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CHAPTER ONE
Ilaria~
Bright lights assaulted her eyes. Distorted sounds and piercing shrieks above her made her ears feel as though they were bleeding. Her bones ached, her muscles cramped and screamed in agony, and uncontrollable shudders wracked her body.
It felt like she was being submerged in ice, so cold she worried her skin would shatter and leave her insides exposed to the same pervasive chill.
Her heart beating was a painful banging against her ribs, the blood pumping through her veins felt like acid.
Ilaria couldn't move, could barely breathe, struggling to adapt to the sudden feeling of being forcibly thrust into her physical body after so long adrift.
What was happening? Where was her steward? Where was the comfort of waking slowly? The soothing chants sung by the steward's apprentices, the gentle coaxing that would allow her etheric form time to reconnect to her physical body?
The voices around her became clearer, sharper, harsher immediately after the burning hot stab of something in her arm. The vibration of her own voice felt like jagged spears being raked up and out of her throat.
"I told you this would happen if you bypassed the pod's failsafe!"
Male. That furious voice was male.
A female voice answered, her words colder than the ice to crack Ilaria's skin to brittle pieces.
 "I bought you from the slave market, healer, to revive this Matavei. If she dies because of your incompetence, I will flay the twisted skin from you one slice at a time until you are no more than a quivering mass of exposed muscle."
"I heard you the first ten times you made this threat." the male snapped back, his touch on her overly-stimulated body rough, agonizing like thousands of needles piercing her flesh as he fought to help her.
"Yet it does not make one bit of difference. Those pods were designed to wake the occupant slowly, over a pre-determined period to avoid this kind of shock. It is not my incompetence that could kill her. It is your impatience."
Whatever the cruel female would have said in reply was lost, as the pain overcame Ilaria's senses, pulling her down into the blissful oblivion of unconsciousness.
 

"You are awake."
That voice. Ilaria remembered that voice.
She carefully opened her eyes, squinting against the harsh glare of lights. Pain immediately flared around what felt like someone's arm shoved down her throat when she swallowed and tried to speak.
She struggled to move, but her body didn't respond. A scream welled up as the terror consumed her, her mind giving way to panic because she knew something had gone horribly wrong.
She was paralyzed from her lips down.
 Ilaria made no sound that she was aware of, but a mechanical shriek sounded in the room nearby. She fought her own body, silently crying out for someone to help her, but the familiar buzz of her telepathic wave was utterly absent.
A hideous face filled her vision as the male leaned over her, scarred like...like...someone she knew. Who?
Ilaria struggled to grasp the memory, but fear had her trapped and fighting desperately to find a way to force her body to respond.
"Don't be afraid. My name is, Aley. I'm sorry this is the first face you see upon waking, I know it was not what you were expecting."
Scars slashed across his face, some old, some new, some flat and others that were raised and red, like burns.
One such scar had almost taken his eye, but by some miracle had only pulled his brow down in a deformed twist of melted looking tissue.
His lips were the only untouched part of his face, full and soft, curved into a tender smile.
Ilaria found kindness in the red-gold color of his eyes, focusing on them as she waged a silent war within herself, struggling to close off all her other senses.
"You were Awoken far too soon, and without the proper protocols to ease your transition. The paralysis will wear off, and scans indicate your physical body is in perfect health."
Ilaria made a gurgling sound, trying to speak around the obstruction in her throat. Aley winced above her in sympathy.
"I know that must hurt, but the tube is the only thing keeping you alive. You are not able yet to breathe on your own. We're going to have to find a way to communicate for the time being, can you squeeze my hand?"
Was he holding her hand? She couldn't feel it, but she could feel the tears that slid down her cheeks. Aley soothed her with a gentle sound, drying the scalding heat from her cheeks with a white cloth.
"It will be alright. You can blink your eyes, huh? How about one blink for 'yes' two for 'no.' Can you do that?"
Ilaria squeezed her eyes shut so tightly it hurt.
"Good, alright. Open for me. Can you remember your name?"
She blinked again.
"Excellent. We'll have to run through the alphabet until I can spell out your name. Blink when I say the right letter, alright? Do you feel up to that right now?"
Blink.
"Good girl." Aley went through the alphabet slowly, watching her intently for to blink to identify the right letters.
"Ilaria. That's lovely. Alright, Ilaria. Are you in pain?"
Ilaria found she could arch an eyebrow, enough to silently ask, 'are you serious?'
Her expression must have conveyed her feelings, as Aley chuckled and reached up to rub at the back of his neck. 
"Yes, that was a stupid question. I can give you something to soothe the worst of it, but you'll go back to sleep. I would recommend this, as you do not want to be awake when our Mystress comes to check on you."
Mistress? What mistress? What in the world was Aley talking about? There were no mistresses on Matav.
"I fear there is much to tell you, little one, and none of it will be good news. As your healer, I would prefer that you rest and allow your body to become reacquainted with your essence."
Ilaria blinked twice, firmly. Screaming at him in her mind to just tell her what was happening.  Aley sighed and nodded as though he understood.
"Your pod's recorded data says you have been traveling outside your body for seven hundred and eighty-one years, which as you know, is an abnormal amount of time."
Aley's observation was the understatement of the millennium. Ilaria had been scheduled to travel for only four hundred years.
Which meant she had been adrift for over twice the predetermined amount of time. There was only one reason why that would have happened.
"It pains me to tell you your planet was consumed by the radiation of its sun, nearly six hundred years ago."
He paused to allow her to absorb the devastating news, gently brushing her tears away as more fell, waiting until she focused on his terribly scarred face before he continued.
"As I understand it, there was a ship that took a large number of your people to seek out the next habitable planet. Unfortunately, the first planet your people came across was already populated with a race of females of unmitigated cruelty.
“The world is called, Myst and the females who rule it are known throughout the galaxy as, Mystresses.
“They welcomed your people with false promises of safe harbor, their intent no doubt was to take control of the Matavei ship and enslave your people as they do all others.
“But once the Mystresses leaned of the science of your etheric travel, the powers that the Matav were able to cultivate through years of study and practice, the Mystresses not only enslaved them, they attempted to use the power of your people for their own gain. Any who resisted them were killed.
"Over the years the Mystresses sent ships to retrieve the pods like yours, but because of the radiation and the inferior material of their vessels, they could only recover one or two at a time.
“Eventually, their enemies discovered the treasures hidden beneath the surface of Matav and slavers swooped down like carrion raptors picking at the corpse of your world to bring up every single pod they could get their hands on, selling them across the slave markets to anyone willing to pay. At this time, it is unknown how many of your kind still exist."
The ceiling blurred above her as Ilaria stared at it through tear-filled eyes. The reason for her mission was now wholly obsolete.
Matav had been destroyed while she lay sleeping in her pod, her mind traveling freely across thousands of worlds while her people had died from radiation poisoning. Killed by what sounded like a race of monsters, or worse, enslaved.
Ilaria had no reason to live.
She was trapped, unable to separate her mind from her body while both were suffering such shock. Paralyzed, unable to move or breathe on her own.
Suffering disconnection sickness because she had been Awoken four hundred years late and without the proper protocols to ensure survival.
"You must live, Ilaria."
She blinked sluggishly, called from her thoughts of death by the commanding voice above her.
A tingling sensation whispered across her cheek, and at first, she thought it was Aley. Thought maybe some of her nerve endings were connecting, but another blink and a new male face hovered over her.
Ilaria recognized him almost immediately. She knew the warm buzz of his energy. Remembered the jewel-bright turquoise eyes that burned with power and strength.
He was as ethereal and beautiful as Aley was horrifyingly disfigured. Overwhelming relief made her choke on the sob that welled up, and she fought not to lose sight of him through the explosion of tears she could not control.             
            ~Jalu!
Ilaria screamed his name with every ounce of thought she could muster, struggling to free herself from the prison of her dying body to reach him. But all that happened was an excruciating blast of pain detonating behind her eyes.
"I hear you, Ilaria. I hear you. I'm here." Jalu’s incorporeal hand moved over the top of her head, radiating soothing heat through the parts of her body she could feel.
Jalu was the first Matavei to have successfully undergone the etheric travel program and had been Awoken twice in a thousand years.
He was the first being a new traveler saw upon entering their etheric state. The first being to teach them how to move through space and time without snapping immediately back to their body at the slightest surprise.
But Ilaria’s entrance into the non-physical realm had not been the first time she had seen Jalu.
As a small child, Ilaria often accompanied her father to the heavily fortified lab where the stasis pods were stored.
After her testing had shown a high aptitude for the mental focus needed to become a traveler, Ilaria had been afraid of going to sleep and never waking up, not yet understanding how stasis worked.
Her father carried her into the lab and shown her around, stopping when she fixated on the sleeping face of a silver-haired male.
Ilaria's father had carefully set her down beside the tube and crouched, sharing the story of Matav's greatest traveler. Tau’tatemjalu.
As Ilaria had grown from child to woman, she developed somewhat of an unhealthy fascination for a sleeping man. Able to sit and stare at Jalu for hours, wondering if he was in the room watching her, watching him.
She imagined he was, and when she was lonely, she would sit beside Jalu's pod and tell him all about her day. Like an older brother, or an uncle.
Then one night many years later, during one of her training sessions, her mind floating and focused on the silence, Ilaria experienced a thrilling moment of success.
It had been a fleeting glimpse, no more than a few seconds, but in the blankness of her concentration, a shining figure walked out of the shadows towards her.
Dressed in white, Jalu shimmered like a star. As though he had sensed her presence in what the Stewards called, the Void, Jalu looked right at her and smiled.
Just that. A smile, but Ilaria felt his pride surround her like a warm glow just as she felt it now.
She must have closed her eyes to savor that memory. Opening them again, Jalu still hovered at her side, dressed in white and shining like a star precisely as she remembered him.
"That's good, Ilaria. Start from the beginning. Find the Void and find your way back," Jalu urged.
"Ilaria, can you hear me?" Aley's voice to her left was caustic and harsh in comparison to the gentle murmur of Jalu's.
She didn't want to look away from Jalu, terrified if she did, she would never see him again. Jalu looked back, his expression almost stern.
"I will not leave you. Answer the boy."
It was excruciating, petrifying to do what he said, but Jalu was the strongest traveler their people had ever known. If he said he would stay, he would stay.
Ilaria peeled her eyes from his bright form and looked at Aley, blinking once to say that yes, she could hear him. Aley nodded, his hand unknowingly moving right through Jalu's when he too stroked her hair.
"I won't lie and promise you that everything is going to be alright," Aley told her gravely. "You have been bought by a female so cruel, the mere mention of her name has caused hardened warriors across two galaxies to shit themselves in terror.
“Salista is the daughter of Myst’s ruler, Queen Margen. Salista wants to use your ability to read thoughts and your knowledge of the parts of the universe you have traveled, to elevate her place from third in line to the throne of Myst, to first. If she cannot use you to gain power, she will kill you. Do you understand?"
Ilaria blinked, the urge to scream right there, but the tube in her throat prevented her from making so much as a whimper out loud.
"If you do not wish to suffer an unknown time as a slave, I will inject you with a tonic to make you sleep and give you a quick death.
“If you wish to live, I promise I will do everything in my power to take care of you." Aley glanced away quickly and then back, his throat working loudly in the silence of the room.
"She will be here soon, and I will not be able to give you this choice again."
With only the power to move her eyes, Ilaria looked from Aley to Jalu.
             ~You said I must live. Why?
The silver-haired male smiled sadly, his expression filled with regret and compassion.
"I have seen your destiny, Ilaria. If you choose to die here on this table, our people die with you. If you choose to live, you will suffer beyond your worst fears."
Her throat constricted around the tube that forced air into her lungs, feeling as though Jalu had just spoken a prophecy into existence.
Jalu bent closer, his voice a whisper as his gaze roamed her face, seeing something that caused wonder to pass through his eyes.
"Even as you think you have failed, you will rise higher than you ever imagined. When that happens, all that remains of our people will rise with you."
Aley called her name on a soft, urgent whisper. "We don't have much time. Yes, to death, or no?"
Jalu didn't say another word. He didn't pressure her one way or the other, acceptance clear in his gaze no matter her decision.
The word, Sanctuary, floated through her mind and a vision of gleaming white stones bubbled up from the mess of her sub-conscious mind.
Jalu smiled, no doubt able to see the thoughts as she had them. Ilaria didn't remember if somewhere in her travels she had seen those stones before, but they were real, and they made her hope.
"You will not be alone," Jalu vowed. "Aley is not the only champion you will have at your side to guide and protect you."
Jalu’s assurance she would not face the dangers ahead alone comforted her. Ilaria made her choice and blinked twice.




CHAPTER TWO
Satesh~
As Satesh slid down the wall in his quarters, his gaze fixated on the fission crystal he held in his hand, his rage began to edge toward grief.
Perfectly preserved inside the delicate orb was the last light of a dying star. To capture such a magnificent moment and suspend it within the special glass took Aerlings years, and no one crystal was the same.
Some said to possess such a radiant glow was equivalent to holding the heart of the universe in the palm of your hand.
His mother had started the collection when he had been born, purchasing another orb every year to commemorate the day, and when Shahin and Sorosh had been born, their mother bought three fission crystals each year.
After her passing, Satesh had taken up the tradition, and each year on his day of birth and that of his brothers, Satesh bought fission crystals.
He had one hundred and eighty-two glass orbs, carefully suspended inside an anti-grav ray, tucked into a depression in the wall.
Each one was priceless, and as he stared at them, all Satesh wanted to do was destroy them.
He should never have allowed the twins to talk him into making that run to Khapour. There was nothing on the outpost the crew needed, but this year for their birthday, the boys had been dying to visit a well-known, insanely expensive brothel where ultimate pleasure was assured, no matter one’s species.
At first, Satesh had been entirely against it. The Frenzy was a highly secure facility, dedicated to ensuring the privacy and safety of their clientele, but Khapour itself was a cesspool.
If you had money, literally anything and everything could be bought, from food to flesh.
The twins had begged and pleaded, annoying him day in and day out with woeful tales of not having had female companionship outside the caravan in months, their pleading gazes and barrage of detailed plans on how they would take care not to get into trouble had finally worn Satesh down.
Their people were nomads, their planet destroyed so long ago none of the Dhjana left alive could even remember what it looked like, and space had become their home.
They were merchants, mercenaries, pirates, warriors, thieves, and inventors. Wanderlust was their legacy, and Satesh understood what it was like to go without a female long enough to feel as though he were going insane.
He was their brother, not their jailer, and the twins had their own small but well-armored cruiser.
The twins had planned to spend a solar week inside The Frenzy. On day eight, Satesh received word from one of the men he had sent along to keep an eye on his uncouth brothers, that Shahin and Sorosh had not returned to the ship for the scheduled departure.
Satesh had called in every debt he was owed in order to find his brothers. His fleet of ships hosted a fifty thousand Dhjana, and every single one of them big enough to cause a problem had torn through Khapour, hunting down anyone and everyone who had come in contact with the twins.
Finally, a waif in desperate need of coin and safe passage came forward to tell Satesh his brothers had been abducted and sold as slaves.
Satesh only had to cut three of the Sophillian slaver’s reproductive tentacles off before the slaver had told him a Red Mystress had purchased the twins.
There was not one being in the galaxy who did not know who and what a Mystress was. Their planet was lush and able to support all manner of lifeforms, but no one ever voluntarily set foot on Myst.
Mystresses were sick, soulless creatures who fed on two things: pain or fear.
The females who fed on fear were easily distinguishable from those who fed on pain.
Their skin was gray as ash, their hair white as snow, with eight petite fangs hidden beneath black lips.
All three of their eyes were solid, glowing red, but they only opened that third eye during a feeding.
If their appearance wasn’t enough to strike fear into the hearts of their slaves, the gray Mystresses utilized potions and devices to evoke nightmares so intense Satesh had heard sometimes, a victim's heart ruptured before the Mystress could finish feeding.
The Mystresses who fed on pain shared all the similar characteristics as their fear-inducing sisters, three red eyes, black lips, and dainty fangs, but their skin was the color of congealed blood.
The sadistic creatures were known for the creativeness of their torture methods and could keep a victim alive for days in absolute, unending agony, gorging themselves before allowing the slave to die. 
Rumor had it, the Mystresses did not require sex, but it was not their fangs they used to suck the pain and fear from their victims.
Satesh had pushed his ship to its limits, nearly burning out the axionic engines to get to Myst as fast as possible.
He had twelve fully weaponized battle cruisers with tritonic cannons, and with that much fire-power, Satesh could destroy the entire planet.
He had tried diplomacy first, hailing the Queen of Myst, informing her if she did not return his brothers whole and unharmed, he would rain down destruction on all she held dear.
The red-skinned bitch had laughed in his face and activated her army of drones to protect her palace, “You may have them back, Dhjana. But I’m afraid you won’t have much use for them.”
His view of her had widened to reveal the black stone of her chambers, and the nearly unrecognizable bodies of his brothers, suspended from hooks that pierced their wrists.
Margen had spared their faces from the worst of her tortures, but the rest was a red ruin of absolute destruction.
“Sweet agony,” Margen groaned lasciviously, running her tongue disgustingly over her black lips, “The look on your face alone would sate my hunger for months. Send me two hundred of your strongest warriors, and I’ll have my Issite bring your brothers back to life, perfectly whole.”
The urge to agree was on the tip of his tongue. Anything if it meant getting his brother’s back. Anything, but condemning two hundred of his people to die in terror and agony.
Margen might have had an Issite at her disposal, but the psychic healer would die in the attempt to revive one of the twins.
Reviving both was impossible, and even if it weren’t, Shahin and Sorosh would choose death before sacrificing their men.
When Satesh said nothing in response to Margen’s offer, his jaw locked tight to hold back the howls of grief and rage, the queen made a soft sound of false sympathy.
“Poor, sweet thing. You should have kept a better eye on your treasures, hmm?”
His brothers were dead, and it was his fault.
All he had left was to avenge them.




CHAPTER THREE
Ilaria~
"How can this be!?"
From her seat on the padded cushion at the foot of the monarch's dais, Ilaria watched Salista furiously pacing back and forth across the cold stone floor.
Two of the sadistic princess's closest friends, and the eldest princess, Malis had all mysteriously been murdered.
Salista had been the last person to see any of them alive. Thus, her mother, ruler of this terrible world, had called her to the throne room for an explanation.
The closer Ilaria looked, the more obvious it became that Salista wasn't angry, she was frightened.
Her red skin was dull with her terror, her cheeks pale, her black lips cracked, dry, torn from constant gnawing.
"Salista! How. Can. This. Be?" Margen repeated furiously, her voice echoing violently in the cavernous hall.
"I don't...I don't know!" Salista stuttered, wringing her hands, not noticing how the handful of gray-skinned Mystresses had taken a step closer to the pacing princess, their mouths shining wetly as they licked their lips, eager to feed on the flavor of the princess’s fear.
Margen hissed, slapping her palm on the carved arm of her black throne. "I am your queen and your mother. How dare you lie to me!?"
Salista jumped and spun around with her hand having jerked up to cover her ear, frantically looking around as though someone had touched her.
"Y-you won't believe me," Salista whined piteously. Margen growled under her breath and commanded her daughter to speak, to explain, and still searching the space around her for someone, or something, Salista obeyed.
"I am plagued by a demon, mother."
Margen’s reply was flat with mocking disbelief, "What?"
"It was little things at first,” nervous froth gathered at the corners of Salista’s lips, her trio of blood-red eyes so wide it was a wonder they didn’t pop out of her skull.
“My tools and toys disordered, missing pieces of my favorite clothing or jewels. I blamed my slaves, I beat them until they confessed, killed the guilty.
“The thefts stopped immediately. But then...it got worse! I was alone in the bath the first time it touched me, grabbed me by the hair and pulled me back, held me under the water!
"I was saved when my body slave arrived with my bath oils, but he said there was no one there. Each time I'm alone, the demon does something to torment me, frighten me!
“He throws things, wakes me out of a sound sleep with the sound of glass shattering and I sit up covered in the shards, cutting myself as I try to get out of bed.
"I ordered everything breakable in my quarters removed, but it was no use! He whispers in my ear, touches me, tells me he's punishing me for my evil!" Salista was sobbing openly now, looking all around her, flinching and jumping like unseen hands were touching her.
"This is her doing!" Salista screamed, pointing a trembling, accusatory finger at Ilaria, wildness having widened her eyes to an impossible size. "She's used her magic to set this demon on me!"
Margen scoffed, her laugh stilted and forced as she too looked around the throne room with an uncertain flutter of her lashes. "This weak, frail little thing? She can barely walk without assistance due to your negligence."
"Look at her face!" Salista shrieked, spit flying with the force of her declaration, "She's smiling! Enjoying my torment!"
The queen used her foot to tug on the length of chain securing Ilaria to her throne. It was for show only, to remind her of her place, as Ilaria could barely walk on her own.
"You do appear to be smiling, pet." Margen drawled.
It had been eight months since Salista had forced Ilaria from her pod and brought her to Myst.
If not for Aley’s deviousness, utilizing Salista’s ship computer to access information on Ilaria’s people, the records of those who had also been enslaved and brought to Myst before her, Margen would never have known Ilaria existed.
Ilaria had been on the figurative chopping block when Margen had contacted Salista to congratulate her on acquiring such a prize as a living traveler.
Without any other option at hand, as soon as Salista’s ship had landed on Myst, the red-skinned princess had handed Ilaria over to Margen like a trophy and kept Aley to torment at her pleasure.
Nothing Ilaria had thus far been able to do had swayed Margen to allow Aley to escape Salista’s torture machines.
His scars now had scars, and until this so-called demon had arrived and began tormenting Salista, there had been nothing Ilaria could do to help Aley.
Now, Salista had been too frightened to hurt her slaves or do more than order them to clean up the mess the spectral creature had left behind for fear the unseen creature would retaliate. 
Salista’s sister and cohorts were the latest three in an ongoing string of violent murders, and the only thing they all had in common, was Salista's presence.
None of the bloodthirsty females had been poisoned. There were no marks on their bodies. Each looked as though they had fallen asleep, alone in their beds only to wake and look up to see the face of their killer.
The look of abject horror, of excruciating pain on their faces, and the pulverized mess of their hearts within their chests, it was as though someone had reached through their skin and squeezed the organs like rotten fruit and no one could figure out how.
Rumors ran rampant throughout the palace that the Gray Mystresses—those who fed on fear—were responsible, but so far, no culprit had been named.
The creature plaguing Salista was no demon, but neither she or Margen needed to know that.
Ilaria could feel his presence and had for weeks now. A fission of energy along the back of her neck. A cool whisper of air against her fingertips. A shiver of awareness when she lay alone in the dark let her know he was there.
More than once Ilaria had caught the barest hint of light from his incorporeal movements, his energy spiking enough to make him visible.
If she had been asked to describe him, the only thing she would have been able to say was that his height and width of his shoulders had led her to make assumptions as to his gender.
Ilaria had her suspicions that perhaps this ‘demon’ was, in fact, Matavei, but the energy surrounding him was much different than any other Matavei she had ever encountered.
It had taken Ilaria decades of practice while traveling to use her etheric body to move small objects. She had started with puffs of air, then dust and those two things had felt like monumental efforts.
The heaviest objects she had ever been able to move had been books. Though the memories of where and when escaped her, Ilaria knew she had been able to do it.
So, it wasn’t beyond the scope of possibility for a Matavei to grow powerful enough while in etheric form to grab someone by the hair or rummage through their personal items. It was just shocking. Impressively so.
Slowly but surely Ilaria had been carefully cultivating the abilities she had gained while untethered from her physical body.
Trying to open the mental pathways that had allowed telepathic communication, to see the phase of energies that connected every living being to the universe and connect with it herself.
If she made skin to skin contact with someone, Ilaria was able to read their surface thoughts, speak to them mind to mind, and take sips of their energy to boost her own.
Were her situation not so dire, and the Mystresses not evil creatures, Ilaria would never have lowered herself to feed on the energy of another being without their permission.
It went against every moral code she had but considering the only physical contact she had was with Margen’s cruel guard as they drug her by the arms from room to room, and as it was the only way to speed up her healing, she considered it a small evil that could be pardoned in favor of survival.
 Ilaria had spent months meditating, reaching for the Void, trying to find Jalu, trying to cross the boundaries of space and time to send a psychic call loud enough for him to hear, but so far all she’d gotten for her troubles were seizures. Three of them that had left her unable to do more than lift a finger for days afterward.
Day by day, Ilaria remembered more and more of the information she had gathered during her travels.
She knew now she had powerful friends, allies Ilaria could call on if she could find a way to get a message out. But to do that, she would need to be far more mobile than she was currently.
For now, Ilaria had resigned herself to regaining her memories and taking sips of energy from the Mystresses she came in contact with to heal herself and restore her abilities.
But this demon, this invisible being bent on destroying Salista’s sanity before he killed her, Ilaria needed to know if an alliance could be made between them.
Ilaria didn't bother to lie to the queen as she peered hard at the space around Salista, searching for a sign of her potential ally,
"After suffering the same at her hands for many months, I am enjoying her fear, your majesty, but what little power I have would do nothing to control demons."
While Margen and Salista argued about the validity of Salista’s claims, Ilaria took a deep breath and tried to reach out a psychic hand. Extending her energy on a careful, tentative psychic wave.
She visualized it glowing a gentle blue, rippling like water throughout the small throne room, avoiding the Gray Mystresses who would sense her presence if it wasn’t kept light as a whisper,
           ~Whoever you are, let me help you.
A lance of pain thrust through her right eye, making her wince and raise her hand to her head, her wave interrupted as her brain protested the use of a gift only partially restored.
Her left leg tingled painfully as a metallic taste flooded her mouth, the familiar signs to say she was about to fall prey to a seizure.
As she crumpled in a heap on top of her plush cushion, before the convulsions could twist her spine and overwhelm her, Ilaria felt the firm press of a solid, cold hand on her brow.




CHAPTER FOUR
Satesh~
“These seizures are happening more frequently. I have plans to breed her, but it’s a worthless endeavor if this is a genetic deformity. Is she viable or not?”
The young Matavei slept peacefully on the lab table, blissfully unaware of the future the ruler of this wretched planet had in store for her.
Her hair was black as night, spilling off the side of the table like a curtain, the shine from the medical lamps illuminating the hidden colors within the darkness.
Deep purples, vibrant blues, a hint of dark green. One would never notice the subtle colors if they weren’t looking closely, but over the last week or so, Satesh had been looking extremely close.
Her skin was fair, warm and shimmering with hints of blue here and there, as though brushed with crushed gems.
Even though the muscles in her legs were still atrophied, preventing her from walking more than a few steps at a time in excruciating pain, they were long and beautifully formed.
Her hips were round, her waist tiny, her breasts so lush that they became the focus of many of Satesh’s fantasies.
She had gracefully sloped shoulders, her arms soft, but strong enough to hold a lover close or make a child feel safe and adored.
Her face was exquisite in its loveliness; round, with a pointed chin, her lips thick and meant for beautiful smiles. Her nose was thin, tilted at the tip, separating the glory of her eyes. Black lashes lay on her cheeks, but beneath her closed lids was perfection.
Palatinate, the perfect blending of red and blue, shimmering liquid purple, a universe within her gaze.
Surrounded by his auto-reflective, sound canceling armor, Satesh couldn’t feel the softness of her skin. He couldn’t breathe in the sweet scent of her hair, but the need to know both became a craving Satesh was struggling to deny.
He stood across from Margen while she and the female healer discussed Ilaria’s breeding capabilities as though she were an animal.
His rage lived and breathed somewhere inside him, contained by an injection that divorced him from his emotions.
Without it, both the red and gray Mystresses would have locked onto his bio-signature without issue.
Between his armor and the injection, Satesh was a ghost. The demon Salista called him, bent on destruction, and he was not alone.
“Yes, your majesty,” the healer reported coolly, staring at Ilaria as though she were a hideous insect. “Her reproductive organs are in perfect working order, no damage, and there are no genetic abnormalities to suggest her seizures would be passed on to a child.
“We have several viable samples from several different male specimens that would indeed create a unique individual with the potential to access her abilities at a much earlier age. A Sencharin, perhaps?”
Margen gave a pleased hum, interrupting his appreciation of Ilaria’s sleeping form, ordering the healer to begin tracking Ilaria’s fertility.
“We have had fine results from the Sencharins,” Margen said thoughtfully, her three eyes looking into the distance blindly, no doubt mentally building the image of a perfect creation, “Have you been able to harvest seed from the Issite?”
Issite’s were the most powerful psychic healers in the known universe. Extremely hot commodities as slaves to the obscenely wealthy.
Issites could heal anything, but the price they paid was so steep they were often treated as royalty themselves to make their sacrifices worth the agony they endured.
Whatever injury they healed, Issite’s took into themselves, evident by the scars that covered Aley’s body.
If Satesh had been run through with a blade and Aley lay hands on him to heal the wound, it would be as though Aley had been the one to be stabbed.
Aley’s body would rapidly heal the injury, but he would forever bear the scar. To be as horribly disfigured as he was, Aley had healed more grievous bodily injuries than he should have been able to.
The lifespan of an Issite was directly proportionate to the severity of the injuries he healed. If Aley had only used his abilities to heal shallow cuts and bruises, there would be no evidence of it on his body. But the burns, the tight twists of scar tissue that covered every inch of his flesh? Aley should have died ten times over by now.
Satesh wasn’t sure what abilities a Matavei was born with, but for Ilaria and Aley to have a child, meant it would have extreme regenerative powers and not die easily.
The innocent babe would no doubt be subjected to years of unending torture as a perfect source of food for Margen.
“No, your majesty. The Issite is all but castrated, and extracting seed with our current technology may damage him beyond repair. I am working on an alternative extraction method.
“Nevertheless, with your permission, I would like his assistance. There must be a physiological reason why—despite all our technology— the Matavei have been unable to be bred in captivity successfully. A psychic healer may be able to correct the imbalance.
“Also, I suggest this slave be put on a rigorous physical therapy regimen. If she is to carry a child to term, her body needs to be in better condition. She needs to walk.”
“Fine. I want her inseminated at the peak of her cycle,” Margen huffed, clearly displeased by the news her soon-to-be-dead healer gave. “Use the Sencharin seed first. If it does not take root, we will try something else.”
Whatever her plans, Satesh was here to ensure Margen failed, and his questions of Aley’s unprecedented longevity was a mystery to be solved another time.




CHAPTER FIVE
Ilaria~
Ilaria woke slowly, the faint tingling in her fingertips suggesting the disorientation she felt was due to having had another seizure.
Her body ached with the residual fatigue, and the taste of her own blood was an unpleasant tang in her mouth. She looked around, squinting against the brightness, recognizing the stark white walls of the infirmary.
The slab beneath her was hard as a rock, her skin cold as ice, her joints stiff as she tried to sit up. Her body was slow to respond, her muscles screaming in protest, shaking to support what should have been a simple maneuver.
The memories of her Awakening returned at that moment, and she had to fight nausea brought on by the traumatic reminder it had not been long ago she had been incapable of any movement at all.
Her belly cramped as she twisted to use her elbow as support, and by the time she was halfway upright, Ilaria wondered why she was even bothering. It wasn’t like she could climb off the table or go anywhere. Not yet, anyway.
“You’re almost there, don’t stop.”
Despite the gentleness of his voice, Aley still startled her badly enough to make her jump. She hadn’t seen him in weeks and looking into his beautiful golden eyes with their feminine tinge of rosy pink, a weight lifted off her shoulders. Her relief and happiness gave her the strength to sit up and smile at him.
He wore the black sarong required of all male slaves, leaving most of his body on display, his scars and deformities bare for all to see, but not a single one was unsightly to her. Ilaria did a quick scan, looking for new injuries, not sure she would have seen them even if Aley had any.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, carefully looking around for the spies she knew waited just out of sight.
Aley came closer, always so tentative when he reached for her, like he expected Ilaria to shy away from his touch or curl her lip at him in disgust.
It was hard to look at him, but not because he was ugly. His broad-shouldered, slender frame was a map of mottled evidence that told the story of all the suffering and pain he had endured.
No one saw the kindness in his gaze or recognized the gentleness in his touch. No one saw how much he cared for others despite all that had been done to him.
Ever since she had been forcibly Awoken, Aley had been at her side, protecting her from Salista’s rage, caring for her, helping her when she couldn’t do anything other than lie there and moan through a tube.
He was the most beautiful being Ilaria had ever known, and she could do nothing to protect him. It’s why she pushed herself so hard to recover any of the abilities she’d had while traveling, needing to do something to ensure he lived long enough to be set free with the rest of her people.
Aley wasn’t of Matav, but he was hers in all ways that counted.
He was gentle when he slipped his arms around her back and beneath her knees, carefully lifting her off the unforgiving surface of the table, ducking his head to allow her to wrap her arm around his shoulders.
“I have been ordered to attend you,” Aley told her.
Skin to skin, Ilaria was able to read the thoughts he very loudly pushed to the forefront of his mind,
~MARGEN INTENDS TO BREED YOU!
Ilaria winced at the volume of Aley’s thoughts, a hard knot forming in her belly alongside many others.
As far as Margen knew, Ilaria would never be able to offer the Queen of Myst any power or special abilities, all the information Ilaria gave her about the things she had learned while traveling through the etheric plane was useless.
And while Margen could feed deeply of any pain she pushed on Ilaria, for all intents and purposes, Ilaria was simply dead weight. Just a pretty thing to sit at Margen’s feet and be abused from time to time to remind Ilaria of her place.
Margen had made it plain to Ilaria that if she was of no use, there was no sense in keeping her alive, and the few times Ilaria had been able to catch stray thoughts from the queen, the subject of breeding had been foremost in Margen’s mind.
The queen was under the mistaken impression a Matavei was born with magical powers and could manifest them at will.
She thought she could raise and train such a child to serve her, conditioning him or her to use their powers at Margen’s discretion.
In reality, this hypothetical child would need to undergo decades of specific training, and even then, there was no guarantee any useful powers would manifest.
Unbeknownst to the impatient queen, every Matavei female had absolute control of her fertility. Something Ilaria thanked the stars for each day.
Until Ilaria chose it, welcomed not only the seed of her partner but allowed his energy and emotion to join with hers, there would be no child.
Margen could send a thousand men to Ilaria, and none of them would plant a child in her belly.
~Well, of all the males she could have sent to attend me to try and get the job done, I’m glad it’s you. And you don’t have to shout. So long as we’re touching, I can hear you just fine, Aley.
Aley had to grip her tighter as he tripped a little, stopping dead in the hallway to stare down at her in astonishment.
Ilaria sighed and let her head fall to Aley’s shoulder, allowing herself a sad smile to hear him try to conceal his desire, or how humbled he was to know someone as beautiful as her would willingly lower herself to lie with such a creature as himself.
~I am incapable of siring a child with you, Ilaria.
~I’m very sorry to hear that, she replied gently, but he misunderstood her intention.
~I expected you to be disturbed by Margen’s plans for you.
~I am extremely disturbed, but there is nothing Margen, or any of the healers here can do to force a pregnancy on me. My body will reject conception from anyone but a male of my choosing.
With her cheek pressed to his throat, Ilaria could feel the harsh movement of Aley’s swallow, 
~I have been ordered to do whatever I must to get you walking, and then ensure whatever fertility treatments they use on you take root.
I can delay them, render whatever male they bring to you impotent, their seed useless, but eventually, the healers will realize what I am doing, and then if they don’t kill us both right away—
Ilaria hugged his shoulders as tight as she could, taking comfort in the warmth of his skin, inhaling the scent unique to him, so grateful he was alive.
~Whatever they do to us, Aley, whatever they make us do, we’re together again. I’m getting closer every day to regaining my powers, and when I do, we’re going to leave this place. You and me, and whoever else we can save.
~You’re not angry.
Aley wasn’t asking her a question, and Ilaria didn’t have the heart to share the depth of her rage with him.
She had only spent eight months so far as a slave. Aley had been bound in chains his whole life. Hurt, betrayed, abandoned, and somehow, he still had the capacity for love and kindness.
Right now, he was her only ally, and if she was honest, she cared more for him than she thought possible.
~Not with you. Never with you. We have time now to plan, and whoever our unseen friend is, he’s causing enough mayhem to distract Margen from discovering our plans.  As much as I love the way it feels to be in your arms, I need to be able to walk. Run, if I must.
An alarm suddenly began to blare through the entire fortress, and moments later armed drones filled the corridors.
Aley set her on her feet and used his body to shield her as he pressed back against the nearest wall.
The mechanical soldiers surrounded and detained them, pointing their sinister black weapons at Aley’s chest, ordering him to display his brand for identification.
Before he could so much as lift his palm to comply, the alarms turned off, and the obsidian, bullet-shaped drones moved away almost as quickly as they had arrived.
“What the hell?” Aley muttered under his breath. Ilaria turned her cheek to his shoulder and smiled,
~Our unseen friend, causing a bit of mayhem.
The alarms went off four more times that day, and each time the drones stationed within the fortress poured out of their holding rooms to search the halls, causing panic and confusion, but even better, impatience and anger.
Each time an alarm had been raised, another Mystress was found dead. The healer in charge of Margen’s breeding program was one of them.
Surrounded by drones, all of them recording every angle of the entire fortress, no one had seen the creature responsible.




CHAPTER SIX
~Ilaria, five months ago…
"Three more steps, you can do it, Ilaria."
Aley's firm encouragement made her so angry! He never let her give up. He pushed her always for three more steps.
It infuriated her, wondering what comfort he took in torturing her with his rule of threes.
Three more steps, three more breaths, three more bites of food.
It enraged her, how she struggled and fought for every breath, her limbs fighting back, resisting her will to move.
She could feel her body dying all around her, her cells decaying as she inhaled and exhaled, her skin dry and tight around her bones, her mind dull and thick within her corporeal prison.
It had been three months since Salista had forced her to awaken.
Three months of struggle to return from the debilitation of Disconnection Sickness.
Three months without any psychic power.
Three months without the ability to travel.
Even in her sleep, Ilaria was trapped.
Aley never gave up or grew angry when Ilaria cursed him. He did not stop with the physical therapy necessary to rehabilitate Ilaria's body.
He did not chastise her when she wept for her people, raged at her enslavement, and felt sorry for herself. Even when Ilaria threw the food he insisted she eat back in his face, he did not lose his temper.
Aley stayed by her side constantly. He sang to her and held her when she struggled to sleep. He took the brunt of Salista's rage upon himself when Ilaria could not perform some magical miracle to give proof of her heritage.
Aley was her rock.
Ilaria loved him even as she hated him.
Sweat poured from her body as she struggled for the next step, able to walk no more than fifteen to twenty steps at a time, her muscles refusing to do more.
Aley soothed her and told her one day twenty steps would become twenty-five. Then thirty. Then forty. Then she would not remember a time when she had not been able to walk freely and with ease.
"Three more steps, Ilaria." Aley reminded her firmly, standing close in case she stumbled and fell. He had stopped helping her up a week ago, insisting she learn to stand on her own again.
The first two times he had refused to help her up, Ilaria had hated him. Cursed him.
Fury coursed through her veins, a searing rage at her own weakness. She stopped in the middle of the small cabin aboard Salista's starship and forced herself to lift her head, meeting the stranger's gaze in the mirror.
She did not recognize herself any longer. The radiation of her homeworld's dying sun had penetrated the secure underground lab where her pod—and thousands of other pods, had been kept— the secure walls breached by slavers and scavengers, allowing the radiation to spill inside and mutate the sleeping bodies of her people.
Mutate her sleeping body.
She stared at herself in the mirror, at the liquid, shimmering purple of her eyes that had once been blue.
Her once pale gray hair had turned black and taken on a rainbow of color hidden beneath the thicker tresses at her nape.
Aley said it reminded him of a nebula he had seen once, vibrant colors swirling in the black void of space.
 Her people were tall and slender, with close-cropped white or gray hair, enormous turquoise eyes, elongated skulls, dark blue skin, the males and females physically indistinguishable at first glance.
Ilaria’s skin was almost white as the fresh fallen snow she remembered from childhood, with only the barest hints of blue here and there, and now there was definitely no mistaking her gender.
Her breasts were full and heavy, pulling her forward off her center of gravity. Her waist nipped in before giving way to her round hips and ass, even her thighs had softened, and between them was an unfamiliar slit with soft, sensitive folds foreign to her in almost every way.
Aley said she was the single most beautiful female he had ever seen, and from the way his ears flushed when he paid her such a compliment, he must have been sincere.
From her nose down, she was devoid of body hair. That wasn't so much of a mutation as it was a blessing, considering how filthy she already felt.
Ilaria did not know the female who stared back at her.
She had been Awoken too late, forcibly, without any of the protocols to ensure her survival, yet here she was. Alive, when so many of her people were not.
She stared at herself, at the female Jalu said was the hope for all the remaining Matavei. Hope for their survival, their salvation. Hope for the ones who remained asleep in their pods on Matav.
The ones sold into slavery, who fought for their survival at the mercy of whoever had enough coin to purchase them, she had no idea if they were still alive. And if they were, how could she help them like this?
How could she possibly help any of her people? She couldn't even make it from the bathing chamber to her cot without falling. 
She knew she held thousands of secrets within her. Ilaria tried to remember more of her seven hundred plus days adrift, but the memories came slowly. Faces. Sensations. Sounds. Places.
Sometimes one long stream of images, other times fragmented pieces that made no sense. Surely, somewhere inside her, she had the knowledge and tools to not only survive but triumph.
She just had to remember.




CHAPTER SEVEN
Ilaria~
Four days after the scene in the throne room, six more deaths had occurred, and Margen’s plans of breeding were put on hold in favor of finding the ‘demon.’
The confused, enraged queen didn’t throw Aley back into Salista’s clutches, distractedly ordering him to stay and see to it that Ilaria was up and walking as soon as possible.
Ilaria knew better than to relax and assume she and Aley were safe because without warning Margen could opt to take her fury and frustration out on them both.
Aley had done everything in his power to heal Ilaria’s body, but it was one thing to heal, and another thing entirely to give her muscles the strength to support her.
That, Ilaria had to do for herself. 
It had taken her a month after her Awakening before she could lift her head, another month to raise both her arms, still another to be able to get halfway up into a sitting position, and every day of success had been due to Aley’s stubborn determination.
“Good, two more,” he told her now, not a hint of sympathy in his voice as he urged her on.
On her back with her feet on the floor, Ilaria worked to lift and hold her pelvis up off the ground. The muscles in her thighs trembled, her toes cramped, her ass and belly ached from how hard she pushed to get even a few inches off the ground. 
Aley held her hips to keep her from dropping back down after each hard-won lift, but he didn’t help pull her up.
Ilaria knew as soon as she finished the two more lifts Aley demanded, he would move to her feet and spend agonizing minutes stretching and manipulating her legs.
After all that, he would put her in a hot bath, and then face down on a padded table to massage away all her aches and pains until she was nothing but putty in his strong hands.
But something was bothering him more than usual. There were shadows in his eyes, lines of strain around his lips, and Ilaria didn’t know why.
While she struggled through two more grueling lifts, she dipped into the thoughts floating across the surface of his mind and found absolutely nothing. More shadows.
“Take a break, deep breaths,” he instructed, giving her hips a gentle squeeze before releasing her.
Aley moved to her feet, lifting one ankle to his shoulder, leaning forward until every muscle from her ass to her toes was drawn tight,
“No, don’t hold your breath. Inhale through your nose, exhale through your mouth.”
One hand curled around her ankle, the other over her thigh, kneading at the tight muscles while she struggled to obey.
He stared down at her with his jaw clenched tight, watching her face intently for signs of pain, waiting for her muscles to release and lengthen. Grateful for this one ability more than ever, Ilaria gently sent her thoughts to Aley,
~Are you angry with me?
His pupils shot wide with surprise, and for a moment she was overwhelmed with relief. But it was short-lived, as his answer held a discordant note of falsehood.
~Angry with you? Never.
~Something is wrong.  I did something to hurt you.
Aley’s expression softened, his hands caressing her leg now instead of digging deep into the muscle.
“Ahem!” the small female slave in the corner cleared her throat, reminding them of her presence while embroidering elaborate swirls of precious gems onto a new gown for Margen.
Aley and Ilaria both ignored their chaperone, and even though he was gentle about it, it still hurt when Aley switched from one leg to the other.
~There is nothing you could do to hurt me, he vowed, and she could hear the solemn melody of the emotion that accompanied the truth.
~Then what is it?
Aley’s eyes were so expressive, but because of the scarring on his face, it was difficult to tell sometimes what he was feeling.
The flushed tips of his ears were the only outward sign to clue her in, and without doing a deeper dive into his thoughts, Ilaria couldn’t tell if he was embarrassed or angry.
~You are pushing yourself beyond the limit of what is safe, trying to regain all the abilities you had while traveling.
Ilaria stared up at him quizzically, grimacing as the muscles in her calf protested the stretch. 
~I need every skill I can re-master to—
“Time for your bath,” he interrupted aloud, helping her stand on shaky legs.
When they had begun her rehabilitation, Aley had been adamant that at the end of each session, she walked to her bath. She had thought it was an excuse for him to further hold and touch her, but now she wasn’t sure.
He put his arm around her waist and let her lean on him, supporting her while she put one unsteady foot in front of the other.
She had to concentrate to keep from going down, sweating profusely by the time they got to the bathing chamber. Aley praised her softly as she sank onto the padded bench by the door.
He brought her a cool cloth to wipe the worst of the sweat from her neck and shoulders, going about his routine to fill the tub.
He came back to her and pulled her to her feet again, his long, elegant fingers knotted and bent with scar tissue, brushing the fabric from her shoulders to send her dress whooshing to her feet.
Ilaria felt not a lick of shyness to be nude in front of Aley. Slaves were not afforded such luxuries as shyness, but that wasn’t it.
Aley had seen every inch of her, seen to her bodily functions when she had been paralyzed upon first waking, bathed her with his hands so many times there was literally no part of her he hadn’t touched.
This time it was different. Aley's hands lingered a few moments longer than necessary as he lifted her up and carefully lowered her into the deep basin, kneeling beside her with a sponge in hand to begin bathing her. 
~You’ve had three seizures in the last five days. Your brain is bleeding, and if you keep trying to force the connections open, you’re going to die.
~Aley, I have to try. I have allies if I can get in contact with them, and the only way I can do that without risking your life is to regain my abilities to travel.
Because their chaperon couldn’t see, Aley’s lips peeled back from his teeth in a furious grimace, his hand closing so tightly around the sponge his knuckles turned white. ~I am nothing, Ilaria. Even if I die today, Margen has a use for you. She won’t kill you. She wants you to regain your powers. She wants a child from you. You said it yourself: you have plenty of time to take care.
Ilaria folded her hands around his, waiting until he lifted his gorgeous eyes to meet hers,
~You are everything to me. If you died today, I have no reason to go on.
“You do not have the luxury of being pampered today, Ilaria. The winter banquet is tonight, and the queen wants her pet at her side.”
Lya was the oldest of Margen’s female slaves. A faithful, trusted spy, always watching and reporting to her Mystress. Lya never failed to remind Ilaria she was a slave, or to conceal her contempt for the way Margen coddled Ilaria.
“Thank you for reminding me, Lya. The queen’s gown is sure to be the loveliest of all thanks to your fine stitches.” Ilaria loved to vex Lya by never displaying anything other than sweetness and smiles.
“Have you finished it yet?”
Her question caused Lya’s face to twist as though something sour had been thrust between her lips. She spun on her heel and marched back to her corner, moving her stool with a purposeful thump to where Ilaria could see her, sitting down to take up the red fabric once again. At least Lya kept her rude tongue in her mouth.
Ilaria couldn’t help the hum of pleasure when Aley’s fingers slid into her hair and pressed firmly at her scalp, his touch so sure and strong it made her melt deeper into the tub.
~Your mind is a muscle, it needs to be gently stretched, just like your legs. Promise me you’ll take it slower.
He used a soft cloth to spread soap over her skin, in between each finger, up her arms, kneading it firmly into her neck and shoulders, down over her breasts with the barest hint of a smile.
He watched her from under the veil of his lashes as his palm dipped beneath the water to gently, thoroughly bathe the tender flesh between her thighs.
Lya was watching, so Ilaria couldn’t react to the gentle pleasure Aley’s strong fingers and the chafe of the cloth brought, but she could widen her legs to encourage him without Lya being any wiser.
~I promise, she thought, sighing into the caress.
Ilaria might not be getting her full body massage today, but Aley was diligent, careful to make sure the release he gave her was a tender rise and fall that sapped all remaining soreness from her body.
He shifted just long enough to shield her, allowing her a too brief moment to give into her orgasm, making it seem like a natural movement to reach for another cloth. Lust and pride turned his eyes liquid, but his voice in her mind was hoarse with a deeper, rougher emotion.
~You are my reason for being, Ilaria. If you are dead from forcing your abilities, I will ensure I follow not long after.
When she had first Awoken, Ilaria had been consumed by pain and fear. Overwhelmed by news her people were all but extinct, forced to face the reality of life as a slave, the last thing Ilaria had expected was to become so attached to her healer.
She had fought it at the beginning, certain her feelings of need and desire were due to having no one else to lean on or trust.
And perhaps at first, that’s all it had been, but Aley’s patience, his kindness, the way he put himself between her and Salista when the psychotic Mystress raged had convinced her that if she were to have deeper feelings, he would keep them safe.
Ilaria had desperately wanted his comfort, yet she had been terrified if she accepted it, if she came to rely on Aley, he would be taken from her and she would be left exposed and raw.
Her flesh vulnerable to the icy evil that permeated this beautiful world. A soft spot, a weakness to be exploited and destroyed if discovered. So Ilaria had held Aley at arm’s length despite knowing he returned her desire.
Nearly as soon as they had stepped foot on Myst, her fears had been realized, and all she had wished was for a few more stolen moments alone with him.
Now, her focus had to be regaining her powers and strengthening her muscles so she could walk, but Aley was right. They had time, and her goal was to ensure they both survived to see freedom.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Satesh~
Encased in his armor, safe beneath the veil of invisibility, Satesh cautiously moved around the banquet hall, certain the filth he bore witness to would forever stain his soul.
There were pillows and lounges spread throughout the massive stone hall arranged in circles, lavish tables filled with heaping plates of delicacies and pitchers of strange drinks at the center of each grouping.
Slaves stood behind their Mystress', sat on the floor in front of her to feed her, or were being fucked. Slapped around, ridden until their owner convulsed with pleasure and pushed away.
Some were looking like they were being forced between their Mystress's thighs, or worse, were bent over and taking a cruelly thick toy cock up the ass, mercilessly drilled by their Mystress.
Even removed from his emotions, Satesh could sense the pain and fear coursing through the room.
The banquet was simply an afterthought. The meal was had at the slave’s expense, and everywhere he looked someone was white-faced with terror, bleeding, crying, or dying.
Ilaria sat on a red cushion at the base of the three-tiered platform where a fork-tongued Carnethian was pleasuring the queen.
Margen was sitting on his face, the metal claws she wore as jewelry on her fingers dug into his skull so hard blood slid freely down the male's skin to stain the white lounge.
There was another female across from the queen, a much larger female, with dull red, waxy looking flesh, riding her slave so hard his lips were twisted in pain. Although it could have been from the hands she was using to strangle him while she forcefully bounced on his cock.
Satesh could barely control the way his fists clenched, wondering if this bloated red witch had been one of the many to abuse his brothers.
Ilaria’s eyes were lowered, disgust painted on her beautiful face, her lips twisted in sympathy as she was forced to listen to the frenzy of terror and brutality being committed all around her.
It was the most horrific, repulsive thing Satesh had ever seen. The one thing worth looking at, the one beautiful, elegant thing in the entire room, was Ilaria, not doing anything at all except sitting on her cushion.
A delicate chain ran from her throat to the leg of Margen’s lounge, twisting knots in her garish red sarong as she struggled to remain calm and not look anywhere but at her lap.
He glanced at the red Mystress bouncing on her slave, his gut churning with sickness to see the boy had literally been fucked to death. His Mystress was still gyrating and humping his corpse, her eyes rolled back, face slack, cheeks bright while she lost herself to the pleasure of what she'd done.
Satesh swallowed back the bile that rose, watching her shove herself down one last time, grind deep and reach up to slap the naked cock of the scrawny slave waiting beside her, giggling like a little girl when he flinched in pain.
The gelatinous, worm-like Mystress pulled a silver blanket over her cooling body, snapping her fingers demandingly at one of the white-faced slaves behind her.
"Get rid of this one and bring me another," she ordered, pushing the body away from her like it was garbage.
The corpse of the dead slave hit the stone, the slap of his body so disrespected, drug away while the Mystress turned and flounced back on her lounge, lasciviously licking her lips as her sickly red gaze rolled around the hall.
“Where is Salista tonight, my queen? It is unlike her to miss such a spectacle.”
A smirk canted his lips, and quietly as he could, Satesh whispered to Rahannah to set off the fortress’s perimeter alarm.
Immediately, drones flooded the hallway and began demanding identification from everyone in their path. Chaos reigned, slaves were spared further pain for a few moments, and when Margen gave the noisome machines the command to disperse, she ordered one of them to give Salista’s location.
“Unable to complete request. Bio-signature not detected.” The machine reported.
Margen’s shriek of rage was sharp and high enough to make Satesh wince. Before turning to the trio of gray-skinned females at her back, Margen threw out her arm, slashing the throat of the slave she had forced to pleasure her in fury, 
“Find her, bring her to me!”
“Nasrin, are the charges set?” Satesh whispered into his com and immediately received a response.
“Yes, Exarch. All slaves in the lower levels have been evacuated to the shuttles. Rahannah and Joeris are rounding up the last few we can get to without being discovered.”
“Understood. Stand by.”
Salista’s corpse was brought and lay at her mother’s feet. A hollow victory, but his brothers' murder had been repaid in kind.
Now to finish it.




CHAPTER NINE
Satesh~
“This is getting out of hand, Margen. Twelve clan heads murdered, slaves gone missing, this constant barrage of malfunctions? I thought you said this demon of Salista’s was nothing but a figment of her crazed imagination!”
The gray-skinned female was dead before she could lay any more blame on Margen for not handling the chaotic situation, her black blood gushing in thick spurts from the gash in her throat, the dishes rattling as her body fell forward, her head smacking against the gilded table top with a loud thunk.
Drops of blood flew from the end of Margen’s clawed fingertips as she waved her hand in irate welcome,
“Is there anyone else who would like to speak up? Good! The banquet is over! I want every single one of you in the halls, hunting down the maggot responsible for this!”
As Margen began to rant and rave, her demands growing louder and louder until she was screaming them. Satesh moved silently along the edges of the hall, passing right by Margen’s fearmongers to crouch down beside Ilaria, examining the severity of her bruises.
He didn’t touch her, made no sound to betray his presence, but her eyes slid sideways to look directly at him. She couldn’t see him, but apparently, she could sense him.
Before he could stop himself, Satesh reached out to curl his armor covered hand around her ankle, watching her lips tremble in response, her toes curling to acknowledge his touch.
He felt the wave of her energy, a gentle tingle that passed through his armor to tentatively brush against his skin.
~Who are you?
Safely ensconced in his armor, Satesh couldn’t answer. Instead, impulsively, he used his fingertip to draw the letters of his name onto the bare skin of her thigh, where her ridiculous red sarong split at her hip. Her flesh pebbled as though cold, but from the heat painting her cheeks, he knew she was feeling anything but.
From the moment he had seen Ilaria sitting on the balcony outside Margen’s quarters, her eyes closed, her face turned up toward the sun, Satesh had made up his mind to take her.
Satesh had spent far too much time following Ilaria around, studying her, inexorably drawn to her and her silent interactions with the Issite despite his mission.
Satesh knew Ilaria and Aley were not lovers, not in the traditional sense, but watching their stolen moments together and how tenderly the pair touched, and after hearing about Margen’s plans for Ilaria, it was impossible to stay away for long.
~Satesh. Are you one of my people?
Her shoulders slumped a little when he traced, no, on her leg. Had he not been numb to feeling, the sight of her disappointment would have tugged at his already broken heartstrings.
“I WANT THE PERSONS RESPONSIBLE FOUND, TONIGHT!”
Ilaria threw herself to the side, anticipating the foot Margen intended to plant in her belly, the breath heaving out of her when the queen’s boot caught her hip instead.
Satesh was on his feet, hefting Margen’s gilded seat to slam it as hard as he could into her rage-filled face.
The chair shattered on impact, and Margen went flying across the room, crashing into the nearest lounge, landing in the laps of three of her open-mouthed subjects.
“Nasrin, blow it,” Satesh ordered softly, and by the time Margen picked herself up, the entire fortress rocked with the power of the explosives.
Windows shattered, doorways crumpled, holes opened in the floor to swallow several of the screaming Mystresses into the bowels of their own dungeons.
The concussion knocked everyone off their feet, and Satesh turned to shield Ilaria from any debris, only to find a fissure had opened up right where she had been sitting.
He was a breath away from jumping down the hole after her when he saw a flash of red. Aley had appeared from the wings of the hall, his scarred figure unmistakable even as the room began to fill with smoke and dust.
Sheltered between Aley’s body and the wall, the larger man hunched over Ilaria, protecting her from whatever came next.
“Huh. I must have used too much HVX,” Nasrin reported dispassionately. As soon as Satesh was given the serum to reverse his emo-dampener, Nasrin was going to get the brunt of his rage.
“I couldn’t tell,” Satesh drawled sarcastically. “Retreat to the shuttle.”
Any moment now, the shock would wear off, the dust would settle on his armor, and he would no longer be invisible.
He hurried to where Aley was still bent around Ilaria and touched his fingertips together, the armor dematerializing into the collar around his throat. Satesh had stolen one of the black sarongs the male slaves wore in hopes of going unnoticed. Just another slave among many fleeing the hall.
“It’s time to go,”
Aley’s head shot up, clearly startled to find Satesh standing right beside him, “Where did you…who are you?”
Ilaria’s swirling purple eyes peeked over Aley’s arm, widening a little as though she recognized Satesh.
Her gaze swept him from head to toe, her perusal of his body interrupted when a large section of the ceiling fell not far from them, crushing a Mystress as she tried to escape.
“I’m your ride off this planet. We have to hurry. This way.”
Even as he scooped Ilaria up and followed, Aley questioned Satesh skeptically. “You’re dressed like one of us, but I don’t know you. Who are you?”
“Satesh,” he answered without breaking stride or looking back.




CHAPTER TEN
Ilaria~
“It’s alright. Trust him.”
Aley didn’t hesitate, holding her close while he kept pace with Satesh’s ground eating strides.
In the back of her mind, Ilaria was irritated to be so helpless that Aley had to carry her, but she was certain she wouldn't have been able to keep up with either of them anyway. She would have been too busy staring at Satesh.
The touch of his invisible fingertips on her thigh had both startled and exhilarated her, her flesh prickling with awareness and no small amount of arousal.
That had been the most shocking of all, to feel her body run hot with want, simply from a caress of unseen fingers. Fingers that felt real and solid, not ghostly or etheric.
Satesh seemed to be flesh and blood when she distinctly recalled the sensation of metal on her leg. After Margen had lashed out at her—enraged to have been delivered her daughter’s corpse— no one had been as startled as Ilaria, when Margen’s chair had suddenly shot up into the air and slammed against the red-skinned queen with enough force to shatter the wood.
Margen had gone flying, and moments later the entire palace had trembled from the force of the explosions set off somewhere deep beneath them.
The charge of energy had electrified her, Aley had swept in to yank her to safety, and then Satesh had been there. Fully formed, dressed as a slave, and Aley was not alone in wondering where Satesh had come from.
Even with a collar around his throat and the thin black sarong knotted over his hips, Satesh was very obviously not a slave.
Muscles bunched and flexed beneath smooth bronze skin, not a single whip scar, burn mark, or raised knot of scar tissue could be seen on his flesh.
A hand or two taller than Aley, Satesh glowed with health and vitality, his broad shoulders showed no hint of stooping, and he walked too proudly, too tall to be one of the oppressed, tormented souls who lived here.
Thick black hair spilled in wild disarray down his back, and when he glanced over his shoulder at her, Ilaria saw the flash of gold rings and bars piercing his left ear from lobe to pointed tip. Another hint to say this male was no slave.
One of the Red Mystress’s would have pulled those piercings out one by one the moment she got her hands on him.
There was a scruffy dusting of hair on his angular jaw, framing stern, thin lips and highlighting the sharp blades of his cheekbones. His nose was thin, slightly crooked as though broken one too many times, and set deep beneath his pronounced brow sat a pair of flaming amber colored eyes. They were startling in their vibrancy, lit from within, ever so slightly glowing.
Predatory eyes.
Satesh cut a powerful figure, command oozing from his pores like pheromones. Ilaria wouldn’t have classified him as handsome or beautiful. He was striking.
Even if she hadn’t sensed his presence before today or felt the touch of his hand spelling out his name on her thigh and knew he was the unseen menace causing murder and mayhem among the Mystresses, Ilaria would have followed him.
Amidst the explosions and the stampede of people shoving and jockeying to get out of the crumbling hall, Ilaria’s intuition was screaming at her that Satesh was someone to be trusted.
She could feel Aley’s uncertainty, hear it in the rapid-fire rush of thoughts across the surface of his mind. Because his faith in her was as strong as his need to protect her and get her off of Myst, he was willing to try. To trust Ilaria knew what she was doing and follow a complete stranger who said he could get them off the planet.
“Rahannah, where are you?” Satesh asked suddenly, turning sharply to the right, leading them up the main stairs and down another hallway.
Aley looked down at her, silently asking Ilaria if she knew who their guide was speaking to, but all she could do in response was shrug.
“I have two more for the shuttle. We’re heading to the roof now. How many are left? Understood. Call—”
“YOU!”
Ilaria’s blood ran cold as she looked over Aley’s shoulder to see Margen bearing down on them, covered in dust, bleeding from a small gash by her hairline, flanked by four other Mystresses. Two red, two gray.
Ilaria’s belly soured with fear, fed by Aley’s certainty they were about to die, and his determination to give her whatever time he could to hide. Escape was futile at this point, but Satesh didn’t seem to think so.
“Go to the east corner of the roof. My people are waiting for you.” Satesh was smiling as he passed, not a hint of fear or uncertainty in his expression as he prepared to face down the five females.
Before Aley took off at a dead run, Ilaria saw Satesh cut his arm through the air, the gold bracelet coiled around his forearm slithering into his hand, transforming into a wicked sharp, curved hook of a blade.
The last she saw of him, Satesh had thrown his arm up to catch the barbed whip one of Margen’s guard shot at him, bringing his blade down to sever the braided leather in half. Satesh disappeared, and still running as fast as he could carrying her, Aley didn’t waste breath to speak.
He slid around the corner and took the stairs two at a time, stopping only long enough to grunt his apology before throwing her up over his shoulder.
~I’ll live. I’m sorry I can’t help—
~You’re keeping an eye out for drones coming up behind us.
Right. Of course, that made sense. However,
~The drones should have flooded the dining hall at the first hint of an explosion.
~Yes, they should have. Your friend said he has people waiting, perhaps they disabled the drones.
Not only was Ilaria able to hear the hint of jealousy in Aley’s mental tone, but she could also feel his hurt that she hadn’t trusted him enough to say she had met Satesh.
If she hadn’t been ass up over his shoulder, bouncing along as he ran, Aley would have been able to see her roll her eyes.
~You know there’s no way for me to lie when we connect this way, right?
~Yes.
~I’ve sensed his energy for weeks now, on and off, but today was the first time he communicated with me. He traced his name onto my leg—
~Your leg?
Ilaria opted to ignore the outraged incredulity of Aley’s interruption, 
~After Margen kicked me, I believe he was responsible for slamming the chair into her face. Did you see it?
~No, but I can imagine it was satisfying.
~Immensely. I’ve never seen more than a glimpse of what must be some kind of…armor.
~You remembered something.
Despite her discomfort, Ilaria found herself able to smile. Yes, she had remembered something, and without being able to see her face, Aley had heard the change in her voice to identify the memory.
It was just a flash, a flicker of light in the darkness, but it was bold and vivid. Silver armor covering an enormous male figure that disappeared with a flick of his strong fingers.
Ilaria had no idea who the male was and couldn’t remember where he was from or how they had met, but the memory evoked a sense of rightness. Friendship even.
Whoever the being was, Ilaria had trusted him. A blip of her past wasn’t enough to say whether the similarities between that unknown being’s armor and Satesh’s, didn’t mean Satesh was of that same race or if he was trustworthy. But Ilaria couldn’t shake the feeling all the frayed threads of her past were about to meet and once again twine together in a semblance of reason.
Aley climbed the last few stairs and stopped, his disbelief leeching from his skin to hers. He tipped his shoulder and let her slide down to her feet, keeping her tucked tight against his side until she could stand steady.
Ilaria looked and saw a woman with bronze skin, wearing the same golden armor as Satesh, cradling a menacing weapon in both hands like it was a beloved child.
“Come on, we don’t have all day,” she barked in the way of welcome, watching them with narrow, suspicious eyes as Aley cautiously approached.
“We were told there was a craft—”
The woman lifted her foot and hit something with the heel of her boot, which made the small craft perched precariously on the corner of the roof shimmer into view.
“Get on board, we’ll be leaving soon.”
Aley looked down to her for direction, and Ilaria tried to send him a pulse of reassurance with her hand on his chest. He was worried, but willing to follow wherever she led.
When the woman saw how Aley picked Ilaria up gingerly to carry her forward, a pinched look crossed her sharp features, touching on Ilaria’s bruised face and the larger blemish blooming on her hip.
“Are you injured?”
Ilaria said, “No,”
At the same time, Aley said, “Yes.”
Up went the unnamed woman’s brows, but she said nothing else as Aley stepped into the open hatch of the craft where several other slaves sat, wide-eyed with fearful hope.
“Wait,” Ilaria murmured to Aley, turning to look at the woman when he paused, “We left Satesh to face five of the Mystresses, he may need help.”
The armed guard gave a sardonic smirk, “Find a seat, keep the center aisle clear. Satesh will call for aid if he needs it.”
 

Satesh~
Mystresses were strong when they had pain and fear to feed on and slaves too weak to fight back. They relied on their one strength, on their reputations, on their drones, and did little to train themselves as warriors.
Satesh had nothing to give them but the deadly kiss of his blade, and so they fell like dry stalks of grass.
Blood, hot and black spilled over his hands, and Satesh would have given anything at that moment to feel the burn of satisfaction as he watched the last flicker of life fade from Margen’s eyes.
She dropped to her knees, her hands uselessly clutching at her organs as they slid from inside her, making wet, obscene noises as they splattered on the stone floor.
She looked around at the dead and dismembered remains of those loyal to her, and at him in disbelief.
“You should have given them back to me,” he told her coldly, and then it was over.
Shahin and Sorosh had been avenged, their murderer was dead, and soon this entire fortress would be reduced to rubble.
The other smaller cities on Myst were next. Satesh was giving them no time to recover or choose a new queen.
His shard coiled around his arm once more and he turned on his heel, leaving the carnage in his wake. Rahannah waited for him on the roof, barely batting an eye over the gore covering him.
“It’s done then?” she asked, stepping aside to let him pass.
“It’s only beginning.”
He moved through the cargo area of the shuttle, ignoring the gasps of fear and the way the slaves pressed back against one another to ensure none of them touched him.
They were traumatized, malnourished, some of them badly injured. Satesh had no idea how to rehabilitate a bunch of slaves, but he had been unwilling to leave a single one behind.
Especially the purple-eyed female cradled across the Issite’s lap. Ilaria’s face was no longer half bruised, her head resting on Aley’s chest, looking as though she was sleeping peacefully.
Aley seemed mildly surprised to see Satesh unscathed but did nothing other than give a vague nod of acknowledgment.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Aley~
It had been three days since they had been shown to the small, private cabin on board the Mayhem, and so far, —after having been given medical exams and clean clothes—all Ilaria had done was sleep.
Aley had allowed himself to merge deeply with her energy, seeking out any deeper injuries Margen might have inflicted on Ilaria, but nothing in her bio-rhythm was out of sync.
Her eyes steadily moved behind her lids, dreaming it seemed, but nothing he did could wake her, and he was uncertain how much longer she could go without food or water.
The healer in him advised a trip to the advanced infirmary, where a much deeper scan could be taken. But without Ilaira’s intuition, Aley was cautious of allowing anyone to examine her.
Aley knew nothing of their hosts, the Dhjana, other than what he’d been told by the young male attendants in charge of seeing to their new passengers’ comfort.
The Mayhem was the largest ship in a fleet of twenty-five, built to house the majority of what sounded like family units.
The convoy of ships was made up of only one clan, with one hundred more out there in the universe.
The Dhjana were mercenaries and merchants, so when Aley asked the boy who brought their meals, Ashkan, why the Dhjana had come to obliterate a palace full of Mystresses, the boy’s usually cheerful smiles had darkened to a somber grimace.
“The younger brothers of our Exarch were captured on another planet far from here and sold into slavery. By the time they were traced to Myst, the bitch queen had already murdered them. The Exarch decreed before Margen's death he would destroy all that was precious to her.”
Aley was sorry for the deaths but glad their grave misfortune meant his and Ilaria’s liberation, however brief it might be.
“Are we to be evaluated and sold again then?”
Ashkan’s reaction was honest. His eyes flew wide and his features twisted with affront,
“My clan trades in many things, and though I do not know what my Exarch has planned for you and the others he liberated, I can assure you, you will not be sold again. We have never dealt in peddling flesh. For now, you are our honored guests.”
Aley had never been anyone’s guest and was uncertain how to behave, which made Ilaria’s slumber as convenient as it was concerning.
He had a reason to sit by her side and watch over her, remaining safe in their cozy cabin, and though their future was uncertain, being able to have absolute privacy, choice as to how he would spend his time was a luxury he hadn’t had in far too long.
He slept curled around Ilaria without fear he would be called away or punished for touching her without permission. Aley admitted he merely wanted to keep Ilaria to himself for as long as possible, but three days of uninterrupted sleep was too much.
She didn’t even grumble when he pulled her into his lap to arrange her arms around his shoulders before picking her up.
He set Ilaria on the padded medical table at the direction of the laughably young healer, and moments later Satesh came striding in demanding to know what was wrong with Ilaria.
The male who faced him with deep lines of grief etched around his vibrant eyes, and a snarl of anger in his voice was not the same male who had liberated them from Myst.
He vibrated with a dichotomy of restless energy and bone-deep exhaustion, making his bio-rhythm sing out a sound of deeply rooted distress.
His glowing amber eyes stroked over Ilaria’s prone form, visibly caressing her even as he looked for signs of injury. Aley knew he should have been angry on her behalf that a stranger was gawking with such familiarity, perhaps experience a harsh stab of jealousy that another male was clearly showing interest in Ilaria.
It had happened before when another one of the fortress slaves had allowed their gazes to linger, but oddly, this time he was only curious.
“She fell asleep in the shuttle and has not awoken since. I have tried to wake her, but without success.”
“Let’s just see about that,” the young medic said tartly, shooing Satesh out of her way as she engaged the scanner and turned to view the results on a large plas-screen.
She was a beautiful child, with a mop of messy brown and tan curls piled on her head. She had intense, exotically slanted, pale amber eyes and freckles scattered across her cheeks and nose.
If she were older than fifteen, he would eat his new soft-soled boots. Aley held his breath, wavering between worry and amusement as the female scrunched up her nose in concentration and wiggled her lips from side to side.
It made the gold jewelry in the septum and bridge of her nose dance and sparkle.
“Shayla?” Satesh prompted with an impatient growl.
The girl waved a hand to shush him, moving from slide to slide, giving each one an intense study Aley could appreciate, however, she was still a child.
He caught Satesh’s gaze and tilted his head in silent question, wanting to know whether this girl-medic was the best one to be taking care of Ilaria.
“She’s a pain in my ass, but she’s the best.” Satesh told Aley confidently.
“Yes, she is.” Shayla snapped, snatching up a small tube of some kind, cradling Ilaria’s hand in her tiny one, extending one of Ilaria’s fingers to press against the tube.
Aley heard a soft snap, and when Shayla gently lay Ilaria’s hand back down, there was a tiny bead of bright red blood. 
He had no idea if Ilaria could feel it or not, but he couldn’t help himself. Aley reached over and touched his finger to hers to take away the lingering bite.
He glanced up and noticed the stern slash of Satesh’s lips softening ever so slightly.
“Alright,” Shayla finally announced, “Her cells are saturated with a radiation I’ve not encountered before.
“I assume its residual exposure from her home planet, and while it doesn’t appear to be affecting her negatively, the concentration is of enough concern to be noted.
“Her brain activity shows deep Proto rhythm, which means her mind and body are in a state of regeneration and repair.
“Of what, I can’t say, because according to my scans, she’s perfectly healthy. What little I know of her people, I would say this is the physical state required for access to the unconscious mind. However, these waves here indicate that despite being in Proto, there’s other activity going on.”
“Other activity?” Satesh questioned sharply.
Shayla gave an unconcerned roll of her shoulder, “In Proto, there shouldn’t be such constant rapid eye movement, yet somehow, she’s dreaming.
“Other than the radiation in her cells and the lack of nourishment, there are no abnormalities to say why she hasn’t woken up for three days. Stress, maybe?
“Finally being able to rest after whatever hellish nightmares she encountered on Myst? I know I’d want to sleep for days, and the closest I’ve gotten to a Mystress is that half-breed over there.”
Aley looked over Shayla’s shoulder to see a familiar face.
Zillriane was one of Margen’s many breeding experiments. A cross between a red Mystress and Zeina demon, Margen had intended to breed a stronger, more powerful Mystress.
What she’d gotten was a unique creature who was nothing like what Margen intended. Zillriane had soft gray skin, jet black hair with dainty red horns peeking out from the crown of her head, and two, pale orange eyes.
From fingertips to elbows, Zillriane’s skin was crimson, as though she had dipped her arms into a vat of fresh blood. Her dexterous tail was also a deep red, and given all those unique differences in her appearance, it wasn’t hard to imagine her to be dangerous.
However, Zillriane was one of the gentlest creatures Aley had ever encountered. Unlike her mother’s people, Zill didn’t feed on fear or pain, and she had no homicidal tendencies he was aware of.
Zill was insanely empathic, sensitive to the most minute of emotions. On Myst, the hatred aimed her way had almost crippled her. After failing again and again to meet Margen’s expectations, Zill had become a slave herself, and as a form of torture, Margen often made Zill sit and watch Margen flay the flesh from her victims.
Zillriane was the only one of the slaves liberated from Myst that still appeared to be a slave.
She was shackled to her medical bed, sitting with her chin on her up-drawn knees, her arms and her whip-like tale with its arrow-shaped end, wrapped around her legs.
Aley did his best to temper his anger to see her shackled, but from the tiny, understanding tilt of her lips, he hadn’t done a very good job.
“The half-breed’s name is Zillriane, and she’s no danger to anyone onboard. You don’t have to shackle her like a rabid animal.”
Shayla’s dark eyebrows shot up at the contempt Aley couldn’t keep from his tone.
“Tell that to Zillriane. Every time we try to examine her, she goes crazy and won’t let us near her.”
Aley clenched his jaw so hard a muscle jumped in his neck, “If you’d bothered to ask her why, she might have told you she’s an empath and so sensitive, she can feel your distaste and anger.
“If you touched her with anything other than an emotionally blank slate, you would have forced whatever you were feeling into her skin like knives. She isn’t dangerous.
“She’s been every bit as abused as the rest of the slaves you brought up and deserving of some gentleness and care. If you don’t wish to provide it, I will happily take charge of her and keep her well away from the rest of you.”
Shayla scowled and opened her mouth to no doubt fire a volley back at him, but Satesh cut a cool glance her way, and the medic pressed her lips together with a petulant huff.
Aley watched on with wary surprise as Satesh pulled a set of keys from a fold in his dark orange and gold robes before approaching Zillriane.
Satesh handed her the keys, very careful not to touch her skin, speaking softly to her when Zill hunched in on herself, her eyes filling with tears even as she smiled shyly.
After unlocking her shackles, Zill lay the keys on the end of the table and at Satesh’s invitation, climbed off and made sure to keep her arms wrapped around her middle, her tail coiled around her leg so as not to inadvertently brush up against him.
Zill was nearly half the size of Satesh, almost as small as Shayla. Aley would have said she was childlike if not for her voluptuous, very feminine curves.
He took a deep breath and let it out to purge any negative feelings as Zill came towards him, not having to dig deep for the affection and relief he felt to see her free and in much better shape than the last time he’d seen her.
She was shivering in her tiny sarong and knotted top, and when Aley unbelted his long tunic to drape around her, her shoulders dropped from up around her ears.
On her, it looked more like a robe than a tunic, but she smiled up at him gratefully as she burrowed into the cloth.
“Thank you, Aley.” Zillriane murmured in her quiet, husky voice.
“Of course.”
Satesh cleared his throat, his jaw tensing when Zill flinched and stepped closer to Aley, putting herself behind him just slightly. Aley hoped she could feel how humbled he was by her trust in him but kept his gaze on Satesh.
The Exarch‘s expression tightened before it smoothed to perfect blankness.
“One of my people will be by momentarily to show you to your quarters, Zillriane.”
Zillriane gave a timid nod, catching at her bottom lip with her petite fangs as she looked from Satesh to Ilaria, and up to Aley with what he could only describe as hesitant interest.
She lifted a crimson finger to point at Ilaria’s prone form, “May I?”
Aley wasn’t exactly sure what Zill was asking, but he stepped aside and smiled to encourage her. Zill continued to gnaw on her lips nervously as she skirted around him and settled beside Ilaria.
At first, she just extended her red palm out to hover in the air above Ilaria’s chest, her fingertips dipping down one by one, as though she were playing an instrument or tapping the surface of a mirror.
Zill gave a low hum, no indication to say whether it was a sound born from pleasure or concern. Her hand slowly drifted up toward Ilaria’s face, hesitating before Zill curled her fingers inward and carefully brushed her knuckles down the slope of Ilaria’s cheek.
When she finally withdrew, Zill rubbed her palm up and down her thigh, like she was wiping away a sticky residue.
“She feels excited. Eager and relieved, no hints of worry or sadness. I know it doesn’t help answer why she’s still asleep, but her dreams are pleasant.”
Aley dipped his head to catch hold of Zill’s shy gaze, glad to see her smile in response to his thankfulness.
“It helps, Zill. Thank you.”
A bare-chested male with a mane of silky black hair, dusky golden skin, and vibrant red eyes swaggered into the infirmary.
He wore nothing but the voluminous trousers common among the Dhjana and a pair of soft leather boots with curled toes, not noticing Zill where she was half hidden by Aley’s body.
The male gave a jerk of his chin, “How may I serve, Exarch?”
His query bordered on rude, but Satesh didn’t seem to notice, or if he did, he didn’t care.
“Kai, I need you to escort our guest to one of the unoccupied rooms on tier two. Do not touch her.”
Kai’s brows hiked with an incredulous snort, and he went so far as to fold his arms over his chest belligerently with an expression of dark amusement. Doubt formed instantly that this was the correct male to take Zillriane anywhere, but she peeked around him, and Kai’s insolent smirk faded to one of intrigue and surprise.
“Zillriane, this is Kai. He will ensure you arrive at your suite unscathed,” Satesh was making it a statement more for Kai than Zill, and the red-eyed male’s chin went up another notch, but he didn’t disagree.
“Whatever you need, tell Kai, and he will see you have it.”
“Thank you,” Zill whispered, her cheeks washing a darker red when Kai’s lashes fell to half-mast, his nostrils flaring like a predator catching the scent of something tantalizing and delicious.
“Come along, little one. To bed with you,” Kai invited, clasping his hands behind his back, offering Zill a crooked grin when she came toward him slowly.
They disappeared around the corner, and Aley let his doubt spill into what expression his disfigured face could make.
Satesh gave an aggrieved sigh. “She’ll be safe with him,” Satesh promised, and Aley could do nothing now but trust he was as good as his word.
“Well, now we’re past all that, can we get back to my patient?” Shayla asked curtly. She flushed under the stern look Satesh gave her, and after a moment rolled her shoulders to shake off her little snit.
“I’ll hook Ilaria up to a drip solution for fluids, and I recommend a gel bath to leach out the radiation. If she hasn’t woken up after the bath, I can pop her with a stimulant. If that doesn’t work, my last resort will be to insert a feeding tube until she does wake.”
 

Ilaria~
Effervescent warmth licked and tingled across her skin, her body floating suspended, completely supported. The pulsating warmth penetrated deep into her bones, gently urging her to wake.
As she lingered in the moments between sleep and wakefulness, Ilaria couldn’t help but think this incredible, weightless, effortless rise should have been what she experienced upon her Awakening.
She immediately recognized the tender caress of Aley’s fingers on her face, wrinkling her nose in confusion when she felt a blob of something ooze down her cheek.
“Ilaria?” the hopeful note in his voice urged her to lift her lashes, the sight of Aley’s familiar face caused happiness to blossom in her heart instead of shock and fear.
Mm. This was definitely how Ilaria would have preferred to Awaken.
She made to lift her hand to touch him, only to frown at the mild resistance. Ilaria had a burst of unavoidable panic, thinking something had happened, and she was once again unable to move.
It took a moment for the panic to subside, but when it did Ilaria was delighted to realize she recognized the viscous substance she was settled in.
“Regeneration gel. Cassie. Saraz,” the words tumbled from her mouth on a nervous laugh, and she shocked Aley when she threw her arms up and around his neck, pink gel splattering all over the floor as she grabbed hold of him to share her joy with an elated kiss.
“I remember them!” she squealed, her words running together because her lips were still smashed against his.
Her human friend wasn’t all she remembered, but the deep vibration of Aley’s answering chuckle and the feeling of his arms around her was distraction enough to ensure she was now completely focused on their kisses.
Before such intimacies had been quick and stolen, and though it had been impulsive on her part, Ilaria sank into the sensations bombarding her.
The fizz of the gel on her body felt amazing. So did the tender passion rising inside her, the hungry, devoted press of Aley’s kisses. He supported her shoulders with one arm and cradled her jaw in one big hand, sweeping his thumb back and forth across the apple of her cheek.
She loved that they could continue kissing and still speak to one another, the sound and echo of his voice inside her mind another layer of pleasure that left her utterly melting into him.
~You slept for three days. He accused softly, the ache of his relief coupled with the tenderness of his kiss brought tears to her eyes.
~Three days? Ilaria remembered the explosions, leaving Satesh behind to face Margen, and closing her eyes after Aley had carried her onto the transport.
Their lips clung together as though their flesh was obeying their desire to keep from parting, and after a dozen more tiny pecks, Aley pulled back to press his brow against hers, resting there a moment before he lifted his head to catch hold of her gaze.
~I was worried. What happened?
Despite being genuinely contrite for having worried him, Ilaria couldn’t contain her happiness.
~I’ve been practicing slipping into the Void as often as I can. I didn’t intend to do it, but as soon as we boarded the transport, I just felt this weight lift from my shoulders.
When I closed my eyes, I felt my consciousness slide effortlessly from my body. It felt so wonderful I didn’t dare try and stop or think to consider what might happen to my physical body.
As he had taken care of her and sat beside her while he waited for her to wake, Ilaria knew Aley had the right to be upset with her, but his heart was so big, so full of kindness, he merely sighed in reprimand and then asked her where she had gone.
~ The white temple Jalu showed me, I found it. I don’t know where in the universe it is, or what it’s called, but I found it. A home big enough for you, me, any of the slaves Satesh helped liberate, and whatever remains of my people.
Aley’s smile was as slow and beautiful as a sunrise, his eyes transforming as she watched them turn to shimmering pools of molten rose-gold.
His grin also made her realize his face was decorated with blobs of gel, but when she went to wipe them away, they both burst out laughing because all she did was smear a thicker layer all over the place.
“You’re awake,”
Just like it had the first time Ilaria had seen him, Satesh’s voice caused her pulse to race with excitement.
His presence filled the large room with crackling energy, and it took Ilaria a moment to realize she was sensing the power of his life-force.
She could see the snaps and pops of heat that arched from him to the walls, as though he were walking through a high-voltage electricity storm, and his body was the divining rod that attracted the gold and dark red bolts of lightning.
Her gaze wandered around the room slowly, the breath catching in her lungs at the sight of Aley’s aura reacting to the space and to Satesh.
Aley’s kaleidoscope of greens and bright orange connecting to the golden bolts, neutralizing the dark red whips to brighten them to vibrant crimson.
Ilaria was sure her mouth was hanging open in astonishment, because seeing and feeling the energy of other living beings was something she hadn’t been able to do since before she had Awoken on Salista’s ship.
Traveling, recovering memories, seeing the electric colors swirling around her…
“Unbelievable,”
“Is something wrong?” Satesh was speaking to Aley but staring at her while the red of his aura flickered and slithered towards her in sensual ribbons of desire.
Ilaria looked beyond the hypnotic curls of light, blinking to focus on Satesh himself and the way he planted his feet wide like the deck was pitching beneath him.
With his fists set on his waist, he had spread his black and gold embroidered robe wide to display the silky black vest he wore beneath, and the loose trousers that sat low on his trim hips.
He wore no ornamentation other than the open-ended gold collar around his throat and the wide gold cuff on his right wrist that had morphed into a wicked blade at the flick of his fingers.
“Where did you get so much Sarazen technology?” she blurted gracelessly, naked, up to her chin in a vat of goo, waiting breathlessly to hear his answer.
Satesh’s sharp brows winged up in surprise, “My people trade with Saraz on a fairly regular basis. The regen-gel is their recipe, but my people copied the technology of the Sarazen torques and made it our own. You’ve encountered the warriors before?”
Ilaria nodded, rubbing her chest as it ached with longing to see her friend again.
“During my travels, I befriended a female named, Cassie. She is the mate of a Sarazen commander. I was helping her with something, but I can’t remember what.”
“Do not force the memory,” Aley ordered firmly, “You need to submerge for as long as you can and allow the gel to finish leeching the radiation from your cells.”
Ilaria had already started to sink when Aley mentioned radiation, and when she asked, he informed her the medic on board had found trace amounts of radiation from Matav’s decaying sun lingering in her body.
As the gel closed over her face, Ilaria wondered if that had been a factor in why it had been so difficult to regain her abilities.
Ilaria supposed it didn’t matter, because minute by minute she could feel those bruised and bleeding pathways in her mind beginning to repair and reconnect themselves.
She could feel the flow of universal energy coursing through her in nearly euphoric rivers, practically bubbling at her fingertips.
She kept herself submerged until the need for oxygen became too great, thankful for Aley’s help in sitting up. If not for his hand behind her neck, she would have gone slipping and sliding all over the inside of the large tub.
~Keep your eyes closed, love. I’ll wipe the gel off your face.
When she opened her eyes and looped her arms around Aley’s neck to stand, she heard Satesh give a soft hiss.
Ilaria glanced his way and saw his aura had flooded the space around him like a sensual red halo, his glowing amber eyes on fire with lust as he struggled not to stare.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t think.” Aley rumbled aloud, shifting his body slightly to shield her from Satesh’s sight.
She smiled up at Aley and shook her head. “It’s alright. It will take time to remember our bodies are our own again. I apologize if I made you uncomfortable, Satesh. Nudity was prevalent among the slaves. Not all of us were granted such luxuries as clothes.”
“I am not uncomfortable,” Satesh answered, his voice thick with desire he did nothing to hide.
He offered Aley a thick robe regardless, and soon she was bundled into the soft material, the gel having cooled to an icy second skin.
“The enzyme shower is there, and so long as you allow it, you will have every luxury I can provide.”
Aley hoisted her into his arms, and as he carried her toward the enzyme shower, Ilaria turned her smile to Satesh.
“Your generosity means the world to us. Thank you. If you have time to spare, I would very much like to speak with you about some important matters.”
“I will make time,” Satesh promised. “The evening meal will be served soon. I will send someone to guide you to my quarters.”
In the small bathing chamber, Aley carefully set Ilaria on her feet and kept hold of her until her slick feet found purchase.
It took two cycles of the enzyme wash to remove all traces of the gel from her body, and Ilaria was certain she had never felt so clean.
Aley helped her into the clothes Satesh had provided, intently focused as he closed the unbelievably soft halves of the gorgeous purple tunic dress together.
The sleeves were long to keep her warm, the chest area heavily embroidered with shimmering gold thread, scooped low to reveal the tops of her breasts.
Aley’s fingers were nimble and quick as he slipped the buttons into their loops, her belly exposed from the underside of her ribcage on down. The hem of the tunic flirted around her ankles with a wide gold ribbon.
He knelt at her feet and drew a silky cloth between her legs that tied at each hip, and from the appreciative sound Aley made, the way the material cupped and covered her sex was quite provocative.
He glanced up and smiled when she laughed, but her laugh turned to a soft sigh, adoration pumping through every corner of her body when he took her hands. He pressed a kiss to the center of each before setting them on his shoulders, wordlessly urging her to use him for balance as he held a pair of voluminous purple trousers up for her to step into.
He cinched the drawstring snug around her hips, reached for the gold slippers with a whimsical curve to the toes, a little bell hanging from the point that chimed softly when Aley gave them a wiggle.
“We’ll save these for another time.”
Even with her belly bare and the tops of her breasts pushed up toward the neck of her tunic, it was the most beautifully modest set of clothes Ilaria had worn in a very long time.
Aley had been shirtless the entire time she sat in the tank of regen-gel, but once she was dressed, he produced a vest similar to the one Satesh had worn from where he’d tucked it into the back of his plain green trousers and shrugged it on.
“Satesh desires you,” he told her bluntly, in a very carefully neutral tone.
Just as carefully, Ilaria replied, “I know. Does it bother you?”
Aley tilted his head to the side, his gaze quickly rising to touch on her face, scrutinizing her expression before sliding away.
She reached out to button his vest, wanting some kind of connection as he was working hard to keep her out of his thoughts.
“Yes and no, for the same reason.” Aley finally answered.
“Which is?”
“I know you care deeply for me, and I do not doubt my place in your heart, but if you let him, he will do exactly as he said. He will give you everything. Things you deserve. Things I will never be able to give.”
In a heartbeat, Ilaria knew precisely what things Aley was referring to. He loved her deeply, and Ilaria knew it, felt it in every fiber of her being. But his love could only physically be expressed in so many ways.
Aley had been the property of a Game Warden his entire life, born into slavery, healing the Warden’s stable of gladiators as soon as Aley’s abilities had grown strong enough.
His skin was carved with scars someone else had earned. They told not only the story of Aley’s suffering, but that of the countless males and females the Warden had ordered Aley to heal.
Unless he underwent excruciating and potentially crippling surgery, Aley would never sire children. Would never know what it felt like to pleasure himself or her with his cock.
It had not and did not matter to Ilaria if they never coupled via penetrative sex, there were so many other ways in which they could share the physical act of love with one another, but to him, it was important.
“Among the slaves on my homeworld, it was not uncommon for a female to have multiple male partners, and I would not be so foolish as to refuse if it was your wish to have a male who is whole to give what I cannot.
“So, in that way, no, I am not bothered. But I at the same time I don’t think I could bear it if he refused to allow me—”
So intent on purging his words, Aley startled when Ilaria gently pressed her fingertips to his beautiful, perfect lips and silenced him.
Ilaria had not told Aley the true scope of the abilities a Matavei was capable of harnessing because, in truth, she worried she would never regain all she had learned during her etheric travels. But she could feel those abilities, just out of reach, waiting for her physical body to grow strong enough to channel such powerful energies.
Ilaria did not tell him now, because she needed time to practice. To be completely certain. But she did not need powers to soothe Aley’s doubts and fears,
“I cannot deny it. Satesh may become part of whatever fate we choose to make for ourselves, but it is not yet written. I have not had nearly enough time to learn what kind of man he is.
“I hope you will believe me when I tell you, there is nothing he or anyone else could give me that would make me turn away from you. Nothing, Aley.”
Relief shook through Aley like a gust of wind rattling through a stand of trees, those doubts and fears falling like dead leaves as she pushed beyond the flimsy barrier he had erected between his mind and hers, filling him with her feelings of certainty and love until the shadows eased from his eyes.
~There is no being in the universe capable of giving me anything close to the love and care you have bestowed upon me.
The place you hold in my heart is yours alone, Aley, and no matter what you may think of yourself, you are perfect to me as you are. I will never give you up.




CHAPTER TWELVE
Satesh~
The effects of the emo-dampener had long since worn off, but as Satesh watched, Aley set Ilaria on her feet and wrapped a supportive arm around her waist, patiently keeping hold of her while she took slow, clumsy steps forward, Satesh wished he still felt numb.
The intimacy between them ran so much deeper than Satesh had initially thought and was uncomfortable to watch. Not because of Aley’s unsightly visage, but because Satesh wanted to be there on Ilaria’s other side to support her, and there seemed to be no place for him in their embrace.
After laying waste to Margen’s palace, after finding the desiccated bodies of his brothers and the serum hadn’t kept his emotions at bay, Satesh had sunk deep into his grief.
The only time the agony of his failures as a brother and the pain of his new reality without Shahin and Sorosh constantly underfoot and causing trouble became somewhat bearable, were the moments when he had been in Aley’s company over the course of the last three days.
Satesh was conflicted. Bombarded with emotions he was not prepared to handle. Yet as soon as Aley got near, the cacophony of feelings settled to a more manageable murmur, allowing Satesh to appreciate Ilaria’s unique beauty fully.
When he had been younger and wilder, Satesh had enjoyed the pleasures of all sorts of females, each one a rare and exotic flower of their species.
Though he had appreciated their beauty and their differences, the memories of their many pleasures faded to pale shadows in Ilaria’s presence.
Dhjana women were dark of hair, with beautiful bronze skin and large amber colored eyes. Ilaria had skin pale as moonshine that shimmered as though she was bathed in radiant beams no matter where she went.
The rich royal purple of her tunic brought out the hints of the same color hidden in her black hair, making the lighter shade of her eyes so vibrant they seemed almost artificial.
The clothing style flattered her figure, the bare strip of her belly making his hands curl with the urge to cup her waist, to hold her steady while he used his lips to judge the softness of her skin.
He swallowed thickly when she caught him staring, her plump pink lips curling into an easy smile.
His heart surged, his blood pumped harder through his veins, his cock threatening to rise to the occasion.
The desire that turned his blood hot with need was for Ilaria alone, but he could not deny the need to also be near Aley.
Her cheeks warmed as though she could read his innermost thoughts, and perhaps she could. But she didn’t say anything, and thankfully, neither did Aley.
Satesh pursed his lips to draw in a breath of air, hoping to cool his ardor enough to speak normally.
“How are you feeling?”
“Refreshed,” Ilaria sighed happily.
In all the days he had spent watching her within the safety of his armor, her eyes had been dull with pain and fear. To see her smile without the taint of terror was a heady thing.
“Thank you very much for all you’ve done.” She told him sincerely, “Not just for us, but for the other slaves you liberated.”
“Former slaves,” Satesh corrected firmly, hustling around the large dining table to pull a chair out for Ilaria to sit. “Did the slippers not fit comfortably?”
At her confused look, Satesh jerked his chin at the gold slippers tucked into the waistband of Aley’s trousers.
“Oh, no. They fit perfectly, but shoes seem to make it harder for me to find my balance. I see now where all Margen’s prized haruus fish went!”
Ilaria’s laugh sounded like bells as a pair of women brought in a platter with an enormous red fish artfully coiled nose to tail, steaming fragrantly and surrounded with fresh vegetables grown onboard.
In observing the queen of Myst, the only thing Satesh could say she cared about with any passion was a floor to ceiling tank in her quarters filled with over fifty of the scarlet fish.
The fish was easily the length of his leg, and about as thick, hence why it took two people to lift the platter onto the table.
The chefs had done a spectacular job in determining which spices and ales paired with the aquatic creature. The result was a succulent, flaky, treat.
“They were the only thing she seemed to have any love for,” Satesh managed to say with a modicum of calm. Aley murmured a polite thank you to the female who poured his wine, very clearly choosing not to react to the way the girl flinched away.
“Mira, you can go.”
Mira looked his way from under her lashes, turned a mortified pink and ducked her head before she quickly hustled out. Mira’s mother, Saiah, was quick to apologize on behalf of her daughter, but Aley graciously waved it aside.
“It’s quite alright. Understandably, I’ve frightened my fair share of children.”
Saiah’s brow furrowed as she gave an incredulous snort. She rounded the table and in the most motherly fashion, reached out to cup Aley’s cheek in her palm.
“It is not understandable. My daughter is young and foolish, thinking physical beauty is what tells the measure of a man’s worth. You are a strong, beautiful man, and anyone who cares to look can see it.”
After delivering her kind, firm declaration, Saiah excused herself. Ilaria gave a gentle bump of her shoulder to Aley’s, continuing their conversation as though nothing untoward had happened.
“After a particularly brutal feeding, Margen spent hours staring at these fish. She enjoyed watching them fight for the few morsels of food she would give them.
“I’m not sure why she was so enamored of them, but she cleaned their tank herself, fed them herself.”
Satesh wondered perhaps if he had made a grave error in serving the fish when Ilaria reached out and traced her fingertip along the edge of one long, shimmering fin.
“I felt your presence for nearly a month, including the night you stole the fish,” her riveting gaze rose to his, and once again Satesh felt the power of it in his groin. “You came close to my pallet on the floor and stood over me for a long time. Why?”
“Two of my people were emptying the tank, and I wanted to be close in case Margen woke up. And to see her reaction when she realized her pets were missing.”
“What did she take from you?” Ilaria asked astutely.
Satesh licked the bitter taste of grief from his lips, his throat constricting around his brother’s names, his self-loathing, his failure to protect them, his anger, rising to choke him.
His fingers stroked the stem of his dinner knife, the flash of light on the blade bringing with it the satisfying memory of gutting Margen. It was a hollow gratification because it did nothing to bring Shahin and Sorosh back.
“My brothers were returning to their shuttle after enjoying the pleasures of a well-known brothel. They were accosted and captured, sold. By the time I found out, they had already arrived on Myst.
“When I made overtures to bargain for their safe return, Margen demanded I give two hundred of my strongest warriors in exchange, only to snatch my hope away by revealing the battered remains of my brothers, hung in chains behind her like trophies.
“All I had left was to avenge their deaths, and I vowed to take everything Margen cared about from her before I was through. But all she cared about was causing pain, cultivating power, and a tank filled with fish.
“It wasn’t enough. I had plans to take Margen's entire palace down around her slowly, destroy her power base, her credibility, hopefully, her sanity.”
“Why didn’t you?” Ilaria asked gently.
The compassion in her tone caused him to look away from the dull edge of his knife, finding such empathy in her expression, another weight settled on his chest and made it harder for him to speak.
It felt as though jagged shards of glass dug and sliced into his throat as he swallowed.
“I was too late to help my brothers, but all three hundred and forty-seven of the people held captive by Margen and the others, I could do something for them.”
Satesh wanted to confess he had increased the speed of his attacks after hearing Margen’s plans to force a pregnancy on Ilaria, but the words stalled on the tip of his tongue.
Ilaria’s arm moved, perhaps to reach beneath the table to take Aley’s hand, or to caress his thigh. Satesh wasn’t sure, but he desperately wished to know what a kind touch from the strange, hypnotic female felt like.
“Despite the terrible circumstances that brought you to Myst, we are very grateful for our freedom,” Aley told him seriously, sparing a glance at Ilaria before Satesh became his sole focus, “but what now?”
Satesh sighed and leaned back in his chair, acknowledging the suspicious squint Aley gave with a nod,
“Now, families can be reunited. Those stolen from their lives can go home. I have several of my smaller cargo ships preparing to take the freed slaves back to their planets of origin.”
His guests shared another look, and this one concerned him. Ilaria shrugged as though the two of them were carrying on a silent conversation, and not for the first time Satesh was envious of the strength of their bond. Grinding his teeth, he fought to keep the bark of temper from his tone,
“Is something wrong?”
Ilaria rolled her lips together and tipped her head back and forth with indecision.
“No. Your generosity and kindness to us is such a contrast to what we’ve experienced, and it’s somewhat of a shock. And, unfortunately, not all of the people you rescued from Myst have a home planet to return to.
“The majority were born into slavery and releasing them back into the universe to go their own way may sound like the ultimate gift, but those born into chains know no other way of life. They will need care and time, a place to belong and feel safe. But most of all, a purpose.”
Satesh didn’t disagree with her assessment of the needs of the abused horde of people occupying every spare cabin he had on board.
Neither did he disagree with the careful choice of her words, which suggested the Dhjana—a free people used to a nomadic lifestyle—were not the ideal choice to care for the former slaves long-term.
His decision to bring all three hundred and forty-seven slaves onboard had been impulsive and not wholly thought out. Satesh hadn’t had any other choice than to do something. Anything, rather than stand by and allow any more pain and death.
Something to the way Ilaria was cautiously pleading their case led Satesh to believe she had thought it through and formed a plan.
His curiosity won out, and he waved his hand at the food-laden table, inviting she and Aley both to eat while they talked.
Aley served Ilaria the choicest bits of fish and chose the most succulent-looking fruits and vegetables, waiting for Satesh to fill his plate before Aley made any moves to feed himself.
Satesh watched them savor every bite of food, taking their time to chew and swallow each morsel that passed their lips.
It churned his stomach to watch, knowing they had learned to take such pleasure in their food because more often than not, they had gone hungry.
If someone asked him to explain his feelings at that moment, Satesh wasn’t sure he could have. He wanted to give Ilaria whatever she needed, whatever she desired and hadn’t dared to ask for.
Satesh kept his thoughts to himself until Ilaria set down her cutlery to pick up the glass of pale-yellow wine for a sip.
“I feel as though you already have a place in mind where you and the others can belong and feel safe. Saraz, perhaps?”
Ilaria’s smile was wistful as her gaze went far away, “I was told by the pride ruler my people and I would be welcome on Saraz, and I do want to speak to my friend, Cassie. But there are thousands of other Matavei, other travelers out there, their bodies still preserved in their pods deep beneath the surface of my homeworld.
“I must find a way to retrieve and revive them. To fulfill my mission to find a new home for my people.
“There will be room for all the slaves you have freed, for any who wish to find a place to belong and to feel safe. And yes, I do have a place in mind, though I have no idea where in the universe it is located.”
“Then how do you know it exists?”
Ilaria’s faraway gaze focused on him, her fey eyes swirling with mysteries and knowledge beyond anything Satesh could comprehend,
“I am not certain how I was able to do it yet, but once I was safely tucked away onboard your shuttle, I fell asleep and without any effort at all I slipped into the Void.
“I shed my physical body and traveled, pulled by some invisible thread to a planet long ago abandoned by its populace.
“I searched the entire world for signs of life, inhabitants, and I found nothing but some random wildlife and empty cities. All but of few of them are in total disrepair or reclaimed by the elements.
“I don’t know it’s physical location, but I looked up from a landing platform in the largest city to locate what star clusters I could see, the moons, landmarks, things to hopefully input into a database that might tell us the location of this world.
“My friend, Cassie, she and her mate both cultivate all sorts of information. I know if I brought what I have to her, she is my best chance at fulfilling my promise to my people.
“Sarazen ships and armor are capable of withstanding the radiation of Matav, and I hope that I cultivated enough good will to ask for their help retrieving whoever is left alive.”
Satesh understood perfectly what it meant to have a duty to one’s people, but it infuriated him that Ilaria had yet another person she could rely on, that wasn’t him.
Satesh knew it was irrational, and though he pushed those irrational emotions aside, Satesh was unable to deny they were still there, coloring his decisions.
“My people are nomads, Ilaria. Traders who travel from one galaxy to the other, and I have an entire division of navigators whose sole job is to map out every inch of space we pass through.
“Every star, every nebula, every planet. If we do not have records of the star clusters you saw, then the planet likely does not exist.”
Ilaria tilted her head to the side curiously, studying him for a few silent moments. Her gaze was unwavering, patient, unafraid and relaxed beside her champion.
“I’ve upset you,”
It wasn’t lost on him, the way Aley tensed beside her, preparing to react to whatever Satesh said or did next. It made him pause and take care with his answer, which only seemed to make Aley more nervous.
Separated by the width of the table, Satesh couldn’t reach out the way he wanted to trace the fine edge of Ilaria’s jaw or indulge his desire to learn the texture of her hair.
Satesh led the clan caravan, watched over and governed them, lined up jobs to see them fed and well paid, and he’d had his brothers.
Now and then he took a lover, but in such a small community it was unwise to begin something he had no intention of making permanent, and none of the women on the Mayhem or those in the caravan had enticed him to make such a commitment.
His purpose in life had been to care for his brothers and carry the mantle of Exarch as it had been passed onto him by his father.
His brothers were gone, he had avenged them, and everything had changed. “Perhaps I too am in need of a purpose, and should you turn to your friends on Saraz, I will not have one.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Ilaria~
“It was mostly a desert planet with two large oceans. I saw three moons, and these were the brightest stars I could see from the surface.”
Ilaria reached out to trace her finger through the glittering particles of light on the holo-screen, planting dots in the formation of the constellation she remembered.
She stood on her own two feet on the chilly metal floor of the flight deck, surrounded by a bevy of curious faces.
Aley was behind her, close enough to touch if she reached back, but not so close as to crowd her. Satesh was across from them again, and she wished he hadn’t withdrawn after the evening meal.
His aura had shifted colors so many times in the space of a few moments it had been difficult to read him, but the power of his grief and his feelings of displacement had come across loud and clear.
Ilaria knew Cassie would be glad to see her, but without her abilities Ilaria would have nothing to offer the Sarazen’s as payment for their services. If Satesh was to be believed—and there was nothing in his energy to say he was lying— Sarazen’s were not mercenaries for hire.
To ask would apparently be quite offensive, but with a roguish grin, Satesh informed her his people weren’t nearly so sensitive.
Ilaria was honest with him that she had nothing to give in the way of payment, but Satesh gave a careless roll of his shoulder and informed her he was always looking for a safe place for his people to call home.
According to the Dhjana’s historical records, their original homeworld had been comprised of mostly deserts. Satesh was intrigued, and willing to help.
Aley was not convinced that a planet to call home was all Satesh wanted, maintaining his certainty Satesh wanted her in a very sexual fashion. Ilaria didn’t disagree, as for most of the night the base colors of Satesh’s aura had swirled that rich, sensual red.
She could feel him staring at her now, and after she finished shaping the constellation, their eyes met through the beam of light and his roguish grin made a brief appearance.
“More than enough to get some partial matches,” one of the navigators stated, his fingers flying over the surface of his tablet. “Extrapolating…well, well. This is a surprise,”
A planet suddenly flashed to life on the holo-screen, a narrow window popping up beside it to name the planet and give a run-down of its history.
“It is called Oahir, and you were correct about its lack of inhabitants. It seems a climate shift over two thousand years ago altered the atmosphere and left the natives unable to breathe the air. Too much oxygen and not enough hydrogen.
“The Oahiri couldn’t adapt and left. It’s off the beaten path. Outside major trade routes and territory lines. No one seems to have any claim to the land.”
Hope was a breathless entity thrumming in her chest. At her request, the navigator calculated how far away Oahir was from Matav. It was a fair distance. A month’s worth of travel each way even at the Mayhem’s top speed. Ilaria learned the Mayhem was a decommissioned Sarazen warship, which is why the interior design of it seemed so familiar.
It put her at ease to know Satesh and his people had a good enough of a relationship with the Sarazen’s, the fierce warriors would trade one of their warships with the Dhjana.
It also delighted her, because the metal covering the Mayhem was made up of Sarazen ore and would be impervious to the radiation saturating Matav. As was the armor the Dhjana wore, fashioned after the Sarazen style.
The stasis pods located deep beneath the ground could be retrieved, and no one would be in danger of radiation poisoning.
“We are at somewhat of a crossroad,” the navigator told them, the holo-screen twisting to change the image. The beige orb that was Oahir was replaced with a star map, showing the current location of the Mayhem and the other ships in the caravan still in orbit above Myst, and two red dots representing Matav and Oahir.
“We are closer to Matav, but only by a few days, and we received a message from Muahiri Vialara. She needs another one of her daughters escorted to meet her betrothed on Loerus.”
The navigator lifted his brows meaningfully at Satesh, who grunted in acknowledgment as he studied the map in front of him.
“Where do your priorities lie, Ilaria? Securing Oahir, or retrieving your people?”
She had no idea if any other scavengers knew where the primary stasis chamber was, or how many of her people were still out there traveling, waiting for their Awakening, or how many had been stolen like she was and were suffering enslavement.
Retrieving whatever remained of the Matavei was of the utmost importance. Jalu had made that very clear upon her Awakening.
“I need to know how many of my people are still alive.”
Satesh nodded, reaching up to rub his jaw thoughtfully. “Hipra is on our way to Matav, Zorin. Muahiri’s spoiled spawn cost me three ships and twenty-four men last time. If she wants us for the job, triple the price, payment up front in full, and offer her two escort ships.
“If she gives you any lip, triple the price again and remind her what her beloved child did to our people, and how she refused to pay us for the loss of life and ships. If Muahiri agrees to the terms, set a course for Matav and the Chaos and Havoc can peel off to attend her.”
Zorin the navigator gave a sharp nod and moved to a work station not far away.
“Am I correct in assuming you plan to accompany my team to the surface?” Satesh asked Ilaria seriously, his sharp features illuminated by the glow of the holo-screen.
“Yes.” Ilaria could tell by the tense set of his jaw, Satesh didn’t like it. Did he not want her to travel down to the place of her birth? Or was he concerned for her safety? She wasn’t sure, but either way it had been eight hundred years. She was going home. Also, no one would be able to breach the deeper levels where the majority of the stasis pods waited without her assistance.
There were six levels beneath the main lab with enough pods for every man, woman, and child of Matav. The first two levels were reserved for travelers and they would have been the ones to be breached first by intruders. The final four were meant for the populace, those unable to escape via ship, meant to wait until a new home was found and the pods retrieved by authorized personnel. She didn’t share this with Satesh and felt Aley’s approval in her withholding.
~Are you certain you can trust these people—him—to not take advantage of the Matav the way the rest of the galaxy does?
He says finding a planet to call home for his people is enough, but the sale of even one Matavei still sleeping in their pod would give him coin enough for several years. Several pods, for life.
Aley’s concerns were not unfounded, the Dhjana were mercenaries and traders, and Satesh himself had told her several other clans did in fact transport and sell slaves. But not his clan. Ilaria believed him, relying heavily on the colors of his aura to tell her the truth. Satesh couldn’t lie without those colors turning muddy and dark, and aside from the deeper tones of red and orange of his grief, there was nothing in his energy field to suggest he was in any way untrustworthy.
His people respected him, obeyed him, and Ilaria trusted Satesh to be true to his word. Was it foolish of her? Probably. But he was part of her future now, a major piece of the puzzle coming into play, and she felt it in her gut that without his help, without the Dhjana in this caravan, her people were doomed.
~Nothing is certain, Aley, but the Universe has conspired to bring us all together, and all I can do is be vigilant and hope.
Aley squeezed her hand in answer, and Ilaria watched Satesh’s gaze drop to their joined hands, a flash of longing chasing across his expression. There and gone, but strong enough to make her heart surge.
“Then you will need to continue your strength training,” Satesh told her tersely, “Come with me.”
 

Ilaria~
“What is this?”
Standing at the edge of a long, narrow stretch of water located in the center of an otherwise empty room, Ilaria’s voice echoed to fill the entire chamber. It smelled faintly of salt, and she could feel an electric hum on her skin that was both pleasant and strange.
If his expression of surprise and appreciation was anything to go by, Aley seemed to know exactly what it was. Already a powerful force to be reckoned with, the timbre of Satesh’s voice filled the chamber with a sonorous boom,
“Part of what makes my team of mercenaries so good, is that we train to work in any environment. This is one of six holo-decks dedicated to training. Swimming is one of the best ways to strengthen your body with the lowest impact on your joints and muscles. Can you swim?” Ilaria shook her head, but Aley announced he was quite capable.
“Excellent,” Satesh replied. “If you wish to join the rescue team to retrieve your people, Ilaria, you’ll need to be able to walk unaided. None of my men are scheduled to use the pool at this time.
“There is a changing room just there, and the deck is voice activated. You can program the surrounding area into anything you wish. A forest, an ocean, a starry night sky, a raging river deep beneath the ground. Come and go as you please.”
He made to leave but paused and looked back over his shoulder with his brows knit together.
“I enjoyed your company this evening. If it would please you both, I would like to share our evening meals together from now on.”
Still hand in hand with Aley, Ilaria could feel his surprise, his cautious uncertainty, but she felt no aversion or dislike. She offered Satesh a smile and happily agreed, grateful for the opportunity to learn more about their host. Satesh left with a nod, the gold and black stripes of his outer robe catching the light as it flared dramatically behind him in his wake.
~Well, so far so good. I haven’t detected any deception or malevolence from Satesh or his people thus far.
~Neither have I, but we are still vulnerable. However, that he wishes you to regain your strength is promising. As is this pool. We will begin tomorrow, you’ve had quite the first day back.
Aley’s thoughts turned to seduction, his eyes hot with lust as he lifted her effortlessly and carried her back to their quarters.
The door slid shut behind him, and Aley carefully set her on her feet, waiting a moment for her to find her balance before giving her a silent, questioning look.
Excitement was a constant hum in her blood, and at her nod he undressed her slowly, in no hurry, every inch of skin he bared he kissed, covering her in his adoration.
He moved with her like they were dancing, swaying with her, his scarred, kind hands cradling her cheeks, nibbling, licking, gently biting at her lips until she opened for him.
Their tongues tangled, his tormented groan filling her mouth when Ilaria arched her back, pressing her hips forward to rub back and forth across his groin.
She sensed a fleeting moment of frustration and regret before her thighs hit the bed and he carefully pushed her back, standing over her with his lips swollen and gleaming, her skin seared by the hunger in his eyes.
The regret faded away as he traced his fingertip down the side of her throat, over her pounding pulse, down between her breasts, around each nipple, his grin dark with arousal to watch them pucker in response to the featherlight touch.
“I dreamed of a day when I would have the freedom to touch you as I pleased, for as long as I pleased.” Ilaria’s breath quickened, her teeth catching at her bottom lip as she shifted restlessly on the blankets, the anticipation growing to unbearable levels. For the first time since Awakening, watching Aley get down on his knees didn’t cause Ilaria’s heart to twist with anything other than eagerness.
He cupped her ankle in one hand, lifting her foot to press a kiss to the arch. His face was so heavily scarred it was difficult to judge his enjoyment with her eyes, but connected via touch, she could feel the ecstatic wash of bliss that filled him with each press of his mouth to her skin.
Ilaria remembered his confession so many months ago, after Salista had split open the skin of his back with one of her many whips, that the only places left on his body to truly experience any sensation at all were the tips of his fingers, the soles of his feet, and his lips.
She was determined to fix that, but thoughts of how eluded her at the open mouthed, hungry kiss Aley touched to the crease where her thigh met her hip, his teeth scraping to grab hold of the silk string holding the scrap of purple material between her legs. His grin was both playful and eager when she rose to her elbows to look down at him in astonishment.
“When I was young, my Warden often liked to take me with him to festivals and parties. I saw all manner of depraved, terrible acts between males and females.
“I learned to look away, to block out the sounds in order to keep them from my nightmares. But one night I saw something so unexpected, so forbidden, it was forever etched in my memories.”
Explosions of pleasure detonated in Ilaria’s belly at each purposeful press of Aley’s lips above and across the line of her undergarment, over to her opposite hip.
“What did you see?”
“One of my master’s gladiators, worshiping a female with his mouth. He kissed every inch of her body,” his tongue left a hot, silky trail along her thigh, his nostrils flaring when she hissed impatiently.
“He teased her,” Aley placed one foot flat on the bed, twisting to grasp the other, beginning his long string of hot, hungry kisses from arch to thigh, setting her foot down after nibbling the second tie on the purple scrap of fabric apart.
His hands cupped her hips and tugged her to the very edge of the bed, smoothing his palms up and down the length of her thighs while his gaze roamed over her splayed form.
“Used his fingers to bring her to her first peak,”
The air in Ilaria’s lungs stuttered out between her lips as he traced the seam of her sex with one finger, up and down, using two to spread her open, gliding back and forth in the slick fluid spilling from inside her, tracing the tender opening that pulsed hungrily before pushing inside.
The stretch made a flash of heat arrow straight up the center of her body, small noises escaping her as Aley pumped his fingers deep, rubbing, twisting, stretching.
Ilaria couldn’t keep still, lifting her hips to meet his thrusts, increasing the friction until stars burst gently across her vision,
“Then again with his mouth,” Aley breathed the words across her swollen, drenched flesh, his lips repeating the same back and forth strokes, working her open, replacing fingers with tongue driving her right back up to another orgasm, then another, until she was thrashing on the sheets and sobbing his name to the ceiling.
She felt worshiped, on fire with so much pleasure she knew she would never be able to contain it, and she didn’t even try.
Everywhere Aley touched her, Ilaria fed him what she felt, and knew she succeeded when his hoarse shout echoed her cries of bliss. Back and forth, the ripples passed between them until she was splayed flat, boneless, quivering sporadically as the pleasure continued due to Aley’s hot breaths panting across her overly sensitized flesh, his cheek resting on her thigh.
When he looked up at her with a rather drunken smile on his glistening lips, there were no more shadows. No more doubts, no more regrets, and his frustration was a thing of the past. His cock might be twisted by scar tissue and useless for traditional mating—for now—but there was so much more to expressing their love for one another.
He got up after touching a dozen more tender, loving kisses to her hips and belly, leaving her for a moment, only to come back with a warm, wet cloth.
He bathed the sweat from her skin, gently cleaning all remnants of her pleasure from between her legs, shed his clothes, and crawled up beside her.
Ilaria snuggled into the circle of his arms, her limbs weak from such intense satisfaction, but she had just enough strength to throw her thigh over his and tangle their legs together.
Ilaria was lulled to sleep by the sound of his heart thundering beneath her ear, and the rhythmic stroke of his fingers as they drew aimless circles across her back.
~No matter what lies ahead, I am yours. I will never give you up.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Satesh~
Satesh had watched for the past week via the security monitors on the bridge as Aley patiently taught Ilaria to swim, their lessons focused on strengthening her legs while utilizing the weightless support the water brought to re-train her muscles.
He appreciated the way Aley coached her, always pushing Ilaria for just a little bit more than last time, sympathetic to her struggles, but firm in his insistence she not quit.
She never complained, she never whined, but it was plain to see how she fought for each movement, determination etched deeply across her flushed, beautiful face.
It had become Satesh’s obsession to watch them, anticipating the deep massage Aley always provided for her, almost as much as Ilaria did.
The first time she walked a complete circuit on her own around the edge of the pool, Satesh had felt an explosion of triumph, grinning like a fool when Ilaria laughed and jumped like a graceless child into the water, splashing and playing with her lover as they took a moment to celebrate her victory.
He had wanted to run down there and join them, the all too brief hours they spent together during the evening meal not nearly enough to sate the growing hunger within.
The difference in his behavior was now marked. When the three of them were together, Satesh felt the weight of his grief ease.
Sometimes he forgot all about it as he laughed at some ridiculous tale Ilaria told him of her travels. But when they were apart, Satesh sank back into his sadness and felt no reprieve until he was with them again.
To his relief, his sexual desire remained focused on Ilaria, but Aley’s presence continued to help soothe the jagged tears in his soul.
With no conclusive reasons as to the hows and whys of his feelings, Satesh had carefully arranged for a few stolen moments alone with Ilaria, needing to test which of them were responsible for the lightness he felt in his heart.
“The pool seems to be doing wonders for you,”
Ilaria smiled up at him as they slowly strolled around the winding paths in the biosphere. Her gait was slow, her steps purposeful, but she was walking upright on her own with only her hand curled around his elbow for support.
She wore a deep purple skirt and the matching vest, her bare toes peeking out from underneath the wide gold band of embroidery at the hem, her belly and shoulders on beautiful display.
It was the simplest of the dozens of outfits he’d sent to her, and yet it was one of the most stunning creations Satesh had ever purchased simply because it was Ilaria wearing it.
“It is. You were right about it being easier to do my exercises in the water. I don’t ache so badly after, and I can feel myself getting stronger.”
“I am very pleased to hear it. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, I was hoping I could ask you a few questions if you don’t mind?”
“Certainly. Is there somewhere we could sit?”
It was the opportunity Satesh had been waiting for, and Ilaria’s surprised gasp was music to his ears as he swept her up into his arms and carried her to the nearest viewing bay, which was unfortunately not far away.
Ilaria was smiling as she shook her head at him, her arms easily finding their place around his shoulders. She was a feather in his grasp, soft and warm. Satesh was loathe to let her go when he entered the viewing room. But he did, setting her down on one of the lounge cushions as though she were delicate and fragile.
Ilaria looked up at him with a curious tilt of her head, and for the briefest of moments, he struggled not to sway forward to capture the delicious pucker of her lips with his own.
He was practically salivating for a taste of her now that he knew what it felt like to have held her close to his heart.
“You wished to ask me something?” she prompted gently.
Satesh stood up with a nod, the spell broken, leaving him feeling like a foolish boy caught staring at the object of his desire.
His feet automatically began to carry him back and forth in front of the lounge, restlessness and uncharacteristic anxiety powering his strides. His experiment to see whether it was Aley and Ilaria both, or one and not the other who affected his mood bore fruit.
He was markedly calmer in Aley’s presence, but it was Ilaria who lifted the burden of his grief and allowed him precious moments where he could breathe without feeling as though he was constantly trying to choke down shards of broken glass or fighting irrational rage at every turn.
Without the pain, all he wanted was a few moments more to hold her, to touch and kiss her, to have the same deep intimacy she shared with Aley.
“There isn’t much known about your people, save for the information shared across the uplink about your planet and it’s decaying orbit. Ever since my emo-dampening serum wore off, I have felt…strange.” Satesh confessed,
“When I am alone, the pain of my brothers’ deaths is nearly overwhelming. But when I am near you, I can breathe. The pain is not forgotten, but the weight of it no longer makes me stagger, and at the risk of offering insult, I need to know if you’re doing it on purpose.”
Her fingers danced on the air as she beckoned him over to the couch, curling her feet beneath her to make room for him,
“I am capable of easing emotional burdens, but I have not regained the ability,” Ilaria told him easily, watching him with a mysterious smile curving her lips. More confused than before, Satesh asked her to explain.
“All young Matavei are given aptitude tests to determine whether or not they possess the potential for etheric travel.
“It takes years of dedicated training and intense meditation techniques to prepare, but once the travelers are put into stasis and our minds detach from our physical bodies, we can go anywhere in the universe with merely a thought.
“We call that state, the Void. It is like…floating among the billions of stars, absolutely free until our consciousness brushes against a thread of energy. Like a fish to a lure, we follow it. Most often than not, the thread leads to a planet or a specific person, and the travelers were tasked with learning all we could about the people and culture.
“Every living thing in the universe has a specific harmony, and in that state of pure energy, we hear the melodies and can blend our own energy to the song to affect it. Change it.”
Satesh nodded to say he was following, watching a lovely blush paint her cheeks as she scooted closer, holding her hands palm up between them, rubbing her fingertips together with a soft hiss.
“We travel for hundreds of years, learning new melodies, studying energy, manipulating it. We never do harm, never meddle with free will, but sometimes we are moved to intervene.
“Save a child from falling off a cliff, an animal from being abused or trampled, guide those who are lost in the middle of a storm to shelter, drive predators or nightmares away. At least, those are things I remember being moved by.
“It took so much effort at first to do no more than move the air across a dusty floor, but eventually I mastered many different types of energy manipulation. For reasons we don’t quite understand, eight out of ten travelers who are Awakened are unable to access the abilities they gained while in their non-corporeal form, and in cases like mine—where I was forcibly drawn from the Void, and my consciousness thrust back into my unprepared body—I am lucky to be alive. Luckier still, to be slowly but surely finding my way back to those beautiful melodies.”
His breath caught as he watched Ilaria slowly cup her hands together and spread her fingers into a wide bowl.
The veins beneath her fair skin started to glow a soft, pulsing purple, and pinpricks of light began to wink in the air above her palms. Smoke swirled, appearing from nowhere, and soon a tiny purple, black, and gray nebula spun lazily in Ilaria’s hands.
It was amazing, and so was the happiness painted across her face as she stared at her creation.
“There are many things I could do out there among the stars, and I can only pray I can re-master them. I can feel the pathways reforming—my muscle memory returning, if you will—and in truth, I don’t know why it’s happening now.
“Perhaps it was the radiation your medical staff detected in my cells and its absence, perhaps it's being away from so much death and chaos, the evil of Myst.
“Or it could be as simple as I am no longer terrified and trying to force my gifts to return. Whatever the cause, my memories are coming back, and I can promise you I am doing nothing to manipulate your feelings.”
With a graceful circle of her hands, Ilaria made her little nebula disappear, reaching out slowly, giving him the opportunity to stop her should he wish it. Which he most certainly did not.
Satesh ached for whatever touches she was willing to give him, and the stroke of her fingertips down the side of his cheek, tenderly moving a lock of hair from his brow while she searched his face, felt like a lightning strike arrowing straight through to his groin.
“I can see the colors of your energy field. Your aura. When we touch, it is possible for me to hear the thoughts laying in the forefront of your mind, and yes, I could go deeper to read your every thought, but such an invasion of privacy is considered a physical assault of the worst kind, and against all codes of honor my people adhere to.
“I can tell what you are feeling, simply by the colors surrounding you, and at one time I did have the ability to sort of…heal them.
“Soften the discordant notes of pain with my own energy, but such a thing is very taxing, even in etheric form. I have a hypothesis if you would care to hear it?”
“I would,” he rasped, drawing in such a deep breath his chest ached with the pressure.
“When your focus is on me, your energy is very um, sensual.”
Feeling an equal measure of surprise and fascination, Satesh didn’t deny it. “Even removed from my emotions by chemical injection, the moment I saw you I was undeniably attracted to you.”
His admission made her cheeks warm an even deeper pink, her palm settling on his jaw. He wondered if she could hear his racing thoughts of desire, the ridiculous comparisons he made to describe her beauty and how she so viscerally made his body respond. If she did, she didn’t embarrass him by calling him out on the juvenile thoughts.
“I noticed when you came into the infirmary, how unsettled you were,” Ilaria murmured kindly. “Your emotions were all over the place, but when you stood close to Aley, his energy reached out to yours.
“I saw the whips of light you both were putting off, his touching yours and soothing them, like a cooling tonic to inflamed nerve endings.
“Aley is a healer, and even when he is not actively using his gift, he cannot help but soothe the hurts he unconsciously senses in others.
“The evidence of his curse is etched deep into his skin, bare for all to see, and still his first instinct is always to heal. To help and protect despite having been shown so little kindness himself.”
Satesh felt his stomach pitch, listening to the love that coated each one of Ilaria’s words as she spoke of Aley.
She must have felt or heard the disappointed thought, that if she so deeply loved the Issite, there would be no room for him because her next words shocked him.
“After you left us in the infirmary, Aley confessed to me he had been raised in a society where it was not unusual for a female to have more than one lover, but he feared you would not allow him to remain in my bed or at my side if I were to explore the connection between you and me.”
Saliva once again pooled in his mouth, his blood driving through his veins so hard Satesh could feel the pulse of his heartbeat in his cock.
~Is it my imagination, or is she implying she feels the same pull to me as I do to her?
~Your imagination is vivid, Satesh, but I am not implying.
To hear her voice resonate softly in his mind while her lips remained pressed firmly together was the most unusual, exhilarating sensation he had ever experienced. His skin prickled with a rush of electricity, his cells vibrating with a surge of adrenaline-fueled arousal.
~I can hear you, inside my head.
~Yes, she answered, her smile cautious. Is it uncomfortable?
~Gods, no. It’s amazing!
~I’m glad you feel that way. Our fates are now intertwined, and though I am indeed drawn to you, I am trying to address Aley’s fears before I make any decisions. I have sensed your jealousy, and it worries me.
~ It is also not uncommon for Dhjana to have more than one lover, and Aley has nothing to fear from me. My desire is for you alone, but it is beautiful, the way he touches you.
I have watched you both for months, and I am envious of the intensity of your bond. I want the same. I want you to need me the way you do him, but you don’t.
Ilaria came up on her knees, shifting from hip to hip to settle herself across his lap, rolling her lips under her teeth when he immediately wrapped his arms around her to pull her closer.
Her slender fingers combed through his hair, the tip of her upturned nose rubbed against his in the sweetest little nuzzle.
~You are not wrong, she told him gently, inviting him to give into the hammering need to kiss her when she brushed her soft lips across his. 
It felt as though Ilaria was caressing him, inside and out in places no other had ever explored. It was so maddeningly erotic he could feel the seed boiling in his shaft begin to leak from the tip of his cock.
His stomach pitched, a million bolts of fire shot through his veins. He felt each one strike, igniting more and more of the ravenous need growing in him.
~I will not need you in the same way I need Aley, but that doesn’t mean I won’t need you at all.
Satesh fed her a groan as he traced the curve of her lips and then along the seam. Her bottom lip. Her top lip. His tongue learned both before slipping between to begin a deeper exploration, and all the while she trembled in his hold, eagerly meeting him kiss for kiss until he was sure one more would destroy him, but he had no will to stop.
His mouth moved over her face, lips tracing her jaw to feel how it quivered, her cheekbone to taste the flush of her arousal, her eyelids, the curve of her brow, drawn back to her lips as though they were magnets.
~I spent so many nights staring at your lips, memorizing the shape of them. Fantasizing about them.

Ilaria~
Aley’s kisses were sweet and gentle, love painting every touch he gave her.
Satesh’s kisses were rough and demanding. He kissed her until all she thought about was wanting more. Needing more.
When he drew back just far enough to let her come up for air, Ilaria didn’t know if she leaned in for another kiss, or if he did. She only knew she was lost in the whirlwind of his need. In pure feeling.
His hands roamed her back, slid down her waist to grip her bottom, his strong hands shaping the curves before he lifted her and resettled her with her knees splayed wide on either side of his hips.
It was so strange to feel the enormous bulge of his shaft snuggled between her spread thighs, the pounding of his heart echoing in the throb of his cock, felt even through the layers of their clothing.
Spurred by her hunger, Ilaria mimicked his movements, slipping her hands beneath the robe he wore to learn the shape of his muscles, ropes of them crisscrossed over his arms and shoulders, heavier than Aley’s. More defined from days spent training for the defense of his people.
He sucked her lower lip between his teeth, biting down just enough to give her the tiniest sting of pain.
It flashed through her, straight down to where her sex was pressed tight against his, feeling her body give a wicked pulse of heat when his tongue slipped out to soothe the little hurt. A gentle, soft stroke that stole her breath.
She felt the depth of his satisfaction clear as day, layered with burning desire and feelings of certainty and possession.
His thoughts had turned to the most basic, primal needs, held back by the thinnest veil of civility. He wanted her with such an intensity it was almost frightening, but the one thing Ilaria was able to sense clear as day, was his need to protect and please her.
Ilaria heard herself panting as he nibbled his way down her chin to her jaw, raking her skin gently, taking hold of her pounding pulse with enough pressure to make her feel how it raced.
The careful bite made her gasp and shudder, moaning softly as he laved the spot with his tongue. She had never considered her throat to be so sensitive or vulnerable to such an erotic feeling, but it was.
She knew if he devoted any more time to pressing his hot, open-mouthed kisses to her throat and the exposed skin of her shoulder—gods, behind her ear—she would shatter into a thousand pieces.
~I want you to move to my quarters. I need you there.
Overwhelmed with desire, half mad with it, Ilaria would have agreed to practically anything Satesh asked of her, but the ache in his voice called her out from under his spell.
Her lashes were almost too heavy to lift, but she fought her way out of the sensual fog to bring his face into view.
His eyes were liquid with passion, lit from behind and practically burning with intensity, searching her face as though trying to gauge her reaction.
~There is plenty of room for you and Aley, and time for us to become accustomed to one another.
She licked her swollen lips, fighting not to smile when his gaze dropped to follow the movement, his nostrils flaring in response.
Satesh spoke of how much better he felt when he was near she and Aley, and he was not alone in that feeling. Ilaria felt the strongest when the three of them shared the same space, their energy flaring together.
It was like the power of the universe flowed through both of them and into her without her actively having to reach for it, and later when she practiced her daily meditations, she could see the beautiful colors of their aura still wrapped around her like ribbons decorating her flesh.
Her cells soaked up the deep greens and silvers from Aley, and the crimson and golds from Satesh like they were starving for moisture, and their energy was the cool water they needed.
Ilaria felt it now, the powerful thrum of Satesh’s sexual energy in every single cell and organ, but more, she felt him. His heart and soul, reaching out to her as though they too wanted to hold her.
~I would like that very much, but there is something I need to do for Aley tonight and—
~Can it be done in my quarters? He interrupted, his hands tightening on her hips like he feared she was about to withdraw and struggled to let her.
Ilaria carded her fingers through the long, thick strands of his hair, traced her fingertip along the gold hoops and bars at his left ear, wondering why the right was pierced with only a single stud.
Their connection was strong despite its newness. So much so, Satesh was able to hear her curious thoughts.
~Before I inherited my position as leader of the caravan, I was one of the mercenary force. My squad was in high demand, and the hoops represent hostage retrieval or rescue missions we completed. The bars represent battles we survived. The studs are reminders of evil men we killed.
Ilaria counted twenty small hoops, fifteen bars, and eight studs. The stud in his right lobe seemed newer than the rest, and when she touched it, she felt a spike of rage and grief.
~Margen?
Satesh gave a tight nod, his throat working loudly in the silence surrounding them. He drew in a ragged breath so deep, his chest expanded enough to rasp against her breasts, staring at her as he waited for her reaction.
Ilaria was not sorry Margen and the rest of the Mystresses within her palace were gone. After everything the sadistic queen had done to the Matavei, Ilaria could only be grateful they were no longer a threat.
She leaned forward and touched a kiss to the piercing in thanks, heartsick for the terrible loss that had brought Satesh to Myst, but grateful to be alive and free. Satesh shuddered roughly beneath her, his breath hot across her throat.
~Yes, what I have planned can be done in your quarters. It would be very much appreciated if you would be there to help.
~I will be there.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Satesh~
Ilaria had placed the plush blankets from her new bed on the floor of his small common room, the furniture pushed against the walls to make more room for whatever she had planned.
Satesh saw how her eyes softened for Aley, and jealousy hit him hard when Ilaria reached out to cup Aley's mutilated face. There was affection in the touch, but no hint of sensuality or any indication to say what the nest of linens was for.
Satesh ground his teeth together, fully aware his jealousy was extremely irrational. Ilaria had told him earlier she felt for him, was drawn to him, and she had agreed to share his quarters knowing eventually she would share his bed.
Yet to see her being so tender and gentle with Aley, and after sharing their ravenous kisses, knowing now what it felt like to feel her inside him, he struggled.
Whatever bond might grow between them, it would never be like the one she shared with Aley. Rationally, he knew there was nothing wrong with that, but as of now all they had were a few hours’ worth of time spent alone, and he craved more.
He felt no animosity toward Aley, no desire to rip him away from Ilaria, but waiting for her invitation to join them was excruciating.
"Are you strong enough?" Aley's question drew Satesh from his silent seething.
Ilaria nodded, the smile fading as she grew serious, her gaze searching back and forth across Aley's face.
"I will be fine. You understand I am not doing this because I find you unattractive or painful to look upon, don't you?"
"I would not blame you if you did find me hideous. I am." Aley answered tactfully.
Ilaria scowled. "You have always been beautiful to me, Aley. I do this because I wish to erase the pain it causes you. I cannot bear that you carry scars from injuries and injustices suffered at the hands of others."
An intimate moment, more intimate than any Satesh had witnessed before, passed between them.
Aley bent and lay his brow against Ilaria's whispering harshly. "I would suffer this and more ten times over to be with you."
Ilaria's lips trembled as she smoothed both her hands over Aley's shoulders and lifted her mouth to his.
Satesh watched the tender kiss the two shared, watched how Aley's muscles rippled as he fought not to press forward and demand more from the female he loved.
Satesh felt unneeded. Forgotten.
Though no sooner had he acknowledged the burning need for her, Ilaria wrapped her arms around Aley's shoulders and looked across to where he stood.
"I need your help tonight, Satesh."
"Help?" he ground out, wondering what fresh hell it would be to watch the two of them together and be excluded from whatever pleasure she had in mind.
Ilaria nodded, continuing to pet Aley like he needed soothing. "I need you to keep watch over us while I work. Protect us until I am finished."
"Finished with what?"
She took a deep breath and looked at something over his left shoulder. When he followed her gaze, Satesh saw nothing but blank space and some items to be shifted to their proper place.
“My body will fall into something similar to stasis and my heart will only beat three or four times per minute. It might look like I’ve fainted, but all you need to do is make sure I’m breathing."
This sounded extremely dangerous, and when he said so, Ilaria's lips twitched. "I have practiced in small increments over the last few days. I am unconcerned."
Satesh narrowed his eyes at her, but Ilaria lost none of her confidence. "I still do not understand what you are going to do."
"I will explain later. Will you keep watch?"
Ilaria was trusting him with her life, what else could he say? "Yes."
Ilaria nodded and murmured for Aley to lie down on the pallet she had made in the center of the room.
Satesh goggled when she pushed her robe from her body and knelt beside Aley, completely naked. It was not the first time he had seen her nude, Ilaria was comfortable in her flesh.
But this time, her bare skin seemed to shimmer as though she had swallowed the rays of the moon. Ilaria reached up to twist her hair into a knot, the action causing her spine to arch and her breasts to lift in the most unintentionally sensual move Satesh had ever seen.
Aley must have thought the same, for his gaze moved over her body, appreciation, and arousal plain in his eyes.
Satesh shifted closer, transfixed when Ilaria leaned over and touched another kiss to Aley's lips. A quick, almost shy caress before she wrapped her slender fingers around Aley's jaw, holding his face as firmly as she held his gaze.
Her skin shimmered, but her eyes burned with purple fire. The pools of violet expanded, the whites of her eyes disappeared, swirling and dancing as though the color was a living galaxy inside the orbs
"Relax," she whispered to Aley, "Allow yourself to sink into the floor. Feel the heaviness of your body, the temperature of the air on your skin, the breath moving in and out of your lungs, the pulse of blood through your veins."
Satesh swayed forward, jolting back to awareness enough to realize he had almost fallen prey to the deeply hypnotic power of the deceptively small female kneeling on the floor. Her voice filled the entire room in ripples that grew in strength with every word she spoke. As she released Aley, Satesh noticed the Issite’s expression had glazed with relaxation, his lashes falling over the rose gold of his eyes, as though he had simply fallen asleep.
Satesh watched Ilaria’s swirling eyes close, her chest rising and falling with the deep breaths she took.
Her hands gracefully turned to lie palm up on her thighs, she tipped her head back, and her body crumpled to the floor. Collapsing in a heap as though the life had left her.
Despite her warning this might be the case, Satesh still felt fear turn his blood to ice as he leaped across the distance to check for her barely-there pulse.
He froze as the air around Ilaria's body vibrated, the shimmer disappearing from her skin, only to reappear in Aley's.
Aley's body jumped slightly as though he had been shocked with electricity, but otherwise, both of them lay still as death. Satesh waited, wondering if what he witnessed would even be believed if the story was retold.
Painfully bright beams of light thrust up from beneath Aley's flesh, moving like atmospheric distortion through his scars. The golden glow undulated and jumped in slow, rhythmic waves.
The twisted, bubbled skin that deformed Aley's face began to slough and fall to the sheet he lay on. Old wounds, brands, slices, and chunks of missing flesh from years of taking on the injuries of others, it all disappeared before Satesh's eyes to reveal smooth, healthy pink skin.
Without the scars, he could see the freckles which covered Aley’s triangular face. Two blocky brows appeared on a pronounced forehead, pale reddish gold curls sprouted across the Issite’s skull, and instead of a hideous, deformed creature, a perfectly formed male who appeared to have never felt the touch of a lash lay in his place.
It could have taken hours, but it seemed like only minutes passed.
Ilaria's heart was barely beating, her breath only a whisper across her lips. His alarm grew by the minute, and just as he bent to give her the breath in his lungs, her eyes snapped open, and she gasped as though she had been drowning.
Satesh snatched her up when she started to shake and convulse, her skin cold as ice, cradling her against his chest.
"Ilaria, look here. Look at me. Breathe, breathe with me. Slowly, that's it." He breathed with her until she was no longer gasping and struggling, holding her as tight as he dared, as close as he could, because she was so cold.
"Aley?" she croaked. Shivering so hard her teeth were clacking together.
Satesh tore his eyes off Ilaria long enough to see a vibrant flush to Aley's unbelievably flawless skin. His chest rose and fell in comfortable cadence, enough to say physically, Aley seemed in good health.
Satesh opened his mouth to tell Ilaria Aley was fine, but Aley awoke with a soft groan. The last ashen remnants of dead skin flaked from his body, crunching like brittle leaves as he sat up.
For some reason, Satesh found the sound revolting.
"I think he's alright. You're not, though. You're freezing, come on, into the bath."
Satesh had just walked down into the bathing pool when Aley stumbled in, eyes wide as he stared at his hands, touched his chest. Satesh wondered if he looked as shocked as Aley did.
Not one single scar or pockmark remained on the other male's skin, and despite having witnessed it firsthand, Satesh couldn't quite believe what Ilaria had done.
"The water will do you well, Aley. Come in." Ilaria murmured, smiling sleepily. She didn't move from where Satesh had curled her against his chest, seeming to be perfectly content to be held by him.
Aley didn't bother to drop his trousers before joining them, he just stumbled down the stairs and collapsed on the bench beside them.
"How...I never thought..." Aley struggled to speak, his eyes huge in his face when Ilaria reached out to palm his smooth, unrecognizable cheek.
If Satesh had not been present to see the transformation, he would not have believed this male to be Aley.
"Do you feel any discomfort?" Ilaria asked sleepily.
“N-no.”
“Good. I may sleep well into tomorrow, neither of you need be concerned.” So saying, Ilaria promptly fainted.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Aley~
His body hummed with Ilaria’s energy even almost a full day later, and he still couldn't believe what she had done to him. For him. Looking at himself in the viewer, Aley didn't recognize the male staring back at him.
Not one single blemish remained on his body, no brands of ownership, no scars from those he had healed, all of it was gone.
He hadn’t seen his unmarred skin since childhood.
He stared into Ilaria’s sleeping face, unable to believe the miracle lying before him. Ilaria had come to him yesterday and asked if he would allow her to try and see if one of her abilities had returned fully.
Of course, he had agreed, and the way she had described it, Aley thought she was going to try and smooth out the worst of the scars on his face. Boost his natural healing abilities in a small area to test how their energies could potentially worth together.
Not erase his scars from head to toe.
Salista had purchased him and commanded him to do whatever it took to ensure Ilaria survived, and even in his lowest moments hanging from some torture device or other in Salista's dungeon, Aley had done everything in his power to obey that command.
Not for fear of Salista's wrath, but for the love he felt for Ilaria. His devotion had already been absolute, but this was a gift he would never have thought could be possible.
"Has she woken yet?" Satesh placed a tray of food within easy reach for both of them, but Aley wasn't hungry just yet. He could eat later.
He was dying to see Ilaria's eyes open. To see her reaction upon waking to this face she had given back to him.
He shook his head, brushing his knuckles back and forth along the fine edge of her jaw.
"No, but her pulse is steady and strong. Hopefully, it won't be too much longer."
"You've been in love with her a long time," Satesh commented as the silence lengthened.
Aley smiled, grateful he did not have to hide it any longer. "From the moment she first opened her eyes."
“I have no wish to take her from you,” Aley jolted, torn away from his study of Ilaria’s beautiful face, to Satesh’s hard, craggy features.
His expression must have betrayed his confusion, because Satesh lifted his chin, his hands clenching at his sides where he stood hovering on the other side of the bed.
“It was on her mind when we talked earlier. I don’t know if she meant for me to hear it, but I did, and even before she did…all that,” Satesh waved his hand at him, clearing his throat uncomfortably, “I wouldn’t have done anything to come between you,”
It was Aley’s first reaction to nod and accept what Satesh said as truth, not wanting to contradict him or invite his wrath. But it was the reaction of a slave, and he was a slave no longer.
“Your envy suggests otherwise,”
Satesh gave a mirthless chuff, reaching up to knead at the muscles at his nape, shaking his head while his amber gaze softened to roam over Ilaria.
She was nude beneath the blankets of his bed, her hair braided in a long rope over her shoulder, plaited carefully by the Dhjana’s rough hands.
“I am envious because she does not need me.”
“Why would you think that?”
Satesh gave a casual roll of his shoulder, though it was anything but. “Your survival and hers has been intertwined from the beginning. You leaned on one another through the darkest of hells and have grown strong as a couple.
“I could give her every ship, every resource, every mercenary at my disposal, and she would not need me the way she does you.”
It satisfied the animalistic part of his psyche to hear Satesh admit what Aley knew was the truth.
However, Satesh was making a significant gesture, a peace offering of sorts, and if Aley rejected it, he knew enough of the other male to say it would never happen again. The Exarch was proud, powerful, and not often denied his desires.
Ilaria was certain Satesh was to play a vital role in her mission to save whatever remained of her people, but Aley was certain there was more to that role than merely a generous benefactor.
Aley was not opposed to having another male who cared as deeply for Ilaria as he did. It meant she would have twice the protection, twice the care. There was no downside to that, and Aley knew she had more than enough love to give to both, and he realized then, in healing his body, Ilaria had made he and Satesh equals as males.
“We share the same fear, Satesh.”
“Do we?”
Aley took a deep breath and gave the Satesh a piece of himself, an offering known only to himself, Ilaria, and his former Warden.
“I was born into slavery. My mother was Issite, and I am told my sire was Belit-Murrim. Are you familiar with the species?”
Satesh shrugged again, “No,”
“Belit-Murrim are hybrids of several other species going back generations. They purposefully mixed and diluted their pure blood to ensure their offspring had extremely high cellular regeneration.
“It was a practice my Game Warden and Margen shared. Cross-breeding.” Satesh grunted but otherwise kept his silence, “To breed an Issite and a Belit-Murrim created me. A child with the ability to heal others, who could regenerate fast enough to ensure the Game Warden got twice the amount of service out of me than he had my mother.
“The Warden took coin from wealthy women who wanted to fuck a gladiator and only put forth his most worthy. I knew the Warden had plans to use me as breeding stock when I came of age, and more than one pampered, loathsome female had paid a fee to secure themselves one of my get.
“My mother died in the process of healing one of the Warden’s prized gladiators, one of his most popular breeders, but his wounds were mortal.
“She took them upon herself, and I was called to finish the job while she lay bleeding to death at the Warden’s feet.
“I was young, only ten seasons had passed since my birth, but when you are born a slave, you learn quickly how to avoid as much usery as possible.
“The male who lay before me on that table had been burned badly in the arena. One of his opponents thrust a lit torch into his groin, and all that remained of his cock was a shriveled mass of seared flesh no longer functional.
“At ten, I made the choice never to be used, never see one of my own son’s forced to do what the Warden had done to countless others. 
“The pain was unbearable, and I thought for sure I would die from the agony. But as I lay huddled on the stone floor, deaf to the furious roars of my master, just before she drew her last breath the last thing I saw in my mother’s eyes was pride.
“My body healed enough to allow me to piss, but barely. I would never sire children to be used by the Warden, and I thought it was a blessing until I met Ilaria.
“When you liberated us, and I saw the way you looked at her, I knew it was a curse. She was not immune to your presence, and I feared the many ways she might come to care for you because you could give her what I would never be able to. Ilaria may not need us in the same way, but she will need us all the same.”
“So she said,” Satesh answered softly, easing his hip onto the bed to take one of Ilaria’s small hands in his. “My desire is for her alone.”
Aley chuckled as he met the other male’s gaze squarely, “Your virtue is safe from me, Exarch. I have never enjoyed the sexual company of other males.”
He lifted Ilaria’s free hand to his lips and brushed a kiss to her soft fingertips, feeling a strange tug behind his navel and looked down just in time to see Ilaria's eyelashes flutter and rise, the vibrant shine of her eyes so bright Aley could almost drown in them.
She hummed a soft sound, sleepily looking from him to Satesh and back, squeezing his hand.
"How are you feeling?" she rasped, hoarse after so long asleep.
Aley turned his lips to her palm, "Good. I feel good. You've been asleep all night and almost a full day. Are you alright?"
"I'm fine," she assured him, moaning as she rolled to her back and stretched languorously. "Satesh?"
“How did you wipe the scars from Aley like that? I've never seen anything like it."
Honestly, Aley was curious himself to know exactly what had happened. The last thing he remembered was Ilaria's lips touching his and the bright, all-encompassing swirl of her eyes.
She struggled to sit up, giving a soft laugh when he and Satesh both slid a free hand beneath her shoulders to support and lift her, but before she could begin her explanation, her stomach snarled with hunger.
“You need food,” Satesh announced with a wry curl of his lips, leaning forward to press a quick, firm kiss to Ilaria’s smiling mouth.
“I do,” she agreed with a laugh, “but I’d like a bath first, please.”
“Anything you wish. Aley, will you help her?”
“Always. Will you join us?”
“Yes,” Satesh stated, his tone both determined and surprised. By what, Aley couldn’t say.
Ilaria whipped the blankets back and reached out to him with a gloriously mischievous smile, wrapping her arms around him, their bodies pressed together from chest to groin. The heat, the sensation no longer inhibited by thick layers of scar tissue, caused Aley’s knees to wobble in an effort to remain on his feet.
~You are truly in no discomfort?
Oh, he most certainly was. His cock was so full, so unbelievably engorged, Aley was afraid he’d burst with the urgent, demanding hunger pounding between his thighs. Every breath was agony, but he had never been so happy to be in pain.
~The very best kind. I thought you were only going to try and smooth out a small spot.
Ilaria lifted her shoulders in a tiny shrug, hitching her legs around his hips at his urging, her teeth sinking into the plump curve of her lip, her lashes lowering to sensual slits as the weight of his shaft pressed tight between their bodies, separated only by the thin material of his trousers.
~I did, and I realized I could do the rest without difficulty. Her palms spread on his shoulders, the sensation making him reel with the pleasure of it, but the feeling of his cock rubbing against her belly as he carried her to the bath? The most pleasurable torture he had ever endured.
Like before, Aley walked straight into the sunken bath, his eyes nearly rolling back to feel the water saturate his pants, the fabric clinging to his skin like a glove, stroking him with each step until he was fully submerged.
Ilaria’s laugh was beautiful, and he was powerless to stop her when she slithered out of his hold and began to strip him. His brain felt as though it had been short-circuited, his lashes fluttering as he tried to process all the stimuli bombarding him.
“I thought he was going to bathe you,” Aley could only give a garbled groan in response to the humor in Satesh’s voice, Ilaria’s palms having curved over his rump as she passed, the water churning like a thousand fingers across his skin.
“He was, but I changed my mind. Imagine never knowing what it felt like to be touched, only to find yourself surrounded with heat and warmth for the very first time.”
“Ah. Well, perhaps you might take pity on the poor man and surround him with something else?”
“You won’t mind?” she asked Satesh, who sat on one of the benches close by, stretching his long legs out in front of him while crossing his arms over his chest, a wicked light flashing in his eyes.
“Not so long as you promise to do to me, whatever you do to him at another time.”
“Do…do?” Aley croaked, not sure he could withstand much more.
Ilaria gave a low purr in response, “I promise.”
She leaned forward to touch a kiss to Aley’s shoulder, a little frown of concern pulling between her brows when he jumped at the contact.
“Aley? Is it too much too soon?”
He floundered for a response that would adequately describe what he was feeling. “I don’t…I don’t know. I never knew…knew my body could be so…so sensitive. It’s not painful, but I—”
When he struggled to continue, Ilaria gave him an understanding smile, “Everything you feel is magnified tenfold.”
“Yes,” Aley rasped hoarsely.
“Mm. I felt this way when I first opened my eyes and experienced being submerged in my physical body once more. Sit, let me bathe you for once.”
“Sit…sit. Mmhm, all…alright.”
 

Satesh~
Satesh watched Aley’s lashes droop in hazy bliss, leaning into Ilaria’s touch as she massaged soap into his neck and shoulders.
Every few moments, she would lift her gaze to look across at him, and Satesh couldn’t tell if it was to gauge his mood or to include him in the bath even though he remained sprawled on the bench to watch.
He smiled at her, giving her an encouraging nod, pleased to discover he was enjoying the show.
After listening to Aley explain his fears of displacement, sharing the painful memories of his past, Satesh was not so uncertain as to whether or not he could have a place within Ilaria’s heart.
She had opened her eyes and looked no differently at Aley than she had before and had sent a push of shy affection Satesh’s way when he squeezed her hand.
To watch Aley sit in the center of the steaming pool of water—Ilaria slowly circling him and paying careful attention to the ticks and twitches of his muscles, how he groaned or gasped when she located a particularly sensitive spot, knowing soon he would be on the receiving end of such loving devotion—Satesh selfishly hoped Ilaria would do more than only bathe Aley.
He watched her step up behind Aley, how the younger male winced in bliss as her breasts pressed against his back, her hands gently encouraging him to tip his head back on her shoulder, so she could wash his chest. It seemed Ilaria was fascinated by Aley’s reactions, and Satesh couldn’t help but be fascinated in turn.
They were beautiful together. Ilaria’s black hair and creamy skin a marked contrast to Aley’s burnished gold skin and shimmering red-gold hair.
Like night and day, wrapped around one another. Such a curious pair, and yet there was an unmistakable innocence in the way they touched.
Satesh had seen Aley devote himself to Ilaria’s pleasure while spying from inside his armor on Myst, but it had been a stolen moment, given quickly and carefully.
Unrestricted, they were unabashed in expressing their desire for one another, but there was no concealing their tender clumsiness.
Aley claimed he had been only ten when he had purposefully castrated himself.
Ilaria had been an incorporeal being, unable to touch another person for close to a thousand years.
Satesh reached up to rub at his jaw thoughtfully, watching how Aley continued to shiver and flinch despite how carefully tender Ilaria was being, and the closer she got to Aley’s groin, the more his muscles bulged.
Satesh tried to remember his first experience with a female, and in no time at all, he understood what was going on.
“Ilaria, Aley has had enough washing.” Her vibrant purple eyes shot up in reaction to his deep growl, her lashes fluttering with uncertainty, her worries so plainly chasing across her face, wondering if she had upset him somehow.
Satesh grinned slowly, pleased to see her gaze drop momentarily to his lips before rising again to meet his stare.
“Put the soap aside and take his cock in hand.”
 

Aley~
Ilaria quivered behind him, silently asking via the mental connection their contact allowed, whether Aley wanted her to obey Satesh. Aley thought about it for a split second and realized there was nothing in the universe he wanted more.
He nodded, and with a wet plop Ilaria discarded the soap and washcloth. Her hand slipped beneath the surface of the water, down the center of his chest, down, down, her slender fingers wrapping around the painfully swollen stalk of his shaft.
The pleasure was sharp, an immediate surge of blood that left him dizzy and shuddering, gripping the edge of the stone seat so hard his bones creaked.
“Aley, did I hurt—”
“Tighter, Ilaria,” Satesh ordered, his voice a dark, knowing rumble. Before she could ask, Aley silently insisted she comply, beyond all power of speech at that point.
Her fist tightened, and his eyes nearly rolled back in his head. Her touch sent streaks of fire spearing straight up his groin, up and down the length of his cock, radiating outward like a burst of fireworks.
“Good, now stroke, mmhm. Roll your fingers tighter around the tip—breathe Aley—”
His entire body shuddered. The muscles in his thighs clenched so hard his toes curled, liquid flame racing through his bloodstream with every frantic beat of his heart.
Breathe? How could Aley breathe when each slow pump of Ilaria’s fist drove him closer and closer to an inferno that threatened to rage beyond his control? His hips lifted without thought, meeting her strokes as his balls drew up tight to the base of his cock, so close, so hot.
“Find the spot just beneath the flare, a little knot, and rub with your thumb.”
Ilaria followed Satesh’s evil commands, her breath quickening with excitement behind him, and when she found the spot Satesh directed her to, Aley felt himself go completely lax before his entire body seized.
The eruption began in his toes, tearing up his calves, rushing through his thighs to pour from the bulging crest with such force Aley was certain he was dying.
He could only groan as every drop of tension left him, unsure if it was the violent release or the heat of the water making his head spin, but as he sat there, his head held up only by Ilaria’s shoulder, he knew one thing was sure.
He would never be the same again.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Ilaria~
Ilaria stood behind Aley with her arms around his shoulders, her lips pressed to his sweaty brow, trembling with pride and excitement. She felt no damaging aftereffects of having used her power to erase the scar tissue twisting his body and was full to bursting with the powerful energy of Aley’s release.
The longer she stood there absorbing the riotous explosion, the more she felt restored.
Restored, and insanely aroused.
Without taking her mouth from Aley, Ilaria rolled her eyes up to see Satesh still seated, a sensual smirk twisting his thin lips.
He looked very pleased with himself, but the sizable tent in his trousers told her he was every bit as in need as her.
Aley’s throat worked loudly as he swallowed, his voice having dropped to a much deeper pitch as the strength seemed to return to him.
“She still needs to be bathed, and I don’t have the strength to lift my little finger. Perhaps it is my turn to watch,” he rumbled thickly.
Satesh agreed with a lusty hum, lifting his brows at her in question, his grin widening when Ilaria licked her lips in remembrance of the pleasure his kisses had brought her.
She found it difficult to take a full breath as she watched Satesh stand, his fingers working at the ties that held his vest closed, the muscles in his arms and chest bunching as he shed the silky black material.
His skin was several shades darker than Aley’s, his shoulders wider, his waist narrower, his belly cobbled so tightly with muscle she could count eight defined ridges.
Ilaria touched the tip of her tongue to the corner of her mouth, a shiver working through her from top to bottom as Satesh put on a little show for her, reaching up to rake his fingers through his dark mane of hair, knotting the thick mass on top of his head to keep it out of the water.
She was fixated on the play of sinew beneath his smooth bronze flesh, suddenly hungry to learn every inch of it with her mouth.
There was an arrogant tilt to his smile now, his slumberous gaze bright with the knowledge to say he knew what she was thinking.
His feet were braced wide as his hands worked the tie at his hips, and with one final tug, his trousers slid to the floor with a soft hiss, revealing the splendor of what lay beneath.
Trim hips strapped with more muscle, long, strong legs, and an engorged pole of flesh between.
Entranced, Ilaria followed every move, every step forward he took, memorizing it to recall later. In her hand, Aley’s cock was capped with a broad head, his testicles hanging beneath the smooth, thick length of his shaft.
Satesh was shaped altogether much differently. The tip of his cock was flushed a deep crimson, a blunt, arrow shape that widened at the base.
The thick vein that ran the length was situated on the top of his cock instead of beneath, like Aley’s, separating what looked like cobbled or braided muscle all the way down to the round protrusions seated low on either side.
A knot that bulged above a space no wider than her thumb where cock met groin.
As he stepped down into the pool and the strange, arousing sight of him disappeared beneath the water, Ilaria felt her belly twist and churn, the slick muscles of her sex giving hungry pulses.
In her arms, Aley sighed with contentment, turning his face up to press a kiss to her jaw before moving aside to allow Satesh to enter the bath and take hold of her.
From the way he looked at her, she half expected, half hoped Satesh would simply grab her up and lay siege to her body, but to her disappointment, he only bent to touch a kiss to her brow before taking up the soap and a clean washcloth to begin bathing her.
His hands on her were firm, kneading at her neck and shoulders to release the tension there. Satesh revolved around her, giving her back a thorough scrub before he stepped closer, his feet bracketing hers, his cock finding a cushion between the cheeks of her bottom.
Ilaria wiggled a little, hoping to entice him into foregoing their bath for more pleasurable pursuits, but he only hummed his approval and continued to wash her.
After rinsing the suds from her hair, Satesh bent to scrape his teeth down the shell of her ear,
“Reach up, lace your fingers behind my neck.”
Pulse-pounding, Ilaria obeyed. The water swirled around them as Aley shifted to get a better view, his gaze fixated on the way her breasts rose with the arch of her back.
She had worried Aley might not be as comfortable with Satesh’s presence, but the hooded look of desire etched into his features, so raw and stark without the thick scars to disguise it, Ilaria let her concern go and focused on Satesh.
His hands roamed her hips, up and down her thighs, skating just beneath her breasts, drawing aimless patterns across her belly as though chasing the clench and release of her muscles.
“Have you taken a lover before, bright eyes?” Satesh rasped, his lips having slid down to play at the sensitive skin where throat met shoulder.
Ilaria blew out a shuddering breath, struggling to focus on the question. “Once. Before I entered my stasis pod.”
“So long ago,” Satesh murmured, one hand sliding low to possessively cup her sex, the other moving to palm her breast.
Ilaria could hardly remember the face of that one lover, let alone remember what it felt like to have his hands on her body. She was sure she would have been able to, had that lover’s touch evoked such incredible heat.
Satesh’s fingers spread between her thighs, the hot water of the bath sliding deliciously over the sensitive tissue, and all thoughts of that long-ago lover disappeared. In the wake of his touch, Ilaria’s mind was filled with Satesh.
Her nerve endings were on fire, every one of them so sensitive, the water licking at her core brought her near climax.
There was a little nub at the apex of her thighs that hadn’t been there before, part of her mutation it seemed. When Satesh used the heel of his hand to rub against it while slowly pressing a long finger inside her, stars exploded in her vision and Ilaria jerked as though a lash of pure ecstasy had been laid against the tender flesh.
“So very, very long ago.” Satesh rubbed and thrust, adding a second finger, his other hand joining the play, kneading and tugging gently at her breast until she was gasping and squirming, rocking her hips, thrusting her chest deeper into his palm, but it wasn’t enough.
Not deep enough, not hard enough, not thick enough. The orgasm caught her by surprise, and Ilaria had barely done more than cry out before Satesh whipped her around and hoisted her up, driving his fingers into her hair to hold her steady for his kisses.
The sound of Aley’s appreciative moan, feeling his gaze caress her as Satesh stroked her from shoulders to ass and back made Ilaria's heart flutter.
The thought flared to life, an image of Satesh and Aley both with their hands and lips all over her, pressing her between them…
~We will do that, soon. Satesh nipped at her chin, dragging scorching kisses and stinging bites down the column of her neck, ~But first, you have a promise to fulfill.
Excitement whooshed through her, sweat dotted her upper lip, and when she reached between them to wrap her hand around the thick stalk of his erection, Satesh’s deep groan was a delicious reward.
Ilaria learned the shape of him, feeling the strange flare and ridges give ever so slightly to the pressure of her squeeze. The knots that sat on either side of his shaft were hard and pulsing, the hypersensitive flesh just there beneath the spongy arrow shaped cap made him hiss and come up on his toes when she circled her thumb over it.
Satesh cradled her face in his hands, his kisses rough and hungry, the thick, strangled sounds he gave to encourage her made her hungry to hear more of those pleasure filled groans.
At the peak of his release, his hoarse shout echoed in the luxurious chamber, the erotic energy slamming into her with the force of an exploding star.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Ilaria~
Ilaria was certain if Satesh lowered the lights, she could have illuminated the entire suite. She felt like she was flooded with the combination of Aley and Satesh’s sexual energy, and so far, all they had done together was external.
She lay stretched out on a lounge after having eaten her fill, her chin propped up in hand while she watched Aley and Satesh finish off a mountain of food between them.
She found herself smiling affectionately, staring at each of them in turn, glad neither seemed to be suffering any ill effects from the intimate experience.
If anything, their bio-rhythms seemed more stable. Ilaria worried in the back of her mind that one or both would look at her and compare her to Margen or one of the Mystresses. It seemed she was feeding on their release in a very similar fashion—
“You are not!” Satesh snapped hotly, the dishes rattling on the table as he thumped his fist down to emphasize his point.
The vehemence in his voice made Ilaria jump, “Not what?”
“You are nothing like Margen.” His eyes flashed at her, and Ilaria was so shocked all she could do was stare.
Aley looked back and forth between them, licking the juice of the dark green fruit he was partial to off his fingers,
“Who said anything about Margen?”
“She did,” Satesh said with a furious wave of his hand, “Sitting over there fretting about how we might compare her to a Mystress because she absorbs our sexual energy in a similar way.”
Aley raked his tongue over his teeth with a rude sucking noise, giving Satesh a long look before turning his attention back to her. His steady, liquid metal gaze that sent shivers of lust and excitement dancing along her spine.
“I willingly give myself to you, Ilaria. How you could ever think we would compare you to a sadistic, parasitic monster like Margen is beyond my comprehension. Have your powers grown strong enough you no longer need to make skin to skin contact in order to share your thoughts?”
Ilaria’s lashes fluttered with surprise, and for a moment she was utterly speechless. Not only because of how quietly and calmly Aley responded to Satesh’s outrage but because of the way he immediately assumed she had leveled up.
Only one way to test it, she supposed. She looked at Satesh and focused on opening herself to him, on identifying the energetic tether linking them together.
~Did you hear me from all the way over there, Satesh?
The scowl disappeared from his brow, and he gave a thoughtful expression,
~Apparently so.
Ilaria gave a huff of amusement and looked to Aley,
“I may not be a sadistic, parasitic monster, but apparently, your release is what I need to restore my etheric abilities. It appears you both are acting like a conduit of some kind, focusing the sexual energy we generate together in such a way that it’s helped boost my powers. Though I’m not sure of the how or why yet.”
A sly grin curved Aley’s kissable mouth as he got up and rounded the table to sit beside her on the lounge. Bracing his hands on either side of her, he leaned in and shared the tart flavor of his fruit with her, seducing her with deep, drugging kisses into winding her arms around his strong shoulders.
“Whatever you need of me, I will give. I propose we experiment to see what best feeds you, my love.”
“I second that motion, bright eyes.” Satesh echoed.
Aley lifted his head with a lingering smack of his lips on hers, both turning to find Satesh had come to stand over them and was standing with his hands on his hips, feet spread wide, his amber eyes lit from within, wicked eagerness plain in his expression.
“In the bath, our hungry little one fantasized about feeling both of us caressing her at the same time. I confess, the idea has my cock hard as stone. Shall we attempt it?” Satesh invited with a waggle of his brows.
Aley gave a throaty rumble of sound, hoisting her up off the couch to immediately carry her to Satesh’s enormous bed.
Ilaria laughed and looked over his shoulder to Satesh,
“I believe that’s a yes.”
Aley set her on her knees on the firm mattress, whipping her robe from her body, carelessly tossing it aside, looking at her like he had not just consumed half his body weight in food, and she was the feast that would satiate his hunger. Aley’s thought rang loud and clear in her mind,
~Where to start?
Satesh knelt behind her, wrapping her hair around his fist, tugging her head firmly to the side to lay siege to her neck.
The hot, open-mouthed kisses, the rake of his teeth, the curl of his tongue around the lobe of her ear, it made her eyes roll, and her body go lax with instant, blistering arousal.
It washed over her in constant waves, and when he cupped her breast in his free hand, Aley was there to lick the furled point of her nipple into his mouth.
Unprepared, Ilaria sucked in a desperate breath, assaulted by the erotic sensations on two fronts. They stroked her, kissed her, licked, suckled, carefully bit, kneaded, caressed, bombarding her with their desire.
Together, Satesh and Aley pushed her higher and higher, until she hovered there on the edge of oblivion, a breath away from tipping end over end, down into that deep well of absolute bliss.
“Now,” Satesh growled aloud.
Ilaria didn’t have time to wonder what he meant, as Aley grabbed her by the waist and fell backward, taking her with him, hoisting her up astride his hips.
His cock was hard, pulsing with need, and suddenly Ilaria could barely think beyond wanting him inside her. Her blood roared in her ears, fed not only by their desire but by her own.
Ilaria set her hand to the bed beside Aley’s ear, using the other to gently take his face in hand, wanting to memorize every emotion as it chased across his face.
She rocked forward and back, catching the head of his cock at her core, widening her knees to open herself enough to take him. Her teeth raked her lip as she sank, the wonder and agony that widened Aley’s eyes thrilled her beyond all measure of reason.
She’d never known she could feel so much pleasure and still need so much more. Desperately need. It became a craving. The burning stretch unlike anything she remembered, and the sensation didn’t stop.
She felt every inch of him as she pushed back, her tight muscles reluctantly giving way. The feeling was magnificent. Electrifying. 
“Ilaria.” Aley hissed her name between his teeth, his tormented groan vibrating through to every corner of her being. “S’hot. So hot. So wet and soft,” he slurred, the stamp of shock and carnal fervor on his face only fed her hunger for him.
When he was seated as deeply as her body would allow, Ilaria clamped hard, massaging his engorged flesh, dragging him in, pushing him out. Rocking back and forth slowly, trying to find the rhythm that would drive them both over the edge.
Everything about this moment felt perfect. Ilaria's body recognized Aley's. They melted together, sharing skin and soul as they burned for one another.
With a harsh exhalation, his hands clenched tight on her hips, holding her in place so he could move with her, throwing his hips up to meet her downward strokes, burying himself deep with each wild plunge.
Ilaria cried out, shocked as the pleasure seared through her. Her body bathed his cock in hot moisture, the friction so intense she never wanted it to stop.
Their bodies came together in a furious symphony, the tempo matched by her ragged breathing, by the pleading gasps punctuated with each brutal stroke driving him home, again and again.
She had intended this to be a gentle, tender experience for Aley, not an out of control wildfire that raged hotter with each passing moment, threatening to burn them to ash.
A wildfire that rushed over her, spreading through her stomach, up to her breasts, down to her thighs, her toes, the tips of her fingers…Aley came with her, his cock swelling larger inside her, his seed splashing hard and high at the mouth of her womb.
Her body greedily absorbed every drop of his pleasure, each note of his wild howl, and for an infinitesimal moment all she saw was pure, incandescent light.
Drained, Aley slumped beneath her with a deeply satisfied groan, a goofy grin on his face, and despite the intensity of their coupling, she needed more.
It frightened her how she could have experienced something so wonderful, such a soul-deep claiming, and still feel as though she was starving.
Had her time on Myst somehow perverted her gifts?
Not wanting to spoil the glow of his satisfaction, Ilaria very consciously hid her fear from him, leaning down to press a soft kiss to his nose, watching his lashes fall drowsily in response, and then Satesh was there.
The stroke of his hand down the length of her spine reminded Ilaria of his presence. The frenzy boiling in her blood instantly eased and Ilaria was able to take a breath.
A glance over her shoulder at Satesh’s face made her shudder with eager relief and Aley grunt as her sheath constricted around his cock.
The burn of Aley’s utter adoration filled her mind, pushing her fears aside, leaving no room for anything but love.
“Go. I want to watch.” Aley told her with a drunken smile. Their skin sizzled with residual energy as she bent to give him one last kiss before she straightened up, laughing a little to watch his eyes cross as the angle of penetration changed, and the pained expression Aley gave when Satesh gently pulled them apart and lifted her back to straddle his lap.
Satesh’s arm wrapped around her belly, his palm cradling her jaw to tip her head back far enough for him to kiss her.
~I can feel your hunger, bright eyes.
Ilaria shivered, wondering why Satesh seemed to enjoy being at her back so much, only to gasp and moan a second later as he filled both hands with her breasts, working her nipples between his fingers, tugging gently, his tongue gliding out across her lower lip.
~Because I can touch every inch of you, and Aley may have what he wants at the same time. Have no fear of what you need, I give myself freely, Ilaria. Will you have me?
He wasn’t just asking about now, about joining with her, and the threads continually swirling around him, around the three of them, began to fuse and intertwine.
She could see it reflected in his amber eyes, feel it in the marrow of her bones. In the fraction of a second it took for her to answer, Ilaria got a glimpse into the raw mess that was his heart.
Satesh’s grieving ran deep, the loss of his brothers and his believed failure to save them, a deep bruise on his soul. His entire life had been devoted to his family, and without them, Satesh was lost.
There would never be anyone who could replace his brothers, but the need to love and protect those around him was part of who he was. Ilaria and Aley could not fill the hole in his heart, but she knew they could shallow the depths of the darkness and give him peace.
But first, pleasure.
~Always.
Satesh lifted her just high enough to set the arrowed point of his cock at her entrance, holding her in place so he could watch her expression as he slowly lowered her, the slick combination of her fluids and Aley’s easing his way, but even still her body fought to accommodate his strange shape.
Satesh was careful, pausing with the thickest part of him poised at the threshold, too big to pass the tight ring of muscle keeping him out. Ilaria made small noises of bliss and distress, growling as her hunger returned with a vengeance and Satesh only grinned at her.
~Shh, no need to curse me so loudly, bright eyes. Relax for me, hmm? You’ll take me all the way to the root, and I’ll give you what you need.
Relax? How could she possibly relax? Before she could ask, Satesh reached down to where they were joined, finding the swollen little pearl of flesh at the apex of her sex and traced circles around it with the tip of his finger.
Distracted by the growing pressure there, Ilaria forgot to struggle. Her muscles turned to water as a little orgasm overtook her. Her core completely relaxed, allowing her to drop down those last few final inches, just before her sight became studded with stars.
Satesh was seated to the hilt as the release washed through her, and as she rippled around him, the hard knots on either side of his shaft began to vibrate ever so slightly.
The thrumming stimulation took that little orgasm and threw it into overdrive. Dimly, Ilaria heard herself scream, nearly thrown from inside her own body by the raw, untamed roar of energy that crashed into her.
Her skin felt as though it was on fire, but instead of burning in pain, she was seared by such intense pleasure Ilaria was certain she wouldn’t survive.
She flung out a hand to steady herself, but instead of the wall, Aley’s palm met hers, their fingers lacing together, and the heat spread to him until all three of them were writhing in ecstasy on the bed, Satesh still inside her and pumping his release as deep as she could take.
What felt like hours later, when the last ripples of pleasure/pain ebbed, and she could finally breathe, Ilaria opened her eyes to stare at the ceiling.
She blinked, a weak smile pulling at her swollen lips to see the vibrant weave of purple, blue, crimson, green, gold, and silver settled in the air all around them. Braided together. An unbreakable bond fused by passion and love.
 

They would have no idea until several days later, that everyone onboard the Mayhem got a taste of their combined power. Those closest to Satesh’s quarters instantly shared their orgasm, falling, dropping their tools or weapons to helplessly writhe in unexpected pleasure.
The vegetation in the bio-dome increased in size, producing five times the yield of fruits and veg within a space of minutes.
The mercenaries waiting for their turn in the regen-gel tanks after returning from battle were healed of all injuries, new and old, and no one in the infirmary could say why.
Ilaria’s abilities grew again, things she thought lost to her returned, and each time Aley and Satesh filled her belly with their seed, she felt herself climb another rung on the ladder that led to complete access to her etheric abilities.
Another step closer to being able to channel the energy of the universe once again. She hoped by the time the Mayhem landed on the surface of Matav it would be so.
Thankfully, neither of her lovers appeared to feel burdened by the task.




CHAPTER NINETEEN
Ilaria~
“May I ask you for something?”
Satesh looked up from the report he was reading, setting the clear plas-tab aside to give her his attention, his free hand having circled her ankle where he’d insisted on having her feet in his lap while he worked.
Aley was gone, visiting with Zillriane, and after spending several hours meditating and floating through the void to try and find another traveler, Ilaria had come out of the bedroom to find Satesh quietly working, keeping an eye on her, waiting for her.
He’d put down his tablet then too and cuddled her to his side until she had fallen asleep. To her surprise, Ilaria had dreams of the repository of knowledge on S7.
The glowing crystals that dripped from the trees, the buzz of the electromagnetic energy that boosted her own and made it so much easier for her to communicate with Cassie.
“Anything,” Satesh answered warmly.
“If I had been Awakened properly, part of my duties would have been to chronicle all I had seen and could remember. Do you have any journals or something I could begin writing down my travels?”
Satesh hummed as he reached out to stroke his knuckles along the slope of her cheek, curling a lock of her hair around and around his finger.
“If you prefer paper, I can have several journals synthesized for you. Or if you would like a tablet, you can write everything down to later be printed into a book.”
Still feeling sluggish from sleep, she followed the gentle tug of his hand in her hair and slid into his lap, turning her cheek to his shoulder, basking in the warmth of the kiss he pressed to her brow, grounded by the strength of his arms around her.
“I think a tablet will be just fine. Thank you.”
“Of course. What will you write about first?”
“My friend, Cassie.”
“The Sarazen’s mate?”
“Mmhm,” Ilaria hadn’t realized she was chilled until the intensity of Satesh’s body heat began to seep through her clothes and into her skin.
His scent was rich and fresh, and after so long without being able to smell such wonderful smells, or feel anything but numbness, all she wanted to do was feel. To touch, taste, smell.
She buried her face in his throat to feel the pounding of Satesh’s pulse against her lips, to taste the saltiness of his skin, breathing in his scent until her head swam.
“Tell me about her. How did you meet?” Satesh twisted his fingers in her hair, kneading at her scalp.
Tingles shot through her as her muscles relaxed, her speech felt slurred at first, but soon the memories overtook her, and she was back there on S7 again.
“I had been drifting for some time before I felt the tug that led me to S7. It’s a strange planet; the continents are all heavily forested, but a fungus is quickly turning the trees to crystal.
“It’s quite beautiful in a rather eerie way, and as a result, the natural energy of the planet is magnified in certain places.
“The crystal becomes a conduit to amplify the electromagnetic energy, which is what attracted me to the area, or so I thought.”
Ilaria paused for a moment, giving thought to the way Satesh and Aley amplified her energy, like those strange crystals. She pictured both males as crystal in her mind, her sexual energy refracting throughout their bodies when they came together, to then be focused with brilliance back to her. Magnified, strengthened, heightened ten-fold.
Curious. Ilaria wished she had another traveler to speak with, or a Steward to advise her on whether Ilaria’s hypothesis was correct. She knew her feelings for both males had nothing to do with how they fed her energetically, but the way her abilities only grew in strength after each coupling was a remarkable occurrence.
Was it because she had love for each of them? Or because their energy, the pitch and rhythm of their life-force was in perfect harmony?
“Ilaria?”
She jolted out of her thoughts at the sound of Satesh’s voice, continuing her story. “I was drawn to a crater where the energy was the strongest. Where an ancient fortress stood abandoned, and all that remained were thousands upon thousands of books.
“I tried communicating with the Sarazen people, but in my etheric form they could neither hear nor sense me.
“I had been there for nearly an entire season before Cassie and a party of warriors came to the fortress to search for some knowledge that had been excluded from their territory-wide database.
“She saw me immediately, and for a time her escorts thought her mad. Talking to thin air, experiencing something they call mate sickness. Which, by the way, do your people call their life-bonded something special?”
Satesh tugged her head back so he could share his smile with her, “Is that what we are? Life-bonded?”
Ilaria could feel his happiness like the beat of gentle wings inside her belly. “I am bound to you by love, and if you and Aley someday leave me or love another, I would never give my heart again.”
Satesh made a deeply satisfied sound, tipping her chin up to lick a hot path across her lower lip before kissing her with an intensity that never failed to make her toes curl.
“Good thing I would never leave you or love another. My people do not have a soul-bond like the Sarazens do, and we don’t call the ones we love mate. We say, Chosen. I choose to be with you for the rest of my life. You and no other.”
Joy felt like the glow of sunshine through her veins, his vow brought tears to her eyes and settled a worry Ilaria hadn’t realized she felt.
“Chosen. I like that.”
“Me too,” Satesh whispered back. “So, did you cure your friend’s sickness?”
Ilaria gave her Chosen another peck of a kiss and settled deeper into his hold, “She wasn’t sick. She was hurting, angry.
“From a young age Cassie had been betrayed by the people who should have loved her most, and because of an unfortunate misunderstanding, she believed her mate had done the same.
“They were at odds for many long months, Cassie believing she was unloved and only being used for pleasure, her mate not understanding how she could see everything he did was for her.
“I remember I was trying to help Cassie do research. She was looking for something specific, and I feel as though I was able to shed light on the situation, but the details that come after are fuzzy. I think if I’m able to write it down, more might come to me.”
“We can contact the Sarazen high council, reach out to Cassie if you wish.”
Ilaria shook her head, snuggling her cheek back down to his chest as her eyes unfocused and she tried to use the gifts that were slowly coming back to her to see past the haziness of her mind for the answers she knew were there, just out of reach.
“I don’t think it’s the right time. I can’t be of help to Cassie until I remember everything of our time together.
“For now, I have to focus on my people. On us. On doing as I should have been this whole time and chronicling all I can remember.
“It may wind up being of no use, but I have hundreds of years’ worth of information rattling around in my head. It should be preserved.”
Satesh continued to knead at her hair, his other hand smoothing up and down her spine, heading down to her thigh to begin gathering the fabric of her skirt.
“You know, there is another way to jot down your thoughts.”
“Oh?” said thoughts began to grow hazy as his lips moved to plant a slow string of kisses down her throat.
“Mmhm. You could tell them to Aley and me over dinner, and we’ll record the entire thing. I hear memories are best stimulated via positive reinforcement and helpful questions from those who love you.”
“Your plan has merit. I see no reason why we shouldn’t ah…um, experiment.”
“Indeed,” Satesh growled salaciously, “and speaking of, what is Aley up to? I haven’t seen him since this morning.”
Satesh’s hand moved boldly between her thighs, locating the maddeningly sensitive nub at the apex of her sex with unerring precision, causing Ilaria to shudder in bliss with the gentle rub he gave it.
“He’s ah…speaking with Zillriane.”
Satesh made a gentle exploration of her, swirling around and around with no apparent destination in mind, until he came across the heart of her.
The sudden thrust of his fingers inside her sent her head flying back in both shock and excitement.
“So, what you’re saying is, I have you all to myself for a while longer?”
“Mmahha,” she slurred, tilting her hips to help him find that perfect spot that would set stars off behind her eyes. But then, Satesh didn’t exactly need help driving her insane with pleasure.
“Wonderful.”




CHAPTER TWENTY
Ilaria~
Matav had once been a planet rich in color. Vibrant yellow forests of towering trees, meadows of lush green carpets, flowers in every color of the rainbows that arched through the pale lavender sky.
Soft showers of rain fell for a few minutes each day, ensuring the flow of little rivers and gushing waterfalls. Ilaria remembered playing by serene pools shaded by the lacy yellow-gold leaves of the trees that grew beside those little rivers as a child.
Now, the entire planet was shrouded in darkness. The sun was little more than a pinprick of light, near the end of its cycle. Soon it would begin collapsing in on itself and would create a vortex of such power, all life in the solar system would be sucked into it and lost forever.
The trees had turned so blue they appeared to be black, as had the meadows. What flowers there were left, were as red as blood. No rainbows decorated the blackened skies, and the rain that fell was made of ice.
Without the protection of the suit of armor she wore, Ilaria knew the razor-sharp projectiles would have shredded her skin in seconds.
She led the way down cracked and crumbling roads through the city of Kaste V’ley, surrounded on three sides by Satesh’s men as they moved through the ruins of a once bustling street.
The warm gray stone the Matavei had used to build their homes was now blackened with soot and lay in heaps of rubble, as though an enormous hand had reached out and knocked them down.
There were sizable craters their ground force had to skirt around, scorch marks indicating weapons fire of some kind. Aerial bombardment, but from who, she did not know, and Ilaria supposed it didn’t matter.
The home she remembered was long gone. All that remained were echoes from the past, and the memories of what had once been a beautiful jewel in the heart of a vast empire.
Tears slid down her cheeks and because of the helmet covering her face, she couldn’t wipe them away.
~We are here with you, Ilaria. Aley whispered in her mind, his compassion wrapping around her like a well-loved blanket, his armored fingers curling through hers as they continued toward the lone building still intact.
Dura Mi’ray, the Hall of Ascension.
The towering edifice had long ago been a hallowed palace of knowledge, the windows that had gleamed so brightly, now looked like a gaping maw of jagged, rotten teeth.
Matav had taken back the land, thick layers of earth and black moss that squelched red liquid when stepped on covered the floor. The small stream that had trickled through the length of the building was now a dark, shadowy chasm filled with stagnant water, and the mercenaries had to use a plasma bridge to span the deep gorge to reach the other side.
“If the underground is anything like this, we will have to set up a relay platform to transport the pods.” The voice in her ear was unfamiliar, but she shared his concern.
“The entrance is this way,” Ilaria answered, following the same path she remembered from childhood, only now she held Aley’s hand instead of her father’s.
“The entire lab was designed with a cataclysm in mind. The power source would continue to run even if the entire planet was on fire. The lift should still be in working order.”
Their party had to cautiously climb down three crumbling flights of stairs, and by the second, Satesh contacted the Mayhem to send mobile platforms that would allow a much easier ascent.
Ilaria approached a solid stone wall, heartbroken to see the enormous hole that had been blasted through to the inner chamber, exposing the lift that would carry them down to the first subterranean level where the travelers slept.
Her pod had been there, but when she exited the lift and stepped into the lab, there was nothing left.
The scavengers who had come to pick the bones of Matav clean had taken everything, leaving only broken glass and scattered pieces of stasis pods behind. Over one thousand travelers had been housed on this level, unaware of the intruders who came to steal them away until it was too late.
How many had died as they had been forcibly awakened? How many enslaved? How many still survived?
“My scans tell me the radiation levels are rising, Exarch.” Another voice announced stoically.
Satesh grunted, “Rising high enough to compromise our armor?”
“No, Exarch. Not currently. I will continue to monitor the sensors.”
“Where now, Ilaria?” Satesh asked, the command in his voice softening markedly when he said her name.
She led the way, trying not to let her emotions leak through their bond as she approached the control panel that would take them down to the next level.
She had to reach out with her mind, manipulating the crystals within the round globe, vibrating them at just such a frequency.
It took no more than a wave of her hand, and the doors hissed open to allow them to enter the lift. Ilaria felt her stomach lurch as they made their descent, churning with concern, worried about what they would find when the doors opened.
As she stepped into the darkened interior, a low sound left her to see the soft glow coming from the stasis pods. Another thousand travelers had been stationed here, but it appeared only half remained.
The Dhjana in charge of monitoring the radiation levels suggested the scavengers hadn’t had adequate equipment to withstand the radiation and grabbed only the pods closest to the lift in order to save themselves.
Ilaria wandered along the rows of stasis tubes, peering inside, searching for familiar faces and soon it became clear, her relief was to be short-lived.
“Ilaria?”
She ignored Aley’s concerned call, rushing from pod to pod until Satesh caught her and demanded to know what was going on.
“These aren’t my people! This is a male from Nerelenet, this one from Karrassec, those three there are from Angenas. All worlds far beyond Matav, and there are others from planets I briefly visited while traveling. Planets in other galaxies.”
“This pod says it has been undisturbed since the occupant was put inside,” Aley told her, and she spun around to see for herself.
The travelers here on the second level had been interred in their stasis pods long before her. She had seen them with her own eyes before she had been put to rest, and there had been no Angenans.
The male suspended before her was half her height, his skin covered in a fine pelt of fur, his coloring a dark, monochromatic rust from head to toe. Protruding from the thick bush of his hair were two gray horns that twisted upward in a gentle spiral.
White dots and lines lay along his arms in repetitive patterns, ending at his white-tipped claws. Coiled in the bottom of the tube was the end of his tail, the length capped by a six-pronged spear that looked to be made of bone.
The other two beastly males looked precisely the same, the only way to distinguish one from the other was the difference in their white markings.
The male from Karrassec was covered in yellow scales, hairless, and so large he was barely able to fit within the tube.
He had only four fingers on each hand, tipped in long black claws, webbing in between would propel him through the water, the webbing between his three clawed toes would also help him to reach swim farther and faster than all the other creatures of his homeworld.
A winged serpent from Oorli lay coiled in another tube, a female from Charinos was on her back, her humanoid upper body giving way to an animalistic, muscular body.
Her four hoofed legs were tucked up over her dappled gray belly in a most uncomfortable looking position, and no matter the form within the stasis pod, they all had one thing in common— 
The data log showed none of the pods had been tampered with or breached since their closing. The radiation flooding the chamber hadn’t penetrated the thick glass except in the most minuscule amount, the levels not anywhere close to being responsible for mutation.
Confusion continuing to claw at her calm, Ilaria found the dark blue skinned Matavei interspersed among the unexplained intruders, perfectly formed, all seemingly unharmed.
“Exarch! You must see this!” The urgent shout made Ilaria flinch, jolting from her open-mouthed gawking, weaving a little as she backed away to follow Satesh as he hurried to the mercenary waving his arm.
Aley steadied her with an arm around her waist, the two of them crowding around the group of armored warriors facing one of the pods.
Behind the glass, a slender-limbed, blue-skinned Matavei female was in the process of some sort of metamorphosis.
Her cap of iridescent white hair darkened to black, growing at an exponential rate until it hung in silky curls around her thighs.
The elongated shape of her skull shifted to a rounded dome, the sharp planes and angles of her face softening as her indigo skin faded to a sun-kissed cream.
A scar-like seam began to form down the center of each arm, and with a few concerning convulsions, two arms split into four.
Her chest bulged outward until two large breasts took shape—which made several of the males watching give appreciative sounds—her waist nipped in, her hips rounded, and when the transformation finally came to a halt, Ilaria noticed the sleeping female’s palms turned a vibrant pink.
The female looked like one of the many queens of a planet called, Lota. Ilaria had spent many days there exploring until feeling the presence of another Matavei, a female, who had expressed the desire to study the matriarchal culture in more detail.
Sensing her passion, Ilaria had left her to it, and the next planet Ilaria had found had been Saraz. Was this the other Matavei she had sensed?
“What’s going on here, bright eyes?” Satesh asked her in dumbfounded confusion, but truthfully Ilaria had no idea. “Is it safe to bring them aboard the Mayhem?”
“I…yes. Ah…so long as they remain…remain in their pods, there is no um, no danger,” she stammered, wondering if what she had thought as her own mutation had been the same kind of transformation they had just witnessed.
The more she thought on it, the more Ilaria realized she very much resembled the humans she had encountered on Saraz, though she had no understanding of how or why.
“Can your medics upload the data from the stasis terminals?” Satesh shrugged in response to her question, assuring her they could. “I think it would be wise to do so. If all my people are transforming into other species, evolving, I need to know how.”
So saying, Ilaria wandered away, down the main path to the very back of the lab, searching for the pod where their oldest traveler slept.
She knew exactly which pod belonged to Jalu, and when she rounded the last pod to stand in front of it, the male lying within was unrecognizable.
His flesh and hair were now a luminescent white instead of the dark gray she remembered, and every spare inch of his body from the neck down was covered in glowing blue derma-glyphs. The language was unknown to her, but they pulsed in time with the readout of his heartbeat.
“Is something else wrong?” Aley asked from behind her.
“I’m not sure,” she murmured absently, “We should check the next four levels.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Ilaria~
“Whatever is causing the travelers to mutate hasn’t affected any of the people on the lower levels. Not a single one looks anything other than perfectly normal.”
Between the last four stasis chambers, there were nine-thousand, eight hundred, and ninety-two Matavei waiting to be revived. None of the records indicated they were travelers, so there was no danger of waking them without a Steward to guide them back to their physical bodies.
Ilaria had already made a note of the few Stewards, their apprentices, and any other personnel who possessed the knowledge of the Awakening rituals, asking the retrieval crew to mark their stasis tubes and those of what she believed was the remainder of the High Council as a priority.
Despite their bio-domes being full to bursting with an overabundance of produce, the Dhjana caravan couldn’t sustain many more mouths to feed, simply due to life support restrictions.
Twice on their way to Matav, several of the smaller ships had had to break off and take the bountiful crops to nearby planets for trading. Which was good, since the now-freed slaves needed more clothing and personal supplies.
None of the Dhjana seemed upset about the newest members of the caravan, or the increase in work to feed, clothe, and care for them all.
Between the twenty ships, there would be just barely enough cargo room to take all the stasis pods from Matav and transport them to Oahir, and until someone was able to give a definitive answer as to why the traveler’s bodies had mutated into another species, those few could not be Awoken.
Now more than ever, it was imperative their new home be secured as soon as possible.
“That’s a good thing, bright eyes. Let’s start loading everyone up and get out of here.” Satesh urged, bending over her to gently knock his helmet against hers, the metallic clang and the childishness of it made her smile.
She couldn’t see his face behind the smooth surface of his helmet, but she could hear his smile.
There was only one lift in and out, and it could hold only twenty pods at a time. Clearing the levels completely would take days, but it would be done, and their journey to Oahir would begin.
Ilaria closed her eyes and let her thoughts turn to the memory of wandering the planet surface in her etheric form, the shifting golden sands, the towering mountain ranges, the abandoned cities waiting to be filled.
The gleaming white temple nestled within the bosom of crimson canyons that would become the next Hall of Ascension.
She sent up a prayer to the stars, hoping Oahir was all she believed it to be, and that she had fulfilled her mission.
Hoping the ten thousand souls who were all that remained of her people, would Awaken to find peace and prosperity on a world which seemed to have been tailor-made for them.
Aley called her name softly,
~Perhaps it would be wise to have your elders sent up in the first group to be revived. They may have knowledge regarding the changes to the travelers and can take the burden of uncertainty from your shoulders.
His suggestion was logical, and such a welcome relief, tears welled in her eyes. Ilaria attributed not having thought of such a thing sooner, to the uncertainty Aley so astutely identified.
~It would be wise, she agreed softly, Thank you. I’m so grateful you’re here with me.
~There is nowhere else I would be. I am so proud of you for having walked all the way down here without assistance, but I can feel the exhaustion pulling at you, you are nearing the end of your strength for today. Choose who to revive and let us return to the
Mayhem.
~What would I do without you to take such good care of me? She sighed, wanting nothing more in the world at this moment than to kiss him.
~You will never have to find out, Aley told her firmly, and changed the subject, standing beside her while she brought up the list of Stewards, searching for names and designations she was familiar with.
~Is your family somewhere down here?
Poignant sadness swept through her, causing her breath to stutter from her suddenly too tight chest.
~No. My parents were both engineers and would have been called upon to help rebuild a new society. I had six brothers.
Two were pilots, and the rest were security officers. Their names are not listed anywhere in the manifests, so they must have boarded whatever ships we had, and perished on Myst long ago.
~I’m so sorry.
Ilaria nodded, sniffling inside her helmet, her vision blurring a little before she could shake the tears away.
~As am I, but their deaths will not be in vain.
~No, we will see to it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Ilaria~
“Six hundred years and all that remains of our people are a third of those in stasis below the Hall of Ascension! The rest lost to slavery? I told you, I told you the security protocols were not enough!”
Elder Ibi-Ninsun’s scream was laced with grief as she shook her fist at the tall, proud male she squared off with.
Ilaria had chosen to wake Ibi, the most senior Steward that remained, hoping she would have some knowledge as to how the travelers were mutating in their sleep.
Ilaria hadn’t gotten past informing Ibi of all that had transpired—all that Ilaria knew anyway—before the elder had lost her composure and turned on the last of Matav’s military leaders, Commander Nisahba-Asharru.
Commander Nisahba’s white hair stood on end in a wild mess, growing more and more disheveled with every agitated stroke of his fingers.
His features were drawn taut, his wide turquoise eyes blindly searching back and forth at nothing while he tried to reconcile the information Ilaria had shared, flinching slightly with every recrimination Ibi threw his way. 
Ibi’s only son had been among the first travelers to have been stolen from his pod and enslaved by the cruel females of Myst.
She had gone into her stasis pod six hundred years ago, but to Ibi, it felt like only days had passed since she had watched the lone ship carrying the first wave of survivors away from Matav to find the nearest habitable world.
Only hours since she had bid her sleeping son goodbye, lay down in her stasis pod and closed her eyes. She and the other two elders Ilaria had chosen had been revived three days ago, and after Shayla had given them a clean bill of health, Ilaria had answered their questions as to where they were.
Upon hearing their people were all but extinct, they had fallen into shocked silence, each expecting something far different. Commander Nisahba had expected to be greeted by his fellow soldiers.
Ibi had expected to find herself welcomed by her son.
Elder Ilum-Tey had expected to begin exploring his new homeworld and discovering how to best utilize his scientific skills for the betterment of their people.
Because Ilaria had been physically altered, none of the elders had at first trusted she was Matavei until she had passed their impromptu tests.
Given so many shocks in so short a time, the three turned on one another. Placing blame, arguing about how it was possible so many of their kind were dead
 

“So? How did it go?”
In response to Satesh’s mildly irritated question, still irked to have been excluded from the meeting between her and the three Matavei elders she had roused from their stasis sleep, Ilaria crossed the room and crawled into his lap.
His strong arms closed around her immediately, palming her hair in one hand to keep her nestled under his chin.
“That bad, eh?”
Ilaria gave a gusty sigh, closing her eyes as she briefly shared the highlights. “I chose the eldest Steward I could find, the last Commander of our security forces, and the senior science officer whose family name I recognized.
“I had hoped they would be able to digest the news I gave them, and to begin to come up with a plan for how we would move forward.
“All they did was hurl insults at one another, shifting the blame around and around until they turned to me and asked why it had taken me so long to find a suitable planet.”
Satesh’s fury was instant, hot and tingling against her skin, “They blamed you?”
It had been difficult to stand strong in the face of Ibi’s accusations of failure. Difficult to remain calm and remember how helpless and afraid Ilaria had felt when she had first Awoken and found herself unable to move or breathe on her own.
“They are grieving,”
Satesh was unmoved, “They blamed you?” he repeated incredulously,
Ilaria’s first reaction had also been anger, and in response to her spurt of temper, the hideous yellow-green curtains in the small meeting room had caught fire.
The sudden blaze and equally sudden disappearance of the flames—and the curtains— had startled Ibi into silence and left both Ilum and Nishaba blinking at her in uncertainty and surprise.
In clipped, short sentences, Ilaria had reminded them she was only one of several thousand travelers charged with finding the Matavei a new home, that the responsibility hadn’t been entirely hers, and she had done the best she could.
“There is no one to blame except the Mystresses who enslaved us. I reminded the elders I had been in stasis and unable to do anything but continue my mission.
“Then I went into detail regarding the atrocities I and countless others suffered, told them of how you rescued me, Aley, the slaves chained in the bowels of the fortress.
“I told them everything, and I may have lost my temper ever so slightly and uh…set those lovely drapes in the gallery on fire.”
Satesh’s jaw clenched, glaring sideways at her when she pressed a kiss to the furiously ticking muscle just beneath his ear.
“Pox on the drapes. Next time you speak to those fools, I will accompany you and inform your elders, it is only because of you the Matavei are awake and on their way to a new planet.
“If you were not in my heart, your elders would still be entombed beneath the ruin of their cities, and eventually sucked into the event horizon as the sun collapsed and devoured the entire solar system.”
Her heart turned over to hear Satesh so vehemently take exception to the elders turning their fears upon her. It made the last, lingering remnants of her own anger fade to nothingness.
“Thank you, Satesh, for all you have done. For all you are doing.”
The press of her Exarch’s lips to her forehead spread ripples of warmth and adoration through her. Comfort, the likes of which she hadn’t realized she so desperately needed.
“If not for you, it is likely I would be dead now.”
His arms tightened around her, capturing her lips in a soft, possessive kiss. “No, you wouldn’t be. Margen wanted a baby from you.”
“Which is why I would have been dead.” At his dark frown of confusion, Ilaria offered a weak smile, “Matavei are conscious breeders. Our children are conceived only at the time of our choosing, and always in love. Nothing Margen or her healers, or her scientists could have done to me would have resulted in a pregnancy.”
“I see. And is that something you might want—children—someday?” Satesh tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, his question neutral, but his gaze was intense as he studied her.
She hummed, turning into him, hitching a leg over his hip so she was straddling his lap. His hands immediately went to her backside to give her cheeks an appreciative squeeze, tugging her closer until the only thing keeping them apart were a few layers of clothing.
“Someday, in the not too distant future. Only…” Ilaria hesitated for how to give voice to what was on her heart.
“Only, what?” She raked her teeth across her lip, losing her train of thought when Satesh leaned into lave the small hurt away.
“We have not discussed what will happen between us once we reach Oahir.” She said it as gently as possible, but Satesh still stiffened beneath her.
He drew back far enough to frown at her, and whatever he was thinking, he concealed behind the wall she had taught him to erect in his mind.
“I want you with me, always. But we have responsibilities to our peoples, and you have done so much. Lost so much.
“Change swiftly approaches, and I don’t feel I have the right to ask you to give up your responsibilities, to leave your home, your people, to take on mine.”
Satesh drew in a long, deep breath and gave a thoughtful nod, the grip he had on her backside easing in favor of stroking his palms up and down her spine.
“You do not have to ask, Ilaria. I’ve lived on this ship my entire life. Every hall I walk, every room I enter, I remember some stolen moment with one or both of my brothers.
“I will never forget them, and through you, I have come to forgive myself for not reaching them in time to spare them from Margen’s brutality, but if I'm honest, the Mayhem no longer feels like my home.
“I am Exarch because my father was Exarch. My brothers would have been the ones to inherit the title if I died, but as I have no heirs at this time, I have the right to choose someone else.
“I can pass the duty of caravan leader on and still hold a position of leadership if I choose. I can help you rebuild your world, and I want to. You are more important to me than a title.
“I want to share your burden, to give you babies, help your people establish trade relations, see you reunite with your friends on Saraz. All of that and more. So, if you want me at your side, I will be there.”
“I don’t want you at my side, Satesh,” Ilaria told him with a soft smile, “I need you there.”
“Then you will have me,” he murmured against her lips.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Ilaria~
“You’ve brought us to the wrong location. There isn’t anything here,” Commander Nishaba barked, glaring at the arid landscape as though it were an enemy needing to be conquered.
Ilaria stood with Aley and Satesh on either side of her, the trio of Matavei elders just exiting the shuttle behind them onto the burning desert sands of Oahir.
One brilliant sun gleamed orange overhead, the azure sky dotted with puffy yellow-gold clouds, and though they could not yet be seen, three small moons revolved around the heavens. Ilaria couldn’t wait to see them again, shining brightly above this vast desert.
Reddish brown sand shifted underfoot, their robes whipped around them in the scorching, dry air. It felt wonderful, and not even Nishaba’s doubts could steal away her excitement.
Their party stood on a large rise that looked down on a valley, three towering spears of rock jutting up ahead and to the side of them, their shadows casting a cool shade across the stretch of barren land.
At first blush, it did indeed look like a whole lot of absolutely nothing. Not the vast city Ilaria had described to them.
In her etheric form, she had passed through the safeguards without issue, but still, she had sensed it would not be as simple as just showing up on Oahir and staking claim.
The original inhabitants of the planet might have been forced to abandon their home, but they had not left their legacy unguarded. Ilaria could feel a vibration deep beneath her booted feet, a humming in the air that danced around her fingertips.
It would be no small task to bring down the shield keeping the city hidden, but full to bursting with the sexual energy Aley and Satesh had eagerly shared with her this morning, Ilaria could see the glowing net strung between all three of the vast chimney-shaped mountains.
“That’s because you are looking with your eyes, Commander,” Ilaria told Nishaba, taking a step forward to lift both hands, carefully easing her fingers into the invisible web of energy, closing her eyes as she sank into its rhythm. She sent her senses along the gleaming strands, seeking back and forth for the right one.
The web was electromagnetic in nature, the cloak of energy very similar to what made the Dhjana’s golden armor disappear in plain sight.
All it took to unveil the beautiful future that lay before them, was one tug on the correct line, and with an audible crack, and a rumble of distant thunder, the web-like shield unraveled to reveal the pristine, glimmering white city nestled against the largest of the three mountains.
“The Oahiri called this place, Shazerah. It was once their capital city and large enough I think for all of our people to live comfortably. Don’t you agree?”
~You’re so sexy I can barely stand it, Satesh told her in a silent growl, taking hold of her hand to give it a squeeze.
Ilaria shot him a quick wink, lifting her face to the wind, letting it guide her forward. With Aley holding her other hand, the three of them made their way down the slope of the hill toward Shazerah.
The sand formed steps beneath their feet, as though the desert itself was welcoming them, and at the base of the hill, she gave only a passing thought before the earth trembled beneath her boots and peeled away to reveal a white cobblestone pathway that had been buried beneath the sand.
~Did you do that? Aley asked with a curious lift of his brow.
~I unraveled the shield of energy protecting the city, but I didn’t shift the sand. I can feel energy beneath my feet. I believe there is a self-cleaning protocol hardwired into the streets. A technological way the Oahir were able to keep their roads clear of the constantly shifting desert.
Satesh stepped closer to her, his gaze sweeping back and forth ahead and around them for any signs of danger, his thoughts focused suddenly on throwing her behind him and ordering the mercenaries forward at the smallest threat.
~We aren’t in any danger.
~Well, your elders are impressed. No, don’t look back. They’re sure this is all you’re doing. No reason to enlighten them just yet. Aley’s voice was tight with reproach, Satesh having shared the elder’s misplaced blame with him, and then had an ally in his outrage.
Neither of her Chosen had made an effort to conceal their dislike for the three Matavei and hadn’t them an overabundance of compassion.
Ilaria knew they understood what Nishaba, Ilum, and Ibi were going through, but because they had placed the blame on Ilaria for not completing her mission sooner, neither Aley or Satesh were feeling very forgiving.
They walked beside her, the elders behind them, and more of Satesh’s mercenaries brought up the rear. Every step Ilaria took, the more she tuned herself to the natural hum of Shazerah, the more she felt like she had come home.
It was a strange place, that was certain, but it felt…good. Right. Yet something in the appearance of the city wasn’t quite as she remembered.
As they climbed up the third flight of stairs, with three more to go before they reached the top, Ilaria was very grateful Aley had insisted she continue her swimming and strength training, even though she felt much stronger and steadier on her feet.
She knew the city had lifts and transports to carry them up and down, but until the power source was activated inside, Shazerah would remain asleep.
The city stretched out along the entire base of the mountain. Ilaria had to crane her neck to see the highest level, a pair of smooth stone towers stretching halfway up the craggy surface.
Between the two towers was a wide, grand entrance with four pillars so thick ten men couldn’t circle them and touch.
From her earlier exploration of the city, she knew at the top of the pitched roof, high above them where the pillars held up a balcony that stretched from one side of the main tower to the other, there was an opulent room where the reigning kings and queens had come out during festival days or for their coronations.
She could picture it so perfectly in her mind that she inadvertently shared it with Aley and Satesh both.
~Looks like the perfect spot for our new bedroom, Satesh declared, leering at her with a suggestive waggle of his brows.
~I concur, Aley responded, staring upward while his thumb continuously moved over the back of her hand in loving sweeps. But it will be difficult to get inside with the blast doors engaged.
The blast doors. That was it. A solid sheet of metal sealed every window and door. It hadn’t been that way when she had come here only a few weeks before.
The doors had stood open, the wind billowing the gauzy drapes through the windows, fallen leaves skittering across the floor.
“The city is vast, but it appears to be sealed. It could take days to search for an entrance into one of the lower levels,” Ilum commented, wandering forward to the large metal door in front of them.
It was almost too simple, letting her energy flow outward toward the same flat gray barrier, passing through it to find the power source.
She barely had to brush up against it with her curious thoughts before every single one of the doors groaned as they began to rise.
Stale air wafted out from inside like the giant building was giving a deep exhale. It would have been comical, the way Ilum jumped back in surprise, his arms wind milling to keep his balance.
Ilaria was unsure which startled Illum more. The sudden rise of the doors, or the hologram that shimmered to life in the center of the now open portal.
Ilaria frowned to see a white skinned, white-haired male in vibrant blue robes, with beautiful blue derma-glyphs. He was older, but he looked to be the same species as the male lying in Jalu’s stasis pod. The hologram looked unerringly at her, smiled warmly and gave a low bow,
“Welcome, She Who Travels.”
 

Ilaria sat on a cool stone bench inside a long since dead garden, watching Commander Nishaba circle the hologram of the Oahir male.
He said his name was, Jyaan, programmed to wait for Ilaria’s arrival and to assist her in any way she required. Thus far, no matter who had posed questions to the hologram, Jyaan hadn’t answered anyone but her.
He just stood there patiently, a calm, serene expression on his face, a gentle smile twisting his lips, looking nowhere except at her.
The litany of Nishaba’s questions grew louder and more repetitive, as though shouting at the hologram would be the key to making it speak. Ilaria finally lost her patience and snapped,
“Commander, clearly your interrogation is not working. If you would allow me?”
With a frustrated hiss, Nishaba waved his hand imperiously and ordered her to get on with it. Satesh stood up from his casual pose where he’d been leaning against the pillar behind her, towering near a half a head taller than Nishaba.
His anger lashed about like a sandstorm, stinging her flesh with heat and tiny nips of pain. Aley lay his palm on the back of her neck and immediately the intensity ebbed, sharing the backlash of Satesh’s fury so it didn’t hurt as bad.
“You may be Ilaria’s elder, but you do not command her. If you speak to her in that tone again, you will regret it.”
To diffuse what promised to be a volatile situation, Ilaria asked Jyaan how he knew they would be coming.
The hologram spread his arms to indicate the vast garden that no doubt had once been the heart of the city.
“Long ago, a traveler came to Oahir.”
The hair on her arms began to rise, and before Jyaan could name the traveler, Ilaria knew.
“His name was Tau’tatemjalu. When he appeared to our empress, Dharani, he told her Oahir was changing, and soon would become inhospitable to our people.
“He made predictions which came true in order to prove himself an ally and found the people a new world in which we would continue to thrive, but it took the death of millions before Dharani agreed to leave.
“Tau’tatemjalu helped us prepare, and he told us our great cities would not be abandoned forever, that someday a people just like the Oahir, displaced and forced from their home would seek refuge here.
“Other travelers, like himself, and lost souls saved at the hands of a grieving brother.” Satesh jolted like Jyaan had reached out and sank his fist into Satesh’s chest. “Shazerah has been waiting for you, my lady. You, and your people.
“My function is to guide you throughout the city, answer your questions, and help you bring life back to Oahir.”
“I thought you said this planet was abandoned two thousand years ago?” Ilum contested, his surprise and confusion plain as day on his face. “Jalu was the first Matavei to travel the etheric plane successfully, but that was only eleven hundred years ago.
“How could it be possible for him to converse with a species gone well before he had even entered his stasis pod?”
Ilaria looked to Ibi, who was frowning so hard her brows were drawn together in one long line.
“Jalu has been adrift longer than any other. The first time he was called back for his Awakening, he asked to be immediately put back to sleep. He told his Steward that he needed more time but wouldn’t say what for.
“The power of the universe does not flow in one direction. It is an ocean with tides that ebb and flow, currents that run deep beneath the surface. It is shocking, but not impossible.”
“What is?” Nishaba demanded, still giving Satesh a baleful glare.
Ibi shrugged, rubbing her arms as though she was cold, “It is possible Jalu found a river of time and learned to navigate it. It is possible he paved the way for what remained of our people to survive.
“The only way to know for sure would be to wake him. I will need the other Stewards,” Ibi looked to her, and Ilaria could still see, still sense the hint of misplaced hatred. That Ilaria was here and Ibi’s son was not.
Ilaria did not look away from the other female, she did not lower her eyes. Ibi was suffering, and there was nothing Ilaria could say or do to soothe the loss of Ibi’s son.
All she could do was continue, fulfill her mission, and live. Ibi would either choose to grieve and find a new purpose, or she would continue to steep in her bitterness. All Ilaria could do for herself, was the same. Grieve the loss of her people and continue her mission.
“When I was Awoken, and Aley told me what was in store for me, he offered me death. My Awakening was so violent, so terrifying and painful, I considered it.”
Aley squeezed her gently, Satesh retreated from his stare down with Nishaba to come and sit beside her, taking her hand to press a kiss to her fingertips.
“Jalu appeared to me then and told me he had seen my future. That I could not die if I wanted our people to live. He showed me a vision of this place. When Satesh liberated us from Myst, I was drawn to Oahir, and for a moment Jalu appeared to me again.
“Just for a moment, but it was long enough to know whatever work he is accomplishing, he isn’t finished. Jalu is the oldest, strongest, most experienced traveler among the Matavei. I believe he will make himself known to the Stewards when he is ready to rise.”
Ilum gave a dismissive wave of his hand, his sharp blue gaze touching on all the dead shrubs in the garden, his tone empty of everything but practicality.
“We need not concern ourselves at this time with waking the travelers. We need to be able to feed them first. This garden appears to be large enough to meet the necessary nutrition requirements, but gathering seeds, finding a water source, growing the food and cultivating it will take time and labor.
“Our priority should be to secure the city, restore its power source, and ensure we have food and water to sustain every inhabitant five times over before we consider waking anyone else.”
“That won’t be an issue. By this time tomorrow, the garden will be able to more than provide enough food.” Aley stated confidently, making Satesh choke back a laugh, and Ilaria roll her eyes.
~A bit ambitious of you, Aley, Ilaria teased silently.
Aley gave her a sidelong look, his red-gold eyes dancing with sensual certainty,
~Ambitious? You can’t keep your hands off me, love.
“I was not aware you possessed powers to return life to what is dead,” Ibi snapped rudely,
Now it was Aley who rolled his eyes. He leaned over to press his lips to hers, giving Ilaria the vibrant glow of his sexual energy. When he drew away her skin tingled as though a layer of regeneration gel had been brushed over her.
Ilaria opened her eyes, and the dead, brittle petals of the flower she had plucked from a nearby shrub were now soft and plump.
Ilaria smiled and let her cheek rest on Aley’s shoulder as she spun the flower in her fingers, watching the light play across the stunning red spears.
“Aley cannot return life to what is dead,” Ilaria murmured, tilting her head back to smile up at him, the glow of love she felt burning inside her echoed in the wink he gave her.
“He and Satesh both give life to me, energy, love. I haven’t had time to learn to channel it with precision and as a result everything around us…Awakens. The garden will bloom again, and I can sense water deep beneath our feet.
“A great, flowing river of it that would take thousands of years to drain. If there are channels within the fortress to move it through, we will have both food and water aplenty.”
As if to punctuate her words, Satesh kissed her throat, and another fission of power rolled from within her.
The river deep beneath the sand rose up as though it had been waiting for Ilaria’s call. Up through the rock and rubble, up through the bones of those long since turned to dust, up through the dry wells, surging higher and higher, until every fountain in the fortress overflowed.
At first, the water was thick and black with decades of rot, dirt, and decay. But slowly it cleared until the soft sound of tranquil trickling filled the garden. One kiss. One loving caress and the world around them began to bloom.
“Jalu has truly fulfilled his purpose to our people,” she murmured, able to feel the echo of his presence even now. Deep in the stone, a whisper on the wind, a shimmer of light that flashed across the floor.
“Oahir will be our home. We will make it thrive. Not just for ourselves, but to honor those who came before.” Ilaria turned her face into the gentle breeze that blew through the atrium, peace settling around her like a warm blanket.
Jalu’s approval? She hoped so.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Satesh~
Night had long since fallen, his body was heavy with sensual exhaustion, but there was an empty spot beside him where a warm, beautiful body ought to be.
In the darkness, Satesh could see Aley sprawled on his back, his face turned away, the arm Ilaria had snuggled into lay outstretched towards him.
Satesh sat up, his muscles giving a minor protest as he stretched and looked around for that warm, beautiful body.
It was the glow of her skin illuminated by moonlight that finally drew his gaze. Ilaria was utterly and perfectly nude, leaning forward with her arms braced on the stone rail of the balcony, her heart shaped ass thrust backward, her long, shapely legs crossed at the ankle as she stared out into the desert beyond with her chin in hand.
He sat there a moment, simply lost in absolute appreciation, marveling that somehow such a stunning creature had given her heart to him.
So much weight rest on such slender shoulders, and it was his honor to help Ilaria bear it. He eased from the bed, careful not to wake Aley, and padded silently across the room, beneath the stone arches that now housed his collection of fission crystals.
Ilaria had lovingly displayed each one, having carefully placed them in little niches with reverent hands. Though the stars they had come from where now long gone, their last light was preserved, flickering gently in the dark.
Satesh hadn’t looked at the crystals once since learning of his brother’s deaths, and in her quiet, understanding way, Ilaria had brought them out once more and stood by him, holding his hand while their light and the memories washed over him.
His brothers had died to bring Ilaria and Aley into his life, and were he to be given a choice, Satesh knew he could never willingly choose one pair over the other.
But as he joined Ilaria on the balcony and pressed his lips between her shoulders, wrapping his arms around her while gazing out on the rolling sands that constantly shifted with the tide of the wind, Satesh could only hope Shahin and Sorosh would understand his thankfulness he did not need to choose.
“Aley and I must have done something wrong if you can walk without assistance,” Satesh whispered in her ear, feeling her smile. “What draws you from our bed at such a late hour?”
Ilaria hugged his arms around her, and her head fell back into the cradle of his shoulder with a soft sigh.
“We have seen the turn of two seasons since our arrival. Between the garden and the efforts of your people and mine, we have food and water aplenty.
“Everyone is settling into a routine, flourishing, healing. Oahir seems to be tailor-made for all of us,”
“It does,” he agreed softly, rubbing his lips back and forth across the hollow behind Ilaria’s ear.
“I was finally able to connect with one of the other travelers,”
Satesh hummed, rocking her gently, basking in the feelings of happiness and relief she shared with him.
Every one of the Matavei who were not travelers had been Awakened. Without a reason to say why their bodies had mutated in their hermetically sealed stasis pods, the travelers remained asleep.
None of the elders or scientists at their disposal had been able to say why, but as one who had been so changed, Ilaria had been relentless in her pursuit of discovering the reason why.
She spent hours each day meditating, her mind adrift in search of Jalu or one of the other elder travelers while he and Aley waited for her to return.
“You discovered why you and the others changed,” Satesh said, unable to keep his pride to himself. She was such a marvel, his Chosen.
“I traveled for far longer than was intended, and though I explored so many worlds, I always felt apart. Different from those I studied, unable to relate until I met Cassie.
“I recall the surprise on her face when she learned I was alien. ‘You look so human,’ she told me, and not long later, I wanted to be. 
“Her species is unique among the many others I encountered, and as she described what it felt like to be human, as she told me all she had suffered, and I watched her overcome what seemed like insurmountable odds, I found myself wishing I was as strong as she was.
“I knew if I had even half as much bravery and resilience, I could fulfill my mission and save my people.
“Today I found Calia, the female who transformed into the Charinos. She is seen only by a male, one she loves very much.
“As a Matavei, she would never be able to survive on Charin or mate with the one she loves, so her desire to be one of them has somehow allowed her body to change. She willed it so, and I imagine the others are the same.
“I spoke to Ibi and the stewards. We will wake the travelers one at a time and help them through their transition. They will be ambassadors, allies, friends to the other worlds out there.
“Calia’s mate wishes to be present for the ceremony. I told her I would ask if there were any Dhjana ships close by—”
“I will send one immediately.”
“Thank you,”
“Of course.” Satesh didn’t try to pull her back to bed, enjoying these stolen moments when it was just the two of them. He welcomed Aley as a friend and a brother, finding solace in the Issite’s constant and unwavering acceptance.
Satesh would never move to imagine he could separate the bond between Aley and Ilaria, or to come between them, but it was moments like these Satesh treasured most.
It hadn’t been long ago that Satesh feared he had nothing but his ships, his men, and his cock to offer Ilaria. How foolish he had been.
Aley never told her no. He never disagreed with her. He always gave his opinion but promised he would follow no matter the path Ilaria set.
Satesh argued. He told Ilaria no frequently. He gave his opinion and promised he would always be there to help in whatever way he could.
Sometimes he noticed the disapproving frowns Aley gave, but Satesh dismissed those glares in favor of the relief he could see in Ilaria’s eyes, grateful to know she did not bear the burden of her mission to resurrect the Matavei alone. When Ilaria leaned on him, she needed him and no other.
“I have you, and I have Aley, my people are safe, yours have a home. I completed my mission. Now what, Satesh?”
Her wistful question made him smile, his gaze rolling out on the desert. The light of the moons made it seem as though the sifting, swirling sand was in truth an ocean, glittering silver, ever moving on a rolling tide.
“We keep going. We pave the way for all who come after us and spend every moment we have loving one another. Will that satisfy you?”
“Beyond words.”
Satesh had no power, no magical abilities to harness the winds or bring life back to the dead gardens of this world, but he felt like he had finally come home. He felt like he belonged.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Ilaria~
Everywhere Ilaria looked, all she saw were dark tangles of vines and leaves as big as her bed.
It was nighttime in the jungle, and the only light came from the eyes of the predators that lurked, and the wink of illumination that came from flying insects.
She had no idea where she was, or why she was here, but this was no normal dream. Ilaria could feel the pull in her cells, the energy that drew her forward, curiosity that drove her to find the source.
Her footsteps made no sound as she followed the unseen path, her passage through the jungle was silent, though the world around her was anything but.
Ilaria heard the buzz of the insects and the constant chatter of birds, the groan of the trees and vines rubbing against one another as they shifted in the wind high above her.
In her dream state, there was no warmth or smells, no physical sensations at all except the tug there beneath her sternum.
She could have walked straight through the thick growth, but it seemed to be second nature to duck beneath the thicker branches that blocked her path, carefully stepping around enormous yellow, lantern-shaped flowers even though she couldn’t crush them.
Ilaria followed the pull along an indiscernible path until she was running, a sense of urgency nipping at her heels.
Finally, she came to the roots of the biggest tree she had ever seen. The earth had been pulled away from the roots, perhaps by a flood of water or by hand, and Ilaria was able to walk beneath them to the heart of the tree where the roots all met the enormous trunk.
So lost in staring at the intricate beauty of the underside of the tree, it caught her by surprise when she was physically tugged forward a few steps, underneath the roots and out the other side to where a spear of unnatural stone shot up through the branches as though reaching for the stars.
Ilaria was able to make out the towering shape of the building simply because it was the only thing for miles that didn’t sway in the wind.
It was an immovable shadow, and waves of sinister energy poured off it with enough force to make her shudder. She had no desire to go inside, but the pull was undeniable.
Once past the threshold, into the deserted makings of what looked like some sort of barracks, Ilaria sank through the floor to a subterranean chamber.
Right away she could tell this place was the source of all the malevolent energy causing her so much discomfort.
To her left lay the worst of it, but thankfully the pull she was following led her toward the right, although, the hallway to the right wasn’t by any means, ‘good.’
In fact, it was absolutely dismal and heartbreaking.
Cages lined either side of the corridor, but only one was occupied. Ilaria passed through the bars of the cell, softly calling out to the tiny creature curled up in a tight ball in the corner of a cradle that held only one dirty blanket.
At first, she thought he couldn’t hear her, but soon he lifted his head from his protective huddle and bright, vibrant purple eyes searched the darkness.
The little one made the tiniest sound, a wordless chortle so soft and full of fear, Ilaria could barely stand to hear it.
Voices echoed from somewhere behind her, and the baby gave a garbled whimper. He cried out when light suddenly flooded the cell but fell so silent Ilaria worried he had fallen unconscious.
A Sarazen male and female entered, each speaking of testing and arguing over the baby’s health if they took much more blood.
“It will be a wasted experiment if the subject dies before we’re able to complete our work.” The female said coldly, completely unmoved by the sight of a child in such squalid conditions. “We have enough blood for now. I want skin and hair samples. Feed it. Wash the filth from it’s skin and let’s move forward.”
The male with yellow markings gave an impatient huff, reaching in to unkindly yank the baby from the dirty cradle.
Ilaria watched helplessly while the monstrous scientists lay the tiny boy down on a cold, unforgiving surface in a room filled with horrifying machines, measuring, scanning, yanking little tufts of hair from the baby’s head and using a sharp blade to scrape skin from the bottom of his foot.
Ilaria screamed and railed at them to stop, using every ounce of etheric energy she possessed to scramble their computers and erase the data they had collected.
Sparks showered throughout the entire lab, machines failed, alarms blared, and for a moment chaos reigned.
The calculating female scooped the baby up, holding him to her breast protectively while outside the sealed doors screams and the sounds of weapons fire rang out.
“Containment breached! She’s out! We have to flood the facility with gas!” the male with the yellow markings shouted frantically.
“You can’t! We’ll lose the queen!”
“We don’t have a choice! It’s us or her. Put your armor on, make sure the brat survives.”
Ilaria felt a tug near her navel, heard a high-pitched whine and knew her time was running out. Her Awakening was upon her and she didn’t have enough time.
The black-eyed female hissed in fury, but the baby didn’t make a sound. He looked straight at Ilaria until the silver armor rushed over the female scientist’s body to shield him from the white fog that exploded from the vents.
The dream immediately changed and Ilaria was alone in the dark, naked, cold, the sounds of screams and childlike whimpers surrounded her, and her own voice shouting at someone to find the boy.
 

Blood pumped through her veins in a hard, pulsating rhythm, jarring her so violently from sleep Ilaria felt the ache of it in her bones. Adrenaline fueled her as she slithered out from between her Chosen, hopping from one foot to the other in her haste to get untangled from the bedsheets.
Satesh groaned, Aley sat up and rubbed the heel of his hand against his eyes, both of them looking at her in concern.
“Ilaria? Whazwrong?” Aley slurred, looking sexy and rumpled from their earlier bed play.
Her hands shook with the remnants of the dream turned nightmare, “I remembered something important. How far away is the Mayhem?”
Satesh sat all the way up and frowned at her, raking a hand through his hair to settle it,
“A day, two at most. Why?”
Fear lay like a thick coat of ash on her tongue, the memory of the baby’s bleak, beautiful eyes staring at her so hopelessly, helplessly, it made nausea spiral through her belly.
Was he still alive? Still huddled in the dark with only a dirty blanket to warm him? She sent up a fervent prayer, asking the universe to make it so. The alternative was more than she could bear.
“I must contact Cassie, immediately.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
The Pride Fortress of S1~
~Cassie
Falken should have been beside her sharing his warmth instead of prodding her gently awake, but his beast was a creature of habit and rose with the sun.
His genetics bred true with his son, and Cassie snuggled deeper into the blankets, groaning in protest, wanting a few more hours sleep before Fionn woke up and started tearing through the fortress with Lyrala and Tristan, looking for trouble.
~My heart, please. You are so lovely when you sleep, and I know you’ve had a hard few days, but you need to wake.
 ~Fionn will wake up in ten minutes, and I need nine to prepare myself to chase after your hellion of a son.
Falken’s laughter echoed gently in her mind as his lips spread a trail of exquisite bliss up her spine.
~He is a little hellion, isn’t he?
~Like his father. So go away, nine more minutes.
~There is someone who wishes to speak with you.
~Whoever it is can wait.
He raked his teeth across her nape, relentlessly pulling her into consciousness with his wicked nibbles.
~I suppose you’re right. It’s only Ilaria and—
Her mate was laughing as Cassie leaped out of the bed as though she’d been electrocuted, barely throwing a gown over her head before she was running for the communication bay.
Her heart was pounding not from the exertion of her mad dash, but with a crazed jumble of emotions. Elation, worry, eagerness, even anger.
It had been two years of silence. Two years fretting, trying to figure out that last cryptic warning Ilaria had given her before vanishing.
The beautiful boy Cassie needed to find. No clues, no leads, no nothing. For two years it had driven Cassie to the brink of sanity, feeling the burden of having to put the search for the unknown boy on the back burner in favor of having to constantly battle the small factions of the Original Council, using her skills with information to thwart them.
She had a file among her many thousands of files and programs with no face, no name, no information other than the label ‘Beautiful Boy.’
Falken often caught her staring at it and chastised her in his gentle way to not be so hard on herself. Cassie could not find one beautiful boy when she was surrounded by so many, he said.
Falken meant himself and their son, of course, which was irrefutable logic, yet the fact remained. Ilaria’s last act had been to frantically demand Cassie find a beautiful boy in need of saving.
Cassie cursed the thousand and one steps her bare feet slapped at as she ran, nearly out of breath by the time she slid into the darkened communications room, gaping at the face that filled the screen.
Vaguely Cassie noted there were two men also present, but the unfamiliar female claiming to be her friend captured all her focus.
The Ilaria Cassie remembered had silver curls and bright silver eyes. This female had thick, inky black tresses and vibrant, multi-faceted purple eyes.
As before, Ilaria appeared to be human, but there was an otherworldliness about her that suggested there was little to no humanity in her bloodline.
“Cassie,” the kind, smiling face murmured, “it is very good to see you again.”
Thrown for a loop, Cassie gracelessly blurted the first thing that came to mind, “You don’t look the same.”
The female tilted her head, accepting of the suspicion Cassie hadn’t been able to conceal from her tone.
“The form I took when I first appeared to you was much different, but I was your friend then, and I am now. We spoke of trees and their likeness to humanity what seems like only yesterday, but in truth, I am uncertain how much time has passed between then and now.”
“It’s been just over two years since I last saw you.”
“Two years,” Ilaria echoed, her gaze going far away for a moment.
“But you’re safe now? You’re alright?” Cassie asked quickly, feeling Falken’s arrival long before his palm settled on her waist to draw her against his side.
“My Awakening was…unpleasant, but yes. I’m safe.” One of the males behind Ilaria shifted his focus to her, compassion and concern flooding his rose-gold gaze.
Ilaria tipped her chin down to briefly reassure him with a glance, and the tension Cassie hadn’t realized had such a tight hold of her eased on a shiver.
Ilaria’s smile was beautiful, slow and sweet as she introduced the two males with her as her Chosen, and as Ilaria explained what had happened to her after her Awakening, Cassie couldn’t help but feel the crushing sense of guilt. Of being helpless to do anything that might have spared Ilaria from such a miserable fate.
~You take responsibility for too much. There was nothing we could have done, and it seems all has happened as it was meant to. Unburden yourself, my One. Ilaria is safe, happy with her mates.
Of course, Cassie knew Falken was right, and though it dissipated some, the ache remained.
“I wish I could have done something to help you, Ilaria. After everything you did for us,”
Ilaria gave an enigmatic wave of her hand, “There was nothing to be done. My path was set a long time ago, but you and I have unfinished business. Do you remember the last time we spoke?”
Cassie’s heart dropped to her toes, her fingers clenching around a fistful of Falken’s tunic as her hope of ever finding the faceless boy became as tangible as Ilaria’s etheric form.
“You came to me in a dream. You said less energy was required to reach my subconscious, but it was like we had a bad connection.
“I could see your lips moving, but all you were able to tell me was something about a beautiful boy in danger, and that I needed to find him. I’ve been trying, but with nowhere to look and no idea who he might be…I haven’t.”
Ilaria's smile was strained, but there was understanding in her expression. “As you said, the connection between us was too unstable. I’ve tried for the last two days to travel from my new homeworld to Saraz, and each time I try to pass into your realm, I’m thrown back into my body.
“I don’t know why, but it doesn’t matter. Before my Awakening, I remember I was searching for conspirators of the Original Council. I felt a pull to somewhere else within the solar system and from one moment to the next I was in a jungle beneath the roots of the biggest tree I’ve ever seen.
“I passed beneath the tree and found a spear of stone, a building in the darkest part of the forest. Until then, I hadn’t ever felt such malevolence, and when I entered the building, there were two levels. A barracks above a hidden chamber where the most unspeakable experiments were happening.
“The boy I told you to find. He’s there, in that facility, but I can’t do anything except describe to you in detail what I saw to lead you there.”
A pit settled in Cassie’s stomach. Her concern echoed in the look she shared with her mate.
“You don’t have to, Ilaria.” Falken rumbled ominously, “Four days ago, a squad of warriors was sent to the jungle planet of S4 to track down a lead we have on a council outpost.
“Upon reaching the outpost, the warriors made their scheduled check-in. The communication array was damaged, and we haven’t heard from them since.
“Commander Brennaugh and a second squad landed not long ago. They haven’t reached the facility yet, but when they do, we will be certain to tell them to search for the cub.”
Ilaria’s expression mirrored Cassie’s feelings of impatience and helpless frustration. The Matavei pressed her hand to her chest, leaning on her men as her eyes focused on something unseen.
Ilaria’s whisper raised the fine hairs on Cassie’s arms. “I will never forgive myself if he perished down there, alone in the dark.”
 







AUTHOR’S NOTE
Yes.
I know.
I KNOW!!!!
It’s never my intention to leave y’all hanging, but too frequently, these moments come where I have two choices:
Write another hundred and fifty-thousand words to explain everything, tell you what happened, answer all your questions and give you only one book—
OR
Continue the series.
If your opinions and answers in my FB groups (JOIN HERE for World of Wroth, which is everying in one, or for Sarazen Saga related stuff ONLY, JOIN HERE) are to be believed, you’d rather have more stories, and quite frankly, I’d rather write them.
Yes, Zillriane will have her own book. It’s called, Beguiling, and is in the beginning stages.
Yes, Jalu will also get his own book. I haven’t decided on the title or in which order we’ll get to read all about his travels, but it’ll be cool.
I’m about 75% sure most of the “mutated” travelers will get their own books, and in an effort to release more than two or three books this year, I’m going to do my level best to keep all these little spin-offs under fifty-thousand words.
I do have a newsletter, so if you’d rather not join yet another FB group and want to get the latest and greatest info directly to your mailbox, SIGN UP HERE.


Awakening has been such a long time coming because it was seriously difficult to write. 
I had this specific idea in my head, a vision of Ilaria's future, and I wanted everything to flow in this particular fashion. 
Yet the more I worked on it, the more frustrated I got, and nothing seemed to fit together or sound right.
It took me about eight months to realize the characters weren’t cooperating, because I wasn’t writing their story correctly.
Call me crazy, but once I give my characters a name and a face, they seem to take on a voice of their own and get pissed when I don’t listen to what they have to say.
I think there’s some clinical psychosis happening, because the peanut gallery sits off to the side and throws stuff at me while shouting, 
“YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG! That’s not what he/she said! NO! No, no, no! YOU’VE GONE TOO FAR! ABORT MISSION! ABORT MISSION!”
And then I have to start all over. It’s always a surprise to me the way things work out.
So, if you would be so kind to leave a REVIEW, I would be most appreciative of your thoughts.
Even if you want to tell everyone what a terrible, no good, cliff-hanging monster I am, that’s fine. I’ll take it.
Although, I really don’t like to think of them as ‘cliffhangers.’
I prefer ‘plot extenders.’
‘Assurances of future books.’
‘Ways in which to maintain my sanity.’
As a peace offering, here’s an exerpt from Sarazen’s Fury, Brennaugh and Tara’s story.








SARAZEN’S FURY
COMING SOON!
The jungle was so dense, the heat so intense the thermal readout in her helmet was utterly useless. Everything looked red and orange, which gave her no way to distinguish the branches and hanging vines above him from the thick, muscular tails of the Na'ah queens surrounding them.
The animals all around them were silent or had fled for safer territory, scenting the unfamiliar predators.
She wished the filtration system in her helmet wasn't so efficient, but then again, the scent of the jungle was strong enough to confuse the nose of her most skilled hunters.
They were blind, surrounded in the worst possible terrain to fight these vile creatures, and the only thing protecting them from the crushing force of the serpent's tails was their armor.
To remove it was certain death and she had no desire to feel the deadly kiss of the queen's skin melting venom, ever again.
The memories bubbled up relentlessly. Each pop and sizzle of their plasma cannon fire made her flinch, remembering the smell of her own flesh burning.
Remembering the pain, the certainty she was going to die before Ga'rae could neutralize the acidic venom. Worse, she remembered the day she had finally been released from the medical bay and seen her face for the first time...
She shook the dark memories away and focused on the problem at hand. There were precious few options left, dangers all around them, and she had no intention of dying in this green hell. Someone was waiting for her back home. Someone important.
"Tygge, Thain, I want this area clear of vegetation. Use the tritonic grenades."
 

The explosion was so violent, Tara was thrown to the floor, landing on her ass on the hard ground. She froze, waiting for the sounds of warning alarms, the shouts of the warriors, for more concussive shock waves to shake the citadel.
But nothing happened. No shouts. No alarms. No more blasts or explosions. No fear.
Strangely, Tara felt a sense of ice-cold rage. She sat up, her hand shaking as she called up the lights and looked around the familiar walls of the suite she shared with her mate.
Only Brennaugh wasn't here right now.
The more settled in her own skin Tara got, the more obvious it was that the rage she felt wasn't her own.
It was his.
He was on his last mission to secure an outpost on S4 suspected of being a hideout for a leading member of the Original Council.
One team had already been sent and hadn't been heard from after reporting some kind of communication failure.
That had been three days ago, and yesterday in Tarek's absence, Brennaugh had taken it upon himself to investigate.
Something was wrong enough for them to have connected via their dreams. Tara reached for him through their bond, needing to feel him, needing to know he was alright.
~Bren? Where are you? Are you on your way home yet?
The silence was profound, and just as panic threatened to overwhelm her, Brennaugh's voice filled her mind.
~I am here, my One. We have reached the facility and come under attack as we made to leave. I must concentrate, control your fear and trust in your mate's experience as a warrior. Can you do that for me?
Tara was well aware Brennaugh had been born and bred to be among the fiercest of the Sarazen warriors.
She knew he was experienced and had held command of a ship and a small army for decades.
Neither of those facts negated the worry that something might happen to him.
~I'll try to keep my worrying to myself. Whoever is attacking you, kick their ass and come home to me.
Tara could feel the smile that stretched over her mate's beautiful lips, and the warm burn of love he felt for her.
~As you command, my One.
She felt the ghostly sensation of his warm hand on her cheek, the tender, loving caress all she got before Brennaugh's presence in the forefront of her mind was gone.
Tara sat still for all of two seconds, admitting to herself there was no way she was going back to bed. She needed to know what was going on, and there was only one place to be.
 

Hours later, pacing in the command center of the citadel, Tara chewed the last of her fingernails to the quick. Reports had flown in steadily with progress on the battle, a minor one if Falken was to be believed.
Something had gone horribly wrong at the facility Brennaugh and his warriors had been sent to secure. There was nothing wrong with the communication systems. The first squad of warriors sent to search the jungle fortress were all dead and had been for some time.
Her mate had walked right into an ambush.
It seemed a small horde of the same aliens who had attacked the Aria were now somehow infesting the jungle planet of S4. The Na'ah were enormous snake-like creatures, and Tara had seen their vicious appetite for flesh firsthand.
Tara knew her pacing, and the smell of her concern was distracting to the warriors trying to keep the information and communication flowing, but she couldn't make herself sit down or leave.
If she wasn't here and kept up to date on what was happening, she knew she wouldn't be able to keep from reaching out to touch Brennaugh through their bond and potentially distract him during a crucial moment.
Every few seconds she could clearly hear Brennaugh's voice commanding his warriors as they battled against the Na'ah, but sensitive as Tara was to the nuances of his deep tone, Tara could hear his frustration.
She had to take slow, deep breaths to keep her fear to herself as he had asked. To not call out to him on the open channel and demand to know if he was okay.
Tarek suddenly blew into the room, having been out on a private hunting trip with Clary and their cubs.
His voice and his presence filled the room like thunderclouds, the obvious shift in the atmosphere suggested lightning might follow shortly.
"Report!" the pride ruler bellowed, and immediately got all the updates Tara had been waiting on bated breath for.
One of the warriors—not Brennaugh—answered Tarek's demand. "We have engaged what appears to be a nest of over twenty female Na'ah. We have brought down eight of the enemy. At the moment we are fighting to gain the high ground."
Tara watched the pride ruler take a wide stance, folding his arms over his enormous chest while his eyes roamed the viewscreen, seeing what the warriors on the ground saw, nothing but dense jungle, the dark of night, and the occasional flash of pale white when the blasts of their plasma weapons lit up the night in bright blue flashes. 
"I do not see vital activity from Commander Brennaugh. His status?" Tara waited for the answer to the intensely distressing question.
A disembodied voice grunted, their view shifting as the warrior leaped over a fallen log to fire wildly into the darkness. "Unknown, Asho. He was beside me moments before you spoke, our backs are to the solid wall of the facility, but he is not here beside us now."
Tarek and Falken both looked to her, but she was already in the process of doing her solid best to shout so loud across her bond to reach Brennaugh, that his ears should be ringing. It took him what felt like hours to answer her, but he finally did, and he didn't sound right.
~I hear you, Tara. I hear you.
Tara pressed her hands to her ears and screwed her eyes shut tight, focusing on the glowing skeins of life that bound her to her alien mate.
She struggled to keep herself open to him while not allowing her emotions to stampede past her control,
~I'm in the command center with Tarek, the communication system can't pick up your vital signs. Are you hurt?
~Not yet. I was pulled into the facility from behind. A molecular displacement module must have been deployed. I am in some kind of press, and I cannot move. My armor is thus far protecting me from the crushing force. I—
Brennaugh stopped mid-word, his attention turning elsewhere for a moment.
~I hear voices of three males, their intention is unclear at this time, but a gas of some kind is being pumped into the vise that holds me.
My helmet readout isn't registering it...I can smell...sweetness...if my armor is removed...vulnerable...
Tears spilled down her cheeks, but her fear was slowly turning to rage as his voice got weaker and weaker. His words slurred and sluggish.
~Commander! You will obey your mate! Keep talking. You don't have to breathe to talk to me. Stay conscious. Tell me what else you hear.
For a heartbeat she felt their connection strengthen, his voice steadied in reaction to the harshness of her command.
~Memory download. Vital data stored...they require data...
~Who requires the data, Bren?
~Tara?
~That's right, warrior. Your mate has not given you permission to die, do you hear me? I told you to kick their ass and come home to me.
If you can't do that, I will come down there and I will find you, even if I have to burn that entire planet to the ground!
~Tara...my heart.
~Keep talking to me. Brennaugh? Bren? Answer me!
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