her pained expression to close the cold chest. See what came of indulging bad behaviour?

      He found her intriguing, but it changed nothing.

      So what if he liked the way her voice sounded, the way she moved? He must strive to instil discipline, or she would never learn her place.

      ‘It will do as I tell it.’

      ‘Why?’ she asked. He turned to reply but found her glaring at the ceiling. She thumped her chest. ‘What did I do to deserve this shit?’

      Realising she addressed his god, no, berated his god, the frustration simmering in his veins erupted into a furious boil.
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      Gross. I tried not be a complete girl. I was a grown woman, for heaven’s sake, but it was so gross. Traces of the First’s, ugh, nectar lingered around my gums, fruity and viscous. Like maple syrup. The early harvest kind. The taste would be enjoyable if he hadn’t puked the concoction into the back of my throat. Presented in a glass bottle with a stack of hotcakes, crispy from the pan, I’d have gobbled it, no question.

      As it stood, I was ready to stick my fingers down my throat to induce some vomitus of my making. ‘Why?’ I glared at the ceiling, thumped my chest. ‘What did I do to deserve this shit?’

      Turns out gods were real. And they punished me.

      It was the only explanation I had left.

      Crossing the space with a bounding stride, a feral snarl exploded from the First’s broad chest. The noise deafened me. His throat vibrated.

      ‘It does not speak.’

      I reeled back and pressed my face, temple to cheek, against the lid of the pod.

      His panting breath gusted over my face.

      I shrank into myself as his aura pressed upon mine as if his will were a hammer.

      Satisfied by my cowering, he pulled back and lowered his voice. ‘It will be silent or suffer the consequences.’

      Before I asked what caused him to flip, he grabbed me by the neck and dragged me from the pod. My bare feet slipped and slid on the glassy tiles as I struggled to get free.

      Fear of what he’d do in his current mood stole my voice. He’d disarmed me. Thinking I could reason with him, I’d lowered my guard.

      Now look at me.

      I locked my knees and stood, digging in my heels.

      He hauled me along as if I were featherlight, stomping down the corridor.

      My legs wobbled then gave out to bash against the wall and floor. My head swam, disorientated by the bright lights. Breathless, my gaze fixed on what was coming around the corner, and I kicked and flailed.

      Grip adjusting to hold my nape, he shoved me forward.

      I smacked into something warm and fleshy.

      I flung a look around. He herded me behind another woman. ‘At last,’ I breathed, thrilled to meet a fellow human. ‘Excuse me?’

      She ignored me.

      ‘Hello? Look over here.’

      She didn’t fight her captor.

      Silent tears streamed from blank eyes as a lanky alien pulled her along the slick floor by his grip on her wrist.

      Like one dragged a corpse.

      My heart kicked against my ribs, and I fought harder.

      ‘Let go of me.’

      We turned the corner.

      My voice joined a dirge of others. Wails of confusion and pain bounced down the corridor. The air grew thick with fear that affected even me.

      He shoved me into a spartan white room behind a dozen others.

      ‘Cleanse,’ he told my back. ‘It has a span.’

      ‘What does a span mean?’

      They tossed another half naked woman in behind me, keeping me from leaving and obscuring my view. She knocked me over with a breathy oof. My teeth clacked on impact.

      The door sealed shut and became a solid wall.

      The woman babbled as she scrambled up. Her knees, elbows, and bony fingers found every sensitive spot on my body. Her long hair flicked into mouth, a wad of greasy frizz that stank of sweat.

      ‘Are you all right?’ I gained my feet then offered her a helping hand.

      ‘I need to go home.’

      Tentative, I patted her arm. ‘I know. It’s, well, it’s not okay, but we’re fine.’

      Staring through me, her shoulders hunched. ‘I need to go home. I need to get clean.’ She latched onto my arm, fingers digging in, broken nails slicing. ‘If I get clean will it let me go home? Will it?’

      ‘I have no idea.’ I pried my arm loose. ‘Why don’t you help me find us a way out?’

      ‘I need to get clean. I need to get clean.’

      I gave up and skirted around her. She stood there twitching, refusing to respond with anything but hysterical ramblings. I did not want to be near someone so unstable.

      I moved to the wall and used my fingertips to look for the lines of the exit. ‘The hell?’ I drummed on it with my fists. ‘Open! Let me out.’

      ‘Indie?’

      I whirled on the spot.

      Cristina wrapped her arms around me.

      Our stiffened nipples rubbing together was awkward. I hugged her back as hard as I could before pushing her to arm’s length.

      ‘Cristina.’ Sagging, I sighed. ‘You are here.’

      She gave me another quick hug. ‘I’ve been hoping you got away, too. This is insane. There must be thousands of women here.’ She kept a shaky grip on my forearms. ‘There are showers. They told us to get clean.’ She motioned to her damp braids, tied back from her face. ‘Some of us listened.’ She pointed over her shoulder. Women clumped together in the far corner. ‘Some haven’t.’ She lowered her voice. ‘They’re saying the aliens want us clean so they can impregnate us.’ Her face did something complicated. ‘Do you think that’s true?’

      Spread its legs, a voice whispered in my memory.

      Flashes of what came after had my mouth drying.

      ‘Let me wash up.’ My eyes skated past hers. ‘I only woke up a while ago and haven’t processed yet.’ I sucked in a bracing breath. ‘Give me time. We will get out of this.’

      The lines between her brows relaxed. She looked at me with wide-eyed trust.

      I patted the white-knuckled fists cutting the blood supply to my hands.

      She led me to where a pair of women washed with frantic splashes. They darted under of the fall of water then scurried out, wringing their hair as far from their semi-naked bodies as possible.

      I thought it odd until a stray droplet from a passing woman hit my skin.

      I flinched. ‘It’s freezing.’

      Cristina grimaced. ‘There are no towels. Air dry, girlfriend.’ She chafed her arms.

      Puffing my cheeks, I stuck an arm under the heavy spray.

      My body shuddered.

      Eyes closed, I stepped under the water. I forced myself to ignore the burning cold liquid sliding over my skin and into every orifice. My movements were jerky, but I rubbed myself down. Leaving the water was as bad as being under it.

      While my instincts told me to huddle in a corner, I made myself weave through the distressed women.

      They wandered the large space like lost spirits.

      One woman was so red and out of breath, I reached for her in concern. She skidded in the opposite direction. Screechy sounds of distress broke from her chest. It caused the “together” women to give her a wide birth, shaking their heads at her psychological break.

      Cristina kept close to me, glaring at everybody who drew too close.

      ‘What’s with the resting bitch face?’ I asked.

      ‘They’re acting as if screaming at each other will achieve something.’ She pointed to a short, plump woman clawing at the slick walls with bloody fingernails. ‘She tried to scratch my eyes out when I first got here,’ Cristina said, scandalised. ‘I was trying to help. Some of these bitches are already crazy.’

      ‘Try having some compassion.’ My gaze roamed the walls and ceiling. There was a narrow grate above us. We could make a human pyramid. Then what? Crawl through ducts that might shoot us into outer space? I glanced at Cristina when she remained silent in her judgement. ‘They’re frightened.’

      ‘I’m not?’ She sniffed. ‘I don’t take my issues out on other people. I expect the same consideration.’ She waved a manicured fingernail. ‘Hashtag. I Am Not Wrong. Christ, Indie. We have to get away from here because I don’t want to know what comes next.’

      ‘Okay, okay.’ Hushing her ranting, I pulled her to the side. My eyes closed against her hopeful expression. ‘Listen for a second.’ I clasped her shoulders. ‘Things will get….’

      She licked her lips. ‘Bad?’

      I gazed at her.

      ‘That time in Rotterdam bad? Or when we went to Moscow bad?’

      I gazed harder.

      Her throat bobbed. ‘Yup, okay. Right.’

      ‘If we refuse to… they’re trying not to damage the merchandise. They’ll punish us, but if we stay strong, we’ll figure out a way to get free before they impregnate us.’

      ‘Okay, sure. Cool.’

      I paused at the tenor in her voice that wasn’t fear and looked at her.

      Looked real close.

      ‘Cristina?’

      Set in a head two inches taller than my five-eight, her eyes travelled over my head. ‘Hmm?’

      ‘You want to tell me something?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘I’ve known you my whole life. Even when you agree with me, you share some pithy comment or random observation.’ I cocked my head. ‘So why are you monosyllabic and avoiding my gaze?’

      She turned to peer into my eyes. ‘Am not.’

      ‘Now you’re staring like a lunatic and not blinking.’ I scrunched my nose. ‘Come on. What’s going on?’

      She huffed. ‘I may have visited the carnival and ridden its rides.’ She winced. ‘Twice.’

      My eyes popped. ‘Cristina.’

      She shrugged, uncomfortable. ‘When I woke up a blue Dwayne Johnson had my head in his lap. He gave me food and water. He draped a blanket over me, so I wouldn’t get cold. Kaboom.’

      ‘Kaboom?’ I gawped. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘He’s a man. I’m a woman. We were naked. There was a kaboom. Sex happened.’ She bit her lip, eyes huge. ‘A lot of sex happened. Like loads.’

      I blinked. ‘I see.’

      My own experience had been less entertaining.

      ‘He was sweet. He said nothing about alien babies. I swear. It doesn’t matter anyway. I have the coil, remember?’

      I had to look away from her strained grin.

      Aides were trained to find creative solutions to difficult tasks. I was one of the best. Dedicated. Prepared to do what needed doing, even if it ran against societal norms.

      Cristina was my best friend, but her strengths lay in her allure and unfailing loyalty. She was the bleeding heart, and I was the brainiac.

      It was my part to figure out how to regain our freedom, and I was failing.

      I knew firsthand the pressure and stress of waking naked and chained in that box. How hard it had been to tell the First “no” when he told me to spread my legs.

      Had Cristina bedded her captor because she wanted to, or because she felt it was the only way to gain control?

      My head and heart hurt.

      ‘The cell he kept me in had no exit except for a sliding door that disappears on his command,’ I said at last. ‘What about yours?’

      Confusion clouded Cristina’s eyes, carved furrows in her forehead. ‘Are you mad?’

      ‘No. If it’s what you decided, I won’t judge.’ I swallowed. ‘But, Cristina, my alien told me he removed my contraception.’

      She blurted a laugh even as her smile faded. ‘No.’ She started to shake. ‘God, Indie.’ Realisation widened her eyes. ‘No. That can’t be right.’

      I caught her hands. ‘We won’t worry until there’s something to worry about.’

      ‘Stupid,’ she whispered. Her eyes were wet. ‘So goddamned stupid. Indie, what is wrong in my brain that I act before I think?’

      ‘Don’t say that. If you’re pregnant, we’ll handle it. Right?’ When she nodded, I corralled her back to my earlier question. ‘Does your cell have a way out?’ My voice grew thin and tight with suppressed hope.

      Distracted by what I’d revealed, she shrugged.

      ‘Cristina.’

      ‘No.’ Stray braids that had fallen from her high bun twisted around the rounds of her shoulders as she shook her head. ‘I can’t open the door.’

      ‘Shit.’ I looked at the ceiling, thought it over. ‘I see no way to get us out of here. Even if we get free, we have no way home.’ When her expression fell, I backtracked. ‘I need to think about it for a few days.’

      ‘How are we going to get out of here if we don’t plan something right now? What if we don’t meet for weeks? Months, even.’ Her eyes widened. ‘Or ever again.’

      My mouth tasted rotten.

      ‘I’m hoping these mass bathing sessions happen with regularity.’

      ‘Hoping?’ She stared. ‘We aren’t getting away from them, are we? We can’t fight them. These guys are moving mountains.’ Gaze leaving mine, Cristina studied her toes. ‘This is it, isn’t it? We’re stuck here.’

      Said aloud, it sounded awful. ‘Keep your head down, okay? If you’re too much trouble they might, you know.’

      ‘Might what? Get rid of me.’ Her gaze connected with mine. It was angry.

      ‘Hurt you, yes.’ My heart pounded inside my chest. ‘It’s a lot to throw at you. Sorry. I’m terrified, too. We’ll be fine.’ I was rambling. I paused to refocus. ‘Okay. Do you remember what they told on that self-defence class our first year of university?’

      ‘Give in if our life was in danger. I remember.’ Eyes misty again, she looked away. She crossed her arms. ‘They told us saying we’re pregnant might startle the attacker into leaving us alone.’

      ‘These aliens want us for breeding though.’ I dropped my voice, leaned in close. ‘If they think we’re carrying another man’s baby they might try to induce a miscarriage, or, um.’

      Words failed me.

      ‘Kill us,’ she said tone flat.

      I jerked a nod.

      ‘Fine.’ She glanced about. ‘What about everybody else?’ She laughed without humour. ‘I don’t think your suggestion will go over well.’

      Chagrined, I took in the hysterical women bouncing off the walls of our cage.

      Humans were herd animals. In panic situations, they clustered together. In darkness, they groped for others to cling to. There was strength in numbers. Take humans away from the herd and they got weird. They acted stupid and strived to return to the safety of anonymity. Isolate a human and they lost their minds. All things that were no problem day to day. Except the situation was fucked, and I stood in a room of bleating sheep. Useless except as cannon fodder. I needed to find the wolves amongst the flock.

      ‘Let’s focus on you and me right now.’

      She nodded. ‘We’re not responsible for them.’

      ‘Not at the moment, no.’

      Although, if we got free, it would be a conversation of what we couldn’t live with. If it meant we went free should we sacrifice the other captives?

      Cristina inhaled. ‘Indie?’

      I gripped her elbow, quick to respond to the desolation in her voice. ‘What is it?’

      ‘When I was being taken to the ship, I thought I saw…was Babi…he wasn’t moving. He looked….’ Her bottom lip wobbled, eyes red-rimmed and glassy. ‘I know his heart was weak after the bypass.’

      I nodded, teeth sinking into my cheek. The sting helped. ‘He’s gone, Cristina.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ A choked sob wracked her frame. ‘My parents will come back from Angola and lose their minds.’ The Matthews adored their only child. Her loss would devastate the foreign dignitaries. ‘Sean will barely notice I’m missing.’

      I slapped her arm. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘Ow. It’s time for a reality check. He’s been pulling away for months. I was clinging on.’

      ‘You never said anything.’

      Sean was a manscaped waste of space. Saying so would do nothing but put her back up.

      ‘I didn’t want to admit I’d wasted the last of my reproductive years on a dud. Embarrassing as it is, I’m the wrong side of thirty. My gynaecologist says my ovaries are prematurely ageing.’ She snuffled a laugh. ‘It’s pathetic. This elder millennial is just old.’

      ‘You’re thirty one.’

      ‘See? Ancient. You don’t exist past twenty-five.’

      ‘Boo hoo. You’re young and hot enough to catch guys like Sean. I know you were trying to make it work.’ I embraced her again. ‘At least you had somebody.’ We broke apart.

      She smoothed her palms over her forehead. ‘So, we’re doing as we’re told?’

      ‘If you think of a better plan, clue me in. I’m floundering here.’

      ‘Is this happening for real? Or am I on a bad trip?’

      I quirked a brow. ‘You’re a drug user now?’

      ‘No, but get my fine ass back to Earth and I’ll show you drug use. I keep trying to get my head around it. I switch from being certain aliens have abducted me, to being certain I’m hooked to a virtual reality machine. In a bunker. On a drip feeder. Government white-coats taking my stats.’ Her face paled. ‘You looked through a window yet?’

      I sucked in a breath.

      A window equalled an easy exit. ‘No. Where?’

      ‘There are slots in the outer corridors covered in material like glass. Indie, I see your face, but when I say window, I should say porthole. Look outside when you find one.’ She shuddered. ‘It’s like nothing I’ve seen before.’

      The invisible hatch on the far side of the room materialised and telescoped back.

      Silence was instant as the women froze. Almost as one the flock exploded into deafening screams and stampeded.

      They fought to put distance between themselves and the giants entering the room.

      They jostled Cristina and me. We hugged, and I shouted in her ear. ‘Remember. Don’t fight. I’ll see you again. I will.’

      A blue hand landed on her shoulder. Bye, she mouthed as it lifted her up and away.

      She remained lax in the giant’s hold, holding my eyes for as long as possible. The seething mass trampling over each other to escape recapture blocked her from my view.

      I sank to the floor. I tucked my head down to stop from being kicked and punched in the mayhem.
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      Bhyr strode towards the holding pen where they left the human females for cleansing. His footfalls were faint thuds under the hum rumbling from the deck.

      The flagship of the Horde Armada, and his personal vessel, the warship was smaller than a traditional intergalactic battlecruiser. It took a quarter-span to travel from aft to fore at a lope. Its triangular superstructure held three decks and a bridge large enough to seat a single male tucked under the bow. An engine bay sat above the bridge with the cargo hold and terrestrial shuttle bays on the lowest level towards the stern. Mid deck held the warrior’s quarters, bio chamber, isolation cells, female pens and training zones. The upper deck was reserved for warring. They used the ranks of holostations to control the weapons bristling on the ship’s hull.

      Since completion of the craft, he’d felt a sense of contentment walking its corridors. It seemed an unconquerable embodiment of Destruction. Vast. Bhyr an inconsequential speck, even whilst seated upon his battle throne. Now the vessel felt unable to contain his body, let alone the sensations within it.

      Before liberating his breeder from confinement, Bhyr had monitored her while she sought an escape. Her methodical search devolved into frustration and despair, and a strange sense of unease caused a frisson over his flesh. Humans may be lesser, but they acted superior. The realisation prompted him to change the manner in which he handled her. His original intention had been to let his breeder cleanse herself in his quarters. He would introduce himself as her new master and state the new reality of her existence.

      But nothing went to plan.

      She’d confounded him, left him conflicted.

      His dominance over the human resulted in a scattered response; cowed one moment and defiant the next. Several times he’d broken her of a bad habit. Only to find her engaging in the same behaviour moments later and unaware of his efforts to correct it.

      Did the other warriors suffer the same infernal need to rut with their acquisitions? Did they find the human’s despair a hammer blow to the heart?

      Was he the only one steeped in disquiet?

      Riddled with doubt, he’d abandoned the female to the shared holding pen and paced the confines of his room. The exchange in the isolation cell had unnerved him. He’d needed to allow himself distance before seeing her again and introducing her to his private space.

      Gnawing guilt he’d been unable to shake since he first heard his breeder’s voice made his hands shake. A weakness he had not suffered since a youngling. When the time came, he doubted he could retrieve the female and behave in a manner befitting his status.

      She needed a strong male to gentle her to his hand, not a fool unable to control his urges.

      A span into the separation, the fog of pheromones the female emitted during her punishment cleared. He thought with clarity and purpose, not with the craven lump of flesh between his thighs. Next time he issued discipline, there would be no confusing thoughts or yearnings stifling his mastery.

      Outside the cleansing pen, pitiful cries bounced off the walls as his warriors collected their property.

      He gritted his teeth at the sympathetic tug in his chest.

      In fairness, his breeder had not been too difficult.

      She acted up only when he refused to answer her questions or endure the weight of her stare. Perhaps he would leave her be even if she spoke out of turn and meet his eyes.

      Disciplining her so soon after selection would make his dominion over her seem weak and they were inconsequential things. Not to mention another session so soon after the last might damage her in unknown ways.

      ‘First.’ Hel Bihter sidestepped into his path.

      Bhyr waited.

      ‘Now that I am unranked, it is not my place, but I urge you to speak with Sah Rahm.’

      It was reckless for an unranked male to suggest he question the Second without good cause. However, Bihter had once been Third and not one to make trouble for trouble’s sake. Surely that much had not changed in the male’s sojourn away from the Horde?

      ‘Speak,’ Bhyr invited at last.

      Bihter relaxed a fraction. He matched his stride to Bhyr’s. ‘Rahm took a human.’

      There was no reason for Sah Rahm to take a human male. He need not take a female because he’d already mated with an Aztekan female. The deformed breeder had perished along with the spawn.

      Regrettable, but the will of Destruction, and therefore to be accepted.

      This needs my attention.

      Bhyr looked towards the cleansing pen, where his breeder awaited his return.

      No harm will befall her.

      A longer separation could only do good. He meant to turn away but gestured for Bihter to follow. He located his female crouched against a wall, arms around her head.

      ‘Come,’ he said.

      Expression defiant, she stared at him.

      Meeting those dark eyes, Bhyr fell under her spell. He imagined her crawling to him and sliding her slender hands up his thighs. Mouthing his daulm as they thickened….

      He made an impatient noise. ‘If I must ask again, it will anger me.’

      The female stood and walked around him, giving him a wide birth.

      He didn’t care.

      As long as she did as he told her, he wouldn’t have to bother himself with her.

      The breeding season would be easier to endure.

      Bhyr turned and headed towards Rahm’s living quarters. ‘Follow, human.’ He did not wait for whatever annoying sound was to come from her lips.

      Bihter stalked beside him.

      The human trailed behind as was proper for her gender. 

      Considering the perverted behaviour he’d seen from the human Ambassador of Zython’s Avatar and the human Queen of Vayhalun, it satisfied him his breeder knew her place.

      A gasp echoed along the walls.

      Bhyr looked behind to find her rooted in place in front of a viewing port.

      The fiery glow of a star they orbited and the orange-green flush of a distant nebula reflected in her staring eyes.

      ‘Follow!’

      She hurried after him.

      Wails and screams filled the corridor the closer they drew to Rahm’s quarters.

      Those of the Horde closest to the older male in temperament had taken the rooms nearest to him.

      The noise didn’t disturb them overmuch.

      It disturbed him.

      Made him aggravated, though he kept his face neutral.

      Bihter was as composed, but the closer they came to the screams, the more fear he sensed from his female. Her teeth chattered. Her laboured breathing coarsened.

      Bhyr pounded the side of his fist on the door.

      It opened to reveal Rahm’s dour mien. He was a handsome male. His features were sharp and symmetrical, his exoskeleton smooth and bright. ‘First?’

      ‘You were not to take a human breeder.’ He forbid Horde warriors to take more than one female in a life cycle. It ensured that males did not lose their way and become obsessed with carnal pleasures. ‘Unless you collected it for study?’

      Bihter stiffened. ‘Since when are fertile female subjects for experimentation? They are breeders. Not toys.’

      Ram snorted. ‘They are not much of anything.’

      ‘You are unfit.’ Rahm had Challenged and succeeded against the previous Second, Erd Organ, during the outbound voyage to raid Earth. Bihter hated him and made no secret of his contempt. His skull ridges whitened. ‘We do not torture otherworlders for sport.’ He looked at Bhyr. His back straightened with his indignation. ‘First?’

      Mouth setting in a thin line, Bhyr turned to the older warrior. ‘You chose a breeder last season. It died. Why have you taken a female of Earth?’

      ‘You did not say I may not.’ Rahm’s gaze shifted to the side, not able to meet the First’s eye.

      He shrugged, acceding it might not have been stated but understood.

      ‘Many generations waited before choosing human breeders,’ Bhyr said. ‘Generations Sah and Erd were unanimous in choosing breeders from the last of our species’ females.’

      ‘Their blood was pure, but solars of inbreeding broke their bodies. How is it fair?’ Sah Rahm’s narrow face tightened. ‘Your generation has taken breeders that will give you sons. My generation has nothing.’

      Of the Hel generation, only Bhyr and Bihter survived to adulthood. They were of the last strong young to be born to the Horde, Bihter the youngest.

      Aside from their generation, there were others who made the difficult decision to wait for a solution. Better than rushing to mate with the decrepit Aztekan females from the breeding farms.

      Bhyr was not unwise in his youth. He understood why the elder warriors had felt they had no choice but to further their bloodlines.

      Erd generation was amongst the oldest of Horde followed by Sah. Delaying their rut grew painful. Their biological urge was to fill their chosen mate with seed and plant many young. It took tremendous willpower to repress this urge. To redirect the frustration into prayer and war arts, but rut the Erd and Sah had. Time to accept the consequences.

      Bhyr did not move, nor soften his stance. He stared until the irate warrior took a step back, shamefaced, and lowered his gaze.

      Bhyr considered the unrest that would result from an unclaimed, fertile breeder taken to languish at a farm. A proud warrior again denied the chance of spawn. He would never hear the end of it. If a single Sah disregarded the Law, the rest would demand a return to Earth long before Bhyr planned to go.

      ‘You will cull the human.’

      Flinching, Bihter extended a rough-knuckled hand, as if the motion might stay the human’s fate. ‘First, please–’

      ‘You can not do that.’ His breeder stepped into his path and blocked it, her expression lit with horror. ‘You can’t murder a woman you stole.’ Her voice was loud in the stunned quiet. ‘She has done nothing to deserve this. Do what’s right and send her home.’ Her fisted hands shook with the force of her passion. ‘You should send all of us home while you’re at it.’

      Bhyr schooled his exasperation. Still reluctant to punish her after the last round of discipline, he ignored her tirade, embarrassed, but expecting his warriors to overlook her behaviour.

      Instead, he studied the grieved expression Bihter tried to hide. The male had changed so much. Bhyr hardly recognised him as the brother he once favoured above the others.

      A thwack split the air.

      Bhyr turned to see his female sprawled on the floor. He stiffened. Her face swelled from the force of the blow that took her from her feet.

      Rahm towered over her. ‘It must learn its place.’

      Bhyr snarled and grabbed the male by the throat. He hefted him up, dropped a knee, and slammed his flabbergasted Second onto the floor.

      Rahm strained against the hold crushing his airway.

      Bhyr infused his grip with his divine grace until his palm burned with energy.

      Eyes bulging, bellowing, the male convulsed, fighting the spasms wracking his body.

      Bihter shifted to ease his bulk in front of the breeder. He bowed his head and stilled when Bhyr’s wrathful gaze twitched in his direction.

      Rahm writhed, trying to worm free.

      Bhyr tightened his grip.

      Eyes greying from lack of air, the warrior forced himself to lie submissive. ‘F–First.’ He choked. ‘I beg. Forgive.’

      ‘Touch my female again, and I will tear the limbs from your body. I will beat you to death with them.’ Bhyr flexed his fingers, underling the threat. ‘Do you understand?’

      ‘Y–Yes.’ Rahm clawed in a breath, body trembling. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good.’ Bhyr shoved Rahm so the crown of his head slammed into the wall and rendered him unconscious.

      ‘Dooon’t.’ His breeder slurred. ‘Don’t hhhurt her.’

      The whimpers of a human crying for help drifted from Sah Rahm’s quarters.

      Uncoiling from his crouch, Bhyr sliced a hand towards it. ‘Handle it as you deem fitting.’

      Bihter nodded as he stepped past the threshold.

      Bhyr bent to haul his semi-conscious breeder to her feet. When she lost her footing, he swept her weight into his arms. ‘Already this human causes problems.’

      He left Rahm where he lay for all to witness.

      Warriors of the Horde stood in the doorways of their rooms and stared. Older faces bore disgruntlement, others acceptance, but approval was plain on most.

      They expected a Horde leader to show no weakness.

      Bhyr had reaffirmed no one touched what belonged to him without his express permission. He kept his gaze forward and projected an aura of disinterest.

      Inside, he winced at the consequences of his actions.

      By using a show of force in defence of a human, chosen to be the most exalted and debased breeder or not, he’d made a powerful enemy.

      He kept a firm grip on his female and he didn’t slow when she roused from her daze and turned rigid in his hold.

      Back in his quarters, he released her and tossed a thicker fur on the floor next to his sleeping mat. ‘Here.’ He pointed to the rumpled animal hide. ‘This is its place. It sits here until I call it. Sleeps here until I bid it wake.’

      She leaned toward him with her teeth bared in a pathetic attempt at menace. ‘Stop calling me it.’

      ‘Understand?’

      Huffing, she bent on wooden legs to do as told.

      He eyed the stiff folding of her limbs and waited for her to protest about something else. When she said nothing, he bobbed his chin, satisfied.

      Bhyr went to recover the last piece of the Keeping. The female was not yet gentled to his hand. Her reeducation would have to wait until he ensconced them in his nest, for he had no time to waste on such an endeavour until he brought the older Horde warriors back under control. He also needed to discover what changed Bihter during his absence from his people, then fix whatever had overcome his good sense. The male would be Second if he set aside his radical rhetoric.

      Acquiring the item from his chest, Bhyr returned to his breeder. A proper female would have turned on her knees to face him and waited, head bent and awaiting instruction.

      ‘Stand.’

      ‘You told me to sit.’

      ‘I did not give permission for it to speak.’

      She hissed and jerked onto her feet. When she deigned to look at him, her nostrils flared. ‘You cannot be serious?’ Her gaze met his. ‘A leash?’

      He frowned at her affronted expression and hooked the chain to her Keeping. He let the heavy links fall. Satisfaction at the new sign of possession thundered through him. ‘I chained it before.’

      ‘That’s different.’

      ‘How?’ Not that he cared.

      Words escaped his mouth when she was near.

      ‘I was a prisoner and shackled to the floor. You expect restraints as a prisoner. This is different. Somehow.’ She grabbed the metal and let it lie in her palm. ‘It wasn’t enough to kidnap me. It wasn’t enough to strip me of my clothes. To clamp this thing,’ she slapped her Keeping, ‘around me as if I’m some mindless commodity. Now you have the audacity to leash me like a dog?’

      He stared into the crystal circles in her eyes. Their darkness was rich and somehow clear. He felt movement deep within himself, a stirring.

      He knew the emotion for what it was.

      Weakness.

      His gaze hardened until hers fell. He inhaled, finally able to breathe. ‘Tomorrow we reach Vøtkyr. There I will claim you before Destruction.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘No more questions.’

      ‘Why?’

      Bhyr expelled a breath to keep himself from speaking.

      He owed a breeder no answers. To allow her to think otherwise was madness.

      Giving his female a blank stare, he forced himself to ignore her until she slumped.

      With a flick of his wrist, Bhyr brought up his holosphere. He reviewed reports from his chiefs, each male elevated to represent his respective generation of warriors. The cascade of glyphs scrolled from right to left on a diagonal slant as he skimmed the summaries.

      They had selected enough humans on Earth to begin a new breeding farm. But as he went over the data–twice–he rocked back on the pads of his feet and stared into the middle distance. Warriors had already claimed all the females. Unusual. There were several males he knew joined the hunt to have stock waiting. That they furthered their bloodlines with such haste made him pause. He debated whether the change had come about because of the luxury of availability or the humans’ innate attractiveness. He dismissed his concerns. Odd behaviour seemed to be a common symptom around these strange creatures. His own inability to treat his breeder with the proper detachment aside, it was nothing to worry over.

      He gave his head a slight turn to take in the figure huddled across from him.

      A long mane tumbled from her head in a dark wave. It spilled across her sloped shoulders and the sinuous line of her back. The inky colour and golden lustre entranced him. She differed from the humans he had seen. Taller. Not as dusky as Zython’s Avatar’s mate, and not as milky as the Great Alpha’s Queen. The vivid shade of her skin drew his eyes to its warmth, and a memory of its smoothness made his fingers twitch.

      She stared with unabashed awe at the convex curve of the holosphere projected in front of him. She could not read Galactic Standard let alone the ancient script of his people, yet her eyes tracked the glyphs, trying to make sense of them. Dainty hands pressed to the floor, and she leaned onto them. The rounded mounds on her chest plumped, and her belly stretched from her hips to create a dip at her waist. She twisted her middle to better see, legs stretching for balance, buttocks tensing.

      Lust turned his blood thick at the resemblance it bore to the movement of her body while he slaked the fires of her chastisement. The rounded points of her teeth nibbled on her bottom lip, and her nose wrinkled in bafflement.

      Education in a female was dangerous at best and pointless at worst. Her lot in life was to create offspring.

      Teaching her how to communicate in his tongue would offer nothing but trouble for him.

      ‘It will sleep now.’

      ‘I’m not tired.’ Her eyes remained on the holosphere.

      Bhyr ground his teeth. ‘If it does not heed commands, it will not survive the Testing.’

      She stilled, then swung her face in his direction.

      ‘What’s that?’ she asked.

      ‘A claiming.’

      Her eyes remained averted, settling over his shoulder. ‘I don’t understand.’

      Bhyr hesitated. He had ordered her sleep and should leave her to do so. The expression on her face urged him to stay close and offer comfort. ‘To survive the Testing, it will follow instruction. This will keep it safe for I will let nothing harm it.’ Seeing the rigid slash of her brows soften, he relaxed. She was a contrary little thing. It did no harm to indulge her need to prattle within his personal domain. ‘I will care for it.’ Until he no longer needed her.

      ‘I can take care of myself.’

      ‘Perhaps in its old world.’ Bhyr dismissed the holosphere and sat on the edge of his sleeping mat. He gazed upon his breeder with heretofore unknown sympathy. He had taken her because the males of her world were weak. ‘It will adjust to its new life. I am patient.’

      Her head turned as if to allow her to look at him, but jarred to a stop. Eyes squinting and face losing colour, she winced in obvious pain.

      ‘It is hurting.’ He frowned.

      Pain led to stress hormones which lessened fertility.

      ‘I’m fine.’ She prodded the bruised area with a scratched arm. ‘It’ll be better in the morning. Colourful, but fine.’

      ‘To put it under the healing pod so soon after its last session would do more harm than good to its health.’

      ‘I said, I’m fine.’

      He grunted.

      He would watch her during the sleep cycle. ‘It will not expect this as custom.’

      ‘Sure.’ She fiddled with her Keeping to remove it. She gave up and glanced over her shoulder. ‘I shouldn’t expect what as custom?’

      For me to stare, to linger, to talk as if you are here for always.

      ‘My undivided attention and leniency.’

      ‘This is you attentive and lenient?’ She lay down, head pillowed on her arms. ‘I’d hate to see you strict.’

      Reluctant to tear his gaze away, Bhyr dropped onto his back. He imagined her nestled in his arms. He dreamed.
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      Still alive. I shifted to let my arm move from its deadened position under my torso. A throb rolled over my face. I lay stunned by its intensity, waiting for the ache to recede into the background.

      Breathing through my teeth, I relaxed each knotted muscle. The pain was a reminder of the previous day’s fight to survive. I’d fought for the survival of a stranger, and I felt good about that, but it didn’t make the pain easier to bear. It was worse. I’d chosen to put myself in the line of fire and gotten hurt for nothing.

      It was infuriating.

      I needed to be more selective in what battles I fought. The bones in my face couldn’t take another hit.

      Engines hummed beneath me. The vibration tickled my bones when I placed my palm on the rubberised floor. The intensity and rhythm had changed.

      Are we landing?

      I rolled onto my front and peered around.

      The First stood with his back to the cocoon of fur I’d made for myself. Slabs of muscle in his shoulders flexed as he smoothed a rough lump of stone over his scalp. He continued the circular buffing motions down his plated body.

      Patches of skin on his limbs brightened. Golds and silvers became luminous over underlying shades of blue.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I clicked my teeth shut.

      I wished I’d observed unseen for a while longer.

      He twisted his head, the ridges on his skull deepening to its normal indigo hue. I knew then he’d known of me the moment I’d woken. His crown only changed colour with such obviousness when he dealt with me. Unlike the other aliens I’d seen, he had a great deal of control over the emotional tick.

      I’m under his skin.

      ‘Is it hungry?’ he asked.

      Chaotic flashes of memory flickered behind my eyelids. I cringed. ‘No.’

      My gut gurgled.

      He stared, stone poised for another stroke, waiting.

      I swallowed. ‘Yes.’

      He continued the grinding strokes.

      I lifted onto my elbows.

      My bare breasts jiggled, and his gaze lowered to the movement. I froze. I lay exposed in front of a male who’d stripped me from the trappings of human civilisation. He’d done it with ease. It still had the power to terrify me speechless. His all-white eyes had unsettled me anew, and now, I stared at his hungry expression. Numbed. Waiting for the fear. A hollow ache started low in my belly and quickened my pulse.

      When a clicking growl resonated in his throat, my insides tumbled, and the moisture in my mouth dried.

      He didn’t look at me with lust in the manner of a human man. It would be easy to dismiss the attention as an animal instinct if he did. He stared as if he wanted to tear holes in me and then fuck them. My nipples hardened from his attention, and I flushed, shivering all over.

      Giving into a nihilistic urge, like when you pressed a bleeding cut to feel the sting, I thrust my chest forward. ‘See something you like?’

      His gaze snapped to mine, terrible with hunger. ‘Speak when spoken to.’

      I rubbed the heel of my palm across my eyes to hide what he’d find gazing back at him. ‘You know what I don’t understand? If you believe I’m inferior, that humanity is inferior, why bother kidnapping one of us? Me?’

      ‘It is a breeder.’

      ‘You’ve said that. It’s not something a woman forgets. You have explained nothing beyond that. Why me?’

      ‘Stop talking.’

      ‘No.’

      He gave me a flat stare. ‘It needs no explanation. Its purpose is to bear young.’

      ‘How is that possible when we’re so different?’

      Ignoring me, he finished his ablutions. He bent to riffle through a carved chest pushed against the wall. ‘Vøtkyr is cold.’ He grabbed some items, discarded others. ‘It needs coverings until I complete the Testing and have it safe inside my nest. It will be naked there.’

      Potbellied and barefoot, too? ‘This is an easy fix. Give me back my clothes.’ A skintight skirt and silk blouse wasn’t appropriate winter wear, but this beggar was a chooser. I’d make it work. Somehow. The power of my convictions would warm me. Right?

      Clenched in his fist was a rumple of pigment-rich pink frosted with silver tips. The other fist held strips of woven cloth braided into slender cords.

      ‘Stand.’

      Composing my sour expression into something less antagonistic, I stood.

      I opened my arms like an obedient slave when he signalled his intentions to drop the material over my head. He secured it with the shortest belt. The improvised sheathe stopped at the middle of my thighs and covered my breasts. My arms and lower legs were bare, but it covered most of me. I wriggled, sighing in relief. I didn’t even complain when coarse hairs scraped under my chin and armpits. He wrapped my arms from mid palm to tricep, leaving a thin band of upper arm exposed for movement. Satisfied, the First tightened the belt around my waist. He hunkered to wrap my leg in a smaller rectangle of hide in a darker colour. The fur was on the inside, leaving a waxy outer layer. He wound the second to last braid in crosses around my ankle, knee and upper thigh, tying it off. He smoothed his hands close to the join between my legs.

      Tension entered his frame.

      His gaze darted across my body, lingering on my breasts.

      I swallowed, tasted spiced oranges, and looked away.

      He lusted.

      I just didn’t need to see it.

      ‘Can’t I wear my own clothes?’ I didn’t bother hide my exasperation.

      ‘No.’

      ‘It’ll be simpler than this.’ I jiggled my thickly wrapped foot. He worked on the other.

      ‘I jettisoned its possessions into a dying star as we passed the third arm of this galaxy’s largest star cluster.’

      My lips thinned. ‘Rude.’

      He straightened and looked me over. ‘Its hair–’

      ‘Is fine as it is.’ Something important bothered me. ‘This was a short journey. Your planet is close to Earth, then?’

      ‘It was in stasis for a standard galactic moontide. We woke it from the deep sleep as we approached the homeworld. It needed to finish its acclimatisation to our gravity, magnetic fields and atmospheric gasses.’

      My jaw hung slack.

      The diminished physical condition of my body, missing mehndi, and the lack of respiratory issues I experienced now made sense. I’d been in suspended animation, or whatever actual equivalent he’d used. Stasis. That must have been when he’d implanted the translation device, removed my contraceptive coil, and corrected my eyesight. I wasn’t sure how long a moontide was.

      It seemed longer than a fortnight.

      A month?

      My lips thinned.

      Babi had been dead for weeks, and I’d just begun to truly feel and grieve his loss.

      Waiting for me to drop my hostile gaze, the second I did, the First nodded. He stalked back over to the chest and slammed it shut. ‘Come.’

      I unclenched my jaw enough to speak. ‘Not going to throw me over your shoulder?’

      ‘Walk at my side.’

      I exploded. ‘I don’t want to be anywhere near you!’

      ‘It would rather I drag it?’

      I pressed my lips together and followed. I kept as much distance between us as the passage allowed.

      We left the ship.

      Stepping from the moist elevator, I rocked back on my heels, staggered, and groping at the space beside me for support.

      The first gasp was the hardest. I coughed low in my chest, hawking up a lung, then something seemed to give way and my next inhalation came easier. A brisk gale ruffled my hair, redolent with astringent plant-life. My nostrils flared. In so short a time, I’d become used to the recycled air and controlled atmosphere on the spaceship. The planet was too alive, too vivid to process. Overwhelming. I swayed, eyes wide and blinking at the brilliance of the land. The brightness wasn’t a matter of light, but of feeling. Something I could sense, but couldn’t grasp with my physical senses.

      Growing accustomed to the electric charge in the air, I got my first look at an alien world. Part of me expected a bustling metropolis, but there was nothing. Miles of untamed land and pristine sky. It was quiet enough to be peaceful, or maybe it was just the lack of ambient city noise.

      Thin skin around my eyeballs tightened as I peered across a fjord of rust tinted water frozen into a rumpled sheet. It hugged the base of a squat mountain range.

      Red icecaps frosted peaks of black rock, its icy chasms rivers of blood. The makers of the cosmos had strewn bright pinpricks across a vast firmament washed in a greenish twilight, and I thought it was dusk, but I could see a sun high above the distant horizon.

      It moved fast enough I tracked its arc of descent with my naked eye.

      The cold was an assault.

      It leached the warmth from my bones. I’d shatter if I moved. Puckering my lips, I exhaled a plume of frozen crystals. I shivered as another gust of wind mugged me.

      ‘Cold?’ I bitched under my breath. ‘Try arctic.’

      The First stilled where he tapped his holographic screen. ‘The planet rotates at speed and at a significant distance from the suns. Their rays do not have a sufficient warming effect to melt the ice. Only enough to douse the flora with sustaining amounts of radiation.’ His eyes were hot on me. ‘Vøtkyr is not Earth. It is not a planet that suffers the weak to live.’

      I found an interesting patch of ice near my swaddled feet to study with laser focus.

      The First gripped my chin and tipped my face towards his.

      I went up on my toes.

      He leaned over until his brutal face blotted the world.

      ‘It will walk.’ He lifted a muscled arm, pointing towards the mountain. ‘It will not run. It will do nothing but walk,’ he stressed, ‘until it hears my command to submit. Does it understand?’

      My brows drew together, gaze drifting towards the unending nothingness. ‘Why?’

      His fingers bit into my jaw.

      ‘Understand?’ His gaze latched onto mine, an urgency flaring within them.

      ‘Yes.’ I fought not to shove him. Defiance would earn me nothing but punishment, and I needed my wits about me.

      Grunting, he let go.

      I staggered back a step, then another, fighting tears.

      The Testing was another unknown. I felt queasy. The First was dangerous, but a danger I had experience with.

      Over his shoulder, past the spaceship, sat a single-storey building. Movement caught my eye. Bipedal shapes herded larger, slower moving mounds.

      ‘What’s over there?’ I asked, stalling. ‘Behind you.’

      ‘Walk.’

      I turned around. Red ice stretched for miles.

      Is it safe? I wondered.

      ‘Go,’ he said.

      Hearing the stirrings of menace in his tone, I jerked my feet into motion. The leather wraps on my feet crunched over a layer of snow.

      I snuck looks to either side of me and my stride widened.

      Other women inched across the glacier.

      Was Cristina out there somewhere?

      Wind pushed from behind me sending my hair forward in a cascade that obscured my view. I tucked wads of it behind my ears while thinking I should have braided it. I shuffled forward with reluctance in each step. My eyes scanned the horizon looking for…

      I didn’t know what for.

      The further I walked, the deeper my unease.

      Gusts of wind swirled across my skin then flooded towards the mountains.

      Wild animals would smell me coming.

      My stride stuttered.

      I began to feel an awful lot like a lamb trotting towards the abattoir of its slaughter.

      ‘I am a wolf,’ I said aloud to make it true.

      The gales of wind died often enough I could hear my panting breath as I trudged along. I grew warmer at my core from the effort it took to travel though such rough terrain. Designed to keep my skin from frostbite, my improvised clothes were cumbersome, and the cold air meeting my hot skin left a film of clammy sweat all over me.

      The Horde could travel between galaxies.

      Couldn’t they figure out lightweight cold-weather wear?

      At least my body felt lighter than usual. It took less effort to lift my legs than it had on Earth. Vøtkyr had reduced gravity. That would give me a physical edge. Right? Heavier gravity built denser muscle fibres. Enough of an edge against my captor?

      The musculature of the Azteka was formidable.

      Having seen their strength, it disturbed me how strong being born on Earth would have made them.

      I glanced behind at the First. His form grew smaller until I just distinguished his silhouette against the technicolour blur of the backdrop.

      ‘Asshole,’ I hissed, knowing he couldn’t hear.

      A fair amount of time passed. He remained in place, tracking my movements, waiting for an unknown signal or marker. I chafed my hands in their wrist warmers and did heel to bum kicks to shake off the worst of my stiffness.

      Where was the Testing he’d described on the ship?

      Is this it?

      There were dangers all around. I could fall through a patch of ice. Run off and get lost, succumbing to exposure. My body would not withstand the harsh landscape or its climate, not without help.

      I supposed by walking until he said stop, it proved he had mastered me. Showed he could control me.

      That he’d “claimed” me.

      Maybe he would track me down as a show of hunting prowess? Imagining how that ended for me, I shivered. I doubted a pat on the shoulder would be his reward.

      A female was the prize.

      A breeder.

      He’s going to fuck me.

      I needed to be prepared for when it happened.

      It behoved me to take the advice I’d given Cristina; let it happen and ensure my survival, no matter how much it stuck in my craw. Better that than becoming a victim.

      A whoop echoed down the mountain. It skipped across the tundra. My leg skidded as I jarred to a stop.

      The wind died, and the atmosphere turned electric.
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      The line of women that ranged either side of me stopped. They looked for advice a long time in coming.

      We were as clueless as each other.

      I eyed the distance between me and my closest fellow human. It would be a jog to reach her. Another handful of minutes for us to reach the next if we were to band together as a group.

      There was safety in numbers, but large groups also made for an easy target.

      Again came the strange animal call. Its laughing cadence sent chills across my scalp and lifted the hairs on the nape of my neck.

      Spinning so fast it made me dizzy, I tried to pin down the noise. ‘Screw this.’ My muscles tensed, readying to launch me into a sprint.

      The First’s instructions forced their way past my growing panic. It will not run. It will do nothing but walk. He’d taken the time to impress I do nothing but walk.

      My body relaxed in increments. This was it. Unseen beasts would harangue me until I freaked out enough to act irrational. All I had to do was walk as commanded, proving my kidnapper could control me despite my primal fears.

      Tossing my head to flick my hair back, I lifted my chin.

      Whatever.

      Let him play his twisted mind games. I wanted the farcical tradition over.

      I wanted out of the cold.

      Unclenching my fists, I waited for my legs to straighten from their bend. I forced myself to walk. I checked on the other women, and they waddled on, although with more caution than before. I was the point of the spear, forging into the unknown. Nothing but an alien’s word to keep me safe.

      ‘Keep going, Indie.’ I talked to myself to keep my spirits up. ‘Noises can’t hurt you.’ The eerie whoops and squeals grew louder and more frequent.

      A startled yelp made me freeze. The woman on my left had fallen. She started to rise, then stopped, peering between her legs. She said something.

      I strained to hear.

      ‘It’s moving… under….’

      It took me a moment to decipher the faint shout.

      Something is beneath us.

      My gaze dropped to search under my feet.

      The woman straightened from her arms and legs akimbo crouch. The jerkiness of the movement spiked my pulse.

      She wouldn’t.

      Don’t run, I mouthed.

      She broke into a flailing run. ‘Help. Oh, God, please.’

      A shadow glided under the rime. Its shape grew defined as it rose from the depths.

      Sucking in a breath bigger than my lungs could take, I opened my mouth to scream a command for her to run faster.

      Shattering like glass, the ice beneath her split.

      A monster exploded from the crack and landed on her back. It took her down like a lioness takes down a gazelle on the savannah. Red erupted from her throat as a talon slit it from ear to ear. Her head flopped, limbs twitching before she ceased to move. It had happened fast. Seconds. The thing atop her loosed a croaky howl then dismembered her with slashes of its flippers.

      Its bulbous body wriggled as blubber shifted under its frantic movements. Mucus slicking its shell glistened and reminded me of pupated larvae. A coiled tongue lapped steaming organ meat from the torn cavity beneath it. Its slurps and gulps were audible across the shrinking distance.

      My jaw wrenched open to scream. I slapped a hand over it, choking on my tongue as a moan whistled past my fingers.

      Blood soaked the ice in a splatter gore. The hot stink of it rolled towards me. Rusted metal, rotten egg and brackish water stirred from the bottom of a swamp.

      Foamy spit slicked my tongue until I swallowed, keeping my hand pressed to my mouth as my tears turned to icy flakes. I wanted to run. My skin crawled and itched with the need for it. Instinct told me scurrying movement would incite its bloodlust and set it on the hunt once again.

      Next time for me.

      The woman whose guts were being pulled out through her spine would be me.

      Triumphant yowls came from all around.

      Hysteria overtook the women up and down the line, but I could not afford to draw the thing’s attention. Heart slamming against my ribcage, I looked behind me, towards the woman to my right.

      Hunched under the weight of her fear, she walked, without screaming or running.

      The woman beyond her was a smear on the landscape.

      That one ran.

      A voice inside howled for me to throw myself on the ground and curl into a ball. Another urged me to flee until I found a hole deep enough to hide. A saner voice ordered me to do nothing but walk.

      Keeping my eyes fixed ahead, I put one foot afore the other. After a minute, I found myself in a shuffling jog.

      ‘Shit.’ I slowed into a stiff-legged stride.

      Goosebumps rippled across my face when something’s attention snapped to me.

      A spill of ink, a dark void appeared below my feet.

      I sobbed. ‘No.’

      The ground shuddered and heaved as the ice splintered.

      Snapping, crackling sounds battered my eardrums, sharp, and concussive.

      I staggered past the spiderweb of cracks.

      Unwilling to have a monster kill me from behind, I spun.

      My eyes were white and rolling, lips pulled back in a rictus of fear-fuelled-fury.

      My world shrank to a yawning maw ringed with glistening spikes. The creature slithered to a stop in front of me, stinking. I gagged. My nostrils burned, plugged with the acidic stench billowing from its sucking throat. Ropey saliva oozed from its jowls and spread towards my boots.

      It lifted a serrated flipper to slice me in half.

      This can’t be how I die.

      I cringed away even as I squealed defiance and swung for it with a balled fist.

      Heat rushed past me, shunting me aside. There was a meaty pop and a wet suction my brain refused to process.

      Ichor sprayed my face.

      Hot metal flooded my mouth as a stray drop bathed my tongue in foulness.

      Doubling over, my stomach kicked, back bucking as my insides did their best to become my outsides. Vomit bubbled into the back of my throat, but I belly breathed past it.

      My watering eyes opened.

      The First crouched before me, hooked blade in hand.

      The creature’s severed head rocked at his feet. Its swollen body slid to the ice with a dull thump. Blood streaked with green clots gushed from the ragged opening at its neck.

      The First straightened, head tipping back to the darkening sky. ‘This warrior passes the Testing.’ He flicked the blade towards me. Black droplets scattered. ‘His line will endure in this humble chalice of Creation.’

      ‘Are you fucking nuts?’

      My heartbeat was an orchestra of clanging cymbals and thunderous drums.

      Freezing air fled my lungs in startled pants. I clutched at my chest, blinking to clear the darkness creeping from my peripheral vision. ‘I feel faint.’

      ‘Though it interrupts my communion with God, it has done well. It did as I told it.’ His attention lowered from the sky. His alien eyes narrowed, but somehow, I swore it meant he smiled. ‘It obeyed its master and see how it survived.’

      I struggled to focus past my horror. ‘A woman was torn in half.’ I looked around. I then wished I hadn’t. ‘Did you see what those things did? I’m going to die!’ I was screaming. ‘We’re all going to die!’

      ‘Vibrations attract the beastfish.’ He was calm. ‘Walking does not stir them. Jarring movement sends tremors through the water and acts as a beacon. The blood of this one will keep the others at bay.’

      ‘Fish?’ My voice ripped through the higher octaves. ‘Those were not fish. Those were some kind of carnivorous dinosaur. Prehistoric. Jurassic. You had me wandering around out here like I was like prey. You sadistic psychopath!’

      He stiffened. ‘Kneel.’

      ‘No.’ I was in his space. Jittery. ‘What the hell you were thinking? You sent me out here on my own without so much as a toothpick to defend myself.’

      He bellowed. ‘Kneel,’ and it echoed off the distant mountain.

      My hindbrain quailed and my knees hit the ice, a surge of fury making my cheeks hot. My back molars ground together, frustration and humiliation battling my sense of self preservation.

      Exhaling hard through his nose, the First adjusted his grip on the gore-smeared knife.

      He unbound the hidden tie of his breechclout.

      It fluttered to the ground.

      My eyes locked onto the thickening flesh between his thighs. A dark-veined cock protruded from an orifice.

      Flushed purple and slick, it pointed towards me. Ridges ran down its length, connected by thin membranes, and it bulged at the base as if something throbbed in there. His dick was so erect, the swollen hook tipping it angled towards his trunk, leaking whitish fluid.

      ‘Take off its clothes.’

      In panicked jerks, mute, I shook my head.

      The First took a step.

      I scuttled back, kicking at his ankle.

      A hard yank sent pain shooting across my scalp when he grabbed my hair to hold me steady. I whimpered. He eased his grip, making a noise of irritation. ‘Stop moving.’

      The flat of the blade swiped across my forehead and across both cheeks.

      I stilled as the sharp edge slid past my eyes.

      The blood was sticky, holding heat despite the cold.

      The knife swooped between my cleavage. It sliced through the furs protecting my breasts. He smeared the animal blood across my twitching skin.

      A swooping pattern looped around my bellybutton, spiked symbols pointing at my womb.

      Anointing me.

      Do something right now.

      I shuddered and scrabbled to find a hold on his hard body to shove him away. He tossed the blade aside and lowered into a crouch behind me.

      I fought harder. ‘Don’t.’

      Where was my eloquence? Where were the words?

      I knew what came next.

      This time, it wouldn’t be his fingers inside me.

      Do something.

      Rough hands pushed aside the rest of my clothes, leaving my bare ass naked. The chilled air was a slap that stole my voice. I scrambled forwards on all fours but an iron grip clamped onto my nape as a hand delved between my legs.

      Tingling heat exploded across my groin.

      My arms lost rigidity.

      All my toes curled.

      My legs shook from the void at my middle.

      Panting, fighting for control, he manipulated my body into a haze of gut-cramping need. My head flopped to the side. The other woman who survived the beastfish was on her hands and knees. Her forehead pressed to the ground as a Horde warrior pumped over her. I could make out the twisted expression of pleasure on her face as she reared back into every thrust.

      She rose, threw her head back and cried out. The alien grinding into her palmed her breast and licked her throat.

      This isn’t happening.

      Tears welled and poured from my eyes. Instead of terror or disgust, I felt an overwhelming need and want.

      The First’s inner thighs slid over my outer ones. They held me pinned. Fluids from my heightened arousal slid down my thighs. My exposed pussy clenched greedily at nothing.

      I tried to dredge up anything but anticipation.

      ‘Please,’ I mumbled.

      Ashamed, I didn’t know what I begged for.

      A timely rescue?

      To get fucked within an inch of my life.

      His hips tucked against my ass. The head of his sex missed its mark to slip through my nether lips and bump against my pubis. I mewled and writhed, reaching back to grab him closer, then shrieked and slapped him away.

      A stroke of blistering heat registered against the line of my neck. I gasped. He drove inside me. The force of penetration knocked the breath from my lungs and shoved me forward. His body was rigid against my back. I tried to think beyond the hardness spitting me open, but every sense was inundated. Pressure behind my eyes and panting in my ears. My nose sucked up air, citrusy and spiced, and my mouth watered, the aftertaste sweet. The crippling ache eased long enough to return with a vengeance. I arched, swivelled my hips. He planted a hand in the middle of my back, then fucked into me in brutal strokes that rolled my eyes into the back of my skull.

      Grunts and clicking snarls split the air above my head.

      There were no caresses, no soft touches. There was no consideration of me beyond keeping me still. Keeping my hips high enough so he could hammer deeper with single-minded purpose. He thrust while I rode the edge of teeth-rattling release, held taut in the fiery grip of agony.

      It wasn’t consensual, and it wasn’t right. It was the best thing I’d ever felt in my life.

      I was helpless, out of control. Nothing stopped him from taking. Nothing stopped each cell in my body shrieking for more. I stopped fighting. Let go until a grey void rose within me. His flanks thudded against mine. He sent jolts down my spine and roughened my knees.

      Trapped, fire rolled through my body, and my arms folded. I stared blindly over the bloody ice as the knot in my core bloomed from a spark into a roaring inferno.

      The First lifted off my back. He never stopped the steady pound of his hips against my ass. He gripped my cheeks, spread his knees, and then surged deeper.

      The flared head of his cock thudded against the hottest, wettest place inside me.

      My spine snapped straight as an orgasm slapped up from my cunt and exploded behind my eyes. I came with a cry wrenched from my gut. He came in silence, the thick gush enough to spill from where we joined, flooding the air with sex.

      He groaned, grew harder.

      Thrust faster.

      The loud slaps of his groin against my sweaty skin brought me hurtling back in time to feel him swell. His proportions stretched me enough to sting. I choked. The pain helped. Another climax rolled over me, and I gasped and flailed at the ice as it dragged me under.

      He dug that bit deeper inside me to come again, harder and longer with a snarl that seized his entire body.

      The First draped himself over me and breathed.

      Harsh gusts of air thundered in my ear. His heartbeat drummed between my shoulders and minute shudders rippled down his abdomen.

      My mind was blank, then all I could think was he’s everywhere. He nosed the back of my neck, his dry heat scorching along my back and ass, and his cum dripped from where I still ached. His heavy cock lay slack and moist against my thigh, and his long legs tangled with my shorter ones.

      A wave of self loathing had me shaking. I bucked. He grunted and rolled to the side, taking me with him.

      I was rigid, brittle, as if moving would shatter me.

      I’m fine, I’m fine, I’m fine.

      Around us was silence.

      We were the last pair to complete the Testing.

      The First spoke, his voice cold. ‘I claim this breeder.’

      Mind empty of rational thought, I stared unseeing into a setting sun.

      A hand wound the links of my leash around its fist.

      I’m fine.
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      Bhyr marched past his warship towards the spaceport and its adjacent stables.

      He glared at the female in his arms. She hadn’t spoken since he wrapped her in the scraps of fur that survived his frenzy. He had commanded her to walk, but she just stared at the stretch of Vøtkyr’s horizon, desolate. Vacant. Her eyes drifted without focus.

      Rather than indulge her tantrum, he’d picked her up.

      She’d resisted. Stiffening into awkward angles, she made choked, crazed sounds that hurt his ears. He thought she would pass out from lack of air, but she’d settled, and begun leaking from her eyes and nose.

      Teeth grinding, he fought the urge to soothe her distress.

      Mating is painful.

      The first thrust had been glorious. His throbbing daulm pushed past tight rings of quivering muscle. Slid through wet heat until he struck her deepest depths, a bliss unlike he’d known. The excitement of the kill had flushed his shaft with blood. It rendered the need to stimulate his sacred organ with no more than a lick of her nape. The rest was an ordeal. Agony. As soon as the burst of pleasure passed, he pushed into her soft channel as hard and fast as he’d dared. Pain spread in waves across his body, increasing once he realised he had another bulb to release.

      It knotted his spine and popped behind his eyeballs in gouts of flame.

      Flooding her with seed had brought light-headed relief.

      He’d feared he’d lose consciousness once the stabbing in his sac ended, becoming a dull ache at its core.

      He’d suffered.

      It made the wounded aura the human wallowed in insulting beyond belief.

      Bhyr’s father had taught him the pain of mating was a means to an end.

      During consummation, the female would snap and seethe. Then she would accept her lot because breeding was her purpose, and purpose brought contentment.

      Did males not suffer to begin the spark of life?

      Just as females suffered during the birth to deliver that spark into full being.

      It was the natural order.

      It wouldn’t get better, and would always hurt, but would be worth it.

      When he held his son and saw his bloodline carry on in the next generation, it would be more than worth it. More than any dream come to life.

      ‘What the hell is that?’

      Bhyr broke from his reverie. ‘This?’ He placed his female on her feet then patted the tough hide bumping his shoulder. The grassy musk wafting from the animal was comforting. ‘This is a common goodbeast and my mount.’

      ‘I’m not getting on it.’

      ‘We eschew technological excess on homeworld and embrace nature. There are no ground conveyances. We do not use the interplanetary shuttles unless off world raiding. They need fuels we must pull from the ground. It is this majestic creature or an eight-span hike.’ He dropped a dubious look at her short legs. ‘Perhaps longer.’

      ‘It’s nighttime. There are no roads or street lights to guide you.’ She hugged her middle. ‘Kind of dangerous.’

      ‘I see well enough.’ He cocked his head. She wasn’t listening. ‘I navigate by landmarks and stars.’

      Shoulders slumping, her mutinous expression blanked to hide despair. ‘The only way off this planet is your ship?’

      Adjusting the saddle straps, Bhyr nodded. ‘It realises there is no escape.’

      ‘There’s always a way out.’

      ‘Stubborn female.’ He mounted the beast and plucked her off the ground, settling her across his lap.

      His nostrils flared.

      Her scent was maddening.

      ‘High up here.’ Her mouth trembled.

      Bhyr added heights to the expanding list of things she feared. How humans breathed without expiring, he’d forever wonder. ‘I will not let it fall.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be in this position if it wasn’t for you.’

      ‘Truth.’ He brought the beast to heel. ‘Acknowledging the fact changes nothing. It is done. There is only the now. I will not let it come to harm. Unless it would prefer I abandoned it here to die?’

      She was quiet. Her hands curled into fists. ‘Take me home. That’s what I’d prefer.’

      ‘I am taking us home.’

      ‘I meant Earth.’

      ‘That was not an option.’ He signalled the mount to go.

      They passed the first spans of the journey in silence.

      Drawing air deep into his lungs, Bhyr soaked in the sight of his land at its best, wreathed in mist and lush with life. A raptorbeast soared over head, its shrill cry piercing the gloom.

      Fog rolled from the northern seaboard and covered the ground, giving the landscape a fantastical aura.

      His breeder fidgeted as she tried to put distance between their bodies. Her face was unhappy when it wasn’t lit with wonder at her surroundings.

      She yelped and clutched at his thighs, her demeanour of aloof disdain ruined. The goodbeast lurched as it navigated the uneven terrain. A nocturnal predator shrilled from some unseen burrow, and she hunched.

      Bhyr tightened his hold on her waist. ‘It has done well.’

      She leaned forward as far from him as possible. ‘Don’t talk to me.’

      Out of respect for her bravery during the consummation ritual, he let her be.

      They travelled around the glacier encircling the Last Mountain, covering the distance at a steady trot.

      Bhyr spotted fewer blood trails than when Aztekan females undertook the Testing.

      More of the humans had survived than expected. It was a welcome surprise.

      The thousand heartbeats before he could follow his breeder had been agonising. More than once he’d lifted his foot to rush forward. Now it was done. She was claimed.

      The warriors who chose poorly would have another opportunity to raid Earth. After the first hybrids were born and deemed a success on their ascension into adulthood.

      If all went well by the next moontide dozens of sons would grow in human wombs.

      They travelled the four-span journey to his nest in relative peace. He stopped twice to let her stretch her legs.

      By the time they climbed the steep mountain trail leading to his home, she snuggled against his chest, sleeping.

      It was for the best.

      His breeder feared many things. The vertical climbs the goodbeast accomplished to reach the steppe he called home would have caused her terror.

      He woke her once they arrived then tended to his mount, tying it in the paddock at the entrance to his nest.

      At first sunrise, he would take the beast to its herd and trade it for a fresh mount.

      Hopping from foot to foot, arms around her middle for warmth, his human hovered near the tunnel spearing into the mountain.

      Bhyr showed her the semi-soft globes mounded in a recess. ‘These are lanterns. Shake and throw them.’

      The light floated upward until it bounced against the ceiling and hung there.

      ‘Looks like a glitter filled ballon.’ She copied him after squeezing a globe in her hand. ‘If I weren’t exhausted, I’d be interested in how this works.’

      She blinked at the lights then yawned.

      ‘Follow.’ He led her into his home, lighting the way.

      Air dense with minerals met his nose. It assured him that the ventilation system was unbroken during his extended absence. His nest was a cavern three times his height. Several off-shoots lead to smaller yet spacious chambers he used for storage. Rough glass windows dotted the ceiling. Sunlight reflected through mirrored channels, a system installed aeons before his birth. Natural light allowed moss–fuzzy and damp underfoot–to grow in the shaded environs. The living carpet brightened the room and made the air fresh, taste clean. There was minimal furniture. A handcrafted stool and a wooden table, its mauve surface polished to a high shine. Sooty hot rocks the size of his head mounded inside a fire pit with a circumference as wide as he was tall. Two alcoves on the opposite side of the heat held his bedding and the cleansing chamber.

      His breeder shivered.

      Bhyr headed to the fire pit and brought it to life.

      The only other thing of note was a natural column of twisted rock that bore a bookcase. Stone shelves sheltered books written by long-dead ancestors. The stories were of gods and dire warnings from the Azteka’s blood-soaked history. His holosphere brought him information at the swipe of a finger. But holding a book and smelling its papery scent soothed him. He did not show his breeder these precious heirlooms. He would allow her to explore her new home and its treasures on her own recognisance. His female’s progress was slow but steady.

      She headed for the bed.

      His sleeping mat nestled inside the deepest nook. It concealed the slumberer and made Bhyr feel safe enough to rest. His breeder stopped next to it, her mouth agape. Her size made it an edifice she would need a short ladder to climb.

      Eager to put his hands on her again, Bhyr shifted closer, ready to lift her. ‘Let me.’

      Shying from his touch, she bounced on her toes. ‘I got it.’

      She grabbed fistfuls of fur and heaved herself into a roll that was rather graceful. She checked her Keeping hadn’t tangled then clambered across the pillowy surface into a corner. Face shadowed, her eyes reflected the meagre light in bright pinpricks. Her gaze followed him around the room as he set about checking his filtration system and food stocks. He thought of airing his furs, but with a glance at his tired-looking human, decided to wait. No creatures had found their way inside his stores, as sometimes happened when he was absent long enough for his scent to fade. The technology needed to keep household comforts functioning were operational.

      Satisfied nothing urgent needed his attention, he slipped from his single-minded focus.

      His breeder’s gaze still burned his flesh.

      Accusing.

      When he turned to face her, she closed her eyes and pretended sleep.

      Aggravated and moody from fatigue, Bhyr approached her. He opened his mouth to discuss the matter of the Testing before snapping his mouth closed.

      A male did not discuss thoughts with a female.

      What is wrong with me?

      One of her eyelids cracked open. ‘I can’t sleep with you glaring at me.’

      He dragged a clump of furs from his bed and dumped them on the floor. ‘Down.’

      She popped upright. ‘Are you serious? You watched me get up here and let me get comfortable. Now you’re booting me off?’

      He stared at her.

      ‘Fine.’ Scrambling off the bed, she threw herself on the floor. ‘I’d rather sleep on the floor than next to you.’

      Her sincerity dug into his chest with hooked talons.

      Bhyr removed the leash and let it coil on the floor. He crawled into bed.

      He listened to his breeder’s angry breathing soften and slow into the cadence of sleep. Rolling over, he looked over the edge. She had bundled the furs, face relaxed, silken hair shrouding her head and body. Bhyr closed his eyes and forced his mind to rest.

      The next morning, the first thing he perceived was the displacement of air above him. His hand snapped out to grab whatever aimed for his chest.

      His eyes slitted open.

      She tugged her wrist. ‘Ow.’

      ‘What is it doing?’

      ‘Waking you. I need to do my business, but I have no idea where the toilet is.’ Her expression folded. ‘It’s not another hole in the floor, is it?’

      It was. Why that distressed her so, he didn’t know.

      Bhyr let her go. He rolled up using the muscles in his abdomen, watching the way his breeder eyed his body, licking her lip as she did so.

      ‘I will show it,’ he said.

      Her eyes jumped to his, and she turned red around her cheeks. ‘Good. Hurry.’

      His mouth flattened. ‘It forgets its lessons.’ He imagined kneeling between her legs and seeing to her discipline.

      His heart kicked.

      She hissed. ‘You’re crazy if you think I care after what you pulled yesterday.’

      The mood soured.

      The rotation crawled, air growing thicker with tension. Bhyr escaped the oppressive air to deal with his mount.

      He visited the higher steppes where his herds grazed. While seeing to their care, he tried to scrounge enough anger to return to the nest and put his breeder in her place. He considered using severe punishment. She’d never again question his dominion over her person. But the mere notion of bending her to his will–as he had bent all others–revolted him. There was something attractive about his human’s pride. So fierce and certain of her worth. She refused to acknowledge him as a genetic and intellectual superior, even with unquestionable evidence of the fact. Bhyr chuffed to himself on his way back. He wasn’t supposed to admire his breeder’s bad behaviour, but correct it.

      He was the example the Horde followed.

      I must do better.

      Nodding, he vowed to repress the deviant urges and radical thoughts his human inspired. He recommitted to seeing her swell with his get.

      That night, after putting her on her belly, he sent her to the floor. As he slid between the furs, he considered ignoring propriety and inviting her to sleep beside him. He winced upon realising she would rather spit on him than share his bed.

      The next rotation, her stony silence was unbearable, the atmosphere charred and acrid like smoke. It shouldn’t have bothered him in the least. It wouldn’t have mere rotations ago. Now, it did. His mood had aligned itself to hers, and it drove him insane.

      He stole a moment of privacy in a storage cave–I am not hiding–he brought up his holosphere. He hesitated, finger hovering over a glyph.

      Shaking himself, Bhyr commed Bihter and told himself it was fine.

      Normal.

      He had questions.

      There was no wrong in discussing his concerns with another in his Horde. Others might see it as unusual. The First kept his own council, did he not? But these were different times. He had made the radical decision to breed a new generation of the Azteka on a lesser species. He was brave. A pioneer. Relaying a concern over his personal choice of human with a fellow warrior was an efficient means to an end. If he refused to acknowledge he chose Bihter because the male was unlikely to view his control issues as perverse and weak, so be it.

      A square screen appeared on Bhyr’s holodash.

      Bihter accepted the transmission. The male inclined his head. ‘First.’ His expression was wary. ‘Good Greetings.’

      Bhyr studied the moss under his feet and thought himself a fool. It didn’t matter Bihter had once been his closest confidant. Making himself vulnerable felt wrong.

      ‘Your breeder,’ Bhyr asked at last. ‘It survived Testing?’

      He took a slow moment to respond. ‘Yes.’

      Discomfort weighted Bhyr’s gut. His resolve wavered. ‘And its behaviour?’

      ‘Biddable.’ Bihter said nothing more, but his posture revealed his tension.

      ‘Good.’ Bhyr wondered where he went wrong. ‘I am pleased to hear it. I was concerned.’ He cringed at his cowardice.

      ‘You bring my honour into question. I understand my departure shook your faith in me after our disagreement. But I believed you understood my motivations and forgave me. I brought you everything you wanted.’ He hesitated. ‘I betrayed a friend to do so.’

      During his misadventures offworld, Bihter fell afoul of an alliance between L’Odo slavers and Dei San pirates.

      During the battle, he had crash landed on a planet. He befriended the Verak Commander Eorik SnowBlade. A strong warrior mated to the Great Alpha, King ThunderClaw, whose party had shared the same fate.

      Bhyr had suspected Bihter and the High Commander bonded over protecting a human child. It was the first time the male expressed resentment over choosing to advance the Horde’s ambitions at the cost of those bonds.

      Embarrassed at the paling of his skull crests, Bhyr nodded, stiff. ‘That was not my intent. I am experiencing things with my breeder. Strange sensations and feelings.’ He exhaled. ‘I wondered if it was a phenomenon unique to myself or if other human females were causing issues in others.’

      ‘Is this a trick?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘A test of loyalty, then.’

      Bhyr shook his head. ‘Why do you think this?’

      ‘How could I not?’

      ‘Brother, you know better.’

      ‘You threatened me into silence when I returned. The Verak opened my eyes, and my opinions broadened, but you refused to listen.’

      Bhyr shot him an angry glare. ‘You defied me. What did you expect? A reward?’

      ‘I expected punishment. Demotion from Third to Unranked, yes. But for you to shun me? To belittle and ignore me?’ Bihter scrubbed a hand across his throat. ‘You may not have said it outright, but you insinuated if I didn’t fall in line, you would exile me. The only thing protecting me is silence. Now you ask me to confess my deepest sins? Reveal to you–who have proven yourself untrustworthy–how I now break Law?’

      The vehemence startled Bhyr, who drew himself up, hard-faced and bristling.

      Bihter continued undaunted. ‘In the space of a few rotations, you expect me to believe this is a genuine attempt to understand the effect your female has on you? That you trust me above all others to share your innermost thoughts and feelings? After you made it clear, my conduct disappointed you? That you were unwilling to consider our breeding rites would not work with human females?’

      ‘I am unused to being wrong.’

      With a snarl of frustration, Bihter dragged a hand over his mouth, fixing Bhyr with a hard look. ‘Very well. My breeder’s name is Cristina. She is fine. As fine as a being could be after an abduction and force-mating to her captor. I, too, experience odd sensations and feelings when I am near her. As we speak, she naps in my furs. Not on the floor as a lesser. I try not to treat her as one.’ His eyes closed. ‘When you finish with me, I will rush back to her, because I miss her when I am gone.’ He shrugged in the manner of humans, chin lifting in angry defiance. ‘There. Now you know my depravity.’ His voice turned mocking. ‘There is no need to pretend compassion for my plight.’

      Bhyr remained mute. His reaction should be rage. Indignation at being spoken to with such disrespect by one of his Horde. He felt relief. It left him unsure of what to do and how to respond.

      Condemning the male for doing nothing more than what Bhyr himself had done–and wanted to do–was hypocritical. Neither could he find it in himself to lie. To suggest that Bihter was alone in his abnormal behaviour.

      ‘It is best we keep these developments a secret.’

      Bihter stilled. ‘You will not drag me before the Horde for punishment?’

      ‘No.’ Bhyr paused, thinking hard of how to phrase what came next. ‘A question about your breeder. I intend no disrespect.’

      ‘Ask.’

      ‘When you experience these feelings, how do you get your breeder to do as you command? How do you avoid them overwhelming you?’

      ‘I do not.’

      Bhyr frowned. ‘How? The feelings hold such power.’

      ‘You misunderstand. I do not command, but ask. I reason with her. My feelings have their way. I give her the freedom to do and say as she pleases, when she pleases. It works well.’

      Bhyr stared. ‘I see.’

      ‘Still believe I am not deserving of correction?’

      He nodded.

      Bihter appeared dumbfounded. Then contemplative. ‘If you wish to confide in me, I will hold it in confidence.’

      ‘No.’ Bhyr met Bihter’s eyes, his expression cool. ‘No.’

      ‘You can trust me.’

      ‘I trust no one.’ He raised a hand to cut the connection, ready for the conversation to be over. He craved solitude.

      ‘Brother, wait.’ Bihter struggled with himself. ‘Call the breeder by her name. See what happens. What harm could come of it?’ His tone held humour. ‘Surprise yourself.’

      The connection ended.

      Frozen in place, Bhyr exhaled in a rush, unnerved.

      Ask his breeder instead of command? Treat her as an equal and reason through his decisions with her? Would she become agreeable? Would she stop looking at him in that haunting, despairing way?

      If he called her by her name, she would feel emboldened to call him by his.

      He shivered at the notion of such intimacy.

      It seemed a first step towards disaster. But nothing he’d done improved the tension between them, had it?

      If he did not want to break her will, he must find an alternative solution. He would act as Bihter suggested. No one of importance need know he was doing it. His breeder would not understand the gesture, wouldn’t even notice the change. Only pride stopped him and he was too sensible to disregard a better way for such a reason.

      Bhyr broached the subject after last meal.

      His breeder cringed and swiped a hand over her mouth. She went to shimmy past him, and he grabbed her arm.

      His fingers wrapped around the limb with inches to spare. ‘Wait.’
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      She flinched. ‘Don’t touch me.’

      ‘This cannot continue,’ he said. ‘I am distracted. Irritable and short-tempered. I cannot afford to be this way.’

      ‘Your emotional shortcomings are exactly that. Yours.’

      ‘We will start anew.’

      ‘Are you joking? You kidnap me, seduce me with force, treat me like a slave, and more, but only taking into account the aforementioned, you expect a do over?’ Her voice was hard. ‘With no apology forthcoming, either, I suppose.’

      The First of the Aztekan Horde did not apologise.

      ‘We will make the best of this. I will explain better. I will treat you as if you were not inferior. I will do this if you acknowledge what’s done is done. You are here. Accept it.’

      That was not so hard.

      Except her head had cocked and her eyes burned. ‘As if you were not inferior?’ She scoffed, but her gaze turned speculative. It was the first time since the Testing she’d looked at him with anything but hatred. ‘Are you trying to say–poorly–that you want to treat me as if I were an equal? Even though you don’t believe I am one?’

      ‘I have no equal,’ he said without pride. ‘But I will no longer treat you as a lesser life form of it means peace returns to the nest.’

      ‘So humble. You want peace? Take the Keeping off and send me home.’

      His mouth thinned. ‘No.’

      ‘Say one thing, do another, is it? Fine. Can I ask a question? Or is that forbidden?’

      He eyed her.

      Nodded.

      ‘Your people took a friend of mine. Cristina.’ She tucked her mane behind the shell of her rounded ear. ‘Did she make it through the Testing?’

      ‘Warriors do not learn the names of breeders.’

      Bihter had mentioned the name. Was the warrior’s female the friend she spoke of? Likely. However, Bihter’s breeder might not be the one she sought. If he spoke of his suspicion, Bhyr would drive his breeder’s hopes up only to crush them if they discovered her friend had perished. She would take her grief and rage out on him.

      There would never be a truce between them.

      She sniffed. ‘I need to know she survived.’

      A tangled, thorny feeling took residence in Bhyr’s chest.

      She cared about this person. Enough to risk his ire. Enough to break her stubborn silence and engage with him.

      He shook his head. ‘I cannot help.’

      ‘You can.’ Her face set into bullish lines. ‘You won’t because you think it’s beneath you or whatever.’

      ‘Why must you question me? Tell me, human, why bother distinguish between “can’t” or “won’t” when the result is the same?’

      She spun, wiping a hand over her cheek to hide the fact she leaked. ‘Because it matters.’

      Bhyr shook off his dissatisfaction. Another of their interactions ended on bad terms. He could extend himself to discover the fate of her fellow human, but should he?

      Would it put her in a better mood if he did? Fine, he thought, exasperated with his indecisiveness.

      He would take her among others to seek her friend.

      He messaged Bihter to meet him at the Gathering Grotto. His breeder needed decent coverings. The tatty ones she wore sufficed for use around the nest, but she needed sturdier boots to protect the soles of her feet. Tuskbeast hide and the same for her legs. A fluffier fangbeast ruff would suffice for her torso. Tough goodbeast horn would work as bracers for her forearms.

      Gathering the things he needed from storage, he dropped onto his stool. He set about whittling the curved needles he’d need to sew the pelts with gut.

      Several spans passed in blessed quiet, then she sidled up next to him. Expression lacking its usual disgruntlement, she tapped his bicep.

      Hope they might do better this time kindled in his chest.

      He turned to face her.

      She shuffled her feet. ‘May I borrow that knife?’

      His ears had failed him.

      Bhyr twisted more to stare at his breeder. ‘I look a fool?’

      ‘God’s promise, it’s not what you think.’

      Hands behind her back, smiling with all her teeth, his female didn’t look innocent.

      His expression curdled, and disappointment snuffed the spark of hope.

      ‘I want to shave,’ she said.

      ‘Your pelt is a natural insulator.’ His gaze flashed down her body. ‘There is no sense in removing it while inhabiting a planet covered in snow and ice.’

      ‘Sense? It’s my female prerogative. Well? Come on. I shouldn’t have to justify doing something so insignificant.’ She put her fists on her hips. ‘What about the stone you rub over yourself everyday? Do you need to do that?’

      ‘No,’ he replied. ‘I do not.’

      ‘Then you understand the need for personal wellness.’ She leaned forward. Her expression brightened as she held out a hand in expectation.

      Putting down the thin shards, Bhyr glowered. He suspected she would not be quiet until he indulged her, and he needed to focus. ‘The cells in my body turnover at an increased rate during the prime phase of my life cycle. By exfoliating a layer by hand, it stops a thick build up of my exoskeleton.’ He had not allowed it to happen for solars. ‘This would lead to a moult.’

      ‘You shed like a snake?’

      ‘It would diminish my scaring, yet incapacitate me in a cage of flesh for cycles.’

      Her eyes travelled his body. ‘Not a snake,’ she said, thoughtful. ‘A butterfly emerging from a cocoon.’

      ‘The creatures are unknown to me but you take my meaning. Moult opens me to Challenge from dissatisfied warriors in the Horde.’ He paused. ‘I trust no one enough to make myself that vulnerable. I never will. It would leave you, my breeder, unprotected. It is not a matter of wellness, but survival.’

      ‘I get it,’ she said after a long stare where her thoughts fluttered into the light on moth-dark wings, then receded into the sky of her mind. ‘My grooming practices might not leave me open to a Challenge, but it makes me feel icky to forgo them.’ Her nose wrinkled. ‘Saying the word “icky” aloud doesn’t convey the same gravitas as your explanation, but still.’ She waved her hands in the air in a way he now knew expressed a range of emotions. This one conveyed irritation. ‘It would make me more comfortable. It’s a concession that won’t affect you.’

      Bhyr’s mouth turned down as he studied her. ‘Breeders deserve care.’ The old law ensured that introverted warriors met breeders’ basic needs. Therefore, they might better survive the gestation of spawn. Humans needed far more attention and care than he’d expected, but it was the intention behind the law that mattered. He stood. ‘Come.’ He led her to the cleansing chamber. He motioned to her body. ‘Off.’

      ‘Uh, what?’ She pretended confusion. Her fists balled on the scraps clinging to her frame.

      ‘Take off your furs.’

      Refusal gathered in her glittering eyes long before it left her whitened mouth. ‘No.’

      ‘You wish to groom,’ he said. ‘I will help you.’ He wasn’t giving her the knife.

      ‘I’ll do it myself.’

      ‘You will not.’

      ‘So much for treating me as an equal. I don’t know why I expected anything other than empty promises. Dishonourable. That’s what you are. It’s all you’ll ever be.’

      ‘Vzzt!’ Bhyr’s vision bled red. He claimed a single stride, his long reach negating her stumbling step back.

      He took the fur in his fist and tore it from her body.

      She shoved and kicked, a wordless note screaming from her throat. Her blows slowed into a flutter. She slumped against him, panting. ‘Those were mine.’

      ‘I do not care.’ He slid a knuckle under her chin to lift her face. ‘Obey me.’

      Angry eyes bored into his, chin lifted in a stubborn tilt. ‘I don’t think you understand the concept of equals.’

      The stiff nipples capping her teats grazed his chest with her rough breaths.

      ‘I will learn.’ Keeping her jaw cradled in his palm, Bhyr unsheathed his knife.

      Her eyes darted to it then shot back to his face. Her hands twitched on his lower stomach.

      ‘Do you still wish to remove your pelt?’ He eyed her head in consternation.

      There was a lot of it.

      It was soft.

      ‘No. Yes.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Not from my head.’ Her breathing slowed as her shoulders hunched. ‘Under my arms and my legs.’ Her gaze flashed to his then skittered away. Her face reddened. ‘Other private places, too.’ She took her hand from his middle and patted the juncture of her thighs. ‘So, um.’ She stammered. ‘Will you take the Keeping off now?’

      Instincts roused, he took in the forced calm of her expression. Was the device’s removal the point of her fussing or the gaining of a weapon?

      ‘It stays on.’

      Irritation flickered across her features.

      ‘Tricky female.’ Releasing her chin, he ran a finger along the line where the softness of her belly met the hard gleam of metal. ‘This stays for it protects what is mine.’

      The feel of her thrilled the animal need she’d unleashed within him. He did it again. Again. Each pass became firmer and more possessive until she shivered, and the questing finger became his whole, grasping hand.

      She turned her face.

      Bhyr sucked in a breath to clear his head. Instead, he took the alien scent of her deep into his lungs. He grunted as he settled his shaft back into his abdomen. It was uncomfortable, but letting that part of him distend whenever it pleased was appalling.

      He was the warrior of warriors, not a beast in rut.

      He dropped into a squat then patted his thigh. ‘Here.’

      She smacked her foot down on his knee. ‘Do you know what you’re doing?’

      Bhyr let his hand drift into the fall of water. He smoothed the chill wetness onto her shin and calf and breathed through his mouth to resist the musk of her sex. Her toes flexed, the arch of her foot moulding to him.

      Human legs were strange.

      Their knee joints were backwards and soft-skinned, their heels flat on the ground. He drew the edge of his blade across her taut flesh from ankle to knee in a smooth, sure stroke.

      ‘No different from skinning any other kill,’ he mused.

      Lips pressed together, she shot him a stabbing look then looked at everything but him.

      There was little to see.

      The room was bare but for the waterfall, hot spring pool, and the waste pit created for her human use. She looked because he unnerved her.

      While the flush of blood in her cheeks and the heave of her chest was attractive, her obvious agitation made a deeper part of him shiver.

      He disliked harming her but he didn’t feel a need to coddle her either.

      Finishing her second leg, he clasped her thigh to his side and pulled her close. Her other leg hopped forward and her arms flew to the side to help regain her balance.

      Bhyr caught her hand and placed it palm down on his shoulder. There wasn’t much sensation through his exoskeleton, but the flesh between the toughened plates craved the feel of her hands.

      ‘Touch me.’

      She stared beyond his head. ‘Why?’ The soft flesh under her chin tightened as she swallowed. ‘Why?’

      ‘When I take you, it will be easier.’ He would know her.

      Instead of her stunning him anew, he’d get through the rutting without questioning what he knew to be true.

      ‘I don’t want it to be easier. I want whatever this is to stop.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I want you to take me back home.’

      Bhyr slipped an arm around her hips. The cold metal of her Keeping helped bank the fires raging in his blood at the thought of returning what he’d earned through Right of Might. The sole natural law recognised throughout the universe since the dawn of time.

      ‘Touch me,’ he said.

      She remained rigid in his arms until her hands found his ugliest scar. A thick strip of raised flesh stretching across his throat in a jagged arch. Her trembling fingers danced over it. She traced the smaller nicks and divots along his shoulders and upper back. ‘Your skin….’ She released a shaky breath. Her hands rubbed circles on the armoured plates protecting his chest. ‘It has a grain to it like wood or stone.’ Her other hand joined the first.

      Entranced by her intent expression, he stroked the flesh of her inner thigh.

      She stilled.

      ‘And?’ He let his finger claws drag down to her knee then retrace their path.

      Thin strips of red rose.

      Her gaze blurred, eyelids slipping lower until a faint shine of her pupil was visible.

      ‘You smell clean. Not the absence of something. Like moving water or fresh air.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not explaining myself well.’ She looked at the waterfall. ‘I need to rinse off in the shower.’

      ‘Pool,’ he countered, craving more of her touch. ‘We will bathe.’ He tightened his hold and stood. Lifting her off the floor with her leg bent at the knee, his hand in the crook, he hooked her other leg around his waist. The knife he kept pressed against her thigh.

      He waded into the hot spring and sighed as the heat soaked through his flesh.

      Indira had wrapped her arms around his neck to stabilise herself. She now reached with eager fingers to glide a hand through the water. ‘It’s silky.’ She lifted an arm, rapt, as the water dripped to her elbow. ‘This planet is scary. But there is beauty here.’ Her gaze tapped him then flicked away.

      ‘I did not say you are finished touching me.’

      Hair arcing over her brow drew together. ‘I thought we were going to wash?’

      ‘Bathe me, then.’

      She sank into the water until it lapped at her chin. Her eyes narrowed. She shrugged and surged upwards. Water sluiced from her body, the pinkish droplets wetting her skin jewels. She sparkled.

      Bhyr blinked.

      ‘With what?’ she asked.

      Off balance, he set down the knife to show her crystal vials of soap.

      She lathered her hands and stroked them down his body in perfunctory swipes.

      With forced bravado, her hands moved over his barb, affecting an impersonal touch. Gripping it in her fist and stroking when it swelled and distended from his abdomen. She reached between his thighs and closed her hand as if expecting flesh. Found nothing. She patted around, jerked her shoulder, and then swiped over his buttocks and legs to finish her task, determined not to react to his physique.

      Should he reveal he smelt her generous appreciation?

      Entertained, Bhyr clicked in his throat, eyes aimed at the ceiling, attuned to the faint tremble in her breath, waiting.

      She did not disappoint.

      His breeder rinsed her hands and went as if to select a conditioning oil. She lunged for the knife. The snap of her arm and its thrust was faster than he’d expected. She held it to his throat. Her moist lips parted for her little pants.

      Bhyr met her wheeling eyes with a steady stare.

      She flinched, anticipating his fury, and then blinked when he didn’t react.

      She lowered her weapon.

      Foolish.

      Bhyr jerked forward.

      Honed to pristine sharpness, the blade sliced into his flesh with the ease of light parting air.

      She reared back. ‘Stop.’

      ‘No.’ He grabbed her wrist to hold her. Purple blood slicked the silvered blade and dribbled over her white-knuckled fist. He brought their faces close together, his gaze drilling into her panicked one.

      She shut her eyes.

      Bhyr moved her wrist out to the side, stretching her arm. He considered his Gift. A mental image of her convulsing made his stomach twist.

      Instead, he squeezed.

      She opened her fingers to release her prize.

      Whimpered when he drew her closer, not a wisp of space between their bodies.

      ‘I am not human.’ The sound of his voice breaking the silence was a violence of its own. He clasped her neck and used his thumb to push her head back. The long line of her throat was unblemished. ‘That weakness on me does not exist. If I cut you, as you cut me, blood would spurt. You would die.’

      Thin skin over her pulse danced.

      ‘Are you going to punish me, First?’ Her tone would have him think her nonchalant.

      Could he not feel her heart thudding its savage beat, he might have bought the lie.

      ‘Bhyr?’ Her throat trembled.

      Hearing his name from her lips, he lost his sense of self. He lowered his head and inhaled the musk of her sweat. His tongue felt too big for his mouth. He dragged it along her jugular to ease the sting. Relief lasted but a moment before it returned, vengeful, and doubled the need at his groin.

      ‘Do it.’ Her voice was faint, stronger than before. ‘Do it. I have a right to defend myself. I am not afraid. I am the wolf.’

      Bhyr peered at her then returned to his exploration.

      To rut hurt a male, but the longer his female spent within his grasp, the less he feared it. He licked her again. Short strokes with the prickling tip of his tongue. The forbidden stimulation sent bolts of illicit pleasure arcing through his nerves. She shuddered. Her hands fluttered up to rest on his shoulders. He moved down, nostril slits flaring, lips dragging against skin. So soft, it beggared belief. Too rough a movement, he could rip her in half. He reached the crinkled nubs on her teats and laved them with single-minded devotion. His loins engorged. Barb aching for pressure, to swell and anchor itself at the mouth of her chalice. His breeder squirmed. Her fingers dug into the sides of his neck, hips bumping against his abdomen. He imagined her moving just so with him deep inside her. His shaft would strike where she burned hottest. Rather than recoil in disgust, his tongue throbbed.

      It mirrored the sensation in his seed sac.

      The lack of friction on his shaft caused a jangle of pain. It was enough to bring him back to himself. Guilt subsumed the pleasure. He knew better than to dally with temptation.

      Using his sacred organ for copulation was not only weak but disrespectful to his god.

      He was Destruction’s high priest, his mortal Avatar.

      He knew better.

      With his tongue swollen and aching in his mouth, for the first time in his life cycle, he resented his duty and refused to repent. He straightened and brought them out of the hot water. His muscles quivered with unspent tension.

      The breeder draped over him. Damp skin flushed and twitching, the crude circles she ground with her hips slowed into lazy bucks.

      He welcomed the tepid drench down his spine as he ducked them under the spray of the waterfall.

      She screeched like a fuzzy-eared fangbeast pup whose tail had been trod on.

      She held herself stiff as a plank as he rubbed her down to remove the dirt loosed from her skin during their soaking.

      Bhyr set her down to do the same for himself.

      She scurried out of the spray, glaring and shivering, her lips an eye-catching blue.

      The warm mist drifting off the pool no longer flooded his receptors with her scent and taste, leaving him clear-headed.

      Excessive heat stunned his nervous system and slowed his mental faculties. Much like deep cold interfered with the Rä, sending them into a state of near hibernation. It was an old-established reason neither of the species troubled the other. Their respective planets would be nigh on impossible to invade without crippling loses. Considering his recent violent encounter with their supreme warrior, the ancient accord would break. Soon. A diplomatic apology would be prudent, but the chances of He, Venomous One accepting his overtures were slim.

      His transgressions had not been minor.

      Look at her and tell yourself she isn’t worth the price.

      His human breeder would be more than worth it once she presented his spawn. That he felt more alive and vital in her presence was a bonus.

      Refreshed, Bhyr finished rinsing and shook off the worst of the wetness. An eye on his breeder’s nakedness, his mind circled back to his previous task.

      She needed coverings to leave the nest.

      More so now he’d destroyed the set he’d cobbled together on the ship.

      He strode past her to return to the main chamber, fingers curling with the need to haul her to his side.

      Why do I ache to touch her?

      ‘That’s it?’ She spun to watch him go, her face a wild thing. ‘Nothing? You’re walking away like I did nothing?’

      He paused mid stride.

      Turned his head to see over his shoulder. Frowned. ‘You expect something of me?’

      ‘What? No. Yes. Why are you not punishing me? This was so much worse than looking at you. I don’t understand.’ She flung out her arms, hands fisted. Drops of water flew from her mane and splattered him. ‘Don’t you care I threatened your life?’

      Bhyr found the corners of his mouth stretching, his eyes narrowing with humour. It was a long time since he’d had cause to smile. ‘Is that what you did?’ He walked on while shaking his head, a buzz in his throat. ‘Funny female.’
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      Still alive, my sarcastic inner voice sang. I relaxed my jaw. My tooth enamel had taken enough of a grinding during the night.

      Waves of the frustration I’d lived with since my well-ordered life became a nightmare flooded me. I stared balefully at the uneven ceiling, rigid with stress. I was not a single step closer to escaping.

      What did I learn?

      The alien warrior of an advanced civilisation wasn’t gullible.

      Duh.

      He’d seen through my manipulations in the pool as if he looked through a pane of glass. Either I wasn’t as sly as I’d thought, or he was so secure in his manhood, my simpering performance hadn’t fooled him.

      That he didn’t punish me after I’d made a desperate grab for the knife made me anxious. The only thing that kept me from tweaking was the silence he’d treated me to the rest of the evening. It gave the distinct impression I’d pushed him to the outer limit of what bad behaviour he’d condone.

      Or that I’d disappointed him somehow.

      Kind of crazy.

      Right?

      He might have stopped referring to me as if I were an inanimate object, but he’d abducted me. Heaped indignities upon my person.

      There was no forgetting it.

      No forgiving it.

      So he’d had an attack of guilt or some kind of moral epiphany that moved him to interact with me as an equal.

      Good for him.

      I hadn’t let it stop me.

      After he went to bed, I risked pretending to sleep. I then snuck into the cleansing room to fetch the knife from the pool. It was dangerous and foolhardy to risk angering him so soon. But the thought of gaining a weapon that could pierce his armoured flesh seduced me into trying.

      The fact I’d held that same knife on him and achieved nothing but a weird sexual high was irrelevant.

      I promised myself next time, I’d keep it together.

      Do something meaningful.

      I’d spent an hour on my hands and knees. I kept my head under the water until my eyes and lungs burned, searching. Only to discover he’d retrieved the damn thing.

      He’d bested me again.

      Enraged, I’d paced the steam-filled chamber to dry off and gain control of my temper.

      A one in a million chance, and I blew it.

      I’d acted wanton in the pool. My wariness had morphed into an unquenchable desire and muddled my common sense. All within a second of him focusing his undivided attention on my body. I didn’t understand why. Was it a fear response? Grief? Stress over Cristina’s unknown fate?

      No, I handled that–barely–but handled it.

      The factor driving me to fail had to be lust. Lust that made me ache whenever he drew near. Why else had I baulked? I’d gone from hating his touch to craving it, a touch junkie, and the shame was crippling. Not to mention the discovery I shared an affinity for his alien brand of sadistic kink. What happened on the frozen lake… the First mounting me like an unthinking beast? It should have been the most traumatic thing to happen to me. In some ways, it was. In others, it wasn’t. Maybe because once I’d woken naked and chained on the spaceship, I’d expected it? By forcing myself to face that looming reality, I had been somewhat more prepared than in other circumstances. The First hadn’t kept his intentions a secret. He’d been clear from the start of my role in his society. That was another thing. Setting aside the violation of my body, it infuriated me he didn’t care what he’d done to me on an emotional level. My wellbeing was insignificant. The explosive outbursts of my inner turmoil didn’t even rate a reaction. On second thought, did I need the First to take an interest in my mental state? I barely coped with his physical domination. Let alone if he noted and then demanded control of my emotions.

      I scratched my arms, breaking out in hives.

      Miserable, I had given up trying to make sense of myself and slinked back to my soft bundle on the floor.

      Eerie white eyes watched.

      I’d pretended not to care, heart pounding, the space between my legs wet at the idea he’d punish me.

      When did I get twisted?

      Shaking myself, done with ruminating over my failures, I threw back the covers.

      It was a new day.

      Can’t be weirder than the last.

      I got washed up, and the First dressed me in the outfit he’d hand-sewn for me the night before. I felt cold looking at how little he wore. Then hot at the bunch and flex of muscle under the armoured skeleton that made him shine like a living diamond.

      I stopped gawking and glared. ‘Wonder how long I’ll get to keep these.’ I picked invisible lint off my shoulder.

      ‘As long as I see fit.’

      We left the nest for places unknown. Rather than head outside, the First guided me through a doorway leading into the mountain. A tunnel. I plodded along the narrow passage, a twinge of apprehension slowing my feet. The worry passed. The tunnel never grew too small or dark, but remained spacious, cold air blasting my face. Globular lights floated near the ceiling. They illuminated the earthen walls and floor with a bluish green glow.

      A rumble of alien speech reached us.

      The First stopped. His expression was inscrutable, body sending signals I struggled to interpret. ‘This is the Gathering Grotto where the Horde meet to be social. While we are here, warriors look to me for guidance. We discuss trade and politics. You will not speak unless spoken to. You will address me as First. I will leave you with other females, where you might discover word of your friend.’ He paused. ‘No matter what you learn, you will behave.’ Face darkening, his grip on my leash tightened. ‘Do not disobey me in this.’

      I hid my shock.

      He offered me a chance to discover news of Cristina.

      I studied his serious expression. I understood the need to keep up appearances. The consequence of speaking out of turn in front of another Horde warrior turned a yellowish green on my cheek. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Follow,’ he said.

      My eyes skipped across the cavernous space. I took in the moss-covered floor and vine wreathed walls. Nothing I hadn’t already seen. Larger and brighter globe lanterns encircled the ceiling’s circumference. A resinous fragrance lent an air of freshness to the chamber. It eased the paranoia that tons of compressed rock sat overhead and waited to crash down.

      Scattered around the rotunda were groupings of Horde warriors. They sat on low, wide cushions around a glowing, crumbling rock that radiated heat, sipping yeasty liquor that wafted around.

      My gaze latched to a trio of fur-clad women tucked into the farthest corner of the high-ceilinged cavern.

      The First escorted me over and locked my leash onto a post. I tried to catch what he did, so I could replicate it, but when he touched the links to the metal, the separate pieces fused. Like magic.

      As he strode away, our gazes met and held. His eyes flickered, as if he’d changed his mind about allowing me beyond arm’s reach.

      My heart picked up tempo, my palms dampened, and I told myself I was afraid.

      He stalked on.

      Tearing my gaze from his back, I flung my arms open, able to draw a full breath.

      Cristina wrapped her dark, slender arms around me.

      My shoulder stifled a sob.

      ‘Hey you.’ She was so choked, the words were garbled. I squeezed her in return, my wet eyes closing.

      ‘Hey back.’ Questions I didn’t want to ask backed up like rush hour traffic. ‘Were you… are you hurt?’

      ‘I’m okay. Scared you didn’t make it, but okay.’ Her grip on me tightened. ‘You’re not the most obedient of people, Indie.’

      Smiling, I rocked her side to side. ‘You and me both.’

      We parted, but stayed close, relieved the other was whole and unharmed. The unknown-to-me women kept to their own space during our quiet but emotional reunion.

      ‘This is Indira.’ Cristina’s voice pitched high with excitement. ‘The woman I was asking you about.’

      ‘I’m glad you’re okay. You upset your friend with your continued absence.’ Petite and fay-looking with strawberry-blonde hair and blue eyes, the woman gave me a firm handshake. Though she looked demure and fragile, her gaze was direct, her voice brisk.

      Cristina shot me a look of embarrassment. ‘I got here a few minutes ago. I haven’t asked their names yet.’

      ‘Ashleigh.’ The fay woman tapped her chest. ‘I don’t like it shortened.’

      ‘I’m Elena.’ A bird-boned girl flapped a hand in a half-hearted wave. She wiped her dripping nose on her wrist. She blinked, looking lost. ‘You can shorten mine. Ella is fine. It reminds me of being home.’

      ‘I recognise you,’ Ashleigh told Cristina. ‘I watch the daybreak news.’

      Cristina beamed and flicked her braids over her shoulder. She wore a hooded jumpsuit in pink and grey fur. It contrasted with her mahogany skin. ‘It’s great to meet a fan.’

      ‘Oh, no, I’m not.’

      Cristina’s smile faded.

      Ashleigh caught my laughing eyes and winked.

      ‘Is this it?’ I asked. ‘Are we the only ones who survived the Testing?’

      At the mention, Ella hunched. Greasy hair hung lank in front of her face. Her blue-gray eyes more often than not unfocused to stare into the middle distance. An unpleasant odour wafted from her clothing and dirt smeared her skin.

      Girl looked wrecked.

      Ashleigh shook her head. ‘There are more of us. This is your first time here?’

      I shrugged. ‘It is.’

      ‘Your warrior must be a loner. Kov Ohx likes to be around his brothers. This cave is where the Horde come to socialise and swap notes about how to handle us.’ She made a thoughtful face. ‘There’s this woman called Mayumi. She knows about our numbers, and she’s good with names. If you stick around, she should show up. She’s often here when I am.’ Ashleigh motioned around. ‘Anyway, there’s around four hundred of us left.’ She tucked hair behind her ears. ‘Pretty sure there was close to double taken. Worldwide.’

      I nodded, my neck stiff.

      What could I say to that?

      ‘The First keeps me in his nest,’ I said and like a coward avoided the rest.

      ‘The First? That was him?’ She glanced in the direction my alien had gone. ‘As in Hel Bhyr the First? As in the biggest asshole these other assholes worship as a primordial god made flesh?’

      I startled, eyes round. ‘God made flesh?’

      ‘It’s what the Horde believe. And when I say believe, I don’t mean visiting St. Paul’s once a year for midnight mass. They live and die by his Law. He’s the mortal incarnation of their male deity. Their King, President and Pope wrapped into one.’ She blew a breath through loose lips, eyeing me like I was as good as dead. ‘That makes you the Avatar of Creation, the mortal incarnation of their goddess.’

      My hand groped at the open air. ‘I don’t know what to do with that.’

      ‘It has to be a good thing.’ Cristina perked up. ‘Can’t we use it to our advantage? Indie can pretend their goddess commands the Horde to return us to Earth.’

      ‘Eh.’ Ashleigh made a so-so motion with her hand. ‘Ohx told me about their religion. It sounds as if they think little of her. They consider her Destruction’s–that’s the male god–submissive. A seen and not heard type. She pushes out his spawn, and he rules the known universe.’ Her eyes rolled like blue glass marbles.

      ‘They see her as a glorified baby mamma.’ Ella glanced at me, dismissive, then snorted. ‘That’s so helpful.’

      Cristina gave her side-eye. ‘Have you got anything useful we can use against them?’

      Ella flushed, mouth tight.

      ‘Anyone?’ Cristina asked.

      ‘I wish I had an escape worked out,’ said Ashleigh. ‘It was all I thought about those first days. Honestly? I’m all about surviving feeding time.’

      We shared a half-appalled, half-amused look.

      Ella shuddered.

      ‘Not to mention this.’ Ashleigh tugged her furry wrap down to her upper thighs. Her Keeping gleamed, moulded to her slim hips. She avoided touching the leash, and none of us looked at the chain leading from her crotch to the post. ‘Anyone figured out how to take it off?’ Ashleigh could not hide the tremor of hope in her voice.

      We shook our heads.

      ‘Oh, well.’ She slumped, shook the moment off to square her shoulders. ‘No matter. Ohx doesn’t use it much anymore. Only the first few times….’ She trailed off, staring at nothing. She fumbled to cover herself.

      Seeing our looks of commiseration, she offered a sickly smile.

      ‘Bihter is the same,’ Cristina said, subdued. ‘He used it to get me through the Testing, but hasn’t since then. We came to an agreement.’

      Ella’s face twisted. ‘An agreement?’

      Cerise splotches reddened Cristina’s cheeks. She glanced at me as if worried I’d say something about her activities on the journey to Vøtkyr.

      I kept my mouth shut.

      Her business was her business. My business of late left me no room to talk.

      ‘That’s understandable.’ Ashleigh frowned at the younger girl. ‘We’re doing whatever we need to stay safe.’

      ‘Grace doesn’t have one,’ Cristina muttered.

      ‘Who’s that?’ I asked. ‘Did she take it off?’

      ‘Never had one put on. When we were on the ship, Bihter came back with her. I had a bad moment. I thought he’d replaced me.’ She grimaced. ‘He says she’s staying with us because it’s safer for her.’ She paused. ‘He said the First’s breeder saved her life. I had no idea he was talking about you, Indie. I wouldn’t have stressed so much about you if I’d known.’ She looked irritated. ‘I asked him over and over to tell me what happened to you, but he kept saying he didn’t know any of the breeder names.’

      Nodding, I touched my bruised cheek. The pain bought something worthwhile. ‘I did nothing but point out she didn’t deserve to die. I told him to send her home if they didn’t want her.’

      ‘I don’t know, Indie. Bihter thought it was momentous the First changed his mind.’ Cristina chewed her thumbnail. Her gaze sharpened on me. ‘The bruise on your face isn’t because the First punished you for interfering?’

      I blinked at the idea of the First hitting me. The imagery rubbed me wrong. ‘He’s done nothing like that. He’s not violent that way.’

      Ashleigh cocked her head, asking if I cared to share.

      I kept my misadventure with the knife under wraps. If the First would ever beat me, the incident in the pool would have been the time to start.

      ‘You’re right, Cristina. I’m not obedient.’ I shrugged. ‘The First uses the Keeping to punish me, not his fists.’

      I thought over our interactions the day before.

      Just because he wanted to treat me as an equal didn’t mean I was free or exempt from punishment.

      ‘We haven’t come to a verbal agreement,’ I said. ‘More like an unspoken truce when it comes to the Keeping. He’s reluctant to use it now. I don’t know why.’

      Ashleigh faced Ella. ‘What about you?’

      Ella stared. ‘The alien doesn’t let me speak. All I know is I hate it.’ Her expression turned miserable. ‘I heard the others call it Arj Wyrm.’ She jerked a shoulder, expression returning to its sullen mask. ‘What a stupid name. All of their names are stupid.’

      ‘Not all of them.’ Cristina’s mild tone spelled trouble.

      She disliked Ella.

      I couldn’t ask why until we were alone.

      Cristina looked at me. ‘Our guys are related. Hel Bihter, Hel Bhyr. See where I’m going? They have the same title.’

      Did she know she sounded proud?

      Ashleigh made a negative noise. ‘That bit at the beginning? Kov, Hel, Erd, Arj? That’s not a name or title. It tells you what generation they were born in. Erd is the oldest. There are loads of them. Kov and Hel are the youngest. There are only a few of them.’ She frowned. ‘In fact, I’ve only heard of Hel Bihter and Hel Bhyr. Ohx has at least eight other warriors in his generation. I’ve met them. I think there are dozens more.’

      ‘That’s odd.’ The strangeness niggled at me. ‘Any of you seen evidence of women or children since we’ve been here? I’ve seen nothing. Literally nothing. No mothers, aunts or sisters. No pictures or mention of them. No feminine belongings. Anyone?’

      They shook their heads.

      ‘Bihter told me he didn’t have a choice,’ Cristina said. ‘He said he had to take me.’ She turned contemplative. ‘You think something happened to their women, and that’s the reason they took us.’

      Ashleigh’s eyes narrowed. ‘Makes sense. The things Ohx says and does are odd. Like he has no clue how to relate to me.’

      I tilted my head. ‘You know a lot about them.’

      ‘Ohx talks to me.’ She admitted it like she would a murder. ‘I get the impression he’s not supposed to, but he does anyway.’ She snuck a glance at Ella’s hostile expression. ‘I think he’s lonely.’

      Dropping onto the floor and crossing her legs, Ella stared into her lap.

      Ashleigh wrung her hands. She ducked her head then gasped. ‘Ella?’

      She cupped the girl’s chin to tilt it and expose the bloodshot eyes and runny nose.

      Ella jerked her head back, sallow complexion pinked. ‘Get off.’ She shoved herself back. ‘Don’t touch me.’

      Ashleigh rocked back.

      ‘What the hell is your problem?’ Cristina asked.

      ‘My problem?’ Ella scrambled onto her feet. ‘I’ll tell you my problem. You make me sick to my stomach.’

      Cristina’s eyes rounded. ‘I beg your pardon?’

      ‘What is wrong with you?’ Shaking, Ella hugged her middle. She nailed Ashleigh with a wounded look. ‘On the ship, you were like me. You hated the aliens and wanted to escape. Now….’ She shuddered. ‘Now you’re standing there talking like… like….’

      ‘It’s not that simple,’ Ashleigh said.

      ‘She knows.’ Two spots of colour shaded Cristina’s cheekbones. ‘She’s being a mean bitch because she can.’

      ‘Cristina.’ I shook my head in a firm jerk. Now was not the time for our brand of honesty.

      The girl was not dealing.

      Pushing her wouldn’t lead to anything good.

      ‘I can’t believe you,’ Ella spat. ‘Not that simple? Can’t you hear yourself?’

      Stricken, Ashleigh reached for her. ‘We have to stand together and support each other’s choices even if we don’t agree with them. None of us will make it otherwise.’

      Ella ripped her hand away. She wiped it on her thigh. ‘You three are together.’

      Rooted to the spot and losing colour, Ashleigh stared at the place Ella had wiped away her touch. As if she were contaminated or contagious.

      ‘I’m over here. Alone.’ Ella’s voice hitched. ‘I’m alone because you left me.’

      ‘Would you rather I lied?’ Ashleigh whispered, fierce with hurt. ‘Would you rather I sold you a story? Told you that tomorrow, we’ll overpower them. Steal a spaceship we can’t pilot. Cavort across the fucking universe until we magically find Earth? Is that what you want?’

      ‘I want nothing from you. I didn’t ask for this.’

      ‘We did?’ Cristina asked. ‘Instead of playing the victim, we’re making the best of a shitty situation. You’ve succeeded in making it shittier.’ Her eyes were bright with anger. ‘Thanks for that.’

      ‘Arguing is pointless,’ I said, afraid they would go at each other like alley cats. ‘Our best bet is to do what they say. Stay alive until a better option comes along.’ I remembered how nonchalant the First acted while I held a knife to his throat. How we would get free was a mystery to me, but saying so aloud would be a bad idea. ‘Something will swing our way. It has to. Patience is the name of the game.’ I gave them a bracing smile. ‘We have to be smart. We’ll meet here as often as we can to keep each other strong. There’s no shame here.’

      ‘Oh?’ Ella scoffed. She looked me up and down. ‘You would say that.’
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      ‘What does that mean?’ I asked.

      ‘I saw the way you walked in together. How that devil creature looked at you. The way you looked back.’

      ‘Devil creature.’ The moniker bit at me. As did her insinuation the association damned me. ‘If he’s a devil creature what am I?’ My voice cracked the air like a whip.

      ‘The Antichrist?’ Cristina tittered. ‘Your children will be his unholy spawn.’

      ‘That’s enough from the peanut gallery,’ I said.

      Cristina smirked, mimed zipping her mouth closed.

      Understanding she was being mocked, Ella stiffened. ‘The First is the worst of them. Their leader. You’re panting after him. What does it say about you?’

      Even though I hadn’t known the First was the Grand Poobah of this carry on, her words landed close to home. Right on my front lawn, treading on private fears.

      She was right. I hated her for saying it.

      ‘Are you finished?’ I asked.

      She glared at the floor.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes. This is scary. You’re upset, and you’re frightened. Me too.’ I dug deep for the patience I’d asked of them. ‘As scared and upset and frightened as you are, you do not get to talk to me like that. I am not something you stepped in then scraped off your shoe.’ She was silent now she’d pissed me off. ‘Do you understand me?’

      ‘Yeah, I got it. You know what? I’m done.’ Ella pushed out her palms. Her expression flickered with emotions she’d irritated me too much to give a damn about. ‘You bitches would never help me, anyway.’

      ‘Think what you like.’

      ‘Only watch the way you say it.’ Cristina crossed her arms over her chest, voice flat.

      ‘This isn’t helping.’ Ashleigh managed to be pale and flushed. ‘She’s younger than us. Vulnerable. We’re obligated to comfort her.’

      Ella’s attention returned to harassing the floor.

      How old, I mouthed.

      Nineteen, Ashleigh mimed with a pointed look.

      I rubbed my palm to my forehead, relieved and annoyed. Ella looked much younger. Not old enough to hold a driver’s license younger. But at her age, she should act less of a frightened child seeking attention. I sighed. What if I took into consideration I was a decade older with the life experience to match? I tried to remember what I was like on the cusp of my twenties.

      I was a mouthy piece of work, too.

      Blowing out my cheeks, I held up my hands. I let them fall with a smack to my sides. ‘Ella, I’m sorry if you feel we’re not focusing on your problems. What do you expect us to do? Please stop blaming us. We’re in the same position as you. Talk to us. We’ll help in whatever way we can.’

      Nodding at my words, Ashleigh cracked her knuckles. Her face pinched with worry. ‘Ella?’ She hesitated to touch the girl’s shoulder. ‘Please?’

      ‘Whatever.’ Ella flounced from our huddle. She threw herself down, back to the wall, tucking her head into the cradle of her arms.

      Ashleigh gave a look of appeal to Cristina, who snorted. ‘You want to coddle the brat, go on ahead. I will not apologise. Not for having the common sense to make nice with the alien overlord who literally has my pussy leashed. I’m not going to stand here and let her make other people feel bad about themselves either.’

      Ashleigh’s gigantic eyes turned to plead at me with the cuteness of a wounded kitten.

      I lifted my leash, so it didn’t rattle and knelt next to where Ella sat and sniffled.

      I hunted for common ground that might endear me to her. Uh. I had nothing. So I wasn’t the cuddliest person? Nobody was perfect. I had no tolerance for people too close-minded to help themselves.

      ‘Listen,’ I said. ‘It’s rough here, I know. I’m sorry you’re here, Ella. I am. You should be on Earth doing, sorry, I haven’t asked. What do you do?’

      ‘She’s an Influencer,’ Ashleigh said.

      Right. ‘That. You should be, um, influencing people to….’ I peeked at Ashleigh.

      ‘Improve their wellbeing and lifestyle.’

      ‘Yes, that.’

      ‘Leave. Me. Alone.’ Ella didn’t lift her head or say anything else.

      I’m not a nanny.

      Glancing at Ashleigh, I did what the girl asked and slid along the wall to give her space. It was the only thing I could do for her.

      Ashleigh slumped. ‘Thanks.’

      I bobbed my head.

      It was to her credit she had enough mental space left over to worry for a stranger’s wellbeing.

      ‘Thanks?’ Ella brayed laughter. ‘You know that monster is raping me. She comes along with her bullshit concern, and you tell her thanks?’ She laughed with enough force to make a vein in her forehead bulge. The sound was awful. A broken thing that escaped screaming. It echoed around the grotto. ‘Thanks.’ She howled. Fat tears wet her scarlet cheeks.

      ‘Shh.’ Cristina’s gaze fixed on something beyond our huddle.

      Blue heads with frightening expressions began to turn in our direction.

      Ashleigh looked panicked. ‘Calm down, Ella.’

      I understood the reason for their fear when a thick-necked male sauntered by me.

      His face twisted into a sneer, and his eyes had me sliding back to ensure I was out of his path.

      They were flat white.

      Serial killer eyes.

      He unhooked Ella’s leash from the anchor.

      My body went cold.

      He was Arj Wyrm, the selfsame warrior who’d taken Ella for his breeder.

      With growing dread, I looked at Cristina, who blanched bone white, a feat considering her complexion. I looked at Ashleigh. She peered back at me with shiny eyes. Suddenly, her coddling didn’t seem fussy enough.

      ‘Did I not say it should be quiet?’ Wyrm’s tone was light, but an undercurrent of menace threaded through it.

      Trembling in violent fits, Ella put her face in her hands and sobbed. ‘S-Sorry.’

      He yanked on the leash, dragging her from her huddle against the wall and onto the main floor of the chamber.

      She made a terrified whinny, scrambling onto all fours. The agonising pleasure-pain from the Keeping hit. Folding like a marionette with cut strings, Ella curled up on her side, eyes scrunched shut. She pressed at the juncture of her thighs, rocking her hips in desperate bucks.

      Arj Wyrm used a foot to flip her onto her front.

      He whipped his cock out.

      Cristina spun. ‘Shit.’

      I moved before I made the conscious choice to intervene.

      Fingers clamped on my forearm with enough force to bruise. I looked up with crazy eyes, ready to tear into whoever dared keep me from doing something. Anything.

      Cristina’s face was rigid.

      Her gaze jumped around at the sounds coming from behind her–she’d had enough self preservation to put her back to it all–but her grip was steady.

      She held fast when I tugged on my arm.

      A tremor ran through us both when a fleshy smack reverberated through the air.

      I tugged harder.

      ‘Do not,’ she said so quietly as to be inaudible. ‘Do not give the First an excuse to do the same fucking thing to you, Indie. Do not. If not for yourself, then for me.’

      My mouth opened.

      Maybe to tell her the First would never do that to me, but what evidence did I have to support it? A nebulous feeling?

      Some laughable idea that while he debased me, he also respected me?

      My eyes flew around the room to search for help.

      I expected to see barbarians cheering Wyrm on. Leering brutes salivating at the crude sight of him pressing her into submission.

      Were these not the beasts that threw us down and violated us in a mindless celebration of their mastery?

      I blinked when Kov Ohx reached Ashleigh and planted his large frame in front of her.

      She put her hands over her ears and scrunched her eyes closed, trembling.

      Many of the women mirrored her. Some were too shocked to do anything but stare. The warriors gravitated towards their breeders. They turned frozen bodies to face away. Covered unblinking eyes with a palm. Removed their females from the Gathering Grotto altogether.

      The air felt dangerous.

      The First appeared at my side. His features were blank, but the tick under his eye told me he was livid.

      Isn’t this what he wanted?

      Baring his teeth, Arj Wyrm finished, then set himself to rights. He hauled up the near unconscious girl and slapped her into wakefulness. Ignoring the icy disapproval emanating from his First, Wyrm nodded to a circle of older warriors.

      They raised their fists in salute, quaffing gourds of fermented alcohol.

      With a last bold glance at his leader, Arj Wyrm left, Ella’s leash held taut. She twisted her head to look at me as she limped around the corner, swollen eyes pleading.

      Nobody moved.

      The First stirred, looking at Ohx then at Bihter. ‘Take your breeders back to nest.’

      Stone-faced, they nodded.

      Cristina spared me a warning glance. The message was clear. “Don’t be stupid.”

      Listless, Ashleigh trailed after Ohx. He glanced over his shoulder at her, raw-boned face tense and unhappy.

      ‘Come,’ the First told me.

      He retrieved the leash of my Keeping.

      I skirted a red splatter Ella left behind. The memory of her face mashed to the ground imprinted behind my eyelids. The spray of bloody fluid made me feel as if I floated outside my body. It hadn’t happened to me but seeing it, hearing it, and not to mention the smell…. The way she’d looked at me. See, her expression had said. Look what he does to me. How could I turn my face to save my own skin and not be culpable?

      A proverb about evil succeeding when people stood aside and did nothing rose past the jumble in my head. Hysterical thoughts of what I’d do if the First started beating the shit out of me to get off pushed it aside.

      I couldn’t make myself believe he’d ever do it.

      ‘You should talk to him,’ I said, hoarse. ‘Tell him not to…. Why is he treating her like that? As if… he hits her.’

      There was no need for it. Once activated, the Keeping left us begging for a fucking. Pain or humiliation wasn’t needed to force our compliance.

      Wyrm tortured Ella because he liked it.

      ‘To ask about a male’s breeder is to suggest he is unfit. It is not done. Nor may I claim a friendship with Arj Wyrm to broach such a thing without consequences for all concerned. I would have to speak as First.’

      ‘Just make him stop.’

      ‘It would bring my treatment of you into question, and I have been lax.’ He hesitated. ‘It would bring others into question.’

      ‘I see.’ My head drooped.

      I thought of how Ashleigh knew of this world and its people. Because Kov Ohx talked to her. Even when he wasn’t allowed to. How Hel Bihter had gazed at Cristina as if she was his sun, moon, and stars when he thought no one else was looking.

      So their behaviour was taboo. The Horde was ignoring it because most of them broke the taboo, too?

      ‘Wyrm is close with a powerful male.’ An unidentifiable tenor warped his voice. ‘My Second, Sah Rahm. But he forced me to make an example of him and now he opposes me.’

      ‘You’re their leader. Isn’t it your right to punish them?’

      Gosh, listen to me.

      Encouraging a tyrant to further his oppression.

      ‘The political divide in my Horde is complicated because of the recent decisions I made. I am under scrutiny by the old ones, and I already intervened where a human female is concerned. My Second will no longer hesitate to use my interference in these matters to incite rebellion.’

      Grimacing, I began to realise we humans hadn’t landed in the most stable of regimes. Worse, we were political chum. ‘You intervened?’ I drew a blank. ‘When?’

      ‘On my warship.’ His face darkened into a fearsome visage. ‘The male struck you.’

      My steps faltered at the memory of pain crackling along my cheek and jaw.

      ‘Grace,’ I whispered.

      The memories I possessed of her were the sound of her agonised screams. The First’s uncaring expression as he ordered her euthanised. As if a human were livestock. I remembered shrieking he had no right to kill her. Then I’d taken a hit to the head, and things turned hazy.

      Cristina said I’d helped.

      I’d just struggled to believe the First actually listened.

      ‘Bihter took ownership of her. It sowed discontent. To meddle again so soon would cause a fracturing.’ He shook his head. ‘The Horde must remain unbroken.’

      The way Arj Wyrm stared everyone down, and Bhyr’s restraint in acting against behaviour he disavowed now made sense. Wyrm could get away with it. And he knew it.

      Stomach churning, I tried again. ‘But she–’

      ‘It is not done.’

      –needs help, I finished. The hard muscles along his spine rippled with tension. I let it go. I’d been lucky he’d indulged my questions as much as he had.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      Kov Ohx had Ashleigh close to his side. He spoke in an urgent whisper. She stood with her hands wrapped around her middle, tears on her expressionless face. She’d had no luck convincing him to speak to Arj Wyrm either.

      While her warrior seemed sympathetic, if the First would not intervene, nor would he.

      I’ll try again tomorrow.

      There had to be something the First could do. If not him, one of his Horde. He’d let Hel Bihter take a woman from that psychopath Sah Rahm. Taking Ella from Arj Wyrm wasn’t an insurmountable task, was it?

      I shook my head to shift the horrific afterimages stamped on my retinas and studied my surroundings.

      It was important to know where everything was in relation to the First’s home if I would engineer an escape.

      Back at the nest, the day passed without further drama.

      In the middle of the night, I cricked open an eye to peer at the ceiling. The rustle of furs drew my attention to the body sliding from under them.

      Curled on my side, my palms came together and tucked under my head.

      The First stood at the foot of the bed. Glowing hot rocks outlined the line of his back and curve of his buttocks.

      ‘First?’

      ‘I am here. Sleep.’

      My eyes opened wider. ‘Are you going somewhere?’

      He brought up his holosphere then sighed.

      The soft sound made a strange feeling move through me. I leaned onto my elbow, pulling the fur to cover my breasts. ‘Do you need me to–’

      He stalked from the nest.

      ‘No, thank you, Indie. I’m fine, Indie.’ Rolling my eyes, I flopped back. ‘Rude.’

      I eyed the rumpled bed.

      Tired of sleeping on the floor, I scampered onto it and rolled around on its warm plushness. The illicitness of my defiance gave me tingles. I’d slink back to the floor before he returned. No harm, no foul.

      The plan was doable until I let the comfort seep into my bones and fell asleep.

      The next time I peeled open my crusted eyes, I lay sprawled on my stomach.

      My face mashed into the bedding where the First’s scent was strongest. I sniffed, groggy, rubbing at a pillow scar carved into my cheek.

      Smacking my lips together, I dragged my forearm across my mouth to wipe off drool. I stilled as a shadow in my peripheral vision snared my attention. My heart thudded. I pushed up onto my arms like a frightened toddler. ‘Bhyr?’

      ‘Here.’ He eased himself onto the mattress. His hand burrowed into the tangle of my hair. Long fingers teased the mass off my face.

      His expression stalled my instinctive reaction to shove his hand away. I clasped his wrist instead, brows furrowing. ‘Something’s wrong.’

      ‘Destruction has claimed one of his Earth Children.’ His mouth turned down at my confusion. ‘A human died.’

      It hit me hard. I couldn’t say why. So many of us had died. ‘No.’ Ashleigh, Ella. Cristina. ‘Who?’

      ‘Arj Wyrm’s breeder.’

      I felt the blood leave my face. Relief it wasn’t Cristina made the room spin. Then came the guilt. I swayed and squeezed his wrist, fighting to ground myself. ‘Say her name.’

      Bhyr’s expression grew guarded. ‘The name of the breeder is unknown to me.’

      ‘Of course, it is. What was I thinking.’ My throat tried to close. ‘You don’t know her name, and you didn’t help her.’ My face twisted uglily. ‘I didn’t help her.’

      The fingers in my hair fisted. ‘This is not your fault.’

      Letting him go, I gave him my back and hugged my knees to my chest. ‘How did it happen?’ I asked after a pained silence. I looked over my shoulder. ‘How did she die? Did he kill her?’ I demanded without giving him time to respond.

      I’d decided, no matter what he told me.

      ‘She got hold of his blade.’

      I thought of how the same happened to me. I’d gotten hold of Bhyr’s knife at one point. In what I considered a singular act of uncommon mercy–until I learned about the survival of Grace–the First had let it go rather than punish me. His mercy was the reason I hadn’t mentioned my failed attempt to intimidate him to the other women, unwilling to give them ideas that ended the way Ella’s had. ‘Did she try to–’

      ‘It was not like with us,’ he interrupted. ‘She was not testing boundaries. She cut her own throat.’ His touch moved to tap my pulse. ‘One slice here, and it was done.’ His hand moved from my neck to trace the curve of my rigid back. ‘It shook the Horde. We did not expect our humans to feel so deeply the shame of defeat.’

      ‘It’s not shame. It was an escape. She wanted to go home.’ I dropped my gaze to my knees. Ella’s death churned up feelings I didn’t know what to do with. ‘She decided there was no chance of it happening. She did what she believed she had to.’

      ‘You would not do this thing.’ He leaned closer. Hot blue skin pressed against my back. ‘Would you, Indira?’

      My head lifted. I stared at him. ‘You said my name.’

      ‘Indira?’ He rumbled in my ear and gripped my hip. ‘Would you do this thing?’

      ‘I’m not saying I’d never make that choice. Who knows what the future holds?’ A dry click accompanied my swallow. ‘It’s not a thing I’d do in my right mind. It’s giving up, isn’t it?’ Wondering if that made me judgemental, I shrugged, and decided not to belabour a moral grey area. ‘It’s harder, but I want to stay alive.’

      His eyes fixed on a point beyond me. ‘You are my breeder.’ His jaw clenched. ‘Never do I wish to see you dead in a pool of blood.’ His eyes refocused on mine, stormy with secrets. ‘When we are alone here, I will compromise. I will speak your name.’ He squeezed my hip. ‘You may speak mine.’

      ‘Okay.’

      I had already been doing so in moments of intense emotion. That he invited me to do so meant something.

      I wasn’t sure what.

      But something.

      He lay supine and shut his eyes, breathing slow and even.

      Uncomfortable with how his presence on the bed lent an air of domesticity to the scene, I went to slide off it.

      His eyes flashed open. ‘Stay?’ His fingers twitched on the furs towards me.

      Pulse skipping, I slid back to where I’d been, not trusting myself to answer. I kept as still as possible, my mind leaping and spinning too fast for sleep.

      A tear rolled from my watery eyes to wet my cheek.

      I brushed it away with a rough swipe from the back of my hand and dragged in a shuddering breath.

      ‘Stupid,’ I said, inaudible.

      I told her to be patient.

      My eyes closed as the last image of Ella drifted across my vision. I’d barely known the girl, and hadn’t liked what she’d shown me, but dammit. Couldn’t she have given us longer than an evening to help her? She’d foisted responsibility of her suffering onto us. Why wimp out before we could act? Or was she right to take decisive action with her own fate?

      Who the hell was I to judge what a person did while desperate and trapped?

      Did such thoughts even matter now she was gone?

      Exhausted by it all, I stretched out on my stomach.

      Head twisted towards the only comfort to be had, I opened my eyes to watch the First… Bhyr… sleep.
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      First dawn a peaceful hush around them, Bhyr trailed the pads of his fingers over the curved line of his female’s hip.

      Her shoulders shifted with her snores. Leg cocked at the knee, an arm flung to the side, she lay still.

      Resting beside her had been a revelation. Her hands curled and grabbed, feet twitching. Slender legs scissored and bent at odd angles. Her head rolled side to side, and her elbows acted as weapons when she turned.

      When she first wriggled across the sleeping mat, he wondered if she taunted him. It took a half-span of glaring at her face–her eyelids fluttering–that he’d realised she slept. He’d considered putting her back on the floor, but his mind offered solid resistance to the idea. He wanted her within arm’s reach. If he told himself it was for rutting rather than the simple pleasure of her presence, who would know but his god?

      In the end, he had surrendered and contorted himself around her sprawled limbs.

      Bhyr studied her body with a lavish eye. Unique, curious things he’d missed during his official examination grabbed his interest. The healing pod had recorded data on her physiology to broaden the analysis he’d stolen from the Rä communications matrix. However, using his hands to map the soft angles of his human female was far more satisfying and educational.

      The length of her back stiffened. He glanced at her triangular face. Eyelids cracked open, they fixed on his.

      Over an awkward silence, they studied each other.

      Indira rolled onto her back. She lifted the mane off her forehead and bunched it in a fist at the side of her neck.

      The corner of her mouth hitched into a smile. ‘Hi?’ Her voice was thick with sleep.

      ‘Good Rising.’ He sounded as uncertain.

      Bhyr had not decided how to move forward with his breeder. The rotation prior disturbed the Horde more than she realised.

      It disturbed him.

      The night before, Bhyr stood over the body of a dead human female. He had imagined Indira in her place and become frantic with the need to touch her. To find her safe in his bed had eased something wild and savage deep within his soul.

      She would sleep beside him from now on.

      How his newfound desire to see her unharmed reconciled with her ultimate fate as his breeder, Bhyr did not know.

      He did not wish to think on it while she lay soft and pliant beneath him.

      It was better she did not know how she unsettled him. The female was trouble enough.

      ‘Late to be checking the inventory for imperfections.’

      ‘What is this?’ he asked.

      He ran a finger over a raised scar bisecting her right clavicle. The bone underneath had broken then healed.

      ‘Accident.’ She yawned, her jaw cracking. ‘Fell off my bicycle. Went over the handlebars. I was a clumsy child. Drove Babi mental. Are we comparing war wounds?’ Her hand danced in the air over the worst of his scars. ‘You win.’

      Bhyr followed the fall of her hand as it returned to lie slack on her stomach.

      It perturbed him how he wished she had taken the liberty to touch him.

      ‘This.’ He traced the jewel set in her nostril arch. ‘What is its meaning?’

      Ra pierced their quills with gold. Verak pierced their ears with silver. Humans used gemstones. The desire to prettify the body wasn’t a need the Azteka and Baxnonian’s shared. The Azteka told their stories in waede, but it was not permanent and changeable generation to generation.

      ‘My nose piercing?’ She rubbed it. It glinted in the low light. ‘My mother had one. So did her mother before her. They were Hindu. It was Babi that was Sikh.’ She glanced at him. ‘Not that you care what that means.’

      ‘Your ways interest me.’ Understanding her was of greater interest, but he kept that to himself. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Well, at sexual maturity it was a tradition to undergo the piercing. It then wasn’t removed once the girl married. It used to honour a goddess, Parvathi, but now it’s more of a fashion statement. I got mine after my mother died, instead of getting my ears done. It made me feel closer to her. Even if I didn’t believe what she believed.’

      ‘Married?’

      She waved a hand. ‘Nothing you need to know.’

      Grunting, he poked at the divot in her abdomen. He could not hide his revulsion. ‘Why is there a gaping hole here?’

      The healing pod had refused to close it, no matter how many times he’d tried.

      ‘Creeps you out, doesn’t it?’ She plunged a finger inside and wiggled it around.

      His flesh crawled. ‘Well?’

      ‘It’s my navel. The place I attached to my mother before birth. It’s how she fed me.’

      ‘Attached,’ he muttered. Who could have imagined such a thing? ‘This?’ He traced the outline of a lighter coloured splotch on the smooth mound of her breast.

      ‘Birthmark.’ The sleepy focus of her gaze fled. ‘You want to put me on my belly now.’

      His tongue tingled. ‘We must mate each rotation.’ His hand settled on her waist and nudged. ‘It is so–’

      ‘I’m not interested in any explanation you have to give.’

      Bhyr stilled.

      ‘What?’ She refused to roll over. ‘It’s not like I can stop you, is it? I’m at your mercy. You’ve made that clear. Have at it so I can get on with my day.’

      ‘Is your schedule full?’

      She gave him a caustic look. ‘Ooh, sarcasm. So you can learn human sensibilities.’

      Irked, Bhyr mounted.

      The face-to-face position was hard on his legs, shaped as they were, but his engorged barb was extending.

      An agonising ache spread through his extremities, and a tremor shook his limbs.

      He moved his hand down the soft pouch of her stomach and between her thighs to activate the Keeping.

      Her body turned rigid. Fear whisked across her face. ‘Please don’t do that.’

      ‘If you are not needing release the same as me, it will hurt as I enter you.’

      Moisture gathered at the corner of her eyes. ‘Please?’

      Cursing under his breath, he keeled over onto his back and flung an arm over his eyes. His bulb sac knotted and cramped. The air on his daulm was a thousand licks of flame. He told himself her wants were inconsequential in the face of his need, but his desperate attempt to minimise her fear rang hollow.

      Thoughts splintered by the throb of his loins, he could not comprehend why.

      Movement jerky, Bhyr clasped himself in a fist.

      His beliefs discouraged self stimulation, but this far along, his mating frenzy would not stop until he spent his seed.

      He groaned, back arching.

      ‘Stop.’ A hand ripped at his.

      Relieved and frustrated, his fist flexed open. Veins in his shaft bulged.

      He lay rigid and panting.

      She hissed. ‘What is this?’

      When he opened his eyes, hers showed too much white.

      ‘Is it pain?’ she asked. ‘A fetish of yours? Is causing or feeling pain the only way you muster the desire to do this?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I’m sitting here watching you abuse yourself. It looks like torture. For what?’ She leaned forward, leaned back. ‘Why the hell would you do this? Why take me from my home and use me and dehumanise me for this?’ She threw the word with the force of her indignation. ‘What’s the point?’

      ‘To breed a son.’

      She smacked her palm to her forehead with a strangled curse. ‘You want a child so bad you’d endure this?’

      ‘I want a son.’ He bit the words through a clenched jaw. He would do anything to hold his heir in his arms. ‘Pain is life.’ He held fast to the teachings of his ancestors. ‘We conceive life in pain, birth life in pain.’

      ‘Oh, Bhyr. That has to be the worst philosophy I’ve heard.’ She shook her head. ‘Why didn’t you try to find someone who would make this whole process for your people easier? Who values what you value, so it would be a good experience rather than a trial to suffer through. Even humanity has artificial insemination if you can’t manage it for physical reasons. There’s no shame in it.’

      He focused past the heat in his groin to peer at her with forceful intent. ‘This is not too much for me. I can take you.’

      ‘Well, bully for you. I can’t take part in this.’ Her hands flapped. ‘I didn’t realise it was painful for you.’ Horrified comprehension swept over her expression as she stared at his twitching body.

      He caught her gaze lingering over his scars.

      ‘These are displeasing.’

      He rubbed them.

      For the first time in his life cycle, he was self-conscious about their harsh appearance.

      Perhaps he should have found a safe place to moult before fetching a breeder?

      He shook off the thought.

      ‘They scare me,’ she said.

      ‘Healed wounds cannot harm you.’

      ‘It’s what they represent not the scars themselves.’

      He grimaced. ‘Failure?’

      ‘Danger. You’re dangerous.’ She pointed with a shaking finger. ‘Those tell it to anyone smart enough to understand them.’ Her gaze sharpened. ‘I don’t find them off-putting. If that’s what you’re getting at.’

      Bhyr lay quivering.

      His unspent need throbbed bone deep. ‘If not my scars, then what offends?’

      ‘Everything. All of this.’ She motioned to him. Herself. The nest. ‘It’s not about offending, Bhyr. It’s about willingness and consent. Wanting someone. Things you seem to have zero earthly comprehension of.’ She choked a laugh. ‘Earthly comprehension. Bloody hell. Ignorance doesn’t make it okay.’ She squeezed her eyes shut, expression anguished. When they opened, resolute, she placed a hand on his chest. ‘We’re different from each other. Alien. Your ways aren’t like mine, I understand, but it still shouldn’t be this hard.’ She waved at his groin.

      ‘My daulm must be hard to enter you.’

      The mangled sound she made was a cross between laughter and a sob. ‘Sex is a… a journey of mutual pleasure.’ She made a face. ‘You might not come, but it should not hurt, Bhyr. It’s wrong. Like how it’s wrong to deprive people of hope or cause them physical harm for fun. You understand?’

      ‘Willingness? Wanting? Spoken as one who has never fought for survival. One who knows nothing of setting aside what one wants to endure what one needs.’

      ‘What do you think I’m doing here?’ she cried. Her arms opened wide to encompass the whole of him. ‘This is me setting aside wants for needs. Me in this bed with you doing this is me surviving. Get it? What could you know about that?’ Her voice broke. ‘Nobody is forcing you.’

      ‘Not forced?’

      ‘There’s nobody else in this bed.’

      ‘I see the eyes of millions.’

      ‘That’s weird as shit.’

      ‘Their weight crushes me.’ He trilled low in his chest. ‘There are hundreds of species holding grudges created countless aeons before my birth. They would clamour to destroy us should they discover how diminished we’ve become.’

      ‘What the does any of that have to do with us having sort-of-non-consensual and painful hate sex?’ Tossing back her mane, she breathed out in a slow gust. ‘First, you shouldn’t assume the worst of people. Second, you should not decide only based on what you think someone else might do. Last, there is no one in this bed but me and you. Only we’re responsible for what happens here.’

      She did not understand how feared and hated the Azteka were. He shook his head. ‘What about the warriors who expect me to halt our extinction? The old ones look to me to return to the days of glory. The young ones see me as an example and desire sons to continue their bloodlines.’

      ‘Extinction?’ She scowled. ‘Tell me, Bhyr, where are your women in all this mess? Why can’t you have babies with your own females?’

      Mouth chomping on the air, he shook his head.

      ‘I can’t help if you don’t talk to me.’ When he said nothing, she sighed. ‘It can’t all be on you. There must be someone you could ask for help? A higher authority, or a scientific community.’

      ‘Destruction’s Avatar and the First of the Horde does not ask for help. I found a solution in humanity. It has to work. There is nothing else. It is this,’ he used the same disgusted tone she had to spit the word, hurt, ‘or extinction.’ He paused. ‘I choose this.’

      ‘Your Gung Ho attitude may seem the be all and end all to you. But what about the damage you’re doing to people like me?’ She leaned over him. ‘Don’t you care?’

      Unable to bear it any longer, he grasped his shaft and tugged in fast jerks to give it the friction it needed.

      She stared, dismayed.

      He shut his eyes and let the sea of agony swallow him, so he might better anticipate what his body needed.

      A wet mouth touched his shaft.

      The pain and the suction and heat was so alarming, the shout he gave was of a slaughtered animal.

      ‘Sorry! No? Okay, not that, calm down. Calm down. Stay still. I’m just going to....’ Indira straddled his waist. She pulled her hair to the side. It streamed down her front, caressed her shoulders and draped over her breast, erect nipple peeking through. ‘Open the Keeping, Bhyr.’

      She mounted me.

      Bewildered, his hand fumbled for the gusset concealing her slit. The scanner built into the device registered his genetic signature.

      The thin metal retracted.

      ‘Here we go. Easy.’ She slid back until his pulsing daulm nestled into her buttocks. She lifted onto her knees. One hand planted in the centre his chest for balance, while the other reached between her thighs to clasp him in a firm grip.

      She impaled herself until the ring of her slit squeezed the base of his shaft.

      The sensation consumed his entire world. She rocked against him, both hands now on his chest, patting, soothing.

      ‘It’s fine. We’ll be clinical about this.’ Her face tensed, voice strained. ‘Tell me what you need?’

      ‘Friction. Fast. Hard.’

      ‘That I can do.’

      She rose then dropped, repeating the action until both of their bodies coiled with unspent need.

      The gasping whimpers she made broke apart his thoughts. Waves of pain merged with ripples of pleasure each time her inner muscles dragged and squeezed his daulm.

      It took three strokes before his need to move grew too great. He rolled his loins counterpoint to hers, matching the strong, quick rhythm.

      Muttering curses when he craved more, he grasped her rocking hips to pull her harder into his thrusts. Her toes gripped his thighs. Her nails dug into the soft flesh between his exoskeleton. Clean pinpricks that heightened his arousal. A bead of sweat snaked its way from the hollow of her throat between her breasts. His gaze locked onto it and watched it gain speed down her flexing belly. Her sex was hot, wet, and his daulm thickened to further fill the tight channel.

      She threw her head back.

      ‘God, Bhyr. Sorry, but I’m going to come.’ Her breathing turned erratic. Her glazed eyes connected with his. Cheeks ruddy, tendrils of damp hair clung to her face. ‘What do you need?’

      Rumbling, he seized her by the waist and neck. He pulled her down until her throat met his parted lips and then laved her neck with his tongue. His eyes screwed shut. Indira’s taste and scent blazed across his senses. Her heartbeat pounded against his thumb. Pain receded, and the pleasure across his groin spiked until his whole body felt a taut, over-sensitised nerve. A nerve that snapped.

      Back bowing, he released his seed in a torrent, but it was the corresponding explosion behind his eyes that left him rigid and groaning.

      As if she sensed his bewilderment, Indira slid her hand atop his over her neck. She squeezed and rubbed his fingers, soothing him.

      She moaned. The contractions of her sex milked his, and the grinding circles of her hips slowed into a languid drag.
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      Indira swallowed, her throat moving beneath Bhyr’s palm.

      ‘Better?’ she asked.

      He didn’t respond, too lightheaded and dazed.

      She rocked her hips back to let him slide from inside her then dropped to the side. She said nothing else. Her hand curled around his where it covered her throat.

      ‘Gods do not make mistakes,’ he said when he could think straight enough to return to their conversation. He feared acknowledging what had transpired. Not only had she mounted him as the dominant, he had succumbed, using his sacred organ to stimulate his release. ‘Neither do their Avatars. I must be strong for the Horde. I must be.’

      To indulge in forbidden practices was weakness.

      I have lost control.

      ‘As your breeder, I’m Creation’s Avatar,’ Indira said. ‘Isn’t that what you believe?’

      Startled, Bhyr nodded.

      Where had she heard of the female divinity?

      ‘If Avatars don’t make mistakes, then I can’t ever be wrong, either. Can I?’ Her face relaxed, gaze steady. ‘I don’t agree with a lot of what you say and do in the name of Destruction, Bhyr.’

      Breath caught in his throat, he looked at her through new eyes. ‘You are not what I expected. I care but it changes nothing. My bulb released its seed, and your body opened to accept it. Life may take root. We observe tradition, and the Horde will endure this time of struggle.’ The words should have spurred him on. They should have invigorated him and bolstered his purpose. Instead, they left him hollow. Empty. ‘What more is there?’ He asked the world at large, expecting no answer.

      ‘You really don’t know?’

      ‘There is nothing to know. If there was, I would know it.’

      ‘Not if you looked for the wrong thing and searched in the wrong place.’

      Placing a hand on his chest, Indira leaned over until the mounds on her chest pressed flat against his torso.

      She lowered her head until their breaths melded.

      Hair sliding over his shoulders and pooling around his head like a shimmering curtain, she licked her lip, gaze dark with distrust.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Hush. I’m showing you there can be more.’ Her mouth brushed over his, coaxing it to soften and part. His lips remained clamped shut. The wariness in her bright eyes gave way to a spark of curiosity. ‘This time, it’s not going to be clinical.’ Her mouth quirked.

      The lushness of her limbs entranced him as they entwined with his. Her mouth resettled, and the tip of her tongue traced the seam of his lips. It prodded. His mouth parted of its own accord. Her tongue swept past the ridge of his teeth and tangled with his.

      It tingled and swelled with pleasure. So exquisite, he felt emotion rise to clog his throat and grey the corners of his eyes.

      He broke away and pushed her off. ‘No.’

      She cupped the side of his face. ‘I know you’re afraid.’

      Short of breath, Bhyr straightened, glaring. ‘That organ is sacred. You know nothing. You are nothing but a temptation I must endure.’

      Stopping his outburst when he noticed her shocked stare, he lurched onto his feet.

      He shook his head when she made a contrite noise and reached to grab him. He stalked from the nook before he said something to regret.

      Halfway to the bathing falls, he spun on his heel, heart crashing against his ribs.

      No one will ever know.

      Bhyr retraced his steps.

      His chest rose and fell in great swoops. He knew from his breeder’s expression that his own must be wild with indecision.

      Indira stirred, wiping her palms on her sides. ‘Bhyr?’ She rose onto her knees. ‘Sorry if I pushed too hard. I didn’t realise how significant this issue was.’

      ‘I am not afraid.’ His hand slid into her hair and cupped the back of her head. Her brown eyes widened. He thought her beautiful. His arm wrapped around her back and crushed her to his front, her feet dangling. His mouth slammed down on hers, and the atoms that formed his existence went nova. He retreated to breathe.

      There was a technique to the mating of mouths.

      Indira licked her reddened lips as if savouring his taste. She blinked in rapid flutters. ‘Right, okay. What?’

      Bhyr ran his tongue around his tingling mouth.

      Indira clasped his face, clutched in his arms, and she jerked forward to claim his lips.

      Her eyes closed.

      He shut his own, and his brain misfired.

      She rubbed against where he was most sensitive, and he snarled into her mouth.

      ‘Oh,’ she breathed. ‘Your tongue is throbbing in time to your cock. I can feel it.’ Her hand cupped between his legs.

      He stiffened.

      ‘I get it now. Why it hurts.’ She hooked an arm around his neck and brought her mouth back to his, nipping and sucking until he fought delirium. ‘This doesn’t have to cause you pain,’ she whispered. ‘It’s okay to enjoy it. To feel good. It’s okay to want this to feel good with me.’

      ‘I should resist,’ he said.

      There were reasons.

      Good reasons.

      ‘You should. I should.’ She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and stroked him from root to tip. Her tongue slid across his in a lingering caress. It was deviant and addictive. ‘But I don’t think we will.’

      Bhyr groaned, knees buckling. They dropped back onto the furs. Bhyr pushed up into his forearms as her leg wrapped around his hip.

      She gyrated in tight circles. ‘Come inside me.’ She latched onto his shaft and angled it towards her slick sex.

      It notched inside the entrance to her channel and he thrust through the tight muscles to spear her to the core.

      He pulled back until the tip of his shaft remained, then slammed forward. She maintained the curling, stroking motions of her tongue with his, and he pounded into her with frantic digs of his hips.

      Indira scratched at his back. She pulled him down, and he pressed against her moist flesh, struggling to focus on anything but the glide of his daulm shoving inside her.

      Indira shuddered and wailed, clutching him to her as her channel clenched. Her mouth mating took on a feverish intensity, her sex squeezing and rippling over his.

      A pulsing sensation of bliss chased the deluge of seed erupting from his shaft and into his female.

      Spent, he remained hard inside her.

      Indira’s skin was dewy with perspiration and fragrant with musk. Her eyes opened and collided with his.

      He stared at her, and she stared back.

      She ran her hands up his arms to his shoulders. ‘That was the more, Bhyr.’ She touched his cheek. Her face clouded with shadows. ‘Get off before you crush me.’

      Grunting, he rolled onto his back and breathed through the ecstasy lingering in his muscles. He felt blown open and filled with radiant light.

      Bhyr had known in a vague, abstract way through his studies the power of physical pleasure was great when the sacred organ was stimulated.

      Experiencing it for himself, he now understood it was the sense of connection through shared pleasure that enhanced the act of rutting into something else.

      Something life altering he had no name for.

      Indira released a shuddering breath. ‘You were a virgin.’ She stated it in an odd tone. Contemplative.

      ‘The word has no meaning in Vøtkyrnai.’

      ‘The Testing was the first time you mounted a female.’ She covered her face with her palms and chuffed. ‘I can’t believe this is my life now.’

      ‘It was not yours,’ he stated in growing realisation. ‘It was not the first time a male mounted you.’

      ‘Well, no. I’m a thirty-year-old woman.’ She peeked through her fingers. ‘Besides, you would’ve felt it if it was.’

      He just looked at her.

      She caught the glance and rolled her eyeballs in that way that made him shudder.

      ‘A human woman has a thin flap inside that’s broken the first time she has sex,’ Indira explained.

      Human males had to tear holes in human females to breed them. ‘Pain.’ That part of mating he understood.

      ‘Some,’ she agreed.

      He thought on it. ‘Why are you not a virgin for me?’

      ‘That didn’t take you long.’

      ‘You have a mate living on Earth.’ He planned to return and lay siege to the planet until the male crawled from whatever hole he cowered in.

      He would take his head, present it to her and prove he was the strongest male.

      ‘That’s a scary look on your face. If I were braver, I’d ask why.’ She sighed. ‘No, no mate or husband. No special person. I had sex with people. It’s a one-time act, Bhyr. Not a lifetime commitment.’ Eyes sliding his way, she offered a maddening jerk of the shoulder. It somehow said everything and nothing. ‘I went through a rebellious stage after my parents died. I didn’t see the value in waiting.’

      ‘These acts, as you call them, they were like this.’ He motioned between their naked bodies, distracted by the alluring contrasts. ‘You felt this more you speak of?’

      She stayed silent.

      Bhyr’s flesh writhed.

      He thought of Baxnonians and their orgies. Imagined faceless males stretched over Indira’s back. He asked in a tone strange to his own ears, ‘Many people?’ even as he wondered why it mattered.

      ‘This conversation has taken a delightful turn.’

      ‘I dislike this.’ His chest was tight. ‘I dislike that you did this with other males.’ He should have been the one to tear the mating hole in her.

      Bhyr felt as if someone had plundered his treasure before he realised he cherished it.

      She laughed, a low mean sound. ‘I don’t care if you don’t like it. I don’t like any of this.’ She placed her fists on her eyes. ‘I don’t like you picking at my life like it was something that existed for you to judge. I don’t care if you like nothing about me. Everything about me is how it’s supposed to be.’

      ‘Your mane,’ he said.

      How could she believe he liked nothing about her?

      He’d chosen her.

      At first sight, she’d blinded him with her otherness.

      ‘Its colour,’ he continued, gruff, restless with the urge to touch the lustrous strands. ‘The way it moves and its scent. Beautiful.’

      Her gaze shifted from his hands to his face. Her full mouth thinned as if she strained to keep back a secret. ‘For me, it’s your eyes.’ Her lyrical voice flowed at a lower register. ‘They’re white, but not an empty white. There are pinpricks of colour behind a pearly screen. It’s stunning,’ she finished in grudging tones.

      ‘Your nose wrinkles when you smile,’ he said the moment she stopped talking. ‘The gem winks. It makes me bright inside.’ He struggled to explain it. ‘As if I am made of light.’

      Great God save him.

      He sounded foolish saying it. But when he glanced at her face, she turned a funny red colour and didn’t seem displeased at his confession.

      ‘You have great hands,’ she mumbled. ‘Strong and scarred but elegant somehow.’

      They looked at each other, a raw communion, then looked away again.

      ‘What do you want from me?’ he asked.

      ‘Not much. I want you to take this off me.’ She touched her Keeping. ‘I want you to stop ordering me about.’ She glanced at him, expression solemn. ‘I want us to stop hurting each other.’

      He thought over the consequences of such actions, stymied while envisioning living with them. How would he punish his female without the Keeping? Or did she wish him to allow her free rein? He shied from the concept. He treated her in a way her human sensibilities found as lacking in correctness as his Aztekan ones. But he divined their expected outcomes to a softening in his dominance were different. She longed for freedom. He now desired her willing obedience. Forcing a mindless acceptance of his will was no longer satisfactory.

      That desire in itself was worrisome.

      Breeders were to be used then discarded.

      One did not converse with them. One did not take joy in their presence after a rut. One did not wish for them to touch their face gently and kiss them sweetly. Yet did he not do all these things? The world hadn’t ended.

      ‘Um, Bhyr?’

      He looked at her with his head canting in question. ‘I am listening.’

      ‘I want you to know, it wasn’t like this.’ She motioned between them. Her gaze avoided his. ‘There was never the more.’ Flustered after these words, she huffed and turned away. She rolled off the furs and onto her feet. She padded over to the cleansing chamber after peeking over her shoulder, cheeks blotchy red.

      Bhyr listened to her splash into the pool, humming a melody in the throaty register of her human voice.

      Contentment washed over him. His female’s mellow scent lingered. Her presence filled the nest with life. Her last words were inviting.

      ‘There was never the more,’ he murmured.

      He caught himself staring at nothing and fixed his expression. His gaze landed on the books handed down from his ancestors. He flinched. They reminded him of the suffering his people overcame to hand him a life without oppression.

      What am I doing?

      Already he grew attached, ready to bow to her every whim and want. It was the insidious lure of the female, a subtle conquering that left a male enslaved to her will.

      Unease churned his stomachs and soured his mood.

      Was the lust infecting his blood altering his mind?

      Bhyr didn’t know if the changes were for the better when pitted against the cruel reality of his life. The lessons and laws of his forefathers warned him of his exact symptoms. His lack of vigilance and control was clear. Should another Horde warrior see him thus, they would question his fitness, see him as diminished and offer Challenge. The thought was so horrifying, it extinguished the fire Indira had ignited within his chest. Bhyr reminded himself of what was at stake. He shook himself free of the intimacy the rutting had created between them.

      The “more” she spoke of was a fantasy. He needed to remember that when her wide-eyed glances eroded his resolve. His weakness for her could not continue.

      It simply could not.
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      I raked water-pruned fingers though the soaked clump of my hair, wincing as I yanked through a knot. It made snapping sounds. The soap Bhyr used had a granular texture like fech fech, powdered sand found in the desert on Earth. It clung to grime until the soap turned black; the dirt absorbed into the translucent grains. My hair looked smooth. My skin was bright and almost tender to touch.

      Humming, I ambled past the slab Bhyr used to prepare meals. I recognised his touching-sniffing routine and grimaced. His way of feeding ensured he nourished me, but I doubted I’d grow accustomed to being fed in such a unique manner.

      ‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ I said in passing. I worked a simple braid along my shoulder, eyes aiming down to watch my fingers weaving. ‘I’m not hungry.’

      ‘It will eat when fed.’

      It took three steps for the word “it” to register.

      My fingers stilled.

      I spun. ‘Bhyr?’

      ‘It will call me First. As is proper.’ I tried to catch his gaze. His eyes focused on a point high above mine. ‘It speaks only when spoken to.’

      I shook my head to clear it. ‘Why are you saying that? Why are you calling me that?’

      He twitched, fighting an instinct to touch me. Disinterest veiled his expression.

      A painful heart beat later, the burgeoning optimism I’d enjoyed during my bath disappeared. ‘What happened between when I left the bed and now? I don’t understand.’ His expression remained unchanged. I chanced a step closer, my worry a spike impaling my guts. ‘I thought we understood each other.’

      ‘There is no we, breeder.’

      The arm I extended to reach for him fell limp.

      I stared at him with my brow furrowed and my lips parted in shock.

      He acted as if the previous evening and the events of the morning had never occurred.

      He’d erased them.

      Blood drained from my face. It felt as if it pooled over my heart, creating debilitating pressure. It wasn’t until the brave male I knew as “Bhyr” once again became the autocratic monster titled “the First” that I comprehended how far I’d lowered my guard.

      ‘No, no, no.’ I took another jerky step. My breathing hitched. ‘We talked last night and this morning and everything was better.’ My voice rose. ‘What the hell happened?’

      ‘This male has been indulgent. No more.’ His eyes held mine. ‘It does neither of us good to wish for things that cannot be.’

      ‘Please?’ My voice cracked. ‘Please don’t do this. I get why you think you have to but…. You don’t have to be like this with me. You don’t.’

      ‘This is right.’

      ‘Right for who?’ I yelled. ‘Not for me. And it’s not right for you. Stop pretending it is.’

      My vision turned blurry with frustration. I’d found peace in the truce we’d fought for. It was slipping away.

      He let it slip away.

      ‘There’s no one here but me and you.’ I took another step to close the widening chasm between us. ‘Remember? Bhyr please don’t do this.’

      ‘Silence!’ His jaw clenched as he held up a hand to ward me off. ‘It will call this warrior First,’ he thundered. ‘It will do as told or I will punish it.’

      Sensing he meant it as much as everything else he’d ever said to me, I stared in horror. Then I got mad. Mad in a way I didn’t realise was possible. Mad in a way that washed my vision red. ‘I am done.’ My voice shook, feeble it was so wracked with rage. ‘Do you hear me? Done.’ I stormed over to the narrow table. Stood shaking on the opposite side. ‘I’ve tried with you. I have.’ Placing my palms on the tabletop, I leaned over. The edge dug into my belly. ‘I tried to keep my head down as you trampled over me. Kept my mouth shut as you crushed everything I believe in. But this? This is too much. You pretended to listen and care but you had no intention of making this situation tolerable.’

      ‘It is better this way.’

      ‘No, it’s not. I thought I’d gotten through to you. That something redeemable lurked inside you, but I see now.’ I leaned so far over, I tottered on my toes. My voice lowered to a hiss. ‘You’re a coward.’

      Head snapping up, he glared with such loathing my body petrified on the spot.

      Satisfied with my response, he returned to his task, bristling from the offence.

      ‘Coward,’ I shouted and bared my teeth in a sneer, bearing down on that soft spot with spiteful determination.

      His chin lowered, chest juddering as he exhaled through his nose like a jittery bull. ‘It forgets its place.’

      ‘Coward!’

      Bhyr sucked an affronted breath. He jerked forward and snarled as if to bellow in my face. At the last instant, he released the air in a slow stream, eyes burning with lambent flames.

      Studying me with all the warmth and tenderness of a spider to a fly, he straightened the dismissal plain.

      The display of control eroded what little remained of my self preservation. I quaked under the imminent eruption building pressure at my centre.

      Sensing I was not backing down, he said, ‘If it continues to misbehave this warrior will administer severe punishment.’

      ‘Fuck you.’ I wished the screech didn’t sound juvenile and petty, but there it was.

      I smashed balled fists on the table, making the fruit roll and topple off the sides.

      The palm-sized paring knife he’d used to peel the rinds whirled across the wood and nicked my wrist. I grabbed it to stop its dangerous spin. My fingers curled around the hilt, and the hatred I’d repressed bust free of its cage, roaring bloodthirsty vengeance.

      I shuddered out a breath, and when colour returned to my greyed vision, all I could see was the gush of purple blood. The blade had gone from clutched in my hand to lodged in his chest. I’d moved so fast the time between deciding to stab and stabbing didn’t exist.

      Bhyr staggered and stared in disbelief, fumbling to slap below the wound.

      I stumbled over my own feet as I backed away, hands coming up in surrender as I choked noises of frightened apology. ‘Oh! Oh, God.’

      Panting through the narrow slits of his nose, Bhyr took hold of the worn hilt of the knife with a practiced grip.

      His eyes stayed on me as he yanked it free.

      Face darkening, his lip curled as he growled, the only external indicator of pain.

      He tossed the knife aside.

      Its clatter made me flinch, but didn’t draw my eyes from the horrible wound.

      ‘I didn’t… I didn’t….’

      I stammered until Bhyr closed his eyes.

      The unexpected reaction shut me up.

      His expression softened to something resembling human. He murmured, ‘Come here,’ but rather than wait for me to comply, he moved closer.

      He grasped my hand and placed it over the gash.

      Blanching, I jerked back.

      He pressed hard, letting the hot trickle of blood slip along my fingers and the ragged edges of his armoured flesh roughed my skin.

      ‘This is nothing,’ he said.

      I shivered, chilled to the bone. The anger drained to nothing. I felt sick. ‘Hurting people is not who I am. Babi raised me better. I’m not some… some madwoman who throws a tantrum and stabs people.’

      Regardless of the hardship that had befallen me, it was no excuse to devolve into a raving lunatic. I’d become a woman who abandoned her morals when put to the test.

      Physical confrontations wouldn’t gain my freedom on Vøtkyr. I knew it. By striking the first blow, I’d thrown myself into the ring with a male who could crush me with a single, unthinking blow.

      Capitalising on my distress, Bhyr snaked an arm around my waist. He hauled me into the cradle of his embrace. I would have leaned my weight against him, except a thick erection dug into the curve of my belly.

      My eyes got huge.

      He inhaled, mouth parting as if to taste my scent. His tongue had swollen and deepened in colour. His large eyes were shiny and wild, breaths coming in guttural rasps that scoured my neck.

      ‘You liked it,’ I whispered.

      It horrified most of me, but the rest of me… primed.

      The arousal he rubbed into my middle drove my desire to rise, desperate and hungry. Inside my head, the crash of falling dominoes echoed in my ears. A storm of lust and taboo imaginings rose from nameless spaces and bled into the forefront of my mind.

      Fear didn’t cause the rapid thuds of my heart. Neither did it cause the prickling rush lighting me up from the inside.

      I ached for his hands rough on me. I wanted to drape myself over him and dig my nails in. To bite until he bled, to mark him, his arms around me so tight I bruised.

      These were desires I’d never craved, and longed for with such fervour, I trembled.

      It felt like drowning.

      Grappling with this facet of my nature made me realise there was an honest connection between us. A primal link beyond the pseudo affection of a captive to a captor.

      I shoved Bhyr hard enough he rocked back with a grunt, arms falling to his sides. He made a gruff, clicking sound low in his throat, eyeing me with predatory intent.

      An ache bloomed between my legs, and no alien device coaxed the response.

      It was all me.

      I wanted him under me and inside me.

      I spun and started walking.

      ‘Indira.’

      My shoulders hunched, but I shook my head in silent refusal. My walk shifted into a sprint, fleeing my demons.

      In a haze that seemed endless and instant, I came back to myself under the sky.

      Lost, I gasped for breath, shivering. I wobbled to a stop somewhere high and rocky.

      The black dirt and spiky vegetation bore no distinguishing marks. I spun left and right, staring at my surroundings in confusion. Winter blooming flowers sprouted from a patch of weeds and released puffs of golden pollen. Honeyed notes tickled my nose hairs. I sneezed. ‘Ew.’ I wiped my snotty hand on my leg, too fed up to be disgusted by my lack of hygiene.

      An awareness of my ineptitude asserted itself. Running from the sexual urges that arose after my attack had been stupid.

      He’ll punish me.

      Tremors scratched up my spine, a twist of fear warring with glassy-eyed excitement.

      Judging by Bhyr’s heated reaction to the debacle, he’d interpreted the attack as an aggressive, sexual advance.

      Maybe it was.

      Who knew what his culture considered sexy?

      I dragged a hand through my unravelling braid.

      What the hell am I doing?

      I shook myself and breathed with purpose, ordered my thoughts. Bhyr hadn’t missed a step or even seemed winded by what I’d done. The realisation he wasn’t hurt beyond repair helped me calm, settling the lingering worry I’d left him dying. Looking back with a clearer head, I realised he’d tried to tell me he was fine. I’d just been too distraught to hear him. I’d run from the whole mess into the middle of nowhere, and now I had to go back and face his contempt.

      I looked around to gain my bearings.

      The icy barren surrounding me drove home how inescapable all this was. I’d known from the moment I’d woken on Bhyr’s warship escape was all but impossible.

      Still, in my darkest hours, I’d clung to the hope that some quirk of fate would set me and Cristina free. See us home where we belonged.

      Using my newfound understanding of Earth’s distant location and how much more powerful the Azteka were, it was clear to cope with my abduction, I had minimised the inevitability of my failure.

      Alone and outside the nest with nothing between me and miles of wilderness, there was no hiding from the truth.

      There was no going home unless the First allowed it. There was no surviving this planet unless he wanted it.

      Worse, though I wanted him to ease the ache he’d created, and he desired me in ways he shouldn’t, that didn’t make him any less my master.

      He’d made that clear.

      The problem was I had begun not to care.

      My cheeks heated with shame, forehead and neck slick with salty moisture.

      I scraped the back of my hand over my watering eyes.

      Lingering effects of the stress hormones which flooded me during the argument left me twitchy and nauseous. I tried to rally but thoughts of the cold trudge back to the nest stole the energy I had left.

      A faint mewling drew my attention further up the craggy path. It was opposite to the direction I should travel. The pitiful sound came again, and my forehead bunched in sympathetic distress.

      I topped the rise and glanced around.

      There was a creature in the alcove dead-ending the trail. The bundle of limbs chuffed, its milky eyes unseeing as its panted breath fogged the air. Sparse hairs covering its squirming body didn’t seem enough to protect it from the harsh cold. The jumble of rocks and scrub it huddled against wouldn’t shelter it from the worst of the snow as it moved further down the mountain.

      Was it abandoned?

      More than likely it was, but if it wasn’t….

      I winced at the thought of protective parents returning while I loomed over their newborn.

      Nature followed its own rules and the circle of life existed for a reason. If they had left it to die, there was nothing I could do. I needed to get back to the nest before something bad happened. Being out here alone was dumb chick territory.

      I didn’t want to compound my error by falling afoul of the local megafauna.

      Backing up and ignoring its pitiful bleats, I crooned an apology. ‘Sorry, kid. I have to go.’ I turned and stumbled to a halt as the largest land animal I’d ever seen crested the rise.

      It skidded to a shuddering stop at the sight of me. The mauled carcass it held in its maw–meat for its young–dropped to the ground. Dirty white fur shagged around a bony hood that protected its nape. Its long peach-coloured body was solid. Compact slabs of muscle quivered with tension as squat legs pranced across the ice-covered rock, agile on cloven hooves. It shook its antlered head. The sweeping branches reached four feet into the air and would have reached higher, but were angled too far back on its blocky skull. The bushy mane around its neck rippled and wafted a pungent musk downwind until it hovered thick in my nose, blending with the cloying blood-scent of its kill. The taste of copper washed the back of my throat and mixed with the dryness of fear.

      I swallowed against a surge of nausea.

      A dozen hellish orbs set into its flat face gleamed with an unholy light, a feral intelligence taking my measure.

      Tusks protruded from its jaw and dripped with saliva as it trod on its earlier kill, meatier prey in its sights.

      I choked. ‘Oh, no.’

      ‘Indira.’

      I startled and the meat eating cow lowed.

      Rather than the wholesome vocalisations common to grazing livestock, it blasted the grating sound.

      Knees jellied, I collapsed.

      ‘Indira,’ Bhyr said again from behind me, his voice laden with command. ‘Move back towards me. Slowly.’

      ‘Can’t feel my legs.’ A tremor ran through my frame. ‘Can’t feel anything.’ My body recognised the danger and immobilised me.

      I sensed Bhyr ease closer.

      He pulled up short somewhere off to my side.

      He cursed. ‘Do not blink.’

      Uneasy, the bull grunted.

      A plume of breath rushed from its broad muzzle.

      So many teeth.

      The beast imprisoned me with its bloodshot glare; fixated on me with killing intent.

      ‘I want to look away. I can move if I close my eyes.’

      ‘No!’ Bhyr paused, spoke again with forced calm. ‘Do not break eye contact. The moment you do, the tuskbeast will charge.’ He slinked forward another step. ‘I am not close enough yet.’

      The wind swept fresh pollen into my nose. ‘Achew.’ I blinked, calcifying with horror.

      The tuskbeast trumpeted.

      Mucus flew from its frothing mouth as its hind leg scratched at the ice with an ear-splitting screech. It launched into a leaping bound.
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      Bhyr struck, a lightning bolt.

      I was motionless, then flying, steel bands caging my limp body, evading the charge.

      The bull tossed its head at empty air. It stomped and danced, fixing its beady eyes on the spot where I stood.

      I swayed, bewildered by the sudden location change, my back pressed against the vertical rock face.

      Bhyr crouched in front of me. Guttural clicks of warning slid from the tense line of his throat, rolling into a single note that sent primal chills skittering down my spine.

      Springing forward on liquid joints, the bull’s hooves shook the earth. A tonne of carnivore hurtled towards us with crushing force.

      Bhyr swept me aside.

      Rough stone scraped off the skin on my palms.

      The bull head-butted the wall where we’d stood. Bellowed its fury. The impact rattled my bones, and I braced my legs as the earth quaked.

      Bhyr’s chest squashed my breasts. His arms rose to cover my head from falling rocks.

      One arm holding me pinned, he spun, his other hand snapping out to grab the bull by its antler. He heaved. The animal whinnied as Bhyr flung it into the air then slammed onto the ground.

      Hooves cartwheeling, it tried to rise, but he gripped both branches of horns and yanked to the side.

      A crack as loud as a gunshot popped from its neck.

      The bull slumped, phlegm-coated tongue lolling, eyes rolling back.

      Bhyr let it drop with a dull thump. ‘A waste.’

      Doubled over, hands pressed to my chest, I gasped for air, my heart trying to climb out through throat.

      The pitiful bleat of the newborn made my skin goose pimple with shivers.

      Bhyr stalked past me.

      ‘Wait.’ I reached for him, but he ignored me.

      The bleating died, and the warm smell of freshly spilled blood misted into the air.

      ‘You didn’t have to kill it. I would’ve cared for it.’

      Bhyr turned, furious. ‘It would only nurse from its sire’s maw.’ His mouth opened to continue his rant then snapped closed. He stared.

      I pushed off the wall. ‘What? What is it?’

      I heard it then.

      The low rumble. A sound so loud, my ears refused to grasp it. I did a slow about turn while tipping my head back. My eyes rounded, unconsciously expanding my field of vision, trying to understand why the mountain bled.

      Face as alarmed as I’d ever seen it, Bhyr bent to push a shoulder into my middle. He straightened, taking me off my feet and left me dangling over his shoulder. He planted his arm over my thighs to keep me secure as he ran. I jounced until I used his back to push up.

      It looked like a mist, a billowing smoke cloud.

      An avalanche thundered down the slope, crashing into the plateau where the bodies of the alien bull and calf lay. The flood swallowed the world behind us, pursuing as if sentient.

      ‘Must go faster.’ My shout was lost in the roar.

      A red tide lapped at Bhyr’s heels as we approached a narrow crevice. He jumped. We soared thirty feet into air that whistled past my ears.

      Weightless, my stomach dropped. The moisture in my eyes dried, and my terror built to unknown heights, a shriek locked behind my teeth.

      Free arm and legs windmilling, Bhyr landed hard.

      My eyes watered.

      He ran faster than the fastest land-based creature from Earth, but his speed wasn’t enough.

      Bhyr lifted me off his shoulder into a bridal carry just shy of a stranglehold. His muscles bunched, gathering strength. He leapt towards the mountain face scrolling past us.

      ‘No, no, no.’ I cringed into his chest, my body suffering a phantom impact, but he used the vertical rock as a steppingstone to launch upwards.

      The snow reared up and ploughed into us.

      The cold was an open-palmed slap, a knockout punch to every molecule of flesh. We tumbled and spun in a tumult, lost in a world washed in black and red. Muffled yet deafening sounds subsumed everything else and set my ears ringing.

      Bhyr collided with something solid, and his viselike grip on my body slackened.

      My sense of him vanished as the deluge ripped me away. Just gone. I tried to shout, but gargled, sucking in snatches of air, shoved by slushy ice. My feet arced over my head more times than I could count.

      The avalanche ebbed.

      It left me suspended in the chunky snow.

      Motionless despite the frenzy of my nervous system, I struggled to catch up mentally to the handful of minutes my body experienced physically. Snow crusts formed around my eyelashes, and I blinked them away. I was nose-blind and everything was black. I panted for air and tried not to succumb to claustrophobia. My ragged gasps froze my lungs and icy flecks stung my lips. Tempted to close my eyes and stop moving for a while, I pinched the thin webbing between my thumb and forefinger. Panic? I didn’t have time for that nonsense. There was only so much breathable air entombed with me. I didn’t want to waste it.

      Legs trapped beneath me, I sprawled in awkward angles, my back twisted. Nothing was broken. Only bruised and battered. My head felt stuffy as if it were filling with blood.

      Am I upside down?

      Or the congestion was a residual trauma.

      I moved my arms.

      It was like dragging them through deep water.

      Again the urge to freeze swept over me. I thought of suffocation, frostbite and necrotic tissue to beat back the numbing shock. I folded my arms over my chest, then shoved at the loosely packed snow until a half bubble formed around my face and upper torso. Darkness surrounded me. A burning sensation razored the exposed parts of my skin. I strained to listen, to catch any trace of noise.

      Nothingness.

      Which way is up?

      I shivered, more from fear than the temperature. I needed to decide which way to go, fast, but the biting cold made it difficult to concentrate on anything but a numbness creeping from my fingers. I wriggled them as I extended my arms in random directions, compacting the snow to add to my air supply and hoping my fists would punch through the surface.

      A faint scuffle came from behind my head.

      I stilled.

      My name–shouted.

      ‘Bhyr.’ I yelled through a fog of pain. My throat was sore from screaming. ‘I’m here.’ I pounded the flat of my palms against the bubble.

      Rhythmic scraping sounds started. I felt their vibrations in the snow surrounding me.

      Teeth chattering, I shouted as loud as I could to encourage him. I now understood why he’d jumped before the avalanche hit us. He’d needed us to be higher, so if the snow separated us, I wouldn’t suffocate before he found me.

      A shovel-sized palm punched through and clamped around my wrist. It let go, then a shaft of light lit the cramped space.

      ‘Here!’ I reached an arm up to widen the hole.

      ‘Stop. Stay still.’ His face appeared, eyes wide, skull ridges white. ‘Too much movement, and you might fall further. The tunnel will collapse. I may not find you again.’

      I stopped thrashing, terrorised by the thought of getting sucked deeper.

      It took hours.

      He dug at a shallow angle to maximise the surface area he lay on, but using his bare hands, Bhyr freed me.

      When he exposed enough of my torso, I kicked to turn myself right side up. I lurched upwards as Bhyr hauled me towards his chest. He rolled us away from the hole he’d dug, hands roaming my body. ‘You are safe.’

      ‘Mmhm.’ I wedged my face into his neck, greedy for his delicious warmth.

      Scooping me to his chest, Bhyr carried me back to the nest, keeping me tucked close as he strolled over terrain I’d had to leap and clamber over. His stamina was a thing of legend.

      I felt wrecked, and I’d done nothing except get tossed about and carried.

      Fat flakes of rust-coloured snow blanketed the ground by the time we made it back, third sun a cool sliver on the horizon.

      Bhyr shook off ice and snow. He placed me on the bed, cocooned me in the thickest furs then went about heating the space around the nook.

      Bone rattling shivers became painful tingles as my skin thawed. It amazed me I hadn’t suffered a serious injury. Hypothermia should have been a given. Overheated, I struggled from the furs like a swaddled infant and attempted to do something with the tangle around my shoulders. I hated the cold strands of hair dripping ice water down my spine.

      Around this time, I noticed Bhyr’s agitation.

      ‘What was it thinking?’

      Back to being called it.

      ‘I did not realise it had wandered so far from safety.’ He paced a line at the foot of the bed. ‘No, it did not think. What intelligent sentient would be so stupid as to leave the nest and trek unprepared into the wild–into tuskbeast territory!–hoping it would mean anything but a swift, savage death?’

      Savage was right.

      The bull would have torn me to pieces, fed its young, and then gnawed on my bones.

      ‘I didn’t realise the danger.’ My hands covered my face. ‘I come from a place where it’s safe to go for a walk. I was reacting, not thinking.’

      He twisted to face me, vibrating fury. ‘That male need not die. That breed of beast is rare and protected under my Law.’ His eyes widened hugely. ‘Do you understand the severity of what you did? Speak!’

      ‘How could I know?’ I cried and opened my arms. ‘This isn’t my home. This isn’t my place.’

      His enraged roar made my heart leap. ‘Its place is where this warrior says it is. 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.’

      Since he seemed disinclined to accept I hadn’t been trying to escape insomuch as take time to recover my composure, I didn’t protest my innocence. Instead, at the forefront of my mind was the knowledge he’d saved me. He’d rescued me after I’d run headfirst into danger when he’d made it clear the perils of this planet were no joke. He could have let it happen. Could have shrugged off my loss and found another, more biddable human breeder. But, deep down, I knew without doubt, once he’d discovered me in danger, he hadn’t hesitated to throw himself in harm’s way.

      A hand fisted in my hair, pulling my head back to expose vulnerable throat.

      ‘I take you now.’ The rumble in his chest reminded me of thunder. His feral expression was bright and stabbing, his voice a violent susurration. ‘Willing or not.’

      I shuddered and stared.

      ‘You saved me.’ I wished I could think of something, anything else to say that would explain the complicated emotions I felt. I touched him. My fingertips smeared gritty paint. When had he put that on? Why? What ritual did he perform now? Or had he meant to hunt me down as he had during the Testing?

      I quivered.

      The boom of his alien heart beat against my palm.

      ‘Ah, you tremble, human. Good.’ Spiced breath melded with my hot pants as he spoke in the hairsbreadth between us. ‘The Horde will not understand this nor will they forgive it, but you have bewitched me.’ Bhyr’s mouth bruised mine with a cold kiss. My back arched. He broke free, and his eyes glowed like frosted pearls. ‘I have decided to keep you.’

      ‘Keep me?’ What he said made little sense. He had me. Where else was I going to go?

      Nowhere, I thought.

      I was going nowhere, so things had to change between us.

      ‘Don’t call me “it”.’

      He glowered.

      I glared. ‘I mean it. Don’t. You’re uncomfortable with the dynamic between us. I am too.’ I mumbled the last bit, reluctant to confess how I’d softened towards him.

      It was impossible not to when he’d risked his life to save mine. Granted, it was his fault I was on this planet to begin with, but how long could I hold that against him without doing myself harm?

      ‘Denying how things are changing won’t help,’ I said. ‘Neither will backtracking to what it was like before. To what you were like before.’

      ‘You told me you would not kill yourself.’
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      ‘Kill myself?’ Taken aback, I blinked. ‘I wasn’t going to. I was mad, Bhyr. Scared.’

      ‘Scared of me.’ He eased back until he knelt on the floor.

      Remorse lurked behind his stony facade.

      I huffed a sad laugh, shook my head. ‘You reacted to what happened in a way that shocked me. It made me act like an idiot.’

      I swallowed, tongue dry.

      A memory of heat spreading through my body had sweat popping from my pores. Even now, exhausted, hungry and suffering from shakes, his proximity made my insides liquefy. ‘I ran because I didn’t recognise myself. The rest was unfortunate, but it wasn’t intentional. I swear. I was already on my way back.’

      He bobbed his head, shoulders a rigid line as his eyes scanned my face.

      ‘What happened, Bhyr? Why did you act like that? Say those things?’ I hesitated, wondering if I wanted him to answer my next question. ‘Do you want to go back to those first days? Because I don’t.’

      His jaw clenched.

      Tired of the argument, I sat on my heels, slouched.

      ‘I want to believe I can have this,’ he said. ‘That despite my people’s history, and the teachings of those who know better, I can have you as a mate.’ His chin dropped to his chest. In a voice near inaudible, Bhyr said, ‘It is wrong of me, but I want you to want to stay.’

      My head lifted, so I could stare, astonished.

      At his half-defiant, half-terrified expression, my brows rose. ‘Oh.’ I wasn’t going through whatever this thing between us was alone. I knee-walked closer and patted the metal encasing my hips. ‘Take the Keeping off me, then.’

      ‘Indira….’

      I laced my hands at the nape of his neck and pressed my forehead to his. ‘Please take it off.’ My hands slid down to press against his chest. ‘It’s the right thing to do. You know it is. That’s why you’re fighting so hard against it. Because if you start with this, you’ll want to dismantle the rest of what’s not working between my kind and yours.’ I leaned back to meet his wary gaze. ‘I won’t lie. Taking it off won’t make me want to stay or make everything square between us, but it’ll be a good start.’ I made myself mean it. ‘A fresh start.’

      ‘You will run.’

      ‘I tried that. Look what it got me.’ I brought my hand up to touch his jaw. ‘Where would I go? Hmm? I’m stranded here until you say otherwise.’

      Bhyr’s nostrils flared then contracted until I struggled to make them out in his face. He held his breath. The tough plates shielding his knuckles clacked as his fingers flexed.

      He reached down in a jerky motion and tapped the leathery pad of his third finger over the side of the Keeping.

      With a faint click the single piece split at my hip and lost rigidity. Thin seams appeared across its smooth plane.

      I wriggled out of it and tossed it across the room. My body was mine again.

      The relief was indescribable.

      Bhyr stared at the jumble of metal, thunderstruck.

      I gripped his arm, anxious to draw his attention from it. ‘You good?’

      He lifted his chin in one of his curt micro mannerisms then shifted away, eyeing me like a rabid creature.

      I studied him back, amused at his uneasiness.

      For the first time, I looked at my tormentor while setting aside the trauma of my abduction. It wasn’t a shock to find Bhyr was handsome in his alien way. Sexual tension had been a problem between us from the beginning. After everything he’d done to me, it stunned me how alluring I found him. I dragged my teeth over my upper lip. It was possible my attraction was nothing more mental hiccup like Stockholm syndrome, but I liked the way his eyes tracked me, alight with wolfish intensity. How did you resist someone who couldn’t take their eyes off you?

      I set my confusion aside.

      He allowed himself to acknowledge me as a individual, one with value beyond his indoctrination, and his efforts to understand me impressed me more than his masculine beauty. It allowed me to feel less conflicted over how I wanted him emotionally as well as physically.

      My eyes swept over his broad shoulders, ripped abdominals and brawny legs.

      All that was mine.

      Nipples erect, I squeezed my thighs shut, the tingles between them sharp.

      I edged closer until I pressed against his side, my breaths coming faster.

      Moving before I overthought it, I kicked up a leg and straddled his lap. It was harder than it looked with him coiled on the edge of the squashy mattress.

      ‘What are you doing?’ His arm crept under my bottom.

      ‘You deserve a thank you.’ I stroked the sides of his neck. ‘I hated that thing.’ Nervous, I didn’t dwell on what I did next.

      I curled over to kiss him.

      It was chaste, a dry scrape of parted lips.

      He shuddered, straining against me. His muscles were stone beneath my thighs, and a steely erection prodded my ass, making my sex clench.

      I pulled back to search his unusual eyes. ‘Did that hurt?’

      He bared his teeth in a grimace, then chuffed, spreading his legs to settle me against his hardness. ‘No.’

      It was a slow, careful thing, but the corner of his mouth widened into a lopsided smile.

      I recognised the different emotions attributed to his facial expressions now. They were different to human ones, but easy once you knew what features to track. His body language often confused me, but the one thing I could count on was his tone of voice, the clicking, thrumming noises he made.

      I fidgeted as his cock rubbed my clit through my clothes.

      Bhyr was gorgeous when he wasn’t scowling.

      The clean lines of his face gave him a majestic air and his pearl-coloured eyes were emotive, letting me see glimpses of the tempestuous mind beneath the calm. The raised ridges above them acted as eyebrows to frame his face and cast his eyelids and angled cheekbones into shadow. Even his skull was a beautiful shape. Streamlined and braided with thick cornrows of cartilage enrobed in lustrous blue flesh.

      At a glance, he remained terrifying. Different. But now, I could see past it. React to it as a woman who wanted a man.

      ‘Good,’ I said, husky. ‘That’s good.’ I hesitated, fingers stroking the tense cords lining his neck. It was becoming my favourite way to touch him. ‘I’m going to keep this up unless you tell me no.’ Simple kisses were a safe way to explore our mutual attraction. Better than the sadistic kink we’d strayed into. ‘I know sexual intimacy is new to you. I don’t want you to feel forced into anything.’

      For the sake of my continued sanity, I shoved the physical exchanges that happened when I wore the Keeping into a cerebral vault. Then I buried them in mental cement. I’d unpack and process the complex mess during quieter times. Hopefully with access to a qualified mental health professional.

      Hands gripping my ass as if it were a lifeline, Bhyr peered into my eyes. ‘Nothing would have stopped me from taking you. I do not regret it.’

      Appalled, I flicked his ear and snorted when his eyes rounded to take up half of his face. ‘Every time I’m sure you can’t say anything worse, you do. Choices matter, Bhyr. Consent matters. You might have failed to ask for mine, but I won’t turn around and do the same to you.’ I thought of how to explain the concept in terms he’d appreciate. ‘Kidnapping people is wrong. Touching in this way without permission is wrong.’ I gave him a stern look. ‘I need you to learn that.’

      ‘While I hear you, I do not believe it was wrong to take you. You are not strong enough to impose your will over mine.’

      ‘Because you’re three times my size and trained to decimate small armies, Bhyr.’

      ‘Then you understand my reasoning. You are a smaller female. I am a larger male.’

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I rocked back to cross my arms under my breasts.

      I understood him, but what he said was near impossible for me to accept.

      I was a modern woman from a culture where coming up against his type of machismo was rare. He was a traditional male from a planet where coming across my kind of defiance was all but extinct.

      It was a steep learning curve for the both of us.

      I need patience.

      ‘If nature designed your species’ females to choose their mates,’ he continued in logical tones, ‘they would exhibit physical traits that allowed them to repel attracted males.’

      From a primal Aztekan point of view, he had a valid argument. From a human perspective, one I was not willing to overlook, he was mistaken.

      ‘I possess a thinking mind,’ I said. ‘I’m not a lower life form with simplistic urges to reproduce, nor an empty vessel for you to use and discard.’

      He gave me a disbelieving, searching look that verged on suspicious. Showing he could read between the lines, Bhyr said with outright incredulity, ‘Are you saying you will not spawn my son?’

      ‘I could want a child,’ I said forming the sentence as limited and with as many qualifiers as I could manage.

      ‘You will breed for me. It is your female purpose.’

      I gawped, then shelved that battle for another day. ‘Let’s focus on this. Don’t you want my happiness?’

      ‘What does this have to do with that?’ His baffled expression revealed the eternal pursuit of happiness as a defining characteristic of a life worth living was not a universal ideal but a human one.

      Armed with this knowledge, I hunted for a better enticement. ‘Hmm.’ I straightened, recalling what he’d said before. ‘Don’t you want me to want to stay with you?’

      He stilled, conflicted.

      ‘Well,’ I said in a rush, ‘for that to happen, I need you to understand I have a consciousness. It feels violated when you do things to me without first asking my permission.’

      His mouth flattened, and his gaze turned inward. ‘But my needs and wants matter as I can enforce them.’

      Words failed me.

      The softer skin between his exoskeleton paled. He petted my lower back, and I softened the rigid line of my spine. ‘I will not pretend to understand you, that will take time, but I accept I hurt you in a human way. I will try not to again. You have proven yourself my intellectual equal. You are persuasive enough that I revised my stance on Horde Law. I will see about changing it, so other males do not hurt human females the same way.’

      I opened my mouth argue my case further.

      He pressed a thumb claw against my lips. ‘I am not finished.’ His hand moved to cradle my chin. ‘You bring joy to me. I have known the darkness of Destruction, but you show me the light of Creation.’ He nuzzled my temple. ‘These changes overwhelm me, but you are worth it. I am keeping you. Stay with me always.’

      ‘I don’t know how to untangle what I feel for you. This situation is… I don’t know what I should feel for you.’

      He glowered. ‘Then do not think on it anymore. More mouth mating instead.’

      It was terrible to enable him, so I hid behind a glare. ‘We’ll work on this.’

      He gave a clicking huff I took as his agreement.

      I pressed my mouth to his.
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      Indira investigated his nest. It was not the frazzled inspection she’d given during her first rotation in his home.

      Overwhelmed by the drastic change to her existence, survival had claimed her focus, not possessions.

      Bhyr grimaced.

      His treatment of her contributed to that period of distress. True, his behaviour reflected the traditional techniques Aztekan males used to tame their breeders, but he’d known the moment he’d laid eyes on his Indira there was more to her–more to the humans–than he’d expected.

      That was past.

      Now he called her by name and had removed the Keeping as she wished, his female rediscovered her environment. Her varied expressions and awe-filled gasps riveted him. Her thirst for knowledge and interest in technology grew by the moment.

      It was enchanting.

      Aztekan females had little hand in the technological advancements on Vøtkyr during their rule. Yet they had taken immense pleasure in reaping the rewards of the hard work. What if they had invested their help to ensure the wellbeing of their species?

      Would history have unfolded better for them?

      ‘Ooh, books.’

      Indira’s voice drew him from his darker thoughts.

      Naked, he rose from where he reclined under pelts saturated in the delicious scent of her musk to join her.

      She sent him a beseeching look, which he returned with one granting permission.

      Indira slid the slimmest volume from the shelf. The author had inlaid its embossed cover with a greenish blue alloy.

      ‘I loved to read when I was a kid. Always lugging a book around.’ She cradled the book in the crook of her elbow. ‘I spared less time for it when I got older. Too busy. Burned out from reading proposals and briefs.’ She leafed through the thin pages. ‘I can’t read it, but it looks beautiful.’

      ‘You read Earth text as we do?’ He moved a finger up the page, right to left.

      ‘Ah, no, not English. I watched you use the holosphere, remember?’ She glanced at him, shy. ‘There are languages read on the vertical, anti-clockwise, so it’s not too foreign a concept to grasp both at once.’

      ‘You learned many human languages?’

      ‘No. English is my native tongue. Hindi and Portuguese came much later. A little Tamil.’ She smiled, eyes hazy with a memory. ‘My grandfather taught me Hindi. He grew upset I only knew my father’s language and not my mother’s. Not that I knew much of it. It took me a while to appreciate my heritage. I was born in my father’s country, you see. By the time learning more interested me, my parents were dead, and, well, life got in the way.’ She traced a finger across the faded ink on the back cover. With a sigh, she closed the cover and returned the book to its place. ‘Thanks for letting me snoop.’ She patted the shelf. ‘It’ll be amazing to learn with these.’

      He hesitated to nod.

      Picking up on his unease, she aimed a gentle smile his way. ‘I’ll be careful.’

      ‘I trust you.’

      ‘Do you?’ she asked.

      ‘I have done much you consider loathsome.’ He motioned between them. ‘That you are with me like this speaks to the strength of your character.’ Moving with care, testing her responses, he stroked her hair. ‘The more I trust you, the more you accept your place here. With me.’

      ‘I see.’ She swept her hair over her shoulder, twisting it around her fist. ‘So, where are you off to now?’

      His head turned and canted in question.

      ‘We get intimate, and you get twitchy and guilt-ridden. Then you find a reason to escape my presence.’ With a closed-lipped smile, she hitched a shoulder. ‘No judgement. This thing between us is a lot to process. To be honest, I could use an escape too. Get out and about before I develop cabin fever. So? Can I come?’

      Perturbed by the evidence of such keen observational skill, he scratched his throat. ‘How is it an escape from your presence if you go with me?’

      She set her feet apart and lifted her chin, scowling.

      ‘Fine.’ He had planned to visit his herds and ponder how to approach his Horde over their treatment of the human breeders. Her presence, while a distraction, would be welcome. He skimmed over her attire. ‘Not like that.’

      In storage, buried under layers of musty furs and discarded tools, he dug out a round waterskin. With it came a plain knife made of tuskbeast antler and a matching pair of drawstring pouches made of fangbeast leather. He tied the pouches and waterskin to her belt, distributing the weight as best he could to avoid disturbing her gait. He showed her how to wrap and carry the knife at her hip. Into the pouches he dropped hot rock chips, so she might warm her hands if they grew too cold. Five palm lengths of gut with a hooked bone needle, in case her clothing broke away from the nest, also went inside. Lastly, a handful of dried gourd flesh to satiate her human cravings.

      Small hands patted over everything. ‘Useful.’ She shot him a shrewd look. ‘These were yours, weren’t they?’

      ‘I made them at my father’s knee. I was ten solars.’

      She admired the stitching on the larger pouch. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever made anything with my hands. Spoilt desi that I am. I’m impressed.’ She eyed him, speculative. ‘How old are you, Bhyr?’

      He cast his mind back.

      It had been a long time since he’d last noted such an arbitrary thing. ‘Eighty solars.’

      Indira startled, gaze flying to his. ‘Pardon me?’

      ‘This upsets you?’

      ‘A solar is longer than an Earth year. You could be my grandfather.’ She gawked. ‘How long will you live for?’

      ‘Many males enjoy four hundred solars.’

      ‘Oh, that’s something.’ She fiddled with the worn hilt of the knife. ‘I have seventy Earth years left. If I’m lucky.’

      He frowned. ‘Closer to three hundred solars, if the calculations of the healing pod were correct.’

      The pod had made her less fragile. It had saved her life. An unaltered human would have been crushed during the avalanche or died from the cold long before he had gotten her back to the warmth of the nest.

      Indira stopped moving.

      Her mouth opened and closed. ‘What?’ The word escaped her lips short and tight. ‘What did you say?’

      Bhyr felt the blood rush to the corners of his eyes, turning them dark. ‘This upsets you more. Why?’

      ‘Humans don’t live… did you…? When I was in that… you can’t… how did you even…? You know what, no.’ Her palms lifted as if to hold the future at bay. She shook herself free of her shock in the same manner a fangbeast would flap its sodden ear feathers. ‘How long do your females live for?’

      ‘Less.’ The reasons why were not something he could discuss with her.

      He studied her strange human features, noting the outer corners of her eyes often crinkled when she spoke.

      Now they were wide and fixed.

      ‘They once lived longer,’ he added as she resisted letting the matter go.

      ‘Uh, huh?’ She screwed up her face. ‘Because the lifespan of a species increases and decreases for no apparent reason on Vøtkyr.’

      ‘There are reasons.’ Her negative response to her biological improvements aggravated him. ‘The healing pod altered mutations inherited from your ancient ancestors. You may now live to the full potential of your life span.’ He paused. ‘You’re welcome.’

      She laughed in a flat, breathless way that made him uneasy. ‘Never mind that. You didn’t ask to do this to me. I do not have the emotional range to process this. Nor do I have access to a professional who could help me. I suppose I’ll deal with it later. Along with the rest of the stress and trauma.’

      Sarcasm, he thought.

      ‘At times, I fail to understand you,’ he muttered.

      ‘You fail to understand me?’ She huffed. ‘Tell me, Bhyr, are you ready to talk about why you get evasive whenever I mention Aztekan females?’

      He straightened. ‘No.’

      ‘Will you ever be ready?’

      He forced himself not to react, ignored the heavy pressure on his chest. ‘I want to share this morning with you. Not speak of these things.’

      After a tense beat, she nodded and clapped to break the atmosphere. ‘Okay then.’ Her hands went to her hips. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Up the mountain to the higher steppes. I want you to see my herds.’ He took her closer to the clouds where the air was thinner and the suns hotter. On the second steppe was his tuskbeast herd.

      Indira leaned against the short fence. The animals grazed in the restricted area. She then peered down at the distant goodbeast herd on the first steppe. ‘These differ from your mounts,’ she noted.

      ‘They are native to Vøtkyr. Tuskbeast do not domesticate well, so we imported goodbeast long ago for that purpose. I breed all my native herd beasts for conservation. They are free to be as they are.’

      ‘But you keep them penned?’

      ‘Older generations of the Horde hunted them near extinction. Wild creatures did the rest. I dislike keeping them here, but it keeps them safe. One day, this herd will be strong. Releasing them will mean a stabilisation in their numbers despite natural deaths that cull the sick and the weak. I tried to rehabilitate a herd too soon before. It did not end well.’

      She nibbled her fuller bottom lip. ‘This is why you hated killing the bull, isn’t it? You said it was rare?’

      ‘Very.’ An echo of the loss bloomed in his chest. ‘My ancestors hunted them for their hides. We covet the colours. I made their right to roam free without interference from the Horde part of our Law. Their numbers are climbing, but the death of two is a blow.’

      ‘Sorry,’ she whispered.

      He nodded.

      ‘It’s beautiful here, Bhyr. We have wild terrain on Earth, even though it seems as if we’ve spread to every inch of the globe. But there is a special feel to this planet.’ She sniffed. ‘The air is so pure, it hurts.’

      ‘Earth is not as overpopulated as Zoi.’

      Humans were a young species. The space debris orbiting Earth and the pollution in the atmosphere was a testament to it. They would discover how to live in harmony with their planet or destroy it.

      There was abundant life scattered across the universe, but not all species of higher intellect survived their technological awakening.

      It was not an uncommon phenomenon.

      Bhyr’s own people suffered near cataclysmic failures before they learned moderation was key.

      ‘Where’s that?’ she asked. ‘Zoi?’

      ‘It is the Baxnonian homeworld.’

      ‘Baxnonian?’

      ‘Another bipedal species compatible with humanity. Zoi Quay is their main city and home to the Intergalactic Alliance.’

      Her mouth opened.

      He preempted her question. ‘The Intergalactic Alliance is a union of advanced sentient species across the universe led by an elected council. They police sectors of space, register planets, and act as enforcement when called upon.’

      ‘Enforcement.’ Complicated thoughts crossed Indira’s face. ‘Didn’t they protest your invasion of Earth?’

      ‘No.’ They had not known of it. ‘I will hear from them soon.’ The Rä and Verak would open a complaint on Earth’s behalf, he was sure.

      ‘Will they sanction you?’

      His jaw clenched. ‘I am prepared to deal with the consequences of my actions.’

      ‘If you need a character witness, I’d be happy to weigh in.’ Her words were slow. ‘I won’t lie, or anything, but I’ll help if I can.’ She sensed his discomfort, and lightened her tone. ‘So, Zoi Quay?’

      ‘Overcrowding is a problem.’ The tightness in his throat eased. ‘They built Paniki, a station that orbits the planet and acts as an overflow for the populace. They also use it as a tourist attraction.’

      ‘How intriguing. Have you been there?’

      ‘Yes. It has become a floating brothel.’ He snorted. He grew irritated just thinking of that place. ‘Bax are hedonistic as a species. Enamoured of baubles and physical pleasures. They have few warriors, and those who do walk the path end up traders. They live in deep space haggling for good deals and worship profit as one should a God.’

      ‘Are there a lot of species that look similar to us?’

      ‘In this part of the universe? There are four you would consider similar.’ He glanced at her. ‘That can breed with you.’

      With a hum of interest, she nodded, wandering over to a bush clinging to the side of the mountain. ‘What’s this clear gunk over here?’ She stuck her finger into the sap before he might caution her against it. Nose wrinkling at the viscous texture, she lifted her fingers to her nose and sniffed. ‘Whew.’

      ‘It is one of eight resins we use. This one we use as a bonding agent. Others we use as biofuel and building materials. Several are suitable for medical applications.’

      Her eyebrows scrunched. ‘Building materials? For your spaceships?’

      ‘Yes. And simpler tools. Instruments and other such entertainments.’

      ‘Instruments?’ She bounced. ‘As in musical? Tell me you play something.’

      Concerned the resin would glue her fingers together, he took hold of her wrist to immobilise her hand. He unhooked the waterskin at his waist. ‘I may claim some skill with the luneflute.’

      His thumb pushed aside the stopper, and he poured a thin stream across her fingers, encouraging her to wiggle them clean.

      ‘Will you play for me?’

      Satisfied there was no adverse reaction causing her harm, he swiped the last traces of the resin free of her delicate skin. ‘Perhaps.’

      Clasping his hand, she tugged him over to a swathe of short grass not covered in snow and flung off her cape. She smoothed it into shape then urged him to lie down.

      ‘Are you tired?’ he asked.

      ‘No, we’re stargazing.’ She paused as she joined him, head rocking side to side. ‘Except for once there’s a heavy cloud cover. Just my luck.’ She hummed. ‘See that cloud there?’ She pointed straight up. ‘It looks like a gorilla. A silverback.’

      Bhyr did not know what animal she spoke of, but he understood the game. He moved her arm, so it pointed at a cloud further away. ‘That one looks like an oceanic raptorbeast diving for krill. Their beaks are like spears.’

      ‘You have oceans?’

      ‘An ocean.’

      ‘What colour? The water on Earth is blue.’ He remembered, but was content to let her roll over, gaze roaming his exoskeleton. ‘Like this shade here.’ She rubbed over his ribs, then peered at him, showing teeth with her smile. ‘Is it the pink colour of your hot springs?’

      ‘Red.’ He envisioned the coast. ‘Red waves and black pebbled beaches. Very pleasing. Hunting is good in the deeper waters.’

      Propping her head on his shoulder, Indira fell quiet.

      Clouds scudded across the ever twilight skies, and she brushed her hand along his side or walked her fingers across his chest.

      Unfamiliar with lying around outside and doing nothing, Bhyr tucked both hands under his head. He closed his eyes. He flared his nostril slits to wallow in his breeder’s scent. The wind whispered across his flesh. This combined with the rustle of the tall grasses, the dry crunch of the goodbeast chewing, and even his female’s steady breathing relaxed him.

      ‘This is good,’ he mumbled.

      Indira sighed. ‘It really is.’

      Her hand flattened on his chest. It caressed down his abdominals until it slid over his stiffening barb.

      Tense from the faint pain, Bhyr opened his eyes to slide his gaze over his female.

      ‘What are you doing?’ He kept his tone mild, but she’d roused his instincts.

      ‘Who? Me?’ Her voice was light and sweet. ‘Nothing.’

      His suspicions increased when she leaned on her side to stare at him with wide, innocent eyes. ‘Liar.’
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      Indira lowered her head. She mouthed his body, biting at the sensitive creases between his exoskeleton.

      She reached his groin, and he tensed when she pulled him free of his breechclout.

      Her lips grazed his barb.

      Bhyr tried to roll his hips before he distended, but she flattened on his legs, dipping to lick the tingling bifurcation.

      He hissed and surged into her waiting clutches.

      Indira clasped his stiffened shaft in her soft palm and ignored when he made a noise of alarm. She slid her hand as close to the base of him as possible, lowering her mouth to breathe over the flared heads of his swollen daulm.

      Every molecule of his flesh quivered. ‘In your mouth?’ His voice sounded strangled.

      ‘That’s the idea.’

      ‘You will get seed in your mouth.’ The words made him hot and shaky and needing.

      ‘In my mouth. On my tongue. Down my throat….’

      He swallowed, arrested, and apprehensive. ‘We could mate the right way.’

      Her on her belly and him over her back.

      ‘We could.’ She flicked her pink tongue over him, a molten lash that sent bolts of pleasure and pain up his spine. ‘But the wrong way feels so good.’

      He gasped and dropped his head back. ‘I... it is....’

      ‘Bhyr, I’m going to put you in my mouth now.’

      He groaned.

      ‘You’re going to play with yourself.’ She leaned up to lace her fingers with his, her other hand working his sex. She stretched and brought their joined hands to his lips. ‘Put your fingers in your mouth.’

      He jerked upright. ‘I cannot do that.’

      ‘Why not? You let me.’

      ‘That is different.’

      ‘Is it?’ Her voice lowered. ‘I kissed you. I put my lips on yours. Remind me what you call it again?’

      ‘Mouth matings,’ he muttered and eyed her mouth.

      ‘This is just another kind of mouth mating. When you touch yourself, think of my tongue licking your tongue.’

      He shuddered. ‘This is forbidden.’ Another shudder worked across his flesh.

      ‘No, it’s not,’ she coaxed. ‘Not if you don’t want it to be. I’d do it myself, but I can’t reach up there when I’m down here sucking you.’ She nuzzled his shaft, making a pleased sound.

      He made another strangled noise and fell back.

      She glanced at him and nodded.

      Bhyr stroked his thumb against the tip of his tongue, half amazed, half despairing of how thrilling this immoral deviancy felt.

      Praising his actions with soft, sexual noises of pleasure, his female curled over between his spread thighs. She braced herself on his hips and ran her tongue over her lips as if greedy to devour him.

      Bhyr threw an arm over his eyes, so tense, his spine might snap. Hot and wet pressure enveloped his sex.

      Chest heaving like bellows, Bhyr vibrated like a tuning fork.

      Then his barb struck the back of her throat.

      He arched off the ground. Snarled. He flung out a hand to scrunch the fur and give it a vicious twist, expelling a fraction of the energy thundering through his body.

      Indira retreated, creating a tight suction with her lips until she freed him with a slurp.

      ‘I want… that noise….’

      ‘This one?’ she asked, and then his barb hit the deepest depth of her mouth.

      She made a harsh sound that vibrated his groin. Her nails dug into his hips, fiendishly close to his submission points, her lips stretched around his shaft.

      He whinnied agreement.

      ‘You want to me choke on your cock?’

      He snapped a nod, too titillated for words.

      ‘Whatever you want. Just don’t stop touching yourself.’ She went back to sucking until he was near delirium.

      Thank his gods, she didn’t tease him for long, his need too raw. She worked him hard, until his free hand developed a mind of its own. It landed on the back of her head to hold it steady as he thrust. Faster. And harder. Until his entire body attuned to the rock of his hips and the glide of his shaft between her spit-slicked lips. He wasn’t gentle, but she’d been ready and adjusted enough so he choked her, but didn’t block her airway. He thought in some distant part of his mind of other males using his female’s mouth.

      His fingers fisted in possession and warning as the seed building pressure in his sac splashed over her tongue, and his first release blotted all thought but of her.

      She hummed, pleased, and swallowed with him lodged at the back of her throat.

      It was ecstasy, oblivion, and he growled, torn between pulling her off and shoving her back down. Reluctant to move to his hands, he eased up and Indira pulled back. She laved his twitching barb before popping a kiss on the bulging vein pumping it to turgidity.

      Bhyr fought to come back to himself, releasing his clutch on her hair. ‘Now I put you on your belly?’ He started to rise, body howling its hunger for her, his eyes fever bright.

      His female planted a palm on his chest. ‘No.’ She stood and rucked up her fur tunic to expose her lower half, leg wraps tied in place around her thighs. She kicked a leg over his body to straddle him. ‘Stay.’

      She lowered onto her knees and sheathed him inside her channel. It took slow gyrations of her hips to fit him inside.

      Rounded buttocks plumped on his lower abdomen. He ogled her sweeping curves as they glistened with perspiration. Bhyr made a trilling purr low in his throat, the force of the vocalisation startling him. His girth filled her to bursting.

      The tremors of her sex as it stretched made him writhe, the natural curve of his shaft rubbing against her from an unexpected angle. It caught his barb in a thrilling new way.

      His hands flew to her waist. ‘Indira....’ He panted in desperation. ‘Do I move you?’

      ‘Keep touching yourself.’ She rose to smack down.

      His gut clenched and heated in blissful agony.

      She mated with him, fiercely, grinding on her downward plunges, broken cries escaping her mouth from the force.

      He reached to stroke his prickling tongue and brought her musk to his nose. His mouth watered. He grew obsessed in an instant.

      The idea of putting his mouth on her slit and thrusting his tongue into her molten depths brought him to spill inside her rippling channel. He grunted as the climax eased. Already the creep of his prime seed threatened his equilibrium. ‘Let me taste you.’

      Her movement stuttered. ‘You want to lick me?’

      He nodded and groaned. He realised she couldn’t see him. ‘I do.’

      ‘God, yes,’ she breathed and with uncanny agility, straightened her legs, hopped back and sat on his face. ‘Please? Yes.’

      He spread the plump flesh to expose the vivid pink core shiny with their mixed fluids.

      The first swipe of his tongue whipped up a frenzy, a primal part of his nature awakening, ravenous.

      He buried himself in that small blossom of heaven and devoured. Bhyr flicked his tongue over the bud he knew his breeder liked touched with rapid and light flutters.

      She screamed, tossing the fall of her mane down along her spine in a dark cloud of satin that made him harder.

      She rode his face as if he were her beast steed, legs clasping his head. A hand braced against his thigh, while the other jerked his shaft. She curled over to suckle feverishly at his tip, and it felt as if the bottom dropped from beneath his world and left him falling.

      The orifice that looked too tiny to accept the brutal matings he’d pounded inside it quivered. He thrust a finger inside. Curled it. Indira moaned, babbling words that sounded more blasphemous than was her usual bent. He ignored them, choosing instead to add another finger and lick faster, hungry for all she had to give. Each stroke of his tongue heightened his own pleasure.

      Indira stiffened. Lost cohesion as her mouth dropped down on his shaft, screaming as her channel clamped on his fingers and her body shook in convulsions.

      Sweet heat flooded his mouth.

      Bhyr’s eyes rolled into the back of his head.

      Back bowing, he pumped his prime seed into her belly, the release of pressure near torturous. She pulled back and he shot into the open air, a geyser of cream that painted his female’s lips and chin.

      They collapsed.

      Indira melted over his torso, limp, her breaths puffing against his shrinking erection.

      Bhyr felt her wipe off the mess he’d made. He grappled her around and up, so he could wrap his arms around her.

      After shoving her fur wraps back to rights, she stroked his head, murmuring soothing words until he felt able to look her in the eye.

      ‘Is your mind blown?’

      He nodded.

      She bumped her cheek against his. ‘Let’s continue this inside. I’m not done with you.’

      He opened his mouth, eager to agree, but then shook himself. ‘I wish we could, but I called a Hunt earlier. I must prepare to leave. Soon.’

      Her face fell. ‘A hunt? Now?’ She looked at the dusky skies. ‘It’s getting late.’

      ‘The Horde and I will be gone from nightfall to nightfall. We hunt a beast to strengthen the bonds of brotherhood then share the food and conversation. They may ask my council or demand I explain my reasoning for certain decisions.’ He shrugged, unenthused now he would be missing a rut. ‘I call a Hunt whenever I wish my word to be known.’

      ‘So… what did you call this one for?’

      He nipped her chin. ‘To discuss our human breeders.’

      She stilled. ‘Oh?’

      Amused by the attempt to curtail her rampant curiosity, he slapped her rump. ‘Up. I will see you safe inside my nest before I go.’

      They left the steppes.

      ‘What am I supposed to do when you’re gone?’ Indira asked. ‘How will I contact you if something bad happens?’

      ‘Nothing will happen to you.’ Bhyr glowered. ‘You will stay inside the nest, female.’

      She sent a cutting look over her shoulder.

      ‘I will return by nightfall,’ he said. ‘You know where to find food and water. You know how to warm the cave.’

      ‘Yes, yes. I’m not helpless despite what the disaster yesterday suggests. But what will I do? You won’t be there to talk to. I can’t read your language. There’s no television or internet or phone or anything.’ She threw her hands in the air as she stomped down the mountainside. ‘I’m not used to being idle. It’s not like I can clean. Its a rock cave with a living floor.’ She looked baffled for a moment. ‘Bhyr? Are you listening to me?’

      Mind elsewhere, he nodded, gaze locking onto her back. ‘Rest while I am gone, Indira. You have been through much these last rotations. You may not feel pain, but your body is adjusting to the alterations from the healing pod.’

      Arms flying out, she spun, then wobbled as her foot slipped off a loose stone.

      The sheer drop beside her seemed far more dangerous than it had moments before.

      ‘You expect me to sleep all day?’ she demanded.

      Chuffing, his racing heart slowed. He scooped her into his arms. She squealed. ‘Yes.’ He nuzzled her neck. ‘All day.’

      Back in the nest, Bhyr ensured she had enough food to last a rotation without him. He brushed his mouth against hers. Even when not rutting, it was as arousing yet comforting as he remembered.

      ‘I will return.’

      She dropped back onto the mattress, hair rumpled, skin soft and sweet smelling, a little grimy from their trek.

      She trailed her fingers across his jaw. ‘Okay.’

      Outside, Bhyr mounted his goodbeast and rode to the meeting point. Last sun sank below the horizon as he tethered the sweating steed to the post amidst a hundred others.

      The goodbeast dropped its snout into the stream to lap thirstily. Its peaty musk dispelled the last of Indira’s scent in his nose.

      Crooning praise, Bhyr loosened the saddle straps around its heaving belly then gave it a lavish rub in thanks for bearing his weight.

      Chirring insects and nocturnal birds harmonised as the moon rose large and pale in the indigo sky.

      A warrior rode from the darkness and dismounted.

      Ohx dipped his chin in respect. ‘First. Good Greetings.’

      He set about caring for his own animal with efficient grace that tipped into outright fondness as he fretted and muttered at the furred beast.

      Pulling his hunting spear free from from its saddle loop, Bhyr leaned against his mount. A radical idea bloomed. ‘Ohx.’ He waited for the male to finish and approach.

      ‘Clear skies, little wind, fresh snowfall.’ He rumbled. ‘A good night for a Hunt.’

      ‘Agreed.’ Turning to stroll from the stables, Bhyr thought of how to phrase his request without inciting alarm. ‘My breeder is a curious creature.’

      The male’s broad face brightened so dramatically, Bhyr slowed his stride.

      ‘So is my Ashleigh. She has many questions. Mostly philosophical, but more recently her interests run to practical considerations.’ His gaze grew distant. ‘How does this work, who built it, why build it.’ Ohx grinned. Joy looked odd on his brutish face. ‘I like it. Better than the silence I endured before I found her.’ Realising how his words might be construed, his face settled into sombre lines. ‘I beg forgiveness, First. You have no interest in my female.’

      Shaking his head, Bhyr clapped his shoulder and walked on. ‘Your contentment gladdens me. May your son be strong.’ Realising too late the blessing would not be welcome due to its morbid connotations, Bhyr stiffened, thinking of how to address it.

      Ohx nodded as if by rote, expression closing. ‘You spoke of your breeder.’

      ‘You collated our knowledge of human female physiology?’ They had gathered much and stolen the rest.

      ‘I followed your directive.’

      Bhyr ignored the defensive tone. ‘Are the holosphere implants compatible with their neural network?’

      A hitch disturbed the male’s gait. He spoke with quiet hesitation. ‘With a slight modification, I see no reason why  it would not. Humans are much like us in many ways.’

      ‘Adjust one for my breeder.’ He frowned. ‘For my Indira.’ If Ohx shared the name of his breeder, so could he.

      ‘Knowledge is power. Is this wise? Considering what the reaction of the elder warriors will be?’ Ohx flinched at the sharp look Bhyr flicked him. ‘As you will it. It will be done.’

      ‘After the Hunt.’

      ‘I will gather what I need and seek you in your nest.’

      ‘Good.’ Indira would be able to learn Vøtkyrnai and explore the galaxy at large by accessing the intergalactic information frequencies.

      ‘May I offer this gift to my breeder?’

      ‘Yes. Administer the implant to any who ask.’

      ‘Generous.’ Ohx dared a look in his leader’s direction, expression turning thoughtful.

      ‘Breeders deserve care,’ Bhyr said as explanation.

      For the first time, it tasted foul on his tongue.

      They reached the forest borders. The taste in his mouth dissolved as the scent of fresh sap and clean dirt swirled into his nose. Fog rolled along the ground, hip-high, its tendrils creeping between the trunks until it faded and a dense tree canopy spread beyond sight.

      Ohx peeled off to greet Bihter and another young male called Kov Drayg, who stood apart from the gathering.

      Bhyr scanned the crowd.

      Some five hundred had come. A better turnout than expected at short notice, and he spotted all but a few of his chiefs. Good. The topics broached during the council would be disseminated swiftly through the Horde.

      Apart from Ohx and one other, Bhyr stood a head taller than the males of his Horde.

      He lifted his spear and a roar of approval met it.

      The Hunt began.
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      Breathing hard, Bhyr stalked the feathered spurbeast across the tundra. Its two-toed hooves left divots in the ground, and its sweaty odour further marked its trail. A spine-chilling caterwaul rose above the snowcapped treetops as it announced his presence to its fleeing herd, Horde males giving chase.

      Clicking to signal the warriors closest to his position, Bhyr broke cover and plunged into the shaded hinterland.

      Ice became black soil carpeted in purple moss. It muffled his quickened pace.

      Air crisp with the scent of evergreen leaves rushed cold into his lungs as he urged his body to run faster. He skidded around a giant tree, then used his free arm to hurdle a fallen trunk. The tree boughs were thick enough to obscure all but the faintest shaft of moonlight.

      What should have appeared an impenetrable tangle seemed a delicate embrace, as if the forest had closed its arms around the night.

      With a twitch of feathers, the spurbeast vanished, its camouflage hiding it amongst the plentiful foliage.

      Bhyr slammed to a halt and sent up a silent curse. He crouched. Listened. Scurrying below. Frightened chirrups high above. Leaves rustling. Flat thuds approaching from the rear. Mouth downturned, Bhyr glanced behind and caught a glimpse of Bihter and Ohx closing the distance. They slowed. Bhyr gestured to Ohx to send the rest of the hunting party further abroad. The prey he stalked wasn’t worth diverting the rest from the main herd. Bihter slinked to his side, head cocking.

      Bhyr jerked his chin to the last place he saw the spurbeast then flared his nostrils.

      The creature tricked their eyes, but it couldn’t disguise the pungent musk its glands released during the mating season. It was off to the right amid a chaotic twist of vines.

      Bihter’s joints turned liquid. He flowed over the ground, cutting off egress.

      Bhyr crept forward.

      Vzzt. What is…?

      Blurred movement in his peripheral vision sharpened.

      Ohx slipped into formation, blocking another path through the trees.

      Smaller creatures fell silent as their predatory intention smothered the area.

      Bhyr barked a rough noise that startled the spurbeast into a bleating, flapping run.

      Teeth bared in snarls, Bihter and Ohx hemmed the creature.

      Slowing his breath to steady his aim, Bhyr tracked its erratic hop. It darted for the sole free path. Bhyr hurled his short-hafted spear. It cleared the trees and sliced through the air in a moon-limned arc.

      It pinned the spurbeast through its rotund middle.

      Ohx strode forward and grabbed its gangly neck, breaking bone, ending its suffering. He looked it over then nodded. ‘Good kill.’

      Bhyr grunted, yanking his spear free. He scooped snow from a tree branch and scrubbed the blade of blood.

      Unsheathing a long knife, its handle worn smooth, Bihter skinned the creature. He parcelled out the sweetbreads and choice cuts onto waxed sheets of hide, folding them tightly to avoid seepage.

      ‘Feathers?’ he asked. ‘There is enough for a pillow.’

      Bhyr waved him off.

      Ohx finished gulping from his waterskin and belched. ‘I need the skull horn.’

      They rejoined the main party. Many warriors were flush with success, laden with meat, bone, gut and pelts. Bhyr clapped shoulders and exclaimed over fat kills.

      There would be new goods for trade within a cycle.

      ‘First.’ Sah Rahm secured his haul then sauntered over. ‘Styng and I brought down a raptorbeast migrating to its nesting grounds.’ He preened.

      ‘Impressive,’ Bhyr said.

      The birds were scarce inland. His boast was earned.

      ‘Styng told me of your visit to Vayhalun before I replaced that doddering idiot Ogan.’

      Bhyr flexed his claws.

      Erd Ogan had been brutish, set in his ways, but he’d been unfailingly loyal. Devoted. Not like this Second, who sought to take the place of First.

      ‘I am concerned.’ Rahm’s voice rose. ‘We have yet to respond to the insult the Great Alpha and Zython’s Avatar paid the Horde on that backwater rock they call Earth.’

      Discussions quieted, and gazes were drawn. Clumps of warriors shifted closer, awaiting his response.

      Rahm straightened, mouth stretched with a nasty smile, lapping at the attention.

      Bhyr kept his expression cool. ‘Insult?’

      ‘They threatened to unite with humans against us.’

      ‘Earth is not a conquered Horde domain. ThunderClaw and Venomous did nothing but what they openly warned.’

      ‘So nothing.’ Rahm straightened. ‘We answer their insult with nothing.’

      Bhyr suffered whiplash from how fast the “concern” switched to criticism.

      ‘I am not insulted.’ Done with the topic, Bhyr moved his gaze on. ‘Before I declare this Hunt done, I would speak with you of humans. Our humans.’ The warriors’ attention abandoned Rahm to focus on him. ‘Our Laws have served us for generations. But I believe it is time for me to change them.’

      A sea of blank faces peered back at him.

      Gaze roaming, he caught sight of Bihter, who stood with his arms crossed, hope creeping over his features.

      It was enough to bolster his courage.

      ‘An argument was made that the Horde should consider taking life mates. I rejected the notion in favour of treating the human females as we treat Aztekan females.’ He paused. ‘This decision must be revised. Human females are different to our species and should be treated as such.’

      ‘What are you saying?’ Rahm’s expression formed belligerent lines.

      ‘I consider repealing all laws that prohibit a male from taking a female breeder as a permanent life mate.’

      The Horde froze.

      Bhyr pushed through the blockage in his throat. ‘It would apply to human females, and only to males who agree to treat them as they wish to be treated. I also consider allowing the generations who have failed to breed in the past to court a life mate. In the meantime, I expect each male who has a human breeder to treat her with respect and kindness. A warning. Should I discover my advice ignored, the offender will face a Challenge from me.’ That had them gaping in shock. He nodded. ‘In closing, I will no longer enforce the Law of Keeping nor the Law of Testing. These are two of the main laws I hope to abolish along with the Law of Sacrifice.’ His chest expanded, lighter in spirit. ‘Think on it. I welcome all council. This Hunt is done.’

      With those words, the Horde dispersed into smaller groupings to discuss the proposed amendments to Law.

      As Bhyr headed over to Ohx to remind the male to deliver Indira’s holosphere, he overheard Rahm, Wyrm and Styng in heated conversation.

      ‘–the preference he shows an unranked male is wrong. As First, he is to be impartial.’

      ‘You do not think he is?’ Erd Styng, a grizzled warrior who had lost an eye during the extermination of Od, asked.

      ‘Look at what happened here.’ Rahm spoke in dark tones. ‘Who do you think put these things in his mind?’

      ‘It should not matter what one idiot male says.’ Wyrm cut a hand through the air. ‘He is supposed to put the Horde first. He is mad to consider letting the females run wild. My own breeder was crazed. Look at what it did.’

      Resentment rising to choke him, Bhyr stared, restraining himself from tearing the males to pieces.

      I invaded one world and destroyed another.

      He committed acts that would never wash clean, and the males dared insinuate Bhyr failed to put his people first?

      Wyrm sensed his scrutiny and lifted his head to look about. He jolted when their gazes met, expression taking on a surliness too bold for Bhyr to ignore. He joined the group. He stared at Wyrm, unblinking. He stared until it seemed his eyes were empty voids that would raze life to ash and devour a world. He stared until every male present averted his gaze, broken, fearing he’d look upon them next. ‘I hear you airing a grievance. You have gained my attention.’ His tone made it clear it was not a good thing.

      ‘My breeder is dead. I need another.’ Gathering himself, Wrym surveyed the crowd. ‘Hel Bihter has two. You gave Rahm’s human breeder to him.’ He threw his shoulders back. ‘That could be changed for the betterment of one such as me.’

      Bhyr’s jaw clenched. ‘Rahm’s breeder died along with his spawn. He did not have permission to keep a human and she was confiscated.’

      ‘My breeder was defective. I deserve another.’

      ‘What of the males who lost their breeder during the Testing? They deserve another attempt to gain a fertile female, and they do not mewl at my back.’ Bhyr thought of the horror he’d witnessed in Wyrm’s nest.

      The little human sawed her own neck to escape this male.

      ‘Unlike one who lost his breeder due to neglect,’ Bhyr finished, wintry.

      Wyrm’s skull paled, nose slits sucking tight. ‘There are billions of human females a moontide away. Unguarded. Ours for the taking. You say Earth is not a conquered Horde domain? It should be. If you were a stronger First, it would already be done.’

      Sharp intakes of breath erupted from the gathering.

      Bhyr advanced until they stood nose to chin. ‘It is easy to insult me when eyes are on you. Is it worth it? Will those you look to impress help as I tear the innards from your body?’

      Glancing at Rahm and Styng, the male bared his teeth. ‘You have no right to–’

      Bhyr feinted.

      Wyrm leapt back and covered his middle, eyes wild as he looked for a spray of blood that never was. The male bristled at his own cowardice, gaze flying about as lower ranked males glimpsed his fear and circled him like prey.

      Chin lifting, Bhyr asked, ‘Are you done? Or must I make a further example of you?’

      ‘You are wrong to deny me.’ Spittle flew from Wyrm’s mouth. He edged forward. ‘That female should be mine.’

      By the Gods’ Burning Blood, the male still beat his chest. ‘The answer is no. Accept it. You were given a fair chance the same as every male here. You are not special.’

      Rahm snorted. ‘Yes, we know only certain males are your favourites.’

      Bhyr eyed him. ‘I make no apology for acknowledging the value of those who set themselves higher through hard work and discipline. Nor will I fail to humble the ones who tarnish our honour with infighting and malingering.’

      ‘Males who set themselves higher?’ Styng snorted. ‘You mean Hel Bihter? Who disobeyed and left Vøtkyr putting us all at risk? No? You must mean Kov Ohx, who speaks to his breeder as if it is equal. Or Kov Drayg, who fawns over his breeder and refuses to leash it, endangering us all. Are these the males you speak of?’

      Bhyr was silent.

      The gathering was silent.

      ‘What I do in the privacy of my nest is my business alone.’ Anger washed from Ohx in a choking wave. ‘When I discover the craven beast slit who betrayed my trust, I will break his skull.’ The last was said with a trace of his Gift and the ground quaked.

      Drayg chose to remain quiet, eyes boring into those who dared meet his gaze.

      ‘I was punished for my actions.’ Bihter stood very still, too still. ‘As well you know, Wyrm. I was stripped of rank before the entire Horde.’ His tone turned bitter. ‘It is a shame you were not punished for your wrongdoing.’

      ‘Wrongdoing,’ Wyrm asked, sneering.

      ‘For breaking the Law of Care. Breeders deserve care. Many of us witnessed your performance in the Gathering Grotto. It damaged the breeder beyond saving. The rumour is that it was not the first time. You drove her to her death.’

      ‘It was insane.’

      ‘You are unfit.’ Bihter drew himself up. ‘I call Challenge.’

      ‘I will not fight a slit tamed weakling such as you.’

      ‘You fear me.’

      ‘Shut your mewling throat!’ Wyrm’s eyes grew dark around their edges. ‘Fear you? Does a hunter fear a crawling thing? Why should I bother? You have nothing I want.’

      ‘Not even the female?’

      Wyrm stilled. He looked at Bhyr. ‘Does the First agree? I claim the victory, and the female is mine?’

      Bhyr allowed a moment of worry to trouble his mind, then huffed. ‘I agree.’

      Bihter will not lose.

      If Wyrm possessed less greed and more foresight, he’d remember Bihter had been Third on ascension to Second.

      A circle was cleared, while the males stripped naked.

      As soon as they stepped within the ring, Bihter dropped the cloak he hid beneath. A feral creature unleashed from where he kept it caged within, and he leapt forward with a roar that sliced through the gathering like a blade. Then Bihter sank into a silent focus, and with a savage swipe, tore into Wyrm’s flank.

      The male stumbled, the lurid splash of his blood and a flap of severed flesh steaming on the snow. He paled, agog, and then yowled as Bihter returned for another blow, too slow or too shocked to stop the strike to his knee, knocking him off balance.

      From there, the fight was short. Brutal. As Bihter raised his fist to land the killing blow, he stilled. ‘Death is easy. Live with your failure.’ He looked at Bhyr, gaze flat and cold. ‘This hunter demands this crawling thing be exiled.’

      Bhyr met his Second’s stare. He hoped to see the support he was owed, but instead, resentment shone from Rahm’s eyes. Very well. What happened next would remind the male actions had consequences. There were other males who might take his place.

      Bhyr’s lip curled. ‘I accept his exile.’

      Wyrm lay sprawled, covered in dirt and blood. His expression lit with shame as he began to fully comprehend his ignoble fate. His wounds would heal, and he would wander the solars of his life shunned, in infamy.

      Bhyr felt no pity. ‘You have until first sunrise to collect your possessions and leave Last Mountain.’

      Wyrm scrambled onto all fours. ‘No!’

      ‘A hunting party of your peers will run you down if you stay.’ Bhyr paused. ‘You do not want that.’

      ‘Rahm!’ Wyrm pushed onto his knees, eyes wheeling as the Horde drifted away. ‘Speak for me!’

      Turning his head aside, Rahm left, shoving Drayg aside.

      Styng hesitated, then followed after the Second.

      Raking his claws through the ice, Wyrm howled, cursed them all, but was ignored, left to his snarling fit.

      Bhyr reaffirmed his plans with Ohx, took his share of meat from his victorious warrior, and then left, no longer in the frame of mind to socialise and a moment from losing the tenuous hold on his temper. The journey home was uneventful, leaving him time to heap curses upon Arj Wyrm, Sah Rahm and their troublesome ilk. Upon sight of the entrance to his nest, his mood improved. He stabled his mount with feed then ducked inside, calling Indira’s name.

      She sat on a pile of furs next to the rock pit. Her tongue stuck out of the corner of her mouth as she threaded a needle.

      Patches of hacked up, half stitched material littered the space around her.

      ‘One second.’ She knotted the gut then set her work aside. She didn’t jump to fling her arms around him as he hoped. ‘Welcome back.’

      He squatted and pushed her hair back to see her face. ‘You are upset.’

      ‘I’ve been alone with my thoughts all night and day. My head is not a healthy place to be.’ She picked up her work and tried a stitch. She made a screaming noise when it went awry.

      He reached for it. ‘I will do it for you.’

      ‘No.’ She threw the scraps down. The gut unspooled and the needle broke into pieces. ‘Shit, fuck.’ Her head dropped back on her neck and she scowled at the ceiling. ‘I don’t need you to do it for me.’

      He straightened, stiff. ‘It is my pleasure to provide.’

      ‘Yes, but….’ She puffed. ‘This is hard for me, Bhyr. I own a house. A beautiful house I bought with money I’d earned. I have a nice car, a huge inheritance and an investment portfolio people would kill for. The ability to buy whatever I want at whim. I’m on the list for the first commercial flights to Mars, for God’s sake.’

      ‘Mars? I have not heard of this planet.’ He blinked. ‘Is it a human colony world?’

      ‘It’s the fourth planet from our sun.’

      Bhyr lifted his chin to regard her from a different angle. ‘We scanned the planets of your star cluster. There were no planets other than Earth that supported sentient life. Traces of bacteria but nothing more. Why would you wish to visit a barren lump of rock?’

      ‘It was going to be the experience of a lifetime.’

      ‘I do not understand.’ His eyes widened. ‘Do you wish for some rock? I can get you some.’

      ‘No rocks.’ She slumped. ‘Mars doesn’t matter. I had all these… things. Coming here and losing it bothers me. Maybe I should be grateful to reject the material and become one with Gaia, but I’m not. It’s hard. Being here alone brought home the fact I depend on you for everything. I have so much to learn, and even then, I don’t know if I could survive here by myself. I don’t know if I can live like this for the rest of my life.’

      His face blanked.

      She caught his expression and scrubbed a hand over her eyes. ‘Don’t look at me like that. It’s not you, it’s me.’ She chuffed. ‘I’m having a bad moment, that’s all.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘Do you? Because you can take a walk without freezing to death or being eaten. You know how to get food that isn’t delivered to your kitchen, and how to make whatever you need instead of one clicking next day delivery. I tried to make trousers, but I realised I can’t sew for shit.’ She knelt to snatch up the discarded hide and gather the broken bone shards. She balled the mess at her middle. ‘Forget it. It is what it is. How was the Hunt?’

      ‘Favourable,’ he said slowly, a little shocked at her outburst. ‘I bring you meat. A spurbeast taken in the midst of its mating season. Succulent and tender.’

      ‘But you sound unhappy.’ She frowned. ‘A problem shared is a problem halved.’

      He shifted to squat with his back to the wall. ‘That is a lie. If I tell you and you have no answers the effect of the problem is doubled.’

      ‘Just tell me what happened, Bhyr.’

      ‘Many of the Horde are displeased with my commands to treat our human breeders with a gentle hand.’ He rubbed his brow, the persistent ache between his eyes increasing.

      Indira set her ruined project aside. ‘Why?’

      ‘It is rude to question a male’s care of his property.’

      ‘I remember.’ She pushed both hands through her mane. ‘It’s the reason you gave for not helping Ella.’

      ‘I am not exempt from that unspoken rule. By advising the warriors of what they should and should not do…. No, I did not advise. I commanded them to curtail the punishment of their breeders and to treat them with kindness. By doing so, I crossed a line.’

      ‘You cross a lot of lines. Usually, it doesn’t bother you much. Why does this?’

      ‘I may set Laws but it is my personal store of honour which convinces males to follow my lead.’ He stood to pace. ‘You have law makers on your planet, yes?’

      ‘We do. I worked for one.’

      ‘Did your lawmaker tell you how to mate your one time acts? What food to eat? How to dress? What roads to take?’

      ‘No,’ she replied slowly. ‘There are laws that she upholds and brings to parliament to be voted on, but the things you describe are everyday decisions that were mine alone to make, even if they were made within the structure already built by the society I chose to live in.’

      ‘It is the same here.’

      She snorted.

      Bhyr clicked in irritation. ‘There are Laws set down countless aeons before my birth that I uphold. I declare new Laws I believe will benefit our species long after I die, such as the allowance of alien breeders to stave off extinction. I may stand before the Horde and announce a new Law or change an old Law, but that is not to say they will like it or respect it. Males protest. Some may Challenge me for my place.’

      ‘Challenge you? You mentioned this before.’ Her head cocked. ‘Would a vote be held to replace you?’

      ‘No. The First’s word is Law. There is no voting.’ He sniffed at the primitive concept. ‘Challenge is single-combat between any of the Horde, regardless of rank.’

      She straightened. ‘You’re talking about a duel?’ Her gaze shot to his, lips parting. ‘To the death?’ She paled when he nodded. ‘That’s how you decide your leaders?’

      ‘A most civilised method.’

      ‘Let’s agree to disagree.’

      He nodded solemnly at her great display of wisdom. ‘Challenge does not always end in death. There is a method of punishment called exile. If a male Challenges another and loses, it is at the victor’s discretion if the loser dies or suffers shunning.’ He sighed. ‘One such Challenge occurred during the Hunt. Bihter requested the male be exiled. I agreed.’

      ‘So what’s the problem?’

      Bhyr continued to pace.

      How to explain what should have been a straightforward Challenge felt like the beginning of something larger?

      Something dangerous.

      ‘I dislike treating the males of my Horde with a heavy hand, however, there must be discipline. Guidance. I also dislike the idea human females suffer needlessly under my rule.’ It left a bad taste in his mouth, an itch under his skin. ‘I went to the Hunt expecting to shock them with my requests, but the younger warriors are already giving their females more attention and care than the elder warriors deem proper.’

      She crossed her arms. ‘Not all of them.’

      ‘No. Not all. There are those who push the outer limits of what behaviour even the Law finds acceptable.’ He huffed. ‘What I find acceptable.’ He glanced at her. ‘Arj Wyrm was one those, as you know.’

      ‘Was?’ A hopeful note entered her voice.

      ‘He is the Exile I spoke of.’

      She rocked back. ‘I prefer peaceful methods, but I won’t lie and say that news doesn’t bring me satisfaction.’ She moved closer. ‘As for the others like him, can’t you talk to them individually? Convince them to treat their women better without others watching on to confuse the issue?’

      ‘I must bring the Horde to a different manner of thinking as a functional whole and not as individuals, or it won’t take. It will take considerable time.’ He shook his head, frustrated. ‘Delay might mean the death of more human females from abuse and neglect. You are dissimilar to Aztekan females, not only in physiology but in temperament, mentality and instincts. You humans will not survive if treated the same.’

      ‘I agree.’ Indira leaned forward. ‘I don’t mean to cast aspersions, Bhyr, but they’re in this situation because of you.’

      ‘I will do what I must.’

      ‘Great. I’ll help you.’

      ‘No.’ He returned to his place by the wall, sliding down until he sat. ‘I am First. I will find a way on my own.’

      Indira joined him. ‘I’m here if you need me. Just ask. I’m a good sounding board.’ Drawing her knees into her chest, she lay her head down. ‘It’s what I do. Did. Back on Earth.’

      Shaking his head, he turned his mind to more pleasurable pursuits. ‘I have a gift for you.’

      ‘I won’t say no to a present.’ She extended a palm.

      ‘A different kind of gift.’ Bhyr took her hand and nipped the side of her forefinger. ‘Kov Ohx will be here any moment to deliver it.’

      ‘Ooh. Mysterious.’ She leaned over to press her lips to his, and he felt her smile.

      Half a span later, her playful curiosity turned into hard-eyed suspicion. ‘I was promised a gift. So why is that hulk looming over me with a needle of neon liquid?’

      Ohx rumbled, amused. ‘It is not poison, female, but a plasma that will ease the assimilation of the transmitter to your neurological systems.’

      ‘What will this transmitter do to me exactly?’

      ‘It is a holosphere,’ Bhyr replied, guiding her to sit. She resisted. ‘It will assist you in learning Vøtkyrnai and you may contact your human female companions.’

      Mouth popping open, she straightened. ‘Oh. The hologram thing you use?’ Her smile made his entire world bright. ‘Thank you, Bhyr. That’s surprisingly considerate.’

      Her face fell when Ohx stepped closer. She sat and closed her eyes. As he leaned in, she tensed and leaned back.

      He chuckled.

      ‘Sorry. I can’t help myself.’ She cringed. ‘Go ahead.’

      This time she leaned so far back, the stool rocked.

      Clicking in amusement, Bhyr ducked in on her other side to bite her earlobe. ‘Stay.’

      She laughed, relaxing.

      Ohx sank the needle behind her ear. ‘Done.’ He swiped away a drop of scarlet blood. ‘I programmed the device before implantation.’ He glanced at Bhyr as he packed. ‘She has access to the intergalactic streams.’

      ‘Good.’ Bhyr shook his head as the male rushed from the nest, eager to return to his human and offer the same gift.

      ‘Something wrong?’ Indira prodded her new tender spot.

      ‘Kov Ohx was a quiet male. He kept to himself and it was rare that he spoke. Since he gained his human breeder, I have seen a lighter side to his nature. It is strange.’

      ‘Ha. From what I could tell, he thinks the same about you. He kept giving you funny looks.’

      Bhyr made a thoughtful noise.

      Ohx’s discomfort took on a new dimension.

      ‘He’s smitten,’ Indira said. ‘I don’t know her that well, and I have a feeling Ashleigh would cause a fuss before she admitted it, but she’s smitten, too. Humans call it falling in love. He seems lighter because he’s happier.’

      ‘Falling in love.’ He thought on it. ‘I dislike that.’

      ‘I’m shocked.’ Indira rolled her eyes. ‘Are you going to teach me how to use this thing?’

      ‘Yes.’ He paused. ‘I would rather grow into love with you. A thing might grow forever. Falling? There is only so far to fall before you reach a painful end.’ Bhyr glanced at his female. ‘Are you hurt? Why do your eyes leak?’

      ‘What? No. Shut up.’
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      I studied my busy holosphere, pleased I had gained speed and efficiency when practicing the glyph exercises. Learning to read Vøtkyrnai already improved my understanding of Bhyr and the Azteka legal system.

      Soon I’d be able to read the books Bhyr treated like relics. It was also a relief to have something to do other than eating, sleeping and fucking.

      Stretched out on the mossy floor, I munched on a snack. The shelled nuts were a pale orange dotted with green and bland tasting. Globs of dried fruit sweetened the mix. It was like eating a bowl of muesli that fizzed on your tongue. Bhyr said the bubbles were by-products of enzymes in my saliva reacting with the food, harmless, so I took him at his word and tried to enjoy the sensation. Seeds he’d sprinkled into the mix tasted chalky, cutting through the gingery foam, but he insisted they were crucial to my diet. As I kept resisting his feedings, he demanded I eat the food he provided to balance my nutrition. I couldn’t argue when it concerned my health, but still debated tossing the seeds down the toilet hole.

      I flicked through a series of exercises I’d done before, freshening my memory.

      The flat thud of feet echoed through the nest.

      I paused the program, listening. The noisy entrance was out of place, as Bhyr moved as silent as a ghost, but I didn’t think it was a stranger.

      Anybody entering the nest unannounced would have to be okay with having their face ripped clean off their skull. So Bhyr explained after I expressed a worry over the lack of a closable barrier between me and the monsters beyond it.

      He trudged into the room, a face full of thunder.

      ‘That’s quite the look you’ve got going.’ I bounced into my feet, reaching for him.

      He brushed past me.

      Arms dropping to my sides, I crossed them under my breasts. ‘Hello to you, too.’

      A black glare silenced me.

      He sat on his stool and stared at nothing, a sculpture chiseled by Rodin.

      Exasperated by his brooding, I shrugged. I folded my legs and sat at his feet.

      Eyeing his bent head, I considered throwing nuts at it. Hm. It would be mean, and I wasn’t in the mood to bicker.

      He’d called another Hunt to measure how far along his efforts swayed members of his Horde into accepting human liberation. It had not gone as well as he’d hoped and he’d been pissed ever since.

      I wished he’d let me help.

      I knew how to be a support system. How to make things run smooth. He ignored what I offered, and it was not only lacking in foresight but frustrating. I grew tired of pretending his blind spot over my skills didn’t matter. Tired of making myself smaller to fit into his one-dimensional view of people with vaginas.

      I leaned back on my palms and thought about things as they stood. ‘You know, I was furious at you for abducting me. Furious. I’m still mad the way you treat me. The way your warriors treat the other women. Like we’re stupid and less than you because we’re female and human.’

      His head twisted towards me.

      ‘I fought you as hard as possible when I first got here. I thought if I did, I’d get to go home. Get back my old normal. But how could I? I’m not the same. I’ve seen what’s out here now. If I went back, I wouldn’t fit. Still, I wanted to bury my grandfather.’

      My breathing hitched, my eyes watered.

      The pain was hideous.

      ‘He’s gone,’ I said when Bhyr opened his mouth to speak. Nothing he said would make it bearable. ‘I’m here and that’s not changing. Crazy as it sounds, I don’t want it to.’ I glanced at him. ‘I wasn’t okay before, but now, I’ve adjusted.’

      ‘Indira.’

      I shut my eyes. He said my name, or looked at me, and I couldn’t think. ‘I kept fantasising what my life would be like if you hadn’t forced yourself into it.’ I huffed. ‘Would I have achieved my goals? Maybe.’ I sighed. My eyes opened and focused on him. ‘There’s you now, and serious work needs doing here. Good work. Speculating about what might have been back on Earth? It’s pointless. I’ve got to let it go.’

      Feeling freer than I had even before my abduction, I considered closing the space between us to kiss him.

      My stupid heart fluttered.

      Bhyr’s role as First skewed everything about him.

      With each insight into his world and the more of his inner self he let me see, I realised he did his best for his people, and did it the way his father taught him. It didn’t make my abduction right. It didn’t absolve him of the lives taken and lost during his frantic attempt to save his Horde. But it let me understand the nature of his struggle and reevaluate my own.

      What happened to me was awful.

      There were worse fates.

      Time passed, and the intensity of my captivity faded. I bemoaned the circumstances which led me to him, but rose above the anger. The future would be whatever I made it.

      ‘Do you know what?’ I asked, keeping my voice light.

      He left his gloomy perch and hunkered between my legs.

      With a glance at my expression, he grabbed my thighs to deliver his rough, artless caresses. ‘I do not know what.’ His voice was quiet, defeated, even.

      I clamped my knees around his hips. ‘I want to be here with you.’

      His focus on his kneading palms switched to my face.

      ‘There’s a syndrome out there with my name on it, but I don’t care. I’m in this. All the way. Whatever you do, I’ll back you. Wherever you are is where I want to be.’ I hesitated when he stared, shocked. ‘Okay?’

      ‘You will stay with me? You want to stay with me?’

      ‘That’s what I’m saying.’

      ‘Here? Willingly?’

      I laughed. ‘Where else? And yes.’

      He looked so suspicious.

      My mouth twisted to hide a smile. ‘I’m not trying to trick you, Bhyr.’

      ‘You will stay here with me as my mate,’ he checked.

      ‘I trust my instincts. They’re telling me you’re mine.’

      Bhyr moved with caution, as if I’d bolt if he went too fast. He cupped my chin, thumb claw pressing into my bottom lip. The thin skin dimpled. ‘You forgive me for what I did? For taking you as my breeder?’

      I leaned forward to press my temple to the hollow of his throat. I couldn’t hear his heart past his exoskeleton, but pulses of heat warmed my skin.

      I felt safe when I was with him.

      When did that happen?

      ‘I forgive you, Bhyr.’ Pulling back, I smiled. ‘Not to be high and mighty about it, but when a person doesn’t deserve forgiveness is when they need it most. Babi taught me that. I’m strong enough to forgive you. I have to be for my sake. If I’m not, then what’s the point in anything that’s happened to me? Us?’

      He blinked, eyes huge.

      ‘You know what else?’ I carried on matter-of-fact. ‘You’re in this with me, too.’

      He unstuck, releasing a breath. ‘You think so?’

      ‘Mmhm. You like me.’

      Click-purring deep in his throat, he tickled the soft spots behind my knees, then leaned forward to feather his lips over my naked throat.

      Breathless, I squirmed.

      His voice was a low growl. ‘I do enjoy looking at you.’

      I flicked my hair over my shoulder, arching my back and striking a pose. I gave him my best side. ‘Don’t I look good?’

      Plenty of fresh air, food never exposed to pesticides or preservatives, water unsullied by sentient hands, and countless hours of gentle sun had smoothed my brown skin to airbrushed perfection.

      My hair shone with vitality and my flesh glowed with optimal health.

      I was the best version of me he’d ever get.

      His laughter rumbled through me. ‘Yes, and I?’ He straightened. His chin lifted, eyes lit with amusement, but tight around the corners.

      Lying back, I dragged my gaze over his body.

      A familiar throb between my thighs had me rolling my hips. ‘Hm.’ My palms wandered down my stomach, daring him to mimic the sensual touch. ‘I don’t know.’ I tapped a finger over my bellybutton to watch him eye it in faint disgust then crooked that finger at him. ‘Come closer, so I can see better.’

      Confidence gone, his mouth twisted, gaze wary.

      Even seven foot warrior aliens had anxiety.

      I abandoned my original plan. ‘Come here.’ I slipped a hand around his nape as I curled up. I kissed him full on the mouth then stroked my tongue across it.

      He jerked, squeezing my legs until I wiggled them to remind him I needed those bones unbroken to walk.

      I grinned against his lips.

      ‘My warrior.’ I rubbed at the scars slashed along the steel-boned corset of his abdominals. ‘My strong Bhyr.’

      His chest puffed, arms flexing as they dragged me into an awkward embrace shy of rib-crushing.

      I chewed my lips to stifle laughter. ‘So into me.’

      ‘Yes.’ Unhappy thoughts slid behind his eyes. He eyed me. Pensive. ‘Forgiven?’

      ‘Forgiven.’

      ‘You would forgive all wrongs? Still like me?’

      ‘Never said I liked you.’ My insides squirmed as I realised I was way past liking. ‘As for my store of forgiveness, well, it’s finite.’ My brows punched together. ‘I don’t like the face you have on. It looks guilty.’

      He moved back, slumping.

      What now? ‘Bhyr?’

      His expression took on a faraway look.

      ‘You scare me,’ I said deciding for more unfiltered honesty. I pressed my hands to my chest. My heart pounded. ‘I think about you all the time, which is mental, because we’re together most of the time. I’m dying for you to appreciate what I offer.’ His gaze brushed against mine. It was a small thing, him looking into my eyes, but I’d worked hard for it. ‘I need you to do better. Let us be stronger together then we were apart. I need you.’ Hot in the face, mortified I’d reached a place where I’d say these things out loud, I grabbed his shoulders. ‘Whatever you’re not telling me doesn’t matter. I’ll still be here once you’ve said it.’ He’d chased me, caught me, and now he had me, the poor fool. ‘Tell me. What’s the problem with the Horde?’

      Dread tightened his features. His hands left me to ball into fists either side of my hips, shoulders heaving under the strain of his tension.

      ‘Just say it, Bhyr.’ My voice escaped a throat closed tight with fear. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I wish to tell you the story of my life bearer.’

      I blinked spastically. Deflated. ‘Your mother?’

      What did that have to do with his Horde?

      ‘I have no mother.’

      ‘All right.’ I danced through landmines. ‘Tell me about your life bearer. I’ve wondered what happened to her. You only mention your father.’ Call me curious to know what happened to all the women on Vøtkyr.

      Where the hell were they?

      The lack of females sent the Horde to Earth. Whatever happened to them must have been traumatic. Bhyr’s reaction when I’d broached the subject before had been evasive most times, incendiary others.

      ‘My father chose his breeder for her ancient lineage. He traced her blood to the Beginning.’

      ‘Beginning?’

      ‘The founding of the Horde.’

      ‘What was her name?’

      ‘Breeders do not bear names,’ he said after an uncomfortable pause.

      ‘I’m your breeder.’ My tone had a bite. ‘I have a name.’

      Our first confrontation centred on him calling me “it”. I couldn’t believe how far we’d come so soon.

      ‘You do, but you are different.’ His gaze tingled where it landed on me. ‘Special.’

      Not that special.

      He offered no apology for his past behaviour.

      My jaw clenched, then relaxed. I’d offered my forgiveness, and he’d expressed regret in his way.

      ‘It’s not special to have a name, Bhyr. Everybody has one.’ People were born then named, recognised as an individual.

      ‘Aztekan breeders do not.’

      ‘Because?’

      ‘It is Horde Law, set down by the forefathers who freed us from the females’ oppression.’

      Unease wended through me. ‘Oppression?’

      ‘I tried to fix things, Indira, but it has not worked. I caused a divide. It grows.’ He shuddered. ‘I accept your offer of help, but you must understand what we face.’ His eyes focused past me, expression grim. ‘I need to show you something.’

      ‘You want my help, you’ve got it.’ I held out my hand.

      ‘You do not question where we go.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter.’

      He ignored my hand and scooped me into his arms.

      Rather than setting off in his perfunctory manner, he tangled his fingers into the strands of my hair. ‘You are a Gift. The gods saw what was in my heart and made you for me.’

      ‘Sure.’ My heart tried to claw its way free of my chest to lie down at his feet. Startled by the intensity of my feelings, I clutched him back. ‘Well, isn’t this a nice hug for people who enjoy hugging.’

      Bhyr slid a hand down my back to squeeze my ass.

      Mollified, I said, ‘Better.’

      We travelled north by goodbeast. We passed the furthest marker of his holdings, a glyph etched onto a stone pillar, and I bit my cheek to keep from questioning our destination. I busied myself absorbing the bleakness of the planet.

      Much the same as Earth.

      There were surface differences, but stripped down to its basest denominator life across the universe came down to starlight, reactive air, flowing water and soil.

      Vøtkyr lacked the visual impact of Earth, but I liked the way the wind moved and the suns danced. The vastness of the landscape did feral things to my insides. It made me want to rip off my clothes and run shouting at the moon.

      Standing barefoot on the terra of Earth was soothing.

      On Vøtkyr there was a wildness in the planet’s core that filtered into the ground, into the water, into the air.

      Feeling it pulsing through me–stronger every day–made it obvious how the Azteka evolved into indomitable forces of nature.

      Bhyr’s restlessness grew into twitches the closer we drew to wherever he took me.

      Nurturing wasn’t my forte, but I wanted to comfort him.

      The rigidity of his back and the fixed expression on his face, however, spoke of his growing reluctance to talk.

      At first, I thought it was the perfect excuse to avoid embarrassing him and myself with my clumsy attempts, but our gazes caught and held.

      Keeping in mind it was no big deal if he rebuffed my advances, I puckered my lips with a smacking kiss. ‘Are you doing okay over there?’

      He swayed in his saddle, then straightened to glare. His mouth opened to show me his tongue, swollen and aroused to a prurient red. ‘You know what your kisses do to me!’

      I laughed in his face. ‘I’d do it again to see you fall off.’

      A furious clicking vibrating his throat, he reined us to a halt then dragged me off my saddle onto his lap. I ended up naked from the waist down, a pommel digging into my stomach. I clutched handfuls of a shaggy hide and clenched down on Bhyr’s cock as I came, gasping and shuddering. He snarled his completion into my shoulder, sexing up the nape of my neck with his tongue.

      Set back to rights on my goodbeast, I was sticky yet satisfied my comforting went better than expected.

      I was a natural at this relationship malarkey. Smug, I glanced at him then did a double take.

      He eyed me lustily and tongued the thumb of one hand. He fondled his shaft with the other. The organ thickened, weeping musky fluid he used to ease his quickening strokes.

      His eyelids lowered to half mast, but his gaze never strayed from mine.

      ‘Let me?’ I breathed.

      ‘Watch.’

      My mouth dried. ‘Please?’

      ‘No.’

      I rocked on the saddle, a hollow between my thighs. I’d been a bad influence, and he was getting his own back.

      Muscles in his neck strained as he finished himself off, spurting over his fist in a messy eruption that made me squirm.

      An exhalation of pleasure gushed from me as Bhyr groaned. He wiped himself off, nostrils flaring as he scented my arousal.

      We rode, still breathing hard from our exertions.

      ‘That was mean,’ I said.

      His teeth snapped the air in my direction. ‘I would do it again to hear you beg.’

      I put my face in my hand and laughed.
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      Blurred edges of tall mounds appeared in the distance. I blinked to clear my vision, leaning forward. ‘Is that a city?’

      Bhyr didn’t respond, back to being taciturn.

      He didn’t need to.

      Yes, a city, but a weird one.

      The structures resembled melted candle wax, the external decoration an inverted honeycomb.

      Its similarities to a hive made me shiver and wonder what the Aztekan females looked like.

      Bhyr kicked his goodbeast into a ground-eating canter that had mine groaning. We raced across the tundra, playful wind stinging my exposed cheeks.

      Rising from the landscape in twisted spikes, a sprawling metropolis erupted from the black soil. It shimmered in shades of gold and platinum.

      Open-topped walkways stretched between the structures, and thick ice barnacles encrusted the multi-levelled arches. Facets of cut rock caught delicate rays of sun and shattered them into prisms of winking light.

      Humbler buildings with different architectural leanings–less angular hexagons and more filigreed lattice–filled the gaps between the naturalistic edifices. These devolved further into ramshackle domes that crumbled into rubble as we cleared the outskirts and headed into the city heart. Its frozen, silent heart. Untouched, as if every being had dropped what they were doing in concert then dissolved. The pall of great age which hung over everything was disturbing.

      Animals scurried across pitted pathways to avoid our notice. A herd of grazing beasts with whorled horns on their snouts and turquoise feathers lumbered from our path, bleating.

      Most disturbing was the dense layer of vegetation growing over everything. It was a city forgotten in time. Fossilised. Abandoned. The Horde lived in a colony made up of underground grottos and nests.

      Designed to support tens of thousands, the infrastructure would be wasteful if not used with careful planning. But broken and vandalised as it was, it wouldn’t take many man hours or much material for them to make it habitable.

      Bhyr pulled up the goodbeasts, and we came to a stop on a market plaza.

      Giant trees grew through the foundations and horned, blue-fleshed primates peered at us through the branches.

      I gazed around, wide-eyed. ‘These trees look old. What happened here?’ When Bhyr didn’t speak, I jabbered to fill the silence. ‘Was it an epidemic? Disease? Famine? An invasion? What the hell happened, and why aren’t you saying anything?’

      ‘War.’ Bhyr studied his surroundings with forced detachment. His mouth twisted. ‘Civil war a long time coming and hard won by those who fought it.’ He extended an arm to motion around us. ‘This vespiary was one of many. My ancestors destroyed the rest. They left this place standing as a warning, a reminder to those who came after.’

      ‘What does this have to do with your mother?’

      ‘Life bearer.’

      ‘Enough, Bhyr. It’s not like you to be cryptic for the sake of it.’ I leaned over my pommel to grab his arm. ‘Talk to me.’

      ‘The females were cruel.’ He sounded stilted. ‘They delighted in causing pain. Humiliation.’

      I struggled to imagine a Horde male treated in such a manner. Everything about Bhyr and the warriors shouted of raw masculine power.

      Dominance, not submission.

      The idea the Azteka females were not the downtrodden waifs I’d imagined them as took me aback. I’d based his people on my own. Why? I couldn’t explain. Maybe a human trait to fill in the blanks and force the world to make sense.

      Inclined to believe him, I scanned his face. There were two sides to every story. Did I take his word about the females on good faith?

      Had he earned that level of trust from me?

      Too much made little sense. I went with a noncommittal, ‘But you’re so strong.’

      He laughed, an abrasive scrape of sound. ‘They are stronger. A small female doubles my strength.’

      ‘Where are they now?’

      ‘Contained.’

      I didn’t like the sound of that. I’d suffered “containment” by the Horde. ‘Where?’

      ‘Farms.’

      ‘They live on farms?’

      My mind flashed to rolling pastures and red barns with hay and mooing cows.

      Cows that didn’t eat you.

      Idyllic Earth stuff.

      ‘Doing what?’ I asked. ‘Growing crops? Tending livestock?’ That didn’t sound too bad. No, I was missing something. ‘Are you keeping them trapped there?’ My heart stuttered, then sank. ‘They’re slaves, aren’t they?’

      ‘They are breeders.’

      For a moment, my mind blanked. An ugly thought bloomed. ‘Sex slaves?’

      Before I finished uttering the words, I was shaking my head at myself. The concept was ridiculous. Unless stimulated in the right manner, sex hurt an Aztekan male. Their religion forbade them from carnal acts of pleasure, seeing them as deviant and a crime against god. Bhyr wasn’t keeping a secret harem of sex slaves.

      ‘What are you trying to tell me? Are you saying your mother is grubbing out an existence on an icy patch of dirt to atone for crap that happened before she was born?’

      ‘She is dead.’

      The flatness of his voice had me stilling. ‘I’m sorry. That must have been difficult for you as a child.’

      He turned to face me for the first time since we’d entered the city. ‘Her life ended before I knew her. I do not need your apology. Her death did not affect me.’

      My gaze swept over his hard expression. I didn’t think I’d ever seen someone so in need of a mother’s love.

      I let the comment pass unattended. ‘You said you’d tell me her story.’

      He recited a long number.

      ‘You’ve lost me. What was that?’

      ‘Her identity.’

      I blinked. Scowled. ‘That is atrocious.’ He loosed a harsh breath, and my hand flew up to push out palm first. ‘Save it. We’re not going to agree. Besides, I sense we have a bigger fight to get through, so save it.’

      Jaw muscles working, he snapped a nod. ‘My father chose her when he decided to continue his line. She was excellent stock, a rarity in these desperate times.’

      My mouth opened and closed like an idiot fish.

      Excellent stock?

      I sifted through what to say next and dredged up nothing appropriate.

      ‘I see,’ I said at last.

      I didn’t want to.

      It was an ugliness that corrupted whatever it came into contact with.

      ‘My father bred her,’ Bhyr said. ‘He kept her at his private stable built for my gestation.’ He paused. The world shrank around him. ‘Upon my birth, he put her down as is Horde tradition for breeders who bear a male during their first pregnancy.’

      As is Horde tradition for breeders who bear a male during their first pregnancy.

      The reins in my hand started to slide as the animal beneath me stirred. I adjusted my grip, my eyes dry.

      I thought back.

      ‘How long do your females live for?’

      ‘Less. They once lived longer.’

      I hadn’t blinked in a while. I thought back further.

      ‘Why? What’s the point?’

      ‘To breed a son.’

      ‘You want a child so bad you’d endure this?’

      ‘I want a son.’

      I’d known he would tell me something awful.

      Put her down.

      Just not so awful it made me want to never lay eyes on him again.

      Bhyr’s gaze flinched upon finding mine, and it hurt.

      God, how it killed.

      ‘It sounds cruel,’ he began before losing his direction of thought and falling silent.

      ‘Cruel? No, not cruel.’ Psychopathic. ‘How do you do it? How can you?’

      ‘I never have,’ he replied with caution. ‘My father taught how me. It is painless. The birth weakens them and leaves them insensate. As they drift in the aftermath on the birthing stone, we end their lives. We send their remains to a ceremonial pyre. An honouring to the supreme god and ruler of life, Destruction, and his eternal helpmeet, the goddess Creation.’

      My mind skittered. ‘I’m your breeder. I’m your breeder, and you brought me to Vøtkyr knowing you’d butcher me.’

      A choked noise punched past his lips, torn from somewhere vital.

      ‘Is that–’ My voice broke. ‘Is that what you’re trying to say to me, Bhyr?’

      He sat there, gaze riveted on my face, saying nothing.

      I stared at our surroundings. ‘This happened on Earth, you know? Religious sacrifice. Most cultures have experience with it. There were fanatics amongst my mother’s people, once upon a time. Wives would throw themselves on their husbands pyre.’ A gust of wind cut right through me. ‘As if life were so cheap.’ I trailed off staring at nothing and feeling nothing. I tried to swim through the muck, find understanding. ‘You wanted a son.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘This is it? Why you’ve been so upset the last few days? This rite is what your precious warriors don’t want to change.’

      ‘It is not a simple thing.’

      My breathing was out of control. ‘I’ll give birth to your child, and if you get a son, you’re going to… to….’ I stuttered. Exhaled. ‘Kill me.’

      He flinched. He had good reason to. ‘Indira, no. No.’

      I’d get pregnant, eventually, if not already. He’d seen to that. He’d been seeing to it every opportunity he got.

      Being the feckless idiot I was, I’d taken part in his diligence. Knowing I was no longer protected by my contraception. Knowing what he wanted, and in a subconscious corner of my mind hoping, praying, he’d spirited me across the universe to find the real thing. Something rare. That a beautiful life would grow from our origins. Our nightmare beginning, where he’d abducted me from my home, given my grandfather a fatal heart attack, and then torn down my sense of safety before brainwashing me to accept his forced seduction.

      Goddamned idiot.

      I unhooked my feet from the saddle. I used them to slingshot myself off the side of the goodbeast. It was high. I landed wrong, twisted my ankle, and fell on my face.

      Adrenaline pumping through me, I shoved through the pain and bounced onto my feet. I had no destination or direction in mind.

      It was a gibbering, animal instinct to flee.

      Bhyr came up fast behind me. ‘Indira! Stop!’

      ‘Go away.’ I jinked to the side, then scrabbled over rocks into a courtyard overgrown with vines and weeds.

      Arms clamped around me and took me down.

      Bhyr twisted to take the brunt of the fall and we skidded across the bracken on his side. Dead leaves went poof into the air, cushioning our landing. Long legs hooked my ankles and locked me in place. His temple pressed against my cold cheek, and his gruff clicking took on a crooning cadence.

      I made a guttural noise of fury and bucked in his hold.

      He clasped me tighter. ‘There is nowhere to go.’

      My fingernails clawed furrows into blue flesh.

      Had I been less blinded by rage, had he been less focused on me, we’d have realised that was wrong.

      ‘Listen to me.’ He wound himself tighter around me. ‘I want you. More than anything.’

      Wrenching forward, horrorstruck that against evidence to the contrary, he’d fooled me into thinking I was safe, I screamed. The sound was loud and shrill; it frightened me into a brief silence.

      ‘Let me say this, Indira.’

      Battered by the hurricane inside, I thrashed. ‘Let me go.’

      ‘I am keeping you.’

      ‘No,’ I shouted.

      I shook apart inside and shattered to splinters.

      Everything hurt.

      ‘This goes against the beliefs taught to me by my father. Beliefs taught to him by his father all the way back to the First Avatar of Destruction. He who freed the Horde from the females’ hold.’

      ‘Whatever those people did back then doesn’t give you the right to use me then discard me now.’ I gulped air between sobs. ‘You have no right to take my life. The only one I’ve got.’ I slapped him. ‘Let go of me.’

      ‘I tried,’ he said simply.

      ‘Let me go. Oh, God.’ I curled as far forward as his hold allowed to grind my face into my palms. ‘How could you ever think about doing that to me?’ My battered heart squeezed. Fool. Fool. Fool. ‘This whole time. I thought we were connecting and building a future together, but you? You were sharpening the goddamn knife to–’ I jerked to escape his stifling clutch. ‘Let go.’

      ‘You will not hear me in this state.’ A large palm grabbed my crotch. It rubbed and squeezed. ‘I will calm you.’

      The switch from heartbroken and mad to aroused dizzied me. ‘No.’ My gut cramped. ‘No.’

      ‘Yes,’ he rumbled into the crook of my neck, inhaling.

      The sound arrowed to my sex. I peeled his hand off my pussy. ‘This is all wrong. We’re just… wrong.’

      ‘Let me.’ He shoved my leathers down to expose my ass, sweeping a calloused palm over it, rough yet reverent.

      ‘N… ugh.’ My protest stalled as a thick finger drilled into my sopping cunt.

      ‘Yes,’ he purred.

      ‘Fine, yes.’ I rode his hand, the pleasure sharp. ‘Hurry.’

      His fingers brushed against the small of my back as he fumbled to free his stiffening cock. Moaning, I dropped my head to my arm and lifted my hips. His turgid length pushed inside me, a fluid thrust.

      My eyes squeezed shut.

      I was weak. Needy. I hated almost as much as I loved that he made me that way.

      I pushed aside pained thoughts crowding my mind in favour of blissful sensation.

      Pinned, I had no choice but to take each thrust as he gave it. It was greedy. Masturbatory. I wanted to feel better, and I hurt no one but myself. I wedged open my legs a smidgen wider, and he settled lower and thrust deeper. His hand burrowed under my soft belly, and a thick finger strummed the stiffened bud of nerves throbbing between my legs with quick and hard flicks. His body stretched over my back was like a weighted blanket, and the frantic, maddening itch beneath my skin eased. Eyes scrunched shut, I climaxed. Gasped and quaked through the liquid bursts he pumped inside me through growled curses.

      Bhyr laved the side of my neck as his cock plunged my pussy faster, racing to his final thick gush, taking his fill as my orgasm plateaued.

      I drifted in an infinite peace his cruelty couldn’t reach.

      Bhyr spurted for a final time, hot and thick, groin against my ass, refusing separation as his shaft softened.

      He pressed himself onto my back as if I’d try to leave.

      I couldn’t breathe let alone fix myself to move. The disgust at my own behaviour made my eyes water. I bashed my head on the ground. Something was seriously broken inside me. Screws were loose or a fuse had shorted, because I was in pain, yet still felt turned on.

      ‘Stop.’ Bhyr put his head between my head and the ground. ‘I have no intention of hurting you,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘Trust me.’

      I made a strangled noise, satiation giving way under the push of my returning anger, the crush of betrayal.

      He jostled me. ‘Listen! I meant what I said when I saved you from the tuskbeast. I am keeping you. Not for a birthing season. Forever. I do not know how to do it without causing war within the Horde. We are fighting, Indira. Dividing. The danger is very real. How do I bring about change while keeping you safe? The other males fear for their females as well. They have stopped taking them to the Gathering Grotto because the elder warriors have taken to harassing any couple they feel deviate from what is acceptable. Do you know how wrong that is? But I cannot speak against anything but violence. They follow where I lead, and I broke the unspoken rule. To turn back and say I was wrong for interfering would place me in a position of weakness, and I cannot afford to be beaten when I have your safety to consider.’ He spewed everything I’d waited for him to confide in a torrent. His arms quivered as they clasped me, his breath a pant against my neck. ‘Indira, you said…’ He fumbled for my hands, which I’d curled into my middle. ‘They are my brothers. They are my responsibility. To abandon them would be wrong but to allow them to continue as they are is also wrong. You promised to help me. Show me what I fail to see.’

      I wrenched my hand away. ‘Help yourself.’ My voice was bitter cold and stony hate.

      The words crackled between us. They gained a solid mass and sank beneath his skin, branding themselves on his soul. His reaction made me want to tear at my hair and scream bloody murder.

      What did he expect?

      Bhyr’s arms slackened, body shifting away to leave cold air in its wake.

      My anger was a powder keg about to blow. My target was Bhyr and his filthy secret. The males who’d brought about an insane culture that led them to the precipice of extinction. The females who’d shown a stupendous lack of foresight, not to mention decency, culminating in their males devolving into genocidal lunatics who needed help they did not deserve.

      Anger, anger, anger.

      It wouldn’t sustain me, and a piece of me died as I realised it had no effect on how I felt about Bhyr. He’d been wrong to continue the Horde’s traditions, but right to end them. He’d known how I would react; that I might never forgive him and no longer want to stay.

      He’d confessed regardless.

      My hand whipped over my shoulder to grab his forearm. I turned to face him and edged closer to his bulk, gaze fixed on the tense muscles cording his scarred throat.

      I brought my eyes to his.

      The white orbs were wary, but hope shone from their shadows. He trusted me not to let him down. It was written over his face.

      ‘I chose you.’ It was as much a reminder to him as it was to myself. ‘The good and the bad. Of course, I’ll help.’

      The defeated edge to his demeanour lifted. His eyes took on a brilliance that made my throat close. ‘My thanks.’

      His mouth dived for mine.

      Planting a spread-fingered palm in his face, I reared back. ‘Yeah, it’s not going to be that easy. I’m not going to forget you’ve been planning to sacrifice me, Bhyr.’ I shook my head. ‘You have to communicate. Stop keeping secrets. No more talking down to me, or belittling my contributions. My species may not be as advanced technologically, but it doesn’t mean I have nothing of value to offer. I’ll catch up, and you won’t have to explain so much, but a little patience would not only be appreciated, but be a decent thing to do.’ My mouth puckered, expression all shrivelled pickle. ‘All things considered.’

      ‘I hear you, my Indira.’

      ‘Arre.’ Cautious respect eased the burn of his betrayal.

      That was whole load of commands I threw at him.

      He didn’t even blink.

      The fact my womb was a pool of liquid magma at his growled, “My Indira,” even after we’d fucked was neither here nor there. He could never know how tight he had me bound.

      But he tweaked on something I put off.

      Bhyr moved fast, rolling onto his back and bringing me over to straddle his stomach. He curled his abs, lips brushing mine. ‘Forgiven?’

      ‘Oh, no.’ I flicked him between the eyes. ‘You’re going to have to work like a dog for this one.’
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      ‘I need to see it,’ I said.

      Arms folded, Bhyr glowered. ‘How will it help?’

      ‘Do you make decisions without obtaining as much information as possible?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘There you go.’ I turned to the goodbeast and scrambled onto its back without help. ‘I need to see the farms because I need more information.’ I hooked my feet behind the saddle pegs, bringing my knees higher. It was a more active position than leaving my legs dangling, but it gave me greater control over the ton of beast beneath me. ‘I need to grasp the bigger picture, so I can advise you properly.’

      ‘It is a further three span journey from here.’

      I opened my arms and scowled. ‘I’ve got nowhere to be and nothing but time.’

      ‘Pushy female.’

      I smiled with teeth. ‘Move yourself.’

      We did the journey at a steady trot, the weather clear and fine, so made good time, arriving at a cluster of buildings. They were innocuous enough, the triangular structures obsidian shards against the greenish sky. It was quiet.

      I dismounted and looked around. Bhyr stayed atop his goodbeast, glowering, then sighed and joined me with a pained expression.

      ‘Give me the grand tour.’ I spun to walk backwards. My boots scrunched on the snow. ‘Come on. We’re here now.’

      Bhyr took me inside the closest building. ‘The three buildings are shared by four males. One on the day shift, and one on the evening shift.’

      ‘And the other two?’

      ‘They act as relief and carry out field work, but all four are caretakers, maintaining the containment shield and administering breeder care.’

      'Do they live here?’

      He nodded as he guided me along the bright, sterile corridors. ‘This building monitors the area. The one beyond this is a grooming facility. The last is a living space where they sleep and eat.’

      We entered a room through a code protected hatch.

      A male with sagging jowls and an exoskeleton so thin it was transparent, sat hunched over a control panel in front of a holographic screen.

      Bhyr rapped his knuckles on the metal side of the console. ‘Give us the room, elder.’

      ‘Yes, yes, young one.’ The male groaned as he stood. ‘These bones of mine.’

      ‘Do you need healing?’ Bhyr looked him over and extended a bracing arm.

      ‘There is no cure for old and tired. Warm neknek will set me to rights.’ He patted Bhyr’s shoulder but ignored the offer of assistance. ‘May your son be strong, First. Find me before you leave, so I may resume my post.’

      Head dipping, I stepped aside to give him room. He was the first old Aztekan I’d seen.

      Patches of whitish, dead skin flaked from his skull ridges. He wore a furry wrap around his middle and over his shoulder to ward off the cold. He studied me through eyes that were charcoal around the edges and snuffled as the door closed behind him.

      ‘Is it safe to leave them out here alone?’ I asked.

      ‘They are the last of their generations. The others have either passed, or are scattered across my domain seeing to other fundamental tasks.’ He looked at me. ‘They report to me once a cycle, but otherwise are happy to keep to themselves. The work here is important but less demanding than Horde duties. It is an effective retirement system.’

      ‘Your father?’ I asked. ‘Did he do anything like this?’

      ‘He was too proud. He considered it an insult.’ Bhyr stared broodily into the middle distance. ‘For him, it was First or nothing.’

      ‘And you?’

      ‘I am not like him. I hope to oversee the planetary defences when I am no longer strong enough to lead.’

      ‘Sounds like a plan.’ I trailed my hand along the wall, eyes on the hologram at the other end of the room, a map covered in hundreds of slow moving dots.

      My hand drifted towards it. I stopped. ‘Are those…?’

      ‘Females. Yes.’ Bhyr stood behind me. He touched my hair, a featherlight stroke. ‘They wear collars with tracking devices fitted.’

      ‘Collars. Not Keepings?’

      ‘Those are used after the Testing.’

      There had been no fence or wall surrounding the farm. ‘Why don’t they escape?’

      ‘There is a perimeter marked by pillars they cannot pass without permission.’ He pointed to faint lines dissecting the topographical map. ‘These delineate territory. The larger, stronger females claim more.’

      ‘What happens if they go past the boundary line?’

      Bhyr became very still.

      I turned my head. ‘Bhyr? What happens to them?’

      ‘The collars are designed to dissuade them from leaving. A female has not attempted escape in aeons.’

      ‘That’s not an answer.’

      He looked at me steadily. ‘Have you seen enough?’

      ‘No. You told me what three of the buildings were for, but I counted four.’ I crossed my arms. ‘What’s in the fourth?’

      ‘Must we do this?’

      My brows rose. ‘Do what?’

      He gave a desperate laugh. ‘Bring to light every sordid, regrettable thing I have ever done or allowed to be done.’

      I looked at the hologram and thought of the people represented by the glowing dots. ‘We can leave now.’ His shoulders relaxed. ‘But if we do, I won’t stop wondering what you’re hiding. It will fester. It will undermine my trust in you, and I want to build something lasting between us. I am trying. So meet me halfway. Be honest. Be the brave male who told me the worst of himself because he wanted me to know what he risked for me.’

      His hands fisted and unclenched until he sighed. ‘I will show you.’ He took me to the furthermost building, much larger than the previous three, and fortified with layers of security.

      I stepped past him into a rectangular room, its walls clear like glass, then stopped dead. ‘What am I looking at?’

      ‘They are called L’Odo from the planet Od.’

      The aliens were… ugly. Misshapen and crocodilian with elongated snouts and scales that ranged from sallow yellow to boggy green. Thick tails wagged behind stubby legs and pot bellies wobbled under deflated breasts. They were squat and wide, four maybe five feet tall, and when one turned to stare blindly in my direction, I took a quick heel to toe step at the squalling bundle in its arms. ‘Women and children?’

      ‘Yes.’ Bhyr studied the readouts on the machine. ‘The young are in good health. Growing well.’

      ‘What the fuck am I looking at?’ I spun to him. ‘Is this… was this what you did before you found humans? Are the babies yours? The Hordes’?’

      His head jerked as if I’d smacked him. ‘No. The offspring are pure L’Odo. The Horde has not bred with them.’ Distaste swept across his features. ‘We caretake. Once I am satisfied Od’s surface is stable, I will send them home. The planet will then become a protectorate within the Aztekan Empire. The Intergalactic Alliance cannot stop me. Od lost their registered status during the conflict with the Rä over Lumen of the Stars and Zython’s Avatar.’

      There was a lot there I needed to unpack. ‘Explain.’ He did. I digested the story and had to prop myself against the wall for support. ‘You bought her. You threatened her newborn? You destroyed Od and massacred the males.’ My knees wobbled. I sank onto my haunches, thrusting my fingers into my hair. ‘Bhyr.’ I flung out an arm to indicate the universe at large. ‘These people are not just going to let this shit go.’

      ‘I am aware.’

      ‘They could be planning to come here as we speak.’

      ‘Beowyn would not–’

      ‘King ThunderClaw will do what he has to to keep his people safe from you!’

      He flinched.

      ‘What were you thinking? Were you even thinking?’ I bashed my head against my palms. Right. Damage control. I exhaled and looked up. ‘We can salvage this. Od was vulnerable before you invaded. The L’Odo Chieftain made bad decision after bad decision. There’s a precedent for that kind of hostile takeover, even if you went overboard.’ I licked my lips. ’Do you think sheltering the younger generation will mitigate what you did to their fathers? Will it be enough to keep them from coming back here when they reach adulthood?’

      ‘It will have to be.’

      I turned to look over the aliens. They’d lost a great deal, but not everything. They could rebuild. It might never be the same, and it wouldn’t surprise me if the displaced females held a staggering amount of resentment towards the Horde. Would that carry onto the next generation? From the way Bhyr described the greedy, masochistic L’Odo species, they’d had a reprisal of this nature coming, but children often deified parents taken from them when so young.

      I watched as a L’Odo female went to a dispenser in the wall for food. ‘Have they tried to escape?’

      ‘No.’ His voice was neutral. ‘The females were ignored and abused. The children were underfed. They have settled well despite the radical climate difference. They are not beaten, kept warm, fed and entertained. They have shelters out back and space to roam freely.’

      ‘That doesn’t excuse this. You went too far, Bhyr.’

      He peered at the people wandering past the glass.

      ‘Did you at least tell Lumen you did this?’ I asked.

      His face replied with a no.

      ‘You should,’ I said. ‘It would be an excellent way to approach reparations if Venomous and the rest her clan are so devoted. Same for King ThunderClaw. It sounds like he was a friend of yours.’ I paused. ‘We have a lot of bridges to rebuild, Bhyr.’

      ‘What Lumen thinks no longer matters.’

      ‘Because you got what you wanted and screw what anybody else thinks?’

      He faced me. His gaze left me shivering. ‘You answer your own question.’

      ‘The dizzying heights of your arrogance never ceases to amaze.’

      ‘We return to the nest.’

      I pushed off the wall and straightened. ‘Fine.’

      We walked apart in impenetrable silence until we left the building. He stopped me with a hand to my waist. The next moment, his body trapped mine against the icy wall.

      He glowered at me.

      My arms shoved between us to cross over my breasts, hair whipping across my eyes and neck in the wind. ‘I thought we were leaving.’

      ‘You frustrate me.’

      ‘I haven’t done anything but speak the truth.’ My chin lifted. ‘That it frustrates you is an indication what I’m saying is getting though to the sliver of conscience you have left.’

      ‘I do nothing without thinking it through.’

      I sighed. ‘You’ve lost me.’

      ‘You asked if I was thinking. That bothers me. There were reasons behind the incursion of Od. Many. But the ones most valid matter little to you. You look at them and see oppression. I see… a chance.’

      ‘A chance at what?’

      ‘A new beginning. The L’Odo Chieftain lost trading rights. He could not afford to feed his people. They would have sickened, starved and become animals. I cut that short. I have given the young males a chance to build a better world. In my Empire, they will be safe from predators and free to redevelop their civilisation. They may mould it into whatever they dream.’

      ‘Is that what you wish for?’ Heart hurting, I touched his chin then rubbed along his jaw. ‘A clean slate?’

      He closed his eyes. ‘You see what I inherited.’

      I dropped my hand. ‘Any action that brings an entire species to its knees isn’t well thought out, Bhyr. Regardless of how many good reasons you can come up with.’

      ‘I needed information from Zython’s Avatar’s mate. Either the destruction of Od would earn me Lumen’s favour or scare her enough she’d know not to challenge my will and rile the untrustworthy in my Horde. Either way, I got what I wanted.’ The hand on my waist squeezed. ‘I found you.’

      ‘I understand the practicality of what you did, even if the coldness of it terrifies me. What I don’t understand is why you spared them.’ I gestured the way we’d come. ‘What do you gain?’

      ‘My actions are not uncontrolled. Od needed to be scorched, and there are L’Odo ships in space that would have regrouped had I left it habitable. I decimated the warrior class and kept as many of the neglected as I could gather because I know what it is to belong to a dying race. I would not do that to someone else if I can avoid it.’ He leaned closer. ‘They are diminished, but will recover.’

      ‘Other Firsts eradicated whole species. I’ve read it in your histories.’ Accounts that read like horror novels opposed to great feats of learned sentients. ‘Thousands of years from now, when all this is ancient history, scholars wouldn’t judge you harshly in comparison to them.’

      ‘True, but my ancestors did not know better. I do.’

      I stared, uneasy. Troubled. I understood him so much more than when we first met. I itched to gather him closer, to kiss, but held back, unsure if I was strong enough to handle the baggage that came with him.

      Understanding his motivations didn’t make his past actions any less horrifying or worthy of condemnation.

      ‘What can I do?’ he asked, teeth clenched. ‘Tell me what will make you smile at me.’

      ‘Don’t do it again.’

      He stared, thinking hard.

      ‘Bhyr.’

      ‘I cannot promise this. What if I must?’

      ‘Life is precious, and you treat it as if it’s disposable. It’s not. Don’t do it again.’

      He caught a flyaway skein of my hair and curled it around his finger. His thumb stroked the strands as they slipped free.

      ‘Bhyr?’

      ‘Come. We go.’

      By the time we reached the nest, the night was half gone. Bhyr stalked off to tend to our mounts, while I stoked the fire and peeled off my outerwear.

      I called Cristina.

      ‘Do you have any idea what time it is?’ Heavy-lidded, her hazel eyes glared, braids tucked into a high bun.

      ‘I need to talk to you.’

      She propped her chin in her hand. ‘You don’t say.’

      I climbed into bed. ‘You know how the Horde took us to be their breeders?’

      ‘No, Indie, I missed it.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Bihter says he picked me because I reminded him of clear skies after a storm. Isn’t that romantic?’

      I stopped fluffing the covers to wrinkle my nose. ‘If Bhyr said that to me I’d gag. Or jump off a cliff.’

      ‘You make me laugh.’

      ‘Uh huh.’ Picking fitfully at a scab on my hand, probably a healing cut from the courtyard earlier, I ducked my head to hide my face. ‘I need to tell you something about a tradition they observe here.’

      She waited with a happy innocence to her expression.

      Avoiding her gaze, I summed up what Bhyr told me and what it might mean for her. Halfway through, I peeked up to see her face again had that vacant, sleepy look to it. Her chin slipped off her palm, startling her fully alert.

      She yawned, jaw cracking and showing uvula.

      ‘Hey!’ I clapped. ‘Am I boring you or something?’

      Batting her thick, black lashes, Cristina sent me a reproachful look. ‘Honestly? Yeah, you are, kinda.’ Her face screwed in concentration. ‘Indie, sweetie, didn’t you already know all that?’

      I stared. ‘What? No.’

      ‘Bihter told me this days ago. Poor thing tore himself up with guilt.’

      ‘Did you know about Od?’

      She winced. ‘Bihter didn’t participate. He wasn’t there. He admitted he would have if he’d been with the First. He worships him.’

      I went up onto my knees. Sat back down and rubbed my face. ‘So you know. And you accepted it all? Just like that?’ I snapped my fingers.

      ‘Of course not. I threw shit. Screamed. Called him a fat dick. The usual. Then I calmed down and listened to what he had to say. We worked past it.’ She shook her head with a bemused smile. ‘What I don’t get is how you don’t know this?’ She chewed her lip, cocked her head. ‘Did you seriously not know?’

      ‘Did I know that the alien who kidnapped me planned to impregnate me, steal my baby, then sacrifice me to a primordial death god?’ My tone was wintry. ‘No, Cristina, I did not know this. If I did know this, guess what, I’d tell you.’ I gave her a fulminating look.

      ‘Boyyy.’ Her head moved back until her neck doubled as a second chin. ‘When the rest of us found out, I guess we assumed you’d know.’

      ‘How?’ I yelled, arms spreading wide in question.

      ‘Don’t you and Bhyr talk? It’s a billion degrees below zero outside, and there’s no video streaming, no internet. What do you do over there all day?’ A funny expression crossed her face. ‘He must be giving it to you good to have you acting this backwards.’

      ‘Cristina.’

      ‘The old you would have sniffed this out from day one. Oh, you like like him.’ She giggled and bounced around like we were still in school gossiping about boys. ‘Yaaas. Finally.’ She stopped dancing and pushed her braids back. ‘Are you bow legged? Is your tongue sore?’ She scrunched her eyes, mouth puckering with sucking noises. ‘I bet he’s got a massive cock.’

      ‘I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.’ I went to cut the connection as she cackled, hand thrown over her belly and open mouth showing wisdom teeth, but she squeaked, ‘Send me a dick pic,’ before the holosphere winked out.

      ‘Degenerate,’ I mumbled, fighting a smile.

      Rough hands thrust through my hair and cradled my scalp. I leaned back against Bhyr and laughed at myself.

      The stress of the day dissipated and the tension seeped from my muscles.

      Cristina had me pegged.

      Despite the sewer of shit he’d dragged me through that day, I still like liked him.

      Bhyr massaged my head.

      I went limp.

      Turning in his arms, I hooked my arms around his neck. Expression relieved, he bent, and I went up on my toes to meet him halfway.
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      Indira swam with lazy strokes across the hot pool.

      In less of a rush, Bhyr squatted on the rock edge. He rest his elbows on his knees and let his hands fall between his thighs, content to watch her. She’d lit a single lantern and set it in the far corner, leaving the chamber dim. The discordant susurration of the waterfall masked the sound of her movements. Combined with the diffused light, it gave her a surreal look, as if she floated through a mist. His breeder preferred her surroundings hot when she bathed, so had closed the air vents. The cave had become humid, the air soft and close, thick with her salt and sugar scent. Steam wafted from her sleek, dark flesh. Her long hair trailed along her back in inky ribbons.

      Bhyr rumbled in his throat.

      He had seen nothing so pleasing.

      Indira twisted in the water and started back the way she came. She realised she was no longer alone and jerked upright to paddle in place.

      Light sparked off ripples she made in the water.

      Her lips winged into a curved human smile. ‘Hello there, handsome.’ She swam to him, face bright at his presence. It made his chest ache. ‘You coming in?’

      His fingers flicked the water. ‘I bathed at first sun.’

      ‘Ugh, an early riser.’

      ‘Says a sleepy beast,’ he countered with a smile.

      Getting Indira awake and from under the furs before the second sun travelled halfway across the sky was a rare thing.

      She swam to the edge and folded her arms over it, resting her chin on her forearms. Her lips were shiny, eyelashes spiked wetly and her hair plastered to her round scalp. ‘Get in with me, anyway.’ She reached for his knee, fingers walking up his thigh. ‘I bet you’d enjoy this bath more than your first.’ She pushed away from the edge. Water lapped at her breasts and brown nipples.

      ‘Yes.’ He knew he would. ‘But I cannot.’ He softened the refusal by ducking down to graze her mouth with his. ‘Traders arrive soon.’

      She tilted her head, licking her lips. ‘Oh?’

      ‘You wanted floor cushions. The males who come crafted the ones you saw around the Mother Rock.’

      ‘They did? Perfect.’ She straightened her arms, hiked a knee to rest it on the edge and surged up until she could climb from the pool. ‘Hang on. Let me come with you. I want to choose the ones I like.’

      Bhyr made a rough noise, eyes fixed on her body as she dried off with a thin fur she had set aside for the task. She wrapped and tied herself into her clothes in a practiced manner. More than once, his female settled her gaze on him in invitation. He forced himself to walk away, only to hear the peal of her delighted laughter.

      Less than a span later, Bhyr traded his favour for the luxurious furs and pillows his breeder fawned over.

      The males stared at her with eyes shocked to hues of a deep grey. Their gazes flicked to him when she questioned an item’s quality. He remained alert for signs of aggression, but signalled they should answer her as they would him.

      Erd Styng glared for the entire exchange.

      Arj Kryll displayed the least reservations, attending to Indira with consummate care Bhyr appreciated and was sure the male had learned from his own human breeder.

      Vyper, a male Bhyr had little experience with,  followed Styng’s lead, seeking approval from an elder, while Arj Grhym stared at her with a longing that bordered painful.

      ‘Why was the short one staring?’ Indira asked after the males left. She plumped the cushions and moved them into an arrangement she said promoted good fengshui, a concept he was not sure he understood despite her varied explanations.

      ‘Arj Grhym lost his breeder during the Testing.’

      Indira stopped. ‘Ah.’ She struggled to speak for a moment. ‘He looked sad.’

      ‘He will survive.’

      Grhym would have had another opportunity in a hundred solars once they raided Earth for the second wave of breeders, but Bhyr now leaned towards a diplomatic solution rather than forcing a new generation of females to leave their homes.

      ‘And the old guy with the missing eye?’ she asked. ‘What was his problem?’

      ‘He is one of our more vocal opponents. He believes Sah Rahm is right to doubt my fitness as Destruction’s priest.’

      ‘Don’t let them get to you. The younger generations support you and the middle generations are leaning towards your way of thinking, right?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Great. Patience, remember? Once the middle generations side with you, the elders will have no choice but to fall in line.’ Indira went to shift a cushion further from the rock pit and almost knocked over his stool. Her attention honed onto the instrument he kept tucked under it. She crouched and trailed her fingers over the carved surface. ‘This is gorgeous. What is it?’

      ‘My luneflute.’

      ‘Oh!’ She picked up the triangle to offer it in both palms. ‘Play for me?’

      Bhyr clasped it, hesitating.

      This facet of himself he had kept private for solars.

      He remembered playing for his father when commanded, but the male had dismissed his proficiency. Ridiculed for the only beautiful thing he could create with his own hands, he’d stopped playing for anyone but himself, and even then, only when the silence of his surroundings became too crushing to endure without physical pain. He now knew what that pain was. It wasn’t a lack of piety as his father had told him.

      It was loneliness, a yearning for his mate.

      ‘Please?’ Her gaze fell to stare with longing at the instrument. Her fingers pressed against the bored note holes. ‘I miss music. I never realised how much it was in my life.’

      Guilt twisted his middle.

      He’d taken her from her musical world. Much like his father had taken his.

      Bhyr nodded his assent, shifting his gaze from the pain dimming hers. ‘Sit.’

      She dragged over a floor cushion and dropped onto it. She placed her pointed chin on her stacked hands.

      He settled on the padded stool built by Drayg, a craftsman of remarkable skill.

      Bhyr brought the mouthpiece to his pursed lips.

      He played a languid, flowing piece he’d favoured as a youngling. The sonorous notes soared from his heart and through the vibrating reed chambers. He played until his dancing fingers cramped and his lungs ached. As the last note faded, he licked his lips.

      Indira’s eyes leaked, face wet until water dripped from her chin. She stared at him as if he were a stranger, her dusky face shades too pale.

      Heart sinking below his stomachs, Bhyr set the luneflute aside. He shifted from the stool onto his knees.

      She shook her head, hands coming up to pat his tense shoulders. They moved to grip the sides of his neck. ‘I’m not hurt. I didn’t expect it to be so moving.’ Her thumbs stroked the sensitive hollows behind his ears. ‘I have chills.’

      ‘You liked it.’ Satisfaction caressed the underside of his flesh.

      ‘Like isn’t the word.’

      He ducked his head and hid his face. ‘I enjoyed myself.’

      ‘Of course you did.’ She chuckled, the sound breathless. ‘Bhyr you’re talented.’

      ‘My compositions are fair, but others play better.’

      ‘I have no one to compare you to, but I suspect you’re being modest.’ She leaned forward, paused, then brushed a kiss to his brow. ‘Thank you. I hope you play again. Soon.’

      Uncomfortable, he rose and set his instrument and stool back to rights. He already thought of what he’d play next. ‘Did you play an instrument?’ He was sure he could fabricate a design similar enough for her enjoyment.

      ‘No, Believe it or not, my hobby was cooking. I was good at it. I considered becoming a chef when I was younger, but decided not to turn my passion into a job.’ She sounded wistful. ‘My kitchen on Earth was a dream. The crowning glory of my home.’

      ‘Kitchen. A place humans prepare meals.’ Bhyr thought cooking a waste of time.

      He supposed as humans needed to process their food into more digestible forms outside their bodies first, it made sense to have a room dedicated to the art. Food had always been plentiful on Vøtkyr. They’d never developed a need for the preparation, preservation or storage of it, though they could do both with innovations from long forgotten Aztekan males. For interstellar journeys, to planets like Vayhalun and Zoi, they kept raw food stuffs in cold chests. For longer intergalactic trips, such as the one to Earth, they took harvests from the bio chambers while aboard the vessel, crops grown to help balance the breathable gasses in the recycled air tanks. On Vøtkyr itself, Bhyr and his people picked food from trees and pulled them from the ground or hunted for meat.

      Simple.

      Humans had a way of complicating things.

      ‘Speaking of food, I’m hungry.’ She stood and approached with a smile. ‘Fancy lunch with me?’

      He nodded and jerked his head in the direction of the cold chest. ‘I will feed you.’

      ‘Ah.’ She caught his arm. ‘I was thinking more of a picnic. Outside. With food we prepare together then, um, eat and digest separately.’

      ‘Why must we eat outside when there is food I gathered for you inside?’ He straightened. ‘Wait. I understand. You wish to look at clouds then put me on my back again, yes?’

      His groin tightened and his tongue swelled.

      Indira cuddled closer, chuckling. ‘I’d planned to snack and enjoy the view, but we could fool around, too.’

      Bhyr carried the food she selected and followed her out the nest, directing her to safer paths when she would have strayed into territories claimed by surlier inhabitants.

      He sat on a rock, bemused at his fascination with his little human.

      She lounged in a sunbeam and ate, making noises of appreciation or dislike, her eyes straying to the scenery in wonder. Light flowed down the clean lines of her face. He’d examined the faces of his warrior brothers’ breeders and found a common theme amongst them. Jewel toned eyes, shiny hair, snubbed, convex noses and rounded cheeks set in triangular faces masked with soft skin. They blended together well as a people. The pinks and browns of their complexions more attractive when contrasted by each other. Yet his female held a strength in her features he found compelling. A look from her left him winded in such a way he wasn’t sure if he wanted to catch his breath. There was never dithering or clumsiness to her actions, but confident grace and meaningful failure.

      She challenged his mind and aroused his lust.

      I chose best.

      ‘Bhyr?’ Indira shifted on her knees to face him. Something subdued her expression. ‘Will you tell me about them?’

      The warmth of the sun evaporated. He stiffened, needing no clarification. ‘Aztekan females?’

      She nodded, solemn. ‘If it’s not too traumatic.’

      ‘Why would it be? They never hurt me.’

      They never will.

      ‘Your father told you stories about them to foster hatred, so the indoctrination of your religion seemed like a salvation.’ When he remained close-lipped, she sighed. ‘You were just a boy. That kind of thing leaves its mark.’

      Bhyr shook his head, but deep inside, he felt the wall he’d hidden his doubts and misgivings behind crack so far open, he knew it to be irreparable. His time with Indira had chipped away at its foundations until this last realisation dashed it to rubble. He chuffed. ‘Again you slip beneath my guard.’

      She smiled, sad, and said nothing.

      If she gloated, he might have baulked. Her quiet support had the words leaving his lips as if of their own volition. ‘Before the Beginning was the Old Way. The females ruled, and we bowed to them. Life was bearable until it wasn’t. They grew jaded and cruel.’

      ‘I remember you saying their lifespans were longer?’

      ‘Centuries longer. We think it is why it was so easy for them to see us as temporary. Not worthy of the same consideration they afforded themselves.’

      ‘On Earth, the reproductive cycles of long-lived species tend not to be prolific. Assuming it’s the same here, I don’t see how the males back then thought a breeding cycle like the one you have could work.’

      ‘My predecessors thought the failings of our genetics were surmountable. That it was the females’ reluctance to change the class order that hampered the progress of research in that area.’ He shook his head at their lack of foresight. ‘The females began to kill males indiscriminately and used them in vicious games of sport. We died by the thousands. They did not care. Sons were plenty and replaceable. They used our sacred organ,’ he touched his mouth, ‘and our submission points,’ another touch, this time to the hollows of his hips, ‘as a means to torture us. This went on for generations. Until a male, the First Male, said no more.’ He looked at her. ‘He is a legend to us. He was strong enough to defeat the weaker queens and canny enough to trick the most powerful. He wrenched control from them, then went to war with those who rose against him. Many males died. Countless. In the end, our numbers were enough. We won.’ He felt a swell of pride towards those ancestors and the horrors they had overcome. ‘The females were locked away.’

      ‘Hearing it from you, I understand those males felt besieged.’ Indira released a shaky breath. ‘I do. They were fighting for their lives.’

      ‘Yes.’ It relieved him he could discuss this with her.

      ‘How did the Horde go from locking them away to killing them?’ She met his gaze. ‘It seems less like justice and more like vengeance.’

      ‘You have no right to judge the decisions they made.’

      ‘Don’t I?’ Her head tilted as her gaze searched his face. ‘Those decisions led to events that affect me and my people.’

      Bhyr clenched his fists on his knees.

      ‘Come on, Bhyr. Don’t get mad.’ Indira held up her palms. ‘I want to understand.’

      He grunted, avoiding her eyes. ‘There were rebellions led by males coerced into supplication by the remaining queens. They used the males’ instincts against them.’ He hesitated. Divulging information about Horde weaknesses felt dangerous. ‘We are by nature attentive and protective of our queen, but not affectionate as a species in the way humans are.’

      ‘That’s not my experience. You give me affection.’

      ‘You are irresistible.’

      ‘Loving how you said that with a straight face.’

      He pondered her meaning then let it go. ‘Mating for life was how we displayed our devotion, and we had ferocious appetites for rutting. It was this need the queens preyed upon. After they quelled the rebellions, it became plain the First must dispense discipline amongst the Horde and restrict the carnal aspects of our natures which lead us to ruin.’

      ‘You understand sex isn’t inherently immoral or evil, right? That it’s the intention of the people doing it that makes it good or bad.’

      ‘I know better. You’ve shown me better. Back then, it seemed the nexus of our troubles. We tore down the temples of Creation, all things created at the females’ behest, and turned to the most fervent teachings of Destruction’s priests. We became devout. The teachings became our way of life and through abstinence we found purity of purpose. The First Male became the Avatar of Destruction, charged with overseeing the sacrifice of breeders.’

      ‘I don’t get why they have to die.’

      ‘When we hold our sons in our arms, it is a powerful thing. To keep the life bearer who bore this great gift within sight weakens a male’s resolve. Then to allow the breeder to become a mother and influence the spawn from so young an age?’ He shook his head. ‘They decided after several males tried to retrieve their breeder from the farms that rites would happen as soon as the child was born. To avoid unseemly attachments.’

      ‘Females were born less than males. That would never be sustainable.’

      ‘We hoped we would find an answer to that problem, but as our numbers shrank, we lost knowledge and drive and a strange apathy took hold.’ He shrugged. ‘It was not until I took control of the Horde that we again discussed solutions.’

      ‘You decided to find surrogates.’

      ‘Many wanted to die out. Others agreed that we must find compatible females to host our spawn until we replenished our female stocks.’ He looked her in the eye. ‘I pushed for that one. A handful wanted to move away from the Horde teachings and adopt the ways of other species like the Verak and Rä. To have life mates. It was a disagreement over how to proceed that led to Hel Bihter leaving.’

      She frowned. ‘What’s so big a deal about that?’

      ‘I had forbidden it.’

      Her brows rose.

      ‘I feared the other species discovering how diminished we had become. A concentrated effort by several of our enemies would mean our extinction. My species has not made friends over the aeons.’

      ‘I’d imagine not.’ She rose and walked over to stand between his legs. Her fingers trailed down his chest, then lower. ‘These hurt when touched?’ She referenced his submission points.

      Uneasy, his hands caught hers. ‘Aztekan queens have bone protrusions within their sex that press these nerve clusters to subdue her chosen male.’ He swallowed. ‘It paralyses him, so she may take seed.’ His grip tightened. ‘If you press hard enough, I will be defenceless.’

      As the Keeping had left her defenceless. His stomachs churned thinking of it.

      ‘Bhyr? Please look at me. Please?’ She sighed. ‘I will never use that knowledge on an Aztekan male.’

      His head jerked up.

      Indira’s expression was fierce. She cupped his neck. ‘Ever.’ She kissed him. He felt her sincerity through every part of his being. ‘All this talk has given me a headache.’

      Bumping his forehead to hers, Bhyr stood. ‘I can cure that.’ He urged her to sit. He prepared a remedy from a weedy plant root that grew in abundance on his mountain. It would work with her biology. He swallowed the root, growled at her fussing and fed her the tisane mouth to mouth.

      Within chimes, her pallor gained a healthy glow and her pinched expression eased.

      ‘That’s better.’ She stopped rubbing her temples. ‘What was it you gave me?’

      On the walk back to their nest, he explained the medicinal properties of several plants and root systems she could use for simple ailments.

      ‘Did you mean it?’ he asked in the deep quiet of night as he lay her down on his furs.

      He nuzzled her neck.

      ‘Hm?’ Her eyes glazed as his hand slid between her thighs to cup the hot well of her sex. ‘What was that?’

      ‘You will never use my weakness against me. Did you speak the truth?’

      She arched and stretched until her sweat slicked body fused to his. Her arms draped over his shoulders. ‘I meant it.’ Hips rolling, she kissed his chest. ‘I promised.’

      He lowered his mouth and stroked his tongue across her smiling lips.
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      Bhyr roused me with strokes across my back and ass. ‘Up.’

      I rolled over. ‘Huh?’

      ‘You must wake now.’

      His muscular buttocks flexed as he strode for the bathroom. I blinked to refocus and get a better ogle, but didn’t lift my eyelids again.

      While his words registered, the night before tired me too much to care and I dropped back asleep.

      ‘Indira. Up.’

      Cool air whisked over my flesh as he snapped the covers back. ‘Fine. I’m up.’

      My eyes screwed closed, body limp as a noodle.

      ‘Lazy female.’

      I patted my mouth, yawning. ‘You kept me up all night.’

      ‘Vzzt.’

      That had sounded less charmed and more irritated.

      I curled upright and scrubbed both hands through the puffy volume of my hair. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘There has been….’ He glanced at me. A fleeting expression of worry masked his features before he shook his head. ‘There is an urgent matter I must see too. Get up now. Your fellow humans have arrived.’

      I managed a drowsy interest as he paced across the nest gathering his things and making my breakfast.

      Others arrived during this rushed exodus, and with a hard press of his mouth to mine, Bhyr left at speed.

      Bihter, Ohx and a steady-eyed Aztekan I’d yet to meet tromped close at his back, an urgency to their movements.

      ‘Bye,’ I told Bhyr’s shadow.

      The warriors left behind their women. They stood at the foot of the nook and smirked at my naked, sex-stinking self.

      Face mushed into my palm, I waved them towards the squashy floor pillows. I braved the icy gush of the waterfall to wash away the evidence of my excessive nighttime activities. I dressed as fast as I was able. It still took me ten minutes, having to wrap and tie everything. A cup of bronze liquid with a malted aroma waited on the table. I gulped it without thinking on its origins and then joined the others.

      The women sat chatting, encircling the hot rock pit, their outerwear discarded around them. They took one look at the smudges beneath my eyes, my air of satiation, and started wagging their eyebrows and exchanging grins.

      ‘Whatever,’ I muttered.

      Cristina chuckled.

      Curious, I greeted the sombre, dewy-skinned newcomer in our midst with a handshake. ‘I’m Indira.’

      ‘I know.’ Her chocolate eyes widened as she looked me over. She looked spooked. ‘I’m sorry to stare. You’re the First’s woman. I’ve heard a lot about you from Drayg.’

      When my brows pulled together, she motioned towards the exit as if to remind me. My frown eased as I recalled the lithe-bodied stranger who’d left with Bhyr.

      ‘Intimidated?’ I asked.

      ‘A little.’

      ‘Good.’ I winked.

      She covered her mouth to giggle. The blunt edge of her bob grazed her jaw. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’ We talked. Mayumi was the manager for her family-run hotel in northern Japan, stolen from her home at night. Her origins explained the Asiatic language my ears picked up under the translation my brain received.

      Awkwardness had me avoiding Ashleigh’s eyes when she nodded in greeting.

      I hadn’t seen her since the Ella nightmare.

      Picking up on my unease, she gave me a sad smile then patted my shoulder.

      Cristina jumped up to give me an exuberant squeeze. We tittered like secondary schoolers and swayed side to side.

      She flopped back down to lounge on the mounds of cushions, fiddling with her hair. ‘How things change.’ She waved a hand to bring up a holosphere then dismissed it with a grand flourish. ‘Things are so much better now.’

      Mayumi’s eyes lost focus. A sensual, feminine look crossed her face. ‘Much better.’

      ‘It’s an improvement,’ I agreed, curling into my cushion to get comfortable.

      ‘We can talk to each other whenever we want.’ Cristina’s tone was rife with satisfaction. ‘Surf the intergalactic frequencies and learn about other species.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘Have you read the Baxnonian article on She, Lumen of the Stars?’ Her face brightened. ‘She’s human like us.’ Cristina glanced at me, grinning. ‘She’s the one who returned to Earth and held the press conference. Remember? They talk about her like she’s the second coming. Traffickers kidnapped her from Earth and she ended up on a slave planet and sold to some creep. But she escaped, found three mates, averted a war and then had a baby.’

      I winced at the “creep” comment, but let it pass. If Bihter only gave her the highlights of the story, I wasn’t going to shake her trust in him by revealing what he’d left out in loyalty to Bhyr.

      ‘Goodie for her,’ said Ashleigh, voice dry.

      ‘I read about the Verak Queen, Sine. She is human, too. She brought her whole family to an alien world.’ Mayumi, someone who presented herself as family oriented from the little we’d spoken sounded impressed.

      ‘I skimmed that piece. She’s interesting, but Lumen is a freedom fighter,’ Cristina said. ‘I hope I get to meet her.’

      I considered telling her the Rä and the Azteka were in a cold war because of the altercation between Bhyr and Venomous. An altercation that resulted in us being abducted. I set the mess on the “ignorance is bliss” shelf for another time.

      ‘Do you think Aztekan spunk is, like, an elixir of life or something?’ Cristina asked.

      We fell quiet.

      ‘Um, no,’ I said.

      ‘No,’ Ashleigh replied in abject horror.

      ‘I’m feeling fantastic, and my hair has never looked shinier. I swear, my smile is whiter.’ Cristina parted her lips in a snarl that was all the way scary. ‘See what I mean?’ She garbled through admittedly bright white teeth.

      I started laughing.

      Ashleigh harrumphed. ‘You sound like social media ditz who drinks the sperm of ten men from a sippy cup because it has,’ she made air quotes, ‘“so much protein” in it.’

      ‘Ew.’ I groaned.

      ‘I also feel wonderful.’ Mayumi blushed. ‘Drayg makes me feel beautiful, so I’m not an unbiased source.’

      ‘Cristina,’ I said in strangled tones. ‘Your youthful glow is more of an environmental effect than, uh, an ingested one.’ I laughed again.

      Mayumi giggled.

      Cristina appeared skeptical. ‘If you say so.’

      ‘It may also be because of the healing pods.’ I paused. ‘Have they told you about your new life expectancy?’

      They stared, faces blank.

      I told them, surprised I wasn’t the last person to know something interesting.

      ‘This is amazing,’ Cristina breathed.

      Mayumi looked stunned. ‘A wonderful gift.’

      ‘Ella was right,’ Ashleigh said à propos of nothing.

      We fell silent, smiles dying.

      ‘What?’ I asked flatly.

      ‘Is this happening?’ she demanded overlooking my question. ‘Are we doing this?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Mayumi leaned back as if to escape an upcoming explosion. ‘Are we doing what?’

      Ashleigh’s hands fisted in her lap. ‘Ohx kidnapped me.’

      Exchanging worried looks with Mayumi and Cristina, I nodded with them.

      ‘He forced me to.…’ She took a breath. ‘He might not have violated me in the most traditional sense, but I didn’t want it like I should have.’

      We nodded again.

      Her experience was ours, and something we all had to make our peace with.

      ‘You know what? Screw this.’ Ashleigh surged onto her feet. ‘Planning an escape is the right thing to do. It should be the only thing to do. Greater life expectancy? Don’t you get it? It was an accident, a side effect of their genetic engineering. They never meant for us to live those years. They planned to kill us.’ Her hands tore though her hair. ‘They terrorised us, took us when we told them no, regardless if our bodies were reciprocal or not.’

      ‘It happens,’ Cristina said.

      ‘Not where I come from.’ The push of her hand was violent, rejecting the notion. ‘Not back home on Earth.’

      ‘Oh, stop it. Earth wasn’t like that. No place in the universe is like that. Assholes are everywhere. Check your privilege, Ashleigh.’

      ‘My privilege? Really?’ She scoffed. ‘Miss Top Influential People Under 40 to Watch?’

      ‘You are a fan!’ Cristina pointed, beaming. ‘Anyway, our aliens didn’t know better and they’re willing to change. Enough said.’ She shrugged.

      ‘No, no, no. They knew. I don’t care if they change.’

      ‘Yes, you do.’ Cristina kissed her teeth. ‘Honestly.’

      ‘They raped us.’

      ‘But it wasn’t rape to them,’ my mouth said before my brain applied filters.

      ‘Uh oh,’ Mayumi said.

      ‘It popped out,’ I said quickly, but it was too late. They stared as if I’d spontaneously grown Shiva’s burning third eye.

      I cringed. ‘Um.’

      ‘“It popped out,” didn’t sound like an apology,’ Ashleigh noted, stone-faced.

      ‘Because it wasn’t.’

      She shook her head, dazed. ‘How can you say that?’

      ‘Indie,’ Cristina began, wincing. ‘I don’t think you should talk anymore.’

      In for a penny.

      ‘Listen. Rape is a cultural construct. A human one. There isn’t even an equivalent word for it in Vøtkyrnai.’ I peeked at Ashleigh, who had moved from shock to a death glare. ‘Look me in the eye and tell me Ohx thinks about the Testing the same way you do.’

      ‘It was hell,’ Ashleigh said.

      ‘Yes, for us. It was the accomplishment of a lifetime to them. They experienced the actualisation of their greatest dream. Fatherhood. They broke decades of rigorous abstinence, and we know sex is agonising for them, so their intentions weren’t to humiliate or damage us. This isn’t a cut and dry situation.’ I sat back. ‘We shouldn’t treat it as one.’

      ‘There is some truth to what you’re saying.’ Cristina chewed her thumbnail. ‘Bihter talks about the Testing as if we got married.’

      Mayumi nodded.

      ‘Be honest,’ I said. ‘Don’t say what you think you should say as a modern woman. If we felt raped in its truest sense, we’d never entertain building relationships with them. We’d be burning shit down.’

      Ashleigh crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I’m not building a relationship with Ohx.’ She caught the dubious glances between me, Cristina and Mayumi. ‘I’m not.’

      Fuck it. I was already the villain of this piece. ‘Liar.’ At her incensed expression, I jammed the heels of my palms into my eyes. ‘Bhyr says the most outrageous things. Crazy things. Some of the things he’s done make me sick. Don’t you think even for a second that I lack understanding on how dangerous he is. But when I take his biology and history into account, he comes into focus as a man trying so hard and failing so miserably, because what he feels isn’t reflected by what he was taught. He makes sense.’ I lowered my hands. ‘Admit they make sense.’

      ‘You don’t get to tell me how to feel about this.’

      ‘Agreed.’ I hastened to finish defending myself before she scratched my eyes out. ‘I’m not saying you should forgive and forget.’ She wasn’t me, and I wasn’t asking her to be.

      ‘Then what are you saying? Because I just don’t get you.’

      I met her gaze without anger. I wouldn’t let her bully me for having a different opinion. ‘This isn’t Earth, and they are not human.’

      ‘No shit, Indira.’

      ‘Attributing human responses and emotions to them isn’t fair. Just like it’s not fair for them to expect Aztekan emotions and responses from us.’

      Fury distorting her features, Ashleigh leaned into my space. ‘No means no. Even if my pussy is wet and screaming for it. So fuck him and fuck you.’

      I met her glare for glare.

      ‘We should take a breather.’ Cristina planted a hand on both our chests to push us apart.

      Shoving her hand off, Ashleigh’s head whipped around. ‘Fuck you, too. Judas.’

      ‘What did I do?’ Cristina demanded. ‘Just because I understand her argument doesn’t mean I agree.’

      ‘Don’t you?’ Ashleigh and I asked simultaneously, our tones opposites.

      It outraged her.

      It hurt me.

      Cristina reared back, hesitating. ‘It’s complicated.’

      ‘It’s not,’ she protested. ‘You’re letting her make excuses for what they did.’

      ‘Okay, Ashleigh.’ I’d reached the limits of my patience. ‘Let’s say we make this situation black and white. They violated us. What punishment would be acceptable to you?’

      She blinked. ‘What?’

      ‘What punishment? What amount of pain and suffering on their part will make you feel like we have served justice? Incarceration? An eye for an eye? Death?’ I leaned in. ‘We can’t turn back time, but we can make one of the above happen, if we throw ourselves into it.’

      Ashleigh paled, back rigid. ‘It isn’t right, what they did.’

      I sighed. ‘No, it isn’t.’

      ‘They deserve to feel what I felt. They deserve to feel afraid and powerless.’

      ‘I get that. Still doesn’t answer my question. Do we hurt them back? Abandon them to extinction?’

      ‘You would do that to the First?’

      ‘No.’ For all his sins, Bhyr had suffered. ‘But I’ll help you do it to Ohx, if you need me to.’

      ‘That’s not fair.’

      ‘None of this is fair. Well? What do you want?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She covered her eyes with her hand. ‘What do you want me to say?’

      ‘Whatever you need to. I’m your friend, and friends support each other.’

      ‘Bullshit. You want me to say I support you forgiving the First? Well, I don’t. What he did affected all of us. People died.’

      ‘Bhyr isn’t the first leader who made a decision that cost lives, nor will he be the last.’ I sucked in a breath to calm down. ‘Ashleigh, please? Reciprocation of suffering isn’t something that’s measured then dished out when convenient to the victim. Hurting Bhyr won’t bring you peace. Hurting Ohx will hurt you.’

      ‘What are you talking about? We have a judicial system on Earth that does exactly that.’

      ‘The system on Earth is far from perfect and equal.’ I patted Cristina’s shoulder when I saw a tirade building behind her clenched teeth. ‘There is justice here. It’s not the kind we’re used to. We need to accept that because the rules are different. You say they deserve to hurt the way you hurt? I say they deserve compassion and understanding. I say we woman the fuck up and deal with it. We should help them change, so this won’t happen again in this small corner of the universe. Don’t you think?’

      ‘It’s all so simple to you, isn’t it, Indira? Logical. Do you know what you are? A rape apologiser.’

      ‘I’m a realist, and I’m a survivor. I put what happened in my rear view and will do whatever I can to make the future better for myself and others.’ Exhaling, I glanced around. ‘It won’t always feel this way. Trite as it sounds, time is a great healer.’

      Ashleigh’s lip trembled. Her face got a little mean. ‘You know what? Listening to this, I know just how Ella felt after you were done with her.’
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      She didn’t mean it. Still the blood left my face.

      ‘You bitch.’ Cristina jumped onto her feet.

      Then we were all up, the atmosphere spiralling into something ugly.

      ‘No fighting,’ Mayumi cried. ‘We shouldn’t fight.’

      ‘Cristina,’ I said through numb lips. ‘Let it go.’

      ‘No goddamned way.’ Her palm was in my face. ‘She wants to argue about it, then we will. I knew she would do this.’ She spun on Ashleigh. ‘I knew you were stewing on it and would make out like it was our fault because we didn’t kiss her ass. She acted like a spoilt child.’

      ‘She died.’ Ashleigh shouted at full volume. ‘Ella died. She was right about us.’

      ‘Ella didn’t just up and die.’ Cristina’s hands flew up in frustration. ‘She killed herself.’

      ‘We didn’t help her. Ella needed us, and where were we?’ There was a tonne of self-loathing in her voice.

      ‘We tried.’ Cristina looked exasperated. ‘Bihter told me a group of warriors were planning to petition the First to intervene. That’s not taking into consideration the begging I’m sure you, me and Indira did.’

      ‘Yeah, right.’

      ‘It’s true.’ Mayumi spoke up. ‘Drayg told me so.’

      ‘You weren’t there.’

      Mayumi gave her a wounded look. ‘We heard about it and wanted to help.’

      ‘They’re not savages, Ashleigh.’ I tried not be angry with her. ‘There are laws they have to follow and care of their breeders is one of them. They wanted Bhyr to remove her from Arj Wyrm based on that and were prepared to go down fighting for it.’

      ‘If she’d ridden out the bad shit, she’d still be here with us,’ Cristina said. ‘The changing Laws would have kept her safe. That or we would have figured out another way to get her free of that jackass.’

      ‘Ridden out the bad shit?’ Ashleigh looked beside herself.

      ‘Yeah, seriously bad shit. No one is minimising what we suffered, but we’re old enough and smart enough to work through it together and gain some fucking perspective. Indie is the sister of my heart. I don’t agree with everything she said today, but I sure as fuck won’t let you paint her as responsible for what happened to Ella, because you won’t deal with the fact you have real feelings for Ohx. Not happening.’

      ‘My perspective is that you’re condoning the way they treated us. They way Arj Wyrm treated Ella.’

      ‘I’m doing no such thing. We know he was a dick.’

      ‘They all are,’ she shouted.

      ‘No,’ I said. ‘I will not sit here and let you demonise an entire species for being who their fathers raised them to be.’ I held out my hands. ‘Bhyr will listen. He’s willing to change, and he is not the only one. That matters. They are redeemable.’

      Ashleigh scrubbed away angry tears. ‘Tell that to Ella.’

      ‘That’s not fair,’ I told her. ‘None of us were going to walk away and forget her.’

      ‘You want to assume responsibility for her taking the easy way out?’ Cristina interrupted. ‘Fine. But don’t push your guilt on us. I have my own woman-child to take care of. When was the last time you made Grace feel like she isn’t alone? It might be happening slower, but she’s suiciding just like Ella. Only she’s taking her sweet ass time and making me and my man suffer along with her. So, as much as I respect you, I have no patience for your shit, Ashleigh.’

      Making a pitched noise of aggravation, Ashleigh tossed her head and again folded her arms over her heaving chest.

      ‘Enough of this.’ I chopped my hand through the air. ‘We’re going in circles. What’s it going to be, ladies? Are we going to keep taking cheap shots at each other, or are we going to calm down and make peace?’

      They’d drifted to solitary spots, neither interested in standing close to the other, but when I spoke, both jabbed me with fulminating glares.

      ‘We’re not,’ Mayumi said and broke the tension. ‘We’re not saying what happened to us was okay.’ She glanced at me. ‘What you said makes sense to me. My culture differs from the Western one and… I can understand what happened. I know what you were trying to say.’ She wrung her hands, turning to face Ashleigh, apologetic. ‘We’re just….’

      ‘Making excuses.’ Ashleigh wasn’t backing down.

      ‘Understanding their reasons,’ I said thinking of Bhyr’s painful desperation.

      In his situation, how far would I have gone to save humanity? Who were we to judge when we were capable of the same fallible decisions?

      Moreover, I was right.

      They don’t think like us.

      Their culture was so different, it gave me chills. But to hold it against them would hinder our attempts to integrate and guide them to ways more acceptable to our human sense of morality.

      ‘Offering explanations.’ Mayumi gave a stubborn jut of the chin. ‘Different viewpoints. Yours remains a valid truth.’

      Ashleigh shook her head. ‘I won’t pretend Ohx saw me as anything but property. Some kind of toy he treated like crap and was willing to bludgeon to death once he’d gotten what he wanted.’ Her face bloomed in fiery shades of pink. ‘I will not think about how he cared for me after he’d used me. I will not think because he swore he’d keep me after I gave him a son I owe him anything but contempt.’ She slapped a hand over her mouth to cover a sob, but pulled it together in admirable speed. ‘So shut up about the gifts and sweet things they’re doing now. It makes me want to scream.’ As soon as she’d finished her verbal torrent, Ashleigh’s tormented expression lightened. ‘Saying that felt good.’

      ‘Screeching it more like,’ Cristina muttered.

      ‘Ohx said he would keep you after you had a boy?’ I liked him a lot more than I had a minute prior. Knowing how the Horde feared Bhyr’s wrath, the male had a huge pair on him to make that kind of promise.

      ‘He was going to hide me in the vespiary. Whatever and wherever that is.’ She rubbed a hand over her watery eyes. ‘He said I’d be safe there.’

      ‘It’s their last city,’ I said.

      Ashleigh’s hand dropped and her eyes got big. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘City?’ Mayumi squeaked.

      ‘Is it close? Is there toilet paper?’ Cristina looked half crazed at the idea.

      Wincing at their shrill tones, I leaned away, palms up to fend them off. ‘You’re being very intense right now.’

      ‘Why the hell am I living in a cave, squatting over a glorified latrine when there’s a perfectly good bathroom somewhere with a toilet seat, and all the modern comforts of home?’ Cristina asked.

      Ashleigh sniffed. ‘That was a whole load of supposition.’

      ‘Calm down, Cristina.’ I smacked her bouncing knee to still it. ‘It’s not that great. It’s creepy. Abandoned and in the middle of nowhere.’

      ‘Still,’ she said, wistful. ‘There’s only so many times a woman can wipe her ass with a fuzzy leaf and not have a breakdown, you know?’

      We were quiet again.

      I broke the silence this time. ‘So, we’re staying,’ I checked. ‘Here. On Vøtkyr.’

      ‘Of course.’ Mayumi’s smile made her eyes disappear it was so big. ‘Drayg adores me. He is a good man. I am honoured to have his children.’ She tapped a finger on her chin. ‘One day, if the First ever lets in tourists….’ She shot me a pointed stare. I blinked. ‘I will open a hotel. My mother will never see me become more successful than my younger brother, but I’ll know it.’

      Cristina exhaled. ‘I’m in love with Bihter, so, I’m not going anywhere. Besides, with these holospheres, I can start my news station. I’d have a monopoly on the entire demographic on this planet.’ She grinned. ‘Stay with me on this. I envision….’ She expanded her arms with a starry-eyed look. ‘Intergalactic coverage.’

      My mouth quirked. ‘Dream big.’

      Rolling her eyes to heaven, Ashleigh fell back into her seat and screamed into her hands.

      ‘Better?’ I asked.

      ‘I hate what Ohx did. I hate it.’ The dangerous vibes she’d been emanating cooled. ‘I tried not to care about him but…’ She jerked a shoulder, expression helpless. ‘There’s something about him. He’s done terrible things I can’t imagine forgiving, but there’s this innocence to him that is so confusing.’

      I understood the nameless pull she fought against. I felt it when Bhyr said my name, shy and uncertain, and when he touched me like I was precious.

      ‘What about the women who don’t want to stay?’ asked Mayumi. ‘We shouldn’t ignore them or force them.’

      ‘We don’t want another Ella,’ I added with a pang of sadness. I let the emotion have its moment then sidelined it.

      ‘Of course not, but how will they leave? What can we do to help them?’ Cristina pointed out. ‘It’s not as if we ever came up with a workable plan to get back to Earth. The only way off this rock is through the First. So?’ She looked at me, expectant. They all looked at me. ‘Indie?’

      Aggravated by the impossibility of it all, I sat.

      Mayumi mirrored me except she was graceful about it, tucking her legs under her bottom and hands in her lap.

      Cristina and Ashleigh joined us after shooting each other apologetic looks for their earlier confrontation.

      ‘Bhyr made serious changes and not everyone agrees.’ I rubbed my forehead. ‘He has to move with caution and give the warriors who are struggling time to adjust. Politics, you know?’ Even broaching sending women home made me anxious. It would mean taking fertile breeders away from desperate males. It was the right thing to do, but doing it would set off a chain reaction that might cause considerable collateral damage. Not only were humans the most breakable things around, but a tradable commodity. I didn’t want us to rush and back ourselves into a situation worse than our current one. ‘We’re treading on dangerous ground as it is. It won’t take much for there to be open rebellion.’ I grimaced. ‘Civil war.’

      ‘War?’ Mayumi made an unhappy face.

      ‘I always thought it’d be romantic for a man to ride into battle for me,’ Cristina said. ‘The reality is awful.’

      I was glad they understood the danger and wouldn’t demand the impossible. ‘We’re on the same page. Good. We have to be patient. Once things settle, I’ll ask Bhyr to do right by them.’ He couldn’t give them back the time stolen, or fix the trauma they’d suffered, but he could get them home and give them back to their families.

      ‘Uh huh.’ Ashleigh looked unimpressed. ‘We’re on the same page.’ She twirled a finger in a circle to indicate our council. ‘Who is going to tell the ones who spend all day crying to leave that they have to stay until God knows when?’

      We glanced between ourselves.

      Mayumi cleared her throat. ‘As Indira is our leader–’

      I did a double take, while Cristina made a sudden, abortive neck slicing action.

      ‘–isn’t it her job to soothe the others?’ Mayumi finished.

      ‘Oh, yeah.’ Ashleigh sat back. ‘That takes a load off.’

      My eyebrows tried to climb off my face and into my hairline. ‘I’m sorry, what?’

      ‘We ran an election,’ Ashleigh said. ‘There were polls and voting. It was cool. You won.’ She mimed waving a mini flag. ‘Yay you.’

      ‘What?’ I thumped my chest. ‘Where was I during this? What about my vote?’

      Holding up empty palms, Ashleigh shrugged.

      ‘You’re a lone wolf, Indie.’ Mayumi cupped her chin in her hand. ‘You and the First rarely leave your hermitage. This is the first time we’ve met, and I know everybody.’

      Cristina avoided my eyes.

      I grabbed her wrist. ‘Did you know about this?’

      ‘Um, maybe, yes?’ She slid me a guilt-ridden wince. ‘I voted, too, and on your behalf.’ She twisted a braid around her finger. ‘I may have also used those votes in your favour.’

      ‘She nominated you, too,’ Ashleigh shared. ‘And convinced us we needed a leader to advance our humanitarian causes.’

      I flung her arm away. ‘Cristina.’

      ‘You wouldn’t have done it yourself. We needed you.’ Her mouth firmed. ‘You know what? Sorry not sorry. You were the best candidate by far.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Ashleigh.

      ‘Meh.’ Mayumi scratched her nose. ‘I’m just relieved it wasn’t me. I’m going to be busy with my hotel-spa launch.’

      ‘Spa?’ Cristina squealed.

      I put my head in my hands and groaned.

      ‘I don’t know what the problem is,’ Cristina said. ‘You’ve wanted to run a political party since we were five.’

      ‘Yes. Lead a single party. Not represent all the women on an entire planet,’ I said through my fingers.

      ‘You always were an overachiever.’ Cristina sniffed. ‘You’re welcome, by the way. I ran your campaign.’ She made a swooping motion with her hand. ‘You won by a landslide.’

      Mayumi patted her hand. ‘You’re such a good friend.’

      ‘That’s right. Hear that, Indie? I’m spectacular.’

      We talked over the finer points of letting the other women know our next steps and ended up using the whole day making plans.

      On her way out behind the others, Cristina clung to me like a barnacle.

      ‘I am not your friend,’ I told her.

      She gave me big sad doe eyes that had no effect as she couldn’t stop grinning. ‘Don’t be mad. I can’t stand it. You’re my ride or die bitch.’

      ‘You went behind my back.’

      ‘You were the best one for the job, and you’ve had your hands full with the First.’ She let me go. ‘I wanted nothing to disturb that, or jeopardise the relationship you’re building with him.’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘Give it a rest, Indie, or you’ll start to sound like Ashleigh. We came to this planet as chattel. You spend a couple of weeks alone with the First, and look at us now.’ She grabbed my shoulders. ‘You did something. I don’t know what it cost you, and I can only imagine what you went through. If you ever need to talk, I’m here. The others may never say it or even know they should, but thank you.’

      ‘All I did was tell him no.’

      Smiling, her head tilted. ‘And that wasn’t hard enough?’ She peeked outside to see where the suns where at. ‘I’d better go. I have to go tell Grace what’s what.’ Her expression curdled. ‘So looking forward to that conversation.’

      I walked her out, shaking new lanterns to brighten the passageway. ‘How is she doing?’

      ‘Terrible. Sah Rahm did a number on her. She goes into hysterics if Bihter comes within five feet. She hides under the covers all day. Crying. She barely eats. She’s getting so thin.’ Cristina gnawed her thumb until it bled. ‘She won’t snap out of it. I don’t know what to do. She’s met Ashleigh, but refuses to consider meeting any of the others, which is silly because she needs support.’

      ‘Keep trying.’ I wrinkled my nose. ‘If it doesn’t get better soon, I’ll visit and deliver some tough love.’ Or hard truths.

      We wouldn’t give up on her. Things were getting better, and soon, she would have the chance to go home.

      I’d make sure of it.
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      Pulpy grey tissue. Shards of white bone. Sticky blood that pooled and was red, so red, it neared black. The bright liquid saturating the moss was full of silent blame the pale lips would never say.

      ‘First?’ The fulsome voice rose in concern, as if its owner had tried to capture his attention for a while.

      Bhyr lifted his head. His stare pinned Kov Drayg.

      The male averted his eyes. His eyes landed on the body and flitted away from that too. ‘The perimeter is secure.’

      ‘And?’ Bhyr asked.

      ‘We located the breeder’s warrior in the southern tunnel.’

      The breeder, Bhyr thought.

      He felt a lurch within that left him unsteady.

      He remembered the judgement on Indira’s face when he told her Horde warriors did not deign to learn the names of their inferiors. ‘Do you know her name?’ Bhyr motioned to the naked body that looked too broken to ever have lived.

      A meaningful pause.

      ‘No,’ the male replied. ‘My female would, but I do not wish her to see this.’

      Bhyr would rather put out Indira’s eyes than have her see this. ‘Bring him to me.’ Blistering rage devoured the calm he wore as a mantle. ‘He will explain the meaning of this. He will make me understand why he chose to do this.’

      Features pulling in odd ways, Drayg shook his head. ‘Come. You must see this now.’

      A fistful of chimes later, Bhyr stood over the ravaged corpse of his warrior.

      His hands shook. ‘Who?’

      Acknowledging his First’s presence, Kov Ohx glanced up from where he tended to the body, reuniting head with neck.

      Gentle despite the brutish appearance of his hands, he covered the departed with a ceremonial skin. ‘I ran his blood through the sequencer, but I know him.’ Wide shoulders heaved with a sigh. ‘Destruction has welcomed Arj Kryll to his domain.’

      That made Bhyr pause.

      ‘An Arj.’ Drayg’s expression stretched in surprise.

      ‘I know.’ Face troubled, Ohx shook his head. ‘In protest of Wyrm’s exile, they have chosen to back the older generations. Savaging one of their own makes no sense. No matter the political leaning, generations protect others of the brood.’

      ‘It must have been one of our people.’ Drayg appeared unconvinced.

      ‘No,’ Bhyr said. ‘I would never condone what was done here. This was perpetrated by the older generations.’

      ‘This will fracture them, if so,’ Drayg surmised.

      ‘All of us. It will divide all of us.’ Bhyr dragged a hand over the ridges that ached along his crown. His people no longer simply died.

      They desecrated each other.

      ‘He fought,’ Ohx pointed out.

      Drayg clicked low in his throat, agreeing. ‘Defensive wounds from multiple strikes.’ He pointed out the lacerations and gouges in the armour covering the male’s chest and sides. He hovered over a ragged puncture under the left pectoral. ‘They bled him, but this here is what felled him.’

      ‘There was more than one,’ Bhyr stated.

      ‘An ambush.’ Drayg motioned to Ohx, and they stood. They struck at each other, Drayg the attacker and Ohx playing the victim, mimicking a desperate, close-quarters fight. ‘You can see from the tearing of the flesh the blades came from different directions.’

      Bhyr came up behind Ohx and mimed thrusting at his side, which the male blocked, allowing Drayg an opening to deliver the “killing” blow.

      They stepped apart then looked down on the fallen warrior, each feeling the devastation of the betrayal.

      Bhyr studied the marks on the ground. ‘One challenged, and once he was occupied, another came up from behind and gave the challenger his opportunity.’

      ‘With the warrior dead, and with no one to defend her, they dragged the female.’ Drayg highlighted the scuff marks leading to where they’d found the human. ‘They left her displayed in such a manner to degrade Kryll and embellish his failure.’

      ‘Perhaps, but I suggest we dig deeper.’ Ohx’s voice brimmed with repressed rage. ‘It is a message to all those who took human breeders.’

      ‘A threat?’ Drayg asked.

      ‘Yes, and an insult.’

      ‘Can you tell me who?’ Bhyr asked already knowing without extreme measures it would be near impossible.

      ‘There has not been a murder between Horde brothers since before my grandfather’s grandfather’s time. Death from Challenge, yes, but outright murder….’ Ohx trailed off. ‘We have the tech, but it means taking it from the last vespiary. The Erd and Sah will push back.’

      ‘They are the ones responsible,’ Drayg snapped.

      ‘It is no coincidence Kryll’s Gift was truth seeking,’ Bhyr said.

      ‘He was pleased with his breeder, but there are other Arj as content,’ Ohx agreed.

      Drayg blinked. ‘You think they want us to believe they murdered him because of the human.’ Drayg inhaled sharply as he caught onto their flow of thought. ‘They needed to rid themselves of a liability, but knew if they simply killed him without reason, it would be obvious it was his divine Gift they feared rather than an outpouring of rage over his alien breeder.’

      ‘It is easier to lie to me when I cannot call upon a Gift to confirm or deny my suspicions.’ Bhyr laughed without humour. ‘But they forget I am not so easy to fool.’

      Ohx sighed. ‘What lie are they to tell that is so important they needed to kill to protect it?’

      They glanced at each other uneasily.

      ‘What will you do?’ Ohx asked, tentative to question.

      Bhyr waved a hand to dismiss the male’s concerns of offending him. ‘My sacred charge as Destruction’s Avatar is to protect the Horde. That is what I will do.’

      Drayg peered hard at him. ‘You will forgive them.’ He stated it, mouth tight.

      ‘A war between generations will mean the end of our species.’ He looked between the males. ‘Bring me evidence I can use against the perpetrators and they will be punished. In the meantime, I will call a Hunt and amend the Law.’

      Ohx shared a hopeful look with Drayg. ‘You will declare the breeders our life mates?’

      Bhyr gazed upon the body of his warrior then looked down the tunnel towards where the female lay.

      She hadn’t been wearing a Keeping.

      Bhyr knew what that meant. He knew the strength of what the warrior had felt for his human breeder.

      Kryll had found happiness, only to have it destroyed, and by those who professed themselves his kin.

      The knowledge hurt.

      It shattered the last of his blind belief in the sanctity of Horde Law.

      Laws could change. Tradition could be broken.

      No more needless death.

      ‘As of this very moment, I do. They are our mates. They have been since the beginning and it was ignorant and prideful for me to pretend otherwise.’ He looked between them. ‘Regardless, my conscience will allow nothing else.’

      ‘First.’

      Bhyr turned to seek the one who spoke his name as if he owned it.

      Sah Rahm, Erd Styng and a host of battle-tested warriors entered the grotto from the opposite direction.

      ‘He would dare.’ Ohx fixed a heavy-browed glare on the approaching group.

      Dipping his head in greeting, Rahm stopped by the breeder corpse. He clicked derisively. ‘What happened?’

      ‘Murder,’ Drayg replied. ‘You have testimony?’

      ‘Or a confession,’ Ohx added darkly.

      ‘Me?’ Rahm glanced over his shoulder at his cohorts, his expression amused bafflement. ‘I know nothing of the creature’s demise.’

      ‘No?’ Bhyr asked. ‘What of Arj Kryll? Our brother suffered treachery in defence of his breeder.’

      ‘He is dead, too? A travesty.’

      ‘You had nothing to do with it?’

      ‘I did not.’

      Bhyr studied him.

      The male may not have bloodied his own hands, but he was involved. That was clear to everyone present.

      He has become a problem too big to ignore.

      From the corner of his eye, Bhyr watched Bihter stride into the Gathering Grotto, his dark-skinned mate clutched to his side and appearing distressed. He slowed his step, reluctant to bring his breeder closer to a potential threat.

      ‘You think I lie?’ Rahm’s face didn’t change, but something about its arrangement seemed false. ‘Prove it.’

      ‘We will,’ Drayg said. ‘And not just for Kryll. Now the First has declared the humans our life mates, any action against them is punishable by Law.’

      Rahm had turned to saunter away, but hearing this, he spun. ‘What?’ His gaze switched to Bhyr, horror in their depths. ‘What did he say? What did you do?’

      ‘No!’ The cry echoed around the grotto. A yellow-haired female darted around Bihter and ran toward the dead human, hand outstretched.

      ‘Ashleigh?’ Surprised, Ohx bounced onto his feet and caught her around the waist. ‘Ashleigh, no.’

      ‘What happened?’ She tried shove free of his embrace. ‘Oh, my God. What happened to her face?’ She struggled when Ohx picked her up. He moved to the side, his gaze fixed on Rahm and his followers, leery of their presence. ‘Stop. Let me see her!’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked in concern.

      ‘We had to come.’ Her voice was small and her mouth trembling. ‘You ignored my calls. It was important.’

      ‘As you see, this is important.’

      ‘Yes, but Hanna’s already dead. Grace may still be alive.’ She stretched her neck to look around, expression lightening in relief. ‘There. Cristina’s warrior will explain.’

      Still reluctant, Bihter approached, arm clamped around his breeder. ‘First,’ he greeted, solemn. ‘You need to hear this.’ He nudged his female. ‘Go on, Cristina. Tell him what you told me. He will not harm you.’

      The human his Indira considered a friend met his gaze. Her expression hardened in determination.  ‘I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t urgent, but after we were finished at your nest and left, Ashleigh and I dropped off Mayumi and were walking home.’

      ‘To my nest,’ Bihter clarified.

      ‘That is not safe,’ Bhyr told her and sent a reproving look over their heads at their warriors.

      The males cringed.

      ‘Yeah, I’m getting that.’ Cristina’s eyes latched onto the dead human. She shivered. ‘Anyway, once I was home it was obvious Grace wasn’t there. We searched the nest and the tunnels surrounding it.’ She opened her hands to flash empty palms. ‘Nothing.’

      Bhyr felt a spike of alarm. ‘If she wandered into the wilderness, she is in grave peril. We can track her with the signal from her holosphere transmitter–’

      ‘She refused implantation,’ Bihter said. ‘She believed it an attempt at mind control.’

      Blinking at the illogical thoughts of the missing human, Bhyr paused. ‘We will track her trail, then.’

      ‘Wait.’ Cristina reached to grab his arm. She stopped when he wrenched the limb from her reach.

      ‘No female touches me but Indira.’

      ‘Fair enough, but I’m not finished and you need to listen.’

      ‘It gives the First orders.’ Rahm radiated menace.

      Bihter flashed his teeth and both males leaned in, bodies readying to meet in violent confrontation.

      ‘Enough.’ Bhyr looked at the breeder, a sense of foreboding creeping over him. ‘Continue.’

      ‘We grew concerned. Bihter and Ohx weren’t picking up our calls, so we decided to search outside on the mountain steppes ourselves.’ Cristina’s lips thinned at his disapproving expression. ‘Yes, I know, it’s dangerous, but we had few options. We decided to call Indie, to let her know what we were up to. We voted her our leader, and it seemed sensible to let someone know we’d be out there.’ Her distress grew. ‘So, we called her and, well, see for yourself.’ The human brought up her holosphere and using verbal commands tapped his breeder’s frequency.

      The visualiser slid side to side, searching, as if Indira’s transmitter didn’t exist.

      ‘I tried as well,’ Ashleigh said. ‘I had the same result.’

      ‘As did I, once they found me,’ Bihter said, apologetic. Contacting another male’s breeder was taboo to the extreme. ‘First, I believe something has happened to both Grace and Indira.’ His gaze fell on the dead breeder. ‘Even more so, now that I see this.’

      But Bhyr was already trying Indira himself and getting the same response.

      Nothing.

      ‘What would cause this,’ he asked, fighting for calm, the pounding of his pulse at his temple. A dozen horrific images cycled through his imagination. Close to panting, he suppressed them to keep from devolving into a rampaging monster.

      ‘The device is powered using body heat. If it is removed, it will no longer function. It might malfunction if too hot, but that temperature would be incompatible with human life. Either it was removed or the user is….’ Ohx trailed off, alarmed at his leader’s expression.

      Ashleigh made a furious noise. ‘Dead. You’re saying she might be dead. And if she’s dead, Grace is dead, too. Just like Hanna. Just like Ella.’

      Bihter’s human turned a horrible colour. ‘What? We were with her just a few hours ago! Everything was fine!’

      Bhyr had frozen. He looked at the dead breeder, realised he’d left his mate alone and undefended, then glanced up and met Rahm’s gaze. He knew his fear was too close to the surface when the male’s face took on a gloating cast.

      ‘Perhaps she has ventured outside and grown too cold for the transmitter to function,’ Bihter said trying to soothe. ‘We have no proof she is dead.’

      ‘We will go to your nest now,’ Ohx said. ‘If she is gone, we will find her.’

      ‘Her and Grace,’ Bihter added.

      ‘Indira knows not to leave the nest.’ Bhyr resisted the urge to clutch his chest, the panic eating through him acute to the point of pain.

      Shifting closer, inviting himself into their huddle, Rahm rocked his head on his neck. ‘Perhaps, but these humans are flighty creatures. It does not surprise me to hear of their escape. And in our dangerous lands! And with an Exile who bears a grudge on the loose! Think of the horrors that might befall her at his hands.’

      Drayg, who had shifted aside to check on his own breeder, rejoined the conversation. ‘You seem certain Wyrm will find her?’

      Rahm clicked. ‘You blocked his frequency.’

      Bhyr, Ohx, Bihter and Drayg shot hurried, horrified looks between themselves then brought up their holospheres. Bhyr reinstated Arj Wyrm to his contact list and there it was.

      ‘He is insane,’ Drayg whispered, reading the transmission over his shoulder.

      Rahm sighed. ‘At least the First’s honour will not be completely violated. The Keeping will stop the Exile from breeding his get on her.’ Rahm’s voice was mild. ‘Will it not?’

      ‘You motherfuc–’ Bihter put a hand over his breeder’s mouth and moved her aside.

      Bhyr swept past, his stride quickening.

      ‘We will take you home,’ Ohx told Ashleigh as they trotted behind. ‘We must begin the search.’

      ‘No,’ she protested, jogging to keep up. ‘We’ll help look and don’t even think about arguing. Grace and Indira need our help, so don’t you dare ask us to sit on our asses waiting.’

      ‘Can you track?’ Bhyr demanded over his shoulder rather than tell her she was ridiculous.

      Somehow, she picked up on his hidden frustration and her voice gentled. ‘No, but we can help coordinate the search and offer insight into how they’ll think and react.’ Her voice firmed. ‘You’ll need us once you find them. If they’ve been hurt.’

      ‘Breeders commanding warriors. Disgusting.’ Rahm and his followers peeled off to head down another tunnel, their exodus stating their intention not to help.

      Something about the way his Second had spoken of his breeder sat wrongly.

      Bhyr went over the message from Wyrm again in his memory. His blood boiled. His pace increased to a run. He would find the one who touched his mate. Once he did, pain would gain new meaning.
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      Alone in the nest and not expecting Bhyr until after last sunset, I studied glyphs, washed, ate, and thought about how best to approach Bhyr with the news some claimed women wanted to return to Earth. Curled up on a floor cushion, I enjoyed my “me time” and ended up chuckling at myself. Happiness had seemed impossible when I’d arrived. I’d thought my life was over. I realised now it had changed into something new and exciting–an adventure.

      One thing that might make it better was getting an animal companion to lavish affection on. I’d always wanted a pet, but never had time to dedicate to its care. What would the alien equivalent of a puppy be like?

      Hearing a voice outside, I got up to investigate. I opened my mouth to call out but a frisson of unease stopped me.

      Who was visiting the First’s home unexpected and unannounced?

      ‘Breeder?’ came the voice again. ‘Come attend me.’

      Heart lodged into my throat, I shoved my back against the wall and dropped into a squat. Silence rotted in the open air, but I said not a word.

      ‘We know it is there.’

      I took my knife from where I stashed it in my boot.

      ‘It is not curious?’

      The unseen glare I sent towards the disembodied voice could have cut glass.

      ‘Good, breeder.’ The voice took on a cajoling tone that did not mask the frustration beneath it. ‘It knows it would displease its warrior to find it outside the den.’ A pause. ‘Will it not come out and look us in the eye? Humans claim this is a sign of respect? This warrior shows the respect deserved. How disappointing it does not.’

      This fucking guy.

      ‘You can’t come inside this nest because the First would hunt you down and end you.’ The truth of those words and his lack of response freed me to stand and walk away. ‘You might have gotten away with taking me if I left of my free will, but I’m not some dumb chick who thinks with her tits.’

      I went to turn the corner and pondered if Bhyr needed to know about this. He’d be mad and do that alpha male bit of threatening to bust heads, but what good would it do?

      I’d handled it.

      Bhyr’s fear of what might have happened would distract him from the real danger of getting his Horde back under the thumb.

      To make this relationship work, I needed to pull my weight. Not add more because I was too hapless to handle the smaller issues myself.

      A feeble voice warbled, ‘Indira?’

      My boot scuffed on the stone as I jerked to a halt.

      ‘He’ll kill me. God, Indira, please, don’t leave. He’s going to kill me.’

      Well, shit.

      The voice was familiar. I had a think. ‘Grace?’

      ‘Yes!’

      ‘How did you know my name?’ I asked, suspicious.

      ‘From the ship. Your voice. Cristina told me your name. Everyone knows you. I never said thank you for helping me. I should have.’ A pause. ‘I voted for you.’

      So, the depressed recluse had gotten a vote? Splendid. I ground my palm into my face. ‘Who has you?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘How did he get you?’

      ‘I… I wasn’t smart. Cristina went out, and I didn’t want to go with her. I hate it here. I heard someone calling, and I thought I could try….’ A soft sob. ‘I left the nest. So stupid. I didn’t think. Please come out here. He won’t kill me if you do. He wants you alive. I’m just... I don’t want to die!’

      She was bait.

      I considered shucking the unasked for burden of leadership. I remembered Ella and how I’d deferred trying to help her. Could I live with myself if the same happened again? If I stayed safe and summoned Bhyr, the warrior would kill Grace. Not only would it keep his identity a secret, it would preserve the opportunity to snatch me. With me, she stood a chance. Without me, she was dead. Not because I was special or worth more than her, but because of who would come for me. It wasn’t fair nor my responsibility. It wasn’t fair, but it wasn’t her fault.

      So, I left the nest.

      Grace lay crumpled over a saddle. The warrior I hated above all others wound a hank of her blonde hair around his fist. He pulled her head back to expose her throat. He pressed a dagger to it, double-edged, leaf-shaped.

      ‘Stand here.’ He jerked his chin. ‘Now.’

      Silent and stiff-backed, I complied, meeting his gaze.

      ‘Is it armed?’ he asked.

      A frisk would prove me a liar, so I didn’t bother lying. ‘Yes.’ I brought the knife up from where I’d been hiding it, tucked up my sleeve.

      ‘Drop it.’ I did. A smile stretched Arj Wyrm’s hard mouth. ‘It can write the god’s tongue?’ He waited for my nod. ‘It will message the First.’

      It took me a heartbeat to lie after all.

      I was a lure for bigger game, and I refused to sing to his tune. ‘I did already.’

      His face took on a suspicious mien.

      Biting my bottom lip, I let a tremble that wasn’t fake enter my voice. ‘I was scared. I begged him to come home.’

      Satisfaction crawled across his expression. ‘Good, breeder. Very good.’ Releasing Grace, he jumped from the goodbeast.

      Between one blink and the next, he grabbed the back of my neck and forced my head down, twisting it to the side. He used the tip of his blade to cut a slice behind my ear, stab something that crunched, and then wedged it from under my skin.

      He let me go with a shove.

      I caught my balance before I fell, hand flying to the wound. I straightened. My fingers came away wet with blood. ‘Did the transmitter have a tracker?’

      ‘Yes, and I could have disabled it.’ He opened his hand to let the shard of metal hit the rocky path. He ground it under his heel. ‘But removing it was the first of many mistakes corrected when it comes to you humans. We go.’ He pointed at the saddle. ‘Mount.’ He bent over to pick up my antler knife.

      I flashed a glance towards Grace, hoping she would have taken the time to run while his attention was elsewhere.

      She huddled on the goodbeast, weeping into her sleeve.

      Hours later, I was ready to kill myself.

      ‘All goes to plan.’

      Wyrm wouldn’t shut up.

      ‘The First is wild over the loss of his breeder by now.’

      He’d bragged nonstop.

      Taking my silence for submission, his grandstanding became so loud, it startled birds into flight.

      ‘The First dared name this warrior an exile. Vzzt! The best of a generation forsaken. The Horde is nothing without this warrior’s guidance.’

      I couldn’t stand it.

      The smug look on his face grew each time I ignored him.

      ‘Hel Bhyr the Betrayer will taste defeat at my hands.’

      ‘Doubtful,’ I said through pinched lips.

      ‘It speaks.’ He sneered.

      ‘Even if he had come after me, the First isn’t stupid. It wouldn’t have taken him long to out think you, your asinine plan, and then run circles around you.’ I rubbed the last bit in. ‘Exile.’

      He tensed. ‘This Horde warrior is Arj Wyrm.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      Bhyr had explained to be an exile was a punishment feared over death. Stripped of all titles and honours, the male was no longer associated with the Horde. That he was unwilling or unable to grasp that didn’t bode well for us.

      He reined the good beast to a halt. ‘It spoke wrongly.’

      My eyes roamed the craggy landscape, searching for potential escape. ‘Hm?’

      ‘It says, “It wouldn’t have taken him long.” Wouldn’t. Why not “will”?’

      I stared straight ahead without blinking. ‘I misspoke.’

      ‘It lied.’ Disapproval coloured his voice. ‘It did not send the message.’

      Grace whimpered.

      My body unlocked more from irritation than a lack of fear over the consequences. I faced him. ‘I lied. You assumed I’d do what you wanted. Why? Because you’re used to bullying your victims and having them cower.’ I stared him down with as much courage as I could muster. ‘I stood in the First’s shadow and told him no. You don’t scare the likes of me.’

      Sweat broke out on my forehead, but I didn’t back down. He was a bully. If you let them see your fear, they’d feed off it like a parasite.

      Wyrm’s eyes narrowed with a forced smile. His hand fisted on the beast leads until the leather creaked. ‘Clever gash. We cannot change this as it no longer has a holosphere.’ He chuckled. ‘No matter.’

      His own holosphere wrapped around his body.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘We should tell the First what this warrior intends to do with his breeder.’

      I looked away, swallowing.

      ‘This warrior sees how it seduced the First.’ Wyrm finished his message and dismissed the floating screen. ‘This human has strength despite its fear. That is attractive to us. We used to have dominant females. Queens.’ He snorted. ‘It is worthy of a warrior’s notice.’

      ‘The First’s motivations for wanting me are his alone and none of your business.’

      ‘His motivations are every warrior’s business. The First has changed. His decisions of late make no sense.’ Wyrm shook his head. ‘Hel Bihter broke Law and left Vøtkyr. He returns diminished. Does the First punish him? No! He gives him another human female taken from a warrior in need. What of this warrior? He has no breeder. It,’ he poked Grace in the back of the head, ‘should have been mine. Worse, the Verak King and Zython’s Avatar offered the Horde insult. Did the First respond with a show of our might? No!’ He ranted for another hour at the top of his lungs. While Grace hunched and shivered, I cut my eye at him. ‘I will have a son. Even if I must rut over every fat ugly human Destruction saw fit to breed off Creation.’

      This is who pushed Ella to the brink.

      He accepted no responsibility for his actions and perceived himself as the victim. He believed he deserved Grace to replace the female he’d lost through abuse and neglect.

      We forded a river.

      The current moved swiftly, but was shallow enough to navigate without drowning.

      We weren’t restrained.

      While we’d be wet in a dangerous cold, the snow fell heavily enough that if we gained enough distance, we could lose the warrior, and he our trail. Getting through the night alive would mean finding a grotto with a hot spring, but the planet was riddled with geothermal nodes. It was risky.

      We can do it.

      I caught Grace’s eye and then motioned with my head towards the water.

      Her eyes went white all around. She shook her head in frantic snaps that had me biting my tongue until it bled.

      That was that then.

      She wouldn’t run, and I wouldn’t leave her.

      We didn’t travel far, a quarter of the evening at most. I could tell it would take hundreds of man hours to search the endless barren of Vøtkyr’s mountainous terrain and forested steppes to find us.

      He took us to a cave.

      Not one of the warm underground grottos the Horde preferred, but a hole in the ground. It had icicles and dead skeletons. Cobwebs. Piles of bug-infested guano and things that skittered in the corners.

      Dark, damp and freezing.

      This fucking guy.

      I skirted the tuskbeast skeleton taking up a third of the space, an eye on its nest of branching antlers. I gave one a quick tug, hoping to loosen one of those babies. The dried bone wouldn’t be as sharp as my well-honed knife, but it was better than nothing.

      Grace gave a shrill cry.

      Rather than grit her teeth and walk through the pain of cramped legs, she let Wyrm drag her off the saddle. He tossed her into the dirt and left her to shiver at his feet.

      ‘Breeder.’ He grabbed his crotch and gave it a jostle. ‘Ready this warrior.’

      Paling to an ashen grey, Grace covered her face with her hands. She folded like a limp rag. ‘I can’t do this,’ she cried. ‘I can’t. I can’t, can’t….’

      His face darkened.

      I swayed back at the acrid wash of anger radiating from him. My back hit a gritty wall, and I dropped onto my butt.

      She would get herself killed. Worse, she would get me killed. I had made my peace with doing whatever he wanted if it meant survival. I was going to live to see Bhyr rip this guy’s spine out his ass and beat him to death with it.

      Just had to stay alive.

      I wanted Grace to stay alive, too, and it fell down to me to step up. I had to act. It was a leader’s responsibility to protect and sacrifice for their people.

      Bhyr taught me that.

      Scrunching my eyes closed, I stood. ‘Leave her alone.’ I shook and radiated “keep away” vibes. As far as distracting him with my body went, it was a poor effort. ‘I’ll do it. Okay?’

      Grace’s head rose.

      She stared at me with wet eyes full of fragile hope.

      I couldn’t stomach looking at her. I wanted to save her, but that didn’t mean I could stand the sight of her.

      Cautious, I minced closer to the furious male, cringing with every step. ‘She won’t do it and you’ve killed enough of us. So… use me instead.’ My voice warbled and cracked along with my resolve, but I kept moving. ‘Okay?’

      A muscle jumped under Wyrm’s eye. He exhaled. A swinging arm backhanded me across the face.

      I lay on the floor until I stopped seeing double.

      Grace was bawling.

      ‘This warrior chose,’ said Wyrm, implacable. ‘Obey.’

      Faltering, I picked myself up, annoyed all Grace could think to do was shrink further into herself.

      Was she going to turn invisible?

      ‘This is stupid. You won’t even get any pleasure out of it.’ I palmed the side of my head, amazed everything felt the right shape. I licked my lips and tasted metal. ‘Why bother?’

      He jabbed a meaty finger towards my groin and glowered. ‘Where is the Keeping that should guard the First’s chalice, female? Where?’

      ‘You’re doing this to make a point?’ My free hand fisted as I fought to modulate my voice. ‘The First took it off me. He explained why. I’m not going to again. You’re not deaf, Exile, you’re arrogant, thinking you know better.’

      Wyrm stiffened. Done with humouring me, he seized Grace by the hair.

      Heart rabbiting, I tried for a tuskbeast horn and almost lost an eye. I cursed. Out of time, and out of ideas, I charged.

      Which was dumb, because he caught me around the throat, then shook me within an inch of my life. I scrabbled at his forearm to tear free, but my sweaty hands failed to grip the plates of his exoskeleton.

      Scratching at his fist, Grace breathed in ragged gusts between her bloodcurdling screams. Her stark white, rolling eyes landed on mine.

      At whatever she saw in me, she calmed, and borrowed a backbone from some hidden well of strength.

      In a quavering voice, she told him, ‘No!’

      He slapped her.
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      It was an accident. 

      Wyrm meant to use a fraction of his strength to subdue us. I wriggled like a fish on a hook, and Grace flailed in his grip like a gutted kill.

      We distracted him.

      So, when he let go of me, and I doubled over to suck in my first breath in close to a minute, he clipped her to get her moving, and Grace’s head whipped around from the force of it. Then kept on turning. All the way past her shoulder.

      Maybe her bones breaking made a noise. 

      A crack, or a crispy snick.

      I heard nothing but my bleat of horror.

      Her body spun a beat behind the twist of her head, golden hair a rippling curtain.

      When she hit the ground, a flat thud my body absorbed as a blow, her red-rimmed eyes looked beyond the cave to the sky, a tear freezing on her cheek.

      I went real quiet then.

      Wyrm nudged her with his toe. ‘Humans.’ He glanced at me with a half amused, half disgusted grin, like I was supposed to share the joke.

      Horror bowled over me with devastating force. My knees knocked, and the vertebrae in my spine loosened and slipped. ‘You!’ I flung myself at him with no other intention but to see him bleed. ‘You, you, you.’ I punctuated each word with a bare-knuckled punch.

      He restrained me with crippling ease.

      ‘One seed gobbler is as good as any other.’ He manhandled me to his front. ‘Humans are animals. The tightness of your slits are all the Horde speak of. This is what you offer us? Weak sons and filth of the flesh.’

      He put me on my knees.

      I flailed, and my hand smacked into Grace’s face.

      She had not been strong when weakness meant dragging down everyone around her. I hadn’t liked her. We had not been kind to each other. In a sane world, we would never have been friends or even met.

      She hadn’t deserved to die.

      Aggrieved, I cupped her cooling cheek and keened.

      Wyrm cuffed the side of my head. Black spots skittered across my vision. ‘Shut up.’ He hefted his cock from his codpiece, the barbed head bulbous and shiny with blood. The daulm were lumpy and knotted they were so distended. He pumped the angry looking pole, knuckles hitting my chin on his upward tugs. ‘Tongue it.’

      The cheesy musk of his arousal made me heave. ‘I’d rather eat shit.’

      ‘Filthy.’ He purred. He bent to lick the side of my face, slimy tongue worming into my ear.

      I jerked away, repulsed.

      He laughed and gripped my neck to hold me in place. ‘Open your mouth.’

      My face felt numb where his fishy saliva turned to ice, my head empty. ‘This won’t make a son.’ A stranger had hijacked my body, and my mouth was a hostage. What in the name of all that is holy was I saying? The alternatives were bloody worse.

      ‘Eager gash has a hungry slit.’ Wyrm chortled. ‘You humans. It will bare its flanks soon enough. This first.’

      Sucking air through nostrils wide as pinholes, I looked his weapon over. I glanced at his meaty fist, twitching to strike.

      I looked at Grace’s corkscrewed neck.

      I remembered Ella.

      Quaking with an emotion I was too dazed to name, my fingers loosely circled him at the base. It was like hefting a marrow. I went to wallop him in the sac, but remembered after a frantic search there were no balls on this dick, and I couldn’t reach the bulbs inside. Then it came to me; the nerve clusters either side of his groin.

      With a hard press of my thumbs, he would go down.

      But I promised.

      I wanted to believe it didn’t matter, but Bhyr had promised to free the humans. If his promise mattered, why didn’t mine? Because it wasn’t convenient? Would he find out?

      I promised.

      Wyrm unsheathed a blade.

      He tapped it against the jumping pulse at my throat.

      I put my mouth on him, tentative, a light suck, all the while thinking it was nothing. I’d been forced before, by Bhyr himself, and while it had never felt like this, it was nothing. It was a task; a means to an end. I knelt there with a dick in my mouth, next to a corpse, feeling unclean, and couldn’t bring myself to move.

      I started crying, gargling and coarse sounds that made things impossibly worse.

      I can’t do it.

      Regardless if he twisted my neck into a pretzel or not.

      Snorting, Wyrm clasped my nape and thrust until I choked and made a burping retch. My hands stopped fluttering stupidly in the air and shoved at his thighs.

      Water streamed from my eyes by the time he dragged himself back out. I spluttered and gulped down air.

      He slapped that fat thing against my jaw. He stabbed at my lips, wedged back inside when I opened my mouth to gag, then violated me in rough little digs. He angled his shaft into my cheek, snickering and rubbing his cock head through the bulge in my skin.

      Floating outside my own head and thinking he was retarded to put his dick in the mouth of an unwilling participant, my teeth grazed him. I froze. He clapped me one, and when I sobbed at the sting, at the all-consuming fear he’d hit me too hard, as he’d done Grace, he absorbed my terror and panted in pleasure. He grew harder, thick veins pulsing on my tongue as briny pre-ejaculate flooded my tastebuds.

      I looked up.

      He had two fingers in his mouth strumming his tongue.

      Sanctimonious sonofabitch.

      He was going to cum in my mouth. He was going to cum in my mouth, and then I was going to–

      ‘Be ready to swallow this warrior seed, worthless gash. Haaa. Yes.’ He hissed and rubbed my throat to feel himself stretching it. ‘It will swallow.’ He throttled me when I made a choking sound of protest. ‘It will drink piss and say it likes it or we will cut its stinking throat.’ He hit the back of my tongue with a savage drive of his bony hips, and deciding I’d rather die than have him dump his load in me, I thought, green banana, and chomped down.

      My canines ripped through flesh with a lush tearing. My molars ground together, a popping gush of liquid hitting the back of my throat.

      The noise he made….

      I reared back, slapping at his thick-skinned hocks.

      Banana didn’t spray your face in scalding goop. It didn’t taste coppery, plugging your mouth like a fatty lump.

      Dropping the dagger he could have plunged into my neck, Wyrm flailed at his groin.

      His knees buckled.

      I didn’t see him anymore, lost in my own personal hell.

      My mouth was full, molars grinding. I started to swallow, the motion a reflex, but stopped, and then lost my mind. I clawed at my face and throat. I spat the rubbery chunks and vomited.

      Covering my mouth with both hands, sobbing, I lay down, waiting for the world to stop spinning.

      Barking threats and moaning prayers, Wyrm grasped at the ground with an outstretched hand. He pressed the other to the mangled flesh between his legs. He switched between squeezing and fluttering motions that didn’t do anything but leave his palm smeared in mincemeat, clots of blood slipping through his fingers. For all of this, he was too aware, recovering too fast. A human man would be haemorrhaging, and in the last throes of death. The Aztekan was fighting past the pain. He’d get up and tear the beating heart right out of my goddamned chest.

      Numbness receded from my limbs, and fear spangled across my nerves. Get up. I lurched onto my feet, mouth breathing like an asthmatic.

      My eyes went crazy when his bleeding slowed to a trickle. I panicked. Screaming through blood-stained teeth, I hiked my leg and stomped on the hand clutching his junk.

      Wyrm jackknifed and barfed a stinking greenish-brown soup into his lap.

      ‘That’ll get infected,’ I said.

      For a split second, he stared at me, incredulous, and I gawked at him, terrorised, then he collapsed onto his side and brayed, legs churning.

      Pushing out my palms, I backed up. I turned to run, but caught a glimpse of Grace.

      I’m not a doctor.

      Maybe you could live with your head on backwards. The healing pods changed us in many unknown ways.

      I scuttled over to her giving Wyrm a wide berth as he rocked and rolled.

      My knees hit the ground at Grace’s waist, and I pressed a hand to her wrist. ‘Sorry.’ I dropped the dead weight. ‘I tried. I’m so sorry.’ I made a mad dash for the cave opening.

      Spittle hit my back, and a sour fog of breath rushed past my head. I squealed and dropped. My legs found every jagged pebble and sharp twig on the ground, but I’d ducked the slash of a blade that would’ve cleaved me in two. Arms tucked to my chest, I rolled, face scraping on grit, lips powered with dust. I sprang upright, yelping, sure he was about to tear me to ribbons. I looked left and right, spinning a circle, looking for all those rocks. The mulch blanket covered everything.

      I put up my fists.

      Is it thumbs in or out?

      I looked my abuser in the eye and sneered, knowing I was going to die and jacked with enough adrenaline to make my peace with it. I’d be taking pieces of him with me.

      Goddamned pieces.

      Wyrm hunched like an ape, gnashing his teeth.

      One hand cupped the bloody stump at his groin, the other gripped another dagger.

      ‘Filthy gash.’

      My mouth was dry. My fists shook. ‘Just let me go.’

      ‘Shut its cocksucking throat.’ His eyes were deranged, skull ridges stark white. ‘Look at this.’ His hand moved. He seeped scrambled-egg-looking pus. The daulm curled like fried worms, exposing the ruptured seed bulbs I’d flattened.

      ‘Pretty,’ I choked.

      ‘Ugly shitting slit.’

      ‘Let me go,’ I screamed.

      Bellowing, he lurched, and drew back an arm to strike, but his weight was off balance from his injury, or his leg dragged, or maybe my guardian angel got done pissing about with its sudoku puzzle, because Wyrm tripped. He tripped over poor dead Grace, and as he went flying, his hands shot down to cradle his genitals. He landed on the tuskbeast antlers.

      The points spitted him through the belly.

      I cawed in shock, slapping myself when my hands flew up to cover my face.

      Eyes rolling, he foamed at the mouth. Drooled. His feet scuffed the cave floor, and then with a groan, he slumped.

      Blood pooled beneath him.

      A ringing in my ears, I waited for it to end.

      Wyrm made a gnarr gnarr noise and resurrected from the dead. His wheeling gaze locked on me. He snarled, lifting both hands to grip the bones spearing his torso. He slid back inch by inch, freeing himself.

      ‘No!’

      Why won’t he die?

      Running meant being chased, while staying meant fighting a losing battle.

      I skittered on the spot, heart about to burst and felt my heel land wrong.

      I glanced down.

      Mouth doing an odd curving, twisting thing, I sank into a squat. The edges of my jaw prickled with heat as I kept my eyes fixed on the danger.

      I wrapped my hand around the hilt of Wyrm’s dagger. It was heavy. Maybe my conscience added emotional weight. Or maybe it was a size appropriate weapon for the monster I was about to straight up murder.

      Only one of us would leave this cave. It had to be me, because I wouldn’t let it be him. I fisted it in both hands like a sword and yowled like a scaled cat. I stumble-ran forward waving it in front of me.

      I sliced off his fingers when he tried to grab me.

      Like cutting butter.

      I adjusted my hold, hands slippery with tacky fluids.

      Wyrm’s middle slid down the antlers and he grasped them, unable to fend me off and keep himself from being spitted further, craters in his abdomen stretching, organs shredding.

      ‘Shitting bitch,’ he slurred. ‘Beast slut. Murderous piss silt.’

      ‘Shut up, shut up.’ I slashed into a glaring eye and shrieked when jelly dribbled from its socket. The blade juddered as it hit orbital bone.

      I skidded on the runny shit Wyrm pissed when he died, his long body flopping where it hung as I plunged the knife into his meat over and over. I was possessed, wailing until my vocal cords strained, and then broke in a burst of pain. I stopped when the blade got stuck inside the lumpy mess of his skull, lacking the strength to yank it out again.

      Wyrm’s mangled body didn’t look human.

      Then again it never had.

      I fished around his belt pouches until I found it.

      My antler knife.

      I held it in front of his pulpy face. ‘This is mine, you thieving fuck.’ I staggered back, crying and shaking.

      Chittering balls of matted fur and horny scales scurried from an underground nest. They darted around in my peripheral vision. Scavengers drawn by the scent of blood.

      The ammonia smell of their scat made me sneeze, sending gore flying off me.

      I was alone, chilled to the bone, and surrounded by things that might try to eat me. Weak and lightheaded, I fell to my knees. I braced a trembling hand against the frozen mulch.

      My fingers flexed, white with cold around my knuckles.

      The heat from my exertions faded. If I didn’t get warmer, I was finished. I needed to keep moving. I crawled to Grace. I reached out a hand, only to shudder and draw it back. ‘She’s dead. You’re alive.’ I exhaled, and my breath crystallised into ice. ‘She won’t miss them.’ I stripped her from her clothes. Her flesh was still warm, so were the furs. I shivered. They felt good layered over mine.

      I blinked and was outside.

      Patches of sky were bright behind the cloud layer and sleeting. Flakes of ice melted on my cheeks. Wind burned my round and staring eyes.

      I blinked again and clung to the back of a lumbering goodbeast, the warrior saddle too big, the animal whining and stressed by the stench of death and my violent shaking.

      I don’t know how I navigated the wilderness as the sleet became a swirling whiteout. Maybe the beast knew its business. Maybe the angel felt guilty and called Jesus to take the wheel. Maybe Vishnu looked down and thought, “I’ll lend a few hands.” I ended up at Bhyr’s nest, lumbering like a yeti I was so cold-stiff and encrusted with snow. I didn’t care as to the “how” of things and staggered in croaking his name.

      No answer.

      I wandered over to the sleeping nook then dropped down next to it. Clumps of snowmelt puddled around me.

      I looked down at the muck splattered over my furs.

      Exhausted to the marrow in my bones, I dragged a hide off the bed and rolled myself up, nose buried into the fur.

      I wept like I was dying then passed out.
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      The covers were yanked off me. I moaned and groped for them.

      ‘Are these hers?’ asked a booming voice.

      ‘They look like the coverings I made for my human ward, Grace.’

      ‘I care not,’ snarled another. ‘Get them off her before I tear them off. I must tend to what he did.’

      I was picked up and lain on the mattress.

      ‘Indira.’ A rough palm cupped my check. Another hand patted my chest, stroked down my limbs in short, investigative sweeps, and then palpated my middle. ‘Open your eyes and look at me.’

      Everything hurt and I wanted to sleep. I tried to tell him that, but all that came out was a broken croak.

      A needle pierced my throat. I felt the muscles there burn cold then relax.

      ‘Needle,’ I cried. ‘Nooo.’

      Bhyr leaned over me, his face devoid of expression. His eyes met mine then set on fire.

      ‘Indira.’ He said my name, and everything felt better. Not by a lot but enough. ‘Are you wounded? Do you bleed?’

      I stared like I’d never seen him before. ‘Where were you?’ I demanded in senseless outrage, then burst into tears.

      Hands shifted me onto my side and rubbed across my back, pressing, searching.

      Bhyr stroked my hair and cupped my aching jaw.

      The hands spreading my ass and prodding my anus were not his. I hissed and struggled around with my hands curled into talons.

      ‘No.’ Bhyr caught me and trapped my arms by my sides. His face pressed to mine, voice low and urgent. ‘He checks to see if you have been… torn.’

      Anger spat venom in my gut. It erupted from my mouth. ‘So what if I am? So what! What then?’ I screeched, kicking and wrestling his arm.

      He held me as the impersonal touch moved to my pussy.

      It delved inside, and I felt pressure.

      I went very, very still. ‘Bhyr. If this part of the exam doesn’t end right now, you will not like what happens next.’

      ‘I need to know if you are hurt.’

      ‘He didn’t do that.’

      Bhyr tensed. His hands gripped me too tight then eased. His voice was a quiet violence. ‘What did he do?’

      I twisted and fought until he loosened his hold only to burrow deeper into his chest.

      Firm lips brushed my ear. ‘I will kill him.’

      ‘No.’ My hand curled around his neck. ‘You won’t. I–’

      ‘The killing blow is yours but I claim first blood.’ Ohx grated his teeth. He quashed his rage and finished his examination at my feet. ‘She is scratched and bruised. Her holosphere transmitter is gone. Cut out. She will have to heal before I implant another. Her face took the worst of it, but there is no bleeding under the flesh or within her internal organs.’

      ‘Her voice?’ Bhyr asked.

      ‘That is permanent. It will hurt to talk unless she rests her vocal cords. A healing pod would repair the damage, but using an aggressive form of healing so often on their species is not advised. Especially after the intensive treatments they endured to optimise their adaptation to our homeworld.’

      They talked over my head as if I wasn’t there. I mumbled dark things into Bhyr’s chest.

      He mistook my irritation for distress. In his unpracticed manner, Bhyr drew me closer.

      He held me with a clumsy tenderness that had my heart thudding.

      He spoke over my head. ‘Gather my trusted. The Exile took my breeder. I call Challenge. He will answer.’

      ‘First,’ Bihter interjected, making me jump. He held the scraps of Grace’s clothing I’d stolen from her corpse. ‘The human female you entrusted into my care–’

      ‘Not now,’ Bhyr said in a tone that did not invite further discussion or delay.

      Frustration staining the air, Bihter tossed the clothes to the floor. He left with questions unspoken and unanswered.

      After muttering instructions for my care in Bhyr’s spiked ear, Ohx inclined his head and went with him.

      ‘I am capable of hearing about my own medical condition.’ I pressed my forehead to middle of my warrior’s chest. ‘What I can’t do is show you where Grace is. I don’t remember the way.’

      ‘We can track it.’

      ‘It snowed.’

      ‘Even then.’

      ‘You would have found me.’

      ‘Yes, but too late.’ He lifted my chin, gaze searching. ‘I must ask. The other human?’

      I averted my eyes, breathing shallowly through my mouth. ‘She’s… she’s….’

      ‘He will suffer, Indira.’

      ‘It damaged your pride when he took me, didn’t it, Bhyr?’ The words tasted burnt. ‘God forbid the First of the Horde ever look weak.’

      He caged my throat in a gentle hold and lowered his face to a hairsbreadth from mine. ‘This is not about me.’ He flinched when I scratched at his hand. ‘Indira?’

      ‘Stop doing that. I’m not going to do what you want because you’re threatening me.’

      Bhyr stilled. ‘What?’

      ‘You don’t have to do this to me.’ I put my hand over his, still wrapped around my throat.

      His face morphed into Wyrm’s.

      I squeezed my eyes closed.

      When I opened them, he was my Bhyr again.

      ‘You are wrong.’ He shook his head, his grip loosening. ‘It is not a threat. It is comfort.’ His hand pressed firmly. ‘It is an old thing, a gesture that is used to signal trust. I cover your throat. It is a silent vow to protect you when you are vulnerable.’

      I swayed into him. ‘Oh.’

      ‘Aztekan queens would clamp the throat with their pincers and twist a male’s head from his neck. It was a favoured punishment.’

      The way he looked at me then… concerned.

      Loving.

      It was hard to take.

      Flushing, I cleared my throat. ‘Even as an Exile, did Wyrm violate Horde Law by killing a human?’

      His gaze flashed at the name. ‘No.’ Disgruntled clicks streamed from his throat. ‘Now it is Law for Horde, but he is an Exile and not subject to the tenets that bind us.’

      ‘That’s great. Belated but great.’ I sighed, and rubbed my nose in the hollow of his throat. ‘You told me things are unsettled. Has that changed?’

      ‘No.’ He looked as if he’d swallowed something nasty.

      ‘If you punished him, it wouldn’t have appeared fair to the warriors you said are causing you problems.’

      My own words brought clarity to my suffering.

      It sucked I had blood on my hands, but if it meant us humans were safer without compromising Bhyr’s influence, so be it.

      ‘He took you, and I will–’

      ‘He wasn’t going to kill me. I pushed him to it. He wanted to use me to humiliate you.’

      ‘I see you understand the motivation behind the act.’

      For an awful moment, resentment welled from the nest of snakes writhing in my middle and squatted on my tongue like a greasy slug. The emotion swelled like a tsunami, a Godzilla ready to wipe out a continent. I wanted to scream at him that it had been my job to understand these things. That I’d spent a lifetime working towards a profession he’d taken me from on a planet something like this would never have happened to me.

      ‘Is this why you did not call to me?’ he asked with care as if sensing my turmoil. ‘You had time. He would never come inside my nest.’

      He carried me to the bathing chamber.

      My anger was too exhausting to hold onto. I let it go. ‘Much like Grace was bait for me, I was bait for you.’ I rested my cheek against his scarred chest. ‘I refuse to let myself be used to hurt you. Besides, there are other women on Vøtkyr who need the protection of your Law. You’re too important to risk.’

      A bass note buzzed low in his throat. ‘You protected me.’ I thought he might be amused… or annoyed.

      My reflection in the waterfall stared back at me.

      Who was that woman?

      Waist length hair stringy. Brown skin sallow and crusted with gunk where it wasn’t swollen and discoloured. Eyes bloodshot and hollow, staring a thousand yard stare, her arms painted purplish red to the elbow. ‘There’s red on me,’ I said then cackled, because if I didn’t laugh, I’d cry forever.

      Bhyr cupped my face. ‘This feeling will pass.’

      Tears wet my chin, his hands, the floor. ‘No, it won’t.’ My fingers plucked at his fingers cradling my jaw. ‘I sound ugly now.’ More noisy-quiet crying.

      ‘This will pass,’ Bhyr repeated, ‘and when he is dead, you will know peace.’

      I thought about explaining everything, but it would be a long time talking. I was so tired, and my throat hurt. He was warm and solid. It felt like nothing short of an act of god could tear him from my side. I settled for wallowing in the shelter of his embrace and let it all go on without me.

      He’d see the truth of the matter soon enough.

      At Bhyr’s urging, I waded into the hot pool a step ahead of him. I stood in the middle on my tippiest tiptoes, buoyed by the water where it gathered deepest. Water lapped at my chin and steam beaded along my hairline to roll down my temples. I was cold. The ball of ice lodged in my heart refused to thaw. I flattened my feet, lowering from my toes to my heels, and as my lashes fluttered closed, the water slipped over the crown of my head. Sounds were muffled. The pressure of air and liquid fought for space in my nose and ears. I opened my eyes, marvelled at a glittered world tinted shades of pink. My lips parted, and my mouth filled with sweet heat. Still the icy cold spread through my extremities.

      Hands hooked under my armpits and hauled me up.

      I gulped the air I’d failed to realise my body was desperate for. Head bowed, my wet lashes lifted to brave a look at Bhyr’s inscrutable expression.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I said.

      I waited for him to say I should never have left with Arj Wyrm. I waited for the claim my suffering was self imposed. I waited for him to take the little independence I’d claimed for myself and grind it under his heel. Instead, he towed me towards the shallower water near the pool edge. He released his hold to bury his hands in my hair. He massaged my scalp and rubbed my tresses to loosen debris. He stroked my face and neck. He smoothed his rough palms over my shoulders and breasts. I shivered when his touch left behind trails of heat.

      ‘Give me your back.’ I turned, and he pulled me into his chest. His erection dug into my spine. ‘Brave female.’ He lifted me up and impaled me before I recovered from my shock. ‘My mate.’

      Speared to the core, I arched. The thrust of his cock exploded through me like a shooting star across a black sky. His hand settled on my lower stomach. Possessive. It slid up to press between my breasts.

      He paused to savour the drumming of my heart.

      My body was willing, but my mind….

      ‘I don’t think I can do this.’ I scrunched my eyes closed. ‘I thought I could, but maybe I’m not ready to shake it off.’

      ‘You will not be afraid of this. Of me. We fought too hard to surrender now.’ He paused. ‘If you need me to stop–’

      My vision blurred. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘Mine.’ He rubbed his mouth on the nape of my neck, then dragged the flat of his tongue across it. ‘All mine.’

      There was nothing gentle in the way he handled me. I didn’t care. Each strike against my womb sent fiery sparks scattering into the frozen void lodged in my chest.

      I begged him with nails and teeth to fuck me harder.

      I threw back my head, but when he settled his mouth against mine, I stiffened.

      He stilled. ‘Indira?’

      If I could have cut out my tongue and ripped off my lips, I would have. They felt dirty.

      Contaminated.

      ‘Kiss me,’ I breathed, ragged. ‘Make it go away.’

      He did.

      Long, deep and slow until the sickness washed clean.

      His large hand clamped over my breast, and my turgid nipple dug into his palm. His other hand cupped my pussy and ground against my clit.

      I reached between my spread thighs to cover his hand with my own, fingers seeking the feel of his shuttling cock splitting me in two.

      Ramming himself deep, he stiffened. The shaft inside me swelled until it wedged inside my cunt, pulsing, sending me into a heaving, cursing frenzy.

      The spurt of his seed was a scalding river.

      I came and brightness blinded my eyes. It was clean. Sweet. The exquisite pleasure a molten torrent that left scorched earth in its wake.

      Without pause, he unseated himself, spun me around and hooked the backs of my knees into the crooks of his elbows. I slung my arms around his neck. Hard and leaking, he thrust his cock back inside me. He took me hard until he came again, the force of his thrusts juddering my whole body and sending sparks of pleasure across my vulva. I climaxed, shaking and gasping, and felt the icy dark shatter.

      He flooded me, his head thrown back and his throat working with each splash of cum that bathed my womb.

      Chest heaving, he set me on the side of the pool, cock sliding from me slickly.

      ‘Better?’ he asked, breathing hard and deep.

      ‘Yes.’

      Irritation thickened the air.

      I sighed. ‘It is better. As much as sex makes anything better.’

      ‘I want to take care of you. Tell me how.’

      Wrung out, I put my chin on his shoulder. ‘You’re doing it.’

      ‘But you are sad.’

      ‘I’m just cold.’

      Bhyr separated us and cradled me against his chest.

      He drew us into the deeper water and sank beneath the surface, keeping us there until I felt half human.

      We dressed and ate rather than disappear into the furs, a good thing, as Bihter returned between one sun and the next with a dozen Horde.

      Bhyr didn’t ask if I wanted to come or order me to stay, simply waited for my decision.

      I mounted his beast on my own steam, but ended up slouched into him as we rode in the midst of the war band.

      We pulled up short hours later, my legs and backside numb, and Bhyr dismounted into the blackened slush.

      He reached for me.

      Only then did I notice I wasn’t the sole human present.

      Cristina ran to me.

      She dithered, not knowing where to touch. ‘Oh, Indie.’

      ‘You look like shit.’ Ashleigh pushed back her hood with a grimace, cheekbones flushed with cold. Tendrils of hair flew around her fair face, making her seem ethereal and more fairy-touched than ever.

      ‘Wow.’ Cristina gave her big eyes. Snowflakes crusted her eyelashes. ‘Way to help.’

      ‘You think she doesn’t know she looks like shit?’

      ‘Say something nice.’

      ‘Like what?’ Ashleigh sounded light-hearted, but her expression was tight.

      ‘Yeah,’ was all I could think to say. I knew I looked rough.

      Cristina startled. ‘Your voice,’ she breathed, hand flitting to clutch her throat.

      Ashleigh smacked her arm. ‘And you gave me grief?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ I said. I would be.

      I trudged through the mounding snow towards the warriors bellowing for Arj Wyrm to come face his end.

      They formed a crescent around the cave mouth.

      Trees loomed above them, sentinels bearing witness, pink-white leaves bleached by the moonlight into silver fronds. Spindly white trunks listed to the side in the whistling wind, dusting us in thicker flurries of snow and the woody fragrance of damp bark.

      ‘He’s not coming,’ I said.

      ‘He will face me.’ Bhyr’s profile set into a stubborn line.

      ‘He’s dead, Bhyr.’

      The warriors fell silent. Staring eyes shifted to me.

      Face heating at the attention, I ignored their gazes to study his. It burned with realisation and, I thought, a hint of pride. I jerked my head. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

      The atmosphere didn’t improve inside. Dank, stinking of mould and piss, dark, but for the greenish starlight.

      The Horde were disbelieving, packed around the narrow entrance.

      Bihter prowled the space, suspicious eyes roaming the messy scene, while Ohx planted himself in the middle, grimly satisfied with my wet work.

      Bhyr’s gaze stalked my every move. Something profound worked across his face.

      I kept my own averted.

      Cristina chatted in nervous bursts, but stammered herself speechless when she got a look at what was left of Arj Wyrm.

      Ashleigh knelt next to the druzy coffin of frost creeping over Grace. ‘What happened?’ She looked at me, expressionless. ‘You took her clothes.’

      I hunched, tucking my hands into my armpits. ‘I needed them more.’

      ‘Right.’ She finger-combed Grace’s brittle hair. ‘It’s not like she deserved dignity in death.’

      I flinched.

      ‘Two of us gone in one day,’ she said. ‘At this rate, we’ll all be dead in a year. Maybe two.’

      ‘Wait. A breeder died?’ My gaze landed on Bhyr.

      He inclined his head, faint lines creasing the flesh between his eyes. I knew that look. He hadn’t wanted to worry me.

      ‘Murdered,’ Ashleigh corrected. ‘Hanna. Her name was Hanna.’ She sighed. ‘She was happy. Arj Kryll was good to her. I don’t understand why she got hurt. We can’t find him, but when we do, he better have a damn good explanation.’

      I met Bhyr’s gaze the moment he lowered it in grief.

      Arj Kryll was dead.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

      

    

    







            Indira

          

        

      

    

    
      They’re really going to do it. The rebellious Horde were going to force Bhyr’s hand, and then our lives would become a war zone.

      I glanced at Ohx, irritated he hadn’t clued Ashleigh in on Arj Kryll’s demise.

      He looked away.

      I understood why he hadn’t said anything. He didn’t want his woman afraid, because if it happened to Hanna, it could happen to any of us, including Ashleigh. Sympathetic as I was to his frame of mind, I didn’t agree with keeping her unaware of the reality of our situation.

      It didn’t matter how upset she got in the short term. Not knowing made her vulnerable.

      I’d have a private word with Bhyr to let him know I’d be passing on the information to the other women.

      He could warn Ohx to be prepared for the fallout.

      Ashleigh called my name. ‘How come she’s dead and–’

      ‘And what?’ Cristina stomped over to stand between us. ‘How come she’s dead and Indie’s alive?’

      ‘Take it down a notch. I’m not saying it to be mean.’ Ashleigh shook her head. ‘Grace was scared of her own shadow. It’s not fair she died so far from home. She was decent. Nice.’

      ‘Maybe that’s the reason she’s lying there.’ Cristina crossed her arms. ‘We’re all nice and decent people. You play the hand you’re dealt, and you play to win. She gave up, and now look at her.’

      ‘She was brave at the end,’ I said quietly. ‘She stood up for herself.’ And got her head twisted backward as a reward.

      ‘See?’ Ashleigh arched an eyebrow at my friend.

      ‘You’re acting as if Indie did something wrong walking away from this.’ Cristina flung her arm in front of me. ‘We should be grateful.’

      ‘Grateful? We’re dropping like flies. Excuse me, if I want to know the secret of how to not end up like this.’ She thrust a hand at the body.

      Ohx stepped up behind her to put a hand on her shoulder. His other hand hovered over the double-bladed axe latched to his back. ‘This will not be you. Not ever. I die first.’

      Ashleigh slumped. She placed her hand atop his then shot a desperate look at me. ‘I’m sorry, Indira. I didn’t mean to imply this was your fault.’

      ‘No?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m scared. Ignore me.’

      ‘Okay.’ Maybe it was my fault. I’d done my best, but it wasn’t enough. Nothing I did on this planet was enough.

      Sick of it.

      I wasn’t the type of person to fail at things, and I’d had loss after loss.

      I needed a win.

      My eyes flicked over the cave. No less off-putting then I remembered. I straightened, determined to explain what happened. I wanted to leave and never look back. I opened my mouth, but paused, catching a whiff of the puddle beneath Wyrm. His death shit. Pee. Whatever the hell you called it when it came out of the same hole. I was perturbed and disgusted, then I noticed white flecks on my leg. I squealed and flapped at it thinking I’d had his bowel juice on me the whole damn time. It wouldn’t come off. It wouldn’t come off, so I’d cut the damn leg off, right at the knee and be done with it. I’d rather hobble around on a wooden peg then have anything of that male on me or in me ever again. It stank. I could smell it and... it was flecks of white-coloured fur from the hide I wore. The one I changed into after Bhyr bathed me.

      My racing heart slowed.

      Everyone stared as if I were rabid and about to bite.

      ‘You’re a doctor,’ Cristina said. ‘Could you do something, please?’

      ‘Astrophysics,’ Ashleigh replied. ‘I have a doctorate in–for fuck sake. Even if I was a medical doctor, it’s not the same thing as a psychoanalyst or a psychiatrist.’ She peeked at my face. I must have looked unhinged because she chewed her lip and hesitated to give an outright no. ‘I could sedate her with whatever they’ve got lying around. I have no idea of the side effects.’

      ‘Do it. She needs help.’

      ‘This is a terrible idea.’

      ‘If either of you care,’ I said, ‘I don’t want to be drugged.’

      Drugged further, at least.

      I was sure Ohx had given me a sedative as well as a muscle relaxant. I was too calm for it to be a natural state.

      ‘You don’t have to tear my head off,’ Cristina said not hearing me. ‘Hashtag Drama.’

      Ashleigh closed her eyes as if she were pained. ‘If you hashtag at me or near me one more time, I’m going to hurt you. It bothers me.’

      Cristina tossed her head. ‘My coping mechanism bothers you? Your face bothers me.’

      The Horde stared at us like we were aliens.

      Because we were.

      Funny.

      My head rocked back.

      I let loose a belly laugh that hurt my sides and squeezed painful tears from my eyes.

      The warriors took a collective shuffle backwards.

      ‘Um, Indie?’ Cristina patted my back. ‘You doing okay?’

      I cut the laughter and said in a very calm voice, ‘Sure.’

      It fooled nobody.

      The warriors took another toe to heel step.

      Someone bumped into someone else then knives, short swords and axes were unsheathed. Pandemonium. Shoving and snarling amongst the ranks as the nervous energy ratcheted.

      ‘Enough.’ Bhyr’s heat warmed my side.

      While some interpreted where he stood as a sign of possession, most understood it for the support it was.

      ‘Leave us. I must speak with my breeder. Alone.’

      Bihter’s mouth thinned. ‘I want to know what happened here.’ He gazed at Grace. His fingers curled under.

      ‘You bear no responsibility for the female’s demise,’ Bhyr said not unkindly. ‘The rest is incidental. I will advise of my thoughts on this matter during the next hunt.’ His eyes twitched in my direction.

      He tried to protect me from future condemnation–to shift the blame onto himself.

      I touched his arm, shaking my head. I didn’t want to have gone through hell for him to bring his fitness to rule further into doubt. God. I was supposed to help not hinder.

      Bihter caught the look. He determined Bhyr’s intentions a split second after me, and his eyes darkened. ‘First, I understand you must protect your breeder from those who would judge her, but I beg you reconsider implicating yourself….’ Bihter’s attention shifted, his impassioned plea trailing off.

      Falling into a loose-limbed, ready pose, the Horde warriors turned towards the cave mouth, listening, intent. Waiting. Their synchronised movement was eerie to witness. It made the Horde seem a hive mind.

      Disturbed by the sudden tension, Cristina, Ashleigh and I inched backwards, sending each other questioning glances and baffled shrugs.

      Bihter registered something with his superior hearing that made him suck in air with such violence it whistled. He snapped straight, eyes flashing dangerously. ‘Traitors.’

      Bhyr stiffened, then relaxed a fraction, looking irritated rather than alarmed. ‘Things become clearer.’

      ‘What’s happening?’ asked Cristina. She edged closer to her bristling mate.

      ‘If I’m following along correctly, the Horde we hear loitering outside are not supposed to be here. More importantly, they weren’t told we would be here.’ Ashleigh sounded worried. ‘But then, I’m just guessing….’ She shot an inquiring look at Ohx, who nodded at her guesswork.

      ‘Well, shit,’ I said.

      Cristina looked lost. ‘Um, but we were all looking for Grace and Indie–’

      ‘No, the First’s trusted were looking. All of a sudden, this seems premeditated. Wyrm brought Grace and Indie here–to the wilderness–where they wouldn’t be found before he was done with them.’ Ashleigh chewed her bottom lip raw. ‘Our warriors had to track Indira’s trail to this place, yet the warriors outside found it. How? How did they find this place when even we didn’t know where it was?’

      ‘They could have tracked us,’ Cristina pointed out.

      Shaking his head, Bihter tapped his ear, face pinched. ‘We heard them arrive, my bright one. They came with the moon at their back. We came with it at our front.’

      ‘So, it begs the question,’ Ashleigh continued. ‘How did they know to be here? Here. This random hovel in the middle of nowhere.’

      Cristina’s thoughts were loud on her face. ‘Busted.’

      I looked at Bhyr and managed a tired smirk. ‘See? Not asking you to come riding to my rescue was the right thing to do. This coup would have worked.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ he replied looking all kinds of pissed off.

      ‘You would’ve come.’ I insisted. ‘Thinking you were going to save me. They would’ve ambushed you.’

      The Horde stirred, restless.

      ‘It does not work that way,’ Ohx said. ‘There must be legal Challenge. It must be witnessed by the Horde.’

      ‘Right.’ I gave him side eye. ‘If the Horde discovered Bhyr’s protected female had been bred by another warrior, that he had been outwitted by an Exile, would Challenge be so important then? Would they consider him fit to be First?’ I faced him. ‘Would you?’

      Ohx stared at me then averted his gaze, mouth tight.

      There was nothing to be said against the truth.

      ‘Yes,’ Bhyr shouted into the silence making me twitch. His head cocked as he listened to movement beyond what we could see. ‘I hunted a traitor here. You will join me. Now.’

      It was silent as the second group of Horde warriors entered the cave. Had we been a wolf pack our hackles would have risen and our muzzles pulled back in snarls.

      The newcomers were wary. Shifty eyes drifted over the tableau in confusion.

      A male with a cruel face led the procession. I recognised him from the spaceship. He was the one who’d abducted Grace as a plaything.

      His face blanked as he studied the mauled lump of flesh hanging in the corner.

      He approached Bhyr, face squinched as he forced the barest show obeisance. ‘First.’

      Bhyr looked the male dead in the eye but stared straight through him, as if the sight of the warrior was so unimportant it rendered him invisible.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked at length.

      Face twisting into a grimace, Sah Rahm glanced about his surroundings, interested in the cave decor. ‘We heard of your troubles and sought to return the wayward breeders to their rightful masters.’

      ‘Why?’ Bihter asked.

      Rahm’s neck cricked as he shot a disbelieving look at him. He spun toward the First. He waited for him to slap down the unranked male for questioning the Second.

      Bhyr said nothing.

      ‘What happened?’ Rahm gritted the question through clenched teeth. He jerked his chin towards Wyrm’s corpse.

      ‘Answer!’ Bhyr roared.

      Ashleigh jumped. Cristina loosed a startled whine that was lost amidst the din of the Horde’s exoskeletons clacking while they shuddered.

      I failed to grasp what the big deal was then I caught a glimpse of Bhyr’s face. I’d forgotten. He was a monster.

      My monster.

      ‘Why did you follow Wyrm here?’ Before Rahm could speak, Bhyr carried on with silken menace. ‘Do I stand on ground where you planned to meet with my enemy in secret.’ His voice lowered to a deeper register. ‘A place to lure me after violating my nest to steal my breeder.’ His voice rose to a thunderous timbre. ‘My female.’ He thumped his chest. ‘Mine!’

      ‘This warrior did not take that breeder.’ Rahm spat the words and pointed at me. His body was stiff with alarm. ‘Whatever it told you, it lies.’

      ‘Ha ha, good one,’ I said.

      Two dozen alien eyes speared me with murderous looks, but for wildly different reasons. Manic laughter bubbled again. This time, I managed to swallow it back.

      I lied?

      He was absurd.

      ‘You may not have taken her yourself, but I sense your hand in this,’ Bihter said.

      Ohx growled. ‘We all do.’

      When Rahm’s hand twitched towards the hatchet sheathed at his waist, Kov Drayg sidestepped the warrior standing in front of him to stand beside Ohx. ‘You have been vocal in your condemnation of the First and resentful at our contentment with our human mates.’

      ‘Mates.’ Rahm spat. ‘Blasphemy against God.’

      ‘Destruction is a force of endings, not only of death,’ Drayg said, eyes burning. ‘Our old way of life is ending. We do not believe as you do, and embrace change. That does not make us deserving of scorn.’

      Watching his Horde divide before his eyes, Bhyr’s hands balled into fists. He turned to me. ‘Tell me.’

      Once I finished my accounting, the trusted Horde wore incredulous expressions that inched towards awe. They looked me over then peered at what was left of Arj Wyrm.

      A handful of the warriors sidled backwards until a circle of space surrounded me. It resembled how they orbited around Bhyr to show their respect for his dominance.

      Ashleigh and Cristina wore dual expressions of horrified shock at what I’d been through, which morphed into pleased smirks as they watched the reactions around them.

      Cristina caught my eye.

      She gave me a thumbs up, growing teary-eyed when I offered a skewed smile that was so obviously forced.

      Aside from sharing love with my bestie, my reaction to the vibes pervading the cave was to open my mouth and emphasise the outcome of my confrontation with Arj Wyrm was down to dumbass luck.

      Seeing how Cristina and Ashleigh already stood taller, I shut it with a click of teeth.

      It wasn’t a bad thing for the Horde to know we’d go down swinging.

      The warriors who’d come with Sah Rahm vibrated with mounting fury. The stink of it thickened the air about them.

      Bhyr eyed me without speaking or moving. I thought perhaps he smiled, a flicker that vanished before it took true form. When he stirred, it was turn to his Horde.

      ‘It was just,’ he declared.

      ‘Just?’ Rahm snarled the word. ‘There lies a warrior. A Horde warrior.’ He spun towards me, aggression in every line of his body. ‘It is dangerous. It is female and an abomination.’ He looked around for support. ‘This is not just.’

      ‘I am First. My word is Law.’ Bhyr flexed and appeared to grow larger, or maybe the world shrank to accommodate him. He leaned forward. The action caused the whole of the Horde to rear back, as if he’d moved to cut them down. ‘Do you offer me Challenge, then?’

      Rahm stared, nostril slits flared wide. Unmarred, the dull appearance of his exoskeleton was a stark contrast to the scarred iridescence of his leader. ‘No.’ He jerkily bent his neck, nose closing tight in submission. ‘This warrior seeks justice for a fallen brother.’

      ‘Arj Wyrm was exiled.’ Drayg sallied into the breach. His open palms rose in a bid for calmer heads to prevail. ‘He was no brother of ours.’

      Rahm straightened, nose slits blowing open again. ‘The human murdered him.’

      Bhyr made a dismissive gesture. ‘Wyrm attacked her.’

      ‘Not a crime under Law. Xoi Pythen’s Law.’

      ‘I declared a change to my father’s Law. Humans are equal to the Azteka, and now, to demand a charge of murder, I say the burden of proof falls on you–the accuser.’ Bhyr cocked his head. ‘Provide it or recant.’

      ‘It cannot be… this is not….’ Rahm shook his head, glancing at me with flat eyes. ‘It is a vessel for god-blessed seed. Nothing more.’ His voice took on a more forceful tone. ‘Do not set these lesser beings above us.’

      ‘First already has,’ said the gnarled warrior at Rahm’s back, a sunken hole where an eye used to be. His gaze travelled across the faces around him, contempt stamped across his ursine features. ‘They all have.’

      ‘Leave.’ Bhyr spoke with dangerous calm. ‘I will not forget the reason for your presence here, but if you go, now, I will forgive it.’

      Bellowing, Rahm stomped across the cave then hauled Wyrm’s corpse off the antlers. He slammed it down in front of Bhyr, a grotesque offering to the Avatar of his death god.

      Frozen solid, it shattered, chunks tumbling over ground like macabre diamonds.

      ‘And this?’ he howled. ‘See it in its fullness. It is murder.’

      Bhyr studied him coolly.

      ‘A warrior lies dead at its hand. Our First does nothing.’

      ‘And how many of us have you and yours killed?’ I shouted.

      ‘Triple digits,’ Ashleigh spat. ‘That’s how many.’

      Cristina clapped. ‘Indie, you tell his ass.’

      Rahm’s eyes bulged.

      Bhyr stepped in front of me. ‘Take him,’ he commanded the warriors clustered at Rahm’s back. ‘Take him now. Before I send him to meet the god he claims to champion.’

      Bristling at the threat, they dragged the disgraced male from the cave. Bihter and Ohx tracked them with hard eyes.

      Goodbeast groaned, reins jingled and irate males shouted as the Horde males rode away, but none of us felt at ease.

      Drayg went so far as to check they were gone and not stalling for an ambush.

      ‘I made things worse.’ I slouched and scrubbed a hand over my face. ‘I shouldn’t have killed him but he would have….’ I’d traded one threat for countless others. ‘They’ll come after me, won’t they?’

      Bhyr turned his head from where he glared after Rahm and looked down at me. The back of his hand brushed mine, then his pointer finger hooked around my thumb. For a moment, I glimpsed fear in his eyes before he hid it. ‘They are afraid of you.’ I heard the amusement beneath his level tone. ‘They will come for us, but first, they will build their courage to face you.’

      I narrowed my eyes. ‘You’re so funny,’ I told him.

      ‘Fierce female,’ he murmured with no small measure of pride. He turned to the Horde who hadn’t flaunted his rule and waited for instruction.

      ‘Grace’s body?’ Ashleigh asked and covered it with a hide Ohx proffered.

      ‘Burn it,’ I said.

      ‘Do you think that’s what she would have wanted?’ Cristina asked.

      Ashleigh’s low laugh cut through me. ‘I think she would have wanted to grow old and die on Earth.’

      I stared at Grace’s shroud.

      I’d done everything I could for that woman. Sacrificed pieces of my sanity and self respect. She’d been brave in her final moment, and it hurt to see her end this way.

      ‘Get it done,’ I said. ‘I need this day to be over.’

      As we walked out, the fire behind us growing to consume our dead, I put my hand in Bhyr’s. He peered at our joined appendages.

      ‘What,’ I asked.

      My face on fire, I held on.

      I’d learnt I was many things. A coward wasn’t one of them.
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      Bhyr waited.

      When Bihter, Drayg and Ohx came, their faces were tight with dread.

      Bhyr signalled them to follow, leading them from the main chamber of the nest, not wanting to disturb his female.

      After her battle with Arj Wyrm, she needed sleep.

      He was so proud of her it took his breath away.

      It enraged him he had not been there to fight for her, but the pain of that knowledge was soothed by the evidence his female was fierce enough to save herself if needs be.

      Indira had spoken to him of the human spirit. He’d thought it a quaint notion. He now knew it was a force to be reckoned with, and more importantly, so did his Horde.

      Stopping at the goodbeast pen, he gave the warriors his back, not sure he would be able to mask his reaction to what came next. ‘Tell me.’

      Bihter spoke first. ‘Whatever happens now, I wish you to know, you are not alone.’

      The band of fear suffocating his insides eased. Not by much, but enough that he turned to face them. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘The collective vault was raided at dawn. What wasn’t taken was destroyed or tampered with. I am optimistic we can salvage a fair amount, and if not repurpose the rest. I have the chiefs and the warriors who live on the outskirts incoming as we speak, but at first tally, it appears almost all of Erd and Sah defected. Their trail heads through the Gathering Grotto, over the lagoon and vanishes into the Northern Pass. We suspect they have gone to ground. An old cavern somewhere forgotten.’

      Bhyr exhaled. He moved past the pain. ‘The Arj?’

      Drayg cleared his throat. ‘Twenty of the human females have been found in their nests. Their deaths were quick. Two of the Arj decided to stay.’

      Bhyr felt numb. ‘Who?’

      ‘Vyper and Grhym.’

      ‘They are shaken.’ Ohx sounded unsteady himself. ‘They had to fight to protect Vyper’s breeder.’

      More death.

      ‘Puk and Juy?’ he asked, then held his breath.

      The middle generations had forgone human breeders to observe the success of the younger generations before deciding one way or another.

      Erd and Sah made up half of the Horde. Puk and Juy another quarter. Hel, Arj and Kov were the last quater, but fell short by a substantial number.

      If Puk and Juy generations had defected to follow Sah Rahm, he needed to get the humans off planet before the rotation ended.

      Drayg grimaced. ‘They refused to leave with the traitors, but are resistant to reaffirm their loyalty to you.’

      ‘Cowards,’ Ohx spat.

      Bhyr couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘I am First.’

      Drayg looked ill. ‘Technically as is Sah Rahm. He now leads a faction of the Horde. Those who are undecided have a choice to make.’

      ‘We are split in three,’ Ohx said.

      Bhyr considered the paths before him. It galled him not to meet those with wavering loyalty head on. To respond to their lack of faith with crushing violence. His craftier side recognised their hesitation was something he could work with.

      Rahm was vainglorious.

      Convincing the Undecided to join his rebellion would distract and scatter his attention. Bhyr would focus on annihilating the threat to his mate with a single-mindedness the male would fail to comprehend before it was too late. Rahm had no idea how he’d erred. The Trusted wouldn’t stop until their females were safe. They would show no mercy.

      As for the Undecided, if they remained neutral throughout the conflict, he would bring them into line once the rebellion was disbanded.

      ‘During this conflict, will we keep our mates confined to the nest?’ Bihter asked.

      Bhyr felt his chest tighten.

      There was only one way to ensure no more females died a needless death. ‘No. We will send them off world.’

      Bihter stilled, stricken.

      Ohx made a harsh noise. ‘I agree. It is not safe for them here. We will be fighting a war we will be hard pressed to win.’ He nodded his head. ‘We cannot protect our mates, guard our own backs and those of our brothers. They will distract us, and that will lead to disaster.’

      ‘If we die, they will be left vulnerable,’ Drayg said, swallowing. ‘The traitors will not treat them kindly. The dead Arj females are proof of fact.’

      ‘We will send them away and spare them such a fate.’ Bhyr was glad they had come to the same conclusion he had.

      ‘Where can we send them?’ Bihter asked his skull ridges pale. ‘Who can we trust? Other species will take them for fear of our wrath, but I would be loathe to leave my Cristina somewhere so hostile.’

      ‘The Verak.’ Bhyr nodded at their surprise. ‘ThunderClaw is strong enough to keep them safe and will treat them well.’

      ‘Your alliance with the Great Alpha has broken,’ Ohx reminded.

      ‘I will negotiate a new one.’ Bhyr glanced around. ‘Until I am sure of what comes next, you will keep this to yourselves. Do not tell your mates.’ He thought of what Indira’s face would look like if he told her she was leaving. She might even refuse to do so. ‘Perhaps it would be better to keep them in the dark until they are gone.’

      They stared at him.

      ‘You want me to lie to Ashleigh,’ Ohx said slowly.

      Bhyr clicked, testy after the news he’d received. The male didn’t question his orders. He was reluctant to deceive his breeder. ‘Will she leave you if you tell her you fear for her safety? That you might die and never see her again?’

      A strange expression crossed Ohx’s face. He snorted. ‘She will insist on staying to protect me.’

      Though reluctant, Drayg and Bihter nodded, conceding their mates would act in a similar manner.

      ‘It is decided. Bihter you will spread the word to my Trusted. Drayg, see to our provisions and erecting our encampment. Ohx, arrange for the colony ship to be refuelled. I will send a message with further instruction once I have heard back from ThunderClaw and secured our mates refuge.’

      Back at his nest, Bhyr sent a message to Beowyn, praying the male did not ignore his request for parley, then checked on Indira.

      She tossed and turned in her sleep.

      Whatever horror she dreamed compared nothing to the horror of their reality.

      They would come for her.

      He would fight. He might live, but would she?

      One moment of distraction was all it would take to steal her from him. The thought of her dead and gone made him feel as if he’d been set on fire and left to burn. He knelt at the foot of the bed and pressed his brow to the floor. He remained there until he knees began to ache. Eyes closed, mind drifting in an ocean of doubt and fear, he waited for the serenity bought with his devotion. He prayed to the goddess. He prayed to the divine being Creation he had rejected and belittled for so long. ‘Great Mother.’ The most ancient of address fell oddly from his lips. How did one apologise for a lifetime of insult? How did you prove your remorse was so great, you’d pay any price if it meant salvation? ‘Great Mother, you must see what is in my heart. I beg your favour not for my own benefit, but for hers. Show me how to keep her safe–how to keep all of them safe. Show me how to lead my brothers to a better future.’

      The low chime of his transmitter startled him.

      Frowning, Bhyr rose from his prostration and brought up his holosphere. He read the name of the incoming transmission’s sender with disbelieving eyes. He exhaled and dropped back into his position of supplication. ‘My thanks.’ His faith in Destruction had ever been a constant. Horde offerings had been plenty. They’d stained the ground with the blood of the innocent to quench the god’s thirst for death. How did such a thing nourish the soul of a people? It didn’t. It left them empty and without purpose. It ushered oblivion. His species was ending. There was no going back. With humanity, there was a chance pieces of the Azteka people would survive.

      With sons and daughters born of women like Indira, those pieces would thrive.

      Bhyr accepted the transmission.

      ‘First.’ The Verak King’s face was expressionless and his eyes devoid of their usual sparkle. ‘Your message was unexpected.’

      ‘Mighty King. Good Greetings.’

      Beowyn’s thinner top lip mashed into his fuller bottom one. He snorted. ‘If only I could respond in kind. The last time we spoke, First, you made it clear there would be no peace between us.’

      Bhyr felt his chest tighten.

      Regardless of his feared reputation as First of the Horde, Beowyn had ever welcomed him with smiles and laughter.

      Losing his regard caused a deeper discomfort than Bhyr had allowed himself to acknowledge. Made to face the loss, and uncommonly tongue-tied, Bhyr fitfully grasped for the right words to heal the breach. ‘It was never my intent to lose you as an ally. I said this.’

      ‘And I told you, I would not pay the ransom you demanded of me to free my planet from the threat you made of yourself.’

      Bhyr fisted a hand. He relaxed it. ‘I regret the way we parted. I would broker a treaty between us once more.’

      ‘What would such an agreement be worth? You have proven you cannot be trusted.’ Beowyn’s face twisted in anguish. ‘You invaded Earth. My Queen is devastated. My best human friend wept. Wept! The Rä are furious. And I? I am bitterly disappointed. I always thought… I thought you a better male than this.’

      Spine rigid, Bhyr breathed through the worst of his guilt. ‘I did what I believed to be right.’

      ‘Threatening babes? Destroying planets? Annihilating entire species? Invading technologically inferior worlds? Breaking treaties of peace? Treading on the back of a male who only ever tried to be your friend? This you believe to be right?’

      Hearing his desperate actions laid before him so starkly, Bhyr lost hope. ‘Nothing I say will right these wrongs in your eyes.’

      ‘Do not put words in my mouth or pretend as if you know my mind.’ Beowyn slammed a palm to the table.

      ‘Then know mine. I need a treaty between us.’

      ‘You need! Dah!’ Confusion passed through his eyes and he leaned in, head cocking. ‘Your speech is changed.’

      ‘Much has changed.’ He paused. ‘I used to speak to you as an outsider. I am trying to treat you as an equal.’

      Beowyn rocked back. ‘The females you took. That must be it. That or you have gone mad.’ His eyes widened and a hint of fear crept around their edges. ‘While my heart sings its joy at what I believe is happening, my head shouts the gravest of warnings. What is happening on Vøtkyr?’

      Bhyr shook his head. ‘Where to begin? Everything is changing. Everything.’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘My female, Indira, she is....’ Bhyr closed his mouth and struggled to expose feelings held close to his heart.

      Sucking in a great gust of air, Beowyn loosed a booming whoop of laughter. ‘The First has fallen. All it took was a female from Earth.’ His laughter died, expression at once becoming concerned. ‘Your Horde accepts her?’

      ‘Some of the warriors treasure their breeders. Others are,’ he averted his gaze from the Verak male as he experienced the sting of embarrassment, ‘reluctant to accept any change.’

      Beowyn blinked. ‘I cannot say I am not surprised. I never expected this of you.’ His gaze flicked to the side then back to Bhyr. ‘Though I will say my mate suggested all was not well on Vøtkyr. This was evident when Hel Bihter travelled and visited with us.’

      ‘What did your Queen observe?’

      ‘My Commander, Eorik, not my One. He believes the females of Vøtkyr are no more. This is why you invaded Earth and why Bihter left. He sought a solution that differed from yours.’

      ‘Do not be gentle for the sake of my pride. Speak the whole of it.’

      ‘Very well. You killed the last of your females, or they are too inbred to conceive, or carry healthy offspring to term. Bihter violated your mandated isolation in desperate search for a life mate. You used his discovery of humanity as a way to obtain breeders from a docile species easy to conquer, yet hardy enough to survive the same Horde mating rituals which have brought your people a mere step from extinction.’ Beowyn pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed in dismay at his own conclusions. ‘Am I wrong?’

      ‘No.’ Uncomfortable with such a bald rendition, Bhyr shook his head in self disgust. ‘There is no longer a benefit in half truths. My people are dying. We needed the human females to spawn us offspring, so our species might continue.’

      ‘Did you never think to ask for my help?’

      ‘The male I was then could not.’

      ‘And the one you have become?’

      ‘Compromises.’ He smiled, rueful. ‘And asks you to offer sanctuary to his female and her people. Civil war lurks upon Vøtkyr’s horizon, and my heart beats outside my chest.’ Bhyr shuddered. ‘They have already threatened her life.’

      ‘They would dare?’

      ‘I break many old traditions. Laws built on the belief females must be subjugated lest they harm us males. Beneath the rebellion is true fear. It is an ancient, strong fear that has festered for too long. They dare because they believe their lives depend on it.’

      ‘If I were to agree, how would you keep their departure hidden? It does no good to send them elsewhere when they could be followed.’

      ‘There is an old colony ship maintained for emergencies. It has cloaking technology and will suffice. I am contracting a Baxnonian trader to escort them as protection against Dei San.’ The scourge of the universe gave Aztekan ships a wide berth, excepting the alliance with the L’Odo that targeted Hel Bihter, but he would not trust his Indira’s life to the whims of fate. ‘I have no desire to bring trouble to your homeworld, Beowyn.’

      ‘If I agree to help promise me you will never go back to what you were. Promise me you will not sacrifice these females to your death god.’

      ‘I would rather offer my own throat for cutting than see my mate harmed.’ Bhyr shook his head. ‘The Old Ways are no more. I will fight to see it stays that way.’

      A slow smile spread across Beowyn’s leonine face. He rubbed his hands together, the star-shaped pupils of his slanted eyes twinkling. ‘Good. Now the ugliness is behind us, I must urge you to make peace with Venomous One.’

      Bhyr cringed. What he’d done to Zython’s Avatar could not be settled with words. ‘Will he listen? If I were him–’

      ‘But you are not, and you will not put words in people’s mouths nor assume.’ Beowyn’s eyebrow rose, chiding. ‘You threatened his mate and offspring, but if you explain why, I believe you will find more understanding than perhaps you deserve.’

      ‘And Lumen of the Stars?’

      ‘Will never trust you, but she is kind. She will want to meet the females you took from Earth and ask if they wish to be returned home.’

      ‘There may be few who wish to do so.’ Bhyr gritted his teeth against the instinct to hoard the females he’d gathered for his warriors. ‘I will not object and will defend their right to that choice.’

      Beowyn studied him with narrowed eyes. ‘It is strange to hear such things from your mouth, yet I feel as if I have waited to greet this evolution of you since first we met.’

      ‘You do not think me weakened by sentiment?’

      ‘We both know you are weaker. As am I.’ His gaze unfocused, his mouth curving into a smile. ‘We are also stronger. They take much, but give more. That is what makes them precious.’

      ‘Worth dying for,’ Bhyr murmured.

      ‘Try living for her instead. You will both prefer it.’ His smile dimmed. ‘I must confess an act that seems precipitous now we have reconciled.’

      Bhyr cocked his head.

      ‘I lodged a complaint against the Horde with the Intergalactic Alliance.’

      ‘Did you not take you own Queen from Earth?’ Bhyr asked, watching with mild amusement as the Great Alpha squirmed.

      ‘I am a hypocrite, yes, but I felt your actions excessive.’ His chin lifted. ‘I moved to protect my interests and those of my One and daughter.’

      ‘I understand. There are no hard feelings.’

      Beowyn relaxed. ‘Good.’ The male’s laughter boomed as something occurred to him. ‘By the Boar’s Tusk, I see I will be an uncle again. My friend, I warn you now. Your offspring will love me best.’
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      Bhyr arranged the minutiae of the females’ relocation to Vayhalun. He was thankful Beowyn was wise enough to forget the past and reforge the ties between them.

      The new treaty between their sovereignties was weighted heavily in his once again ally’s favour. The wily Verak King won concessions from the Aztekan First he’d likely never have dreamed of prior to the schism. Bhyr let Beowyn have his way with no more than a token protest.

      It was fair, and he was too grateful to pretend otherwise.

      Indira had been right.

      It was foolish to keep people at arm’s length in fear they would betray or hurt you, and even more foolish to lash out in a preemptive strike as a means of protection.

      His next appointment was less of a pleasure, but as satisfying in its conclusion.

      ‘Two billion credits or a thousand crystals.’ The Baxnonian male grinned displaying all his fangs. ‘My war skill is legendary. The females will be safe. You won’t find a better deal under the time constraint.’ He cocked his head, the feathered crest on his head flaring. ‘So? What’ll it be?’

      It took a few moments to set up the transaction. ‘Done.’

      Yellow-skin flushing to a pale orange, the Baxnonian bobbed its head. ‘Credits received. Pleasure doing business with you. I’ll arrive in Horde deep space in a span standard galactic time since you’re paying for use of a jumpway. I’ll ping you to confirm.’

      ‘Good,’ Bhyr went to sign off, but the trader snorted. ‘Is there something else?’

      ‘No. I admit I’m intrigued. You agreed to the secrecy premium without a word of complaint. Makes a male wonder what’s happening planet side.’ The glowing pupils in his large eyes expanded even as his eyelids narrowed. ‘Curious.’

      ‘If that is all,’ Bhyr said without inflection, features vacant of all expression.

      Smirking, the Baxnonian saluted. ‘Be seeing you.’

      ‘Bhyr?’

      Closing his holosphere, he turned to see Indira padding up behind him, rubbing her face. ‘Who are you talking to?’

      ‘A trader.’ He crossed the distance between them to pull her into his arms. He luxuriated in the rightness of it. ‘You need more sleep.’

      ‘No.’ She slumped against him. ‘Okay, maybe a little, but I’m having bad dreams, so I’m going to push through it.’ She yawned, tapping her mouth. ‘What are we trading for?’

      ‘The delivery of precious cargo to Vayhalun.’

      She leaned back, face lit with surprise. ‘You patched things up with the Verak?’

      ‘You were right. The Great Alpha accepted reparation and there is peace between us.’

      Her face split with a grin. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

      He nodded.

      ‘Can we discuss what happened yesterday at the Gathering Grotto?’

      ‘It is not pleasant.’

      ‘I’m trying to understand how it happened.’ Frustration stamped her features. ‘Why? Who did it? Were Arj Kryll and Hanna more collateral damage? Just a way to separate us, so Wyrm could get a shot at Grace and I?’

      Bhyr explained without painting too detailed a picture the nature of the murders and the conclusions of his trusted warriors. He left out his decision to send the human breeders to Vayhalun for their safety. He felt guilt at the deception, but his fear for her life overwhelmed all other considerations. ‘He cherished his breeder, but this was about clearing the way for rebellion.’ He stroked her back. ‘They also wanted to send a message to the rest of the Horde. It worked. The message was heard, but not interpreted the way they intended.’

      It had enraged him.

      ‘We’re equal citizens now.’ Her smile skewed. ‘I know Hanna and Kryll’s deaths pushed you to act earlier than expected, and it’s incredible, Bhyr, truly, but the cost was so high. The people who did this are sick. It kills me they’ve all but gotten away with it.’

      Even knowing the actions of the rebellious males originated from a place of fear, he could not disagree. Indira nestled into his embrace. He enjoyed it for as long as he could, stomachs sinking at what must come next. ‘There have been more deaths.’

      She stilled. Her arms dropped from around him. ‘Who?’ Once he finished relaying the tragedy, her eyes were red, face pale. ‘So many.’

      ‘They did not suffer.’

      ‘Ashleigh was right. We’re dropping like flies.’

      Caressing her back, he kept his voice light. ‘I am going to take my Horde on a Hunt.’

      ‘Oh. Sure.’ She pinched her nose. Sniffed. ‘I’ll be here when you get back. It’s not like I was kidnapped and killed a man yesterday. A whole bunch of my people were murdered but whatever. You go ahead and abandon me to wallow in my dark, twisty thoughts.’

      Bhyr rolled his his head on his neck because his eyes could not roll in their sockets as human eyes did. More sarcasm. Aztekan physiology allowed an expression of emotion by use of heat, colour, and vibrating air in the chest and throat, but human non verbal communication was rich and varied. Taking this into consideration, her reluctance to express her true thoughts bemused him.

      ‘Such angst,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you should not be left alone. Who knows what you might do if you lose the fight against your pain.’

      ‘Are you sassing me?’ Her voice climbed to a shrill note.

      ‘It is not safe for you here in the nest.’ The truth of that statement stuck in his throat. ‘Not alone.’ He rubbed his knuckles across her cheek. ‘There is a place I will take you. Hidden. Impenetrable.’

      She pushed her hands through her hair. ‘I don’t want to go. I don’t want you to go. After the nightmare that was yesterday, I want to spend the day with you. I want to mourn all this death. I want us to catch our breath, think, and figure out how to handle everything that’s happening.’

      She was not wrong. She simply didn’t know a course of action had been decided.

      ‘The other females will be there,’ he said to nudge her along, inwardly cringing at the manipulation. ‘They will want to see you and make sure you are unharmed. Discuss recent events. Are you not their leader? Is it not your responsibility to care for them?’

      ‘They’ll understand I need a minute to process. I’ll see them tomorrow or something.’

      ‘They need your guidance, and I must take my warriors in hand after this upheaval. I must begin an investigation into the deaths of the breeders. The sooner the better.’

      He held his breath.

      Indira eyed him, mouth screwing to one side. She flapped a hand. ‘Okay, Bhyr. You do you. I need time to sort my head through the shit I did yesterday, so I’m going back to bed. You’re welcome to climb in and keep me company.’

      She spun on her heel and marched away.

      Bhyr’s fists clenched in frustration. His female was strong-willed but she had a chink in her armour. Him.

      He purr-clicked and stalked her across the nest.

      She tossed a suspicious look over her shoulder. ‘I know what you’re doing.’ She flicked her hair. ‘It’s not going to work.’

      She pulled off her tunic then bent over to fold it next to the nook, flashing the bright pink of her sex.

      Bhyr hooked her waist. He stepped to the side and trapped her between his body and the wall. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, licked the soft spot under her jaw.

      She squirmed. ‘I thought you were going?’

      ‘I refuse to leave you here alone when it is not safe.’

      ‘It’s fine, Bhyr.’ She gasped when he dragged his teeth along her earlobe. ‘I’m not going to make the same mistake twice. You can go.’

      ‘I will persuade you.’

      ‘Someone thinks highly of themselves.’

      ‘I make you hot and wet. I make you scream.’

      She huffed. ‘Braggart.’

      ‘Let me.’

      Her legs parted and he thrilled at his success, rocking their hips back a fraction, so he might slide his fingers past the lips of her sex and stroke her to mindless ecstasy. She reached her peak and shuddered, mewling and rubbing her rump on his swollen barb.

      Bhyr freed himself and bent his knees. He dragged the head of his shaft against her slippery flesh, the sensation uniquely arousing, then thrust inside, moaning at the flutters sucking him deeper. He gripped her hips and set a fast pace, snarling when she braced her hands against the wall so he could pound her harder. Indira reached between her legs and touched herself, shameless in her quest for pleasure. He felt her channel tighten. She was close. He laved the back of her neck and let himself go. His cum punched from his seed sacks with such force, his back bowed. He grunted, shivering when Indira followed him over the precipice, grinding to prolong the pleasure.

      The air between them cooled, the tension eased.

      ‘Please,’ he said quietly.

      She groaned, head falling back to hit his chest. ‘Fine. You win.’ She laughed tiredly. ‘Let me have a bath and grab something to eat. Then you have permission to stash me in this super secret safe place.’

      His eyes closed. It was a hollow victory. ‘Thank you.’

      Time passed swiftly, and long before he felt ready, Bhyr stood on the colony ship and gazed at his female’s face, searching for the words to say farewell without alerting her to the fact she was leaving.

      ‘You okay?’ Indira asked. ‘You look sort of sad. Which is insulting considering the hot sex we had earlier.’

      He blinked, rubbed his skull ridges. ‘I am dreading the Hunt.’ He managed a smile. ‘I do not want to leave you but I must. It is my duty.’

      ‘I know. It’s noble you put them first, and I appreciate you taking the breeder deaths seriously.’

      Bhyr nodded, eyes fixed on hers. ‘Each moment I am without you, my heart bleeds.’

      ‘Um, okay.’ Her gaze angled down, cheeks gaining heat.

      He grinned. The weight on his heart lightened for a moment. ‘Having you here has made my life worth living. You are the light of my life. The stars in my sky. The sun–’

      ‘Ugh.’ She slapped a hand over his mouth. ‘Stop teasing me.’ As she spoke, Indira cocked her head side to side, studying his face. She moved her hand to cup his cheek. ‘You’re okay? There’s nothing else you want to talk about before you go?’

      Breaking away from her probing stare, he shook his head, brushing a kiss across her temple. ‘I just miss you.’

      ‘I miss you, too, when you’re gone.’ Indira went up onto her toes. He lowered to wrap his arms tight around her waist. She leaned her upper body back to kiss his him hard on the mouth. ‘So come back soon.’ Her brow rumpled. ‘Remember one thing for me? This conflict isn’t about destroying an enemy you hate. It’s about protecting what you love.’ She kissed his chin with a smacking sound. ‘You tell your warriors that.’ She patted his chest. ‘Good luck hunting. Bring back something delicious.’

      Unable to speak, he nodded. He felt her eyes on his back long after he’d left her.

      With each step, his heart shredded into bloodless pieces that would never again be whole. It hurt. More than he could have anticipated or prepared to endure. His warriors streamed from the rooms into the corridor, their sorrow a palpable weight, crushing the life from the air.

      Heaviness dragged at Bhyr’s limbs and left him numb. He kept the agony from his face. He needed to be strong.

      They left down the main cargo ramp. Hydraulic gears whined, then the ramp retracted and the door closed with a solid clunk, a hiss of compressed air whooshing around them in a cold cloud.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ Bihter asked with more than a hint of desperation.

      Ohx gripped his shoulder, shaking his head.

      Bihter slumped. ‘Forgive me. This is hard enough without my doubts.’

      ‘I do what is best.’ Bhyr fought to keep his voice steady. ‘They cannot survive here on their own. If they could, I would never… I have no choice.’ He turned his back to the ship. ‘I cannot watch her leave.’ He mounted and rode away.

      He did not look back.
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      Something about the situation bugged me like the ache of a rotten tooth. I sat with Cristina, Ashleigh and Mayumi, the women who had become my informal council, and peered in the direction the warriors disappeared after we settled.

      Rather, after the other three settled. I still had on my hooded fur cape and had yet to unhook my pouch belt.

      My fingers tapped a staccato beat against my knee.

      ‘Indira, are you listening?’ Ashleigh grabbed my arm. ‘This is important. I know you don’t care about having children, but the women want to know they have protection. We want written proof of the First’s new Laws regarding our citizenship and we want to make sure we have equal rights to any and all children born of our unions.’

      Nodding absent-mindedly, I asked, ‘Does anything about this feel strange to you?’

      Her gaze sharpened. She glanced around. ‘No. Why?’

      ‘Bhyr seemed off. I can’t put my finger on it, but something here is not right.’

      ‘There’s been a lot of change recently.’ Cristina rubbed my back to soothe me.

      ‘No, it’s just he felt….’ I trailed off unable to tease out the tangle to my satisfaction. ‘Why bring us here?’ I stood and paced the room. ‘Have any of you been here before?’

      ‘No,’ Mayumi replied, unconcerned. ‘Drayg said the Gathering Grotto is no longer safe after poor Hanna was murdered there. And since Wyrm lured you and Grace from your nests, it’s not safe to stay in them alone.’

      ‘That’s what Bihter told me,’ Cristina said. ‘He’d never lie to me,’ she added with emphasis proving she’d lost her mind to the joys of coupledom.

      ‘They have the same story,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t that seem rehearsed?’

      The women shook their heads, nonplussed at my attitude. They hadn’t been told about the others who’d been killed. I understood why. I felt awful when Bhyr told me. It filled me with dread to tell them myself, no doubt they would know the victims, so I was putting it off until later, when I could escape shortly after.

      ‘Does it matter why we’re in this exact place?’ Mayumi asked. ‘It’s nice enough.’

      I took in the room and felt my unease grow.

      The Horde preferred natural settings. The only modern equipment they used was for space travel, medical emergencies, and intergalactic trade and communications. Electronics, manufactured furniture, and controlled climates were shunned for the most part as they associated these things with the despotic rule of their females.

      The room we sat in was weird when taken into context.

      I might understand them bringing us here to make us humans feel more comfortable, but I didn’t think their social etiquette had evolved to that level of introspection yet.

      I hesitated to shake it off.

      ‘Go find him before he leaves and ask what his problem is then.’ Ashleigh flung up her arms. ‘I doubt you’ll be of much use until you do. We’ll just have to make this crucial, life-altering decision without you.’

      ‘Really? Great.’

      ‘I wasn’t being serious.’

      ‘No? I was.’ I took hold of her shoulders. ‘Okay, here’s what’s going to happen. I need to focus on helping Bhyr guide the Horde into developing a more balanced view of the world.’ My brows rose. ‘I’m sure you agree that’s going to take some doing.’

      Her arms folded. ‘What’s your point?’

      ‘I’m the titular head of our ragtag government, a figurehead, so to speak, but you are the acting minister.’

      ‘Since when?’

      ‘Since now. You hold council, you draft laws and kick them up to me, which I’ll then veto or pass onto Bhyr to make Law where he sees fit.’ I patted her shoulders. ‘So, right now, this is your show. Run with it.’

      Such were the joys of delegating. I’d missed having a lackey. My thoughts briefly travelled to my old assistant on Earth. I hoped he’d gotten my job. He’d wanted it from the moment I’d hired him.

      ‘Why me?’ Ashleigh asked. ‘I thought you would have picked Cristina.’

      ‘You’ll be insufferable if I don’t get you busy.’ I paused. ‘Mayumi and Cristina have decided on their career plans. They’ll push back if I try to assign this responsibility to them. It’s like you said–this is important. It needs someone who has the time to dedicate to it, and who will treat it with the respect it deserves.’ That and Ashleigh was a bit of a bitch, which was great, because so was I. We’d keep each other in check to everyone’s benefit.

      ‘My career aspirations?’

      ‘Astrophysics, right? Do you want to keep theorising when the proven fact is recorded in the databanks for you to download? What was cutting edge on Earth is basic universal truths out here.’

      Sighing, she dropped her crossed arms. ‘You’re making an annoying amount of sense. Fine. I’ll hold onto this hot potato, but I reserve the right to throw it right back at you.’

      ‘Deal.’ I was already half way across the room.

      ‘Why do I feel as if you’ve conned me?’

      ‘I can’t hear you.’

      Free at last, I hurried down the long corridor. The ventilation hummed so loudly the rubberised tiles beneath my boots vibrated. I passed a half opened hatch. Muffled singing drifted from it, and I slowed to peek inside.

      At the entrance of my disembodied head, a woman startled. ‘Hey?’ Her accent was American, but I couldn’t have guessed from which state.

      ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’ I leaned further in.

      The surprise on her face cleared to be replaced with recognition. ‘You’re the First’s woman and our auspicious leader.’ She snapped her fingers and pointed. ‘Indira, right?’

      Dismayed to be thought of as Bhyr’s woman foremost, I wiggled my fingers. ‘Sorry again about….’ I motioned to myself then the doorway.

      ‘Ahh.’ She waved away my apology. ‘No problem. I didn’t know there was another group so close. Our men left us here while out hunting with the First.’ She smiled, eyes crinkling. ‘It’s awesome to meet you in person. I was sorry to hear about what happened to you. Gave me chills. I’m glad you’re okay. If you ever need to talk, I’m a good listener.’

      I blinked. ‘Oh. Thank you.’ I backed up a step. ‘I’m running an errand, but my council are the next door down if you’re interested. They’re talking parental rights.’

      Out of curiosity and growing suspicion, I popped my head inside the next hatch I passed. Another group of women lazed about and chattered. This klatch was bigger than the last, and my arrival and leave-taking went unnoticed. By the time I’d travelled the length of the building, I’d come across seven other groups ranging from almost twenty to near fifty women per group. Some noticed me and were happy to see me, introducing themselves and talking up (or down) their warriors. Most didn’t register my quiet if somewhat frantic passing, too engrossed in conversation after days of isolation with their males.

      All humans were present.

      We hadn’t been together like this since the abduction.

      My instincts screamed at me. I was missing a piece of the puzzle. A big piece. It was time to tell the others about the women killed by the Arj and get their take on what our mates were up to.

      As I backtracked a plaque caught my eye.

      Bridge–Navigation/Emergency Exit.

      I studied the glyphs closer.

      Pleased, I nodded, certain I’d accurately translated the marks. I examined the strange doorway and remembered it was one of the living elevators Bhyr had used to take me to and from the healing pod. The door peeled open and was indeed the fleshy, rounded bulb I remembered. I moseyed in and twiddled my fingers over the protrusions that acted as levers. Two choices. Up for the Bridge–Navigation or down for the Emergency Exit. I chose up and let it whisk me through space to its preprogrammed destination.

      It opened into a triangular hall filled with rows of computer stations that resembled crystal shards, winking pastel lights and three dimensional holographic screens.

      Eyebrows meeting in the middle of my forehead, my gaze skipped over the closest screen and its scrolling glyphs.

      The marks were too technical and moving too fast for me to understand.

      Biting my thumbnail, a habit I’d borrowed from Cristina, my eyes jumped from the screen to the ornate seat in the middle of the room. A futuristic chair of electrum and faceted crystals in smoky shades of silver, it faced an exterior wall I imagined was transparent beyond its metal shutters.

      Why am I in a cockpit?

      I wandered over to what I now understood was the First’s throne and dropped onto it. I fiddled with the end of my braid, chewing on my lip as I tried to put myself in Bhyr’s frame of mind for bringing us here. The explanation of needing us somewhere safe so they could hunt was a damned lie. I could see it now. We humans often needed to see each other for support and comfort, yes, and the Gathering Grotto wasn’t safe, okay, but this random spaceship in the middle of nowhere was the better option?

      All so the entire Horde could go off on a hunting trip which left us devoid of protection?

      ‘Should have paid more attention,’ I muttered.

      I’d been too busy getting fucked face-first against the wall to question him. An act that now seemed suspicious, too. A smaller hologram was built into the chair’s armrest.

      Slouching to get comfortable for a long think, I glanced at it, distracted by my scattered thoughts, only to do a double take when I recognised the glyphs as numbers.

      It was counting.

      Backwards.

      Motionless, I stared, the gears in my brain grinding.

      An idea came to mind, but I dismissed it because he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t.

      So, I was in a cockpit. On a spaceship. And little screen was counting down to what?

      A detonation?

      Ignition?

      Everything was powered on and functioning, but there were no piloting crew present, so it’s not like we were going anywhere. Trying my luck, I tapped a few buttons to access more information.

      A warning screen popped up denying me access to the autopilot routine.

      ‘Autopilot,’ I said aloud.

      My thoughts coalesced and crystallised into a single point of comprehension.

      Not loud vents humming.

      Engines warming.

      Eyes rounding, I jerked onto my feet. ‘Bloody liar!’ I was on the move before I could finish forming the curse.

      The countdown had less than five minutes, if I’d read the intergalactic clock correctly. I hadn’t been diligent at thinking in chimes, spans, and rotations instead of minutes, hours and days. I’d been faffing about for nearly half an hour while the ship’s systems were getting ready to jettison me and the other women into outer space.

      Even sprinting, I wouldn’t reach the others before it was too late. They were located too deep into the ship. I didn’t think, I reacted.

      I couldn’t leave the planet.

      I can’t leave Bhyr.

      Throwing myself into the elevator, I smacked the Emergency Exit lever. It spat me out onto a rocky ledge.

      I glissaded down the screed slope and away from the ship, counting silently in my head.

      Thrumming from the engines exploded into a thunderous roar that hurt my ears. I shaded my eyes as the sleek vessel lifted into a vertical climb. My breath came faster, nose flooded with ozone, its taste burnt on my tongue. I covered my nose and mouth to try and inhale less of the toxic gas. A burst of light blinded me, followed by a hollow boom, which knocked me flat and strafed me with stinging speckles of ice. A particle cloud of snow and disintegrating mulch mushroomed in an arc feet from where I lay sprawled, sweeping past to mist my vision in shades of red.

      The spaceship darted higher into the atmosphere, turning to orient itself, and then disappeared into the star-strewn beyond.

      I struggled up onto my elbows and glanced around, blinking to clear grit from my round eyes. ‘Well, shit.’
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      Cristina, Ashleigh and the other women were gone.

      Where am I exactly?

      I staggered up and paced a circle trying to make sense of the last five minutes.

      ‘This is bad.’ A deluge of panic built inside my chest, ready to topple over and crush me. I blew out a breath to cool my hot face. ‘Bad, bad, bad.’

      The Horde had left.

      Earth was muddy and churned where their goodbeasts had been tethered. Murky puddles of urine and nose-wrinkling droppings littered the area, but the animals themselves–like their warrior masters–were long gone.

      A trampled trail of hoof prints lead off to nowhere.

      I had a wild thought to run down it before common sense told me I’d never tracked a trail in my life. I’d likely lose it then end up hopelessly lost and dead of starvation and thirst.

      Speaking of thirst, a memory of Bhyr stuffing things into pouches on my belt before we left that morning had me bouncing on my toes.

      I patted myself down.

      My heart leapt. ‘Oh, thank goodness.’ I had all the paraphernalia Bhyr insisted I carry when we left the nest.

      Tears of gratitude for his thoughtfulness pricked my eyes. I brushed trembly hands over a bulging pouch of inert hot rocks, my round waterskin, reassuringly heavy, a short length of woven braid to tie back my hair, a basic sewing kit to fix tears in my clothing, and the antler knife.

      ‘Okay,’ I said striving for calm. ‘This is a bad deal, but so was getting abducted by aliens. You handled that. You’ll handle this.’ I sounded so convincing.

      I dragged a shaking hand through my hair, wincing when I encountered the remains of my braid.

      Almost disbelieving of my good fortune to have mate so solicitous of my needs he’d provided me with the basics for survival in absentia, I jiggled my waterskin, comforted by its sloshing. A fierce surge of pride lit my chest until it spread through my extremities. Was there anything sexier than a capable male who took good care of you? Who made sure you had tools to take care of yourself should you be separated? And as the pièce de résistance gave you multiple orgasms? I also had a pouch filled with trail mix, the ratio rigorously tried and tested to keep Bhyr from regurgitating in my mouth whenever my stomach gurgled.

      Without a single joule of effort, I was two for three out of the survival trifecta of water, shelter and food.

      I calmed. ‘Shelter, then.’

      Deciding my next steps once I’d found a safe place to rest and worked through the worst of my panic was a better idea than following knee-jerk reactions…like bolting down the trail I kept gazing at with longing. What if Bhyr and the Horde were camped at the end of it? Shelter was the priority, not chasing after a maybe, and third sun had already set.

      Dithering for longer meant I risked wandering an arctic wilderness during the prime hunting time for nocturnal predators. ‘Direction?’ I turned a slow circle and took in my options. It helped. The dark spear of Last Mountain was visible from where I stood, its uppermost peaks wreathed in wispy clouds. Perfect. I had a solid bearing for the nest.

      The trail lead away from the landmark, however, and that made me hesitate.

      Wracked with indecision, I went with my gut, which told me to head towards the mountain. I could survive indefinitely at Bhyr’s nest. He was bound to show up at some point. I’d have a bunch of explaining to do after I tore him a new asshole for his latest heavy-handed stunt, and then kissed him all over.

      Confident of the overall plan, I pulled my hood up and headed in the direction I’d chosen. It took less than two hours before I hit an obstacle.

      The ground ended.

      A city-sized canyon as deep as a skyscraper lay between me and my destination. It was shaped like a butter bean, the earthen bowl sooty and layered with striations of rich purple and scattered with eroding rock formations. I now understood why the trail headed the other way. I’d have to walk around the canyon. I’d have to walk in the opposite direction to move forwards. It would take days. Days. Who the hell walked for days except pilgrims?

      I burst into tears. They puttered out when a barbed wind clawed me in the face. I huddled deeper into my hood.

      Wiping my chin, I sucked it up and turned around to retrace my steps. The day drew to an end, and the temperature plummeted. Snow fell in sparkling flakes to dust the tree boughs and encrust the pink leaves. It was difficult to appreciate the untouched majesty of Vøtkyr’s wilderness with as much reverence as it deserved, uneasy as I was. The air was so cold and dry each inhalation razored my throat. Even the wind was harsh, scouring my face until it felt red raw. I resisted the urge to duck my head, trudging on with squinted eyes on my wild surroundings. I grew increasingly anxious until, with the last slivers of daylight, I found a rock shelter with withered scrub bush at its borders. The overhang projected six feet, five feet off the ground, it’s rough walls standing seven feet apart.

      Exhausted, I crawled under its scant protection, the howls and feral noises too close for peace-of-mind. My skin pimpled with gooseflesh and twitched with cold as I removed my padded mittens to dig the largest hot rock from my pouch with numb fingers. It was the size of a ping pong ball. I smacked it against the floor until it emitted an otherworldly glow that radiated heat. I huddled over, back propped against the craggy wall.

      There was no skyglow.

      When darkness fell it was absolute. The stars pressed down in their billions. Slitted pupils of predators reflected the moonlight in eldritch gleams as they hunted unlucky prey across the tundras, but I was left undisturbed.

      During the darkest hours, the heavens twinkled. I relaxed enough to nap, but it was fitful and short.

      Snowbound at first light, I carved a shallow channel through the new fall with my arms, working up a sweat. I was reluctant to leave the shelter, but I had to press on. It was hard going. I lifted my legs past the knee to take a step in the snowdrifts, and set my feet down toes first in case the ground wasn’t solid.

      It was mostly flat snow over rolling hills, but there were occasional sinkholes and shifting patches of thin ice I suspected were caused by meltwater from a jökulhlaup, a body of water that had welled from a subglacial lake–like the one that surrounded Last Mountain–and pushed outward to create a flood that froze over. I’d seen the devastation one could cause on a trip to Iceland with university friends, safely ensconced in a helicopter and taking selfies on my mobile. I’d thought the natural wonder exciting at the time. Now, it was nothing but terrifying as I trudged over land riddled with treacherous evidence of the planet’s geothermal activity.

      The rotten-egg stink of sulphur had my eyes watering long before I discovered the hot spring it wafted from.

      Further proof the area was unstable.

      I wrinkled my nose and pinched my nostrils. ‘Whew.’

      I hovered for a while, the warmth it gave off too useful to skip by without appreciating. I adjusted to the smell but avoided the pool all the same.

      Billowing gouts of steam and roiling bubbles warned me the water would scald me if I got splashed.

      Growing near the edge of the spring was an isolated grove of fruit trees. The sight was welcome in more ways than one. Food was great, but with trees of this size, there had to be a fresh water source nearby.

      My stomach rumbled.

      There was slim pickings on the ground, the deadfall either rotten mush or gnawed on by prey-creatures.

      Determined not to let the opportunity for fresh food pass, I jumped as high as I could to grab the lowest hanging branches. ‘Come to mama.’ I bashed the lichen-stained limbs to shake off the mustard-coloured gourds.

      It was risky, but they were similar to food Bhyr fed me.

      I sniffed them.

      They smelled amazing. I ate two, digging into the thick peel with my antler knife to reach the juicy flesh. Despite the tantalising smell, the taste and texture were disappointing, tart and gritty. Eh. The fruit allowed me to conserve my dried food supply, and was filling, so I gorged. The gourds were too heavy to carry as many as I’d like, so I settled for stuffing four into the deep scoop of my cape hood, repurposing it into a makeshift bag.

      Keeping the canyon within sight, I licked my fingers clean to save my freshwater store.

      Fragrant vegetation thickened and grew larger. Giant trees surrounded me on all sides, home to scurrying creatures that rustled the leaves as they skipped from bough to branch. As I suspected, a brook cut my path soon after and led me to a stream. Investigating further up the water source, I found it originated from underground, a cluster of rocks causing a natural filtration point. There were no hoof or paw prints on the embankment so far upstream. I didn’t have to worry about animals fouling the water with their waste.

      I filled my waterskin, drank my fill, then splashed my face, drying it on the inside of my cape. I had a brief worry over microbes in the water and imagined the horrible illnesses I might contract, but trusted Bhyr had had the foresight to have me inoculated against anything that would be life threatening.

      He’d given me hundreds of years of potential life. Vaccinations were simple in comparison.

      If he hadn’t there was nothing I could do about it.

      Refreshed, I spent a pleasant siesta on the bank catching my breath and rubbing my sore legs. I relaxed as much as I was able, keeping an eye on my surroundings.

      When the second sun set, it galvanised me to travel on, even if I was loathe to move.

      There weren’t too many flying bugs about, to my relief. I got bitten on my chin and the red bump itched like crazy, but I’d had worse from mosquitoes on Earth. Babi said I had sweet blood. I smiled sadly and wiped away a tear. Aside from the pests, migrating herds travelled in the distance and birds soared overhead. These animals noted my passing but left me alone. The nighttime predators wouldn’t afford me the same courtesy. My knife wouldn’t see me through the dark hours against the beasts Bhyr hunted with his warriors.

      I need another shelter to sleep in, I thought, stressed.

      It was odd to be alone after spending so much time with someone else. Memories I’d repressed since my abduction kept intruding. As if they sensed I had nothing better to do. They flickered in my mind’s eye, phantasms that refused to be ignored. I remembered the first time I glimpsed Bhyr outside my window.

      Babi dying.

      Waking chained.

      Bhyr and I on our knees on the ice, grunting like animals.

      I processed, forcing myself to relive the terror and pain, wondering if there was anything I should have done different. The mental exercise combined with my physical efforts was oddly cathartic.

      Breathing hard, I trekked another hour before I came across a rock pile tucked into the lowest crease of a hill. A dead tree grew from the top of the mound. Its skeletal branches drooped to the ground. I spared the time to search the area and hit pay dirt: a cave concealed by a sunken boulder twice my height. I peeked inside, sniffing for spoor, expecting it to be claimed as a den. ‘Gah.’ I shouted into the dim hollow then hopped aside, in case something came charging out, and listened for movement. When nothing happened, I inched my way in, a hand pressed to the rough wall. ‘If anything is in here, don’t eat me.’ I grew confident when nothing lumbered out to try and maul me to death.

      It was bigger than the shelter I’d used the night before. It rounded at the back. The smaller entrance would be easier to defend, too. The ceiling was high enough for me to stand, and the earthen floor compacted enough to get a decent night’s sleep. It wasn’t frozen over and the temperature was warmer than outside.

      It was the best I’d find before nightfall.

      ‘Home sweet home.’
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      With hours to spare before dark, I returned to the stream. I’d sweated a fair bit during my hike and picked up leaves and slimy bracken in my hair. Mud spatters dirtied my cheeks from clambering up rocks and grime was a dark line under my fingernails. Not to mention the itchy crusts of salt from melting snow that had found its way through the layers of my furs.

      In preparation of my return to the cave, I dug out a pit half a foot in diameter with a stick that snapped twice, then headed back outside and gathered stones to line it. I fished out a pair of larger hot rocks from my waist pouch and knocked them together. They heated to scorching within seconds. I placed them in the middle of the pit and piled more stones on top. Soon the heap radiated warmth. I headed outside and inhaled. The air tasted like salt and needle thin green tea. It rushed cold into my lungs and left me feeling bright inside. The only comparisons I had to the earthy scent was the smell of clean concrete drenched by an unexpected downpour. The chirrup of insects calling down the moon reminded me of crickets singing in tall country grass, and the spindly trees with their white trunks and translucent thorny leaves propped up the dusky sky. It brought to mind the stark horizon of the Fens back on Earth in winter.

      I like it here.

      It was strange to prefer a different planet to the one you were born on. I focused on placing my feet on the ground.

      When did the homesickness disappear?

      At the stream, I unwrapped my boots, and left them on the bank. I slogged through the water. It was warmer than I’d expected, freezing instead of arctic. I was surprised at how well I’d adapted to the climate. I suspected Bhyr’s tinkering with my genes had something to do with it. There was slick underwater growth, algae, growing on a few larger stones, and turning the whole riverbed a vibrant purple. I avoided them, envisioning crushing the homes of teensy fish. I fiddled with the ties to my tunic, and turned, intending to throw it on top of my boots, but my overextended leg muscles decided enough was enough.

      I lost my balance.

      The riverbed gave way under me, pebbles slipping from beneath my foot and the current did the rest.

      I ended up flat on my back, a sharp pain scoring along my calf. Spluttering, I shoved my arms down along with my good leg and managed to find my footing. I lurched up, soaked to the skin. ‘Blast.’ I hobbled to the bank and dropped my ass onto a rock with a flat top. I took a deep breath to brace myself then glanced at my calf.

      I looked away, sucking quick, trembly breaths through my nose. It looked bad, but it was more frustration than pain that had me tearing up. A strip of brown skin was gone, the startlingly white flesh underneath irritated and swelling. It bled in red pinpricks, only a little, but it was so cold, I wasn’t surprised. ‘Could be worse.’ Shivers wracked my limbs, sending water droplets flying. I could return to the warming cave and dry out my clothes. I just had to get there without leaving behind a blood trail for every predator in a ten-mile radius to follow.

      After I’d cleaned the wound, I put my boots on, treating my injured leg with extra care. Come first sun, I’d forage for the thorny weed Bhyr used as a pain-reliever to cure my headaches. He’d mentioned its roots cleansed the blood. A natural antibiotic? It might help stave off infection as long as I didn’t dirty the wound further. I cringed at the knowledge I’d been wading in water. At least it wasn’t stagnant. I’d chosen a spot as far upstream as possible to avoid animal contamination, and hoped any microorganisms present wouldn’t harm me.

      It took me longer than I liked to retrace my steps. ‘Ow, ow, ow.’ My gait was stiff, my lower leg throbbing, and ice crusted my clothing.

      This adventure sucks.

      I whimpered in relief when I spied the distinctive skeleton tree that warded my sanctuary.

      The last hundred yards, I feared something picked up my trail. I kept a roving eye on my surroundings, but spotted no predator on the hunt.

      What I did spot was the plant I needed. Thin and trampled, but still good.

      I used my trusty knife as a trowel to rake up the root, a misshapen lump. I shoved it into my soggy pouch and quickened my limp. I worried again about leading something to my resting place, then put it out of my mind.

      I had no energy to attempt to do anything about it. If it came down to it, I’d defend my shelter as best I could.

      I tossed a few pebbles into the cave to make sure it was still uninhabited. I staggered in after a few beats then dropped into a squat that ended up a dodgy lean to the side as my leg slid out. The pit let off waves of heat. I tucked my waterskin as close to it as I dared then gritted my teeth and pushed onto my feet. I peeled off my furs and spread them out. I brushed off as much of the ice as my stinging hands could stand, then left them alone. The hairs were waterproof. The saturated inner layer was the problem, but hopefully, it would be dry by morning. Without my wet clothes, I was warmer. I checked on my calf and found the gash had crusted over.

      I used a splash of warmed water to wash my hands then dribbled a fair amount over my leg. I hacked open one of the gourds and ate the pulp. ‘Ooh, yum.’ Either it was riper than the one I’d tried before or I was hungrier. I rinsed it, added more hot water and steeped the leaves into a whitish tea.

      Gagging, I forced myself finish the entire concoction. It hadn’t tasted mouldy when Bhyr gave it to me.

      I swigged a little more water, then hefted the waterskin to judge its contents and drank more. Mouth nice and moist, I cut off a thumb-sized piece of root and stuffed it between my teeth. I chewed until I had a mash then smeared it on my cut. The sting it caused eased into numbness.

      Happy with how it looked, I wrapped my leg with a torn piece of my cape then called it quits. I needed sleep, but my plan to use my furs as makeshift pallet was a bust.

      The floor was hard and radiated cold. ‘God, give me a break.’ I cried until my face was blotchy and my nose stuffy.

      My sniffles became an ear popping yawn.

      I scooted closer to the hot rocks and curled up on my side, arm tucked under my head. It was dusty and uncomfortable, but I was dry and not freezing. I had half a bladder of water left and another dose of tea and root mash. My belly was full.

      I felt terrible, but things were far from the worst.

      Bhyr said I couldn’t survive out here on my own.

      Maybe he was right.

      If my leg was worse in the morning, I’d be in serious trouble. I slept until I felt something crawling across my face.

      My lashes sprang open.

      A hairy ball the size of my fist skittered over my cheek.

      I slapped at it in panic and it burped a foul smelling gas. It bounced off my chin then scurried from the cave. I reared up and covered my nose. I could taste it. I lunged for my waterskin and drank in throat filling gulps. I rubbed my fingers over my lips. ‘Gross.’

      Stiff and aching from my night on the hard ground, I eased up to huddle at the cave mouth and get the lay of the land. The sky outside was a few shades lighter. I’d slept the night without waking.

      I glanced down, then did a double take. My leg looked good. Better than good. I bent my knee and tucked my heel near my bottom. It brought my calf to the side, so I could get a closer look. I prodded the edge of the cut. There was minimal swelling, the skin around it was a normal temperature and had scabbed into a brown lump.

      I inhaled trying to smell if it had turned putrid, but only caught traces of damp rock and my own sweat.

      My head cocked, eyebrows pulling together.

      It looked smaller?

      So my exhaustion the day before had made it seem a larger gash than it was in reality? I tutted at myself. The root mash. For a natural remedy, it worked wonders.

      I washed the remaining root free from speckles of soil then reapplied the poultice.

      There had been no adverse effects, and I made a note to forage more in case I had another accident.

      The air in the cave was warm, the hot rocks going strong. I steeped the last of the horrid tea, then choked it down without complaint.

      I’d felt little in the way of aches and pains since I’d drank it. I suspected it also worked as a mild sedative. I’d slept too well on the hard ground for it to be otherwise. I shrugged. Its benefits far outweighed a negative that would be useful in a different situation.

      I ate the last of the gourd pulp raw.

      Licking tart juice from my fingers, I knee walked over to my furs and used my clean hand to fluff the hairs and stroke the smooth inner hide. Bone dry. Pleased, I washed my hand then used the water I had left to wash my face, armpits and crotch. I was mostly clean from my dunk in the stream, but the routine helped me forget I was lost and alone.

      What I really wanted was coconut oil to deal with the dry skin developing from the severe conditions. There was dust in my hair. I bent over to give it a rigorous shake then redid my simple braid. ‘Water, more fruit, leaves, roots….’ I muttered to myself as I wrapped and tied myself into the pink and white ensemble that acted as camouflage in the harshness of Vøtkyr’s landscape. I remembered Bhyr crafting it for me with painstaking care. It gave me a much needed mental boost.

      I was loved, I was missed, and I wasn’t alone despite my present circumstances.

      ‘Avoid tuskbeast spoor…cross frozen water slowly….’

      I repeated my list as a mantra and left the shelter at a brisk walk. The pace helped keep my mind off my mate.

      I’d never needed someone before, never cared enough to miss a romantic partner the way I missed Bhyr. I missed his citrus and spice scent. I missed the throaty clicks that reminded me he was close, and his raspy, buzzing laughter. I missed how his eyes narrowed as he smiled, and his mouth widened without curving. I missed his weird, morbid sense of humour.

      I just plain missed him.

      It wasn’t long before the sensation of being hunted returned. A laughing whoop sent chills across my scalp. I stooped, shuffling to the mound of earth the sound drifted over.

      The pitch of the scrubby hill changed to a climb, getting steeper until I scrabbled up a slope a few degrees shy of a cliff face. I scuttled back. The drop beyond ended in a ravine.

      Dots scurried around a larger smudge below. A pack of yowling creatures hunted a tuskbeast. They nipped at its legs, then dived for its throat when it stumbled, taking it down with a thump I felt as a tremor through the ground.

      They swarmed their kill and ripped into it with savage claws and fangs.

      Swallowing, I inched back.

      The hairs on my arms and nape stood on end under my clothes. If I stumbled across that pack, I was a goner.

      The dangers of my situation were suddenly all I could think about. Once I’d frightened myself half to death with a dozen gruesome imaginings, I skated down the hill and started back towards my cave.

      I wanted safety more than anything else at that moment.

      The rustle of a bush and light crunching of snow pulled me to a standstill. I turned my head slowly, slightly, and spotted one of the creatures from below. It sniffed at the ground then raised its head and growled. It was the size of a coyote, only stockier with long, thick hind legs for pouncing and tawny scales.

      It would have been beautiful if it wasn’t terrifying.

      ‘Bhyr, if you’re going to rescue me now is the time.’

      Alas, he failed to appear.

      Head cocking, its shiny eyes blinked. Feathered ears rotated back and forth. They reminded me of a curious wolf pup debating whether to be naughty or nice.

      Moving fast, too scared to go slow and avoid startling the beastie, I dropped into a squat and pulled out my knife.

      It lowered into a hunting crouch, tail high and stiff. Its growls intensified into a snarl that exposed needle thin fangs.

      ‘Um, nice beastie?’

      It lunged for me, jaws gaping wide like a crocodile.
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      I dove into a snowdrift and landed on my arm.

      I grunted, the air knocked from my lungs.

      Something barred the way.

      Wriggling around in my pocket of air, I scraped away the icy slush. Tangled tree roots shoved through the frozen soil blocking my escape. I jerked backwards as a drooling maw punched through the snow and snapped shut an inch from my face. I flailed the knife and caught it across its snot-smeared nose.

      The creature recoiled, its paw batting the bleeding gash.

      Shoving the blade between my teeth, I dug through the packed snow, following the rough bark of the roots.

      Go away, go away.

      I lashed out a foot to the side to collapse the tunnel behind me, hoping to scare it off.

      Lacking the intelligence to think strategically and cut me off on the other side, the beastie burrowed in my wake. Its disembodied mouth chomped at the air, eager to steal a bite.

      I broke free of the snowdrift into daylight and scrambled away on all fours.

      The crackle of claws on brittle ice warned me as the beast climbed out behind me. It gathered itself to pounce. The moment it left the ground, teeth glinting, paws outstretched to rend my flesh to ribbons, I squealed.

      I rolled onto my back, hitched both feet to my chest, then popped them straight, kicking it dead centre in its chest. I felt the give of bone through the soles of my boots.

      It landed on its side with a pained yelp. It rolled onto its front and thrashed backwards, trembling and whining.

      I lurched into a squat, taking the knife from between my teeth to brandish it threateningly. ‘Yah! Yah!’ I opened my arms and stomped my foot. That about covered everything I’d seen on television to scare a wild animal.

      It flinched but held its ground, vicious snarls rumbling from its muzzle.

      Remembering how blood made everything slippery, I adjusted my hold on my weapon. ‘Don’t make me do this.’ Choppy breaths sawed at my airway. ‘Just go away.’

      It threw back its head and howled to summon its pack.

      I skidded in and lodged my knife into its leathery jugular. The haunting sound died. It weakly swiped a paw at my middle, but missed, rolling eyeballs glassy with pain. I dragged the blade across its throat, cringing when it sank deeper into giving flesh before ripping free. Viscous blood drenched my mitten and saturated the ground. The musky smell of wild animal and metallic blood combined until I swallowed to wash away the stench polluting my mouth.

      It tripped over its feet, scrambled, and then keeled over, paws twitching. The rounded bulge of its abdomen heaved as it laboured to breathe, bubbles popping at the yawning wound across its throat. It suffered. I’d nicked instead of severed a main artery.

      It took too long to die.

      I wasn’t a hunter. I was a scared woman with a knife.

      ‘Sorry.’

      Its eyes dimmed.

      Panting, I kept my knife clutched in my mitten and minced closer. I prodded it with the rounded toe of my boot. Very dead. I frowned, bending over double to get a better look.

      Bloody and limp, it seemed familiar.

      I sheathed my knife. I removed my sodden mittens and tucked them into my belt for washing later, and then turned with a sad sigh.

      ‘Oh, come on.’ I hissed.

      Standing thirty feet from me was a mammoth-sized tuskbeast. I swore, recalling where I’d seen the coyote creature before. It had lain mangled in the maw of the last tuskbeast I’d stumbled onto.

      While I struggled to beat back a surge of aggravation, it cocked its antlered head.

      I risked a toe to heel step.

      Breathing wet and heavy through its muzzle, it snuffled after the blood-scent wafting off my kill and chuffed.

      I took another step backwards–careful to make no sudden movements and avoid eye contact–which took me past the creature corpse.

      The tuskbeast grumbled, hoof pawing the ground.

      ‘It’s all yours.’ I spun on my heel, spraying snow.

      Adrenaline lent me the grace of a goat as I clambered up onto the closest boulders on the rise, careful not to fling myself too far and avoid falling off the edge.

      The thunder of hooves reached the ground I’d stood on moments before.

      I climbed faster, then flattened and clung to the gritty surface like a spider as a head on collision rattled the world.

      The tuskbeast bellowed its victory then trotted off to enjoy its stolen meal.

      Breaking out into giggles, I shook my head at my antics.

      To think, I’d needed a big strong alien to rescue me last time. ‘I don’t need no man.’

      Beneath me, the boulder shuddered. I dropped the laughter. ‘Shit.’ I stretched my legs to shift my weight, but it was too late. I fell. It went from bright to black in an instant, as if I blinked and forgot to open my eyes. The muscles in my throat seized. I couldn’t even scream. I flung out my arms, and my grasping fingers scraped against seamless rock.

      My palm slid against something gangly like a vine, and my hand snapped closed.

      I jerked to a stop.

      The weight of my body hung off the one arm and pain exploded in my shoulder.

      My other hand latched onto my “rope” as the boulder shattered at the bottom.

      It sent a whoosh of stale air whistling past my face.

      ‘You’re fine. It’s fine.’

      The vine I’d grabbed snarl-hissed in my ear. Spittle splattered my face, the smooth surface I held writhing like maggots beneath my palms.

      I squawked and let go.

      I had no time to scream before I hit the floor.

      My body crumpled.

      The back of my head smacked against something, and I lay propped against the wall, dizzy and breathless, struggling to suck air into locked lungs. My heart pounded so hard, it hurt. I groaned. It felt as if my joints had popped from their sockets. The shock of the fall faded, and I gasped a full breath, blinking frightened tears. I couldn’t feel below my waist. My pulse skittered, and my eyeballs wheeled looking for help that wouldn’t come.

      Sensation returned to my legs with a prickling ache that started at my toes then radiated across my hips. My feet jerked then scraped across grit as I straightened them. Next came my arms. I curled into a seated position, easing my neck straight from its bent angle. I shook. Nothing felt broken. I shook, and shook, my mind replaying the fall. Each inch of my skin would be bruised, but I was alive. It was a miracle that had a sob ripping past my teeth.

      Gathering my scattered wits, I took the time to check myself over, running my hands over my limbs. I tried to stand and the floor slanted.

      I clung to the wall.

      My stomach flipped.

      Feeling a violent surge rush up my throat, I doubled over in time to be noisily sick on the ground instead of my front. I fumbled for my waterskin. I swilled a mouthful of water over my tongue and gums, spat, then wiped my mouth, shuffling several steps in the opposite direction of my vomit.

      My shaking eased, yet the sensation of the floor pitching and heaving under me didn’t abate. It was pitch black and I couldn’t see. I wasn’t sure if that helped. I felt better when I scrunched my eyes closed and focused on my breathing, but staggering around in the dark wasn’t an option.

      An indeterminate amount time passed, and I fished around in my pouch for the last hot rock. It was no bigger than a marble. I knocked it against the wall. I extended my arm above my head and turned a slow circle, waving the light.

      A mountain crevice.

      Well, double shit.

      The hot rock grew scorching. I slipped on a blood-soaked mitten as a buffer between my ravaged skin and its heat. I studied the wall behind me. It was craggy enough there would be foot and hand holds to climb back out. What worried me was there was no light coming from above. It suggested the boulders had shifted together and closed off the hole I’d fallen through. I also thought of the hissing vine.

      Where there was one, there might be more.

      I cringed, and dropped my head to look around my immediate surroundings.

      The floor carried on several yards, and then sheared off.

      I pushed out a palm and slid a foot forward. I wobbled. I crept forward until my toe landed over the edge. ‘Easy, easy.’ I swayed like a drunk at the precipice. My depth perception was off. I backed up and knelt, bringing the hot rock forward.

      The true bottom of the crevice was a couple of meters down. Better yet, the light kissed the rounded edges of a fissure in the far wall.

      Water gargled.

      An underground river could lead outside.

      ‘Okay.’ I had one option. ‘Down into the deep we go.’

      I rolled the hot rock in dust then tucked it back into my pouch, praying it didn’t set me on fire. I clumsily swung my legs over the ledge. Gravity did most of the work. I stretched my arms as far as they would go. I dropped the last foot.

      ‘Ha.’ I landed on my feet, crouched, but stumbled to the side as my head swam. ‘Ugh.’ I took out the hot rock and trudged on until I reached the crack. It was thin and short.

      Eyeing its awkward dimensions, I ducked, but my butt stuck out. I did a front leg split, sucked in my belly and wriggled to get through it.

      Had my head not been splitting in two, it would have been easy. As it was, it felt like I performed a gymnastic extravaganza at the Olympics.

      The fissure wasn’t what I expected. I knelt inside a cramped pocket of rock. I could hear the water, except the sound came from beyond a very small and dark tunnel.

      When I was calm, safe, and in an environment I knew well, my claustrophobia was mild. I was stressed, hurt, and surrounded by danger. I did not want to go inside that hole.

      Get it over with.

      I gritted my teeth and crawled through, feeing my guts shrivel. I pushed the hot rock ahead of me to light the way, using it as a focus point. A cobweb dragged over my nose and cheek. I imagined a tarantula skittering over my face. Screeching, my arms jerked towards my face as I tried to stand. I hit my head–again. Thinking I’d just go backwards, frantic, I ended up wedging myself awkwardly and unable to move. I slapped at the walls, trapped on all sides. The darkness crushed me beneath its weight. ‘It’s not real. It’s not real.’ I stopped and my limbs turned to noodles. The air felt as thick as cement. I lay there hyperventilating and watching the walls close around me.

      Ringing filled my ears and heat crawled along the edges of my jaw followed by a strange tingle. I fainted. Teeth chattering brought me around.

      It’s so cold.

      Solid rock sticky with mildew entombed me. I started moving again, flailing and flopping along the ground as my limbs refused to support me. The opening widened. I crawled the last few feet then collapsed into a snotty, shivery puddle. It took me a long time to stop crying.

      Seriously.

      Fuck that tunnel.

      Out on the other side, the air was fresher, and there was indeed water. A knee-deep stream ran along a culvert and widened into a lake before thinning again into a larger river. I sat on the bank, groaning like an old woman, and peered into the water.

      It was clear. The silty bottom speckled with pebbles and shiny flecks of metal.

      I scooped up a handful and sniffed it. A faint trace of minerals teased my nose. I took a sip and followed it with a larger one to quench the thirst that snuck up on me.

      I filled my bladder to the brim, then splashed the water on my dirty face. The chill wetness helped clear my head from stuffed to a bit foggy.

      Perkier, I looked around.

      The water reflected the soft illumination and bounced it around. Bioluminescent mushrooms sprouted from the walls. Their glow revealed the ceiling, and highlighted the silhouettes of its dark-dwelling denizens that hung over the underground lake. They resembled albino bats, only with longer ears, and feathered wings attached to serpentine bodies. Their thousands of glaring eyes closed at my attention. They bunched together, retreating into the darker shadows in a rustling wave. They shat. The guano dripped into the lake.

      I felt less happy about drinking the water.

      Stalagmites twice my height gave the impression I sat in a stone jungle, while the smaller formations grew no higher than my ankle in some places, a deadly lawn of sharp-edged spikes. The stream must have been much larger at some point, because the cavern was colossal. It narrowed some distance away.

      Sighing, I lay down, too sore and dispirited to carry on. I napped on the bank, soothed by the rushing sound of water.

      I had a concussion.

      Someone should have checked on me ever so often to make sure I was fine.

      Once again, I thought how being alone truly sucked.

      I dreamed of Bhyr.
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      Bhyr understood bureaucracy. Every leader had to suffer the numbing boredom of it.

      He would never, however, understand the mindset of the Godai and their insistence on detailing the particulars of every registered member and every submitted complaint.

      ‘Defendant for Enquiry 1228937150552 has confirmed his identity.’ The monotone voice of the Premier grated on his nerves. If the alien did not possess the ability to reach through spacetime and turn his brain to mush in his skull, Bhyr would have cut the transmission spans ago. ‘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 Rä, and a native of the Unregistered Protected Planet 2276549, informally known to its inhabitants as Earth.’

      ‘Was that a question?’ Bhyr asked in all seriousness.

      ‘Negative. A statement of fact to establish a chain of events for this council to deliberate.’ The Premier gurgled. ‘Defendant Hel Bhyr, First of the Azteka Horde and leader of Registered Planet Vøtkyr, we will list charges and you will plead guilty or not guilty to these accusations brought against you by the Verak of Registered Planet Vayhalun and the Rä of Registered Planet Rök. Do you understand?’

      ‘I do,’ Bhyr replied.

      ‘The complaint states the Registered Species known as Azteka invaded Category One Protected Planet 2276549.’ The Premier paused. ‘Is this correct?’

      Bhyr rubbed his skull ridges. ‘Yes.’

      ‘How do you plead?’

      ‘Guilty.’

      The Premier made an ominous chirring sound. ‘Acknowledged. The complaint states the Registered Species known as Azteka poached a primitive yet Sentient indigenous species of Category One Protected Planet 2276549 informally known as humans. Is this correct?’

      Shame washed over him. He hated this–all his mistakes laid bare for the universe to judge and condemn. ‘It is.’

      ‘How do you plead?’

      ‘Guilty.’ There was no point in lying. Admitting he was at fault was the beginning of putting things right.

      ‘We have a final notation, a concern expressed by both the Rä and Verak that you declared the destruction of Od was at the hands of your Horde. While Od is no longer registered and protected by the Alliance Charter, aggression on this level by one of our members is concerning. Is the report accurate?’

      Bhyr felt a shiver of forbidding slide down his spine.

      He nodded.

      A blast of incandescent fury slammed into his head, the invasion ruthless and sudden.

      Why? the voice his mind boomed. Alien. The Godai. Countless perished. Must your species be culled?

      Bhyr tasted iron and rust.

      He staggered, pressing a fist to his temple. ‘I….’

      What monster preys upon the young?

      He couldn’t think.

      The agony doubled, and Bhyr fell to his knees.

      Speak, tyrant.

      ‘I was desperate.’ The shout tore from his throat, fingers digging into his flesh in a futile attempt to ease the pressure. ‘I regret it.’

      The presence crushing his mind dissipated.

      ‘Admission of guilt is accepted, but no punitive action will be taken as Od is no longer a Registered planet. Mating rites of the Azteka are known to this esteemed member. They do not include the raiding of other worlds for mates. Explain.’

      Panting, Bhyr dropped his chin to his chest. The time for hiding how they had diminished had long passed. ‘Our females are all but extinct. They cannot carry our spawn to term. I had no choice.’

      The Premier sighed. ‘Explain.’

      Swallowing the excess moisture flooding his mouth, Bhyr told the council of what had transpired. He held nothing back. By the end, he sat back on his heels, drained.

      Bhyr waited as the Premier and his council debated.

      ‘The freely given confession will be taken into consideration and will be reflected in fines levied. Justice is fair.’ He paused. ‘As for the matings, 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. Your mate speaks for all her kind on Vøtkyr?’

      ‘They voted for her to be their voice, yes.’

      ‘Present her.’

      ‘I cannot. I surrendered them into the care of King Beowyn ThunderClaw. It is not safe. I am at war.’

      ‘Explain.’ He did. A thoughtful pause. ‘Acceptable. You have one hundred Standard Galactic rotations to quell the uprising before Vøtkyr’s status is officially logged as Level Two Quarantined.’

      Bhyr’s stomach clenched. ‘What does this mean?’

      ‘An impenetrable disruption field will be erected around your territory to keep the fighting from spilling over onto other worlds, minimising collateral damage and to protect the innocent.’

      ‘In the meantime?’

      ‘A universal alert will be sent out with an advisory that the political climate on your planet is unstable, but trade many continue at the trader’s own risk.’ The Premier hummed. ‘As for the poached sentients, you have fifty Standard Galactic rotations from the documented end of the conflict on Vøtkyr to present the leader of humans to confirm or deny their wish to remain mated. Failure to produce her for testimony will result in your expulsion from the Alliance. In addition, you are to be fined for the charges you pled guilty to.’ The sum given made Bhyr’s eyes burn. He said not a word against it.

      ‘Understood,’ he replied.

      ‘The Azteka’s population status has been moved from Stable to Extinction Risk.’

      ‘No.’ Bhyr stiffened. ‘I do not wish this fact to be advertised. My enemies will see this as weakness and invade.’

      ‘Your reasoning is sound, however, there are protections in place. Any member that attacks a Registered species under Extinction Risk will be expelled from the Alliance, and the Azteka may call upon Alliance Militia for support against unlawful incursions during this time.’

      Bhyr’s face soured, but he nodded. ‘Very well.’

      ‘So concludes this session. Next!’ The connection ended.

      Bhyr closed his holosphere then put his head in his hands.

      It could have been worse.

      Life carried on and the world outside his shelter filtered through the animal skin walls. The tinny ring of a warrior sharpening his weapon overlaid a heated discussion of the potential whereabouts of the Rebels. Cooking meat wafted into his nostrils and a goodbeast lowed as its master herded it past the doorway.

      Overly warm, Bhyr dusted his hot rock pit then stepped outside.

      Bihter stood from where he’d squatted by the door. His gaze was searching. ‘I thought I heard… Are you well?’

      Bhyr cleared this throat. He must have made enough noise during the Godai’s mental attack that Bihter felt the need to hover. ‘Nothing I cannot handle. The Intergalactic Alliance has been dealt with.’

      ‘Was it so bad?’

      ‘They had their say.’ His head still ached.

      ‘Fines?’

      Bhyr grimaced. ‘It is a good thing our Law evolved. Another raid on Earth would have beggared us.’

      Bihter nodded. ‘Are you ready to secure the farm?’

      ‘The collared females have been gathered at one facility as I ordered?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Have you decided who will lead during our absence?’

      ‘Arj Grhym.’

      ‘Then, yes.’

      ‘Bhyr.’ Bihter hesitated, gaze clouding over. ‘Are you sure you wish me to be your Second? You have many choices. Ohx, Drayg and Grhym to name but a few.’

      ‘You doubt yourself.’

      ‘I let you down. Leaving as I did was selfish and you were right to punish me. I do not know if I have earned this.’

      Bhyr gripped his shoulder and shook him. ‘I failed you, brother. Utterly. If I had listened….’ Bhyr huffed. ‘I failed you. This was always your place. I should not have withheld it from you.’

      ‘Very well.’ Bihter swallowed. ‘Before we go, there is something else I wish to discuss.’ Glancing around, Bihter moved closer and lowered his voice. ‘Did you ever notice any unusual effects after contact with Indira?’

      ‘Other than the obvious?’ He’d changed a world for her.

      Bihter clicked, chagrined. ‘When the humans touch us, it softens our flesh. Have you noticed scratches where before there would be nothing?’

      Bhyr opened his mouth to refute this then closed it. He touched his arm where Indira had scratched him. It had taken spans instead of chimes to heal, and there was a faint scar. His armoured flesh should have been no match for her human claws. ‘She weakens me.’ Barely a moontide of knowing his female and she’d changed him on a cellular level. The muscles along his spine unknotted.

      He felt better knowing her mark was upon him.

      ‘Ohx has been collating information on their human biology and discovered it when he overheard a warrior bragging about how his breeder left tooth marks on his shoulder during their rutting. The oils in their skin secrete a substance that dissolves the bonds on our flesh. It is not dangerous or lethal in itself as our cellular turnover is high enough to replace what is lost, but for a time, you are more vulnerable than before.’

      ‘Not just I. Those of us who chose to embrace humans.’

      ‘Yes. The Rebels will not have this....’ Bihter trailed off looking for a diplomatic name.

      ‘Weakness,’ Bhyr said tiredly. ‘They will not have this weakness.’

      ‘It is not the humans’ fault,’ Bihter said quickly.

      ‘I never said there was blame to assign. It is just one more thing in a long list of things that proves my hubris in bringing them here.’

      ‘You regret it.’ Bihter sounded stricken.

      Bhyr chuckled. ‘Even now I wouldn’t change knowing my Indira. She is the best part of who I am and thinking of it never existing hurts almost as much as her absence.’

      ‘You will see her again,’ Bihter said.

      ‘There are times I feel her with me. As if she is close.’

      ‘Cristina feels far away to me, but I look at the sky and I am hopeful.’ Bihter clasped his shoulder. ‘Just be careful. You are the only one of my generation and the brother of my heart.’ His voice thickened. ‘I fear losing you.’

      ‘I plan to die an old male, my mate beside me and a dozen spawn in my arms.’

      Bihter snorted. ‘I dare you to tell your female that when next you see her. Cristina tells me, “One and done,” as if it is written in stone.’

      A rangy warrior dusted with filth from the trail loped across the camp. He came to a halt before them. ‘First.’ He dipped his head. ‘It might be nothing, but you asked anomalies be reported. We found tracks on the river bank near the northernmost Cascade.’

      Attention drifting elsewhere, Bihter excused himself.

      ‘Our enemy?’ Bhyr inwardly reworked the search for their hidden base should the answer be yes.

      ‘No. One set and the stride is too close, the marks too light. Truth? They look like prints my Amara makes. Only a smaller foot travelling fast.’ He jerked his shoulder in the human way. ‘But the breeders are gone….’ A great longing for his female weighted his voice.

      ‘Did you follow the trail?’

      ‘No. It was a rotation old. We kept to our mission and noted it for further exploration at your order.’

      Bhyr thought it over. ‘Search the area again and follow the trail to its end.’

      ‘If we find anything?’

      ‘Do not act,’ he said disregarding the strange sensation that swept over him hearing a female may be lost and alone in his dangerous land.

      Sending the few scouts he had to cover the same ground was a waste of resources. How had a female been missed? What would she be doing roaming the wilderness?

      It was a foolish thing, so like what his Indira would do, he smiled. Perhaps one of the Arj had defected to the rebellion but his breeder escaped the mass killing? Whatever the reason, she needed to be brought to the safety of his encampment.

      Whichever male had lost track of his female was an idiot. He thanked the gods his own mate was safe and halfway across the galaxy by now.

      ‘If the female is alive ensure her safety and bring me word of it,’ Bhyr said.

      ‘Understood.’

      Impatient to see to the matter of the farms before the war effort began in earnest, Bhyr put the matter of the odd trail marks from his mind and mounted his goodbeast.

      Ohx and Bihter took his flanks, the rest of his Trusted clustered around them. It took two suns at a gallop to travel the fastest road to the nearest farm. It was the same facility he’d shown Indira. While the visit itself had been fraught with tension and recriminations, it brought him comfort during the journey, as memories of Indira always did.

      The rotations since he’d last seen her felt like aeons.

      Within the secret corners of his heart, he harboured a hope the war would end without delay, so he might travel to Vayhalun and hold her in his arms once more. He would never let her go again. Ever. Better yet, he didn’t think she’d let him go, either, and wasn’t his certainty of her devotion an unbeatable strength of its own?

      Was she angry at him? He winced. She’d be calling for his head. Perhaps he could send the Baxnonian a message to make amends? No. That was not safe. It would identify his female from amongst the others. If the trader betrayed him, anonymity was the only thing that might protect Indira until he could reach her. He had a bad moment thinking of what his enemies would do to his fragile mate should they discover her outside his realm of protection. He had to lock his body to stop himself ordering his warship refuelled, so they might chase after them. He reminded himself of the reasons he’d sent her away in the beginning, until he found it easier to breathe and think past the pain of her absence. Did his warriors feel this badly? He debated lifting his restriction on communications with the worlds beyond. Would talking to their mates focus his males or distract them?

      ‘First,’ Ohx rumbled in low, strained tones. ‘Look.’

      Yanked from his thoughts, Bhyr cast his gaze about. His eyesight was keen, but he struggled to understand the lumps scattered across the blanket of fresh snowfall.

      Staccato clicks rolling from his throat, he urged his mount to gallop faster, pushing the giant beast to its limits.

      They entered the farm boundaries and dismounted at the stables located a short distance from the first marker warning of an Aztekan female’s territory. Ohx, Bihter and Drayg left the care of their goodbeasts to the unranked warriors and came swiftly to his side, shadowing his steps in a protective arc.

      ‘Something is wrong,’ Ohx said. ‘Do you smell it?’

      ‘Death,’ Drayg replied.

      The air was laden with its corrosive stench.

      Bihter cursed as they came upon the first female’s nest.

      Drayg jerked to a stop and the corners of his eyes greyed. ‘What have they done?’

      The high spiral of the hive lay discarded, broken and cracked. The attackers had tried to force the female through the top. When that failed, they’d resorted to fire. The hollow structure had been set alight. Blue waxy resin had burned to whitened ash that crumbled on itself, smoky and bitter smelling.

      ‘Where is the female?’ Bihter demanded. ‘Was she taken? What happened to the caretakers? Why have they not reported an attack?’

      ‘Here.’ Drayg wandered past the destruction to kneel by a snow covered mound.

      The males surrounded the misshapen lump. The female had been torn apart. Pieces of her were scattered in a wide radius and the husk of her partially burnt corpse collapsed under the weight of the ice and snow.

      ‘This was done last night,’ Ohx said. ‘She is raw and wet inside. Decomposition has barely set in.’

      ‘Did we not check on the caretakers?’ Bihter asked.

      Drayg nodded, a hand over his mouth, eyes dark. ‘The transfers went smoothly. They knew of the First’s arrival before third sun and to watch for trouble.’

      ‘Then what happened?’ Bihter asked, gripping his head in frustration.

      Bhyr focused on the distance. ‘Someone comes.’

      When the approaching figure staggered and fell, Bhyr picked up his feet into a loose-limbed lope that ate the remaining ground. It was a caretaker. Not the one Indira had met, but another.

      ‘Elder.’ Bhyr went to his knees and propped the old male against his chest.

      ‘First,’ he rasped, battered face slack with relief. He was not long for the world. His eyes were solid grey and blood slicked his chest and cracked lips. ‘First?’

      ‘I listen.’

      ‘They came as you warned. We fought.’ His voice was proud. ‘We did not run.’

      ‘I had no doubt.’ Bhyr nodded when Ohx proffered a pain reliever that would ease the male in his last moments. ‘Your fellow caretakers?’

      ‘Dead.’ His breathing evened as the medicine spread but his face was anguished.

      Bihter cursed then sprung onto his feet to pace.

      ‘They died bravely.’ Anger rose within Bhyr like molten rock, swift and hot.

      ‘We failed you.’

      ‘No, Elder.’ Bhyr placed a gentle hand on his throat. ‘I failed you. As I have failed so many. You bear no blame.’

      Bihter stalked over. ‘Can you tell us which way the Rebels fled.’ He stilled at the lack of response. ‘Elder?’

      Ohx sighed. ‘He is gone.’

      Bhyr set the body down for the male to tend. A terrible thought scratched the back of his mind. His skin felt too tight, his heart rattling his ribcage.

      Bhyr surged onto his feet and ran. He ignored the startled calls of his name and moved faster, dark triangles coming into view.

      A cluster of bodies lay near the entrance of the largest building.

      Three Elders lay dead.

      One blocked the doorway, expression frozen in horror.

      Bhyr leapt over the obstruction and raced through the single-storied building until he burst into the observation room.

      His stride faltered.

      Bodies.

      They were strewn everywhere his gaze landed.

      ‘No.’ His voice was stripped of its strength. ‘No.’

      The L’Odo lay in pieces where they’d been cut down.

      Huddled in corners and hiding under tables. Clutching offspring now pale and bloated in death.

      ‘No,’ he said again.

      A gentle hand closed over his shoulder. ‘They did it to break you.’ Bihter’s knee touched down on the floor next to his. Bhyr hadn’t realised he’d fallen. ‘They will be punished.’

      ‘First!’ An unranked male burst into the room. ‘We have received a transmission from a long range scout. You will not believe what he found.’

      Pushing onto his feet, Bhyr shoved past the warrior, ignoring his excited babble. He strode from the building and into the open air. It didn’t help. He braced his hands on his knees and sucked in huge lungfuls, unable to catch his breath. The weight of eyes on his back grew heavier and he closed his eyes, turning his head aside. When his eyes opened, they fell on a line of bodies arranged in a neat line, readied for the pyre.

      ‘First?’ The unranked chased him down.

      Bihter joined him outside. ‘Leave him. Tell me what you found.’

      Bhyr would remember to be grateful. He walked until he no longer heard them speaking amongst themselves.

      Coming to a jut of rock surrounded by scrub, his legs folded and his head slammed into the ground.

      I am no different than those who came before me.

      He lay there, trembling, eyes seeing nothing but the horror of that room.

      Broken sounds left him.

      All gone.

      A whole species, all gone.

      Gone.

      He would have to contact the Intergalactic Alliance and report his failure. What small redemption he’d regained through preserving this last piece of Od was gone.

      I want my mate.

      Bhyr needed Indira to speak her biting words while her eyes held his steady and true. He needed to sense her irritation while feeling her body slide over his. She would tell him he was at fault then forgive him. She would shame him to the core then offer the strength he needed to recover.

      He sent her away to save her life. He’d not realised she’d needed to stay to save his.

      He lay there until he regained control of his limbs.

      Then he returned to his brothers and ordered them to burn and bury the dead.
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      Whispers echoed along the walls. My hot rock fought against the growing dark, but its light was smothered by the stygian blackness.

      Blood turned to sludge in my veins and pounded in my ears. My eyes darted side to side looking for the danger creeping up on me. The cavern was a void that swallowed light and sound. Mouth dry, my throat clicked. I’d fallen into a horror show, a flimsy reel of heat damaged film flickering ominously towards its end.

      Boulders strewn in my path were fuzzy with phosphorescent mould. Thorny vines grew past my ankles and wreathed the floor in psychedelic colours that brightened when my light shone.

      Delicate blooms budding on the vine branches moved, as if the plant itself tried to capture my attention. Chill, clammy humidity caused by these plants and noxious fumes from their rotting deadfall plugged my nostrils, deadening that sense.

      My tread slowed to a lumbering shuffle.

      Footsteps came from every direction. Voices laughed in the dark. If aliens from another planet were real, why not restless spirits of the dead?

      ‘Ghosts.’ I squeaked, shitting myself and forgetting in no way did I believe in poltergeists.

      ‘Did you hear that?’ a ghost asked.

      ‘Noises in here are distorted by the crystals. Vzzt. The stench. We cannot wait to be free of this place.’

      My eyes widened. A huge grin spread across my face. I’d done it. I’d survived long enough to be found and rescued. I opened my mouth to yell, already thinking of Bhyr’s face when he saw me, his arms around tight around me, being warm and safe and loved….

      ‘As soon as Sah Rahm, the True First, wins the war and kills Hel Bhyr, the Betrayer, we can return home.’

      ‘This is good to hear. Our patience wanes.’

      ‘Rahm’s plan will not fail. That warrior is the smartest of our generation. We had word the spies already earn the foolish Betrayer’s trust.’

      My mouth hung open, then snapped shut.

      I looked left then right.

      Seeing nowhere to hide, I squatted where I was and hunkered low to the floor.

      I considered laying flat, but needed to be able to jump and run if they spotted me.

      ‘What is the light over there?’ the voice asked.

      I covered the hot rock with my stained mitten.

      ‘Again the crystals,’ said the second voice in a long suffering tone. ‘They treat light and sound in odd ways. You saw our light reflected. Nothing more. This place plays tricks on the mind. Come. Help finish dressing this kill. Its blood-scent draws the fangbeasts. I smell the reek of pack.’

      Pack?

      Something breathed behind me. I half choked, half swallowed what would have been a blood-curdling shriek.

      A stocky shape darker than its surroundings crept past me. Then another ghosted past until I squatted in midst of the pack. Their scales were rank with piss, rotten kill-blood and the potent musk of wild animal.

      Their breath was fetid and hot, and for the first time in hours, I was wasn’t freezing my ass off, telling me something of their number.

      Silent in its hunting crouch, the largest shadow glanced at me. Yellow eyes twinkled like stars.

      Dread covered me like a shroud and, knowing my fear would change my scent into something that smelled like prey, I repressed all knowledge of what the creatures could do. I had a name for them now. Fangbeasts. For a second, the alpha’s intent focused on me. A waft of air brought with it the scent of freshly spilled blood. Its attention snapped away.

      The creatures were predators, but it appeared they were scavengers foremost.

      Betas a step behind on the alpha’s flanks, a faint laughing-hiccup broke past its flattish muzzle as thin lips peeled back over needle-thin teeth.

      ‘Faster.’ The warrior’s gaze roamed the dark past his feeble light. ‘Leave them the innards. I am in no mood to fend off pests.’

      ‘But organ meat is the most nutritious.’

      ‘Leave it.’

      They finished their bloody work then left.

      As their footfalls drifted off, the pack descended in a stinking mass upon on the wash of entrails the warriors left behind.

      Cooled with dust, I put the hot rock in my pouch, choosing stealth over comfort. My thighs cramped, and my feet and calves had numbed, but I embraced the pins and needles and stood, following the warriors’ bobbing light.

      The cavern narrowed into a large tunnel, its ceiling about twenty feet high, its path forty feet wide. The walls were rough, swallowing light and deadening sound. In the enclosed space, the scent of minerals grew so strong my nose burned. I hoped the effect was worse for the warriors and would keep them from smelling me. I kept so far back as to almost lose the light, aware of the superiority of their enhanced senses. I was not so stupid as to think I was skilled enough to evade capture if I drew too near. The one thing I had going for me was the fact I wasn’t supposed to be on this planet.

      I hugged the wall, using the lumpy surface and crevices to my advantage the odd occasion they glanced back to ensure the pack wasn’t stalking their trail. Soon enough their attention focused forward.

      ‘Is it true we will attack at night? That does not seem honourable.’

      ‘The First wishes to use stealth tactics. Catch the Betrayer off guard. He will expect us to meet him on the battlefield after the divine blessing, but he is not worthy of Destruction’s protection.’

      ‘He brought the plague of humanity.’

      ‘Yes. We will cleanse our world of their taint and our species will extinguish with its dignity. Pure. Unsullied.’

      They carried the disembowelled carcass between them while exchanging banter and insulting my species in cheerful tones. They turned a sharp corner, and I lost sight and sound of them.

      I bellied up to it, risking an inch of one side of my face past the turn.

      The tunnel opened into a cavernous underground space. It glistened with clusters of crystal pillars, the ceiling covered in dripping stalactite formations. A Horde camp filled its lowest depression, floating lanterns and hot rock pits glowing festively.

      Following the rocky path to its conclusion, the warriors I’d followed greeted their carousing brothers. It wasn’t them my eyes were drawn to.

      Beyond them was a metal pole thrust into the ground, the kind used in the Gathering Grotto as an anchor point for the Keeping leashes.

      Attached to it were mutilated Aztekan females. They were large, strange and alien looking.

      They were being bred.

      Held down by their arms and legs as a mass of warriors crawled over them.

      Shaking, no, quivering with rage at the hypocrisy, I tore my eyes away and scanned the ranks of warriors. I was going to find Bhyr. Once I did, I planned to hand over as much enemy intel as possible.

      That said, these warriors could not get a hold of me.

      I shifted to leave, but my attention snagged on sight so beautiful it literally took my breath away. On the opposite side of the camp was a tunnel with pale sunlight limning it’s farthest edge.

      An exit.

      My fingers groped along the wall towards it.

      Grunts and snarls from the knot of rutting Aztekans bought me back to myself.

      Creeping past the warriors would be improbable without a distraction or the absolute cover of darkness, and I couldn’t afford to stay where I was waiting for either.

      I stood in a passage they obviously used. I had no guarantee they wouldn’t use it again while I skulked there.

      I couldn’t reach the surface the way I’d come, and I didn’t have the time to wander the underground warren to find another way out. I had hardly any food, no means to hunt, nor a desire to forage from the likely poisonous fungi. I’d be out of water in a day. Even if I found a secure den, how long before I became dehydrated, delirious, then handed them the greatest leverage against Bhyr they could ever hope to gain?

      I slinked back and retraced about a fifth of the tunnel to a particularly deep crevice I’d seen on the journey down. I wriggled into the space. I risked taking out my hot rock, the dimming light a good focal point. I sat with my back propped against a jut of rock, tired, mentally strained and uncomfortable.

      I closed my eyes, and meditated over my options.

      Seeing no answers, no way out, I went over them again, my mental fingers plucking and prodding at the pieces to make them fit. A plan bloomed in the back of my mind. There was no gussying it up. It was dangerous to the millionth degree, but I couldn’t think of an alternative besides handing myself over and praying Bhyr didn’t pay too high a ransom.

      I pressed my forehead into my palms, fingernails scratching at my scalp.

      What a shitty thing to do.

      Remove myself from the safety he’d provided, get myself into trouble, and then expect him to rescue me at the expense of his species. Not to mention the depravity I’d endure prior to this supposed reunion. ‘No,’ I said as unmovable as the earth around me. The plan was solid.

      If it went to hell, so be it.

      The next time I scouted the camp, it was the middle of the night. The light outside was silvery, and the warriors slept. I went back to my hole and ventured out another four times until I was confident of their patterns.

      It had been two days.

      I’d rationed my water with a miserly hand, but I’d swallowed the second to last mouthful hours before. I saved the last gulp to tide me over until I reached a drinkable water source. My body was sluggish with ennui but not so fatigued as to foil my escape.

      I stretched, my poses swift to encourage blood flow. My mind sharpened on my goal, as I suffered a growing need to feel the wind and see the stretch of Vøtkyr’s horizon.

      I waited for the revelry to dissipate. There were golden hours before sleep when the atmosphere in the camp turned somnolent, the warriors bloated with satisfaction over their rebellion, but not too quiet, so as to make it obvious someone wasn’t where they were supposed to be.

      That was my window.

      I’d move in the deepest umbras. A void not worthy of notice and smelling of foulness they wanted to avoid.

      I left my hiding place and returned to the rebel camp. Hot rock pits had been dimmed with sand. Lanterns were grounded and covered. My eyes touched lightly on the bored watchmen scattered amongst the supine. The discarded females slept in a huddle, a warrior standing sentry over them. The last male who might have caught me leaving the tunnel threw himself down on a pallet of woven reeds, his broad back to me, its muscles relaxing.

      I crept around the corner.

      I kept low, made no darting movement to disturb the air or catch the eye. I stayed on the outermost perimeter, gaze flashing down until I spotted what I looked for. There was no way I could creep around the camp without one of them smelling me over the mineral stink. All it would take to be discovered was a warrior with a sensitive nose. I could mask my scent with the one thing they would disregard should they happen to catch a whiff of it.

      Kneeling, I gritted my teeth and rubbed my palm into the puddle of effluent splashed half up the wall. I smeared my clothes to cover up the smell of my sweat. I thought of mud and clay and paint as I swiped my fingers over my forehead, cheeks and chin. My nostrils flared. I took a moment to gag in silence. The white colour negated the useful dusky tone of my skin, so I kept my strokes light and broken so as to not make a face-shaped mask that might catch a stray sliver of moonlight. I pulled up my hood, hoping it would cast my face into shadow, then crawled on my hands and knees, moving faster when the cover was darkest, then worming along the ground on my belly when the shadows thinned on the wall curving closer to the camp.

      Less than halfway, a warrior sauntered close, a bundle of furs stuffed under his armpit. I rolled into a hollow. I made my mind blank as if a shard of wood or a chip of rock. He stopped. A pebble kicked from his foot skittered past my nose. He sniffed, made a noise of disgust then strode off to find a better resting place.

      Time lost its meaning.

      I focused on nothing but slow, careful movement. I came back to myself as I crawled from the tunnel into the open air. My lower back ached. My knees and palms were bruised. My abdominals cramped, my face stung from scrapes, and my throat was strained from unnatural restriction of breath.

      I didn’t stop until the mouth of the tunnel grew indistinct behind me.

      Oh my god, I did it.

      Wild with disbelief, I stood, ignored the fiery screams of my knotted spine and ran. And ran. I stopped fleeing when my foot came down and my leg followed it. I ended up flat on my face, sprawled, panting.

      Jolted back into my body, I looked around and licked my cracked lips.

      I had no idea where I was.

      For a moment, it was too much. I lay there and debated walking back to the Horde camp and telling them to call Bhyr.

      If you do that, they win.

      ‘Come on. Get up.’

      It took me a few false starts before I oriented myself.

      In the end, I got lucky.

      I found the ledge where I killed the fangbeast. I free-climbed the rock face, praying I wouldn’t fall and die, a sensible voice at the back of my head telling me how stupid a risk I took. From there, it was easy enough. I swallowed the last of my water. I kept my sad little knife clasped in my hand and backtracked overland what I had travelled underground. It was a shorter journey than expected. The rush of water hit my ears then my eyes caught flashes of light reflecting from the stream. I must have walked on gradients the entire time I was underground. I’d fallen deep then trekked upwards, but hadn’t covered much linear distance. Running on fumes, I drank my fill at the bank, filled my waterskin to the brim, and then followed the current downstream. I reached the grouping of rocks that signalled the turn to my cave.

      It was there I dunked myself into the water and scrubbed my furs and skin raw to remove the frozen smears of waste. I vomited clear, burning liquid I figured was mostly water, but then felt much better. It was behind me, and I didn’t have to think about it. I left the water and dragged my feet the rest of the way, dying to feel the warmth of my hot rock pit and anticipating the sour, zesty flesh of the gourds.

      Only once my freshly washed furs were drying, my stomach hard with food, my eyes drooping with exhaustion did the full scale of what I’d done–what I was still doing–crash over me.

      Getting off the spaceship was a mistake.

      I’m in over my head.

      My motherlode of luck would run dry and when it did, I was going to die. I hadn’t wanted to leave Bhyr behind, but what good was it if I died and he never found my body?

      Pulling my cape over me, I lay on the unforgiving stretch of rock I’d claimed for a bed and covered my head with my arms to block out the world.

      I woke with a start.

      It felt as if I’d barely slept.

      The hot rocks had warmed the cave enough I’d kicked off the fur I’d used as a blanket.

      Movement caught by my peripheral vision had me jerking to the side, reaching for my antler knife.

      Weapon in hand, I froze.

      Bhyr sat opposite my rock pit, motionless, his eyes bright in the early morning dark.

      My knife clattered to the ground. ‘Holy shit.’ I immediately regretted treating the weapon that served me well so poorly. I snatched it up, checked for nicks along the single sharp edge, then set it aside with the reverence it deserved.

      Bhyr watched this with an unblinking gaze.

      I curled over and pressed my forehead to my palm, waiting for my pulse to settle into something less arrhythmic. Instead, it accelerated into a drumming beat that made me feel as if I floated outside my body.

      He found me.

      ‘Indira.’ My name was a caress from his lips.

      My head lifted. ‘Hi.’

      His eyelids slid shut as powerful emotions washed across his face. ‘Are you hurt?’

      ‘Um.’ I cocked my leg to check out my calf wound. It looked good. Healed. I had a low grade headache, but that would be gone in another day. ‘No.’

      ‘Hungry?’

      Unnerved by his behaviour, I shook my head.

      Frissons of heat swept over my skin. I trembled with the need to touch him.

      He exhaled in a shudder, shoulders slumping. ‘Good.’ He reached over and wrapped his fingers around my ankle.
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      An evil old dragon raking his hoard of gold, Bhyr dragged me under his armoured belly. His unique smell enveloped me along with the heat radiating from the edges of his glass-smooth flesh. Calloused fingers gripped my jaw. They angled my face for a kiss, a moment of chaste greeting, lips brushing, and then an eternity of devouring need, his tongue a hot lash. My back arched, pussy wet from the instant he’d touched me. A brawny thigh wedged between mine to pry my legs open. I spread wide and rode the tense muscle, coiling an arm around his narrow waist to grab a handful of flexing ass.

      ‘I missed you.’ I gasped between kisses. ‘I missed you.’

      My other hand stroked the iron slabs lining his lower torso on its journey south.

      He lifted his hips to give me room. Hissing irritation, I tore aside his leather codpiece.

      His penis distended to slap against his stomach.

      I squirmed as my fingers curled around his solid shaft. They grew sticky. I inhaled the rich musk signalling his readiness and a whine slid from my throat. I rocked my hips, catching my clit against the swollen head of his cock as it leaked over my fist. I used the fluid as lubricant to speed up my strokes. Pleasure stabbed me in the gut. My eyes rolled into the back of my head as I masturbated myself on him.

      ‘Bhyr.’ I panted as my free hand groped whatever flesh it encountered. ‘Fuck me,’ I begged, and he snarled, ‘Trying,’ against my lips with such exasperation, I laughed.

      Joy raced through me.

      Almost as exquisite a feeling as Bhyr rutting into my palm and grunting into my mouth each time our sexes smacked together. His hips ground in erratic fits until the head of his cock caught my cunt. I moved my hand to keep it from being crushed and braced it against his shoulder. He thrust, and the buzzing vibration in his chest ripped past his grimace of pain. I bucked as his heavy shaft bottomed-out on that first plunge and threw my head back to moan. Our heaving bodies slapped out a rhythm accompanied by my broken gasps and his clicking growls.

      Mouth breathing through my teeth, I dug my nails into his back. He twitched as if my puny fingernails pierced him and a liquid spurt flooded me, thrusts coming faster and more fluid as he glided through his own cum.

      My toes curled, knees straining wider so he could dig deeper. ‘Yes,’ I breathed.

      His second glut came quickly, splashing hot against my clutching channel.

      Bhyr slowed during the final sprint to his climax and plowed harder. He’d risen on arms roped with twitching muscle, watching me through fever bright eyes as he claimed dominion over every inch of my quivering sex.

      His head swooped down, and his mouth laid claim to mine, desperate, bruising.

      My world bled into shades of blue. The squelch of his cock hammering a path home filled my ears. Our scents mingled. With each kiss of our hips, I climbed, I coiled. The knot in my middle grew denser and heavier until each penetration caused a corresponding explosion behind my eyes.

      Breaking off from ravishing my mouth, Bhyr flattened, pinning me against the stone to fuck into me like it was his final act in life. He slammed against the mouth of my womb, and my pussy rippled over his shaft from root to tip. He made a strangled noise, body turning rigid except for the frenzy of his driving hips. I creamed on his gushing cock, hollering his name and those of gods as the knot in my middle snapped.

      Ecstasy surged through every cell, a shockwave that ripped nerves and liquified bone until I was a jittery mess, clinging to my fierce warrior for succour.

      Bhyr’s hand encircled my throat. The other pressed on my hip to keep me under him. His jerky thrusts turned to liquid glides as he lowered his head to kiss me. It was gentle and sweet, his tongue cooled to warm instead of burning.

      He pulled out and lay sprawled next to me.

      I curled up on my side and dropped a hand on his middle.

      Semen leaked down my thighs. I rubbed my legs together, revelling in the slippery sensation. ‘Missed you.’

      On a quick intake of breath, he flung an arm over his face. ‘I could tell you it was wrong to defy me.’ His tone was contemplative, as if speaking to himself. ‘Foolish to eschew the safety I secured for you.’ His arm dropped, and he exhaled heavily. ‘But you are here, and I am whole. I can take a full breath.’ He opened his eyes and stared at me. ‘I missed you, my heart. I missed you as no being has ever missed another.’

      I gathered the energy to heave myself on top of him and shove myself into his arms. ‘I should be yelling at you.’

      ‘Do it.’ He sat us up, his back against the wall, me cradled in his lap. ‘Let me hear you speak.’ When I hooked my chin over his shoulder and hummed, he chuckled. ‘I bid her to be quiet, she screams at me. I beg her to speak, she offers silence.’ He grabbed my shoulders and thrust me back. ‘Why did you stay? Tell me.’

      I searched his eyes. ‘What?’

      ‘I did as you wished.’ He inhaled, a shuddering heave that flared the slits of his nostrils. ‘I freed you. You could even return to your beloved Earth. Why stay?’

      I blinked. ‘You never asked if I wanted to leave.’

      ‘You wanted to go home.’

      ‘I told you that changed.’ When he stared, I threw my hands up in surrender. ‘Okay, I wanted to go back. Of course I did. Part of me will always miss Earth. I won’t apologise or pretend otherwise. It was home.’ I held his gaze. ‘Was. Past tense. I chose to stay when I chose you. I reaffirmed that choice when I got off the ship. The question isn’t why I stayed, Bhyr, but why you tried to force me to leave against my wishes.’

      ‘I needed you to be safe and happy. Sending you to Vayhalun achieved both goals. You would be protected and have the freedom to return to Earth if you wished it.’

      I believed him, but it was a half truth. ‘This isn’t all about me being safe. You didn’t trust in me enough to talk to me. You figured I wouldn’t do what you wanted and decided to lie to get your way.’ My withering glare slid right off him. It made me angrier. ‘Damnit, Bhyr. I’m not a thing you pick up and put down when it suits you.’

      He sighed and glanced around as if seeking the strength to deal with me. His eyes finally settled on mine. ‘I know what it is that you want.’

      I scoffed. ‘I doubt it.’ I barely knew myself.

      ‘You want me to feel regret and show remorse. I do not. I would do it again if it meant you were safe.’

      ‘Of course, I want to be safe, too, but that’s beside the point. It’s the same issue with you. This is about you not respecting my choices.’

      ‘This mess I have made.’ He pressed his forehead to mine, rocked it as he sighed. ‘You should be far from it.’

      My fingers traced the clean cut of his jaw. ‘Against all the odds, I fought to make a life here. You took it away. Again.’ I wrapped my arms around his shoulders. ‘Do you have any idea what I’ve been through to get back to you? Can’t you say you’re sorry? Just this once.’

      He met my imploring gaze with a flat stare.

      Tears of frustration welled.

      ‘Doesn’t what I think matter to you at all?’ I asked.

      ‘Am I to lie?’

      ‘Yes,’ I shouted jerking back to shove at his shoulders.

      ‘I would die for you.’ My body locked in place. ‘Conquer worlds for you. Destroy at your whim and obliterate at the merest flick of your finger.’ He released a quiet breath. ‘I would die for you, but I cannot change this need to protect you.’

      ‘You’ve changed before.’

      ‘Evolving my belief system is different to behaving counter to who I am.’ His eyes held mine as he shook his head. ‘Do not ask me to be something I am not, Indira. I will fail. You will be disappointed.’

      ‘So you’ll never treat me the way I want you to treat me?’

      He gripped my chin. ‘I am saying, I will never behave the way you want me to behave. Have I asked you to change?’

      I nodded emphatically.

      ‘No,’ he said, calm. ‘I commanded you to obey. You did not.’ His gaze drilled mine. ‘Each time, I had a choice to either break you or let you be. Which did I choose?’

      I couldn’t speak.

      ‘I want you the way you are.’ His head tilted. ‘Accept me the way I am. Please.’

      My mouth opened then snapped closed.

      Was I being myopic?

      Maybe him tricking me into leaving wasn’t that big of a deal in the grand scheme of things. Maybe it wasn’t an indication he didn’t respect me, but instead a symptom of his overprotectiveness.

      I opened my mouth to say so, but he’d run out of patience.

      ‘Stop berating me for a decision I made because you would not have been strong enough to make it.’ Bhyr stood. ‘Your people are safe off Vøtkyr. They will be sent to Earth if they wish it, or they will spend their lives pampered by numerous suitors. The Verak are a generous species. Those who do not return could do no better.’

      ‘Fine.’ I opened my hands and let it go.

      Compromise was the bedrock of a healthy relationship. Right? As for sending us away, personally, I believed the Horde were in for a sharp shock. Cristina would beg, borrow and steal to hitch a ride back here as soon as humanly possible. Ashleigh, Mayumi and countless others would follow.

      Those women would bring a reign of terror with them.

      The Horde would be fortunate to survive with its masculinity in tact.

      Bhyr glanced around. ‘A scout will collect your things and bring them to my encampment. Come.’ He held out his calloused palm. ‘I want you safe amongst my Trusted.’

      I twisted around and grabbed my bone knife. ‘You need to teach me how to take care of this thing.’

      ‘Our metallurgist will craft you a stronger, better blade.’

      ‘No. I want to know how to use this one. Keep it sharp. Take care of it the way it took care of me.’ I put my brown hand in his blue one and let him lead me from my sanctuary.

      Our fingers laced, and I struggled to not feel jubilant I was with him again. I wanted to hold onto my righteous anger over his high-handed treatment. He was the leader of this planet and was autocratic by nature, but I wanted to be more than a bed warmer. I wanted to be his partner.

      The full potential of our relationship would never be reached unless he realised I was good for something other than having babies and tending his nest. Short of winning the war single-handedly, I had no idea of how to prove that to him.

      We mounted his goodbeast and rode until the next sun.

      ‘How did you find me?’ I asked stunned at the distance.

      ‘Long range scouts picked up your trail by the river.’ He nuzzled the crook of my shoulder. ‘You were gone for rotations and your trail went cold. I worried.’ His voice was tight with remembered fear. ‘Where have you been?’

      ‘I have a lot to tell you.’

      ‘As do I.’ Bhyr rode with ease, seat languid, his hands resting on the hard curve of his thighs with the reins held slack across his palms, content to guide the goodbeast with his knees and clicking commands.

      It was mastery at its finest, a kind of proficiency I’d never learn but our children would.

      Children?

      The unexpected dash of my thoughts left me reeling.

      Unconsciously sensing my distress, Bhyr cradled me closer and rubbed his cheek on the top of my head. ‘Okay?’ he asked.

      The human word made me smile. ‘Okay.’
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      Nestled against the leeward crease of two hills, a cluster of lavvu style structures pitched from animal skins blended into the glacial backdrop. If I listened, in the distance, I could hear the breaking of waves against the cliffs. The ocean. Silver clouds hung low, and a glint from just beyond the horizon was sunlight caught by the water. I sniffed, and my nose smelt salt, fish, and seaweed.

      We dismounted.

      Bhyr jerked his chin towards a lavvu towering over the rest. ‘Go. Rest.’

      Not ready to let him out of my sight, I leaned against the smelly goodbeast as he cared for it. ‘Are you going to feed me?’

      Pausing, his head canted. ‘You hate it.’

      ‘Turns out, not so much.’

      ‘First, is it true a human was found?’ Jolting to a halt when he spotted me, Bihter stared, aghast. ‘Is my Cristina–’

      ‘Your Cristina going to tear you into pieces when she gets back.’ I spared him a look of pity. ‘Don’t think for a second she’s not planning your painful demise as we speak.’

      ‘She would never. I am her sweetheart.’

      ‘Not literally tear you apart. Figuratively. She’ll probably yell then refuse to talk to you. You know? The silent treatment.’ I glanced at Ohx, who’d hurried over at Bihter’s exclamation. ‘You too. Ashleigh will not be pleased. She’s mean when she’s angry.’

      Ohx and Bihter eyed each other in puzzlement. ‘Silent treatment,’ they mouthed.

      Drayg walked past and did a double take. ‘How are you here?’ He looked at the others, eyes wide. ‘How is she here?’

      Bhyr threw up his hands.

      I shook my head, exasperated. They acted as if I’d done the impossible by leaving the ship of my own volition.

      Handing off his mount, Bhyr cupped my face. His thumbs stroked my cheeks. ‘Why will you not rest?’

      ‘I’m not ready to be away from you.’

      ‘You, my mate, distract me. I must advise my chiefs of our upcoming war council.’

      A war council was the perfect opportunity to disclose the intelligence I’d gathered on my travels. ‘When is the meeting?’ I asked.

      ‘Tomorrow. First sun.’

      Ugh. Early. ‘I’ll be there.’

      ‘Very well. You may attend but stay silent and unobtrusive. I want them focused.’

      I kept my face composed. ‘Sure. I’ll sit and be quiet, because I often run around naked and screeching to draw attention to myself.’

      His eyes narrowed, mouth widening. ‘I missed you.’

      I leaned into him, palms splayed on his lower abdomen. ‘I missed you.’ I shadowed Bhyr as he made the rounds to his ranked warriors, gathering news and giving council.

      I felt clingy until I found myself absorbing the exchanges and developing a nuanced understanding of how Bhyr handled his Horde. He treated them with a level of care and respect I hadn’t expected and they admired.

      Sunset came and went before we were free to relax.

      Bhyr took me to an informal dinner, the Horde warriors gathered in a loose circle as they ate and drank. The atmosphere was tense. A sadness the laughter and conversation didn’t cover lingered. For all their bluster and ego, there was an apathy the Horde carried as a shroud. The severe faces surrounding me smiled, but those smiles were tinged with sorrow at the departure of their chosen mates. Listening to them speak of their hopes for the future, I sent my own heartfelt prayer to whatever gods were present. I prayed enough of the Trusted would be spared to keep them from falling into extinction, so they might rebuild their civilisation stronger than the one preceding it. I prayed Bhyr would prevail. I prayed I’d wake up a year from then with him at my side, instead of watching him turn to ash on a funeral pyre.

      A warrior stretched across me to hand Bhyr a gourd. It was the size of a hip flask.

      I held out my hand.

      Bhyr was amused. ‘You want to try neknek?’ He held out the small gourd. ‘Sip.’

      I glared when he refused to let go of the gourd and tipped a trickle of the alcohol past my lips. The top of my head, throat and nose burst into flames.

      Eyelids fluttering, I managed a hitch of the shoulder. ‘Not bad,’ I told the males watching me with the same intensity vultures eyed fresh meat. I stood and swaggered off.

      As soon as I rounded the first skin shelter, I whirled around to check I was alone.

      I uncorked my waterskin and poured it over my head, mouth gaping to catch the ambrosial liquid. ‘Gak... ack....’ I gulped it. I could breathe, but my sense of smell and sight remained compromised.

      I’d swallowed a sun.

      Unfortunately, my hearing was fine.

      Dragging my arm across my wet chin, I backtracked. The stoic Horde warriors were collapsed on the ground, shaking or hunched over, trying not to blow an aneurism holding back laughter.

      ‘What?’ I demanded.

      Bhyr’s eyes were bright.

      He stepped around me and strode off the way I’d come. A gargantuan shadow appeared on the backlit lavvu.

      He waved.

      The Horde howled.

      I thought I’d been safe from prying eyes, but they’d witnessed everything.

      Bhyr returned, tipped his head back to mime the whole thing, then exploded into thigh-slapping laughter.

      Mortified, I stomped past him with my head held high.

      I ducked into my mate’s shelter and used the water, a rag and a vigorous scrubbing to wash for bed.

      Chuckling, Bhyr entered.

      It was rare to see him carefree. It made the whole thing bearable. ‘It was funny.’ I made an embarrassed face.

      He studied my burning cheeks and snorted. He laced the lavvu flap closed behind us, then prowled over to me. He started pulling his fingers through my hair, working from the bottom upwards.

      ‘Your skin is… colourful.’

      I glanced down at the mottled bruising covering me from head to toe. I ached in the darker spots, but honestly, it didn’t hurt. ‘It’s ugly.’

      He kissed my shoulder. ‘No.’ The hands in my hair slowed their sensual drag. ‘You once told me you could take care of yourself.’

      ‘I can.’ I turned, wet rag forgotten in my hand. I hadn’t sounded confident. I straightened my spine. ‘I have.’

      He clasped my face in his calloused palms. ‘I once thought you fragile. You still are.’ He wrapped his hands around my throat, then down to encircle my waist. He shook his head in disbelief. ‘Yet you defeated a Horde warrior. You survived alone in the wilderness of Vøtkyr, a planet that does–’

      ‘Does not suffer the weak to live.’

      He inclined his head, face gentling. He ran a thumb down the bridge of my nose, then across my lips, parting them slightly. I licked it. His gaze heated. ‘You impress me.’

      I met his eyes, naked, proud. ‘Good. Because I can survive this planet. I can hold my own with alien monsters. I can attend war councils without making a fool of myself.’ I gave him a pointed look then chucked the rag aside and corked the water.

      ‘I still believe you should not be here.’

      ‘I know.’ I wriggled from his hold and burrowed into the bed. The pallet was soft, and the hides toasty warm. The aroma of spiced oranges and pepper lingered. Independance was great, but I’d learnt being cosseted was the freaking best.

      Bhyr lay beside me once the camp bedded down for the moonless hours of the night. I couldn’t sleep. I stared the the shelter wall, stiff and unhappy.

      There was too much fear in me to let the oblivion of sleep seem like a safe haven. I’d been forced into a primitive state of alertness and had no idea how to switch it off.

      A rough hand smoothed over my hip. ‘Indira?’

      ‘Hm?’

      ‘You must rest.’

      I nodded.

      ‘Tell me why are you awake.’

      ‘I want to….’

      ‘But?’

      ‘I’m afraid you’ll use what I say against me.’

      ‘If I gave a vow to hold secret anything you say while we rest in our furs?’

      ‘You promise?’

      ‘I swear not to use what you say here against you. You are never safer then when I hold you my arms.’

      ‘I was scared, Bhyr.’

      ‘This is understandable.’

      ‘It’s not. Now I’m safe with you, I can admit it. I was scared in a way I didn’t even realise was possible.’

      ‘It is not so unusual.’

      ‘No, I need you to listen. I’ve been so fucking scared, I don’t even know how I’m talking to you in complete sentences right now. It felt like I’d lost my mind out there.’

      ‘Indira, you fret and lose sleep over nothing. Over something that has passed. You were brave. You are here with me. All is well.’

      ‘I should be dead.’

      ‘Do not say that to me. Never say that to me.’

      ‘Sorry. I don’t mean to upset you. It’s just….’

      ‘Speak.’

      ‘So many times, I thought, this is it. I’m dying now. Then I didn’t. It was hard because not dying meant I had to keep fighting and being scared.’

      ‘You are stronger than before.’

      ‘Doesn’t feel like it. I wanted you to find me.’

      ‘And so I did.’

      ‘I wanted you to come riding up on that ridiculous beast and make my problems go away. Like you said, after everything, I’m supposed to be stronger than that.’

      ‘You are. Until you feel it, take succour in knowing I am strong enough for both of us.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have to be.’

      ‘I want to be.’

      ‘It’d be easy to lean on you all the time, but I don’t think that’s right. I can’t demand you treat me as your equal then leave you to deal with all the hard stuff. The scary stuff. I should protect you too.’

      ‘When you were gone, I dreamed of you, relived memories of you. It kept me sane. These are not memories of you staring down creatures a hundred times your heft, or defeating warriors with skill far surpassing your own. Those are my nightmares.’

      ‘Hah. Mine, too. I have new ones to add as well.’

      ‘Vzzt! My best memories are of your kindness. You held my hand and gave me pleasure when you had every right to let me suffer for the pain I had caused you. I thought often of your courage in defending your fellow human from the Exile. You knew it would end in failure. It did not stop you. Memories of your strength in what were your darkest hours gave me strength during mine.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Would I lie?’

      ‘If it meant you won.’

      ‘Heartless female. You knew what I was going in.’

      ‘Memories are poor weapons in the real world.’

      ‘You are wrong, Indira. You do protect me. You shield me from the worst of myself. You are the place I rest, where I am safe. You protect me when you are with me, and when you are not.’ He nuzzled my nape.

      I blinked. A tear rolled down my cheek. He kissed it away. More came, and the rough pads of his thumbs brushed across my cheeks to chase them as he crooned.

      ‘I was scared. I was alone and scared.’

      ‘I know, my heart. Never again.’ His mouth brushed my forehead, my eyes, my lips. ‘Never again.’
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      The chiefs followed Bhyr into his shelter, the provisions master and scout lead bringing up the rear.

      Twisting her head at their entrance, Indira finished braiding her damp mane and tied it off with a strip of leather. She rose from where she knelt by the hot rock pit and cleaned up her improvised bathing area. Her scent pervaded the air and her smile as she greeted his warriors warmed his heart.

      Then she folded onto the cushion to the left of him as if she had the right to be there.

      He held his tongue.

      As long as she remained quiet and did not cause distractions, his female could sit wherever she pleased.

      It took all his composure not to laugh when Kov Ohx, chief for his generation, dithered at the unexpected seating. His bulk reeled as he began to sit then realised a female of all things claimed his spot. He shifted the trajectory of his behind and managed to drop into the space to her left, cool expression suggesting it had been his intention all along.

      Indira grinned, and for some obscure human reason, flashed him both thumbs.

      Already seated on Bhyr’s right as chief for Hel generation, Bihter coughed into his fist, face tight with humour.

      The rest of his chiefs grumbled among themselves and settled around the shelter according to their whims.

      Each shot wary or confused looks in his mate’s direction, then ignored her presence in their midst.

      ‘Tell me,’ Bhyr said.

      Representing the remaining Arj since Wyrm’s exile, Grhym spoke. ‘We have yet to discover the whereabouts of the traitors.’ The male brought up his holosphere to check his information. ‘Our numbers have swelled. We are prepared to ride out and face Sah Rahm once we are sure of his location.’

      ‘Waiting kills morale.’ Bihter leaned forward, elbow to his knee, frowning. ‘If we linger much longer, the ranks will grow irritable, and we will struggle to maintain order.’

      ‘Run drills,’ Bhyr said.

      Ohx made a noise. ‘That will only work for so long.’

      ‘They are warriors of the Horde. They will manage, or I shall remind them their oaths to obey me include discipline.’

      Indira cleared her throat.

      She wiped her palms on her thighs when silence fell and a dozen pairs of eyes landed on her. ‘I know where they are–Sah Rahm and his followers.’

      Bhyr stiffened as he turned his head toward her.

      ‘You’d rather I stay quiet when I have pertinent information? Are you so threatened by my competence?’ Her gaze held his. ‘Well?’

      He grunted.

      The males watching the fraught exchange relaxed.

      Bihter’s brows rose. ‘You know where they hide?’

      ‘How could you know that?’ Grhym demanded. ‘Our last sighting of them was in the upper elevations to the North. My scouts scoured those passes. They found not a trace, and they are my best. We are close to deciding Rahm has left the region and want cast our net wider.’ The last words he directed toward his First.

      Indira ignored the underlying doubt in his tone. ‘They found nothing except me.’

      He nodded, begrudging.

      ‘And whoever was keeping an eye out for me lost my trail for a few rotations. Right?’

      Grhym glanced at Bhyr then back to Indira, expression suspicious, as if she tried to catch him in a lie. ‘It was reported to me as you say.’

      ‘That’s because I was underground.’ Indira leaned forward as if she meant to share a secret. ‘I was chased by a tuskbeast and fell into a crevice.’ Her hands swooped and jerked. ‘I found an underground river. I followed it and stumbled upon Horde warriors. They led me to a camp hidden under the mountain.’ She looked at Bhyr. ‘I thought they were yours, at first. I almost gave myself to them, but I heard them call you a Betrayer.’ Her face darkened.

      Bhyr swallowed.

      If Sah Rahm had gotten his hands on her the war would be over. He would given anything to get her back. ‘Do you remember the way?’

      ‘Maybe. Yes?’ She squinted. ‘If we go back to the cave you found me in and I retraced my steps, I’d say I have a fifty fifty chance of leading you there. If we go the way I originally went, down the crevice, then one hundred percent, but it will take longer and involves crawling through tunnels.’

      She grimaced.

      Bihter scratched his chin. ‘If this is true–’

      ‘To doubt my female is to doubt me.’ Bhyr levelled him with a cold stare.

      ‘I beg forgiveness.’ Bihter bowed his head before straightening and meeting Indira’s gaze, an apology reflected within his own. ‘What I meant to say is with this information we can direct our scouts to check the traitors have not moved camp.’ He looked at Bhyr. ‘Upon confirmation, we can act. We will have the element of surprise.’ His tone was rife with satisfaction. ‘With our reduced number, delivering the first blow of this campaign is crucial to securing victory.’

      ‘See it done,’ Bhyr said. ‘I expect an answer by nightfall.’

      Grhym used all six fingers to tap out a message on his holosphere while he spoke. ‘Before we move on, I must voice a suspicion that has grown in recent spans.’ He finished his message. ‘I do not think the unfortunate timing of the deaths at the breeding farm to be a coincidence.’

      Sick to his stomach at the mention of the atrocity, Bhyr leaned forward, his piercing gaze intent. ‘Explain.’

      ‘I believe we have been compromised. Infiltrated.’

      Ohx rumbled. ‘A spy.’

      ‘It is a theory,’ Grhym said. ‘I have no way to corroborate until I set up a trap to–’

      ‘Ah.’ Indira rose her hand. ‘I can help you with this.’ Her chin lifted when Grhym scowled at the interruption. ‘Those warriors I followed had no idea I trailed them. They ran their mouths and I overheard a little. They called Rahm the True First and said he’d planted spies.’ Bhyr moved to accommodate her when she shifted into his space. Her voice thickened. ‘They said they gained your trust. I was afraid for you.’

      ‘Names?’ Bihter asked.

      She opened her empty hands in offering. ‘No, sorry.’

      ‘You cannot have all the answers,’ Bhyr said, teasing. He ran his fingers through the silken fall of her mane, eyes hardening as he returned his attention to his chiefs. ‘Your suspicion is corroborated.’

      Though it was slow in coming, Grhym nodded. ‘I will see about identifying the culprits.’

      ‘Keep me informed of your progress. What else?’

      ‘In light of the intelligence your mate has provided,’ Bihter bobbed his head at Indira, ‘I request permission to select certain Gifted warriors for a strike team.’

      Bhyr considered him. ‘Granted. Their purpose?’

      ‘A vanguard. We will train in specialised drills I learnt while observing the Great Alpha’s Royal Paladins during my visit to Vayhalun. The Rebels may have greater numbers, but there is an opportunity here to whittle them down with targeted incursions. Hit them hard and fast. Raids. Sabotage.’

      ‘That is not honourable,’ one of the chiefs said.

      ‘Neither is this war,’ Bihter hit back. ‘Rahm should have Challenged the First. He is a coward and does not deserve the respect of the Horde.’

      ‘A first strike.’ Grhym straightened. ‘I like this. I wish to be involved. I have ideas–’

      ‘Um, about this “first strike” business.’ Indira’s eyes flicked from face to face.

      Grhym smacked his knees. ‘What now?’

      Bhyr snarled, brittle clicks rolling from his throat.

      The male averted his gaze.

      ‘Carry on, my mate.’

      ‘I heard the rebel warriors discussing a plot to attack during the night and catch you off guard. There was an urgency to the conversation that suggested it would come soon.’ She looked at Bihter. ‘Humans call what you’re suggesting guerrilla warfare. It’s an effective fighting tool for a smaller force going against a larger one. They seem to have had the same idea as you, thinking outside the box, but using stealth, instead.’ She shrugged. ‘That’s it. That’s all I know.’ She glanced at Grhym, mouth twitching. ‘I won’t interrupt you anymore.’

      Bhyr snorted. He kissed her temple. ‘If only all interruption bore such fruit. We will double the night guard and arrange the shelters in a more defensible configuration.’

      ‘I will see it done,’ Grhym said.

      Ohx harrumphed. ‘Before this council ends, know the last of the queens are at peace. I oversaw the ceremonial pyres. The L’Odo were buried under the sky as is their way.’

      Indira gasped. Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Wait. I can’t believe I forgot them.’

      ‘Forgot who?’ Bhyr asked.

      ‘There were females. At the rebel encampment.’

      Bihter spluttered. ‘What?’

      Bhyr grabbed his mate’s shoulders and ducked his head to meet her gaze. ‘You did not tell me others left the ship. The rebellion has humans?’

      ‘Oh, no, not human females.’ She splayed a hand on his chest. ‘Aztekan females.’

      Bhyr felt his gorge rise.

      ‘What?’ Ohx choked.

      Grhym looked half crazed and ready to bolt. ‘Females are running free outside the containment fields? Outside?’

      The chiefs bounded to their feet and bellowed for answers, shook their fists and shouted for immediate action.

      ‘How many?’ one called.

      ‘Are they collared?’ another asked. ‘Leashed?’

      ‘Do they roam freely?’ the first voice demanded.

      Indira recoiled.

      ‘Enough,’ Bhyr said.

      Silence was instantaneous, but their fear remained, a greasiness that clogged the air.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Indira looked ill. ‘I was so happy to see you, I completely forgot them.’

      ‘It is no matter.’ Bhyr massaged her nape. His hold was gentle, but his voice firm. ‘Tell me what you saw?

      ‘There was three of them. I think. It was hard to tell under all the bodies.’ Something complicated worked across her face. ‘They were being used.’

      ‘Were they contained?’ Grhym asked, leaning in.

      ‘Does it matter?’ She searched his face then turned to Bhyr. ‘They were hurt.’

      Rumbling to soothe her, Bhyr drew Indira into his arms and tucked her head under his chin. She did not understand the danger. ‘It will be dealt with.’ He stood. He kept his mate close; for his sake more than hers. ‘You have your tasks. Be about your business.’

      ‘The females,’ Ohx reminded. ‘What do we do?’

      ‘Even Rahm is not foolish enough to allow them to escape. Once we have dealt with him, we will find them and return them to the farm.’

      Indira tensed in his arms.

      Appeased, Ohx, Grhym and the rest of the chiefs relaxed.

      The males rose and separated into groups to further their debates as they ducked out of the shelter.

      ‘First?’ Bihter walked backwards towards the exit. He jerked his head to signal he’d be waiting outside.

      Nodding, Bhyr stalled as he found himself unwilling to let his female go. He frowned, eyes trailing after Bihter then flicked back to his mate. She was vulnerable without him, but he could not drag her behind him wherever he went.

      Indira tilted her head back to study him. ‘Okay?’

      ‘News of these spies worry me.’ He did not want to leave her without his protection.

      ‘If you can find someone who doesn’t mind being a babysitter, I’m happy for you to leave them behind.’

      The Horde chiefs who’d dragged their feet after the meeting picked up the pace to vanish from view.

      One wasn’t quick enough.

      Bhyr planted his hand on Grhym’s chest. ‘You stay.’

      Grunting, Grhym nodded and took up position by the door flap, expression dour.

      ‘You remember what I said about you being quiet?’ Bhyr traced her lips. He bent to whisper in her ear. ‘Ignore me.’ Covering her mouth with his, he kissed her as if it would be the last time, and then left.

      Grhym would die before he let her come to harm.

      He had been gone no more than five chimes before a scream sliced through his heart.
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      Face terrible, Bhyr spun.

      His pulse raced, a metallic taste souring his throat.

      Rushing back the way he’d come, Bihter at his heels, he shoved the skin flaps of his shelter aside.

      He assessed the bloody tableau for danger in darting glances, his gaze returning to what he could see of his female sheltered behind Grhym’s broad back.

      She is safe.

      The strength of his relief caused him to sway.

      She was whole and unharmed, if a little dishevelled. ‘I’m okay,’ she told him with a mangled smile. ‘That warrior took him down in a second flat. The guy with the knife never got close.’ She scanned his face and winced at what she saw. ‘I’m fine. Really.’ She lifted her arm to reveal the weapon clenched in her fist. ‘I was armed, too. No need for panic. I only screamed because I was startled, not hurt.’ Hearing the frenetic energy of her own babble, her mouth snapped shut.

      Nodding, Bhyr realised his nose slits were sealed closed and his skull ridges cold and white. He inhaled to force away the worst of his anger, but felt his lips peeling back in a fearsome snarl instead.

      Arj Vyper knelt over the twisted wreckage of his opponent. He’d inflicted gruesome damage in a short amount of time. He seemed stunned, wide eyed, but when he saw the First, he pushed onto his feet, swiping his hands on his thighs. ‘First.’

      Bhyr ignored him, eyes shooting to Grhym. ‘Explain.’

      ‘They came together with food and water for the breeder to eat and cleanse.’ Grhym eyed the newcomer. ‘The one he killed drew a weapon and leapt for your mate. Vyper reacted faster than I and took him down.’ Grhym sounded suspicious and Bhyr took another long look at the young male who’d seemed ambivalent towards the recent changes in Law at best. Grhym was an excellent warrior, within the top ten for skill and experience, yet he felt the need to take what had happened and place it under a lens of scrutiny.

      ‘Thank you,’ Indira said and sidestepped into view. She smiled tremulously at Vyper then patted Gryhm on the arm, pulling back when he flinched. ‘You saved me.’

      That shook Bhyr from his paralysis and he barked orders at the warriors who’d rushed the shelter to lend their aid.

      The body was dragged away and the blood scrubbed.

      While his private space became chaotic with activity, Bhyr stared at his mate. He would not be able to have her out of his sight without driving himself mad.

      ‘First?’ Bihter called.

      Bhyr looked at him. ‘I stay. The warrior must be identified and his companions interrogated. Can you handle what needs to be done?’

      The male straightened. ‘I will also review the night guard and relocate the scouts. It will be as if you command them yourself.’ With a brisk nod, he ordered everyone out.

      Gryhm hesitated to leave his post until Bhyr jerked his chin in dismissal.

      Pale and stiff, Indira waited until they were alone before she gave a moaning sob and rushed to wrap her arms around his waist. Regaining composure, she propped her chin on his chest, gazing at him sorrowfully. ‘I know you’re worried, but you don’t have to stay. You have things to do and I–’

      ‘No,’ he interrupted, curt. ‘You do not know. I am not worried. I am terrified. I want to rage and destroy everything in my path. I want to flee this place with you in my arms. I want to hide you deep in my nest while I guard the entrance.’ He could do none of those things. His brothers counted on him to keep a level head and lead them to victory. Only now they were gone, did he feel free to release the strict hold he’d kept on his emotions. He held Indira close, his throat feeling rough, his chest aching. ‘I cannot lose you.’

      ‘I’m here,’ she said fiercely.

      ‘The L’Odo are dead.’

      She stilled. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled. ‘Yes. I overhead Ohx and Bihter talking about it. I’m so sorry, Bhyr.’ Her arms squeezed. ‘I know they meant a lot to you.’

      ‘That alone proves I am fallible. Now this. An attack on you in my camp. In the place we lay our head….’ He hunched and shuddered. ‘Tomorrow, I will send Vyper and Drayg with you into the mountains.’ Arj Vyper may have conservative views, but he’d proven himself dependable and quick thinking. ‘They will take you somewhere hidden. Somewhere safe.’

      ‘Not this again. I’m not going.’ She pushed him back and crossed her arms. ‘I’m staying right here with you. End of discussion, Bhyr.’

      He closed his eyes. ‘Indira, be reasonable. You cannot join me on the battlefield. There will be fighting. Death.’ His eyes opened. ‘There is a real chance I may perish.’

      ‘Don’t.’ Losing colour and shaking, she spun away. ‘Please don’t.’

      ‘This is a reality you must face.’ He gripped her shoulders. ‘Tomorrow, you will go.’

      Her neck twisted. ‘I can’t leave you. Everything inside me revolts against even the idea of it. It makes me feel sick.’ She turned, expression resolute. ‘If you stay, I stay.’

      Anger chased by fear exploded through him. He let her go, because his frustration got the better of him, and he’d rather die than hurt her.

      Auroras wreathed his fists.

      Indira stilled, recognising the danger posed by a deadlier predator. ‘Bhyr?’

      He exhaled, regaining control. At the wary expression on her face, he lifted both hands in surrender. He regretted the lapse. He never wanted her to be afraid of him. Not again. He held out his hand. Slender bolts darted from finger to finger and wrapped around his wrist.

      ‘Touch me,’ he invited.

      She extended a hand but paused, her finger hovering over his palm. ‘Will it hurt?’

      ‘Trust me.’

      Holding his gaze, she touched the tip of her forefinger to the calloused pad below his middle digit.

      A zing raced up her arm. She jumped. ‘Oh.’

      Bhyr’s hand closed around hers. The connection lifted the fine hairs on her arms. ‘Good?’

      ‘Wonderful. This is your Gift? How does it work?’

      ‘Our bodies use electrical signals to function.’

      ‘I know.’ Her face creased in thought. ‘Brain waves. Synapses. Ions.’

      ‘Yes. I can direct this energy in my body and in the cells of others. I hijack the signals. By forcing my own energy into the body of another, I can cause excruciating pain.’ He tugged her closer. ‘I suspect I can also cause pleasure, though I have never had reason to.’

      Her lips curved. Her eyes sparkled. ‘Is that right?’

      He crowded her towards the central pole stabilising the shelter, a rough clicking growl vibrating his chest. ‘Let me?’

      He cupped her sex.

      Lifting her arms over her head, she arched her back, offering herself. ‘I’m all yours.’

      Gaze burning like white hot coals, Bhyr dragged up her tunic. He tucked it into her belt.

      Her eyes flashed when cool air brushed her nether lips, already damp with arousal.

      His nose slits flared.

      Bhyr licked his lips, then ran his tongue over his teeth.

      Indira made a small noise, abdomen rippling in encouragement. ‘I’m waiting.’

      ‘Greedy female.’ His finger claws trailed over her inner thigh and sparks of his power washed her skin with goose pimples. Exhaling in a rush, Indira’s head dropped forward to watch the muscles in his forearm flex. She whimpered as he drew closer to her sex, squirming in anticipation.

      Bhyr dipped finger into the scorching well between her legs, and it sucked him in.

      She moaned, the fizzing sensation of his electrified flesh caressing hers making her knees tremble.

      ‘Look at me,’ he rumbled.

      She let her head rock back, cheeks flushed, eyes heavy-lidded and blurred.

      His gaze was wild. ‘I am going to take you. You will feel me inside you for days.’ He amplified the voltage over the soft spot behind her stiffened bud, and she squealed, legs buckling. Bhyr swept his beloved into his arms and planted her against the wooden pole. Indira slung her legs around his waist a moment before he lined her over his shaft and plunged inside.

      She came alive, shrieking.

      His hand groped her breast, the claw of his middle finger grazing her hard nipple and shocking it with pulses that were echoed in her strangling channel. She bucked. His other hand cradled her jaw, fingers splayed. His thumb pushed into her mouth and she sucked.

      Unable to stand the pleasure-pain in his daulm for another moment, Bhyr leaned forward to fuse their mouths together. His hips swung like a pendulum, an undeniable, unstoppable force that sent her sex into paroxysms and made him snarl. The hand on her breast moved to grip her rump.

      He shoved her down each time he hammered upward. His claw tip brushed her anus, and she gasped, clutching at his shoulders and humping herself onto his shaft.

      Diverted by the intense reaction, Bhyr applied pressure to the furled hole.

      She clenched, body quivering. ‘Again. Please.’

      ‘This excites you.’ His voice was wrecked, gravel and crushed ice. ‘If I push inside?’

      His finger slid back far enough to coat it in her fluids before circling her rim and delving inside. It was hot. Different. Very tight. He could feel his shaft moving through the thin membrane and it made his head swim, his tongue throb. Bhyr thrust his finger in time to his hips.

      Indira growled. ‘Yes.’

      His body turned to stone. ‘You want me up there?’

      She nodded and shoved an arm between them to stroke her stiffened bud. ‘Fuck my ass and make me come, Bhyr.’

      He slipped from inside her and lined the bulging head of his daulm with the small orifice. ‘I am too big.’

      She laughed. ‘Go slow.’ Her free hand cupped his face, thumb tracing his lips. ‘You’ll know if you hurt me.’

      He pushed.

      The ring of muscles remained closed, rigid, and then gave.

      He shivered when the smooth channel sucked him deeper and strangled the flesh at its entrance.

      Indira breathed in shallow pulls. The gem in her nose twinkled. ‘Keep going.’

      ‘It is pushing at me.’

      ‘That’s me helping you along. Keep going.’

      It was maddening.

      They paused for Indira to lick and suck on his tongue. She rubbed her bud until she forced herself to stop.

      When he could go no further, hips canted under, shoulders shaking from the strain of holding back, Bhyr met Indira’s gaze. The black holes in her eyes were massive, leaving a halo of golden brown. Her lip was bloody from her teeth and her expression warped and twisted as she adjusted to his shaft stuffing her full.

      Pulling back, he thrust, and Indira shivered.

      Pressure built behind his eyes. Gathered at the base of his spine. Rolled up his shaft to the aching tip of his barb.

      Bhyr grunted with each pump, his mouth bruising hers, his tongue mimicking the pounding motion below.

      The pleasure exploded. He spurted. Indira bit down on his lip and screamed, sheathe clamping down and rippling hard. Hammering through the locked muscles, Bhyr seated himself as deep as he could and roared, blasting her with his prime seed and squeezing her rump so hard, he feared it would numb.

      He sank to his knees, Indira’s shaking legs splayed over his thighs, torso draped over his.

      She panted. Huffed. ‘Fine.’ She swallowed to moisten her mouth. ‘I’ll go, but don’t make a habit of this. Sex is not for getting your own way.’ She paused. Grumbled, ‘It’s effective, I’ll give you that.’

      He chuckled, pressed a kiss to her hair. ‘Do you promise?’

      She sighed. ‘Promise.’

      They warmed water on the hot rocks then bathed each other. Indira squealed and wriggled when he scrubbed areas of her body she said were ticklish. He hunted after them with feral delight, laughing at her pitched cries for mercy.

      There was a moment when she gazed up at him, hands to his chest, while he hugged her middle. Her eyes brimmed with an emotion he failed to name.

      His head cocked.

      On a quick intake of breath, she opened her mouth to speak. Hesitated. Her eyes clouded over. Mouth closing, she shrugged, then kissed his chin. ‘No more tickling.’

      The strange moment passed. While Bhyr felt it was important, he set it aside.

      Sitting crossed-legged on the mound of furs as she braided her hair for sleep, Indira watched him prepare his personal store of waede.

      ‘Need help?’ she asked.

      Bhyr waved her forward. ‘Watch if it pleases you.’

      She crawled closer then stuck her nose almost into the bowl. She hummed. ‘The colours are so vivid.’

      ‘The plants come from the highest steppes. Once they were foraged for by our adolescents. Now it is adult males who fulfil the duty. The buds are picked during the warm season, dried in shade, ground by hand, and then sieved. They are pounded once more, then sifted into the fine powder you see here.’

      She sat back. ‘Is that water you’re mixing it with?’

      ‘Yes. Hot water to help the pigment dissolve. It is left overnight to cool and thicken. After the council reviews the reports from the scouts tomorrow, I will invoke a blessing from the gods.’ Bhyr felt a welling of hope. ‘It will be the first to include Creation since the Horde was founded.’ He stirred the indigo concoction with his fingers. ‘When I am ready to use the waede it will be tacky. The glyphs will have greater definition this way.’

      She studied the bowls. ‘It’s like henna, only rather than for weddings and celebration, you’re using it for war.’

      ‘It is similar to your people.’ He touched the back of her hand. ‘I remember the marks. It made me wary of you.’

      He now realised it had also attracted him on a subconscious level. He’d been too blind to see he wanted not an empty-headed vessel, but a partner.

      He’d wanted a mate.

      ‘The meaning behind your waede is closer to the ancient Pictish cultures than mine. They called them painted warriors. They tattooed themselves to look fierce. Even the Roman invaders, soldiers of a superior war machine, failed to conquer the Picts. They were so afraid of them, they built a wall to keep them penned in their “barbaric” lands. Inspirational, right?’

      He grunted, focused.

      Shoving the bowls aside, Indira wiped off his hands.

      ‘I am not finished.’

      ‘Yes, you are.’ She straddled his lap. Her nose nuzzled him, and he saw the gem decorating it glint out the corner of his eye. ‘Put your hands on me, Bhyr. Make me feel better, because I’m afraid.’ She kissed him, deep and drugging. ‘Please? I’m begging here.’

      With a rough noise of assent, he let his female have her way and thrust his fingers into her hair to hold her.

      Satiated and snoozing, they snuggled in the nest of furs, their limbs entwined.

      Rustling yanked Bhyr into full wakefulness. The night grew unnaturally silent. He peered into the darkness, hand sliding towards the blade he’d left within reach.

      Figures darted into the shelter and surrounded them.

      He coiled to attack.

      ‘First,’ Bihter breathed. ‘Wake. They have come.’

      Indira lay rigid at his side.

      Feeling him relax, her muscles loosened. Her time in the wild had sharpened her instincts. She had sensed his alarm and readied herself to act.

      He noted the antler knife clutched in her fist.

      My courageous female.

      ‘Rise, my mate.’ He stroked her back. ‘It is time.’

      ‘Bhyr, I don’t think I can do this.’ Her breathing accelerated. ‘I’m sorry. We should go.’ Her hands clamped on his shoulders. ‘Just fucking leave. Who’d blame us? No one.’

      Heart in his throat, he sat them upright. He knelt before her to hold her face. It was wet. ‘Hush.’ His gut tightened, a moment of weakness threatening to overwhelm his better judgement. He did not want to leave her but he must.

      ‘You promised,’ he said in a voice barely audible. ‘I cannot do this with you here.’

      Trembles shook her limbs. She looked feral, her hair knotted, eyes wild and bright, but beautiful. Always beautiful. ‘Fine.’ She slid her arms up his shoulders and cupped the sides of his neck. ‘Just don’t die on me.’

      His thumbs stroked her jaw. ‘You can trust me. I will survive. I will find you.’

      ‘Yes, you will.’

      ‘I am sorry.’

      She scowled. ‘For?’

      ‘I am sorry for stealing you from your home and bringing you here. I am sorry for the pain and suffering.’ If the worst should happen, she now knew of his regret.

      She smiled through her tears. ‘I thought the First of the Horde didn’t apologise?’

      ‘He does not. Bhyr, mate of Indira, does.’ Wrapping her tight in his arms, he curled over to press his forehead to hers. ‘Behave.’

      She choked a laugh, nodding her head. ‘Be safe.’

      He stood and faced Bihter. ‘I need you to stay with her. I trust Drayg and Vyper as her guard, but I need you to stay.’

      Eyes a dull gleam in the dark, the male clenched his jaw. He nodded once. ‘Go.’

      Bhyr left his heart behind.

      He was aware of Grhym and Ohx flanking him. His surroundings were too bright and sharp, too high in contrast. His breath came easy but his heart thundered like a drum.

      Grhym told him the status of his army. Ohx handed him his spear. Indira called it a parashu. To him it was called Death. It hung heavy in his hand. He gripped the weapon, adjusting his hold until it was secure. He peered across the shadowy landscape to the clash of silhouettes moving below the horizon. A bittersweet taste soured his mouth. They were his people, his brothers.

      My Horde.

      As he took his first step, his mind summoned a memory of Indira lying atop him in the sun, her hair flying. Her eyes smiled. With a bellow of fury that cut through the screams of battle, the Avatar of Destruction raised his hand.
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      Don’t die, don’t die.

      I chanted under my breath, eyes on the ground as I tried to marshal my legion of fears.

      Drayg squeezed my shoulder. His hand retreated when Bihter gave him a pointed look. My person was off limits to any but Bhyr in his eyes.

      The warmth of Drayg’s concern lingered, giving the comfort intended.

      It lasted until the crash of blades rang through the air and a thunderous roar of voices rose in a wall of noise. The fight had turned from an incursion into a pitched battle.

      ‘This is torture.’ Vyper paced the lavvu. ‘We should be out there with him.’

      ‘Our duty is here.’ Bihter glanced at me. ‘We protect what matters most.’

      ‘Of course. The breeder must be protected, but if we fail to win this skirmish how can we expect to win the war?’

      ‘We will prevail.’ Bihter speared the male with a glare, his fists propped on his knees. ‘This attack proves Sah Rahm is not fit to be First. Our losses tonight will sting, but his cowardice will return the Undecided to the First’s side. With two thirds of the Horde under his command, Bhyr will end this conflict.’

      Drayg exhaled. ‘Then our mates may come home.’

      Bihter nodded. ‘Yes.’

      I rubbed my forehead, the stress giving me a headache.

      ‘Do not fret, female.’ Vyper paused his agitated pacing. ‘Destruction’s Avatar will not die easily.’

      Blowing out a breath, I raked the fingers massaging my brow through my hair. ‘Thank you. I know. I can’t help but think the worst.’

      The conversation died, and we waited in silence and darkness. It had been less than an hour since the stealth attack had been thwarted. It felt like decades. I fidgeted. I alternated between listening for a hint of Bhyr’s strident timbre over the noise and tuning everything out, so I could breathe. We waited for the pathways to clear, planning to sneak into the surrounding hills, but twice the scuff of footsteps surrounded the lavvu. The first time, we’d stilled, watching as Hel Bihter had risen to his feet, lean body corded with tension. After a pause, he’d sank back down, signalling to the warriors who flanked me to relax, satisfied the danger of discovery had passed. The second time occurred because Vyper paced too close to the hot rock pit and stumbled over the sandy mound, disturbing the pile. He barked a curse, hopping through the stones.

      Drayg darted forward.

      ‘The light.’ He knelt to scoop a handful of the grit piled next to the pit. He tossed it over the glow to dim it. He repeated the action until the light was concealed. Brushing off his palms, he turned toward Arj Vyper. ‘Fool. You will lead them straight to us.’

      ‘I beg forgiveness.’ Vyper appeared irritated by his clumsiness. ‘I am restless.’

      Unimpressed, Bihter shook his head, his attention focused on discerning if trouble headed our way.

      ‘I respect the First, but in this, he is blind. Three of us here is a waste. Our brothers may be dying as I speak. Two of us should join the defence.’ He faced Drayg. ‘Your Gift of illusion is a powerful weapon.’ He turned to Bihter, expression pleading. ‘Your Gift and grasp of strategy is renown. I am unranked and best suited to guard duty. Go. Fight. Earn your glory.’ Vyper spread his legs and lifted his chest. ‘I will stay and protect the female.’

      ‘Lower your voice.’ Bihter stood. ‘We pledged our lives in defence of Indira’s. I mean to keep that vow. We stay.’

      Vyper stared in consternation. His expression drooped, then, shocked. ‘You do not trust me.’ He sounded incredulous, offended. ‘You forget I, too, have a human mate I would give my life to protect.’

      ‘He and Arj Grhym saved my life,’ I reminded them.

      ‘It is nothing to do with us trusting each other.’ Bihter stalked over wearing a scowl. ‘You think I do not want to fight? You think I wish to expose my brother’s back to the beast slit sent to kill him?’ He looked enraged at the thought. ‘The First put his faith in us. I set aside my wants to tend to his needs knowing he is strong enough to succeed without me.’ He chopped a hand through the air. ‘We stay.’

      Vyper clicked his throat, frustrated. He slid me an exasperated look. ‘A waste.’

      I swallowed, despairing at the thought of people dying because Bhyr was being overprotective. The Trusted were mated to women depending on me to do right by them.

      What if their mates died because of me? I had chosen to stay on Vøtkyr and made myself a target, a symbol of humanity the Rebels hated.

      Bhyr removed three of his strongest assets from the ranks, because he wanted me guarded by the best he had to offer aside from himself.

      ‘He’s right,’ I said.

      ‘He is not,’ Bihter replied.

      ‘There is no shame in wanting to fight.’ Vyper spoke in low, furious tones. ‘You are not the only one who can protect the innocent. Shelve your misplaced pride and go.’

      Drayg made a rough noise. ‘Why are you trying to convince us to leave?’ An undertone of menace threaded through the question, freezing my heart.

      The three males surrounding me fell into a trance like state of stillness.

      Two of the males exchanged a fleeting look as the atmosphere charged with danger. Bihter moved a split second before Vyper and blocked the killing stroke to my throat. He followed with a thrust of his palm to the male’s sternum and a foot to his middle. It sent him hurtling across the shelter.

      My hand flew to my neck, came away wet.

      Bihter twisted to face me, assessing the damage.

      ‘A scratch,’ I said, shaken.

      Vyper sprang up and sideswiped the rock pit. A billowing wave of heat and light flooded the room, turning the lavvu into a lantern in the dark.

      ‘To me!’ he hollered.

      Cursing, Drayg dragged me back. He planted himself in front of me, knees bent.

      I threw a look over my shoulder when the skin wall behind me tore, the tip of a dagger slashing through it.

      ‘Ambush,’ Drayg shouted.

      Bihter spared the newcomer a glance, then spun to meet Vyper’s charge. They locked arms. With bared teeth, they strained, went down, grappled for the upper hand.

      Jerking his head to motion me aside, Drayg pounced on the male who emerged from the tear. He dodged a hatchet, snarled, then dropped into a sweeping kick. Dagger appearing in his grip, he stabbed our attacker through the eye. The fallen warrior went limp.

      Swords thrust into the shelter.

      Drayg twisted and spun in a half dozen different directions. He hissed. ‘I pray you are as fierce as you seem, Indira. Go.’ His attention narrowed to the blades shredding the walls. ‘Find the First.’

      My mouth opened to protest then I double blinked.

      The lavvu was empty.

      Grunting came from the blank space where Vyper and Bihter wrestled. Cowering on the opposite side of the hot rock pit was my doppelgänger, and two wrathful-looking warriors stood guard in front of her.

      Drayg used his Gift.

      The interlopers wouldn’t see him coming and would flock towards the deception, giving me a chance to escape without notice.

      How did he do it?

      By hijacking the signals from my eyes to my brain? Projecting the pattern of his own, so we saw what he wanted? Whatever he did, the display reassured me Bihter and Drayg would survive, and I didn’t hesitate any longer.

      Ducking through the hole in the back, I hunkered, ignoring the sounds of the skirmish behind me. The coast was clear. I dashed across to the next shelter and peeked inside. Empty. I fumbled trying to lace the door flap behind me.

      Blood rushed in my ears.

      My fingers shook.

      I paused to take a breath and gather my courage.

      Aware I couldn’t stay for long, I crossed the pitch black space with a care for the bed rolls strewn across it. I fell to my knees and lifted the skin wall an inch from the ground.

      Horde warriors painted with waede ghosted along the dirt paths. Bhyr’s Trusted hadn’t held the ceremony to receive a divine blessing.

      Those wearing the waede were Rebels, and those with undecorated exoskeletons were Bhyr’s people.

      Unless they’re defectors.

      We’d known there were spies amongst us, I’d brought the news myself, but it stunned me Arj Vyper had been corrupted. He had a human mate. He’d saved my life. It was the reason Bhyr assigned him as one of my guards.

      Was Grhym a traitor, too?

      My mind flashed to the last memory I had of my mate; him leaving the lavvu with that male at his back.

      I quivered all over.

      Right. I trusted four warriors without a shadow of doubt. Two confronted the assassins sent to kill me. The third, Kov Ohx, guarded the First, my mate, who himself was the fourth.

      Without knowing who was friend or foe, everyone but the four were to be avoided until I reached my mate.

      Past the rows of shelters, metal clashed and a cacophony of battle cries split the night.

      The First of the Horde wouldn’t be cowering behind his army. He’d stand bold in the eye of the storm and destroy whatever was unlucky or stupid enough to catch his ire.

      He wouldn’t want me surrounded by peril, but nowhere was safe for me on Vøtkyr. The place I stood a chance was at his side.

      My mind made up, I rolled under the skin wall and crept towards the fighting.

      I stepped on something squashy. My heel lifted with a wet sucking and a metallic stink wafted into my nostrils.

      I looked down.

      My foot had sunken into a wash of guts, the warrior hacked into pieces and discarded across the pathway.

      I lurched to the side, flailing against nothingness as I fought for balance.

      A shout came from my right. Excited. Trouble had found me. I pushed through the faint and bolted. The voice shouted again, this time accompanied by rhythmic footfalls.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I zigged and zagged through the labyrinthine warren of shelters, doubling back once and haring in one side of a lavvu and out the other when my pursuer closed too much of the distance between us. Evasive manoeuvres would get me only so far. On foot, Aztekans were fast.

      I broke free of the encampment and careened into a full-fledged battle. Warriors screamed and fought. Died. The smell. So much blood. A body jumped high, clearing the throng by ten feet then powered down and smashed into an unwitting victim below. Another faceless warrior emitted a blinding light from his palms that stunned his foes before he beheaded them. The chaotic mass could only be a thousand–no–two thousand bodies strong, but as far as I could see to either side of me, and into the distance, Aztekan males tore into each other. A red stench hovered in the air. Attacker and defender was unclear. Warriors paired off and duelled with unthinking, unrepentant savagery.

      My hectic gaze found Bhyr where I’d predicted, reaping death in the middle of the bloodshed. Ohx orbited him as if he were a sun, laying waste to a secondary ring of foes.

      I sensed movement behind me and surged forward, blind with panic, weaving and bounding through the melee with the light-footedness of a squirrel, when I wasn’t blundering with the grace of an elephant. I used selective hearing, tunnelled my vision and ran towards Bhyr with everything I had. I didn’t do it alone. The Trusted saw me coming. They cleared a safe passage, heaving enemies from my path and sliding into my wake to guard my rear. I made it across the battlefield without getting my head lopped off.

      I fell afoul of Ohx, who’d registered movement barrelling towards his First and reacted by trying to slice it in two.

      He roared, a subterranean rumble that shook the earth, a mere taste of his divine Gift, and pulled his blow a hairsbreadth from landing.

      Shoulders up by my ears, I scuttled past with my arms flailing over my head, frightened half to death.

      ‘Female,’ Ohx shouted. ‘Incoming.’

      I smacked face first into Bhyr’s back. He twisted in time to absorb the impact of a warrior chasing me.

      Giants falling.

      Me flattened under them.

      A squelching pop was followed by pained gurgle, and then the crushing weight above me lifted. Bhyr slung the dead warrior off of us. He huddled over me, fists either side of my head. ‘What are you doing? I told you to flee with your guard.’ His voice was a roar. His eyes were wild. He looked monstrous.

      I wet myself. ‘Vyper. Spy. Fighting. I ran. Grhym?’

      To my amazement, he gleaned meaning from my babble. ‘You should have stayed with Drayg!’

      ‘He told me to go!’

      A wave of Rebels descended upon us.

      Bhyr leapt onto his feet.

      One moment, waede painted warriors rushed us, and the moment after charred pieces rained from the heavens in a cloud of burnt meat.

      I inhaled flecks of ash and coughed.

      Watching Destruction’s Avatar use his Gift unfettered was a great and terrible thing. He moved with blinding speed. They perished before realising death had found them.

      Scanning for his next victim, Bhyr used his inner elbow to smear the gore from his face onto his arm.

      I waded through blood and entrails. A thin layer of corpse particles gritted my skin. ‘That was so violent.’ I shoved away a decapitated head, its lips moving, eyes rolled back.

      I don’t want to see this.

      Bhyr bellowed for Ohx.

      They moved back to back with me on my knees between them. I tried to stay unobtrusive, but I kept flinching and shying from the mound of corpses piling around me.

      The heavens cracked and a streak of burning light descended over the battleground. Another, sleeker craft punctured the sky with a subsonic boom and many in the field ducked, slamming their hands over their ears.

      My nose prickled at the burnt smell of atmospheric gasses and spent fuel flooding the air, briefly covering the miasma of death.

      It was the calvary, but whose?

      Shoving a finger in my ear canal then checking for blood, I glanced at Bhyr’s face, angled upwards at the spectacle.

      Relief lightened his eyes.

      These were good guys.

      The vessels hovered, emitting waves of scorching heat, until they darted to the outskirts and landed.

      Grhym sprinted into view, Bihter and Drayg in tow. They were coiled with tension, faces grim with satisfaction.

      Arj Grhym’s eyes fell on me. His expression blanked at the lack of welcome in mine. He switched his attention to Bhyr. ‘Arj Vyper and those who helped him are dead. The Undecided fight for you. The traitors have been decimated. You have won, God’s Chosen.’ Uncertain, he jerked his chin to the spaceships. ‘You called for help?’

      ‘No, but I recognise the insignias.’ Bhyr surveyed the battlefield. ‘Offer those who surrender amnesty.’

      Drayg straightened. ‘Amnesty?’

      ‘First!’ Bihter exclaimed.

      ‘Do it.’ Bhyr kicked aside bodies and severed limbs. He pulled on a serene facade and clasped my hands, helping me onto my feet. ‘Are you hurt?’

      I started to close the distance between us, but he was caked in cruor. ‘No.’

      ‘You cannot pardon them.’ Bihter pointed at the battle with his axe. ‘They defied you.’

      Bhyr held me to his side.

      He faced his brother. ‘So did you, once.’

      Bihter jerked as if struck.

      ‘We will offer them mercy, because in time, they will learn better, as we did.’ Bhyr looked at me for support.

      I was ready to give it, but it was hard.

      Horde philosophy had enshrined barbaric ideals. They had refused to see their suffering of before as an aberration that had needed correction, a correction which had been accomplished and now needed to be set aside. Instead, they had become oppressors. In fear of what might happen, their tyrannical Law had alienated them from the female of their species, then compounded their failure by fighting the changes Bhyr brought with humanity.

      Some of the Horde found their way through the darkness.

      Other’s had embraced it.

      The traitors had lied, schemed and murdered.

      They had begun a war.

      Maybe their choices invited their own deaths, but to Bhyr, the First of the Horde, they were his wayward charges who needed care and understanding. They were a large part of the scant few he had left to rebuild with. He would never agree to executing them, and even exile would be a stretch too far. He would forgive them.

      I had braced myself for it, but I didn’t know how to feel about it, except frustrated.

      ‘Can you forgive them, my Indira?’ Bhyr asked.

      I touched his cheek. ‘Of course. We’ll figure it out.’

      I just hoped my fellow humans were as forgiving.

      The ramp of the bulkier ship fell with a crash.

      A muscled, fierce-looking alien dressed in thigh high boots, a loincloth and masses of wild black hair that streamed down his back tore across the distance between us. From Bhyr’s description of him, it was Beowyn ThunderClaw, the Great Alpha. His pupils were black stars in a flood of gold. Panting slightly, he gave me a fanged grin. ‘We arrive too late to claim a share of the fun.’

      Bhyr levelled him a flat stare. ‘Did you think I could not handle my affairs?’

      Beowyn huffed. ‘I never doubted you would manage alone, but you needn’t of had to.’ He thumped his shoulder. ‘I am your friend. I will always help you.’

      A banshee screech ripped through the air. Cristina stood on the ramp waving her fist.

      Braced on spread legs beside her, Ashleigh was quiet, but hefted a gun bigger than her torso.

      A cluster of women gathered behind them, faces dark with anger.

      ‘Uh oh,’ I said.

      Bhyr twisted his head, eyes sparking fire. ‘I sent you the humans for safekeeping.’

      Beowyn waved at them. ‘They insisted upon returning. Who am I to deny them the chance to fight for their home?’

      ‘Who are you? A ruling King I sent my people to for safekeeping.’

      ‘I rule Vayhalun, but my mates rule me, and they thought it was a good idea to not be torn apart by females demanding to return home. The Rä were worse, issuing all manner of dire threats should we not hurry to lend you aid.’

      Bhyr blinked. ‘They did?’

      ‘You’re full of shit, Wyn,’ a distorted female voice said. ‘You begged us to intervene.’

      Beowyn grinned wider and detached a shiny oval from his utility belt. ‘Lumen. Best friend. I arrived safely, as did your beloved mates.’

      ‘Uh huh. I would like to make it known I get where the First is coming from.’

      ‘I do not,’ Beowyn protested.

      ‘It was dangerous to take them back there.’ Lumen paused. ‘I would also like to make it known the fact I agree with the First of all people about anything is deeply distressing.’

      I scowled at her tone, but then remembered what Bhyr had done to her family and kept my mouth shut.

      ‘Let me put it this way, is Sìne with you?’ Lumen asked.

      ‘No!’ Beowyn paled, tossing his head as if to gore her words with the twin horns curling around his skull. ‘She is safe on the ship with Eorik in deep space. I would never endanger her by bringing her into the middle of such a fierce conflict.’

      Head lifting, he seemed to finally notice the battle-worn Horde males peering in confusion at the shuttle. Human women spilled from it and their confusion morphed into abject horror.

      ‘Oh.’ Beowyn’s pointed ears twitched. ‘I see.’

      ‘Hallelujah. Indira?’

      I stared at the device Beowyn held closer to my face. ‘Yes. Hello?’

      ‘Hi! I’m Lumen. My mate Fiercely Comes the Night, um, the the cute one with the shy smile? Right. He is going to keep the women on the ship, okay? Venomous and Wyn will stay to offer whatever assistance they can, but from what I can hear, the First has regained control.’

      Cute one with the shy smile? Not the way I would have described the seven-foot, four-armed, black-eyed behemoth herding the woman back into the shuttle, but whatever.

      People didn’t see what I saw when I looked at my mate, either. ‘Thank you.’

      I glanced at Bhyr.

      He looked constipated.

      I elbowed him in the side then gave him a look.

      ‘Lumen,’ he said.

      ‘First.’ Her voice quieted to an amiable tenor that sounded a hundred percent fake.

      Bhyr hesitated. ‘You remember my voice?’

      ‘I have nightmares.’

      I winced. I put a hand on Bhyr’s rigid back, my gaze going to the alien approaching.

      He was unbothered by my scrutiny, a smile on his lips at the sound of Lumen’s voice.

      A forked, black tongue whipped into the air.

      I inched closer to my mate, but then spotted a welcome sight sheltered in his wake.

      ‘Indie!’ Cristina rushed forward and caught me in a stranglehold. ‘You’re alive.’

      Ashleigh trudged up and gave me a mean glare. ‘Indira.’

      I nodded, wondering what her problem was.

      She looked good, healthy and clean, while I was exhausted, dirty and bedraggled.

      ‘You left us,’ she said.

      Ah. ‘I didn’t have a choice.’

      ‘I don’t believe you.’ Her mouth thinned as she crossed her arms. ‘You were gone an hour before we took off. You could have warned us.’

      ‘No, I couldn’t.’ I let my chin rest on Cristina’s shoulder. ‘By the time I got to the bridge, it was done. I barely got off.’

      She looked away, shaking her head, fingers digging into her arms. ‘I don’t like you, Indira.’

      Ouch. ‘You don’t have to.’

      ‘She grows on you.’ Cristina let me go to dab her eyes.

      ‘Like fungus?’ Ashleigh smirked, relaxing. ‘It’s fine if I don’t like you. You don’t have to like family.’ Her blue eyes misted as she looked over the battlefield. ‘We brought a war here. How did that happen?’

      My shoulders stooped. ‘I don’t know.’

      She grabbed me and hauled me in. ‘I’m glad you’re okay.’ When she pulled back, she looked as surprised as I did. ‘Seriously. I worried. I had to threaten to castrate the Verak Alpha to bring us back.’

      ‘See?’ Beowyn cupped himself. ‘They insisted.’

      ‘And pointed a blaster at me.’ The jewel-green alien flashed hooked fangs on the top and bottom rows of his teeth. He spoke on a sibilant rush of warm, desert-scented air.

      I spun to Ashleigh. ‘You didn’t.’ I suspected the green alien was He, Venomous One, and we had enough problems with the Rä as it was.

      ‘Not me.’ Ashleigh hooked a thumb at Cristina. ‘She drugged the Baxnonian, staged a coup, lured Venomous aboard, threatened him with it, and then I confiscated it.’

      ‘Who even gave her a gun?’ I asked.

      They both pointed at Beowyn, who also pointed at himself with a slap-happy grin.

      Eyes slitting, Cristina bared her teeth when Bihter ran over to hold her. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. I missed you, and we have so much to discuss, but now is not the time. But later, oh yes, later, we will talk for a looong time.’

      Bihter looked pleased then concerned, since the ominous tone of her voice didn’t match her manic grin.

      ‘You are a sweetheart?’ Venomous asked.

      Bihter nodded, smug.

      ‘My nest mate is a sweetheart, too.’ His face was somber as he clapped the male on the shoulder. ‘Grandfather be with you.’ He paused, thoughtful. ‘But then, you are used to your females cannibalising you.’

      Alarmed, Bihter looked at me for reassurance, but I looked away, making a mental note to ask Lumen just what the hell she’d been telling her mates and how far these rumours of man eating human females had spread across the universe.

      ‘Fergie misses you, Hel Bihter.’ Beowyn’s broad, feline nose twitched. ‘As does my Commander.’

      ‘I thought of them often,’ Bihter confessed. ‘I tried to comm them. So many times. I feared they would scorn me after what happened between you and the First.’ He swallowed. ‘After I betrayed their trust.’

      ‘Think no more of it.’ Beowyn gripped his shoulder. ‘The past is done. You will see them again, explain yourself, and they will welcome you.’

      While Bihter and Beowyn murmured to each other of the battle and what came next, Venomous studied me with obsidian eyes. He was frightening-looking.

      ‘Zython’s Avatar.’ Bhyr tensed, expression pained. ‘I might never–’

      Holding up a taloned fist, Venomous shook his head, hissing. ‘We will talk. Later.’ His gaze travelled to the ground, then snapped up as gold spread across his emerald scales in deepening hues. ‘Enemies approach.’
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      At the sight of reinforcements, the last of the Rebels surrendered. Rahm was found and dragged before Bhyr, looking far too proud for someone who’d just lost.

      ‘This isn’t over,’ he seethed.

      ‘Enough, Rahm. Enough. I have the numbers.’ Bhyr gestured to his greater force. ‘It’s over.’

      ‘A thousand cuts will bleed prey as well as a single blow.’ Rahm sneered. ‘This conflict cost you. So will the next.’

      Bhyr shook his head. ‘Is this what you want for us?’ He swung out an arm. ‘Look at the dead. Ask yourself if this is the future you want.’

      I didn’t look around.

      I’d seen enough disembodied limbs and exploding bowels to last ten lifetimes.

      Instead, I stared at Rham’s eyes. No intelligent thought there. He was set on his course and nothing, no one, would dissuade him from it.

      ‘Better extinction than weakness. Better we die warriors. Better we die strong.’

      Bhyr looked at the rebel Horde, the Trusted, me.

      His ravaged expression cycled through a dozen emotions. ‘And if I step aside?’

      I jolted. ‘What? No!’

      ‘A leader sacrifices for their people,’ Beowyn murmured.

      Bhyr held up his hand when a thousand voices rose in protest. ‘I will take my mate and I will leave. Any who wish to join me would be welcome.’

      Rahm looked as if he’d been slapped. His face folded. ‘So you might continue your perversion elsewhere? No, Hel Bhyr. You and your mate will die. Here. Beneath my blade.’

      ‘You offer Challenge,’ Bhyr stated with satisfaction.

      My body relaxed.

      Backing Sah Rahm into a Challenge had been Bhyr’s plan, not abdication.

      Rahm wanted to be First.

      He’d climbed his way to Second, but knew he couldn’t defeat Bhyr in a fair fight.

      Rahm had orchestrated the war for selfish gains, using the Horde’s breeding crisis as a stick to whip the conservative males into a blind frenzy. Even losing the first battle hadn’t dampened his greed. He would never take a moment’s pause, so long as he achieved his goal.

      ‘We are at war,’ Rahm declared. ‘Single combat before the Horde is no longer of use.’

      ‘Challenge is as it should be,’ Bhyr said. ‘If I am defeated, as First, you will have the power to do as you wish. If I am victorious, it is my will that will prevail.’ His voice rose. ‘This conflict will end.’

      Rahm hesitated, gaze flicking side to side when the warriors beside him started nodding in agreement.

      ‘Well?’ Bhyr asked. ‘Do you fear death after all?’ When Rahm hesitated, cold calculation whisking across his face Bhyr leaned in, predatory. ‘You cannot have it both ways. Either Destruction has withdrawn his blessing and my time as his Avatar is done or He is with me and will guide my hand. Do you offer Challenge or will you hide behind your followers?’ Bhyr opened his arms wide. ‘Decide.’

      The rebel Horde shouted encouragement, excited at the prospect, and Rahm’s eyes glazed with resignation.

      He spun towards his sycophants. ‘I will fight you.’ He hollered, fisted hands punching the sky. ‘I will fight until there is no blood in my veins nor breath in my lungs.’

      The rebellious warriors yowled their support.

      Bhyr smiled, an ugly slash he dredged from dark places.

      Beowyn and Venomous agreed to witness the Challenge. It was obvious from the Horde’s expressions that Bhyr’s request was a formal overture to convey his respect for their presence, rather than an acknowledgement of their right to intervene if the situation devolved.

      The ground was cleared of the dead and discarded weapons to create space for a makeshift combat ring.

      Pulling me close to whisper in my ear and ignoring the jeers from the rebel Horde when they took issue with the affectionate display, Bhyr explained the rules. He and Sah Rahm would fight until either was unable to continue. The victor could offer mercy and have the loser exiled, or they could fight until either of them was dead.

      They were forbidden help.

      They were not allowed to forfeit once the fight began. It would be fought naked, and only the weapon they walked into the ring with could be used, divine Gifts excluded.

      ‘With your Gift this wouldn’t even be a fight,’ I said.

      Bhyr smoothed the crease between my brows. ‘A warrior might be fortunate to be blessed with a formidable Gift, but superior war skill is achieved through training and experience. To forgo the Gift during Challenge is a truer indicator of rightness.’

      Venomous and Beowyn found the stipulation fitting.

      I thought it was dumb, but it wasn’t my sacred ritual.

      I drank water to moisten my dry mouth and tried to look unconcerned.

      Naked but for a pair of squiggly swords the length of my thigh bone, Sah Rahm paced a line on the opposite side of the ring. His daulm plumped. A bar of black paint cut across his face. He shook his head like a mad dog, snarling and punching the air to rile his followers.

      ‘What a dick,’ Cristina said. ‘Speaking of big dicks, I knew it.’

      I cut my eyes at her.

      ‘Seriously?’ Ashleigh said.

      ‘I’m mated, not blind. Look at that thing? How is she walking in a straight line?’

      Ashleigh took a long look.

      I exploded. ‘Quit staring.’

      Bhyr stood tense, silent, his focus absolute. A line of waede smeared from his temple to his mouth, arching inwards to graze his cheekbone. He held his parashu perpendicular to the ground. The double-edged blade was serrated on one side and the length of my forearm. It had been cleaned of gore until it shone. The haft was faded wood, but strong.

      A killing weapon.

      Snow began to fall. The flurries brightened the predawn sky. Crispy flakes brushed our skin with cold and dusted the bloody ground.

      He, Venomous One, known to the Horde as Zython’s Avatar, such was their admiration, stepped forward. Colours of the rising sun reflected off his emerald scales. One of four gold-banded arms raised.

      Dreads like those worn by gurus slipped over his shoulders and the gold rings piercing them tinkled. ‘Begin.’

      Bhyr glanced at me.

      I put on a better face than the wrinkled, sweaty one I wore. ‘I’ll be here waiting.’

      His eyes glinted, mouth twitching. ‘For you, my mate.’ He stepped into the ring.

      Cristina and Ashleigh flanked me on either side.

      My hands shook.

      Crazy thoughts of flinging myself forward, begging broke through my wall of calm. ‘Don’t let me embarrass him.’

      ‘We’ve got you,’ Cristina said. They each clasped a hand to hide its tremors.

      Bhyr’s steady tread shifted into a long-legged lope.

      Hissing, Rahm rushed him, twin blades whistling a pure note. Bhyr ducked. He spun in a whirl that kicked up a spray of snow then stilled on his knees, lifting his spear. Rahm landed the first blow, a showy twist of his wrists. The rotation of both shoulders added power to the downward stroke of his arms.

      I stopped shaking.

      The male had thrown all his strength into the strike.

      Bhyr didn’t flinch.

      He stalled the momentum of Rahm’s body and swept the dual blades aside to surge onto his feet. He knocked the male off balance with a knee to the gut and an elbow to the face, lightning fast, tap, tap.

      ‘Damn,’ Cristina muttered.

      Bihter stopped beside her, gaze intense. ‘He is First.’

      Her hand slipped into his.

      Envy pooled in my gut. I wanted nothing more than to do the same with Bhyr but he was…. I looked over as he sucked in his gut to avoid disembowelment.

      I closed my eyes for a second, lightheaded.

      Despite the apparent ease with which Bhyr absorbed the first strike, Rahm kept my mate moving and on the defensive.

      ‘Should it be taking this long?’ Ashleigh asked.

      Cristina shushed her.

      My nails dug into the back of their hands. ‘What is he doing?’ He shouldn’t be struggling. ‘Come on.’ My heart raced. ‘Something’s not right.’

      ‘Look again.’ Bihter said.

      I saw it. Bhyr let the male push him back, forcing him to utilise his speed and strength, draining both. Rahm grew frustrated at not breaking through Bhyr’s guard. He attacked in an erratic burst.

      Bhyr’s stance switched. He pressed forward. His parries quickened and were followed with stinging counterattacks. It was brutal. Flesh parted. Blood flew. His blocks were replaced with flurries of movement too fast for my eyes to track.

      Sah Rahm lurched back, stunned by the ferocity and skill bearing down upon him.

      ‘Kill, kill, kill.’ The warriors behind me began to chant and beat their chests. The Rebels had fallen silent, faces pained, watching their leader whittled to nothing, bled and broken.

      Nostril slits flapping as he blowed air, Rahm accepted his demise. His face hardened. He lunged with a form-perfect but predictable frontal strike. Bhyr blocked. He captured Rahm’s wrist, broke it, then sent a squiggled blade flying. He disengaged, turned out to regroup, then snapped straight and roared in outrage.

      Rahm had spun, too, only counter to what Bhyr expected.

      The male sprinted at me.

      Bihter yanked Cristina back, her hold on my hand dragging me to the side. The same protective force pulled on Ashleigh. I wrenched free rather than get torn in half.

      Triumph lit Rahm’s deranged face. We locked eyes. He raised his sword. ‘If I must die, I will take it with me.’

      A spear point ripped through his chest.

      Blood splattered my face.

      Rahm arched, eyes popping from his skull. His sword clattered to the ground.

      A muffled scream escaped through Cristina’s fingers then Bihter was there talking her down and shielding her view.

      Ashleigh staggered into Ohx, who closed his arms around her like steel cables.

      I followed their horrified gazes down a few inches.

      The spear grazed my chin.

      Rocking back, my eyes flicked over Rahm’s shoulder to find Bhyr leant forward, his arm extended in a followthrough, face twisted with rage. He crossed the distance in a blink. ‘Coward.’ He pushed the spear deeper, twisted it, and then ripped it free. ‘Die.’

      Rahm teetered, shoulders juddering as he tried and failed to breathe. The male who would be First fell to his knees, a harsh sucking in his throat. He glared, full of hate to the bitter end.

      Fury lit me from the inside.

      So many people had died. It kept me up at night.

      I lodged my antler knife in Rahm’s eye. His death wouldn’t disturb me in the slightest.

      ‘Didn’t see that coming, did you?’ I yanked my knife free in a spray of fluid, then Bhyr hacked his head off.

      Ashleigh shuddered, and Cristina bent over to puke.

      It was horrible, uncivilised, but I felt good about my part, vindicated, until his dead weight collapsed on top of me. I panted at the effort it took to open my eyes. My neck and chest were soaked in red.

      Bhyr came into view.

      He shoved Rahm’s body aside and held out an arm. ‘Up, my Indira.’ His eyes were fierce. ‘We are not done.’

      ‘Oh, yes, we are.’ I grabbed his forearm anyway because I’d follow him anywhere.

      His possessive gaze roamed my body then moved over my head. Bhyr turned to the melded gathering of warriors. ‘Is there another?’ His voice was quiet but clear. ‘One amongst you who will fight me fairly?’

      The crowd stirred, a ripple moving towards us.

      A warrior decorated in waede and flaking blood stepped forward. His one eye scanned us. ‘I do not offer Challenge, but I will not follow you.’ He met Bhyr’s frosted gaze. ‘I cannot. You are not who I believed you to be. To bring these creatures among us? To choose them when you swore devotion to us? No. You have gone back on your word to me, now I go back on mine to you.’

      Bhyr’s grip on the spear haft tightened. ‘I have no place for the faithless in my Horde.’ He studied the male, then looked at me. His attention switched to the Horde. ‘Who else feels as Erd Styng?’

      The gathering sundered.

      At last count, three hundred and some warriors separated from the Horde.

      They clustered together and glared at the waede painted males who fell to their knees and pressed their heads to the ground, pledging loyalty to Destruction’s Avatar.

      Bhyr accepted the choices with a nod.

      Bihter’s face blanked at the display of mercy.

      Eyes like marble chips, Bhyr spoke. ‘Once I am done here, you will be taken to your nests. Gather your belongings. You will be escorted from my territory.’ He paused. ‘You will not return.’

      The estranged males exchanged alarmed glances amongst themselves.

      ‘This is our home. It is all we have.’ Styng’s scarred hands fisted. ‘You are not our First. You cannot take our nests.’

      ‘Leave or die.’ Bhyr snarled. ‘You are not my people. You are not my Horde. You are nothing, and you are no one. Settle in the lands beyond this one, and do not return. I warn you to go far.’ He thrust the spear towards the distant mountain range, its peaks wreathed in storm-dark clouds. His shoulders heaved with emotion before he stiffened, straight-backed, chin lifted. ‘Should a warrior of my Horde seek you for retribution, I will not stop them.’ Done with them, he looked pointedly at Bihter, now his Second, who nodded acceptance of the responsibility.

      An eerie caw split the air.

      Shivering as the snow fell harder, I looked up, my hair flying about my face.

      Carrion birds soared overhead. The rainbow-coloured scavengers circled the battlefield in a tornado of leathery wings, jewelled rain landing on the outskirts of the battlefield to peck at corpses.

      As the pain of the losses crept past his battle fugue, my mate turned his back to the carnage. He wrapped his arms around me, staring over my head, focused on nothing. I put my arms around him and held on. The side of my face rested on his chest. It was sticky and smelt like metal and sour meat.

      Tremors wracked his limbs, but he was alive.

      We won.

      It filtered through.

      Cristina, Ashleigh, Mayumi and all the other human mates were safe, free to love and live as they wished.

      Bihter took charge of the defeated and gestured for the Horde to restrain them. His voice was brisk. ‘Before we go, you will burn your dead…’

      I started to relax, the tension knotted at my middle since the beginning of this nightmare loosening.

      It’s over.

      Bhyr’s hand stroked over my hair. ‘Not yet.’ For a second, I thought he’d read my mind, but he’d reacted to the feel of my body unclenching.

      I tipped my face up.

      His gaze remained settled on a sight beyond me.

      Realising he didn’t stare at the middle distance as I’d assumed, I twisted around.

      Bhyr cupped the back of my head. His chest rose and fell, breathing in my scent, then he released me. The crowd parted to let him pass. Bihter and Ohx flanked his back. The Horde flowed around me in his wake, as if I were a pebble in a stream.

      What have I missed?

      ‘Indie?’ Cristina’s worried eyes aimed towards her mate.

      Bihter looked spooked.

      I caught Ashleigh by the arm when she barged past me to march after Ohx. ‘Both of you, go wait on the ship with the others.’ When they protested, I snapped my fingers and pointed towards it. ‘Go.’ My attention turned to Venomous and Beowyn. ‘Will you stay?’

      ‘Until you bid us leave,’ the Great Alpha replied.

      Not prepared to wait around, I pushed through the Horde, struggling to hold my own in their midst. I panted. They radiated heat and smelt musky. Their laboured breathing seemed a single heartbeat, their footsteps soft crunches on the fresh snowfall.

      I shoved past the foremost rank and file, then stumbled to a halt, sick to my stomach.

      Bhyr looked short.

      Gnarled Aztekan females towered over him. The victims from the underground Horde camp. There was nothing graceful about the emaciated segments of their eight limbs, coloured a lacklustre blue, nor a feral beauty to the narrow wedges of their upper trunks and lower abdomens. A bud of knotted flesh sat between their thighs where a sex would be.

      Somehow, they’d escaped and then they’d come to the battleground, of all places. Why? If I’d gotten free, I would have run as far and fast as possible. Maybe the noise drew them? Maybe they didn’t know better and returned to the master they understood.

      Hearing my arrival, Bhyr turned. He didn’t appear happy. He’d wanted me to stay behind, to stay safe. His tortured gaze met mine, and I almost wish I had stayed away. A plea for understanding lurked within his eyes. He no longer looked like a demonic barbarian slaughtering his way across a blood-soaked battlefield. He looked like a person teetering the brink, clinging to sanity with his strength of will alone.

      I ached to ameliorate his pain, but he wouldn’t thank me for it. I wouldn’t have wanted him to interfere. I wouldn’t have wanted him to, but it didn’t mean I mightn’t have needed him to. A cold wind rushed between us. The air was ice in my lungs. ‘You can’t imprison them anymore.’

      His eyes spoke of danger.

      ‘No matter the reason. It’s not right.’

      I wouldn’t stay if he did.

      A pained look twisted his features as he realised this was my line in the sand.

      Returning his attention to the looming Aztekan females, Bhyr signalled a withdraw.

      The Horde retreated in a soundless wave. They hemmed us, the defeated and the females in a sickle of bodies, a flooded damn near bursting. One word, one signal, and they’d drown the females in a killing rage.

      ‘Go,’ Bhyr told them, voice carrying. ‘Be free.’

      Scarred and regal, the largest Aztekan female lumbered forward. Her head was narrow and smooth like eggshell and the skin on her wide face was stretched thin, a smear of waxen flesh over sharp bone. Horn protuberances capped her shoulders and elbows. Muscles like steel cables roped her forearms and spindle legs, and her digitigrade feet were far more pronounced than her male equivalent. The hindwings on her back were translucent but diamond hard, forewings opaque and veined.

      The whistle they made as they flexed made the fine hairs on my neck stand on end.

      Ovoid eyes glinted as they watched us, devoid of warmth.

      A lipless mouth slashing her lower jaw parted. ‘I am queen. I nest.’ Her gaze latched onto Bhyr. ‘I claim the strongest.’
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      ‘No.’

      ‘My sisters take the next strongest,’ the queen said.

      The Horde recoiled.

      She was their nightmare, a boogeyman come a calling.

      ‘No, I said again because she wasn’t listening.

      ‘Next strongest?’ a voice said, pissed. Cristina shoved forward. ‘She means Bihter. Over my dead body.’

      ‘Ignore us.’ Ashleigh appeared and flashed me a sheepish look.

      ‘It has a posse,’ Cristina said in her tough girl voice. ‘We need to back Indira up.’

      ‘Shhh.’ Ashleigh dragged Cristina towards where Venomous and Beowyn witnessed the proceedings.

      The queen trilled and rolled her hips. Folds of malleable flesh between her legs bloomed. The vivid purple edges of her sex secreted stringy fluid and unfurled with a moist sound of parting that reminded me of sweaty skin.

      Honestly, I didn’t know what I looked at, except it was her vagina, and it stank.

      A star-shaped vulva gleamed moonstone white. Blue-green feelers ringed and writhed around a black hole dripping mucus.

      ‘On second thought,’ Cristina said. ‘I’m going to sit this one out. But you set her straight, Indie.’

      ‘What is happening?’ I asked no one in particular.

      Bhyr shuddered. ‘She presents to prove she is fertile. That she is a better choice.’

      My face got hot.

      I wasn’t going to flash my pussy in return. I suppose she won the round, even if the object of her affections looked as if he’d be ill if she kept it up.

      Drawing myself up tall, I glared. ‘Bhyr is mine.’ I stepped forward, then went as far as to slide in front of him, between him and the looming female. His pride be damned. It was my mistake biting him in the ass, so I’d take the brunt of the danger. ‘Take one of the defeated.’ My voice shook. ‘Take one and go.’

      The Aztekan queen flinched. Her vagina snapped shut. She lowered her head until it hung below the acreage that was her spiked shoulders.

      She stared at me.

      Bhyr eased close to my back, so not an inch of me wasn’t pressed against him.

      The queen shifted forward. Buzzed. Rocked back. ‘The strong claim the strongest.’

      I stood firm.

      ‘Indira.’ Bhyr sounded strained. He didn’t want me standing in front of him.

      Too bad.

      ‘Can she understand me?’

      He choked a desperate laugh. ‘She has no receiver, but your message is clear.’ His chest heaved against my shoulder blades, almost knocking me over. ‘Get behind me.’

      ‘No. Translate.’ I looked the female in the eye. ‘You can’t have him.’ My voice hardened. ‘I understand you need to meet your breeding drive. You came here believing you deserve something, and maybe you do, but not him. Bhyr is mine. Choose someone else.’ I glanced at Cristina and Ashleigh out of the corner of my eye. ‘Choose from the males over there.’ I pointed at the remaining Horde who had refused to call Bhyr their leader. They didn’t want his protection? Fine. They wouldn’t get it. ‘They are not mated.’ It was cruel to use them to placate the last Aztekan females, but life was hard, they’d chosen to make it harder, and no one but them should suffer the consequences.

      A horrified protest rose from the exiles, swiftly quelled by the Horde.

      The queen inspected the offering. She hummed a flat note. Shivered and stretched. ‘Only the strongest.’ A swathe on her upper abdomen flashed orange in a threat display.

      Bhyr sucked in a breath. ‘Indira, beware.’

      You can’t back down. ‘No.’

      The orange flashed brighter. ‘Give the strongest.’

      ‘Choose from the defeated.’

      Bhyr hesitated and I shoved him. ‘Don’t. Tell her no.’ I had to wait her out.

      Negotiations were won by the party who held their ground, and I would not let him cave out of his need to protect me. I would not be moved.

      I am the wolf.

      Stains spread across her neck and face, vivid, incandescent. ‘Give the male.’

      ‘No.’

      She screeched. ‘Give.’

      ‘I’m saying no!’

      She swatted me.

      The blow came so fast, so sudden, I didn’t realise I was on the ground until I was.

      Someone screamed.

      Bhyr crouched over me and made a nightmarish noise.

      The queen grabbed him in her pincers and hopped back. Her crinkled wings unfurled to a span fifteen foot in length.

      They buzzed as they fluttered, sounding like the propellers of a drone.

      Snow swept into a tornado around her.

      Get the hell up.

      Anger morphed into a primal drive to protect what was mine. I was up. I bounded forward, and as she took off, I landed on her bony back. Her trajectory skewed, upset by my moving weight. We sank. She galloped along the ground, powered through, and then took us up. We climbed, gaining altitude at tremendous speed, the ground growing distant.

      Too high, too high.

      I hooked an arm around the twig of her neck.

      The jagged line of the horizon flipped as she tried to shake me. I hung on for dear life. I wrapped my legs around the stalk of her waist, and then dragged my antler blade across the see-through chitin emerging from the hump between her shoulders.

      She reared and shrieked, reaching for the gaping hole I hacked at with my knife.

      We dropped like stones.

      Air blurred my vision and buffeted my limbs. We twisted and twirled like skydivers.

      You better believe I was screaming.

      Blinding light cut through the sky. We slowed, the pressure of the air lessening.

      The queen snapped out the branches of her wings. She righted, gliding the last twenty feet to the ice with her stolen prize clutched to her breast.

      Head full of terror, I strangled her neck to stay seated.

      We met the ground.

      Snow exploded outwards, and the violent shock of it almost killed me.

      She cushioned the brunt of my landing, but god, Bhyr was under her, and then we were tumbling, and I was being dragged along the shattering ice, its edges broken glass. Her thorny exoskeleton punctured and cut my skin. Pops. Snaps. An ice shard sliced into my side.

      We slid to a stop.

      I’m alive.

      Breathless, a little dazed, but not dead.

      Then agony exploded from my lower leg.

      Don’t look, don’t look.

      My pain tolerance was higher nowadays, and I’d fallen from greater heights. The leg was attached. That was good. I yanked free the ice shard on a raw gasp of pain then tossed it.

      My side bled, but the wound wasn’t more than an inch deep. I applied pressure until the flow slowed. It’s fine, I told myself and rolled off the queen’s mangled body. I hit the ground, barked when my leg injury flared, and then lifted my head to catch my bearings.

      My antler knife had fused to my swollen fist. I couldn’t let it go if I tried. The wrist on my other arm looked unbroken but deformed, double its normal size. It must’ve jarred while wedged under the queen’s jawbone. My scalp was bloody from where some of my hair ripped out, and it stung, but was all surface damage.

      My nose dripped red, but whatever.

      The layers of pain blended into a single, overwhelming note I could drown out with sheer stubbornness.

      ‘Bhyr?’ I croaked. ‘Bhyr!’

      He lay limp beneath the queen, but twitched at the sound of my cries. She kept him pinned, her hips pressing his.

      Remembering why that was bad, I wedged my hand between their pelvises and jammed my broken knife into the flowering vagina immobilising my petrified mate.

      I rotated my wrist and shoved deeper.

      Fluid drenched my fist.

      ‘Get off!’ I shouted.

      The queen wailed and flung herself backwards.

      Lunging onto a knee, I chased after her. My right step held my weight, but as I shifted onto my left foot, my whole leg folded. White-hot pain set me on fire. So the leg was broken.

      The queen swiped her razored appendage at my neck, but I was already going down.

      Fighting through his paralysis, Bhyr rocked onto his front. He crawled after us, legs dragging behind. ‘Indira!’

      The queen swung for me.

      ‘Give,’ she shrilled.

      ‘No!’ I popped onto my knees and leaned forward. I absorbed a weaker smack from the flat of her arm instead of the lethal slice from her pincer.

      My ribs started aching.

      Her hench size gave her immense strength, but she wasn’t nimble. Her wings were dead weight. The right hindbranch was broken in two places. Hollow bones showed through the skin of the supporting pinion, and the thin membrane of the left forewing was shredded.

      I hope those fuckers sting.

      Their loss made her unbalanced, uncoordinated. She tried for me again, this time with her prehensile limb.

      I rolled my shoulder.

      ‘Die.’ The edge of her swing clubbed my chest.

      So that’s how it felt to be struck by a battering ram. My arm from the shoulder downward went limp, and there were fireworks behind my eyes.

      I fell flat on my back, blinking away the floaters.

      Her muscular foot pad hiked up to stomp my head. I flailed aside. It landed next to my ear, shattering the ice layer beneath us to the bedrock. ‘Die!’

      The queen wasn’t a trained warrior, but the fight was so beyond me, it wasn’t a joke.

      Run.

      Heart crashing, I tried to lever myself upright. My chest constricted so sharply, for a moment, everything went black. A gasp escaped as a rattle and I dropped back.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.

      My swollen fist hadn’t dropped my knife. The arm still worked. Use it. I slashed the thick-skinned hock below her backward knee joint.

      The queen stumbled.

      Bhyr appeared. Balanced on shaking legs, he slid his arms under me. He scooped me to his chest and spun to take the blow meant to finish me off.

      The crunch of his back armour and his full body flinch shuddered my frame.

      My fault, my fault.

      He collapsed, on his knees. ‘Can you run?’

      I wheezed, shook my head, eyes dripping tears.

      ‘Hold on.’ I felt his muscles bunch as he gathered his strength. ‘Do not let g–’ A pincer clamped around his neck and locked under his jaw.

      Shrieking, I stabbed it with the last of my strength.

      The pincer hefted him, and me with him, into the air then slammed us down.

      Bhyr roared, deep, primal.

      Flesh sizzled.

      The queen wailed and slammed us again.

      Again.

      ‘Die.’ The collisions rattled my bones, and on the third slam, I coughed. A glut of dark blood drenched my chin.

      Bhyr hadn’t moved since the second impact.

      I was afraid to look past his torso, in case his head was no longer attached.

      Heartbroken, I waited for the final blow.

      Taloned hands with shimmering olive scales touched me.

      Hands with downy fur the colour of aged gold, and hands with nacreous blue chitin attached themselves to some broken part of me and shifted me onto the ground.

      Tears blurred my sight.

      I protested by jiggling my right foot. It was the sole part of me that didn’t ache. Bhyr and I shouldn’t die separated.

      A handsome alien face with freaky eyes and a feathered crest standing erect on his skull popped into view.

      ‘Still with us?’ His voice was piercing trills and sonorous croaks. My translation device worked despite my head feeling twice its normal size. I understood him fine. ‘You stay alive.’

      My eyes followed him.

      Even that hurt.

      ‘Where is it? I know I put it in here.’ Feather Head tossed items from a tactical pack. He unearthed a quartz wand embedded with gems. He tapped it to my neck.

      A wash of cold dulled the roaring pain swallowing me whole into a distant throb.

      Feather Head was my new favourite person.

      ‘That feels amazing.’ My mangled lips spoke English. I heard, ‘Ahteelsaashhing.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I gave you the expensive drugs. Liberated from the Zozon the moontide before last, so it’s fresh, and they have strict harvesting laws. No harm came to the donors, on my honour.’ Feather Head flashed vampire teeth. His words sounded disingenuous all of a sudden. ‘You’re fearless, female. That was the best fight I’ve seen since an eggling. But you’ve had your tail yanked hard.’

      Giving him big eyes, I nodded, rather, my head kind of flopped to the side.

      He patted my dislocated shoulder and warbled when I whimpered. ‘You won. That’s all anyone will remember.’ He started plucking at my hair.

      Is he grooming me?

      ‘Don’t worry about my fee. I’ll profit from this story for solars. News about humans is the hottest tradable commodity this side of the ‘verse.’

      ‘She lives?’ a voice asked.

      My heart soared.

      ‘Move.’ Bhyr shoved Feather Head aside. The gouging wounds to his throat and face scarred over before my eyes. ‘Indira?’ He sounded broken.

      Sliding my body onto his lap, he cradled my head.

      This is so nice.

      I couldn’t feel my body, though, and I cried a little.

      ‘Speak.’

      ‘Love you.’ It escaped less garbled.

      ‘Good.’

      Darkness hit me like a freight train.
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      I was conscious. Weak and dizzy, but awake.

      Wailing.

      ‘Cris….’ I cleared my throat. ‘Cristina?’

      The caterwauling ended. A warm palm settled on my forehead. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘For the last time, you cannot sing.’

      A gravid pause.

      ‘I’m so happy you’re alive.’

      I peeled open my eyelids. ‘Me, too.’ I struggled onto my elbows and peered around.

      The room I lay in was unfamiliar and uncomfortably warm. Roundish. Glowing vines ran along creases in the ceiling. There was a big entrance, but the space between it looked semi-solid, a grey mist veiling us from the corridor.

      The air smelt alien.

      My breathing increased.

      ‘Hey now.’ Cristina rubbed soothing circles on my back. ‘Breathe. We’re in the medical ward onboard the Rä spaceship.’

      I snapped upright. ‘He did it again. I will murder his face.’

      ‘No, no.’ She laughed. ‘We’re on Vøtkyr. The First has been here every moment he isn’t off piecing things back together. He brought you here because Rä healing is gentler than Aztekan. It was also closer. You were a mess.’ She eyed me up and down. ‘How much do you remember?’

      Relief sapped me of energy and my back bowed. ‘All of it.’

      ‘Good. Hiss Boldly at the Dark Sun had concerns. You cracked that hard head of yours, and he worried you might suffer amnesia once he’d finished the repair.’ She nodded when I looked at her in alarm. ‘You heard me. A fractured skull, breaks of the tibia and fibula, dislocated shoulder, sprained wrist, collapsed lung, internal bleeding from a liver laceration, and so many cuts and bruises, we gave up counting around eighty.’ Her voice was light, but her expression was awful. ‘You also have a bald patch behind your ear. It’s not attractive.’

      ‘Bhyr?’ I asked.

      ‘He’s doing better. Venomous, Beowyn and Ohx had to wrestle him, so he didn’t hurt anyone, but he calmed down as soon as Hiss Boldly stabilised you. He was amazed. You didn’t sustain a single injury that would have threatened your life on its own.’

      ‘Uh huh. They didn’t hurt Bhyr? Did they?’

      She snorted. ‘No.’

      I looked down at my body.

      I prodded areas of skin that appeared lighter and felt tender compared to the surrounding tissue. The Rä surgeon had done a superb job.

      ‘There was a bird who was also a man.’ I fanned my fingers over my head. ‘Feathers.’

      Cristina chortled. ‘Captain Serenvox? He’s Baxnonian. A trader the First hired.’

      A story for another time.

      ‘What happened to the queen and her followers?’ I asked. ‘Did Venomous and ThunderClaw kill them?’

      Cristina stared. ‘No.’

      ‘The Horde?’ It surprised me they intervened. It had been a Challenge between female dominants. Even Bhyr inserting himself to save me when it was clear I was about to lose would be dishonourable in their eyes.

      ‘Bihter helped with his Gift when you dragged that bitch out of the sky, but Indie, you killed her.’

      I stilled. ‘Did I?’

      ‘You rammed a knife up her cunt. Death was pretty much a given.’ Cristina snorted. ‘Bihter says that area of their body paralyses a male, but also leaves them vulnerable. You ruptured something inside her and she bled out. The last bit? Where she slapped you with the ground? Those were dying spasms.’ Her mouth pinched. ‘She wanted to take you with her.’

      Okay then.

      Fat tears seeped from my inner eyes to wet the crease of my nose and tickle my jaw.

      Cristina sighed. ‘It was the right thing to do, you know?’

      Touching my chin to my chest, I scrubbed the tears from my face. ‘What?’

      ‘Freeing them. It was the right thing to do.’ Cristina blotted my cheeks with her sleeve. ‘She made her choice.’

      ‘She didn’t know better.’

      ‘Maybe. It was still the right thing to do. You should cry, but do so knowing you did the best you could.’

      ‘Her minions?’

      ‘Grabbed males from the defeated and took off like their asses were on fire. Good riddance as far as I’m concerned.’ She sniffed.

      I couldn’t agree more.

      ‘She’s dead, and I’m healed?’ I double checked.

      ‘Don’t even think about getting out of that bed. I see the look in your eye.’ Cristina’s fists went to her hips. ‘You should be dead, too, Indie. After the fight, you looked inhuman. Bones sticking out and blood fountaining from every goddamned orifice.’ Pallor greying, she shook free of the memory. ‘Yes, you’re healed. The changes from the healing pod gave you an edge, but you shouldn’t have survived. Why do you think the First lost his mind? You weren’t supposed to be quite so resilient.’ She squinted. ‘It was a mystery. With the First’s permission, Hiss Boldly ran tests on you while you were under.’ Her gaze swept over me. She perched on the edge of the table to fuss over me. ‘He confirmed you’re different now. Genetically.’

      I scowled. ‘We all are.’

      ‘Some more than others.’

      Disgruntled, I batted away her hands. The dress I wore was a gauzy thing the colour of charcoal. My arms, back and feet were bare. They had been painted in waede with Vøtkyrnai glyphs and symbols. I scrunched my toes, wondering of their significance. From what I could decipher, the design recited what happened during the battle in poetic verse.

      ‘Hiss Boldly says it’s a combination of factors,’ Cristina said. ‘The alterations from the healing pods. The suns’ radiation, the food, the water. Energy coming from the planet core.’ She held my hand. ‘Do you remember how dazed we were when we first landed here? Before the Testing.’

      ‘Well, of course, we were. The transition was stressful. We’d been abducted.’

      ‘Uh huh. We were also sick. Our bodies were in a state of flux. Those of us who have been out in the suns, eating raw foods and wandering the land will have absorbed the planet’s radiation before our bodies settled into their unchanging forms.’ She gave me a pointed look. ‘Are you following?’

      I was. ‘Oh.’

      ‘You went traipsing over Vøtkyr on your own, in a move I haven’t yet decided was genius or idiotic, and absorbed more of the aforementioned. You’ve changed the most.’

      ‘I have not.’ I had but I didn’t like her saying so. I’d pushed my body to extremes I know would have broken it before I’d been augmented. ‘Perfect. Just perfect.’

      Cristina ignored me. ‘It’s why when you fought the queen, she didn’t crush you with the first blow.’ She paused, eyes twinkling. ‘She just kicked your ass. Your reputation took a serious hit, by the way.’

      I scrubbed my palms over my face. ‘Go on, then. Get it out of your system.’

      ‘What?’ She touched her fingers to her breast. ‘Are you insinuating I’d tease you?’

      ‘It’s sort of our thing, and I’m kind of a freak show.’

      Smile disappearing, Cristina kissed her teeth. ‘Don’t be basic. You know you’re awesome. You tackled the queen while the Horde stood back. Afraid.’ She nudged me with her shoulder. ‘They’re boasting about you. The same way they do about the First. They call you First Female, thumping their chests, all serious and shit.’ She laughed. ’It’s cute.’

      ‘First Female?’

      ‘It’s a new era. We have a First Male, too. A new calendar. The whole shebang.’

      ‘How embarrassing.’

      She shrugged. ‘You brought it on yourself.’

      ‘She tried to take Bhyr! What was I supposed to do?’

      She grabbed her crotch and pretended to quail. ‘Don’t stab me.’ When I growled, she tugged on my skirt and avoided my gaze. ‘You scared me.’

      ‘Didn’t mean to.’

      ‘I know.’ She finally looked up, eyes shiny. ‘Best day of my life when I met you.’

      ‘Didn’t you throw your sippy cup at my head?’

      ‘You have to let that go.’ She swallowed. ‘We’re supposed to grow old together, our mates beside us, so no more heroics.’

      ‘Hm. I can’t promise not to get into danger, but I will promise to drag you with me next time I go adventuring.’ I wiggled my little finger.

      She hooked it with hers.

      ‘Deal.’ She sniffled. ‘You look pretty.’

      I glanced down at the dress. ‘Thanks. So do you.’ Her braided coronet looked fierce.

      ‘I woke up like this.’

      ‘You’re so funny. Now get me out of this place before that thing in the corner eats me.’

      ‘It’s a Zýt. It’s harmless.’

      ‘Get. Me. Out. Of. Here.’

      Having dragged on leggings under my dress, wrapped on my boots, and draped myself in a hooded cape, I navigated the snaking hallways of the Rä ship. The mist doorway was called the haze. Cristina tried to explain it to me, but once she started talking about being careful as it could turn solid and trap me inside it, I stopped listening for the sake of my mental health.

      A bubbly feeling built in my stomach at the knowledge I’d get to see Bhyr soon.

      We were about to leave the ship when I stopped.

      Holding up a hand to stall Cristina’s questions, I turned, hearing a heated argument bustling towards us.

      ‘You don’t honestly believe Indira is going to ignore the First when she wakes up?’ a disgruntled voice asked.

      ‘Probably not. She’s weak when it comes to him.’ Ashleigh turned the corner and pinked when she spotted me waiting. ‘Erm. Hi.’

      ‘Ouch.’ I folded my hands over my heart. ‘Warn a girl.’

      Cristina snickered.

      Mayumi paced. ‘I want my Drayg. I miss him.’

      ‘They’ve not grovelled enough,’ Ashleigh said.

      ‘You are drunk on power.’ Mayumi threw up her hands. ‘We made our point. Now we’re being spiteful.’ She spared me a harassed smile. ‘First. It’s good you’re awake.’

      I’d peeked behind me before it clicked. She referred to me. ‘Um, thanks?’

      ‘We hold the line,’ Ashleigh declared with the fervour of a union rep. I half expected her to unfurl a flag and blow a bugle.

      Done with playing games, Mayumi shoved Ashleigh aside, a surprising level of strength powering through her diminutive frame. Bellowing for her mate, she left the ship at a sprint. Drayg appeared as if by magic, his face brightening.

      Mayumi threw her arms around his neck as he swept her off her feet and spun her around.

      I rubbed my chest. ‘Aw.’

      ‘I can’t believe she broke the line.’ Ashleigh pinched the bridge of her nose. She looked at me. ‘You feeling okay? How’s that bald patch coming along?’

      ‘It’s fine.’ I mock glared. ‘I’ve been better, but I think everything is going to be good now. It helps.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Ashleigh glanced around until her eyes lit on Ohx. ‘We’re going to be fine. I’ll update you on the official stuff you missed later. If you’ll excuse me, I have a mate to torture with silence.’

      She marched down the ramp and sashayed past Ohx, whose open arms dropped along with his joyous expression. He bolted after her.

      I chuckled. ‘It’s been days. You’re still punishing them?’

      ‘You have no idea,’ Cristina said with relish. ‘Except for Mayumi, the turncoat, it’s been brutal. Trust me. They will never make this mistake again.’

      Bihter sidled up.

      Her manner switched. ‘I swear, Indie, Vayhalun is paradise.’ She gushed, while ignoring her frustrated mate. ‘I might go back there. There’s sunshine. The kind that makes your skin glossy and golden and smell like salt. Alien palm trees that are so pretty. Sandy beaches. Warm, crystal clear water as far as the eye can see.’

      ‘We have beaches,’ Bihter said loudly. He flung an arm towards the barren, wintry strip of pebbles being beaten by a choppy crash of waves.

      Cristina blinked.

      She turned back to me. ‘And the food. Orgasmic. I put on three pounds. Worth it.’

      ‘There is delicious food here.’ Bihter smacked a fist into his open palm. ‘I feed you well.’

      ‘You didn’t serenade me and hand feed me cake.’

      ‘Seriously?’ I felt a tad jealous at the visual.

      ‘It was heaven.’

      Cristina’s gaze slid to the side when Bihter made a rough noise of sadness.

      ‘He really did miss you,’ I confided.

      Shooting me an exasperated look, she rolled her eyes. ‘You’re on his side?’

      ‘He was brave, he fought like mad to bring you home, and he saved my life.’

      She gasped. ‘Really?’ She whirled to face him. ‘Oh, Sweetheart–’

      Walking past, He, Fiercely Comes the Night shuddered.

      ‘–I love you.’ She reached as if to stroke his cheek, but instead grabbed his spiky ear and gave it a vicious twist. ‘That said, don’t you ever pull this shit again.’ Her lip curled. ‘Do you hear me?’

      He swallowed. ‘Yes.’ He picked her up and buried his face in her neck. ‘I missed you, my cloudless sky.’

      She planted a scorching kiss on his lips, which segued into them making out like horny teenagers at a rave.

      Gagging at the borderline pornographic public display of affection, I wandered off to give them privacy. Waving to the warriors that hailed me, I searched for Bhyr. I gave up. I didn’t want to distract him if he did something important.

      Our reunion could wait.

      People celebrated, an air of jubilation turning the air honeyed despite the sobering fate of our enemy. I felt detached. I ended up sitting alone away from the encampment, embracing the wilderness I’d learned to thrive in. Stars that never slept on Vøtkyr twinkled. They were familiar in design yet alien in formation. Wind tangled my hair and rustled my dress. The sun warmed my face. The cold ground was an old friend.

      My body relaxed.

      Bihter was right. The sea was stunning. I made a mental note to suggest the site to Mayumi as a hotel location.

      Picturesque as the coast was…. ‘I should have stayed on the spaceship.’

      Vayhalun sounded amazing. Maybe I’d visit the Verak planet another time.

      King ThunderClaw seemed a nice enough guy–if a bit lecherous–and it would be nice to meet Lumen and Sìne.

      The heat of Bhyr’s body settled next to me.

      ‘I’m proud of you,’ I said.

      He pushed my hood down to better see my face. ‘Why?’

      I twisted my head to gape at him. I wasn’t prepared. He dazzled me. ‘For everything you accomplished.’

      Being a hero wasn’t slaughtering your enemies.

      It was the everyday hard choices. It was choosing to do the right thing even if it caused you pain. It was striving to be better than you were the day before. Bhyr was my hero not because he’d won a war, but because he’d ended one.

      ‘Everything I accomplished.’ His arms folded around me and pulled me onto his lap. ‘Silly female. Who am I without you? Everything I accomplished, I did because of you.’ He cupped my cheek. ‘How can you not know, I did it for you.’

      ‘Oh.’ I gazed into his alien eyes. My future unfolded in a radiant banner. ‘Take me home and put me on my belly.’

      ‘Human, you think to command me?’

      ‘Oh, yes. Haven’t you heard? I’m First Female.’ I kissed the space between his nose slits, grinning at his expression. ‘My word is Law.’

      ‘So it is. I spoke with Zython’s Avatar.’ A quiet look of satisfaction claimed his face. ‘I am forgiven.’

      I licked the hinge of his jaw. ‘I’m so glad.’ It had troubled him to be Venomous One’s enemy. I’d worried the Rä male wouldn’t abide forgiving Bhyr’s trespass, however, that same male had rushed across the universe at the Great Alpha’s behest to help Bhyr win his war.

      ‘We spoke of marriage.’

      I stroked a finger over the clasp of his breechclout, the hearing part of my mind disconnected with the reasoning part. ‘Uh huh.’

      Proving he was on a wavelength that didn’t include removing said breechclout, Bhyr dropped me off his lap then went to his knees.

      My brain realigned with a fizz. ‘What fresh hell is this?’

      ‘Marriage me.’

      My face burned.

      ‘Say yes.’

      ‘Do you understand what that word means?’

      ‘It is a ceremony to bind you to me in your human way.’ He straightened his shoulders. ‘There will be vows. I will put golden rings on your fingers. There will be burned, leavened grain coated in sweet.’

      His face contorted.

      ‘Cake,’ I corrected.

      ‘Supplicants will give tithes.’

      ‘Friends will bring gifts.’

      ‘I will buy you new things, trade for old things, and raid for stolen things.’ He paused then said with deep contemplation. ‘I am the blue thing.’

      I bit my cheek. ‘That sounds mostly legal, but do you know what I’d love for our marriage ceremony?’ He braced. ‘For you to ride a goodbeast to the alter. Ohx will play his drum.’ He blinked. ‘I’ll wear a fur wrap you make from a beast you’ve hunted.’ It would do for a sari. ‘The Horde will cover our hands and feet in waede glyphs for good fortune.’ Bhyr’s mouth widened and his eyes narrowed as he smiled. ‘We will walk around the Mother Rock in the Gathering Grotto, and take our first steps as husband and wife.’ I grinned, knowing he’d love the next bit. ‘Then you will mark me here,’ I pointed between my brows. ‘with waede to show I am claimed.’ It wouldn’t be the most traditional Indian wedding, but close enough.

      ‘You will be mine and stay with me always.’ He hesitated. ‘And you will be happy?’

      I cupped the sides of his neck. ‘Will you?’

      His gaze softened. ‘Will you honour me with an heir?’

      Heir.

      Not son.

      Oh, Bhyr. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Then we will be happy. Marriage me.’

      ‘As if I’d tell you no.’

      He kissed me.

      A cheer went up from behind us.

      I startled and whipped around to find everyone gathered a short distance away, big smiles on their faces.

      Cristina was on Bihter’s shoulders waving her arms in the air and giggling like a madwoman. ‘Woohoo! Hashtag Destination Wedding!’

      Ashleigh gawped at her from where she snuggled into Ohx’s embrace. ‘You’re pregnant. Get down from there.’

      Bihter froze, head snapping back so he could stare at his mate. ‘Wait. What?’

      Laughing into my hands, I leaned into Bhyr’s side, feeling I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      Home.
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      ‘Sir,’ I greeted.

      ‘Indira.’ Prime Minister Weston’s bright blue eyes popped from their sockets. ‘Good God.’ She clutched the pearls at her throat, staring as if she’d seen a ghost. ‘We thought you were dead.’

      ‘Not yet.’ I laughed, rueful. ‘Just relocated.’

      Weston blew out a breath. ‘Are you set to return?’

      ‘That depends on you,’ I replied.

      ‘Oh? How so?’ Her eyes went huge and her face pale.

      I twisted my head and smiled as Bhyr stepped from the shadows and stopped at my side. He inclined his head. ‘Good Greetings, human leader.’

      ‘Prime Minister Weston,’ I mumbled in correction.

      Flustered, Weston tugged on her tweed jacket and offered a cordial nod. ‘You are?’

      ‘I am the First Male of the Aztekan Horde and the Avatar of Destruction.’

      ‘I wish I could say this was a pleasure, but if you are the leader of your species, then it was you who approved the attack on my country.’

      ‘Yes, I let loose my warriors upon Earth.’

      ‘I half expected denial.’

      ‘I confessed my error in judgement to the Intergalactic Alliance and have been penalised. There would be no long term benefit if I told you falsehoods to garner your esteem. I have no desire to justify my actions to you, but I will say my invasion of Earth is an action I have in some ways come to regret.’ He studied her. ‘It is not in my nature to bend my neck to a lesser, but I would deal with you fairly, female.’

      ‘Female,’ she uttered, scandalised. ‘Lesser.’

      Unable to help myself, and desperate to soothe her rumpled feathers, I jumped in. ‘It’s not an insult.’ Not anymore, at least. I’d seen to that. ‘He means “female” in the manner we would say Sir.’

      ‘And the lesser remark?’ she demanded, querulous.

      I flashed her empty palms. What did she want me to say? Bhyr would never apologise, and to him, she was lesser.

      ‘His species is old and feared,’ I said. ‘If he wanted, he could destroy Earth as he has other planets. To someone like him, you are a lesser, but isn’t it down to you as the elected leader of Britain to prove him wrong?’ Bhyr would come to a treaty with her because he wanted to atone for his sins, but he would never respect her as an ally and an equal unless she earned rather than demanded his regard.

      Her expression cycled through a number of unpleasant emotions.

      She settled on grudging acceptance. ‘Understood.’

      Bowing my head, I stepped into the background, relieved she still trusted me enough to heed my council.

      Weston folded her arms, a solid gold wristwatch catching the light. ‘Alien, you may call me Diane. May I have your name in return?’

      ‘First,’ Bhyr replied coolly.

      I bit my lip, rolling my eyes to the heavens for guidance.

      Diplomatic relations took time. I knew this. However, it was staggering how having a personal stake in the outcome stripped away all pretensions of neutrality.

      ‘Well, First, you made contact,’ Weston said. ‘What is it you wish to discuss? Were the innocent women you kidnapped from their homes not to your liking? Will you be returning them to their distraught loved ones?’

      Cringing at the chill in her voice, I looked pointedly at Bhyr, urging him to talk fast before we lost any hope of a peaceful discourse to her wounded sense of pride.

      Bhyr had stolen these people on her watch. She wouldn’t make it easy on him.

      I couldn’t find it in myself to blame her.

      ‘As I mentioned, I have paid my fines and been sanctioned.’ He cleared his throat. ‘However, I wish to make reparations to Earth directly.’

      ‘Oh?’ Her hands steepled. ‘What are you offering?’

      Bhyr recited a list of technology he would gift Earth.

      ‘I see. Hold on.’ Weston’s voice climbed a pitch from suppressed excitement. ‘I need to call some people in.’

      ‘I will allow it,’ Bhyr said.

      Weston shot me a dark look, and I offered a blank one in return. Once her people were in the room and she’d updated them on the particulars, Weston returned her focus to us. Her demeanour was less confrontational, but far more suspicious. ‘What do you want in return for all this?’

      Bhyr glanced at me, a silent request for help.

      I stepped into the foreground and laced my hands at my waist. ‘It’s a gift. Given with our best wishes. We have high hopes for a peaceful future between our species.’

      ‘Very pretty, Indira.’ Her eyes glittered, voice dry. ‘But then you were my best.’ She sighed. ‘What is it you want?’

      I shrugged a shoulder, the curve of my lips razor sharp. ‘Just permission for the Horde to visit and mingle, sir.’

      She blinked. Her rigid stance eased. ‘I don’t follow.’

      ‘They want to vacation here?’ Someone shushed the incredulous, off-screen voice.

      ‘The Horde need women.’ I winced, knowing how shady it would sound.

      ‘Women.’ Her eyes hardened. ‘Are you suggesting I hand over my countrymen to be… to be manhandled by extra terrestrials?’ Her face flushed pink with her indignant spluttering.

      ‘Of course not,’ I said. ‘The Horde lost their females after, um, a group of religious fanatics murdered them.’

      It was the truth, if a highly edited and condensed version of it that left off the meat.

      Bhyr gave me side eye.

      Weston calmed. Her colour returned to normal. ‘Oh?’ She frowned. ‘Our condolences.’

      ‘Thank you. The Azteka need females so their race doesn’t become extinct. It’s why they visited Earth. They now wish to meet human women in a manner more in keeping with our moral code.’

      She pursed her lips. ‘You’ve left much unsaid.’

      ‘I have.’ She knew me. Lying would only make her difficult. ‘But it would be better if we scheduled a more official meeting where we sit and iron out the particulars of what we agree here today.’ I smiled in encouragement. ‘You get to shake hands. A few speeches and careful public appearances with our representatives to restore goodwill towards the Horde itself.’ We had massive public relations problems to resolve. It would take years to improve how the people of Earth perceived the Azteka, and the Horde would soon have competition for human female attention.

      The Verak were the sexiest people I’d ever met. The Rä the most endearing.

      In comparison, the Horde males were rough, their charms taking longer to shine through.

      ‘Yes. Yes.’ Her face brightened, envisioning the benefits should such a thing occur.

      ‘It would also allow us to reintroduce two other species you might wish to negotiate further treaties with.’

      I’d give the Horde a head start, but we owed the Verak and Rä this opportunity.

      Because of the Azteka’s new Extinction Risk status, they were allowed to approach all Registered Sentient species to test for compatibility. Through their treaties with us, the Rä and Verak had the right to interact with Earth alongside us without incurring penalties from the Intergalactic Alliance.

      ‘Yes. Excellent. Much obliged. It would be best if you came home now.’ Weston stated it as if my capitulation were a surety. ‘I need you more than ever and your personal experiences will be invaluable during the upcoming negotiations.’

      ‘Ah.’ I paused. ‘I won’t be coming back as your Aide, but as the First Female of the Azteka Horde and Avatar of Creation.’ Bhyr put an arm around my middle, and my shoulders dropped from where they’d climbed around my ears. ‘I’m needed here. You understand?’

      Weston was silent. ‘I see.’

      ‘She is mine,’ Bhyr said. ‘My beloved mate.’

      Weston’s gaze pinged between us.

      I cleared my throat and blushed. ‘There’s a lot of good we can accomplish together, Prime Minster.’

      She studied me for a moment, then smiled, eyes crinkling. ‘I think you’re right.’

      Exhaling, I shot a relieved look at Bhyr before turning back to face my old boss. Time for the hard bit. ‘My grandfather….’ My throat closed. The pain of his loss wasn’t as cutting as it had been, but it remained enough to rob me of breath.

      Weston’s face softened. ‘He was found. Your relatives held a funeral and gave him last rites. One was held for you too,’ she added, wry. ‘Lots of women will be coming back from the dead.’

      ‘Many won’t,’ a male voice said icily off screen.

      Weston glared to the left and made a sharp gesture.

      Ignoring the byplay–the man had a valid point–I blinked back tears. Babi was at rest. ‘Thank you, Sir.’

      ‘Of course.’ She hesitated. ‘You were missed.’

      ‘That went better than expected,’ Bhyr remarked.

      After the impromptu summit had ended, I’d been dead on my feet, more tired than usual.

      Unravelling my braid, I trawled my fingers through my hair, watching him remove the scanty piece of leather he called clothing before he focused on mine. ‘She’s a smart woman. You offered to make the one of the most influential world leaders of all time.’ I lifted up my arms so he could unwrap my top. I leaned into him, making him click in annoyance when it impeded him removing my leathers. ‘No elected official in their right mind would have turned you down.’

      ‘I brought death and grief to your world.’ He said it without shame. So matter-of-fact, I knew he’d processed his involvement with the whole messy thing and made up his mind to do what he could to rectify his mistakes without miring himself in regret.

      It was a cutthroat way to live, but healthier than striving to do the impossible: undo what had already been done.

      I touched his cheek. ‘You also brought life and hope. With your contributions to medical science, you’ll save millions more than you killed. That’s no a small thing.’

      He nodded, solemn.

      I raked my teeth over my bottom lip. ‘I do wish you’d been tight-fisted with the weaponry.’

      ‘It was what they demanded as recompense for the raid and cost of human life.’ He shrugged, unconcerned. ‘It would have been petty to refuse considering its condition.’

      I frowned. ‘It’s broken?’

      ‘Everything offered is fully operational. It is simply old technology we no longer use. It was gathering space dust. Our systems are far more advanced, but I think it is best if Earth adapts before we hand them the world killers.’

      I thought of what humans had done with swords, guns, bombs and nuclear weapons.

      Giving them weapons that could potentially wipe out life on other planets? ‘I agree.’ I was unnerved by the revelation the Horde were still more advanced than mankind by such a multitude. The schematics I’d seen for the weaponised space stations suggested they were incredibly powerful.

      Enough to hold off an invading armada.

      The military commanders had been in raptures once they’d grasped exactly what they’d be getting in return for opening up Earth to official alien visitations. They’d self-combust if they knew there was more incoming. I cringed, making a mental note to guide Bhyr into offering Earth technology designed to extend and preserve life. A way to repair the atmosphere, produce greater quantities of food, and improve the planetary infrastructure so humans might explore the Earth’s untouched wonders. There were countless people who would jump on those innovations and make the most of them.

      ‘An automated defence system to patrol our corner of the universe will keep the more predatory species from treating Earth as their playground,’ I admitted. Lumen and Sìne had explained all about the monstrous Dei San pirates, and how they roamed the universe looking for prey. I shuddered at the tales they’d told of their personal experiences. ‘It’ll also go a long way to helping humanity become registered with the Intergalactic Alliance as Advanced Sentients.’

      I opened my mouth to ask about how best to go about introducing the human ideal of “dating” to the Horde, but yawned, fatigued after spending the day engaged in negotiations.

      I hopped onto the mattress and rolled over it, sighing my happiness. I gathered a fur to my middle and snuggled in.

      Bhyr curled around me.

      I placed our hands together over my bump. I thought of how happy Babi would have been at my growing family.

      ‘They are getting big.’ He sounded happy. At peace.

      My alien mate kissed the nape of my neck.

      ‘You don’t have to tell me. I’m sure you willed these babies to be boys. Girls would have been kinder to my kidneys.’

      ‘We will have girls next time,’ he said, half asleep.

      That settled inside me. I smiled. ‘Okay.’

      ‘I love you, my Indira.’

      ‘Good.’

      He roused to full alertness.

      I sent him a smug look over my shoulder. ‘Like how that feels?’

      Bhyr tucked his face into the crook of my neck and laughed.
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      ‘The summit is going well.’ I beamed at Lumen. ‘Everyone is being well behaved.’

      She laughed. ‘For now.’

      ‘Gah. Don’t jinx it.’

      ‘It’s a shame Cristina couldn’t come.’ Lumen pouted. ‘I know she has Ashleigh and Mayumi, but I miss her.’

      ‘She didn’t want the baby born away from the nest.’

      During the aftermath of the Civil War on Vøtkyr, Bhyr and I had our twins, then visited Vayhalun to meet Lumen, her son Bravest, and her third mate, He, Cobra that Strikes. Cristina and Bihter had gone with us, Bihter keen to see Commander SnowBlade, and Sìne’s rambunctious daughter Fergie. Lumen and Cristina had hit it off in a big way. Beowyn pouted about it, until he and Cristina went dancing on Paniki Pleasure Station, and came back with matching tramp stamps. It helped both women were newly pregnant, Lumen for the second time in so many years. Cristina also pregnant for a second time in less than a year as it was apparent Bihter only had to look at her to get her knocked up. ‘So much for one and done,’ she’d sighed dramatically the day I’d left, stroking her stomach and glowing with health. Rä-human pregnancies were swift, so Lumen was further along, but they enjoyed being bump buddies for a few weeks.

      Much to my surprise, and his, Cobra and I formed a close friendship. His skills with a blade were a thing of beauty, and he was teaching me how to hunt and survive in arid climates like his homeworld, Rök. Bhyr had been horrendously jealous of our connection until he’d seen first hand the devotion Cobra showered on his mate. Literally. We’d happened across them having sex in a corridor, and it was clear the male cherished her.

      It had taken me days to get the images of them out of my head, especially when they kept reinforcing them with new ones. Lumen and her three mates weren’t shy.

      I caught her sending me a hesitant look. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Captain Serenvox vanished into restricted space.’

      I shrugged. ‘Nobody said he had to stick around for the whole thing. He was trading for a silent Zozon partner. If his business concluded, it’s logical he’d leave to get a jump on the market.’

      ‘I saw him when he was leaving. He seemed…guilty.’

      I patted her arm. ‘Don’t stress. It’s bad for the baby. I’m sure everything is fine.’

      ‘Speaking of babies, I don’t think Grhym will give us our children back.’

      I thought of how devoted the surly warrior was to the twins and how smitten he’d been once he’d met Bravest. When Lumen and I asked him to take them for the day, he’d been so beside himself with joy, he’d cracked a smile.

      ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I hope he finds someone to give him the family he longs for soon.’

      The SonCom Sìne had sent me as a gift chimed.

      Lumen sighed. ‘Answer it.’

      We listened in horror.

      After the static-laden connection abruptly ended in silence, I nibbled my lip. ‘You don’t think we need to, you know, intervene.’

      We exchanged looks.

      ‘Nah,’ we chorused.

      The cocoon-shaped mass on my bed cracked, the noise bouncing off the walls.

      Lumen jumped. ‘Christ.’

      Heart thumping, I shooed her out the room. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow or something.’

      She rubbernecked from the door. Her eyes were huge at the crackling, shattering sounds. ‘You’ll be okay?’

      I laughed. ‘I’ll be fine.’

      The door closed on her dubious expression.

      Flustered, I rushed back in time for the last pieces of diamond-hard carapace to fall away. I climbed onto the bed, then found myself dragged under a hot body that pressed between my legs. I hooked my feet around his knees and looped my arms around his shoulders. His flesh was smooth as silk, not a scar in sight, and so beautifully bright and blue.

      He clicked low his throat, nose slits flaring as pearlescent eyes roamed my face. ‘Indira.’

      I smiled. ‘Bhyr.’
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      Thank you for reading!

      If you have time to spare, please leave a review. They are very helpful, and contribute to writer’s development of their craft.

      Until next time.

      –P xx
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