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CHAPTER ONE
Resistance was futile.
His focus was not what it should be. Not with his mate lounging in front of the hearth, her chin propped in her hand, her other arm draped along the swell of her waist, wearing nothing but a slight frown as she aimlessly drew circles on her thigh.
Brennaugh shuddered, the phantom echo of her touch traveling along their bond, causing his flesh to pebble in reaction, and his cock to harden beneath the suddenly too tight leather of his trousers.
He was supposed to be packing, not salivating for another taste of Tara's lips. Not working his tongue against the roof of his mouth as his gaze dropped to the furled peaks of her nipples, the soft flesh drawn taut in the coolness of the room.
Packing, not imagining the many ways in which he could make his mate scream his name.
Brennaugh should have been more concerned with the squad of warriors he had sent to S4 in search of one of the few remaining enemy strongholds.
Daeli was a decorated warrior, seasoned in combat, and truthfully overqualified for such a mission. But with the Original Council and their supporters consistently slipping through their grasp and growing more impatient to advance their plans to decimate the pride, Brennaugh had sent his best.
Daeli made contact upon landing, but when his squad reached the facility Cassie and Falken had by chance stumbled upon in some ancient records, further communication had become unreliable.
Daeli’s report had come through enough to say there were signs of recent use, scents to suggest the presence of their prey, but a full report could not be made due to some faulty equipment.
Daeli's last transmission had been a full day ago, distorted and incomplete, and if the squad did not make their scheduled report today, Brennaugh was taking his own warriors to assist.
Depending on the severity of the situation, it could potentially be days before Brennaugh and his squad reached the facility, and not taking the time to appreciate the perfection of his mate's nakedness would be a travesty.
"You miss the action of being on active duty," Tara accused through narrow eyes.
Brennaugh straightened from laying his weapons out on the bed, considering his response carefully. Since receiving the greatest gift the universe could have possibly given him, Brennaugh had been truly relieved to relinquish his command aboard Warship Five.
It had seemed a natural progression to take up residence within the pride fortress on S1, and a great honor to be placed at the head of Tarek's council.
It meant Brennaugh still held a position of command, but could still come home to Tara at the end of each day and spend every waking moment he was not attending to his council duties with his beloved mate.
These days, Brennaugh engaged in battles of will instead of metal and flesh. Not counting the continued struggle to ferret out the identities of the Original Council members, the worst threats he dealt with on a daily basis had more to do with trade negotiations and border disputes. The risk of death was minimal.
"Admit it," Tara pressed, her fingertips starting to tap her thigh instead of tracing circles.
"Miss it?" Brennaugh scoffed, putting down the spare plasma pistol he intended to bring, moving to stand over his mate with his hands planted on his hips as he smiled down at her.
 "I have everything I could possibly want or need, right here in this room."
Tara's gaze pointedly moved from his face to the pile of weapons on their bed and back, giving him a skeptical arch of her brow to silently inform him she was not convinced. 
"Tarek and Clary took the twins on a hunting trip. He left you in command, which means you should be staying here and coordinating the second team's movements from the control room, not to leave me here while you go running off to the jungle to lead the charge yourself."
There was no disguising Tara's displeasure at being left behind, but there was no reality in which he would willingly take her into hostile territory and give their enemy the opportunity to capture her.
He told her so, watching the play of thoughts and emotions chase across her face. It was the moment she broke eye contact and looked to the floor that Brennaugh became truly concerned.
"You're bored, aren’t you?"
He set a knee to the lounge and scooped her up against his chest, turned to sit and encouraged her to sit astride his lap.
Brennaugh had ulterior motives, of course, but her ridiculous concerns needed addressing and he took the opportunity to fill his rough hands with her softness.
That she didn't hesitate to wrap her arms around his shoulders, scooting forward so their bodies were flush from groin to chest, made sounds of relief and hunger rumble from his throat.
"My One, I am not bored. I go because I must. If Tarek were here, he would send T'mai and his hunters. But T'mai is on S8, and there is no one with more experience qualified to provide assistance.
“I could indeed coordinate from the command center, but should something go wrong that could have been avoided with my presence, I will simply be wasting resources and whoever has holed up inside the enemy facility will have time to escape."
Tara wrinkled her nose and gave a little wiggle of her hips, which of course rubbed his most favorite part of her anatomy against his, and the ever-present arousal that hadn't dimmed or faded in intensity since the day he'd met her turned from a constant ache to a roaring need.
"I don't like being separated," she told him hesitantly, as though worried her admission would make him somehow think less of her.
Brennaugh ran his hands up and down the elegant arch of her spine, tilting his head to catch her mouth in a soft, lingering kiss.
~I have no desire to be away from you for a moment longer than necessary. If Daeli does not make his scheduled report, I will only be gone for a few days. Six at the most.
~Four. Tara told him firmly, tightening her arms around him with a little growl, aggressively pushing him back to lie flat on the lounge.
It was a rare thing for Tara to take charge of their mating, and when she did it made him dizzy with lust. He took hold of her lush backside and urged her to rock forward, to ratchet the burn of need higher by grinding against the unyielding rise of his cock.
~I will do my very best to obey you, my One.


∆∆∆
 


Tara had a terrible feeling, a knot in her belly that pulsed with fear, and no way to convey it without sounding like a weak, fearful wimp. She had faith in Brennaugh's abilities as a warrior.
She knew his experience made all the difference in the world, but the Original Council had lay dormant for too long.
Causing no outward ripples to alert T'mai and his hunters to their presence, they hadn't kidnapped anyone recently, and seemed to be lurking in the shadows, waiting for the right moment to strike.
Her presence in a potential combat situation would only be a distraction to Brennaugh, and Tara knew that, but being left behind did not sit well with her. Not at all. She even tried offering to pilot the cruiser, but was shut down with a stern, loving,
"No."
Tara wasn't above using her body as a way to manipulate her mate, lying naked in his field of vision while he packed, glad to see his gaze frequently stray to where she lay on the lounge, his pupils elongating with lust as he stroked her from head to toe with hungry glances. Now he was beneath her, the hard ridge of his cock pressed tight between her legs, separated by one measly layer of clothing.
Daeli had two hours before he was overdue for his check-in, which meant Tara had two hours to do her level best to ensure if Brennaugh left, he would hurry back.
Four years together had given Tara just enough time to learn all the spots on Brennaugh's body that made him writhe with ecstasy.
She sat astride him now, his face held in both her hands while they devoured one another in deep, greedy kisses. Brennaugh growled in denial, chasing her lips when she pulled away.
Tara couldn't help but grin as she licked at the corner of his mouth, enjoying the rough sounds of arousal he made with each soft scrape of her teeth along the strong column of his throat.
She loved the feel of his pulse pounding where she held it between her teeth, the salty flavor of his skin, how his hands clenched tight around the globes of her ass when she released him and dragged her tongue down his throat, down his chest, flat across his nipple. 
He inhaled sharply and his hips jerked when she gave the flat disk a careful nip.
Tara ground against him, the slickness of her arousal causing her to slide up and down on the rough braid of leather keeping his trousers laced together.
His fingertips raked up the length of her spine as Tara kissed and licked her way down the tough, masculine landscape of his chest and belly, grinning as she paused to rub her cheeks teasingly back and forth just above the waistband of his pants.
She glanced up the length of his utterly magnificent body to see his face flushed and his eyes on fire with want.
The scent of his desire was thick, the fine tremors that already rippled through him alerted Tara he wasn't going to tolerate much more of her teasing.
A gentle and overly considerate lover Brennaugh certainly was, but she very rarely got to be in control. 
The times she was, he made it very clear her dominance only lasted so long before he and his beast both surged to the forefront to hedonistically overpower her.
Tara allowed it, because she absolutely loved it when her mate let his control slip.
His tongue came out to lash across his full lips, fixated on the way Tara held up her right hand and wiggled her fingers to let her claws push free from under her fingernails.
The crystalline tips were sharp enough to slice through metal, so just the barest stroke down the front of Brennaugh's pants caused the leather cord to snap with one, two, three soft pops.
The long, thick length of his shaft jumped forward as though spring loaded, nearly slapping her in the face.
Brennaugh winced and gave a grunt, the muscles beneath his skin bunching as though he was in real pain, but when Tara turned her head to let her breath move across his skin, her mate's eyes slid shut in bliss, only to jerk open again because he didn't want to miss a moment of watching her.
Her commander liked to watch.
Tara kissed the flushed head softly, her tongue lapping at the salty bead of arousal glistening at the tip.  
Her name sounded like a prayer for mercy, his groan vibrating through her as she opened as wide as she could to accept his girth. 
She loved his unique flavor—the faintest hint of leather and spice.
She scooted lower, inhaling slowly through her nose to relax her throat, and as Tara wrapped her fingers around the thick stalk of his erection, she felt his heart beating in the palm of her hand. 
Her fingers barely met, and it never failed to make her pussy flex and flutter in eager anticipation. 
Brennaugh’s big body shuddered beneath her, his breath now coming in sharp pants and snarls, his hands twisting in her hair to steady himself while he filled her thoughts with a litany of praises and promises of repayment in kind.
Tara hummed her appreciation, swiping her tongue from side to side across his burning skin, swallowing until she felt him hit the back of her throat.
Brennaugh's shout of ecstasy was all the warning Tara got before he grabbed her under the armpits and hauled her forward, rolling with her right off the edge of the lounge and down to the thick fur rug on the floor.
His strong arm kept her from hitting the ground, but she lost her breath anyway at the ravenous kiss he slanted across her swollen lips, excitement racing through her blood like a drug as he caught her leg over his elbow, jerking her up and toward him.
The blunt head of his cock found her opening with unerring precision, driving straight through to the heart of her in one burning lunge.
She reveled in the way her warrior mate went a little wild, throwing her arms out to claw at the floor instead of his back. 
His hungry growls were almost non-stop now, punctuated by his driving rhythm and her answering cries.
Four years together, and the sex just kept getting better.
When the rippling aftershocks faded and Tara could once again form a coherent thought, she turned her mouth to his scarred cheek and nuzzled at the twisted flesh.
It never failed to make her smile, the way Brennaugh went still and let her do this. 
She took her time tracing each scar she could reach with gentle, loving kisses.
"One of these days, I'm going to tie you down so I can finish you with my mouth." The threat lacked heat due to her hoarse, drowsy murmur.
Tara felt him smile, another cascade of pleasure-filled ripples rushing through her as his cock gave one more hard pulse.
He took the breath to answer, but his wrist unit beeped and the breath turned to a heavy sigh. Brennaugh gave her a quick, firm kiss before he pushed up on one arm to answer.
"Yes, Tygge?"
"Daeli has missed his scheduled check-in, Commander."
"Understood. Meet me in the docking bay. Fifteen minutes."
"Yes, Commander."
Tara wrapped her arms and legs around her mate, the feeling of wrongness returning with such strength it felt like an actual stone settling in her gut.
Brennaugh looked down at her tenderly, his enormous body caging hers as he gave her a comforting rumble.
"I must go."
"I know," she answered softly, her throat working hard to swallow the urge to ask him one more time to stay. Instead, she did her best to not make this any harder for either of them.
"I'll help you pack."
Precisely fifteen minutes later, Tara stood in the docking bay in the shadow of her armor covered mate, her fingers curled around his wrists as he cupped her cheeks in his hands and pressed his brow to hers.
For the benefit of the warriors at her back, he spoke aloud. 
"You are my voice within the fortress in my absence. Hollen and his squad are yours to command, and answer to no one but you. I will return in four days."
~Be safe. Come back to me in one piece.
~Four days, my One. Not a moment longer. He vowed silently.
~I love you.
Brennaugh ducked his head for one last kiss. 
~You are my heart.




CHAPTER TWO
The jungle was so dense, the heat so intense the thermal readout in her helmet was completely 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 a queen's skin-melting venom ever again.
The memories bubbled up relentlessly, each pop 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. 
There was someone 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, for fear to grab her by the throat.
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, 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 and the intensity of her dream faded, the more obvious it was that the rage she felt wasn't her own.
It was his.
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, Tara. 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?
She 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 fear 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. You've got one day left.
Tara could feel the smile that stretched over her mate's beautiful lips, and the burn of love he felt for her reaching out across space and time to warm her.
~As you command, my One.
She felt the ghostly sensation of his 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. There was nothing wrong with the communication systems.
Daeli and the first squad of warriors sent to secure the jungle fortress were all dead, and had been for some time.
Her mate had walked right into an ambush.
Tara knew her pacing and the smell of her concern were 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 constantly 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 she had to take slow, deep breaths to keep her fear to herself like 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, his voice and his presence filling the command center like thunderclouds, the obvious shift in the atmosphere suggesting lightning might shortly follow.
"Report!" he 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 so far. 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 holo-screens, 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, his ears should be ringing. 
It took him what felt like hours to answer her, but he finally did, and he didn't sound good.
~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. We can’t track 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; 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 two males, their intention unclear at this time, but a gas is being pumped into the room. 
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! 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 steadying 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 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!


∆∆∆
 


The meager information Tara had been able to glean from Brennaugh before whatever gas had taken hold of him, urged the warriors on the ground in the jungle of S4 to retreat back into the facility and tear it apart looking for him.
Only there was nothing inside but bodies long since dead, and no trace of where Brennaugh might have been taken. 
She argued that if a molecular displacement module had been used, there must be some kind of subterranean section to the facility.
Tara argued until she felt blue in the face, but there was nothing to be found. 
Tara could feel that Brennaugh was still alive, but two days passed in a flurry of activity, and not a single word or emotion was felt from him.
Then on the morning of the third day, Tara felt her beast in a way she never had before. 
There had been no thoughts of right or wrong, only survival. Primal reactions to sight and smell, the fury of a cornered animal. 
In the thrall of the visceral reaction, Tara saw flashes of green and heard the echo of roaring.
When she came to, she found herself surrounded by six warriors holding her down with a mix of horrified and worried expressions on their usually stoic faces. 
She lay perfectly still beneath their hands because the restless rage, the confusion, the urge to shift and kill was still right there.
She tried to do what they said and remain calm, to breathe slowly, that help was coming, but it was so difficult it caused her physical pain to hold back her beast.
Tara heard someone tell her she had fallen to the ground screaming, that she'd frightened them as her screams turned to enraged roars, but Tara didn't remember any of that. 
It didn't take much to realize she wasn't the one struggling to breathe.
~Bren? Talk to me, I'm here, I'm here for you. Are you hurt?
His fury, his animalistic rage rose as he fought the touch of her mind. Brennaugh could hear her, but something was seriously wrong.
He couldn't answer her, he didn't recognize her voice, and the more she tried to connect with him the more he fought and snarled, and connected like they were, the more Tara fought and snarled against the hands holding her down.
"Tara? It's Gwen, honey. You're scaring the big bad warriors out here," Gwen's hand smoothed over her hair, followed by a sharp, quick sting to her thigh.
Tara felt her body go lax, a gentle sort of numbness spreading to encompass her from nose to toes. 
She could hear Gwen's concern, but the smell of rain, of green growing things, of blood and musk overpowered her senses. 
Tara opened her eyes but she couldn't see the ceiling through the haze of tears.
"Can you hear me?"
"Yes. I hear you, Gwen," Tara choked out, her eyes rolling left and right, trying to see more through her mate's eyes, but whatever sedative Gwen had popped her with had dulled the connection. 
"I can hear Brennaugh. I know he's alive, but it's like there's no one home. He's just rage and animal instinct running through the jungle."
Her stomach flopped as she was lifted off the ground, dizziness pulling at her as she was carried away.
"Everything will be alright, Tara," Ga'rae soothed, his deep voice usually so comforting, but not today. 
Tara was struggling to keep hold of the far too fragile connection she had with her enraged mate.
"So long as he's alive, Brennaugh will fight to come home to you."
But everything was not alright. Not even close.




CHAPTER THREE
"This is your last chance. No one will think less of you if you don't wish to proceed."
The heat of S4 coupled with the intense humidity made it seem like she had just stepped out of a steamy, hot bath only to be wrapped in a hot, wet towel.
Tara tore her eyes off the dense vegetation waiting to swallow her whole as soon as she stepped out of the open transport hatch, and up to meet Warrior Hollen's solemn face.
He had literally just put one foot down on the forest floor, and already sweat trickled down his temples.
Standing just shy of eight feet tall, with a mane of stark black hair, ghostly pale skin, and blood red eyes, Hollen was one of the most physically frightening warriors Tara had met to date.
His clan markings were every bit as red as his eyes, and in spite of his angular, fearsome features, he was one of the gentlest. 
He spoke to her softly, firmly, but this was the third time Hollen reminded her she could go home. Promising her he and the other warriors would not return without Brennaugh.
Tara was beginning to think Hollen didn't want her along.
Her chin shot up at an angle, her armored fingers clenching at her sides. "You think I'm too weak to keep up, don't you?"
Hollen simply blinked at the hostile challenge in her tone, his head tipping to the side ever so slightly as he gave her a penetrating look. 
"Physically, I fear the trek will be too difficult for you, yes. I do not doubt your devotion to your mate, but I know Commander Brennaugh would not want you to put yourself in danger."
Hollen was brutally honest, which made it difficult to throw attitude at him and demand he get over himself and out of her way.
She took a deep breath, the smell of the jungle so overpowering it made her momentarily dizzy. 
Tara stared out into the mindbogglingly thick collage of greenery and was unable to deny it: she was terrified to leave the safety of the transport.
"You don't have a mate yet, do you, Hollen?"
"I have not been so blessed," the warrior answered in his quiet way. "But if I did, I would wish her to be anywhere but here."
Tara nodded and shouldered her light survival pack. "Brennaugh took me to S12 to hunt harkaxx. Did you know that?"
"I did not."
Clary said harkaxx resembled a midget ostrich, white, with stubby wings and long necks. 
They had spade-shaped feet and moved silently across the snow and ice of S12, their natural scent so faint as to almost be non-existent, making them one of the most difficult creatures on any of the fifteen planets to catch.
Brennaugh told her aspiring trackers went to S12 and claimed the title of an Elite Hunter by tracking and capturing harkaxx in a blizzard. 
It hadn't been a blizzard, but the snow had been falling when Tara pounced on the first small bird.
In the month they had been there visiting Brennaugh's family, Tara claimed five of the little creatures. 
Brennaugh's youngest brother crafted her an elegant shoulder cape and some beautiful jewelry out of the soft white feathers.
Remembering how proud Brennaugh had been, smiling and eagerly denying he had caught the harkaxx for her whenever someone at the citadel stopped to compliment him on the extravagance of his gift, made tears well in her eyes.
Brennaugh wasn't dead, but something had happened to him to make him forget who she was. To make him forget how to speak or understand her.
"I admit I'm not in the best physical condition for a jungle trek, and I'm sure as hell not a warrior, but Brennaugh taught me to shoot and to hunt.
“I understand you want to protect me, Hollen. But Brennaugh is out there and whatever happened to him, he's in the most primal, feral state possible. I won't be left behind to sit and wait for you to find him.
"The way I feel when I touch our bond, he could very well be in the throes of bloodlust. If that's the case, the only way you'll bring him back to me is in a box.
“He'll fight you and you'll be forced to defend yourselves. Maybe even kill him to stop him. I won't allow that, Hollen. He's mine, and I'm going to get him back."
Tara stared up into the warrior's calm, expressionless face, her chest heaving with conviction, determination pumping through her blood.
He blinked long lashes at her and after a heartbeat of silence, Hollen shouldered his enormous plasma rifle with a regal incline of his head.
"Very well. Before we begin our journey, heed my words. There are an unknown number of female Na'ah loose in this jungle.
“They are four times the size of their male counterparts, and they look nothing like what you have seen before. The creatures who boarded your dying starship were minuscule males.
"You admit you are not a warrior, so I must ask you to obey me and stay with me at all times. 
"If we are attacked, you will move to the center of our circle and do exactly as I tell you.
“We are a unit well synchronized, used to one another's movements. If you interfere, we will die to protect you. 
"If we are separated, stay where you are unless death is imminent. We will come for you.
"If you are attacked or captured by one of the queens, your armor will protect you from their claws, the crushing force of their tails, and their venom.
“Your plasma pistols are sufficient to blow a hole clean through them. 
"If you lose your pistol and are forced to resort to your knife, it will do little good to stab at the tail or the torso as their muscles are simply too thick to reach anything vital.
“The best place to strike is an open mouth, through the eyes, or beneath the arm. 
"I would appreciate your cooperation so that I may go on living, in hopes that someday I will have a mate as devoted to me as you are to the commander."
Tara flushed in response to what she knew was the highest praise a warrior could give and promised she would obey Hollen, come what may. He gave a final nod and waved her forward out of the transport.
Tara closed her eyes and threw her hand up to shield her face as it took off, kicking up leaves and wet earth, the wind tearing at her sweat-dampened hair.
From the neck up she was already overheated, sweating profusely and grateful for the protection of her armor that somehow regulated her temperature to keep her cool and dry.
"Come. Activate your helmet. It is time to find your mate."
Tara touched her forefinger and thumb together, and in the blink of an eye her head was completely covered, cooled instantly as the advanced tech went to work on maintaining a more comfortable temperature.
She sighed with relief, reaching into a pocket of her pack for the sealed pouch she had prepared before takeoff.
"What are you doing?"
The tiniest flare of embarrassment hit her at Hollen's question, making Tara's fingers fumble a little in the process of tying the strip of cloth around her wrist.
"On the way to the Breeding Festival during our first year on S1, the Original Council tried to sabotage my mating to Brennaugh."
"You and the other females unknowingly ingested flurra pollen. I remember the report."
She cleared her throat, making sure the fabric was secure, kind of glad the warriors were nose-blind inside their helmets. 
They were a race of predators driven by scent, and she knew she shouldn't be embarrassed, but she was.
"Brennaugh told me that day—when we discovered our telepathic link had been compromised—being unable to communicate through our bond would not keep him from finding me.
“I asked him what would stop him, and he said, 'Death, and maybe not even that.’ Our bond is there, but he can't communicate with me.
“I don't know if he even can communicate at all in the state that he's in, but his nose isn't broken. I'm ovulating right now, and this has my scent on it."
Hollen made a thoughtful sound like he was impressed. "The scent of his fertile mate will absolutely draw him out."
"That's my hope."
"Clever." Hollen stated, the hint of approval in his tone followed swiftly by one of warning. 
"Also, dangerous. As you said, he is in his most primal state. If he manages to track your scent through the many aromas of the jungle, you do understand what will happen?"
If by 'happen' Hollen meant Brennaugh would come at her like a lust-crazed asteroid?
Yeah.
"I'm counting on it."
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The jungle in this sector of the planet was one of the thickest and oldest Hollen said. 
The trees and foliage were so enormous, so dense, it seemed almost pre-historic.
Beneath the thick canopy the sunlight had trouble filtering all the way through to the jungle floor, and in some places the shadows were black as night, but even in the deep shade the humidity was intense. 
Tara saw condensation on several of the mattress-sized leaves, which meant water was never scarce.
Other than communicating with their people waiting at the hidden facility, the warriors riding on their all-terrain cycles around her weren't making a sound. 
They were following a path made by the very first recon team, a gash through the density of the forest that looked like it had been cauterized by something, but the jungle was already beginning to heal itself with new growth.
The streamlined two-wheeled cycles barely made more than a soft whine as they raced along the path. 
In fact, the jungle all around them was totally silent. Like it was holding its breath.
By her internal clock, they had been riding at a steady clip for almost two hours and hadn't heard a single sound other than the wind or the occasional crunch of dead branches beneath the wheels of the cycles.
The unnerving silence made her quiver with unease inside her armor.
There were no native animal sounds, no insects buzzing around, and the wind barely made more than a whisper.
Tara could practically feel the tension of the warriors, their focus on the dense bush all around them. 
Her breath caught as a violent, furious roar suddenly sounded far off in the distance and shot birds from the trees with loud squawks of surprise.
"The commander is still with us." Another warrior breathed, sounding almost relieved as she herself felt.
Tara held on tighter to Hollen and tried to reach for her mate, tried to gently press her mental fingers against their bond and received a solid kick of rage so strong, for a moment her vision turned red.
"He's angry," she rasped, pulling back before her beast could rise up and respond to the fury of her mate.
"Undoubtedly." Hollen grunted over his shoulder. "We are nearly to the facility. Hang on."
She did what she was told, and seconds later heard a whistling hiss, followed by a warrior's shout and a resounding crash as he was thrown off his cycle and sent flying into the jungle.
Tara was glad Hollen had encouraged her to hang onto him tighter, as the jungle was suddenly lit up with plasma blasts and inhuman shrieks of what she could only guess were the Na'ah queens.
Tara caught glimpses of something white and waxy slithering through the foliage at lightning fast speeds. 
She took slow, deep breaths when she wanted to pant with fear, searching the memories Brennaugh had shared with her of battle scenarios, drawing on his experience to maintain her composure.
She might not be a warrior, but her warrior mate had given her every tool possible to survive.
Tears pricked her eyes, aching inside as she remembered the day he offered to share his memories with her. 
Remembered the stroke of his callused fingers against her cheek as he brushed her hair aside, warmth permeating the crooked smile he gave her.
'I will never leave you by choice, but with so much contention among the pride, the threats made by our enemies, I wish for you to be prepared should something happen to me.'
Before they had even met, Tara was convinced there was no place other than space for her to belong.
She was an engineer, she worked on starships and piloted shuttles. She hadn't wanted to be stuck on the ground when there was so much space to explore.
After one conversation with her mate, Tara realized her resolute desires were born of fear.
Fear of the unknown, fear of change, fear of being useless or trapped in a situation she was unsuited for.
Brennaugh had attacked her fears one at a time, head on with a promise to be at her side to face each of them. 
Once their bond had been made, his longing for free air and the feel of sand or snow beneath his feet had come through loud and clear.
She also felt his desire to do anything and everything in his power to please her. 
Brennaugh would have willingly continued to travel space until the end of time so long as it made her happy.
Not one single person she had ever known on the Aria had offered her that kind of devoted selflessness. Compared to the depth of Brennaugh's homesickness, Tara's fears were nothing.
Sensing her conflicted thoughts, Brennaugh offered her the choice to simply visit his home for a time, and if she still found herself longing for space, he would take her anywhere and everywhere she wished to go.
One day, breathing fresh air, feeling the warmth of the sun on her face, listening to the awesome power of the sea slamming against the shore... Tara decided she had seen plenty of space.
It wasn't going anywhere. And when Brennaugh had shared his memories with her, there had been so many different views of space travel, she hadn't felt so much as a blip of need to go back.
Space was silent. Tasteless. Empty. Cold. So intensely cold.
Life on Saraz was fraught with dangers, excitement, smells, tastes, sensations, such vibrant colors and beautiful places. 
But it all meant nothing without Brennaugh.
"Tara, can you operate a cycle?" Hollen asked, having stopped in the center of their group to shoulder and fire his weapon.
"Yes. Brennaugh taught me."
"Good. I'm going to get off and help Agos. Ride as fast as you can, follow the path. Tygge is waiting for us at the facility."
Her first reaction was to ask him if he was crazy. She couldn't go on alone! But looking over Hollen's shoulder at the pathway open before them, Tara decided she didn't have time to be afraid.
If she was the one lost, Brennaugh wouldn't be quivering in his armor, crying about how much he missed her. 
He'd be tearing through any and all obstacles necessary to get to her.
Tara had come here to find her mate, and by the stars, that was exactly what she was going to do. 
Determination caused her to scoot forward on the cycle's saddle, gripping the handlebars tight enough to keep her hands from shaking.
"Go, now." Hollen ordered, and she took off.
Tara made it less than a few hundred feet before a scaleless white tail coiled around her waist like a noose and jerked her off the cycle in a gut-churning rush.
Up and up and up until she couldn't see the ground or the silver armor of the warriors through the thick vines and branches.
Tara heard herself screaming, bouncing like a marionette on tangled strings when the creature holding her finally stopped, the thick, muscular tail turning her around in circles as it brought her closer.
When Tara finally came face to face with her abductor, Tara's determination to put aside her fear fractured like glass.
The creatures that had boarded the Aria had been humanoid-ish. Green and yellow, they had the lower body of a gigantic snake, and the torso of a human man.
Two arms, bald heads, boxy serpentine features with a mouthful of pointed teeth they used to tear huge chunks of flesh from the corpses of their victims.
Everywhere they went, they left a trail of viscous, acidic slime behind that ate through any organic material and clouded the air with the choking stench of sulfur.
What held her now was unmistakably a queen, and beyond having the requisite tail of a snake, an upper torso with two arms and a distinct pair of breasts, it was as alien as could be.
The monstrous thing was absolutely colorless, her flesh white as a corpse, and the reason she moved so silently was likely due to having not a single scale on her entire body.
Slick and secreting the same gelatinous goo as the males, the leaves and branches around them sizzled and melted on contact.
The tail that coiled around her was as thick as Tara's entire body, and if she were forced to guess, the queen couldn't be less than fifty feet long.
Tara looked into her wide-set eyes, the color of old blood, hypnotized by the sinister intelligence shining back at her from the elliptical pupils.
The queen's face was triangular in shape, framed by a wide hood of flesh that seemed to make her dead eyes and dripping fangs all that more terrifying. 
They were bone white, coated and dripping with saliva, as long as Tara's forearms. As they were right in her face, it was impossible for Tara to keep from counting them, all six of them like a row of poison coated blades.
Tara couldn't hold back her whimper, flinching away when the whip-like tongue slashed out to taste the surface of her armor. 
The pointed end of the queen's snout bobbed just before she snatched Tara's arm in her long, talon-tipped fingers.
Tara watched in horrified fascination as the queen twirled her tongue over the scrap of fabric tied around Tara's wrist, a soft hiss feathering out of her mouth as she obviously found it to her liking.
Revulsion clawed its way up Tara's throat, but no matter how she tugged and tried to yank her hand away, the queen held fast without any effort at all.
Tara couldn't reach either of her pistols, or her knife. 
She scrambled to think of anything she could use as a weapon, a broken branch, anything within reach, but a quick look around showed nothing. 
Not a damn thing.
"Tara? Can you hear me?" Hollen's voice came through the comlink in her helmet.
"Yes," she whispered back, her lips trembling, flinching again when the queen's attention whipped back to her helmet-covered face.
"Your status?" Hollen asked calmly, like he wasn’t engaged in a fearsome battle.
"Well, I'm not dead," she reported with a false note of optimism, leaning back as far as she could from the queen's seeking tongue.
Hollen's calm worked to soothe the terror pounding through Tara, her pulse so heavy she could taste it in her mouth. 
"This is good news. Your torc says you're ahead of us by quite a distance. Are you hurt?"
"No. I'm face to face with a queen. She jerked me up off the ground so fast I can't tell where we are. 
"She's got me wrapped up in her tail and I can't get to my weapons.
“You said my armor will protect me, right? But she's got fangs on her as long as my arm, if she bites me—"
"They will snap like dry twigs against your armor. Remain calm, we are coming."
"Calm. Uh-huh." Tara's mouth went dry when the queen leaned in, her head—which was as wide as Tara was tall—weaving back and forth like she could hear Hollen speaking to her. "Can she understand what I'm saying?"
"Not to my knowledge. Do you have control of your claws?"
"Of course I do. Why?"
"They are the only weapons you have available. Use them. Your armor will part around them with ease. 
"I suggest you slash at her eyes, her throat, whatever you can reach."
Tara couldn't see over the bulk of the queen's tail, but her feet were kicking back and forth in free air.
"If she lets me go, I'm going to fall, and I have no idea how high up I am."
"When she lets you go," Hollen corrected firmly, "yes, you will fall. Keep your hands over your head and grab at anything you can to stop your descent. 
"The armor will absorb the impact, and no matter where you land, we will come for you. "
"Okay. Okay. I can do this," Tara told herself, preparing to strike, terrified of the fall to come.
"Every second you hesitate in the queen's clutches is another moment we delay in finding your mate. 
"She is keeping you from Brennaugh, Tara. What does your beast think of this?"
Hollen's question was all the prompting Tara needed. 
Her beast came barreling forward with a vicious snarl and Tara didn't have to do anything but move aside to let her take over.
The cat pushed her to fight like a wild thing, slashing and clawing with such fury that later, Tara would look back on this and no doubt be an equal measure of impressed and freaked out by the ferocity of the animal inside her.
Never having had to actually fight for her life, Tara let the cat do her thing without any attempt to control her.
Tara lashed out with her free hand and caught the queen across the eye, her claws biting deep enough for Tara to feel the tips make contact with bone.
The sounds of pain the queen made reminded Tara of metal shrieking across ice, sharp and jagged enough to make her shudder.
The fierceness of her attack produced the reaction Tara both dreaded and hoped for. The queen dropped her and fell back in a tangle of her own tail, thrashing hard enough to crack the tree trunks on either side of her.
Gravity yanked Tara down hard. Branches, enormous leaves, vines, they all slapped at her, striking her armor hard enough to bounce her around, and then suddenly Tara was falling end over end through open air, flailing uselessly, her stomach in her throat as she realized she was heading face first for a raging river.
Right before she hit the water, Tara had enough presence of mind to tuck her arms and legs in tight to her body, curling into a little ball. 
Even though her armor protected her from physical injury, it was like hitting a solid metal wall at a thousand miles an hour.
The concussion of the sudden stop caused her to black out, and the last thing she heard was Hollen's voice calling her name.




CHAPTER FOUR
"We talked about your willingness to obey my orders, Tara. Answer me. Report your status, Tara. Tara!"
The sharp bark of a commanding voice caused her to jerk awake, groaning as her brain hit the restart button and her body began to alert her to her aches and pains.
Hollen was repeatedly calling her name, sounding like he was on the move, breathing heavily in her ear.
"I'm here. Stars, I'm here," she mumbled, wondering why her helmet display showed pitch black. Was it nighttime?
"Tara, your status?"
She half smiled to hear the relief in Hollen's voice, rolling over on her back, throwing up a hand against the blinding light as she realized no, it wasn't nighttime; she'd just been face down in the dirt.
"Still alive. I'm not hurt but hitting the water like I did knocked me out."
"Where are you?"
"That... is a good question." Tara forced herself up into a sitting position to look around, freaking out when she saw a disarticulated three-fingered hand, the queen's hand, still clenched around her wrist.
"What? What's wrong?" Hollen demanded.
Tara grunted and yanked at the waxy white hand, throwing it as far away from her as she could.
"Nothing, I'm fine. Just had some queen still attached to my arm. 
"I'm... on the bank of a river? In a ravine I think. It's too high, too sheer for me to climb out."
The walls on either side of her were almost perfectly smooth, as though an epic sword had been gouged through the earth and cut a clean slice straight through to the heart of the river.
Moss and little tendrils of greenery sprouted from holes in the solid rockface, the trees above grew in an arch, like they were reaching for one another across the gap.
"I don't see a way out, but it looks like I'm safe for now." The fast-moving water had pushed her up onto a thin sliver of rocky, muddy shore.
"Stay where you are. Your torc is broadcasting your location clearly. We're on our way to you now."
Tara nodded and got to her feet, stumbling a little bit as she fought her ragged equilibrium, moving forward to kneel in the shallow water to wash the worst of the mud from the face of her helmet.
The splash made her realize she was dying of thirst, but when she reached over her shoulder for her pack, she discovered it was gone. 
In the fight with the queen? In the river? Tara didn't know, but her situation was edging into dire if she got stuck here.
"Was anyone hurt?" she asked, licking her dry lips.
"No one but the queens." Hollen reported grimly.
"Good, good. Uh, I lost my pack somewhere and I'm thirsty. Is the water safe to drink?"
"I would recommend gathering rainwater from leaves before resorting to the river water. Do you still have your weapons?"
Feeling like a total idiot for not checking for them first thing, Tara looked down at herself.
"One pistol and my knife."
"Take stock of your surroundings, be alert for movement above you. Barring another attack, we will be there to get you before nightfall."
Tara nodded even though he couldn't see her, slogging back to the bank to look around for anything she could use to catch the light rain that fell from above.
"I'll be here."
Tara found a wide leaf and sat down to dig a hole in the mud, arranging rocks around the edge to keep the leaf in place, and sat back to wait for the rain to fill up the shallow cup she'd made.
With her back to the closest face of the cliff, she tilted her head back to look up at the small bit of open sky, listening to the chatter of the animals and smiled to herself.
If the animals were carrying on like normal, it meant they weren't worried about predators like the Na'ah queens slithering through the jungle.
Alone, with nothing to do but replay the last few minutes before she'd hit the water, her throat worked and unbidden tears slipped from her eyes.
Tara was here to find Brennaugh, and nothing was going to stop her, but that queen, being trapped in her sickly white clutches... Tara had panicked and frozen.
If not for Hollen's voice instructing her, guiding her, she wasn't sure what would have happened. Obviously, she wasn't cut out to be a warrior.
Sitting down here alone after everything that had just happened, it didn't take much for her to understand her own weakness.
Without her enormous warrior mate at her side, she wasn't even half as brave as she pretended. 
Helpless to stop herself, she reached out to him, needing to feel his presence, even if it was overshadowed with his primal fury.
~Stars, Bren. Where are you? I need you.
To her surprise, this time in spite of his anger, she felt curiosity. 
The sensation was enough to make her breath catch with hope, but as quickly as it came, it faded back into seething confusion.
She closed her eyes against the sadness, images flashing quickly across her vision of bright yellow orbs—flowers?—carpeting a clearing. 
Of vibrant pink and orange plants that looked like upside-down sea creatures. Of leaping over a fallen tree trunk covered in moss.
Brennaugh was hunting, what she couldn't say, but he was alive and that's all Tara really cared about. 
The sound of soft pings brought her back to her own mind to see the light mist had turned into a full-on downpour, and her little leaf cup was about to overflow.
The sounds of the jungle animals still carried on above her, so with a quick glance up into the canopy, she dismissed her helmet and lay down on her belly to press her lips to the surface of the clean water, sipping and slurping while the rain beat against the back of her head.
After having her fill, she tilted her face up to the warm rain for a moment, scooping her hair back before she activated her helmet again.
She noticed there was an obvious waterline on the stone around her, which meant this river could swell at any moment and carry her farther downstream.
Tara got up and gathered the few branches and logs she could find, arranging them into a half circle, a cage of sorts to prevent that from happening, and with nothing else to do she allowed herself to close her eyes for a minute.
Just a little rest.
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Pling pling pling!
For a moment, disorientation made her flounder, not sure where she was or. 
Then the sounds of the rushing water and jungle above her registered, as did the ringing clang of someone tapping on her helmet, and she remembered.
"I was concerned you had lost consciousness again, Tara." Hollen's voice came from the armored warrior kneeling in front of her, and Tara groaned as he helped her to her feet, noticing the river had swelled from the rain. 
If she hadn't been safely wrapped in her armored shell, the water would have been up to her waist and rising.
"I thought I'd just rest my eyes a bit, but I guess my body had other ideas. I'm glad to see you, Hollen."
"And I you. Are you strong enough to climb?" He pointed at the length of rope beside them, and Tara followed it up to where four more warriors were crouched, ready to help pull them up.
She blew out a heavy breath and clapped her palms together. 
"We'll find out."
Tara wrapped the rope around her arm and put a foot up on the slick side of the canyon. 
It became quickly apparent the warriors above were doing all the work, hoisting her up like a waterlogged teabag.
When she reached the top, she was immediately surrounded by another four warriors, all of them asking if she was alright, if she needed any medical attention.
"Hollen, move quickly. The water continues to rise." Without a face to match the voice, Tara wasn't sure who was speaking, but she looked over the edge to see he was right.
The branches she had used to make herself a safer spot were threatening to float away as the current increased. 
Hollen coiled the rope around his waist, and seconds later was fighting to drag himself up as the water ripped around him.
Fear knocked at her ribs, her heart banging hard enough to almost echo inside her armor, but after some intense seconds, the warriors all lined up and hauled their comrade to safety in one quick pull.
No sooner had Hollen rolled to his feet on terra firma, than a wall of water came stampeding down the gully, swallowing her little safe harbor with such violence she shuddered.
"You guys have impeccable timing," Tara remarked dully, shock leaving her rooted in place.
"Indeed." Hollen replied, coming toward her to usher her into the open transport that waited. 
They must have gone to the facility to retrieve it before coming to get her. 
"Let us move on before anything else untoward occurs."
With a dry mouth, Tara watched those few branches of her little nest crash against the opposite side of the gorge and shatter to kindling. That could have been her. 
"Uh-huh. Yep. Let's do that."
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Tara couldn't help but gape as Agos piloted them through the outer edges of what she knew was the hidden laboratory's location.
Skewered like worms on a hook, she counted no less than thirteen headless white bodies hanging from the trees around the facility in a loose circle, like trophies.
Or a warning to the other queens.
The macabre scene made her stomach churn, and when she asked Hollen why they would have done something like that, she could practically feel the weight of his gaze through his helmet.
"It was not our doing."
At first, she didn't understand. Passing by one of the carcasses, Tara saw the unmistakable pattern of rake marks across the white hide.
"Brennaugh did this?"
"Yes. These eight are days old, killed by the commander's squad. Those," Hollen pointed to a pair of carcasses that looked like they had been wrung through a carbine, raw strips of flesh barely attached. 
To carry their weight alone, dragging it up into the tree like that... "belong to the commander. I would not believe it if I did not see it for myself. 
"Tygge says for the past two nights, Brennaugh has hung the queens, marking the boundary of what he believes is his territory."
Horrific as it was, Tara felt a breath of hope catch in her throat. 
"Will he come tonight?"
"I believe so."
Six warriors came from inside a long, flat one-story building, almost entirely hidden by the tangle of vines and tree roots that grew over and around it. 
If not for the recent damage from plasma fire and the jagged tears in the greenery, it would have been perfectly camouflaged and easily overlooked.
Agos guided the transport into the narrow hangar waiting, exchanging greetings with the survivors from Brennaugh's squad. 
Once secured inside the facility, Tara followed Hollen's lead and dismissed her helmet. 
The odd chemical smell hit her almost immediately, her nose wrinkling in disgust.
"Commander Tara, we are glad you've arrived in one piece."
She looked up at the warrior and managed a weak smile for him. 
Tygge was a familiar face, a warrior who had escorted she and Brennaugh on several occasions to other planets or on visits to the training houses.
His usually slicked back brown hair was knotted hastily at his nape, and lines of stress and fatigue bracketed his generous mouth.
He looked down at her with sincerity in his gray eyes, his disheveled appearance made him seem younger despite knowing he was five times her age.
"Hi, Tygge. It's good to see you. What's with the 'Commander Tara' thing?"
Tygge shrugged his broad shoulders and glanced around at the other warriors. 
"In the absence of your mate, you carry his command."
"Ah. Right." She noted the pained expression on Tygge's face, shame perfuming the air around him. Why, Tara didn't know, and it seemed rude to ask.
"Have you seen him? Does he look alright?" 
Tygge stepped aside and waved them all deeper inside the facility. 
"We catch brief glimpses, Commander. He is in his fur and as far as we can tell is in fair shape. 
"No obvious injuries to indicate otherwise, but he does not allow us to come close enough to be certain."
Tears pricked her eyes as she nodded, ducking her head to hide them as they moved from the transport hangar into the building proper.
Tara was shocked to see how small and dark it was. Cave-like almost. 
Sure, the walls were smooth and uniform, a long rectangular shape made of the Sarazen equivalent of drab gray concrete.
She noted there were ten narrow bunks recessed into one wall, a dining table situated not far away—currently loaded with what appeared to be extra weapons, a small food prep area, and an even smaller medical station.
This was where twenty of the Na'ah queens had been kept? Impossible. 
Even one in so small a space would have utterly destroyed everything and left a trail of acid burns behind. 
Tygge must have seen the confusion on her face, because she saw frustration plainly on his.
"We have searched every inch of this place and found no sign of an entrance to what must be a subterranean chamber. It's here. We just can't find it, Commander.
“Until we entered, there was no one except the bodies of the first squad. No sign of a press like you described to us to have restrained Commander Brennaugh, or where he could have been held." And that seemed to be the root of his shame.
"Tygge, there was nothing you could do. It's alright."
"It will not be alright until your mate is safely brought home," Tygge corrected firmly, his stern look daring her to correct him or offer him any more platitudes.
Her smile picked up in strength and she inclined her head. 
"You're right. Let's get to work."
Tygge and his team had already swept every inch of the bunker from top to bottom for signs of any hidden doors or hatches the Original Council supporters could have used to get in and out of their underground lab, and after going over it all again, Tara felt a sense of hopelessness take hold of her.
It was dangerous to go outside at night and poke around in the jungle, hoping to find a back door or some sign of activity, but she couldn't just sit around and wait for the sun to rise.
Hollen wanted her to sit and rest, to eat something, but she couldn't stop. 
Brennaugh was out there right now, alone, and she needed to know what had been done to him so she could fix it. So she could get him back.
"Tara, you will be of no use to your mate if you are too weak to stand. You have not eaten anything since before we left the transport this morning."
It took her a moment of stubborn indecision to realize she was not the only one who hadn't eaten. 
There were rations set out on the table, but since her arrival hours ago, no one had touched them. 
Every warrior here was following her lead, and if she didn't stop to eat or rest, neither would they.
Guilt licked at her insides as she looked around at the warriors knocking on walls, shoving shoulders against anything that would move in order to locate a hidden entrance, and she saw how tired they were. Especially Brennaugh's team.
They had been here for eight days now, working non-stop to bring down more of the Na'ah queens, trying to find and capture Brennaugh without hurting him or being hurt themselves, waiting for reinforcements...
Stars, what an idiot she was.
"Alright, Hollen. But only if everyone else stops and takes a break, too." She knew she'd done the right thing when his crimson eyes warmed with approval.
"As you wish, Commander."
After eating her fill and drinking more water than she thought was her fair share, Tara excused herself to utilize what passed for a toilet. 
It was only after she left the small room that she realized the proportions were all wrong.
She frowned as she walked from the door to where the outer wall said the bathroom ended, and inside from wall to wall. 
Hopeful excitement nipped at her heels as she did it again, just to make sure.
"Commander?" for a second Tara looked around, half expecting to see Brennaugh come striding through the door, before she realized Tygge was speaking to her.
"This is it," she announced, waving her hands at the wall they had already searched. 
"The dimensions are off, see? Inside the bathroom, it's ten steps wall to wall. 
"Out here, it's twenty-five. There's got to be a door or something behind this wall. Will your plasma rifles blast through it?"
"Assuredly," Tygge growled. 




CHAPTER FIVE
Tara lowered her hand as the last of the dust and plasma fire settled, hearing the clack of rubble subside, and echo. For a moment, no one spoke, but then they didn't really need to. The gaping hole in the wall and the shadowy recesses of a stairwell spoke volumes.
There was indeed a subterranean level to this secret facility, and they had just found it.
A feline sound of triumph and praise filled her mouth, a primal rumble that caused several of the warriors to chuff and grunt in answer.
Eager to get down there, she started forward, only to find Hollen's arm blocking her way.
"Allow Tygge and his warriors to ensure it is safe."
Tara bit back her immediate denial. 
Hollen was doing his job and making her safety his top priority. 
He'd gone above and beyond today, and it would be stupid of her to just go running headlong into the darkness given everything that had happened to her.
At her nod, Brennaugh's squad silently prowled down the staircase, leaving her to pace back and forth while she waited for them to say it was safe.
It felt like it took forever for the all clear to be called, and when she hit the bottom of the narrow staircase, she understood why Tygge's voice had been so strained.
Her armor-covered boots were loud on the metal grate covering the floor, loud because everything down here was so deathly silent. 
Her gaze was immediately drawn to the arcs and spatters of dark liquid on the sterile white walls. 
Blood. Old blood.
The smell of perforated bowels and rotting flesh was an afterthought, lighter than she would have expected for the volume of so much blood.
She followed the trail of it to where a collection of tall, wide cylinders lined two of the walls. 
There were over thirty tubes, and as she approached them and looked inside, Tara could hardly believe what she saw.
Thick with writhing green and yellow things, at first her eyes couldn't make sense of it. 
Not until one of those things rose up and faced her, baring tiny little fangs and stumpy arms...
"What the hell?" she yelped, jerking back when it moved closer to the glass, sinuously tracking her movements back and forth with its eyeless face.
Hollen growled in disgust when he came to stand beside her, his hands tightening on his plasma rifle.
"Spawn. One of the queens must have dropped a clutch of eggs. Caged like this, they will consume one another until only one remains."
"I'm going to have such nightmares after this." Tara wheezed, tearing herself away from the grotesquely hypnotizing sight.
"Truly, this is madness. The armada have fought the Na'ah for generations, pushed them back to the far reaches of the galaxy, purposely eradicating them from our territory. 
"It makes no sense to breed twenty queens for an unsanctioned experiment."
Tygge was a few steps behind, sounding as sick as she felt.
"How do you know they bred the queens down here?" she asked, jumping a little after rounding a corner only to come face to face with the emaciated corpse of a queen, her white flesh flaking off in strips, falling to pieces where she was crammed inside one of the tubes.
"The queens usually hide deep within the ground or a nest well protected by hundreds of thousands of males.
“Capturing one would be incredibly difficult, not to mention insane. 
"Getting one past the security checkpoints within the territory would be a feat in and of itself. Getting twenty full grown queens through? Impossible."
The blood trail ended in a secondary room, where the bloated corpse of a Sarazen male was huddled inside a cylinder.
His features were unrecognizable from the decay, but the bright yellow markings on his skull could be used to identify him later.
His body sported the same claw marks and slashes as the hanging corpses of the serpents outside, which told Tara this was her mate's handiwork.
Tara moved on toward the three tables placed in the center of the room, beneath a mechanical arm that had wicked sharp needles protruding from the inside.
One of the tables seemed to be the press Brennaugh had told her about, and to see it made tears well in her eyes as she pictured him sandwiched between the thick plates, trapped.
A pair of familiar goggles lay on the cold surface of the third table, and when she picked them up someone hissed behind her.
"Thain, find the control panel and contact Commander Falken. There has to be surveillance and experiment logs, a record of what was done here."
Tara sensed the movement all around her, but she was fixated on the goggles she held. 
She frowned as she turned them over in her hands, bringing them to her nose to breathe deep, catching the hint of her mate's scent on the band.
"Hollen?"
"Yes?"
Her forehead hurt with how hard she frowned, her thoughts racing, colliding like asteroids, exploding and zooming off in new directions.
 "Brennaugh shared memories with me while we were still aboard the First Warship. 
"He told me this technology is harshly regulated and utilized only aboard the warships by authorized personnel. He had to get special permission to allow me to use it."
"This is so," Hollen confirmed.
"Tygge?"
"Here, Commander."
Tara rubbed her thumb against the leather strap, trying to make all those spinning thoughts coalesce. 
"In the heat of battle, how do you tell your warriors apart?"
"Commander?"
Tara made an impatient sound, glancing up to wave her hand at the collection of warriors. 
"You're in full armor, faces covered. How do you tell one another apart?"
Tygge shrugged, glancing around the room quickly. 
"Visually, it is almost impossible to distinguish one from another. 
"During battle, our helmet displays are synced to say who is beside us. But for most squads, we simply know from having fought together for so long."
"So, a casual observer wouldn't necessarily know who was who?" Tara pressed, needing to know how Brennaugh had been singled out.
Tygge seemed to anticipate her. "Not necessarily, no. But the commander would be easily recognizable from his hand signals and corresponding orders to strike."
Tara digested that, licking her dry lips as she let her gaze roam around the sinister space. 
"When Tarek asked for your status, you said Brennaugh was beside you one moment, then gone the next?"
"Yes."
"You were in a position to have been pulled through the displacement field yourself?"
"Yes. You imply the commander was specifically targeted?" Tygge asked, the scent of his anger reaching out to mingle with her own.
"I do. This machine is meant to extract and download memories, right? 
"Before Brennaugh lost consciousness, he managed to tell me these people wanted data from him.
“Vital data is what he said. So, what vital data does Brennaugh have that would be valuable enough to the Original Council to take him, and not another warrior within close proximity?"
Silence suddenly blanketed the room, as she looked around at the shock so plainly shown on the warrior's faces, not one of the nineteen males answered her.
"Commander Brennaugh acts as second to the Asho and is head of the new council, Tara. Your mate knows things privy only to Tarek and myself." 
Commander Falken's grave voice filled the room and she turned to find his face filling the viewscreen across the way. 
His sharp eyes took in everything within the secret lab with a keen, furious gaze.
"Information about Tristan and Lyrala, secure codes to begin infiltrating our systems again, plans we have put in place to defeat and identify the enemies within our pride, medical data regarding the human hybrids.
“Any number of things could be what the traitors are looking for and depending on their usage, potentially catastrophic. 
"I have access to their system now and have begun to download everything. Cassie and I will begin sorting through it immediately."
Cassie's face suddenly appeared, peeking over her mate's shoulder, finding Tara unerringly to pin her with a frantic look.
"Have you found a little boy down there?"
Shocked, caught off guard, Tara sputtered, 
"What? A boy? There's a boy here?"
Obviously distressed, Cassie bumped Falken aside so it was her face that filled the screen. 
"It's really complicated and I'll explain later, but please look. Look everywhere. "
"Yeah, of course."
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They tore the lab apart searching, but they couldn't find any evidence of a little boy anywhere in the dungeon of hellish nightmares.
Tara tried to tell Cassie that, but Cassie was adamant he had to be there somewhere, and as Tara absolutely understood that sort of frantic certainty, she looked again.
She knocked on walls, tugged random pieces of pipe, pushed buttons that didn't appear to be the tank release valves that would spill any of the Na'ah spawn out into the hallway, and just when she was about to give up, something made her stop.
A shiny spot on the otherwise dull gray metal grate of the flooring across the hall.
Tara crouched down to touch it, and her focus became the wall of circuits. At first, all she saw were ports and wires, and then it occurred to her to let her cat out of the bag.
The beast was right there, waiting to be brought forward, and she was pissed. 
It was hard to keep hold of her, especially as she was at the peak of her fertile cycle and the scent of her mate was here, driving her wild with lust. 
Tara gritted her teeth and wrestled for control.
Settle down, you hussy. No time for sex, there's a baby trapped down here. Hear that? Baby in trouble.
It was one of the first things Brennaugh had taught her as Tara had struggled to maintain control of her beast. 
During fertile cycles, only one thing would derail the mating fever, or at least convince her beast to put aside the need a while longer.
Cubs in danger.
Hearing it, her beast immediately went into hunting mode and all of Tara's senses sharpened immeasurably.
Smells intensified, her eyesight shifted until everything around her was in such sharp focus, Tara could see the motes of dust that floated through the air.
She could even see the dirt that clung to the smudged fingerprints on a knob that was pointed to the word 'lock.' 
It was red and looked sinister, but the tubes on either side of her were empty.
No Na'ah to be let loose, but there was no telling what all was behind the potentially false wall.
She called out to the team of warriors and was immediately flanked as she reached out and flicked the switch. 
The hidden door soundlessly swung inward and the smell of feces and urine smacked her in the face hard enough to make her throw her hand up and turn her head to the side, as though it would keep the smell from choking her.
"Wait here," Hollen ordered as he passed, his enormous hand cannon held out in front of him with Tygge at his side. 
From the threshold, Tara could see a long row of barred cell doors, and zero sources of light.
She found herself chewing on her thumb while she waited impatiently, her beast prowling back and forth inside her, testing the limits of Tara's strength to keep her from the cub she'd used to make her cat rise up in the first place.
"Tara, come quickly," Tygge called gravely, the sound of furious hisses suddenly filling the air.
She was at the warrior's side in a blink, and what she saw broke her heart. 
Tara already knew the Original Council was a pack of monsters, but this was beyond evil.
"Tell Cassie we found him, then get some food, water, and find me the god damn keys to this door before I hurt myself trying to rip it off the hinges."
Tara sank to her knees on the dirty, dusty stone floor and curled her hands around the bars to stare at the filthy, emaciated, beautiful little boy crouched in the corner with a vicious snarl twisting his darling face.
The metal was rough against her palms, and every moment it kept her from pulling the boy from inside the cell was one more moment her beast threatened to explode with rage.
The pain of her claws sliding from her fingertips was nothing but a pinch, but the crystalline tips got the boy's attention and he turned his head, glaring at her through one eye suspiciously.
Tara remembered her claws had sliced through the skin and bone of a monstrous alien snake like she was made of air. Crude metal bars didn't stand a chance.
"Never mind on those keys," she grunted, shaking as she focused on shifting just her hand. 
Her beast must have been in a good mood to be so accommodating, not fighting her for control.
Fur flowed over her wrist, bones and ligaments popped as her fingers elongated to something both hideous and deadly. 
But what was important is that her claws went from only an inch long to nearly four inches. The perfect length to slice through the bars.
Tara felt zero resistance as she cut through the metal, making an opening large enough to allow the boy to crawl through, but he didn't blink so much as an eyelash, other than to watch her hand go back to normal. 
He watched with such intensity, Tara wondered how close to the surface his beast was.
He looked at her hand, at his own much smaller hand, and touched his tongue to the corner of his chapped lips.
Tara choked back the urge to laugh, because it was not an unfamiliar look. Clary's son Tristan often did the same thing when he was concentrating. 
This little one couldn't be older than the almost three-year-old twins, but he was the size of Cassie's one-year-old son, Fionn.
Tara watched him wiggle his fingers before giving them a stretch. 
Five familiar white claws sprang from his fingertips and he gave her a weighty look of consideration.
Her vision blurred as tears obscured her sight, a smile uncontrollably pulling at her lips as she held up her hand.
"That's right, you have claws like mine. I'm Tara."
"Rha," he repeated softly, putting his claws away while his gaze shifted to the warriors who stood at her back.
"Close enough for now," Tara whispered back. "That's Tygge, and Hollen."
"Tee. Len."
Tara could practically hear five hundred pounds of warrior melting behind her, and part of her wanted to look back and capture the moment in her memory forever.
There was nothing more adorable than the way Sarazen males doted on children. 
It never failed to move her to happy tears to see the seven plus feet tall warriors fall to their knees and howl in mock agony when Lyrala or Tristan pounced on their legs with little baby beast roars.
Cassie's son was only a year old and took off like a rocket every time he was put down—which wasn't often, as Falken was such a monstrous baby hog.
On one such rare occasion, Brennaugh had fallen prey to Fionn's very first attempt at taking down his 'kill.' 
Fionn hadn't thought anyone was paying attention to him, sneaking as stealthily as a baby could through the feet of the adults, and went right for Brennaugh's shiny boots.
Fionn's roar was more of a loud shriek, but with an orchestrated fall, down went Brennaugh, howling away while Fionn giggled and crawled his way up Brennaugh's thigh.
While Falken encouraged his son to keep going, proudly watching his cub do a little bounce and pounce, Tara had been almost overwhelmed with Brennaugh's desire to someday cheer on his own cub.
Brennaugh looked up at her, and in that moment their desire was the same. 
Nine out of ten hybrid couples had conceived, and Tara was the tenth who hadn't. It certainly wasn't for lack of trying; she couldn't keep her hands off her mate.
Brennaugh told her it would happen when it was meant to happen, and not once did his happiness waver. Not once did he ever make her feel as though she had failed.
He just took her back to bed to try again.
The ache of his absence threatened to choke the life from her, so she focused her energy on one problem at a time.
Tara sniffled, the back of her throat burning with emotion, her chest vibrating as her beast started to rumble softly.
She'd heard Cassie and Clary both making the mothering sounds for their babies, and it didn't appear to matter to Tara's beast that this wasn't her baby. She just wanted to comfort the little creature.
"It's okay, sweetheart. You can come out of there, none of us are going to hurt you. 
"That's it. You're safe with us. What's your name?" The cub shrugged, watching her every movement as she took a blanket from Tygge and offered the boy her hand.
Beneath the stink of bowels came the sickly-sweet smell of his fear as he carefully left the safety of his corner and took one tentative step at a time toward her.
"You don't have a name?" Tara got another shrug in answer, and she wasn't sure her heart could take much more. 
"That's alright. Your mommy and daddy will be so happy to give you one."
"Mo'ee? Da'ee?" the cub asked with the first hint of eagerness, his steps quickening until he ducked through the hole she'd made in the bars, and right into her waiting arms.
The blanket seemed to perplex him, and so did the notion of being held. He was stiff at first, but not for long. 
His filthy arms crept around her neck and he searched her face with wide, familiar eyes.
"Yes. As soon as I find my lost boy, we're going home, and your mommy and daddy will be there waiting for you. 
"Let's get you cleaned up and fed, huh? I bet you're starving."
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"It seems as though you know who the cub belongs to."
Tara looked up from wiping the last of the filth from the little guy's face, revealing the sparkling clean, gorgeous features beneath.
Hollen stood beside the table she'd sat their foundling on, his red eyes not missing a tick, watching with an actual almost smile on his face while the cub devoured another protein bar.
"You don't?" Hollen gave her a silent look that somehow spoke volumes, but from the corner of her eye, she saw the stoic warrior soften when Tara smiled at the cub and brushed her fingertip across the softness of his cheek, getting a goofy, protein bar filled grin in return.
It made the kid's violet eyes shine, and her laugh because despite having only a few baby teeth, not a crumb fell past his smiling lips.
"No, Commander. I don't."
Tara sighed, ruffling the cub's dark brown stripe of curls, the thick lines and whorls absent from his skull, arms, and shoulders.
Tara knew most would assume he was one of the few members of the Ghost River Clan, but those peepers and the subtle scent of snow were a dead giveaway. At least to her.
"I guess without any tribal markings, it's not readily apparent." She could see the boy was getting sleepy, but with so much activity and change happening around him, chances were slim he would take a nap. 
"He got his dreamy eyes from Ohlen, and this feathery soft hair from Andi."
Hollen gave a thoughtful grunt in answer. "You're certain?"
"As certain as I can be without DNA verification."
"More unanswered questions," the warrior sighed, echoing Tara's thoughts exactly. 
It seemed like every question they answered, every mystery they solved, they found more twisted, convoluted knots tied around them by the Original Council.
This poor baby had been trapped in the dark for stars only knew how long, stolen from Andi and Ohlen with such skill that neither of them had even known.
How had the council gotten an egg from Andi or sperm from Ohlen to make this cub? 
How did they accomplish anything they did without getting caught?
How were they evading the best team of hunters Saraz had to offer? 
How many more labs like this one were out there? How many more cubs had been stolen or were still alive, trapped in the dark?
"It's almost nightfall. I should start working on a plan to get my mate back safely. And you, sir, need a nap!" 
Tara booped the cub on the end of the nose, laughing at his mildly startled reaction. "Come on, you. You need to sleep."
Tara playfully groaned as she scooped him up and settled his precious weight on her hip, carrying him over to one of the recessed bunks.
The kiddo found the mattress fascinating, bouncing on the cushy surface like any normal boy might, looking at her curiously for an explanation.
"Seep?" the cub repeated dubiously, eyeballing her suspiciously.
"Yes, sleep. Your mother gets the same dark circles under her eyes when she's exhausted and trying to fight it."
The cub grabbed her wrist suddenly in a surprisingly vise-like grip, the scent of his fear exploding in the small cubby of the bunk. 
His eyes were huge in his face, his little throat worked loudly, and he turned that fearful gaze on her, the look and his grip conveying more than words ever could.
"Tygge is going to keep you company, keep you safe. I'll be back, and then I'm taking you home to your mommy." 
"Mo'ee?" the cub asked tremulously, killing her with the way his little lip wobbled and tears pooled in his eyes.
Tara knew what it was like to have hope dangled in front of you, just out of reach, and with every cell in your body be terrified to lose it. 
She palmed his downy soft hair and pressed a kiss to his brow.
"I promise. Come on, lie down. Rest. Tygge will watch over you."
The warrior who had been so ragged and run down only a few hours ago, came and knelt beside the bunk with a kind smile.
Andi's son reluctantly let Tara tuck him in and Tygge took her place on the narrow mattress with a deep, bestial rumble that made the cub's lashes instantly droop.
He fought it, staring at Tygge in utter fascination, his little fingers rubbing at his too thin chest, and the more Tygge continued to make the throaty sounds, the more relaxed the cub became.
He fell asleep with the barest hint of a smile, and a sweet baby purr on his lips.
"Thank you, Tygge," Tara whispered.
Brennaugh's second didn't take his duty of babysitting as a chore, neither did he take offense to not being involved in rescuing his mentor. 
Tygge looked at her steadily and gave a formal touch of his fingertips to his chest.
"I will guard him with my life."
"I know you will."
"Good. Now go bring back my friend."
Tara would have laughed at the gruff order but was too afraid to wake the cub. 
"Yes, sir."




CHAPTER SIX
Dawn was only a few hours away, close to the time when Tygge said Brennaugh returned to the territory he had carved out.
Her plan was risky and she knew it, but their enemies had provided her with the tools to capture her feral mate, and Tara wasn't interested in spending another night in this hostile, unforgiving jungle.
Thain had found an enormous cage, large enough to hold twenty warriors comfortably, or one Na'ah queen uncomfortably.
It was made of reinforced ore, the bars too narrowly spaced to allow the flexible serpents to escape, which meant it was mostly safe for Tara to sit inside and act as bait to attract Brennaugh's beast.
The cage was intended to rise up from the jungle floor in front of the facility, and lower back down to conceal the transport of equipment or prisoners into a sealed room. 
It was an ideal setup and would mean they could safely trap Brennaugh.
She herself would be in danger, should he get pissed off and go berserk once he recognized the cage for what it was.
So here she was, sitting in the center of a huge cage—in the pitch black— waiting for Brennaugh to catch a whiff of her fertile scent.
None of the warriors liked it, but none of them had a plan that didn't involve hurting Brennaugh to capture him.
Tara wasn't stupid; she had a tranquilizer and intended to use it at the first opportunity, but this was the only way to take Brennaugh alive.
The problem was—the musky note of her ovulating body was potentially being overpowered by the even sweeter scent of her fear.
The jungle was silent again, just like it had been before the ambush that ended with Tara lying face down on the bank of a river, and she couldn't help the fear that left an unpleasant, coppery tang in her mouth.
"We are here with you, Tara," Hollen's voice broke the silence, his calm spreading to her while she sat and took deep breaths, trying not to let her imagination take hold of her and feed her fear with visions of colorless monsters slithering around above her. 
Moving in total silence thanks to their slick secretions... those eyes... that gaping, fleshy maw and arm length fangs dripping... no!
She gave herself a hard shake, forcing herself to think of something else. Like how Andi and Ohlen were going to react to the knowledge they had a son.
Had they been told yet? She supposed thinking about another couple wasn't exactly heightening her mating scent.
Tara needed to be thinking about what she was going to do once she was locked inside this cage with her pissed off, horny mate.
If she allowed her own beast to emerge too far, it would be two horny alien cats getting it on in this cage.
Angry and confused as he was, Brennaugh wouldn't have control of himself and would potentially gut her with his claws if her cat didn't submit the way he wanted.
Speak of the devil, the darkness suddenly came alive with the sounds of said mate.
He gave coughing roars and curious barks of sound, deep rumbles her own beast reacted to, perking up with eagerness.
It was still strange to hear and feel herself make the same kinds of sounds, answering Brennaugh's beast with hers, seducing him with throaty yowls even as she fought to keep her human form.
She gasped out a strangled laugh when she saw the flash of his eyes in the shadows, rolling to her knees to watch him as he prowled around the cage on silent paws, continuing to cough and huff his deep masculine rumbles.
"There you are. I've been waiting for you, Bren. It's me, it's Tara."
She could just barely make out his shape, his mottled fur blending in seamlessly with the pitch black. 
In the light, his fur was predominantly black with splashes of red and gorgeous copper patterned across his hide.
The scar tissue on his muzzle, chest, and foreleg made it impossible not to recognize him. 
This close, his scent enveloped her, relaxing and familiar, wrapping around her like a beloved blanket.
Tara smelled blood too, bitter and fresh. "Are you hurt? I can't believe you're alive and in one piece after being out here alone with those things. Will you come here?"
His answer was a demanding bark and an angry slap of his paw to the bars of the cage, like he knew exactly why it was there.
Her beast flinched, wanting to obey her mate, but Tara fought her, wrestled her back to lie down on her belly. 
She extended one hand out, resting her chin on her armored bicep, watching Brennaugh pace back and forth on the other side of the bars.
There was a space big enough for him to enter, and once inside, Hollen would activate the door to trap them both.
"Come on, handsome. Let's get the hell out of here, huh? I want to go home."
His body lowered enough for his belly to skim the ground, like he was preparing to pounce.
Tara held her breath, held perfectly still as he made one more circuit around the perimeter, jumped on top of the solid roof and peered down at her from the edge, inspecting the cage from every angle before he dropped to the ground and slowly, moving in a freeze-frame crouch one tentative step at a time, slipped through the opening.
Brennaugh crawled over her immediately, his whiskers tickling her cheek, his breath caressing her throat. 
He made a soft, deep clicking rumble that reminded Tara of echo-location vibrations, like he was tasting her scent with his whiskers and feeling how her body responded to his questioning purr.
A purr that deepened almost at once to an oh so familiar timbre. His mating rumble. 
Well, no question about it, his beast could definitely tell she was approaching the peak of her ovulation cycle.
Tears of relief clouded the sound of her laugh when he lay over her, continuing to rumble for her while he rubbed his cheeks over her face, drenching her in the pheromones from the scent glands beneath his jaw.
His razor-sharp claws kneaded at the dirt covered floor on either side of her shoulders, his hooked canines inches away from her face.
In dangerous proximity should the tranquilizer not kick in fast enough.
"I'm so happy to see you, baby. I hope you remember later I did this because I love you." So saying, Tara shot a sedative powerful enough to take down a whole herd of fully shifted beasts into Brennaugh's furry shoulder as fast as she could manage.
Brennaugh made a sound of outraged surprise, and seconds later slumped on top of her. 
If she hadn't been able to hear his breathing or feel the rise of his ribcage beneath her hand, she'd have thought he was dead.
"He's out, Hollen. Get us the hell out of this jungle!"
"At once, Commander."
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"Are you well?"
Tara lifted her cheek from the soft fur of Brennaugh's ruff to meet Hollen's gaze where he crouched on the other side of the bars. 
Safely onboard their transport and on the way home, the warriors hadn't taken any chances.
Brennaugh was chained to the bottom of an isolation cell, a muzzle made of ore strapped to his snout, a thick collar keeping him immobile. 
Hollen assured her it was unlikely Brennaugh would wake, but nevertheless, having seen what Brennaugh had done to the carcasses of his kills, they were taking no chances.
A whole week without Brennaugh felt like a lifetime and Tara couldn't stop tracing the coppery rosettes hidden in the deep black of his fur. 
She sniffled and rubbed the urge to cry away on his fur, struggling to focus on Hollen's face.
"Well as can be expected, I suppose." She looked to where Tygge still held the cub curled against his chest, both of them dead to the world. Tygge might have even been drooling a little bit.
"How's our other rescue?"
"Well as can be expected," Hollen echoed.
"Has anyone gotten in touch with Ohlen?"
Hollen nodded slowly, reaching up to thoughtfully rub at his jaw. 
"He and Andi have been recalled by the Asho, but there's been a complication."
"Of course there has," Tara grumbled. "What's the problem?"
"Commander Falken found some distressing research data that suggests N'kara and his assistants were attempting to use the cub's blood in order to create a bio-weapon. To infuse him with a poison meant to spread to other hybrids via contact."
The horror Tara felt wasn't due to the fact she had come in contact with a potentially deadly weapon housed in an adorable, sweet little boy. 
It was because there was no world in which she could imagine anyone using said sweet little boy as a science experiment.
That's not how Sarazens treated their children. They cherished them. Protected them. Killed for them. 
Sarazens held their sons and daughters to their hearts and showered them with love.
No doubt scenting her growing distress, Hollen didn't allow her to wallow in vision after vision of all the terrible things that could have been done to the boy nestled in Tygge's arms.
"The data suggests all N'kara's simulations to bond the virus to the cub's cells failed. 
It would kill the host before it was able to reach anyone else and do no good unless more hybrids were captured and infected.
“We are all still to be quarantined upon our return to the citadel and cleared for duty.
"Even after we are, due to his current state, the Asho has ordered Brennaugh be taken directly to the holding cells below the citadel. He'll be safe there."
Tara blew out a heavy breath, circling the pattern of Brennaugh's rosettes with her fingertips, so exhausted all she wanted to do was curl up between her mate's paws and sleep.
"I don't care where they put us, as long as they can figure out how to help him."
"Rah?"
Tara turned toward the cub's uncertain call, finding the power to smile when she saw the absolute awe on his face while he stared at Brennaugh in his beast form.
"Hey, sleepyhead. C'mere."
Tygge helped the kiddo to his feet and he toddled over, giving Brennaugh a wide berth to take Tara's outstretched hand.
When she kissed his baby soft hair and he looked at her in such astonishment, Tara made him a silent promise to always shower him with kisses.
Andi and Ohlen would absolutely dote on their son, but to Tara's way of thinking, the kid couldn't get enough kisses or be shown too much affection.
Still wrapped up in only a blanket, the little guy crouched on his haunches and gave her a confused frown. 
He looked from her to Brennaugh, the chains and the muzzle, some of the distrust creeping back into his too wise eyes.
"I know," she sighed. "I don't like it either, but the bad people who hurt you, hurt him too."
The cub gave a grunt in response that almost made her bust up laughing. It was such a Sarazen thing to do, and so cute coming from such a tiny person.
He pressed his lips together in thought as he stared at Brennaugh, then he held up his little hand and let his white claws slip out, looking to her curiously and giving a jerk of his chin at Brennaugh.
"Of course you're a smarty pants. Just like your daddy, huh?" Tara smiled and stroked Brennaugh's fur, wondering how best to explain the difference between a human hybrid and a Sarazen-born beast. 
"You certainly do have a beast just like this inside you, but he won't come out until you're a big boy. It's okay, you can touch him."
The cub sheathed his claws and copied the way Tara traced Brennaugh's rosettes.
"Bad?" he asked, hesitating over the scars that ran up Brennaugh's left leg.
"My mate is a warrior, like Tygge and Hollen. He's been in a lot of fights and survived things a lesser warrior would have died from. He's strong, and so are you."
Andi's boy looked up at her with his father's eyes, so serious and far too old for his little face, and said, 
"S'rong."
"That's right. You are one strong, brave little cub. I bet soon you're going to be scared, and you won't know what to do or if you should trust us, but you're safe. You're safe with me. Understand?"
To her surprise, the cub nodded and got comfortable beside her, pillowing his head on Brennaugh's shoulder. 
"Rah, safe. Tee, Len, safe. Good cub."




CHAPTER SEVEN
Andi couldn't help but feel a nauseating sense of dread as Ohlen flipped switches and tapped the surfaces of the control screens, preparing their small cruiser to depart from another one of their secluded hideaways, back to S1.
She treasured these times when Ohlen would take her to the bottom of the sea or to the top of a gorgeous mountain, or a meadow filled with wildflowers where they could spend hours, days, just being together surrounded by the silence.
No one needed them, no one was plotting to kidnap and murder her after using her body for some rancid science experiment. They could just be.
It had only been four years since the destruction of the Aria. 
Four years since Andi had met Ohlen and was liberated from the terror she lived with every day. 
Four years since her entire life had changed for the better.
Three years, eight months, two weeks, and ten days since a pack of evil bastards had kidnapped her, poisoned her, and left her unable to feel the telepathic mating bond that tied she and Ohlen together.
Not a day went by that she didn't miss the sensation of being merged heart and soul with her mate, but she wasn't complaining.
Ohlen hadn't left her side since, and all those days without their bond he made sure she knew exactly what he was thinking and feeling, and at the top of his list was love. Ohlen never failed to make her feel loved and safe.
Once a month, they took four days to themselves and Ohlen found her a new secret hideaway where she could paint and draw, and they could revel in one another without interruption.
This time, Ohlen had found them the perfect spot between two mountain ranges. 
It was spring on S2, and the meadows were in bloom with tiny pink flowers making it seem as though they were walking on an ocean of pink petals.
The smell was intoxicating, and Andi found absolute bliss in running through the flowers in beast form beside Ohlen. 
There was no one around for miles, which was baffling considering how beautiful the valley was.
She could have happily built a longhouse beneath the gray-trunked trees with their pale mint leaves and lived out the rest of her life here with Ohlen.
"What do you think happened?" she asked softly, knowing it had to be bad. 
Falken wouldn't have recalled them a day early unless something horrendous had happened.
Ohlen reached over to take her hand, pressing a kiss to her fingertips before giving her a squeeze.
"Don't fret, my heart. If the situation was dire or dangerous, Falken would have said so. 
"I know we don't typically make a habit of returning to the same spot twice within a year, but would you like to come back here once our duty is done?"
He gave her a gentle tug and Andi immediately left her chair to climb into Ohlen's lap, pressing a kiss to his jaw before snuggling into his embrace.
"I would. We didn't get to the make-out-in-the-flowers-for-hours part of our itinerary."
She could hear the grin in Ohlen's voice, the deep growl he made sending chills of delight across her skin.
"Much to my displeasure. I vow it will be the first item on our list as soon as we return."
"I'll hold you to that."


∆∆∆
 


"I would apologize for interrupting your time together, but I don't think you'll mind once I've finished explaining why."
Falken waved them into his lair, the Information Inner Sanctum, Cassie called it. 
It was a secure room only Falken, Cassie, Brennaugh, and Tarek had access to, and to be invited inside meant that whatever Falken was about to tell them was going to involve the Original Council and some terrible thing they had done.
The knot of dread in her belly cramped, constricting around her stomach until the urge to vomit was right there at the back of her throat. 
Andi was sure she was holding Ohlen's hand too tightly, but he only drew her closer.
Falken seemed lost in thought for a few moments, his gaze moving back and forth over the holo-screens taking up every inch of the far wall, reaching up to pull at the muscles in his neck.
Every piece of information they had gathered on the Original Council was inside this room, and every day Falken and Cassie gathered a little bit more.
"Commander?" Ohlen prompted, and Falken snapped out of whatever lull he'd fallen into.
"Apologies. Please, you'll want to sit." Falken waved them to the comfortable chairs waiting, but Andi didn't want to sit.
She knew as soon as she did, Falken would start talking, and the bliss she had found on S2 with Ohlen would evaporate. 
Her mate knew her better than anyone, so he sat first and drew her into his lap.
Falken sat across from them, spinning his tablet between his palms while he began his explanation. 
"Cassie and I found a notation in an old file about an outpost built in the jungle territory of S4. 
"Brennaugh and I sent a squad of warriors to check it out, and after they landed, the squad reported communication failure.
“They were able to pass on enough information to say there were signs of habitation to suggest the council had been there recently, but then we lost all contact.
"Tarek and Clary were off on their hunt with the cubs, T'mai gone on a mission, so Brennaugh made the decision to take his own squad and go investigate. It was a trap, and he was captured.
“He is alive, unhurt, but he is changed. Ga'rae is working with Cassie to determine exactly what was done to Brennaugh that caused him to revert to a state similar to bloodlust.
“Tara was convinced the only way to bring him home alive was to go get him herself. 
"Just as she landed, an old friend reached out to contact Cassie from across the galaxy. You may remember her, Ilaria?"
"The Matavei who helped us clear the citadel of council supporters?" Ohlen asked with a hint of incredulity.
Falken gave a tight nod. "The same. Before her Awakening, Ilaria tried to give Cassie a message. 
"It was stilted and broken due to the process which pulled her non-corporeal form back to her physical body.
“All Cassie could understand was something about a boy in danger who needed to be found. 
"Needless to say, without anything else to go on, and so many boys in danger, Cassie couldn't find just one."
Andi suddenly felt her beast in the worst way possible. That primal monster who had appeared after Andi had been taken right from under Ohlen's nose.
The creature who had gone berserk and ripped fourteen highly trained warriors apart as though they were made of twigs.
It was the memory of that terrible day which sometimes woke her out of a sound sleep, remembering the sensations of blood gushing hot in her mouth and the crunch of bones between her teeth as she ripped out the spines of those warriors.
The only reason she hadn't completely been lost to that monster was because of her bond with Ohlen. 
The bond that had been poisoned and caused her excruciating pain to try and connect with.
So why was that blood hungry, monstrous, murderous part of her rising up now?
"Tara and her team found the lab hidden beneath the surface,” Falken went on, unaware of the brewing danger, “It was at this same time that Ilaria contacted us and gave Cassie the full message she had previously tried to deliver.
“From the information we’ve gathered thus far, the council scientists were attempting to create a bio-weapon targeted to affect only human hybrids, and thankfully all their simulations to achieve this have failed.
“But the boy Ilaria tried to tell Cassie to find was was there, in the lab. Despite the conditions he was kept in, he seems healthy, and appears to be no more than two years old."
Ohlen's arms tightened around Andi, able to smell her growing distress, but he had no idea exactly what she struggled with. 
It took everything Andi had to keep the monster clawing its way up her throat at bay.
"Why are you involving us, Falken?" Ohlen asked patiently. Too patiently. 
Was he vibrating beneath her? Or was it her shaking?
"I have just finished reading the detailed reports N'kara kept, and it was during Andi's capture that he was able to get his hands on the genetic material needed to begin his bio-weaponry experiments. The cub Ilaria told us to find—he's yours."
Andi felt an excruciating pop and looked down, half expecting to see a hairy, mutated hybrid fist having punched through her ribcage with Andi's heart clutched between blood-soaked talons.


∆∆∆
 


~Nonono, NO! I won't let you out! I won't let you out to hurt anyone. Stay away!
Even as he fought to restrain his snarling, screaming mate, Ohlen felt tears of absolute joy slide down his face.
Whether it was the shock of Falken giving them the best and worst news of their lives, or something altogether different, Ohlen could hear his mate inside his thoughts.
He could feel every emotion she felt as though it were his own, including her fight to keep the horrific creature her beast turned into in the thrall of bloodlust at bay.
~Andi, it's alright. I'm here. I'm here with you.
It wrecked him to once again have to straddle her small body and use his knees to pin her arms to her sides to keep her from raking the six-inch-long claws that had sprouted from her delicate fingertips across Falken's face.
Her deep, dark eyes were ringed with red, her pupils split, wide with such a terrible mix of pain and confusion.
He wiped the blood that trickled from the corners of her mouth away with his thumbs, her fangs so large behind her lips they distorted the shape of her jaw.
Her entire body was shuddering and jumping, convulsing as she fought off the transformation of her enraged, insane beast. 
Ohlen cradled her head, keeping her skull from cracking on the floor, forcing her to look at him and nowhere else.
~Your little monster isn't going to hurt anyone, because you have complete control. You can breathe, Andi. You're safe, and I'm here.
The rage slowly bled from her expression, her fangs receded, and shock became her most prevalent emotion.
~Oh-Ohlen? How... you can hear me?
~I hear you, my love. I feel you inside me. Our bond is back.
~How?
~I don't know. Do you have control of yourself?
Andi nodded, the air whistling in and out of her nose as she drew in as much as she could take. 
She lay perfectly still while Ohlen slowly rocked back on his heels, crouched in front of her to help her sit up.
Andi didn't take her gaze from his face, and feeling her searching his thoughts, feeling her moving inside him, was the only reason he was able to hold onto his sanity.
Andi thought he was her anchor, but the opposite was the absolute truth. 
Without her, he would not have been able to bear the news that his son had been taken from inside Andi before either of them had even known he was alive.
"Ohlen?" Falken asked cautiously from where he had retreated to the door, prepared to call for the warriors in the hall to do whatever they could in order to subdue Andi should she lose control.
~We will discuss our renewed bond at a later time. Come on, love. I've got you. We face whatever comes next together.
Tears filled Andi's eyes as she managed a tremulous smile, letting him help her to her feet.
~Together. Always.
"I'm sorry," she said aloud. "I'm in control now."
Ohlen nodded, tucking her against his side to face Falken, thankful on Andi's behalf that the commander wasn't afraid to come closer.
"Did you just say we have a son?" Ohlen rasped, his throat so tight he could barely force the words past his lips.
"Yes." Falken touched a finger to the surface of his wrist unit, and every holo-board on the wall fused to form one single screen.
Ohlen clutched his mate as he watched Tara sit down on a medical table in an unfamiliar lab, a dark-haired cub hitched to her hip, talking gently to him while she held her hand out to Gwen.
The red-haired medic was smiling, taking Tara's blood, her temperature, and after a little bit of coaxing from Tara, the boy extended his hand and let Gwen take his blood and run his vitals.
It hurt to speak, seeing himself mirrored in the small face that smiled so tentatively when Gwen gave him a sweet treat.
"What's his name?"
"We don't believe his captors ever bothered to give him one. As much as a two-year-old can, he understands what's being said to him. 
"We're just waiting to make sure his blood tests come back clean of any contagion before we bring him to you."
Ohlen shared Andi's heartbreak, forcing himself to focus on the present rather than allow visions of what terrible things must have been done to his cub.
Forcing himself not to notice how thin and malnourished the boy was, to instead focus on the fact he was alive and out of the clutches of their enemies.
"He's so little," Andi hiccupped, her voice breaking on a little sob.
"He will grow," Falken assured them gently.
Ohlen palmed Andi's silky soft hair, rocking gently with her while her tears soaked his tunic.
~We have a son. He told her wondrously,
~This is all my fault.
Andi's sorrow threatened to consume him, and the thought that she would blame herself for something beyond her control was enough to nearly bring him to his knees.
~What?
~All this time, I wondered why my beast went so insane. What they could have done to me to push me to bloodlust. 
I thought the flurra had obliterated my ability to reach out to you, that the pain I felt in my head, my heart, my belly... I thought it was the poison. 
It wasn't. It was her, that monstrous part of me that killed all those warriors.
~Andi—
~You tried to take me to S4 three years ago, and we didn't even make it past the atmosphere before I was screaming at you to go back. 
To take me somewhere else because I could feel the bloodlust coming on.
She was trying to tell me, but I kept pushing her away, I kept
fighting because our bond was gone and I was terrified if I turned into that monster I would never come back.
He was down there, Ohlen. Our baby was down there and she could sense him. 
This whole time, all those moments I struggled to push her down until she wasn't anything but a bad memory, all she wanted was to get him back.
Our son, who spent three years in a lab surrounded by our enemies. Who doesn't have a name, who doesn't know the sound of my voice or what it feels like to be held by you—
~It is not your fault. If you had given in to the rage of your beast, you would have gone on a rampage.
You'd have ripped a bloody swath through whoever stood in your way, and without our bond to bring you back, when Tarek had no other option but to kill you, I would have died alongside you and our son would have lost everything.
We cannot change the past, and dwelling on it serves no purpose except to give power to our enemies.
He will never again be anywhere but safe. He will know your voice, what it feels like to be held by me, what it means to be loved. He'll have friends, protectors, a future, and he will have a name.
~Orrick. His name is Orrick.
Unable to tear his gaze off the screen where Tara was so generously showering his cub with affection, Ohlen pressed a kiss to Andi's hair, focusing on the love he felt for his mate and the echoing burn that branded his cub, Orrick, through the marrow of his bones and into his very soul.
He fed that love to Andi via their bond until she could feel nothing else, and finally, the tremors of guilt faded from her voice.
"Commander, I want to see my son."




CHAPTER EIGHT
"You're so brave!" Tara praised, giving the newest member of the pride a squeeze, wiping the sticky remnants of the vitamin chew Gwen gave him from his chin.
He was emaciated, malnourished, dehydrated, starved for affection, frightened, clinging to her as though she was the only one he felt safe enough to trust, but most importantly, his blood was clear of the virus N'kara had been working on.
The innocent cub had been spared from becoming the host to a plague that would kill Tara, Gwen, Cassie, Clary, and all the other humans who had followed their hearts and become hybrids, because N'kara hadn't found a way yet to make the cub a carrier without his hybrid body succumbing to the same sickness.
"Yes, you are. And because you were so brave, it's time for your treat." 
Gwen pointed across the dungeon's med-lab in time to see Andi and Ohlen walk hand in hand through the door.
They both looked as though they'd been gutted and put back together, which of course made Tara's eyes well up, and a wobbly smile pull at her lips when she felt their son go perfectly still in her lap.
He didn't seem nervous or frightened when his parents approached, and it killed Tara to have to let him go.
The cub had been the perfect distraction from her own grief, and Tara knew as soon as he left her arms, they would be empty again and she would once more have to focus on her own problems.
It was selfish, cowardly even, but true.
Andi's voice trembled with awe as she reached out a shaking hand to palm her baby's gaunt cheek, tears spilling down her face even as she tried to smile.
"Hello, Orrick."
As was his adorable way, the newly named cub tilted his head curiously and touched a finger to his chest.
"O'ik, me?"
"Yes," Andi answered hoarsely, "you're Orrick."
With none of the apprehension Orrick had shown Tara or the warriors after being rescued, the cub touched his shaggy stripe of dark hair and then reached for Andi's long braid, recognizing the similarities immediately as he decisively said in a soft, reverent little voice,
"Same." Then he looked to Ohlen, Orrick touching his own face, just below his eyes.
There wasn't a dry eye in the room when Ohlen ducked his head so his son could touch his face. 
Tara was pretty sure even stoic Hollen was fighting off more than a few overwhelming emotions.
"Same," Orrick said again, climbing from Tara's lap into Andi's arms.
Tara felt the loss keenly but was so grateful to be present for this moment. 
To be able to watch Andi press her cub between her chest and Ohlen's, her big warrior mate hugging them up with a clear but silent promise to never let go, and best of all, to watch Orrick turn his cheek to Andi's shoulder and close his eyes with a little rumble of happiness.
Tara slipped off the table and nodded to Gwen, doing her best to fade into the background so she didn't ruin the family reunion with the unfair and unfounded stink of her jealousy.
She was exhausted, emotionally drained, missing her mate so badly she could barely stand it. 
Jealous of a sweet, innocent baby for being held in the loving arms of parents he had waited his whole life for. How ridiculous was that?
Tara nearly tripped, surprised and clumsy as Hollen appeared at her side like he'd been waiting for her to make her escape.
"Ga'rae has finished his physical examination of Commander Brennaugh. 
"He is waiting with the Asho to give you what information they have."
Tara dashed the tears from her cheeks and nodded, letting him guide her through a few twists and turns of the tunnel until they came to a cell block where Brennaugh lay stretched out on the hard-packed dirt floor of a cell meant for the condemned, the manacles and muzzle gone from his body, behind two panels of reinforced bars.
From the memories he shared with her, she knew this was a section of the secure prison meant to safely house bloodlust crazed beasts before their execution. 
The only modicum of solace she had came from picturing the decaying, bloated corpse of the bastard responsible for Brennaugh's current state, forever frozen in cowardice inside that damn stasis tube. 
Tara walked up to the thick bars and curled her hands around them, resting her face there for just a second.
"How is he?"
"All things considered, Brennaugh is in excellent shape. No injuries to speak of," Ga'rae's voice faded away, and finally, the vise around Tara's chest began to ease.
Brennaugh was safe. He was no longer in the hands of the enemy, no longer running wild through a monster-infested jungle, no longer so far away from her. 
Relief made her sag against the bars, but grief and uncertainty were responsible for the fresh flood of tears.
Unaware of her hurricane of emotions, unaware of her need for him, Brennaugh slept on. 
"Tara, did you hear me?" Ga'rae's hand was twice the size of hers, gentle on her shoulder.
"No," she admitted hoarsely.
"When was the last time you ate? Slept?" Tara shrugged off the medic's questions, honestly not sure. 
Her stomach felt like a hard lump in her belly, and food was the very last thing on her mind.
She told him so, and got a displeasure laden harrumph. 
"Unacceptable. Your mate is stable and safe. Until I have more answers for you, I'm ordering you to eat, bathe, and sleep. I will hear no arguments, Tara. Do I need to involve Gwen?"
Her weak attempt at refusing was stymied by Ga'rae's threat. 
Gwen was small, but what she lacked in height, she made up for in sheer stubbornness.
Gwen was sweet about it, but if she heard Tara was disobeying orders to take care of herself, Gwen would ruthlessly bust out the sugar-coated guilt trip and in no time at all Tara would cave to the redhead’s will.
Tara had no good reason for refusing, anyway, and she was just too tired to put up a fight.
"We will see to her, Ga'rae," Hollen stated matter-of-factly, and as much as her heart protested, Tara let herself be herded away by him and Tygge.
On their way up to her quarters, the two warriors gave her status reports and confirmed orders she hadn't given—but should have—in regard to the warriors who had returned from S4 with them and undergone quarantine while waiting to be cleared of any infection or taint from their time in N'kara's lab.
They hovered while she ate, stood outside the closed bathroom doors while she stripped out of the thin jumpsuit she'd worn beneath her armor and stepped into the enzyme shower. 
A hot bath would have felt amazing, but Tara just couldn't summon up the energy to take one.
Clad in her favorite sleep dress, Hollen even tucked her in and ordered the lights to be put on their lowest setting, promising to wake her the moment she was needed.
In the back of her mind, Tara knew it was her job as Brennaugh's understudy to ensure his warriors were taken care of before herself, but the door closed behind Tygge and she was already asleep.




CHAPTER NINE
The First Warship
One Week After the Aria's Destruction
Tara shook with the force of her indrawn breaths, her feet slapping the smooth deck in an unsteady cadence as she paced back and forth in the narrow corridor between the men’s and women's barracks.
Tara had forgotten her shoes, but the chill of the floor was the only thing to confirm she was awake and not still in the thrall of her nightmares.
She pressed her hands to her churning stomach, hunching forward, turning her cheek to her shoulder to wipe the trickles of cold sweat from her skin.
Her head swam with how much oxygen she was gulping down, suggesting if she kept it up she was going to hyperventilate, but Tara didn't care as long as the smells clogging her nostrils faded and the sounds of wet flesh being dragged over metal wasn't so loud in her ears.
In the light of day, Tara found it difficult to focus on the form and faces of the creatures who had boarded the Aria. 
But at night, when she was at her most vulnerable, the monsters slithered out of the darkness in perfect detail.
The captain had come over the loudspeaker, ordering everyone to battle stations. Announcing with audible terror, the Aria had been boarded and they were under attack. 
Tara had already been inside one of the ventilation shafts repairing a malfunctioning trap door, thrown from one side to the other at the first round of explosions that rocked the ship. 
She would later learn that having been knocked unconscious in the initial concussion is what saved her life.
As she came to, her ringing ears had blocked out the worst of the screams and the loud whine of weapons fire. 
The smell of perforated bowels and the acrid stink of sulfur snapped Tara out of her initial shock, thrusting her firmly into survival mode.
The grate to the shaft she sheltered in was right in front of her face, and as her eyes adjusted to the flashing corridor lights in the pitch darkness, Tara had gotten her first look at their attackers.
At first, all Tara was able to see from the angled slats of the grate was the impossibly thick wedge of a muscled, serpentine tail making the most disgusting slurp and scrape as it moved across the deck.
Tara had scars on her hand from where she'd bitten into her fist in order to stem her screams when the rest of the invader came into view.
The putrid-colored flesh of the Na’ah’s tail had given way to an emaciated, disgustingly humanoid torso. Belly, sunken ribcage, chest, two arms, two three-fingered hands tipped with long black claws.
The alien's face was a mix of man and snake, every inch covered in hard scales that gleamed wetly, a trail of viscous secretion left in its wake, sizzling and eating its way through any organic material it came in contact with.
Its chin came to a spiked point at the center of its angular jaw, thin lips peeled back to show a row of short serrated teeth near its fleshy pink gums, and six needle-sharp fangs that flexed every time the pink ribbon that was its tongue lashed out to taste the air.
What passed for a nose was little more than a pair of teardrop-shaped slits beneath each of its rheumy yellow eyes, and the elongated skull weaved back and forth with a deceptive grace as it hunted for more of her people.
Tara huddled in her hiding spot, waiting for the thing to pass her by, stupidly allowing a soft moan of relief to pass her lips once it was out of sight.
Seconds later, the grate was ripped from its mooring with a scream of metal, and that hideous face was only a few inches from hers.
Tara flung herself back just as the creature's arm shot out to grab her, inadvertently hitting the shim keeping the malfunctioning vent closed, which suddenly made the floor open up beneath her.
It was sheer dumb luck she hadn't been shot out into space, or into a nest of the ravenous vipers, and that she hadn't broken her legs on impact.
Tara had fallen into one of the lower maintenance rooms, able to access the ship computer to tell her which sections were compromised, and where the nearest escape pod was.
The climb up the ladder to reach the science lab where Clary and a handful of survivors had taken refuge had been nearly a half-mile long.
If she had paused, taken one minute to catch her breath, it would have been too late. 
Tara emerged from the hatch and called out for help only moments before Clary closed the emergency shuttle door.
That was the crux of most of Tara's nightmares. In her dreams, she hadn’t made it on time, forced to watch helplessly through the tiny window as the shuttle fell away from the body of the ship, left at the mercy of the monsters who would eventually have ripped their way into the bio-sci lab.
Now, as she worked to drag in as much air as she could, hiding in another access corridor onboard an alien warship, Tara had to repeat to herself over and over she was safe. One of the lucky ones to escape the destruction and the horror.
The Aria had been demolished by aliens, the remaining humans saved by more aliens, and if the humans found a mate among the race of their saviors, they too would then become alien.
The thought made a hysterical bubble of laughter burble from between her dry lips. What a stroke of absolutely ironic luck.
"Tara?"
Her hands flew to her mouth to stem her startled scream as she whirled, mortified to find her hiding place had been discovered by the very last person she wanted to see her like this. Or to hear her stammer like a fool as she tried and failed to force her face into a mask of calm.
"Bren... Brennaugh, you start-startled me. What are you-you doing he-here?"
The commander's gaze raked her from head to toe, his broad shoulders nearly too wide to fit in the narrow corridor. 
He looked perfectly put together. Not a wrinkle in the long-sleeved white shirt he wore, or an unintentional crease in the thicker material of his trousers.
His dark hair was pulled back in a tight braid, not a hint of stubble on his angular jaw. 
If not for the scars covering the left side of his face and the enormity of his muscle-strapped figure, he could have passed for some kind of alien businessman.
"The bridge alerted me to your distress, and I came immediately. Who caused you such upset? I will bring you their heart."
More uncomfortable laughter escaped her, but Brennaugh wasn't laughing. 
In fact, there wasn't a hint of teasing to the hardness of his tone, and Tara had already seen just how serious Sarazens were about ensuring the happiness and safety of their womenfolk. 
Her stilted laughter faded to a squeak as spots danced in front of her eyes.
"No-no one. I'm fine. Just a bad-bad dream."
Brennaugh's keen blue eyes narrowed. "The scent of your terror and the pallor of your cheeks suggests otherwise."
He reached out and gently pulled her hands from where she'd shoved them under her armpits, coaxing her forward, using his thumbs to unclench her fingers before he pressed both of her palms to his chest. Right over his steadily pounding heart.
He held her with both his hands and his unwavering gaze, his voice dropping to a hypnotic murmur as he coaxed her closer and closer to calm.
"Match the rhythm of your breathing to mine. Inhale through your nose, exhale through your mouth. That's it."
Her shakes abated, the icy chill that seemed to permeate her bones was slowly warming, and the phantom smell of rotting flesh and blood was replaced with the richer scent of Brennaugh's skin.
He was a good head and a half taller than her, broader by half, stronger, older than her by centuries, and not once since their first meeting had he made Tara feel as though their incredible age difference made her somehow lesser, or inferior.
Quite the opposite, in fact. He treated her with courtesy and importance. Like she was valued beyond what labor she could contribute.
The few times he had initiated physical contact, Brennaugh always hesitated, allowing his fingertips to brush her skin first before making further contact. 
As though he was concerned she would shy away from him, or that his touch was too rough.
Even now, his hands that held hers pressed to his chest were very careful not to push too hard, his thumbs cruising up and down her wrists in gentle sweeps.
"Better?"
"Yes. Thank you."
His eyes were a deep indigo, warm and intense, patient and calm as he looked down at her. "Of course. Are you ready to go back to sleep?"
"No!" she half shouted, immediately feeling like an even bigger idiot, sure her cheeks were on fire with mortification. "I mean, no. I'm fine. Better. But I um, I don't want to sleep."
"I understand. You expressed a desire to know more about the warship. Would you like to explore the engineering deck? Or if you are hungry, we can go to the galley."
There wasn't even a moment’s worth of hesitation from her. "I would love to see the engineering deck."




CHAPTER TEN
Present
Brennaugh's rage pulled Tara from the dreams of their first days together, her blood vibrating with the now familiar sensation of his furious roars penetrating their bond.
He was calling for her with an urgency bordering on panic, and she leaped from the bed so quickly she got tangled in her bedding and went crashing to the floor.
Breathlessly, Tara fought her way free of the blankets and yanked open the door just as Hollen raised his fist on the other side to knock.
He displayed his surprise with a single blink and whatever he intended to say was lost on her as Tara darted past him and ran down the hall.
She knew her way to the lower levels of the citadel where prisoners were kept, the mazelike corridors imprinted on her mind thanks to the memories Brennaugh shared with her. 
Her only obstacle was the pair of warriors standing guard at the entrance.
Whether it was Hollen at her back or that they recognized her, Tara didn't know. All she cared about was that they stood aside to let her pass without a sideways glance, and she was running down the stairs, back and forth through the twisting, narrow hallways until she burst into the first cell block.
Tara saw Gwen and Ga'rae from the corner of her eye, but her focus was all for Brennaugh. 
He was still in his beast form, still pissed beyond reason, but the second he saw her he stopped roaring and rushed the bars of the cell toward her.
He hopped up on his hind legs, reaching through the bars, his enormous paw outstretched, clawing at the air as he reached for her.
It didn't even occur to Tara to stay away. She ran to the bars and hugged the furry creature that was her mate, kneading her fingers into his pelt while he wrapped his muscled forelegs around her, grunting, growling, chuffing at her in obvious displeasure.
It made her laugh a little, listening to his beast giving her the equivalent of an ass chewing, demanding to know where she'd been, why he was down here.
"I know, I'm sorry. It's alright, I'm here now," she murmured against his ruff. "I won't leave you alone again."
Mollified, Brennaugh released her from his hug, but he caught at her sleeve with his deadly teeth and tugged her insistently forward, trying again and again even though he was basically forcing her to hit the bars.
She gently twisted free and looked over her shoulder, where Gwen and Ga'rae had been watching curiously, quietly from the other side of the room.
"As long as he's down here, I will be too."
Ga'rae opened his mouth, frowning down at Gwen when she elbowed him. "Of course you will. There's a double door over here. You've got your torc on, right?"
Tara reached up to find the twisted metal just beneath the collar of her tunic and nodded, stepping past the first barred door, waiting until Gwen locked her in to pass through the second.
Brennaugh bounded over and herded her toward the far corner, head butting her and nudging her until she sat down and let him shield her with his much larger body, his head low, ears flat to his skull as he glared and growled at the mated pair of medics.
"It is a very good sign he is able to still recognize you as his mate, Tara." Ga'rae said solemnly.
Tara stroked her hands down the rigid fur that stood on end along Brennaugh's spine, feeling his muscles twitch like they wanted to ease, but he was too wound up.
Brennaugh had enough presence to know what she was to him, to know his place was between her and any he perceived to be an enemy. 
When she tried to soothe him via their bond he went wild, leaping and slashing at the bars like Gwen or Ga'rae was responsible for the sensation.
Brennaugh paced back and forth in front of the bars, slapping at them, throwing his shoulder against them in useless aggression, but the moment she stood up, he whipped around and came back to crowd her up against the corner, glaring over his shoulder at the other couple.
"Interesting," Ga'rae mumbled, typing something up on his personal datapad.
"What is?" Tara asked, pushing the bulk of Brennaugh's fur from her face so she could see.
"What we traditionally categorize as bloodlust is all absence of control or reason. 
"Those under its thrall wish only blood and violence, a slave to the basest instincts of our beast.
“Brennaugh does not recognize me, and he responded to Tarek in a semi-subordinate manner, but didn't recognize his voice.
"Yet in spite of his volatile state, the beast recognizes you as his mate. Were he truly lost to bloodlust, he would not.
“Falken and Cassie are on their way with further information, but because of the neural download terminal you discovered and Brennaugh's behavior, I hypothesize a specific section of his consciousness was removed."
"You would be quite correct, as usual Ga'rae." Commander Falken filled the room, hand in hand with Cassie.
Both of them looked to where Brennaugh still crouched in front of her, and though neither of them smiled, Tara could see a sort of satisfaction to their expressions that left her breathlessly hopeful.
"The scientist found dead in the isolation tube was identified as N'kara. 
"He is the scientist working with a medical officer on S6, responsible for the presence of the hostile creatures from Moika, the Scylla.
“I do not know yet what N'kara or his team required from Brennaugh, but what they did was unprecedented. 
"And it wasn't just a section of Brennaugh's consciousness. According to their research notes, the neural interface removed his entire consciousness."
Tara didn't immediately understand, but Ga'rae scoffed incredulously.
"Impossible. The neural interface was not designed for such a thing."
"No," Falken agreed with an incline of his head. "It was not. N'kara, with the help of Reykar and his team, modified the program to suit his needs. 
"Brennaugh would never having given up intelligence willingly, and from what I can tell—" Cassie ahemed softly, blushing at the hot, sensual look Falken shot her.
"What we can tell," he amended, "N'kara wasn't looking for something specific. Brennaugh reported hearing talk of vital data, but whatever it is N'kara needed, he did not leave record of it that we have yet found.
“At this time, the reasons why are not important. What is important is that N'kara had to store the data, Brennaugh's conscious mind, on a disk or crystal. 
"If we can find it, I have the ability to use the modified interface to return Brennaugh to normal."
"I don't understand. How could his consciousness be removed? Wouldn't he be in a vegetative state or something?" Tara called from behind her mate, trying to knead her fingers deeper into his fur, steadying herself even as she tried to soothe the constantly hissing beast.
"We need a scan of his brain in his two-legged form to confirm, but per N'kara's notations, what remains of Brennaugh's mind is subconscious.
“The subconscious mind controls the function of the body, regulates temperature, causes you to breathe without thought, and keeps your heart pumping at a rhythmic rate.
“It is the balance among the billions of cells keeping the machine that is your body running in perfect harmony.
"Emotions, the sense of fear or discomfort when faced with unfamiliar stimuli, all these things are controlled by your subconscious.
“When you are experiencing overwhelming fear, or primal instincts to rend an enemy to shreds, it is your conscious mind that controls the impulse and applies reason. 
"The subconscious mind is... a datacube with your entire life recorded on it. The conscious mind is the open files to display current events.
"The experiences you've had within the last three days are stored within your subconscious, and while you may not be thinking of them at this moment, with your conscious mind you can at will retrieve those memories were you to be questioned.
“All Brennaugh has ever done in the past is stored within the subconscious, but it is the conscious mind that has the power to recall those memories and organize them into cohesive thought."
Tara was an engineer, a pilot. Science of the mind wasn't anywhere near her area of expertise, but she understood in theory what Falken was trying to explain.
"So Brennaugh has all the memories of us, of his life, still stored in his brain, but no power to retrieve them or recall anything past what's happening right now?"
"Essentially, yes," Cassie answered. "If his subconscious mind had been removed by the neural unit, then he would be in a vegetative state. Possibly dead if N'kara hadn't put him on a respirator or in stasis."
Gwen nodded in agreement. "It makes sense. Right now, all Brennaugh can do is feel and react with no context. 
"He has no control of his fear, no ability to reason why he knows our scents or why he reacts so strongly toward you, Tara.
“Waking up in a strange place, his last thoughts of danger? It is little wonder he went berserk in the underground lab and killed everyone. 
"Being exposed to the overwhelming scents and sounds of the jungle, he went into fight or flight mode."
The science part eluded her, but Tara didn't care as long as there was a fix. 
"So, until you can find the crystal or disk with his consciousness stored on it, what do we do to help him?"
"Honestly, hon, first thing we need is for him to shift back into his birthday suit to get a proper scan. 
"And I think the way we can make that happen is for him to switch over from fight or flight to feed and breed."
Cassie gave an incredulous guffaw. "What? Are you out of your mind, Gwen?"
"Of course not. Seriously, Tara, this could work," Gwen said eagerly. "Right now, Brennaugh's all reactive and upset, defensive and ready to fight what he can only think is another hostile situation. 
"If we leave and give you a little time together, time where he can calm down, feel safe, and... you know."
Before Tara could respond to how silly that sounded, Ga'rae gave a thoughtful grunt. 
"We can seal off this section of the holding cells, provide another cell with the bedding and familiar items from your quarters.
“He may indeed revert to a state where breeding is in the forefront of his mind. I believe it could work, but it is a dangerous risk."
Tara saw the strain around Ga'rae's eyes, the concern that glittered from his usually gentle, patient gaze.
"Your mate is changed, Tara. Even if he reverts to his two-legged form, his beast will rule his desires. 
"He will not have the control or the will to treat you with kindness or gentleness. 
"You may consent, but it is possible, likely even, he will hurt you."
There hadn't been a single moment until now where Brennaugh had been unkind or anything less than tender and gentle with her. 
She had his memories and coupled with what she had seen of his handiwork on S4, Tara understood the danger.
In this cage with him, as agitated as he was now, he could have turned on her at any moment and ripped her to shreds. 
But deep down, beneath the savagery, Brennaugh was in there.
"The alternative is to place you both in stasis until such time as we locate the vessel containing Brennaugh's consciousness, and to be truthful, I would wish this for myself rather than risk harming my One. I believe it is what Brennaugh would want."
"I'm sure it is, Ga’rae." The sound of her voice, hoarse with unshed tears, caused Brennaugh to turn and face her. 
The beast tilted his head curiously at her, his nose lifting a fraction as he drew in her scent.
He gave a soft bark of sound, continuing to 'talk' to her as he came closer. 
When Tara couldn't hold back the urge to cry any longer, his sounds deepened to the familiar mating rumble she had spent many a night listening to as she fell asleep.
Tara held a trembling hand out to her mate, and without a backward glance at the others he came to her and dropped his nose to her palm. 
She had to hope, had to believe even without his ability to recall the memories of their past, they would find their way.
"But he's not here right now, and I'm willing to take the risk."
∆∆∆
 


"It's alright, you can come out."
It had taken a few hours for Gwen and Ga'rae to get Tarek's approval for what they were now calling Plan A. 
Tara was alone with Brennaugh, just the two of them in a secured area of the holding cells.
Blankets and pillows from the bed she shared with Brennaugh had been brought down and put in another open cell, along with food, a small medical kit with more tranquilizers, and some regeneration gel.
Just in case, Gwen said.
Tara was trying to coax Brennaugh out of the cell he had woken up in, but getting him to let her move more than a few feet at a time was the current challenge. 
Both doors stood open, but the moment she took one step toward them he leaped in front of her with a hiss and shoved her back into the corner.
She finally threw her hands up in exasperation. 
"Well, then go see for yourself. I'll wait here."
He watched her, whiskers pulsing, glaring like he was trying to make sure she would stay where he wanted her. 
Tara gave an exaggerated hike of her brows and sat down with a huff.
Brennaugh gave her a few more moments of his attention before cautiously turning to sniff at the open cell door. 
It was almost comical the way he took two steps forward, froze, crouching to wait for someone to jump out and stop him.
He took another two steps, froze, crouched. Tara counted ten stops and starts before he was past the second door. 
She sighed as the beast prowled around the empty space where Ga'rae and the others had given her one last chance to change her mind, reminding her of Hollen's same offer on S4.
She wasn't sure what that said about her, but at the moment she was too tired to think too deeply about it. Tara wasn't about to give up on Brennaugh.
They were safe here in the bowels of the citadel, with every available warrior out there looking for the other two scientists who had helped N'kara with his terrible work.
 Hollen remained here with Tygge and Thain, but the rest of the warriors from both squads had taken another six squads back to S4 to hunt the remaining Na'ah queens, and to search for anything that looked remotely like a disk or storage crystal. 
Idly, Tara wondered if the scientists were hanging from a tree somewhere on S4.
She was drawn out of her thoughts by the sound of something crashing and breaking, and the comical sight of Brennaugh's hairy ass streaking out of the other room dripping what looked like water all over the floor.
Tara sighed, hoping Gwen had left cleaning supplies. Brennaugh came toward her when she left the cell, grunting and carrying on like he'd been doused with toxic waste, like it was all her fault, and even as she laughed tears slid down her cheeks.
The beast gave a deep chuff, seemingly offended and confused by her tears. 
"I really need a hug, Bren. I need you to change back and hold me."
The animal didn't respond other than to chuff again and come around behind her to insistently shove her down the hall, into the room where their temporary quarters were set up. 
Tara saw the mess of what had been their dinner now all over the floor. 
No doubt the enormous cat had gotten curious about the delicious smells and knocked the tray over.
Her furry mate drove her to the bed and gave her a nudge with his paw that sent her flying to land amid the pillows with an oomph.
By the time she flopped over and shoved her hair out of her face, Brennaugh had gone to rummage around at the food, delicately picking up the bone end of a large hunk of meat.
He brought it to her and set it down on the blankets, his ears perked eagerly forward while he waited for her to take it.
Tara laughed again when Brennaugh got impatient and reached up to thump her with his paw, his whiskers flexing with the throaty chortling sound he made, encouraging her to hurry up. To take it and eat.
She picked at the meat, managing to get a few bites in under Brennaugh's attentive gaze. The lack of recognition was ripping her apart.
The beast knew she was his mate, but he didn't know her. 
He was following his instinct to protect her, feed her, but he didn't remember loving her, or even understand what love was anymore. 
Before she knew it, she was sobbing her heart out against his fur, but even in that there was no comfort.
The animal within rose up in answer, and this time Tara didn't bother to try and fight her. 
The beast came forward and Tara... Tara let herself go to sleep for a little while. 
The last thing she heard was the arousing purr of Brennaugh's mating rumble.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Tara slowly came to, her brain and body communicating in tandem to tell her a story of agony. Her bones ached, the taste of blood lingered on her tongue, and across her hips and back Tara felt the hot burn of what had to be open wounds.
Tara couldn't remember all of what had happened after she allowed her beast free reign, but the brief flashes of memory and the chaotic mess of the room around her was enough to answer why she felt so sore.
She blinked gritty-feeling eyes, gasping when a tanned, scarred, familiar hand pressed down into the bedding by her cheek.
It hurt, stars it hurt, but Tara lifted her head and looked over her shoulder. 
A sound of incoherent, joyful relief left her to see the beautifully imperfect face above her.
She said his name and asked if he was alright, the breath catching in her throat at the touch of his callused fingertips to her lips.
He traced each one, his head tipping this way and that, bending close to sniff at her skin like he was curious about the sound of her voice.
It would have been erotic at any other time, the heat and heaviness of his body pressing her down into the mattress, the vibration of his throaty purrs pulsating along her nerve endings.
The wounds her body was slowly healing, the exhaustion of the primal mating between their beasts... it was worse than she'd anticipated. 
Worse was the lack of familiarity, or warmth in her mate's vibrant blue gaze. Giving into her beast hadn't changed anything except to coax Brennaugh from his fur.
Tara sucked back her disappointment and her pain, her smile weak when she slowly rolled to her back and reached up to curl her fingers into his hair. The dark strands were thick, just shy of being coarse.
It was silly, but she brought a handful to her nose and inhaled, rubbing it against her cheek. 
Brennaugh gave a hungry rumble, bending closer to allow her to nuzzle against his throat, his body eagerly responding to her touch.
Tara couldn't help the small sounds of hurt when he rubbed the hardness of his shaft against a healing rake mark on her thigh. 
His entire body went rigid above her, clearly understanding his movements were causing her pain.
She had only a moment to savor the scent of his skin, the feel of his pulse beneath her lips before he rocked back on his hands and turned his cheek to her chest. 
The sounds he made turned incredibly soothing; in fact, they made the aches and pains slowly fade until all she felt was him.
His purr, the touch of his lips on her wounds, the rasp of his scarred cheek against her belly. 
He didn't kiss her, but the nuzzle he gave her was every bit as sweet. 
He was so gentle as he slid between her thighs and slowly sank his cock to the root inside her, so careful it was almost like he was back to his old self.
As they lay tangled together on the torn sheets, Tara considered something might be wrong when she began to giggle. 
She felt lighter than air, held down only by the weight of Brennaugh's sweat-slicked body.


∆∆∆
 


"—the gas won't have hurt them, will it?"
Tara slowly felt awareness coming back to her, the sound of Clary's concern-filled voice drawing her up from the depths of sleep.
She was warm, surrounded by heat, and not in a comfortable way. 
Her nose told her she was in the medical wing, the air heavily laden with sterile chemicals.
"Not at all. Damnit, this is all my fault. What was I thinking?" Gwen sounded guilty as hell, and before she even opened her eyes, Tara knew it was the petite doctor scooping something into her hair. 
Regeneration gel, judging by the tingle Tara was starting to feel in her extremities.
Memories of Tara's very first shift overwhelmed her, the tender, proud way Brennaugh had carried her into the vat of pink gel and cradled her in his lap while he rubbed it into each joint, every knuckle, making sure to pay special attention to the fine bones in her face and the tight muscles in her neck.
The hands that smoothed along her shoulders now were too small, too feminine, and the memories faded. 
Gwen sat outside the tank beside her, Clary hovered, and Brennaugh was nowhere to be seen.
"What happened?" Tara rasped, licking her dry lips, wondering why she tasted metal.
Gwen tried for a smile, but it looked strained. "I did a quick check-in this morning to see how you were getting on and got an eyeful of your man's hairless tush.
“We uh, pumped a sedative into the room. Seemed the safest way to get to you. Tara... 
"I'm... I'm so sorry. I should never have suggested leaving you two alone like that."
To have been submerged in the regen-gel rather than just having a topical treatment suggested Tara had been hurt worse than she'd thought, but that was hardly Gwen's fault.
"I decided to let my beast come forward, Gwen. I won't lie—it wasn't our most romantic evening together, and we made a helluva mess in the cell, but it worked. Bren relaxed enough to drop his fur. Is he okay?"
"He's fine," Gwen promised. "Ga'rae has him under a scanner now."
"What about you? How are you feeling?" Clary asked, looking fresh as a spring rain.
Since having come here to make Saraz their new home, Clary had become more than just a person in a place of authority. 
More than a queen of an alien race.
The night Clary had come and sat beside Tara in the tall grass outside the citadel while Brennaugh's blood had gone to work on transforming Tara into a Sarazen hybrid, Clary had become her friend.
She explained as best she could what Tara's first change would feel like, and yet it had been nothing like Tara imagined.
Brennaugh asked Clary to be present to use her gifts as a dominant female, as an alpha to coax Tara's beast forward gently.
There had been brief moments of uncertainty and pinching pains as Tara's joints and muscles twisted to take her new shape, but the debilitating pain never came.
Brennaugh said it was testament to Clary's skill and power, but Tara still thought it was his presence and the unwavering stream of love and support he spread through their bond while she shifted.
She must have been quiet for too long, as Clary knelt on her other side and took Tara's gel-coated hand in both of hers, concern radiating from her searching expression.
"I'm really fucking scared, Clary. You didn't see that jungle, that place. Whoever has the disk or the damn crystal with my mate's brain imprinted on it, they could be anywhere.
“Dead in some ditch, strung up in a tree thanks to Bren having gone full savage out there. What if we never find it? What if—"
Clary didn't hesitate to hug her, slime and all, and for a minute Tara allowed herself to give into despair.
"Tara, you've had a hell of a few days, and in your place I don't know how I'd be handling this, but you can't give in to the what ifs. 
"Six regiments of warriors are on the ground right now, tearing the jungle apart as we speak.
“I swear to you we will find those scientists and what they took from Brennaugh. You just have to stay strong a little bit longer."
Tara nodded and did her best to suck it up. "You're right. I can have a mental breakdown after Brennaugh gets his memories back."
She said it aloud for her own benefit, but Gwen gave a dry chuckle from beside her.
"That sounds like a plan, hon."
Clary gave her one last squeeze and pulled away, using the sleeve of her dress to wipe the gel and the tears from Tara's cheeks, fussing over her in total mother mode.
"You feeling steady enough to get out of there?"
"Yeah."
Tara stood gingerly with Clary and Gwen's help, only to find the bruises and lacerations from the brutal mating between her beast and Brennaugh's had been completely healed by the pink gel.
The three of them carefully walked to the waiting enzyme unit where Tara stepped in coated in slime, and stepped out moments later perfectly clean. It was nice, but she would have preferred a bath.
Through Brennaugh's coaxing, and many languid afternoons spent swimming in the crystal-clear hot springs beneath the caverns of his clan home, Tara had come to love the water.
Stars, did his family know what had happened?
His mother would want to be here, but Tara didn't know if she had the mental fortitude to deal with Brea.
The imposing female had been slow to warm up to an alien mate for her beloved son, and somehow Tara just knew Brea would find a way to blame her for this.
She would most definitely give Tara hell if she didn't get in contact with Brennaugh's family.
"Clary? Can we um, get in touch with Brennaugh's mom? She'll kill me if she finds out about her son's condition from someone else."
Clary offered her a bracing smile and a clean dress. "As pride leader, I took it upon myself to beard that dragon." 
Tara forced a smile, though no doubt it looked like a grimace as she tugged the dress on over her head. 
"I don't envy you your mother-in-law."
"She give you an earful?" Tara guessed.
Clary barely stifled a wince. "Nothing I couldn't handle. She should be here soon."
"Where is my son?"
Tara sighed heavily, glancing at the lone door separating them from the main room which offered no protection from the commanding snap of Brea's voice.
"Speak of the devil."
Clary reached out to rub her hand up and down between Tara's shoulder blades, confidently shooting her a smile.
"No matter what, you're not alone, Tara."




CHAPTER TWELVE
Almost as tall as her son, Brea towered over Tara and had used her height on more than one occasion to attempt to make Tara feel small or weak.
It hadn't ever worked, because Brennaugh had been right there at her back, holding her, silently murmuring his understanding of his fierce mother.
Brennaugh was the oldest of six boys, all of them warriors, and only three of his brothers still lived. 
They flanked their parents, Brennaugh's father the cool water to Brea's raging fire.
At their last visit to the family's village, Tara had watched from the opening of their tent to see father and son seated across from one another at the communal fire. 
Brennaugh's unscarred cheek had been her vantage, and his smile matched his father's.
Vaughna had stamped his dark looks on all his sons, but when they stood side by side and if he had not been scarred during his service as a warrior, Brennaugh was the spitting image of his sire.
The elder male had streaks of regal silver throughout his mane, lines around his azure-colored eyes from fierce squinting or gleeful grinning.
In contrast, Brea was smooth-faced and youthful. Her hair was a lighter brown, her gaze gold and glowing with a mother's rage.
Her clan markings were black as night, Vaughna's a bright indigo, which made their offspring's markings a deeper shade of midnight blue.
Tara faced them all, Brea, Vaughna, Brennaugh's younger brothers Bryne, Varga, and V'tar, fearing the family of warriors would somehow find fault with her.
To say she was shocked when they surrounded her and each lay a hand on her shoulders, was an understatement.
"Daughter, where is my son?" Brea demanded, her image wavering as the title she gave hit Tara right in the feels. 
It was the first time the fierce matriarch had acknowledged Tara as a member of her family.
"He's sedated, getting a scan of his brain and vital systems. Physically, he's just fine, Warrior Brea, resting comfortably while we run tests," Gwen reported.
Brea gave a sharp nod, giving Tara's arm a firm squeeze. 
"I was given a preliminary report. I would have your account of what happened."
Exhaustion made her nod weak, her smile even weaker when Vaughna insisted she sit first. 
Their hands tugged and guided her forward to the closest medical table, Varga carefully lifting her up to sit, as though she was suddenly made of glass.
Tara told them everything, from the chaotic connection she had made to Brennaugh in her dreams, glossing over the more intimate details of what she had done last night, up until waking this morning with Brennaugh leaning over her in his skin.
Brea nodded when Tara finished her tale, her jaw quivering with how tightly it was clenched, yet the hand she stroked down the length of Tara's hair was every bit as tender as that of a mother. She turned her golden gaze to Gwen.
"After such an ordeal, I assume you have taken thorough scans of my son's mate to assure her health and that of his cub?"
Tara blinked, unphased by Brea's tone, but blindsided by that last word. 
When Tara shot a shocked look at Gwen, she and Clary had just exchanged an uncomfortable glance.
"I assume you had not shared such joyous news with us for a reason, Tara" Brea went on, obviously reprimanding Tara.
Vaughna chuffed at his mate affectionately. "Perhaps because she had not yet had time to share with her mate, my One."
"Gwen?" Tara rasped, feeling her guts churning with a heady mix of terror and elation. 
She and Brennaugh hadn't actively been trying to have children but had discussed on many occasions that a baby would be a welcome addition to their lives.
Brennaugh hadn't been able to hide his bone-deep desire for a son of his own, or his fear that a baby would look at him and be frightened by his scars.
After years with no conception and no purposeful prevention of pregnancy, Tara had begun to wonder if maybe she was still infertile.
Gwen's scans said no, and Brennaugh hadn't seemed concerned in the least. 
He promised her he took great pleasure in the practicing and in having her all to himself, and was gentle in reminding her that some Sarazen females went decades without reproducing.
One thing Tara knew for certain: she had definitely not been pregnant a few days ago.
"We did a scan before putting you in the regen tank, Tara. You're definitely pregnant as of... last night," Gwen confirmed, and Tara felt everyone around her suck in a sharp breath of shock.
"Last night, both of them as beasts?" Vaughna asked hesitantly, like he couldn't believe such a thing and was frankly disgusted.
Tara chose to keep her attention focused on Gwen, ignoring the judgmental weight of Brennaugh's family aimed squarely at her.
"Yes," Gwen confirmed. "But also—"
"Why have you not taken care of this already? Get rid of it, now!" Brea ordered, and without warning or protest, Tara's beast surged forward.
Tara was off the table and shoving Brea back a step, snarling viciously before she could control herself.
"What did you just say?"
For the first time since meeting her, Brea's stern features softened. There was sadness in her expression as she held her hands up in peace. 
"I spoke unkindly, Tara, but you don't understand."
"Then explain how you could say such a thing," Tara hissed, already so protective of a bundle of cells no bigger than the head of a pin that she was envisioning Brea's throat in her teeth.
Vaughna interceded, his voice calm and soothing in comparison to his mate's. 
"If your beasts have mated and conceived, what you will birth will not be a beloved child, daughter.
“Completely feral, it will not want mother's milk. It will want blood. As it grows, the cub will be uncontrollable, volatile, a danger to you and all others it comes into contact with."
"Gwen, are you sure it was last night? Brennaugh and I were intimate before he left," Tara asked, without taking her eyes off her mother-in-law.
"You've been surrounded by guys for days. None of them reported noting a change in your scent, and I'd definitely have noticed during your check-up." Gwen huffed indignantly in Brea's general direction,
"But everything is fine. Ga'rae and I have discussed this extensively, and the fact is we don't know how your pregnancy could go.
“You're a hybrid, a mutated human who shifts shape completely from human to four-legged beast, unlike the majority of Sarazen-born females.
“Your genetics could temper the ferocity of what Sarazens call a feral cub and be just fine. 
"Or... the baby could be born without a conscience and have nothing but the desire to kill.
"I've pulled every record we have on file to study the difference between feral cubs and normal births. 
"It could be a genetic marker easily fixed with medication, or not.
“We have time to find out, which is why I will not allow anyone to terminate your pregnancy. Least of all without your consent."
Tara didn't know what to say, what to feel, so overwhelmed she could barely carry a coherent thought past wanting to kick Brea's ass.
To her utter shock, Bryne stepped up to reprimand his own mother. 
He was Brennaugh's youngest brother by what he said was four hundred years, and had been the first to celebrate her victory in hunting harkaxx. 
The one to make her the mantle of white feathers to wear with pride.
"Nothing will be done or decided until Tara has had time to rest, and my brother is restored to his right mind so that they may make the decision together.
 As mates. We are her family, mother, but it is not your place to decide the fate of Brennaugh's cub."
Brea opened her mouth to speak, but Bryne interrupted to firmly and unwaveringly say,
"No."
"I second that motion," Clary purred dangerously, and the tension suddenly was let out of the room.
 "Glad we've cleared that up. Tara, do you want to come sit with Brennaugh while Ga'rae finishes his scans?"
"Yes."
∆∆∆
 


"She doesn't understand the danger, the heartache I was trying to spare her from."
Tara sighed as she overheard Brea still harping on Vaughna about this... feral pregnancy. 
And if she was speaking aloud, chances were good Brea knew Tara could hear her.
"My love," Vaughna sighed, "you give her too little credit. 
"These past days she has fought for our son, suffering danger and heartache the likes of which you and I know all too well.
“She is a warrior in her own right, and more than capable of facing the challenges ahead. 
"Brennaugh would expect us to stand with her and offer her our support, not cause her more pain."
Tara smiled at Brennaugh's sleeping face, draped across his chest, her ear resting over his heart to count the steady beats.
"Your dad is awesome," she whispered to him, rubbing her fingers back and forth across his collarbone.
Ga'rae said in the induced coma, Brennaugh couldn't respond, but the constant monitoring of his brain showed reactions to the sound of her voice.
Brennaugh still reacted negatively to her attempting to speak to him via their bond; Ga'rae suggested without his cognitive awareness it must feel like an invasion rather than a beloved caress.
His brother's voices made his brain waves spike erratically in what Ga'rae claimed was aggression, while his parent's voices made him mellow. Recognition perhaps.
They wouldn't know for sure without bringing him out of the coma, but at this point Tarek had forbidden it. 
Every test had been run to say Brennaugh's body was free of injury or implants of any kind, there were no viruses, and the scans did in fact indicate an absence of neural activity specific to consciousness.
"Leave us." Tara lifted her cheek from Brennaugh's chest at the sound of Tarek's authoritative growl.
Brea hesitated at the door, but a hard glare from the pride ruler ensured her compliance. 
Once Brea retreated, the hard edge of Tarek's gaze moved over the prone form of his friend, and for a long time there was silence.
"Brennaugh has been my friend for more years than I can recall. 
"He was at my side the day we earned our place among the warriors. 
"We went on our first mission together, and several more after that.
"He was there to shove me out of the way when we were ambushed by a nest of Na'ah, taking the brunt of a queen’s acid in order to ensure my life was spared.
“There is no other I hold in higher esteem, and to have been witness to the joy you bring to my friend, my brother, has brought me untold peace.
"He will be proud of the way you took command of his warriors in his absence, Tara. Proud of the lengths you have gone to, to ensure his safety.
“Everything that can be done to recover the two missing scientists and whatever device housing Brennaugh's consciousness is being done. We will not rest until he is restored."
"I taught all my sons to hunt," Brea clearly hadn't gone far, coming back to set her hand on Brennaugh's foot with a proud lift of her chin. 
"Even without logic or reason, I would recognize Brennaugh's trail anywhere. We will join the search on S4 and recover the missing crystal.
“You will not be without your mate a moment longer than necessary, Tara, I vow it. Bryne has decided to stay behind with you."
Tara almost found it in her to forgive Brea her earlier threat to the baby, but not quite. 
Tarek gave his permission for Brennaugh's family to go, and with a final nod, Brea left.
Tara sighed with a small bit of relief to see the back of her mate's fierce mother, but knowing she, Vaughna, Varga, and V'tar were out there helping to find the missing scientists was more comforting than she would have thought.
"What happens if I start to get sick?" Tara asked once they had gone. 
Mate sickness was an intense form of grieving, and prolonged separation between a mated pair made it worse.
One or both got sick, depressed, sometimes manic as their vital organs began to shut down. 
Tarek's nostrils flared as he took in her scent, no doubt able to smell the change in her bio-chemistry.
He clasped his hands behind his back and gave a lift of his chin. 
"While you are carrying, the likelihood that you should suffer mate sickness is extremely low. 
"Should it become a pressing concern, we will address it immediately."
Tara nodded, sniffling back another round of tears. 
"I'm staying with him."
"I expected nothing less. A private chamber here in the infirmary is being prepared where all vital function can be monitored, and space made for you to remain at his side."
"And the baby?" she ventured, stuttering over the word, still shocked by the fact that after all this time it had happened.
Tarek hummed softly, his eyes un-focusing for a moment in a tell-tale sign of his silent communication with Clary.
"Would you prefer I offer platitudes or tell you the uncomfortable truth?"
"Truth, always."
The golden-haired pride leader didn't sugarcoat it. He never did. He probably didn't know how.
"Clary has informed me of what transpired last night, what chance there is that your cub will not be feral. 
"I will pray for your sake and for Brennaugh's that it is so. But if you carry a feral cub, you will die in the attempt to deliver it. And if you die, so does Brennaugh."
Tarek's ominous warning held Tara pinned to her seat, her throat too tight to speak. 
He asked her if she understood, and all she could manage was a jerky nod.
"It is very rare for a feral cub to be carried to term. It has happened perhaps once every three hundred years. 
"However, my One reminds me that you and the other hybrids do nothing in expected ways, and Gwen is working to produce definitive answers for your current situation.
“It will become apparent soon enough whether it was the beast or the warrior's seed that took root. 
"If your mate has not been restored by then, Clary and I will stand at your side, come what may."
It was the most Tarek had ever spoken to her, and the most gently delivered command she was sure he'd ever given, but there was no comfort in his support.
"You have no reason to fear at this time. Your focus should be on Brennaugh."
Tara understood the wisdom in his advice, and with Brennaugh real and tangible beneath her hands, it was all too easy to push away the fear and uncertainty of what the future would hold for the baby created last night. S
he brushed a small strand of hair from his brow and traced the edge of his scarred cheek.
"One problem at a time," she murmured.
"Indeed. I take my leave, but Tara?"
"Hmm?"
"You are not alone," Tarek repeated Clary's promise, giving her a penetrating look before striding from the room. 
Neither of them could know Brennaugh had said the same words to her moments before their first kiss.
It was a sweet memory that consumed her as Tara returned her cheek to the smooth, hard muscles of his chest, letting the sound of his steady heartbeat soothe her as Tarek left them alone.
"Do you remember when you said that to me?" she whispered to her sleeping mate. "I remember. Would you like me to tell you the story?" 
The monitor displaying Brennaugh's brain waves gave a spike, a sign Tara took to say he was interested.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The First Warship
Four Years Ago
Tara shot a sidelong glance up at the intense warrior who kept pace alongside her. It wouldn't be obvious to a casual passerby, but Commander Brennaugh was nervous.
He walked stiffly with his hands clasped behind his back, and no matter what direction they turned, he was very careful to keep the scarred side of his face angled away.
It didn't seem like he was self-conscious, but after he had come to her and helped her shake off the remnants of her nightmares, he appeared to take pains to hide his imperfections.
Their conversation had been stilted, but Brennaugh acknowledged her curiosity and took her on a tour of the warship, answering all her questions, no matter how silly they probably seemed to him.
She wasn't sure how long they had been wandering, but it felt like a bit of a dream. 
He had shown her technological wonders, his piercing blue eyes warming with amusement and adoration when she expressed her amazement or asked questions about this system or that.
They ran out of things to talk about in regard to the warship, and eventually lapsed into this mildly awkward silence.
There was a connection there, Tara could feel it, an undeniable eagerness to be closer to him growing with intensity every time they touched.
Their arms would brush, his fingertips caressed her low back as he steered her through doorways, and the way he scowled and growled under his breath if a passing warrior's gaze lingered too long on her made her stomach churn with a mix of adrenaline and desire.
Who would have thought the possessive, bestial sounds of an alien would turn her on?
Tara looked up again and felt herself flush hotly as he caught her looking.
"Do you have family waiting for you on S1?" she asked, twisting her hands together in the soft skirt of the dress she had been given.
It struck her as odd, having worn greasy coveralls and hand-me-down uniforms all her life, how much she enjoyed the soft feel of a dress.
Brennaugh's hand moved to her waist, guiding her around a knot of warriors, up a narrow flight of stairs and through an open doorway to a small observation room.
It was spartan as far as furnishings. Only a long stretch of padded benches faced the window where stars flew by in streams of violet and blue.
"I am the oldest of six brothers, but only three yet live. 
"They reside with my mother and sire on S12, part of the garrison stationed there. And you?"
Again, Brennaugh angled himself beside her to give her his attention, yet at the same time kept the scarred side of his face turned away from her.
"I don't have anyone. Clary said your people have heightened senses, you can smell it when someone lies."
Brennaugh blinked at her change of subject, and for the first time Tara noticed his eyelashes were almost feminine in their length.
"She is correct. Have your parents passed on? Your siblings?"
Tara tilted her head and leaned around so she could see all of his face. 
She almost smiled in response to how still he went.
"I never met my parents. I wasn't even supposed to have been born in the first place, and I have no idea whether or not I have siblings.
" I'm not frightened or put off by your scars, you know. You don't have to hide them from me."
It was shocking to see this tall, hugely muscled alien commander of warships, blush. 
"I suppose I did not wish to overwhelm you."
"Overwhelm me?"
Brennaugh turned to face her, standing tall and proud, though there was a light of uncertainty still in his expression.
"I am a warrior, a commander of thousands who understand the sacrifices made in times of war and view scars as evidence of victory. 
"I have not been around females for... some time. I confess I am uncertain how to comport myself."
"You're doing just fine. Would it make you think differently of me to know I have scars of my own?"
"Of course not," he answered immediately, firmly. 
Tara smiled and pushed up her sleeve to show him the burn scars on her right forearm.
With hands twice the size of hers, Brennaugh cupped her arm in both hands, his thumbs brushing over the bright red web of raised lines that ran from the center of her palm all the way up to her elbow.
"What caused this?" he rasped hoarsely, like it pained him to think of her having been hurt.
"I was working on an electrical conduit. I kept dropping my tools and fumbling to get the sockets plugged into the right slots, because the gloves I was wearing made my hands clumsy.
“I took one off to grab hold of the control panel. Once I was revived, the doctors told me the amount of electricity that surged through me was the equivalent of a lightning strike."
Brennaugh gave a rumble of sound, allowing her to reach up and brush her fingertips along the worst of the scar tissue on his cheek.
"The scars aren't on my face, but they're just part of me. Evidence in the story of my life to say I survived. 
"Losing my home like I did, the nightmares I keep having about those aliens that attacked us, and then being introduced to another alien race?
"I'll be honest and confess I'm more than a little overwhelmed and afraid of all the changes, but I'm not afraid of you.
“I don't look at you and see something to fear or be disgusted by. 
"When Clary came to us and explained the whole mating thing and your request to try and find mates for the warriors under your command, I confess I was half-hoping no one would want me."
"Not want you? Why?" the enormous warrior guffawed incredulously.
Tara shrugged, compelled and unable to stop herself from moving closer, finding it difficult to keep the silly smile off her face when he pressed his hand against hers, holding her in place against his cheek.
"I'm so used to being alone, I have no idea how to be someone's wife. Mate."
Tara watched his pupils widen and elongate, a physical reaction to something she said—a very alien reaction—and caught her breath when he closed the final inches separating them.
Tara had to tilt her head back a little to keep her eyes on his face, but his arm around her waist supported her. 
Brennaugh put off heat like a furnace, warming her even as her body began to shiver with adrenaline-fueled excitement and uncertainty. 
"Make no mistake, I am elated you have not been claimed by another, but I am confused as to how a female such as you would ever have had to suffer being alone. 
"Why did you not know your parents? Why say you were not supposed to have been born?"
His bicep seemed made to fill her hand as she gripped hold, needing something to cling to. 
Arousal pumped through her, every beat of her heart heating her blood to a delicious boiling point.
"There were, ah, very strict rules on who could have children on board all of our ships. Population control for our finite resources," she began.
"Mm-hm."
"My mother was what we call a breeder. A woman who passed the testing protocols required to continue the human race. 
"I was told she and my father fell in love, but he hadn't been given breeding rights.
“When I was conceived, it was only the fact that my mother was high up on the hierarchy of breeders that she was allowed to carry me to term.
"My father was sterilized for his transgression, imprisoned until we came in proximity with another ship, then transferred.
“The same thing happened to me, and I was raised with a group of other children, but was always the one who wasn't supposed to be there.
“It was something made very clear to me at a young age, so I always felt like I was constantly trying to prove myself. Be a productive, necessary part of the crew.
"I didn't test high enough to be a breeder, so my worth was dependent on what I could do for the survival of the species. 
"It's why I decided to go into engineering, and later the pilot program.
“I wanted to be seen as valuable, not expendable, you know? I wasn't ever abused, my basic needs were met, but I didn't belong. It was just easier to be alone."
"I see." Brennaugh was quiet after that, pensively searching her face, rubbing a piece of her chin-length hair between his fingers. 
"I understand the changes that have occurred in so small a space of time requires a period of adjustment.
“I too have been alone for long enough to doubt I would ever be called by a mate. 
"It pleases me beyond measure to know my appearance does not cause you distress.
"It does not please me to know you have been suffering nightmares and overwhelming fears in regard to your new situation. 
"I do not know your mating customs, but if you agree, I would prefer it if from now on you share my quarters so I may be there when you struggle or fearfully wake in the night. I will make no demands on your person, I—"
Tara had never been so overcome with need or recklessness, the urge so strong she didn't bother to try and stop herself.
Tara rocked up on her toes to brush a tentative kiss across Brennaugh's generously full lips, but just as quickly her desire turned to embarrassment.
She felt like a complete idiot when he froze, his entire body turning to stone around her, but when she made to back up a step his arm firmed around her waist, keeping her up on her toes and mashed against him.
He brushed his nose up one side of hers, then the other, a rattling rumble vibrated from his chest to hers and breathless desire surged to life once again.
"I overheard one of my warriors making comment on this mating of mouths. He stated it appeared unpleasant."
"W-was it?" she stammered, wondering if his heightened senses found her scent or taste offensive.
Mortification and uncertainty crept up, but before Tara could get on a roll, he copied her kiss, nuzzling her almost. 
It was a little clumsy, and Tara found herself absolutely undone by the sweetness of it.
"Quite the opposite."
"So, uh, Sarazens don't kiss?" she ventured, trying again, finding his lips to be a perfect cushion for hers. 
Her arms crept around his wide shoulders, enjoying the way it made him give a shiver in turn.
"We do not. Is this your way of acquiescing to my request to share my quarters?" 
The formality of his question was so at odds with the lust roughened growl in his voice.
Tara found herself smiling so wide it hurt her cheeks, laughing a little as he lifted her a higher, so he didn't have to bend so far.
"I wasn't thinking of sharing your quarters, I just wanted to know what it was like to kiss you. 
"Will I be stuck in your room all day while you're working or whatever?"
"No," he promised, the stroke of his tongue across her bottom lip causing her insides to twist and tighten with want.
Tara had experimented with the horny boys in her class; she thought she knew what sex and getting physical with a guy was all about. 
That one lick was enough to alert her to the fact that she knew nothing.
"I am no longer an active commander. My time and attention belong solely to you in whatever way you desire."
"You've been retired?"
"I suppose that is an accurate description."
"Are you upset about that?"
For the first time, Brennaugh smiled at her. It transformed his entire face, made his scars disappear to her sight as all she saw was the sparkle of his gaze and the curve of his perfectly shaped unscarred lips. 
Devastating. He was devastatingly handsome, and apparently all hers.
"I have no regrets, my One. My service has been long, I have accomplished much and performed my duties to the very best of my ability, and now my duty is to you.
“To honor you, protect you, to be at your side as we explore all there is ahead of us. 
"You need not fear anything ever again, not as long as we are together. 
"I look forward to my future. Our future. You are not alone."


∆∆∆
 


Present...
"There have been four more reports of bombings throughout our major cities."
              The dull anger in Bryne's voice was plain, the scent of it acrid in the small suite.
It had been almost three months since she had come back from S4 with Brennaugh, and while his family were hot on the trail of the scientists who had assisted N'kara, there was little progress in capturing them.
As Brennaugh lay in his comatose state, the world around him was exploding with escalating violence.
Tara sighed heavily, her low back offering a twinge as she set aside the comb she had been using to brush Brennaugh's hair.
"Has Falken confirmed it's Brennaugh's strategies the Original Council are using?" Tara asked, even more tired than she was the day before.
With today's count, there had been fourteen bombing incidents. 
Two in the warship production facilities, four more in vital armories, Warship Ten and Thirteen suffered catastrophic damage, two training facilities, now major cities... so many lives lost.
It had only become apparent after the internal sabotage onboard Warship Thirteen that the Original Council was utilizing a strategy created by Brennaugh and known only to Tarek and Falken.
An attack sequence to destabilize the strength and unity of the pride. 
Their weakest points exploited, chaos created for a strategic and extremely hostile takeover to begin.
Brennaugh had created several such scenarios with the intent to seek out those weak spots, preparing for enemy invasions in order to prevent them, but his scenarios had involved attacks from outsiders.
Not their own people.
Things on S4 weren't much better, as one of the Na'ah queens had dropped a clutch of eggs and the dense jungle world was in danger of being overtaken by the monstrous serpents.
Constant combat with the venomous creatures was interfering with the search to find the memory crystal, but Brea, Vaughna, and their sons were relentless in their pursuit.
They sent updates when they could, but it had been weeks since their last transmission. 
Bryne and Hollen both were within earshot at all times, Ga'rae and Gwen came in daily to check on Brennaugh, and on her, so all Tara had to do was be with Brennaugh.
She was slowly losing her mind, and her hope.
Her body was changing so rapidly she could barely keep up. 
Her breasts were twice their normal size, her belly protruding just enough that it was difficult now to bend over or sit without it getting in the way.
Three months pregnant, and Tara looked like she was six months along. 
Clary was six months pregnant, and her body showed no outward signs of pregnancy at all.
Ga'rae confirmed the presence of only one heartbeat and had no explanation as of yet as to why Tara was so large, other than to say every female carried differently.
It was still uncertain whether or not the cub was feral, but due to the baby's growth rate alone, everyone was operating under the assumption it was.
Gwen was still working on the genetic angle of things, trying to find answers as to why feral babies were the way they were, but so far all she could determine was the presence of an abnormal amount of feline DNA. 
Every day it seemed things were getting worse, and not just with the prognosis of her baby's future as a crazed killer.
"Yes. My brother has a devious mind for strategy. He has had much practice trying to keep one step ahead of five younger brothers." 
The affection in Bryne's voice urged Tara to give a weak smile, picturing her larger than life mate as a young boy trying to escape a horde of curious little brothers who clearly worshipped him.
It was difficult to picture Brennaugh so young, her mind turning down another path to imagine her mate chasing after a chubby-legged little boy, laughing at their son's attempts to evade capture.
"Exploiting these weak points in our military infrastructure are smaller parts of a larger plan, of that I am certain." 
Bryne's confidence pulled Tara from her daydreams, back to stark, uncomfortable reality.
"Based on Brennaugh's projected patterns, Commander Falken and his mate are piecing together probable locations the council will target next. There are many, and the Asho is busy assigning assets to each.
“Unfortunately, Brennaugh would have accounted for that action. 
"Spreading resources too thin creates more weaknesses to exploit, more opportunities for conflict, continuing the cycle until victory is assured."
Tara frowned, a thought tickling the back of her mind. Her hands paused in braiding the long tail of her mate's hair.
"Six Claw."
"What?"
The knowledge hit her like a stray asteroid, nearly driving the breath from her. 
"I know what to do. Stars, I know what to do!"




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
"How could you possibly know all this?"
Tara shot a quick smile Cassie's way as she finished typing everything she knew about Brennaugh's plans, his protocols for a six-tiered attack on their territory into Cassie’s simulator.
It was a detailed plan on how to create chaos and terror in order to advance through the openings left in their security in the wake of several outstretched attacks, all for the end game of taking a key foothold.
An entire planet. One that would ensure control of the outlying security defenses, and essentially allow the enemy to take the Sarazen race hostage.
"After we arrived on Saraz, when the threat to the mated pairs came to light, Brennaugh shared his memories with me. 
"He ah, he said he wanted me to be prepared if for any reason I was ever without him."
Her smile died as a chill raced through her, cold enough to cause Tara to step back from the holo-board and rub her arms. 
"Almost like he had an instinct something would happen to him."
Cassie touched her arm in quiet support. "Well, he is a planner. And this... this is impressive. Frightening, but impressive."
Tara agreed, moving out of the way for Tarek and Falken to get a better view, watching the pride leader rub at his jaw, nodding slowly as his intense gaze tracked across the screen.
"Brennaugh was held in captivity for so short a time, I am optimistic this was the scientists’ goal. 
"They would not have had the opportunity to study Brennaugh's entire consciousness."
That was about the only positive in this whole scenario. If taking an entire planet had been the goal of the Original Council, if that's all they had been looking for in Brennaugh's memories, the rest of Saraz had lucked out.
"Interesting," Tarek commented. "Brennaugh's simulation suggests we do not respond to the bombings, save to evacuate the areas under attack."
Falken agreed with a grunt, his fingers flying to place strategic groupings of warriors here or there in the order Brennaugh suggested, stepping back with a huff.
"There will be casualties, but less than a third of our previously projected losses. With his patterns of attack and retreat made clearer, I see now where the end targets lie. S10, 13, or 15 are the most likely.
"10 has unlimited resources, 13 is strategically placed to be within range of our entire satellite network, 15 is the first planet an enemy would encounter and need to pass before making it to the inner ring of the system.
“If I were to make this choice, I would want to place my army on 15. It is the most heavily armored and the munitions alone—"
Tara let herself fade even farther into the background, her focus turning toward the days when Brennaugh had insisted she train with him. 
Insisted she memorize all the exit and escape routes off the planet and where to go in case of invasion.
He told her where she would be the safest, what to do if they were separated and she needed help for herself or others.
Every step of the way, he had made plans for his absence, and Tara had indulged him, thinking his overly cautious preparedness was cute. 
What a fool she had been for simply humoring her mate and going along with his teachings, sure she would never be alone.
How could she be alone, surrounded by fearsome warriors so technologically advanced? Warriors who lived for hundreds, if not thousands of years on lush, fertile worlds with no pollution or war between their people? 
She thought she would have had all the time in the world to be with Brennaugh.
Tara closed her eyes and fought to breathe, but instead of finding calm, there was something else. A presence.
~Bren?
He didn't answer, and in fact she felt nothing from his end of their bond except the phantom echo of his heartbeat to let her know he was alive. 
So what was that? It was a subtle filament of awareness. A thread of curiosity, reaching out from...
"Oh my god," she whispered.
"Tara? Is something wrong?" Cassie took her arm to steady her.
Unsure if she was feeling what she thought she was feeling, or if she was going nuts, Tara shook her head.
"No. I um, I'm just struggling to digest all this. You know? If you don't need me for anything else right now, I... I'll go back to the infirmary."
Tarek gave her a penetrating look, nodding after a moment. 
"Of course. Your assistance is much appreciated."
Outside the Asho's secure den, both Bryne and Hollen waited to escort her back to the infirmary. 
Tara was so focused on trying to reconcile herself to the truth of what she was feeling, she walked right past them and didn't hear Bryne call out to her.
Oblivious to her surroundings, Tara didn't stop walking until Bryne stepped in front of her and caught her by the shoulders to keep her from running into him.
She jolted out of her stupor and looked up at him, trying to alleviate the concern plain on his austere features, but it was difficult to form words.
"F-fine. I'm fine. I... I need to... Gwen. I need Gwen." She must have touched her stomach, because the next thing she knew Bryne had swept her off her feet and Hollen was running ahead of them to clear the way. 
Tara was under a scanner faster than she could blink, and while everyone's instinct around her was to panic and jump to deathly conclusions, Tara lay quietly and did her best to keep hold of the small, tiny bond of the most unexpected kind.
"Alright, alright, settle on down now. All y'all out. Scoot! She asked to speak to me, not a bunch of hovering worrywarts."
Tara wanted to laugh at the way the short doctor managed to herd and harangue the towering warriors—including her own mate—out of the room. 
Once the door shut, Tara pushed her way into a sitting position.
"Hon, you're making the men-folk freak out. What's going on?" Gwen asked brusquely.
Tara opened and closed her mouth a few times before summoning the power to form words,
"You've been collecting all the research there is on feral infants, right?"
Gwen's brows drew together in an uncertain frown. "Every waking moment I have."
"Did any of the other mothers uh... say they could sense the baby? Feel it?" Tara ventured, sure what she was about to ask was insane.
"Like the weight of it growing?"
"No. Like... feelings, sensations, emotions?"
Gwen blinked at her so rapidly Tara expected to feel a breeze on her face. 
"You're talking about a telepathic bond between you and the baby?"
Tara nodded, looking down to the protrusion of her belly, pressing her hand to the full curve, still able to sense awareness.
"Yeah. It's crazy, but it's like a radio on in another room. I can hear the sound of a voice—not words—but enough to say she's curious, aware in there."
Gwen was silent, looking at her with her tongue stuck in her cheek, her eyes narrowed thoughtfully.
"She? What makes you think it's a girl?"
Tara found herself grinning stupidly, rubbing the taut skin shielding the baby as every corner of her being radiated with joy.
"It is, right?"
Gwen tilted her head at the scanning equipment. 
"Got the results just now. You're telling me at three months old, there's enough awareness from the little bean for you to know it's female, and sense her presence? For her to sense yours in-utero?"
"I think so?"
"Amazing," was Gwen's immediate response. 
"And no, none of the other mothers made any such reports about sensing their cubs. 
"I was certain a hybrid feral cub would be different from the others, but not like this. Does it... she feel violent in any way?"
Tara turned her thoughts inward, imagining the consciousness, awareness, her baby's presence to be like a candle flame. 
Small, but strong in the darkness of her womb. Curiosity and warmth, interest in Tara's acknowledgment and her silent whispers of hello.
"No. It's just... warm."
Gwen harrumphed a sound of satisfaction and went to her datatab to make some notations. "Good."
"Is it?"
"Hell yes! Your pregnancy is unique because you're a hybrid, and even more so because you've carried this far into term. 
"By human standards, you're in your first trimester, not out of the woods entirely, but apparently by the Sarazen calendar if you were going to miscarry, it would have happened already.
"Everyone is so concerned about your kiddo being born with nothing but the desire to kill, but if she has a direct line to you, curiosity about who you are, maybe we can get a head start on teaching her right from wrong. 
"I think it might be a good idea for you to spend some time uh... communing with her."
"Yeah. A good idea," Tara repeated softly, fascinated by the push of energy against her hands. 
How strange that even with all the physical changes her body had been through, her pregnancy hadn't become a reality until just now.
She carefully hopped off the table, managing a goodbye for Gwen, absently waving away the concerns of the waiting warriors.
~You can't see him, but your Uncle Bryne is here, and our friend, Hollen. You'll like them. Let's go visit your daddy, huh? He's sleeping right now, but I know he can hear us.
Tara shut the door to their small private room where Brennaugh lay on a wide platform, tubes coming and going from the major veins in his throat.
She hiked up the hem of her dress and crawled up to lay beside him, resting her arm over his waist and her cheek to his chest, closing her eyes while Tara opened her mind to the little spark of life inside her and told her stories about her father. About herself.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Another month passed, and every day Tara grew more and more certain there was absolutely nothing wrong with her baby. She meditated for hours, creating mental space for she and the cub to play and learn together.
Tara could so clearly see the image of a tiny little girl with dark curls and vibrant cobalt blue eyes and hear her giggles of innocent laughter.
She was different in the way Tristan and Lyrala were different, so very aware and mentally present, but the hint of wildness was there too.
Not psychotic or violent, certainly more primal, more animalistic in nature, but nothing that would ever cause Tara to believe she was carrying a monster.
Tara hadn't been able to give the baby a name yet, doing her best to explain to a fetus that Brennaugh should have some say in naming their cub.
It seemed the growing kiddo was content with being called Sweet Girl for now, her awareness and understanding increasing with each passing day.
The baby didn't communicate in words. It was hard to describe it, but Tara would speak to her, and feel or hear sensations and emotions in return.
The baby's happiness felt like little bubbles on the inside of Tara’s belly. A tickle that made Tara smile so wide it hurt.
Curiosity felt like a tingle in her fingers or a prickling at her nape.
Sometimes Tara felt the baby's frustration at being confined, but all she did was kick and swim circles around Tara's womb.
As fascinated as Tara was by the baby's purrs, Gwen began recording them during their daily scans.
But even as the bond between mother and baby grew, the absence of Brennaugh in that same space was also growing. 
Tarek said as long as she was carrying her sweet girl, the likelihood of mate sickness was low, but what had begun as a dark hole in her heart, now felt like a gaping chasm spanned by the most delicate of bridges.
Tara couldn't stay warm even with the added heat of growing a cub, no matter how much she ate she never felt full, and hope that Brennaugh's family would find the missing scientists and Brennaugh's consciousness was getting harder to hold onto.
Every day Tara sat beside Brennaugh, pressing his palm to her ever-growing bump, hoping even in his comatose state he could feel the lively kicks and swirls of their sweet girl. 
Hoping the quick spikes in his brain activity meant he felt it and was responding.
Today Tara lay on the scanning table, her belly bare to the room while she watched the live play image of her cub, tucked up just beneath the skin. 
How anyone could look at that tiny little thing and think it could come out a murderous animal defied all logic.
"Physically, she's in perfect health." Gwen was smiling, taking notes while she studied the screen. “Cassie and Clary both carried for a little over thirteen months, though typical human gestation is only thirty-eight to forty weeks.
“You, my friend, are at eighteen weeks, and at the current rate, I'd put your delivery maybe, maybe twenty weeks at the latest."
Clary grunted, giving both Tara and Gwen a baleful look. Clary had been at every appointment and scan, holding Tara’s hand, standing where Brennaugh ought to have been, making time every day just for her.
Tara wasn't sure she'd ever loved or hated anyone in quite the way she did Clary. 
There was not a single part of Tara that wasn't one hundred percent thankful for Clary's friendship, her support, but every time the pride leader stepped up beside her and smiled with eagerness to hear the progress of Tara's pregnancy, Tara hated her.
She hated that it was Clary, and not Brennaugh.
"That's just not fair. I hate you a little bit right now," Clary told her with a shake of her head. Now nine months into her pregnancy, Clary’s belly had finally gotten bigger.
She was working on another daughter, and if her pregnancy went anything like last time, Clary was a few weeks away from rapid expansion.
Tara's laugh was forced, which made the baby give a sleepy yawn and roll over, throwing out a leg like she was giving a kick of protest for being so rudely disturbed. 
"I'd carry her for another year if it would make everyone else stop looking at us with such disgust."
"Give me names and I'll hand you back eyeballs," Clary growled, the power of her beast rolling across Tara's skin with a tangible caress of heat.
"Ooh, do that again! Look!" Gwen bounced with excitement, pointing at the screen to show where the baby had done a somersault and was pressing both hands up against Tara's womb, like she was reaching out to try and touch Clary's beast.
Clary grinned, her anger gone in a blink. She bent closer to Tara's protruding belly and gave a soft little rumble. A feline hello.
~That's auntie Clary. Can you hear her, sweet girl?
The amniotic fluid surrounding the baby vibrated with her answering sounds, happy sounds.
Clary hummed and took a breath to say something, but her eyes took on a faraway look, and seconds later her shoulders slumped as she smiled in relief and moved to rest her forehead on Tara's.
"Vaughna just made contact. They found the disk. They're on their way back with it now."
Tara didn't realize she'd started to cry until Clary helped her sit up and held on through the storm. 
Tara cried even harder when she felt the baby reach out, trying to soothe Tara with a baby purr of wary curiosity, offering comfort in the only way she knew how.
~It's alright, sweet girl. Daddy's coming home.


∆∆∆
 


Even drugged into a coma, Brennaugh looked so serious. 
Tara lay with her cheek pillowed on her arm, having spent so much time studying his face she could have described him perfectly. 
Every detail.
She traced her fingertip over the chiseled shape of his lips, the nearly heart-shaped peak of his upper lip, the plump lower curve.
There were dark shadows beneath the black fringe of his lashes, his hair grown long enough his braid now touched his waist, the bright lights of the med bay caught the hints of red amongst the black strands.
They were pumping him full of nutrient-rich food, and still he'd lost weight. 
What little fat he'd had on him was gone, revealing nothing but the hard-packed muscle beneath.
Tara washed his hair, used a washrag and enzyme to bathe him after Gwen removed the feeding tubes and catheters.
Bryne had been the only other one to help her, both of them knowing a proud warrior like Brennaugh would hate to be so exposed and vulnerable to anyone else's assistance.
It felt like weeks had passed since Clary told her Brea and Vaughna were on their way back with the crystal instead of only a day.
Cassie and Falken were waiting to make sure the data on the crystal was uncorrupted, that they had all the necessary components of the modified system to ensure returning Brennaugh's consciousness wouldn't harm him further.
Tara was so caught up in staring she didn't hear Brea arrive.
If her sweet girl hadn't suddenly flooded their unique bond with warning and distrust, Tara would have gotten up to go hug her mother-in-law and tearfully thank her for everything she'd done to get the crystal back.
Tara stared at the imposing figure standing on the opposite side of the bed, watching Brea's fingers clench into fists before relaxing, her gaze softening with a mother's love as she stared at her son.
"His hair has grown."
"It has," Tara agreed neutrally, calling on her beast to help conceal her scent, to rise just enough to heighten Tara's senses, but not make herself known.
Tara felt the unfurling of the animal, the rapt attention she paid to every word and movement Brea made, testing her scent for whatever had so disturbed the baby.
Brea's gold leonine eyes flicked her up and down almost dismissively, her brow arching even as her lips tightened with obvious disapproval.
"So have you."
"Yes. Thank you, for everything you did to get him back."
"He's my son, I'll do anything for him. Can you say the same?" Brea challenged, not giving Tara an opportunity to answer, glancing at Tara’s belly with a curl of her lip.
Brea was careful, but her feelings were strong enough that she couldn't completely hide the scent of them. 
She couldn't conceal the distaste that colored her tone or the way it flashed across her eyes.
"You think you know him? You think he'll open his arms and joyfully accept the cub? Be glad you've allowed that thing to grow inside you?
“He won't. He'll be horrified, blame himself, and once he's able to swallow the shame, he'll be furious you've so willfully risked your life for a feral beast."
Tara sucked in a slow, unsteady breath, silently murmuring every word of love and adoration she knew to the little one tucked beneath her heart.
There wasn't anything she could say to make Brea believe the baby was different, but not in the way she thought. 
Quite frankly, Tara wouldn't have wasted the breath to do so anyway.
Brea made her opinions clear, and even if Brennaugh woke up and begged her, Tara had no plans to ever let Brea within touching distance of the baby.
"Well, that's my problem then, isn't it?" Tara murmured calmly, relying on the strength of her beast to get her from this moment to the next.
Brea shook her head with an incredulous glare. 
"How can you be so selfish?"
"Commander?" Hollen called from the doorway, his expression blank as a fresh sheet of paper, his gaze calm and steady.
Hollen knew all about how special the pregnancy was. Just how un-feral her sweet girl was. 
The baby liked the sound of his voice, settling with a testy little rumble that made Tara smile.
"I'm fine, Hollen. Please see Brea out and keep the family away. Brennaugh will ask for them when he's ready. 
"I don't want to be disturbed until Commander Falken is ready to begin the reversal."
"Understood, Commander."
It gave Tara a perverse sense of pleasure to see the way Brea's eyes widened in shock, narrowing just as fast in anger.
"How dare you!"
Tara flicked her tears off her cheeks and turned away, giving her back to her mate's irate mother without saying another word. 
Brea spit and hissed at Hollen, cursing him, cursing her, but Hollen got her out and firmly shut the door behind him.
Tara rubbed circles over her belly, cooing softly to her sweet girl until she settled. 
Tara pulled Brennaugh's hand down to rest on her stomach, and it felt as though their baby moved forward to curl against it.
~Everything is alright now. It's alright.
But it wasn't. Everything Brea had said was the verbal manifestation of Tara's darkest fears. 
Tara wanted to believe with every fiber of her being that Brennaugh would understand, that he would listen to her, to Gwen when they told him nothing was wrong with their baby. She would be different, unique, more primal than most, but not a monster.
Yet the fact Brea had been able to speak exactly to the same fears Tara harbored, to the reactions Brea believed Brennaugh would have... she was terrified.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
It was the most offensive smell in the world, waking up to the lingering scent of his mate's fear. He felt so weak, his limbs heavy, unresponsive to his command that he move, that he find her, protect her.
He could feel Tara, the heat of her skin on his, her tiny fingers wrapped around his, trembling. 
Brennaugh could barely get his eyes open, welcoming the thrust of his beast as it came forward in an effort to help him.
~Bren? Can you hear me?
The brush of her thoughts against his was indescribably sweet. A warm caress in the most intimate of places.
~I'll always hear you, my heart. I can't move—I can't help you. Are you hurt?
The sound of her soft sob was distorted, her voice so far away, saying something to someone else close by. 
Why was she crying?
His beast threw himself at the fleshy prison keeping him from emerging, so hard Brennaugh wondered why his body didn't jerk in reaction.
He could breathe, he could smell the different scents of eight others, three males, and five females close by. Far too close.
~I'm not hurt, you're alright. You're home with me in medical. You've been in a coma, baby. Gwen is going to give you a stimulant to make you feel better.
I need you to breathe for
me, just take a deep breath. Ga'rae is here, Tarek, Falken, Gwen, and Clary. 
No one is going to hurt us. We're safe. We're not in danger. Just breathe for me. I'm right here.
Brennaugh felt a pinch at his throat, a surge of adrenaline and the weakness pervading his limbs faded away in an instant.
He opened his eyes, blinking at the pain the harsh lights caused, squinting to try and minimize the ache.
If not for Tara's hand tightening on his, Brennaugh would have lashed out at the shadow that loomed over him, momentarily blocking the light.
"Welcome back, Commander. You've been sorely missed." Ga'rae. Not the first thing he wanted to see when he opened his eyes.
Brennaugh turned his head, and there she was. Pale, tears on her cheeks, biting down on her lip so hard the succulent swell blanched of blood.
Ga'rae took his vitals, asked him questions, his full name, where he was born, the names of his parents and siblings, his age, the last thing he could remember.
"My mate, ordering me to come home to her." Fresh tears spilled down Tara's cheeks, smiling at him wide enough to show her petite little fangs.
"What happened?"
"We will discuss that at a later time," Tarek ordered firmly. "You need a moment alone with Tara. Do you need help sitting up?"
Did he? Whatever Gwen had given him gave him strength enough it seemed, but the blood rushed strangely through him when he sat up.
A dizzying surge that made Brennaugh shake his head, rubbing at his chest as he struggled to swallow the urge to vomit.
Ga'rae immediately demanded an explanation, and after giving it, Brennaugh scowled at the second injection given to him.
Cat's Teeth, he hated those damn pressure injectors, but the woozy feeling faded and he was able to breathe normally.
There was someone else in the room, the scent of two other females, but when he looked around at the smiling, relieved faces, he saw only three females when there should have been five.
"We'll be just outside, alright?" Clary said to Tara, getting a nod from her though Tara never took her eyes off him.
Everyone quickly filed out, the door shut, but that scent lingered, strengthened without so many others to muddy it, and Brennaugh finally realized what it was.
A lump formed in his throat, preventing him from speaking aloud. 
He reached for her, pulling Tara into his lap, wrapping his arm around her as he palmed the enormous swell of her belly.
Tara was crying in earnest now, clinging to him with a desperation that tore at his soul.
~How long have I been asleep? Were you... did I leave you behind without knowing?
~I'll tell you everything in a minute. Please just hold me. Don't let go. Please don't let go.
~Never. I'll never let you go. Brennaugh rocked her gently, his mind spinning with so many questions, his heart overflowing with so much love he could barely breathe for it.
He wanted to know everything, but the feel of his beloved mate so tightly clinging to him, holding on so hard she trembled, he worried she was going to hurt herself.
He didn't know what to do, what the circumstances that had led him to be in a coma were, but obviously she'd been here waiting, alone without his touch.
Brennaugh caught her quivering lips in a desperate kiss, feeling her need, the soul-deep ache he wasn't sure he had the power to soothe.
He devoured the keening moan she gave him, kissing her over and over, until the world fell away and there was only the two of them.
He couldn't withhold the joyful gasping laugh when he felt a powerful series of thumps to his belly. A reminder they were three now, not two.
Tara grunted as though the wind was driven from her, pulling his hand from her hair to the taut curve where their cub was so actively making her presence known.
"I held your hand here, every day." Tara whispered, smiling against his mouth at his strangled sound of wonder when he felt two tiny little hands press back against his, separated only by Tara's skin. "As soon as she started moving, she'd do that. Put a hand or a foot up and press until she could feel you."
"How long?" he croaked.
Tara nuzzled at him, sniffling softly. "Almost six months."
"Six months? But you're so..." he caught himself before saying the fatal words, but Tara laughed.
"Huge? I know. The pregnancy is different, but nothing is wrong. 
"Gwen's had me under a scanner every day, and everything is as it should be."
Brennaugh frowned at the fierceness to her quickly spoken words, as though Tara was daring him to contradict her or argue.
He reached out to her through their bond, flooding her with everything he was feeling. 
His joy, the sorrow he felt for having missed one single moment of watching their cub grow within her, his unwavering love, his shock and utter amazement, and his confusion.
Brennaugh intended to reassure her, but the muffled sound of raised voices outside the door interrupted what he would have said.
"Is that my mother?"
To his surprise, Brennaugh felt Tara's immediate panic, the swell of fear and fury, the powerful scent of her beast rising to the forefront.
Before he could demand to know why his mate was so disturbed by the mere sound of his mother's voice, the door crashed open and he looked up to find the near crazed expression Brea wore.
He immediately assumed she had been compromised by the enemy, an implant put in her brain commanding her to attack.
"Brea, don't!" His sire commanded, a harshness to his voice Brennaugh had never heard, but his mother was undeterred.
"It's feral! It's a feral cub and your stupid mate is too weak to do what needs to be done!"
Tara flinched as though slapped, and in an instant, Brennaugh felt as though he'd awoken to a nightmare.
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Brennaugh's body, which had moved to immediately shield her from attack, turned to stone around her. 
The scent of his shock was unmistakable, as was his horror, his shame.
Tara squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she hadn't been so weak as to need those few moments of his arms around her before she got the chance to explain. 
To convince him there was nothing wrong with their baby, but Brea was damn determined to ruin everything.
Vaughna snarled his mate's name in reprimand, but the bell could not be un-rung.
Brennaugh's arms went from protectively cradling her to gripping her arms, the mix of disgust and shock on his face so terrible Tara could barely breathe.
Clearly devastated, he searched her face, looking for any signs to contradict his mother's cruel accusations, but he didn't give her a chance to explain.
"Tell me it's not true," he rasped.
Tara forced the air into her lungs, but again, Brea seemed intent on speaking for her. 
"She can't. We tried to tell her, we all tried. She won't listen! Insists on some fantasy that her bastardized hybrid blood will somehow magically cure the monstrosity she carries—"
The crack of skin meeting skin was so loud Tara flinched. Clary, bless her, had just slapped the shit out of Brea.
"Get out. Now."
The push of the pride leader's beast, the alpha female rising to demand submission, was what finally shut Brea up and made her leave.
The door closed and they were alone again, but the damage was done. 
Brennaugh looked at her, and the joy he'd shared with her at the press of their baby's hands against his was gone, replaced by absolute repugnance.
"Tell me."
Tara told him about going to S4 with Hollen, the lab, using herself as bait to get him in the cage, their journey back, how the scientists had pulled everything from his mind and downloaded it, the jail cells, and when she came to the part about their wild coupling as beasts, he let her go with a wounded sound of agony, pacing away from her with his fingers laced behind his head, his face wet with tears.
"Gwen has taken scans, blood, every day. There's nothing wrong with her, Brennaugh. I swear to you, there's nothing wrong."
He gave no indication that he heard her, staring at the wall with the most haunted look on his face, silent until she touched his arm and he jerked as though struck.
Brennaugh turned to her, the fierceness of his sudden determination making her go cold. 
He took her face in his hands, bending over her, giving her nowhere to look but the blazing depths of his eyes.
"I wish you would have listened to my mother, my heart. Gods, I do," he half groaned, and all hope Tara had that he would stand by her, believe in her, shattered. 
"No matter what you believe, what you think you feel, you're wrong.
“To birth that thing inside you will kill you. It has no thought, no reason, and when it's time it will shred its way out so violently your body won't have time to heal.
"I love you more than my own life, and I know why you waited, I do. I love you for it, Tara, and I'm so sorry. 
"I'm so sorry for doing this to you, but you cannot keep this cub. I won't allow it. I will not lose you.
“We will have other cubs. As many as you want. As many as I can give you, but I will not lose you to this. I won't. Do you understand me?"
Tara nodded, glad her body had gone numb so she couldn't feel the way her heart was disintegrating in her chest.
"I understand. You are your mother's son."
Brennaugh's face twisted in a confused, angry scowl. 
"What does that mean?"
She ignored his demand and dug deep for the strength she needed to protect the loving, thinking, feeling little monster who was so confused by the angry sounds of her father’s voice.
Tara reached up and curled her fingers around Brennaugh’s wrists, holding on to steady herself.
"Will you have Hollen help hold me down so you can strap me to a medical table?" Shock chased across Brennaugh's face at her calm, rational question. 
"Will you force me to hold still so Ga'rae can sedate me? So Gwen can cut me open and dispose of our shameful little problem?"
"Tara," her mate's absolute horror flavored the sound of her name, "I would never force you—"
"You'll have to. It's the only way I'll ever give up our daughter."
"I'm not cutting you open unless it's to do a C-section!" Gwen shouted belligerently from outside.
Even when Brennaugh snatched her up and gave her a gentle shake, even when he roared in her face, all Tara felt was the growing power of her conviction, and the dismal ache brought on by the fury and disgust pumping through his veins like poison.
"You'll die, Tara!"
Tears hovered, burning their way up her throat, because she knew how much he loved her. 
From the very beginning, before the blood transfusion that had made her a hybrid, their bond had been so strong.
It's what hurt the most, that from one moment to the next, Brennaugh would so quickly doubt her. 
Leave her alone to face the condemnation of everyone who thought their baby was a monster.
In her heart, Tara knew eventually he would understand. He would be glad for Tara's refusal to give in to fear and the opinions of others.
She searched his face, stubbornly holding onto that knowledge. 
That hope, but there was no way to forget this bitter, heartbroken feeling of disappointment and loneliness, because eventually felt too far away.
"You're everything, Brennaugh. My everything. I would never put myself in a situation where I was forced to lose you." 
She carefully extricated herself from his bruising grip and made it to the door before he responded.
"Where are you going?"
"To lie down. I've been in that chair beside you for the past six months and my back's starting to hurt. 
"When you're ready to listen instead of blindly reacting, I'll be ready."
Tara didn't hurry out of the private room, and she didn't hide the exhaustion she felt. 
She closed the door with a soft click and turned around to see everyone, Brennaugh's family, the condemnation still rigidly stamped on Brea's face, the concerned frowns of Clary and Gwen, the careful neutrality of the others.
"I told you!" Brea seethed. "I told you what would happen!"
Tara let herself nod dully. "Yes. You did. You're right, you're his mother and you know him better than I ever will. Happy?" 
Brea startled a little at the lack of reaction, and Tara couldn't help the petty spurt of sarcasm.
"Well, go on. You were in such a rush to tell your son what a terrible, stupid fool I am. My apologies for standing in your way. Have at it."
"Tara—" Gwen stopped when Tara shook her head, not able to take compassionate words from anyone right now. They'd all heard everything.
"I'm fine," she told the medic, turning her attention then to where Clary and Tarek stood hand in hand. 
Clary still looked pissed on Tara's behalf, and as usual, Tarek was a picture of neutrality. 
"You told me you would stand by me, come what may."
The pride ruler's leonine eyes narrowed just a fraction before he answered. 
Tara knew Clary had been keeping her mate apprised of every single detail regarding Tara's ‘dangerous’ pregnancy.
He had all the information, but from the too bright smiles Clary had been giving her for the past few months, Tarek didn't believe Tara was going to live through this.
"I did," the Asho stated.
"And of course we will," Clary finished, glaring firmly up at him.
"Thank you. I'll see you in the morning for our scan, Gwen." 
With what dignity she had left, Tara left the infirmary and began the climb up to her quarters.
It was slow going, and not just because she felt like she'd left her heart lying on the floor at Brennaugh's feet. 
She hadn't been lying. Her back hurt, her feet were swollen to the point where Tara could feel the fluid sloshing back and forth along the tops of her feet, and the only thing that kept her from falling apart was the gentle vibration happening in her belly. 
Her sweet girl, doing what she could to comfort Tara with her tiny purrs.
~It's alright, sweetheart. Just a little bump in the road. We're going to be just fine.
It was the most difficult thing in the world not to give into despair. 
Not to share it with the baby, or project how upset Tara was by Brennaugh's rejection.
"Do you require assistance?"
Tara nearly lost her balance, startled by the voice at her elbow. 
Hollen steadied her when she weaved a little on the stairs, only having made it three steps up before she'd had to stop.
The austere warrior stood there now as he had been every day now for months, always the picture of propriety, never stepping past the boundaries of a respectful soldier taking his duty seriously.
"He's awake now, Hollen. My time as interim commander is over." Tara meant for it to sound teasing, but her heart wasn't in it and all she managed was a weak smile.
Hollen merely blinked. "Commander Brennaugh’s state of wakefulness has no bearing on my presence. I was given the honor of seeing to your care and safety.
“Your gait is stiff and unsteady, and there are eighty-three stairs between here and your quarters. May I assist you?"
Tara looked up at the length of stairs and sighed. "Eighty-three stairs, you say?"
"Yes."
She felt so heavy, so downtrodden and tired, Tara wasn't sure she'd make it even one more step. "Your assistance would be most appreciated."
Tara was in fact so tired her beast didn't give even a token curl of her lip in protest when Hollen picked her up and carried her like a child up two flights of stairs and down the long corridor.
As he had the few times she had come up here to get a change of clothes or something to make herself more comfortable, Hollen left her at the door and did a walkthrough of the room to ensure no one was lurking inside.
He gave the all clear and paused beside her, searching her face briefly before he asked the question Tara had hoped no one would ask.
"Are you alright?"
The tears she had so far kept at bay pushed even harder, brimming at the edge of her lashes, blurring her vision as she shook her head. 
"You've never said anything, you know. Everyone else seems to have an opinion about my pregnancy, but you've kept yours to yourself."
It shouldn't matter to her what Hollen thought, but he'd been there, one step behind her this whole time, taking care of her in Brennaugh's stead, protecting her, making sure she remembered to eat the food he brought.
It was likely Tara's mother had many other children, maybe even some before Tara had come along. 
In many of her fantasies, wondering about the family she would never know, lately Hollen had taken on the role of an older brother.
"It is not my place to have an opinion, Tara," Hollen told her in his calm, aloof voice. 
Nothing ruffled him, or if it did, Hollen was a master of his expression and emotions.
It was rare for him to put off a scent to betray his emotional state, and the few times Tara had been able to catch a hint of anything, it had been the tiniest amount of anger or frustration.
He was the calm eye when storms raged around him, and she remembered Brennaugh telling her it was one of the key factors that would someday land Hollen a post as a commander of his own warship. 
Or of an entire planetary garrison if he so chose, and yet here he was, taking care of her.
Yes. His opinion mattered.
"Maybe not, but I'd still like to know what you think."
Hollen looked straight ahead into the corridor without any outward expression at all, and for a moment Tara was afraid his silence was his answer. 
But then he turned his head and looked down at her, his shoulders back, his hands clasped smartly behind him, and Tara held her breath, waiting.
"I am concerned for you, but I believe in your conviction. I meant what I said the day we landed on S4. 
"I hope someday to be blessed with a mate so devoted to me, as you are to Brennaugh."
Tara bit down on her lip to stem its tremble, swiping at the trickle of tears that fell freely down her cheeks.
"Thank you, Hollen. Could you do something for me?"
The warrior at her door answered without hesitation. "Of course."
"Without getting yourself in trouble, I would appreciate it if you would ensure Brea stays far, far away from me now and in the future."
Hollen gave a smart nod. "You will neither see nor hear her ever again. The rest of the commander's family?"
Tara sniffled as the last of her energy began to fade, leaving her aching to lie down.
"Bryne is always welcome, the others..." she sighed wearily and shook her head. "For now, I only want people around me who believe in me. Clary. Gwen. Andi."
Neither of them gave voice to which list Brennaugh would be on, but then Hollen had no doubt been among the mortifying group who heard Brennaugh's callous words.
"It shall be so. Thain will come to relieve me in six hours. I will pass on your request. You will rest undisturbed tonight."
Tara murmured her thanks again and shut the door. It felt like it took her an entire year to shuffle to the bed, feeling bloated and awkward as she lay down and tried to find a comfortable way to stretch out.
The tears came in a steady trickle now, but she was too worn out to sob, just lying there soaking her pillow without any will to stop.
There was nothing more Tara wanted than to lie here with her mate, once again wrapped in his arms, feeling the vibrant hum of their bond soaking into her soul. 
But Tara couldn't allow her sweet girl to feel the harsh slap of Brennaugh's disgust and fear any more than she already had.
Her baby would have enough heartache growing up with the stigma of her conception and she would need both her parents to love and support her through what would be moments of terrible pain.
Until Brennaugh could see his daughter as a physical manifestation of the love he felt for her mother, proof they had survived through something meant to bring them low, a precious gift, and not a monster?
Tara couldn't allow him anywhere near the baby. She couldn't allow anyone close who didn't believe there was hope for her baby's future other than blood and death.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Brennaugh faced the doors of his own quarters, staring at the sealed portal while his mother's recriminations rang like a klaxon across his thoughts.
After Tara left the infirmary, his mother spent what felt like hours blaming Tara, telling him all the ways she had tried to spare him from this, to convince Tara the thing inside her was a monster.
His mother called his beloved mate a fool, a stupid, selfish fool and promised him she would do whatever she had to now to help him.
Not even when his skin was melting from the acidic venom spat at him by a Na'ah queen had Brennaugh known such pain.
He tried to recall a moment in his life when he had been so overcome by fear that he could taste it, only it wasn't a memory of the past that he imagined, but visions of the future.
Visions of Tara's beautiful face contorted in pain, splattered with blood, her eyes staring sightlessly up at him from a medical table, torn to shreds by the creature crouched in the ruin of what had once been her belly.
Ga'rae attempted to give Brennaugh a more detailed explanation of what had happened to him during his capture, and as much as Brennaugh had been able to focus, he understood his beast had resorted to a state similar to bloodlust due to N’kara’s machinations, and the only reason he had left S4 alive was due to Tara's bravery.
Brennaugh understood neither he or his mate were to blame for the events that had occurred after, but it changed nothing.
They had come together as beasts, and the shame of it was so great, part of him was glad Tara had closed herself off from their bond.
With the ore-strapped door separating them, Brennaugh felt nothing from her. 
No emotions, no stray thoughts. He couldn't see through her eyes or feel the constant hum of her presence inside him.
It was as though he had already lost her, the grief insidiously worming its way past Brennaugh's fear and fury.
Hollen, the only male Brennaugh had deemed worthy enough to protect Tara in his stead, stood at attention not far away. 
Close enough that Brennaugh could have ripped his throat out, and the urge to do just that was so strong he had to curl his fingers into tight fists. 
The pain of his claws tearing into his palms barely registered.
"I trusted you to keep her safe."
"I have performed my duty to the best of my ability, Commander," Hollen reported stiffly, his gaze fixated on a point across the hall.
Brennaugh took a step toward the younger male before he could stop himself, so dangerously close to losing control he idly wondered if perhaps there was part of his consciousness still missing. 
Or was it a part of his heart that was absent?
"Then clearly I was mistaken to have entrusted you with so important a task."
Hollen took a deep breath, a muscle in his jaw visibly ticking. "When your mate insisted on traveling to S4 to rescue you, sir, I ran through several different scenarios to keep your mate within the fortress, certain it would be your order that she remain here while your warriors dealt with the threat of the Na'ah before re-acquiring you.
"I admit there were ways I could have kept her from going to S4. I could have physically restrained her. Rendered her unconscious via sedatives. Perhaps locked her in your quarters.
“However, having taken the state your beast was in into consideration, your mate was quite clear the only way you would allow yourself to be captured without her assistance was if you were dead.
“If she had died from mate sickness as a result, I would have failed my duty to her, sir. 
"I felt the wiser course of action was to surround her with as much protection as possible and follow her lead.
"As for her current state, sir, I had heard stories of the stubbornness of human females from the other warriors in the citadel, but until you placed me in charge of your mate's personal guard, I hadn't witnessed it firsthand.
“I saw the wisdom in the Asho'na's decree that nothing be decided until you were revived, but struggled with my own uncertainties as your mate insisted there was nothing wrong with her cub.
"I was there each morning when she received a full body scan to assess her health, prepared to end the pregnancy myself at the slightest indication of anything remotely abnormal.
“I confess the idea of harming your mate in any way was so abhorrent, I was grateful to hear Ga'rae's disappointment when nothing was found to indicate the cub was behaving as a typical feral should be, sir.
"By your reaction earlier, I see now I was mistaken. I should have kept Tara from going to S4 by any means necessary. 
"I should have also ignored her wishes and kept her from you when she insisted on remaining with you in the cells beneath the fortress.
“I may have died in the attempt, but I should have ended her pregnancy before she even realized it had happened. 
"Or perhaps I should have done as your mother commanded me to, and given your mate this vial of ixium."
Hollen pulled a glass vial no bigger than his thumb from a pouch on his belt, staring at it as though the clear liquid held an answer to his confusion. 
"I wondered for some time, why she gave me this vial and not your brother, Bryne.
“He had just as much access as I did, perhaps more than I, and was more likely to have obeyed his mother. 
"Whatever the reason, it did not seem wise to give Tara a poison I did not know the exact concentration of."
Brennaugh had been revived a mere two hours ago, and in that small space of time received one horrific shock after the other.
He stood there in the hall, off-kilter from the stimulants Ga'rae had given him, terrified, horrified, furious, filled with shame and remorse, surrounded by pride and family—half of which insisted Tara was to blame for her perceived weakness, the other half silently standing in judgment in regards to Brennaugh's reaction—and as he took the vial of poison from Hollen, he admitted to himself it was too much. More than he could bear.
But behind the closed doors of his quarters, his mate carried double the weight. 
Figuratively and literally, Tara had shouldered the burden of all he was feeling now, for months. 
Alone.
His hand was on the latch when Hollen spoke. "I understand I have failed my duties and betrayed your trust, sir. 
"I accept whatever punishment you deem necessary, but your mate asked not to be disturbed tonight."
Brennaugh paused, acknowledging it was unwise to approach Tara when so much conflict and negativity still seethed inside him.
Tara had been without his presence for nearly six months, and within minutes of his awakening he had reprimanded her, yelled at her, shaken her.
He felt such shame he could barely breathe.
"No, Hollen. I have failed," he rasped hoarsely, the vial clutched in his hand pressing against the cuts he had made in his own flesh. 
He knew why his mother had given the poison to Hollen and not Bryne.
If Tara had died as a result of ingesting the ixium, before the grief overwhelmed him and he took his own life, Brennaugh would have gone after whoever had given it to her and bathed in their blood.
Brother or no, if Bryne had poisoned Tara, Brennaugh would have killed him and Brea was apparently prepared to lose one son, but not two.
"If my mother attempts to see Tara and I am not present, do whatever you have to to keep her away."
Hollen gave a sharp nod, and informed Brennaugh he had both restraints and enough sedatives in his possession to ensure Brea would make no further attempts to force her way into Tara's presence.
"Thain is to relieve me in a few hours. I will ensure he receives your orders, Commander."
"Thank you."
"It has been, and continues to be my honor, sir. May I speak freely?"
Brennaugh snorted, his churning emotions coalescing into one fiery coil of absolute rage.
“Have you not spoken your mind thus far?” he growled.
Hollen gave no reaction, still standing at attention, still staring across the hall at the damned wall.
“I gave a report of events, sir.”
It was the beast in him that caused Brennaugh to step close enough for his chest to touch Hollen’s shoulder, his nose nearly touching Hollen’s ear, daring the younger male to flinch or give Brennaugh a reason to pounce.
And he wanted to. He wanted to vent his rage on someone, anyone, so badly he shook with the effort it took to keep his hands at his sides.
"At your peril, warrior."
Fearlessly, Hollen did not retreat. A testament to his steadfastness, and one of the many reasons Brennaugh had entrusted the warrior with his mate.
"Tara is not like other Sarazen females."
"I am aware," Brennaugh bit out, his grip on the vial of poison so tight it would shatter if he didn't relent.
"Neither is her beast." Brennaugh's eyes narrowed, uncertain of Hollen's meaning. 
"It is my understanding when you gave Tara your blood to become a hybrid, you also gave her part of your beast, which is why she can shift as completely as a Sarazen male does.
“As such, I happened to overhear a heated conversation between Ga'rae and his mate regarding the breeding habits of wild animals, and Gwen made an irrefutably logical observation.
“It was her thought to classify Sarazen males and females as different species, because the males shift to four legs and the females to two.
"That being the case, if a hybrid mate can shift to all fours, it makes them the same species as Sarazen males.
“Gwen further likened us to wild animals at our very base existence and reported that wild animals successfully breed all the time and have no care for what other animals think, sir."
For a few moments Brennaugh simply stood there, not sure what confused him more. 
Gwen's argument—which, as Hollen said, was irrefutably logical—or the fact he was having this discussion with Hollen at all.
"Are you attempting to assuage my guilt?" he asked incredulously.
Hollen's gaze remained fixed across the hall, but he shrugged almost casually. "I am implying there is no guilt to be had, sir."
Brennaugh scoffed. "If you and your mate came together as beasts, you wouldn't feel guilty at all?"
Hollen was silent long enough for Brennaugh to be certain the impertinent bastard was re-thinking his foolish attempt to make Brennaugh feel less burdened by what he'd done, and then again, surprised him.
Hollen looked down at his boots, a rare look of emotion flitted across his face, too fast for Brennaugh to identify, but the reverent certainty in the warrior's voice was unmistakable.
"I would do anything, be anything, as long as my mate was happy and never had cause to question my devotion to her."
And there, Brennaugh realized, was the true root of his shame.
After all Tara had endured, after proving time and again these past months how devoted she was to him, in a handful of minutes Brennaugh had let his own guilt and shame overshadow his love for her.
He had failed her.
Brennaugh spun on his heel, his insides tattered and torn as he retreated down the hall.
"Then you will be a better mate than I."


∆∆∆
 


Brennaugh nearly slammed into his brother as he rounded the corner on his way to the guest quarters to confront his mother.
"Brother, I was just coming to—oomph!"
At any other time, Brennaugh might have been amused by the look of shock and confusion on Bryne's face.
Bryne was the baby of the family, barely four centuries old, and usually the recipient of the majority of his brother's rough play. 
But today, there was no amusement or taunting about being prepared for an ambush.
Right now, Brennaugh's rage needed an outlet, and Bryne had picked the wrong moment to come looking for him. 
"Before she left for S4, did our mother give you instructions to end Tara's pregnancy?"
Bryne's pulse surged against Brennaugh's palm, his beast rising to lend strength to fight back, but the moment Brennaugh snarled his question, Bryne went still with surprise.
His scent flared with disgust, even as he relaxed against Brennaugh's hold. 
"Mother made her feelings on the matter very clear, as I made mine. 
"I am Tara's brother as much as I am yours, and I would never harm her. Not ever. What happened to make you question me so?"
It took effort to withdraw his hand, to calm himself long enough to speak. 
Brennaugh tried, but it was as though his beast was trying to claw its way out of his throat, shredding his esophagus in the attempt. 
He was only able to hiss out one word before continuing his mad charge down the stairs.
"Apologies."
As was Bryne's way, he immediately accepted and matched Brennaugh's pace. 
Not long later, Brennaugh slammed his fists on the door of his parents’ suite, satisfied to see the way his mother leaped up from where she'd been reclining against his father's thigh, the startled look on her face nothing compared to the sickening flush of understanding that came next.
His father moved to calm him, to set himself between son and mother, but not even his own sire could stop him.
"Did you give Hollen orders to poison my mate?"
Brea gave a roll of her eyes, unsuccessfully covering her nervous flinch. 
"It wasn't poison, just a little ixium—"
The fact that his sire made a choked sound of horror was the only thing that kept Brennaugh from doing something irreparable.
"Brea... you didn't..."
"Don't you look at me like that," she shot back defensively, "She wouldn't listen to reason, ignoring all our warnings about feral cubs because she thinks she's got some special powers to keep it from happening. Fool!"
Never in his life had Brennaugh ever thought the day would come where he would look at the one who gave him life and feel nothing but hatred. 
Ixium thinned the blood, and in the wrong dosage could have ruptured every vein in Tara's body before anyone realized what was happening.
"You could have killed her!" his father roared, and his mate seemed so surprised. 
Had Brennaugh not been snarling himself, he would have laughed at his mother's expression. 
Shocked that her beloved would raise his voice to her for the second time today, and yet still, Brea was completely unrepentant.
"It was a precise amount, and obviously your protege disobeyed." She actually dared to sound disappointed. 
"There will be other cubs, Brennaugh. I was only trying to help. You know I would never put you at risk by harming your mate."
"Do I?" he half roared. 
Had this been how Tara felt? Betrayed to the core of her soul when he told her they would have more cubs? 
Had she felt as though he had ripped her heart out? "Then why give the ixium to Hollen, but not Bryne?"
Brea sniffed and gave her youngest a disdainful sniff. 
"Your brother made his position clear by opting to stay behind to look after Tara instead of coming with us to S4."
"No, that's not why." Bryne sighed, sadness and disbelief twisting his expression. 
"You planned for the possibility that Tara might die, and if she did, Brennaugh would have killed the person responsible."
"Of course, I calculated the risks, Bryne," his mother insisted hotly. 
"But the point was to ensure your brother doesn't die in agony because Tara is delusional when it comes to the reality of feral cubs.
“You think I'm cruel, but I know what it feels like to lose a cub. Three, in case your memory fails you, and I don't wish that pain on anyone. 
"But she isn't carrying a cub and if she was truly one of us, she would understand. Brennaugh, please."
His mother stretched a beseeching hand out to him, trying to convince him she meant no harm, but the sight of her, seeing himself mirrored in her image... 
Brennaugh woodenly understood what Tara meant when she gently accused him of being his mother's son.
In the moments before Brea had burst in and harshly delivered the news that his cub was feral, Brennaugh had been mistaken in thinking Tara was afraid of his mother.
Tara hadn't been afraid of Brea. She had been afraid of him. Of his reaction.
Don't let go. Please don't let go.
That's all Tara asked of him, and shortly thereafter Brennaugh pushed her away and promised to do whatever he had to, so long as the feral monster inside her was disposed of. 
Just as his mother had done.
Nausea rolled through him as he turned away from his mother, throwing the vial of poison into the fire before he braced his hands on the mantle and hung his head.
The scientists who stripped him of his consciousness had taken away his reason. His control.
Tara gave herself up, body and soul in sacrifice to that creature Brennaugh had become in order to reclaim her mate.
In his heart of hearts, he admitted to himself what had come after had been nothing more than their animals acting and reacting. 
There was no shame in that. Only love. Only strength and honor.
Brennaugh thought back to that moment when he first realized why he scented five females but had seen only three.
To the joy he felt to see his mate finally round with their cub, and the sorrow to have missed seeing her body change, the amazement of feeling the tiniest pair of hands pressing against his from the other side of Tara's belly.
Tara would have had every right to fight him. To rage and rail at him, curse him, but even in the face of his cruel handling, she responded with calm and dignity.
"When you're ready to listen and not react, I'll be ready," she'd said, understanding he was not reacting with anything other than fear.
Cat's Teeth, she was so strong. Brennaugh would have laughed in amazement had he not been so devastated by his own behavior.
"I do not deserve such devotion," he confessed to the flames.
Mistakenly, Brea thought he was talking to her. "I am your mother, Brennaugh. I would do anything, everything in my power to protect you."
"And yet you are so quick to belittle and curse Tara for doing the same," he replied dully, frowning as other things his mother said about Tara began to stand out.
Your stupid mate is too weak... her bastardized hybrid blood... if she was truly one of us.
Ironically, Brennaugh closed his eyes just as his sight finally cleared.
All those times he had scented Tara's relief whenever Brennaugh had taken her hunting on S12, the way she'd smiled and braced herself whenever they returned, how he'd dismissed his mother's behavior and defended her as simply being overprotective of her firstborn, he hadn't been paying attention at all.
Brennaugh pinched the bridge of his nose as one memory in particular returned with painful clarity.
The weather had shifted dramatically as they hunted harkaxx, the wind howling as the threat of a blizzard drew closer.
Tara had playfully clung to his arm, looking up at him the way Lyrala looked up at Tarek when she wanted a treat. With wide eyes and a pleading little whine:
"Please? Can't we stay? Our tent is thermo-regulated! My auto-roll you laughed at yesterday is one click away from being unrolled and toasty warm. You won't feel even the tiniest kiss of cold!"
Brennaugh half smiled to remember the way he'd considered it, but the promise of a roaring fire, V'tar's home-brewed ale, and the comfort of the enclave had been too much to resist.
"You know there is nothing I love more than being alone with you, my heart. Your inventions are marvelous, and I will never again laugh at your automatic bedroll, but spending the night in a blizzard is unwise and we do not have enough supplies to last should we get stuck."
"Alright, fine! Be logical why don't you. But next time there's a blizzard—"
"I'll bring the ship and we can spend as many nights on the ice as you like."
Brennaugh stupidly assumed Tara's disappointment was a result of not getting her way—which was rare—and having to share his company with others.
Tara hadn't been disappointed. Or irked to not get her way. She hadn't wanted to return to his family’s den and have to face his mother again.
His mother interrupted his reverie with a sound of supreme frustration and flung a cushion from the couch across the room.
"It's not the same! Where are you going?"
Brennaugh stopped just shy of reaching the door, taking a deep breath before slowly turning to face his family. 
Bryne appeared to have been following him; V'tar and Varga were visibly conflicted, but were staring at their mother as though she'd grown another head.
Brennaugh looked at his sire and noted Vaughna seemed to have aged another decade since having realized what lengths his mate was prepared to go to in order to ensure her will was done, and the disapproval in his expression settled some of the churning in Brennaugh's guts.
"To do what I should have done as soon you burst in to tell me my cub was feral."
The fury drained from his mother's face, replaced with relief. 
Her shoulders slumped with it and she actually smiled, encouraging him with promises to be with him in whatever way he needed.
It made Brennaugh sick. "From the first moment I brought my mate home, you have done everything in your power to make her feel unwelcome.
“Constantly nipping at her heels, demeaning her, trying to make her feel small. 
"I thought you were simply being overprotective, wanting to ensure our mating was as deep and true as yours.
"I defended your behavior, because Tara didn't grow up with a mother, or a family. 
"I assumed incorrectly she simply needed time to adjust to knowing what it meant to be part of a clan.
“My mate has sat beside me for the last six months, waiting for me to wake up. 
"She fought for me instead. She fought for our cub, even though no one stood with her or believed it was the right thing to do.
"I gave her no time to explain, I didn't tell her how proud I was of her, and as a result she's closed herself off from our bond and is in our bed alone.
“She's been alone, when I promised her she would never be alone again. 
'I failed Tara today, but you failed me when you chose to so cruelly ostracize my mate and attempted to poison her.
"I am grateful beyond measure to know you were out there hunting the scientists who took my sanity from me, but Tara needed you to be her family, and the only one of you who managed was Bryne.
“There is more shame in that than any of Tara's perceived wrongs. 
"So I'm going back to the infirmary to beg Gwen to tell me everything she's learned about feral cubs, and pray to every god I know my mate will believe me when I tell her how wrong I was to react without listening."
It healed a very broken part of Brennaugh when his sire immediately asked to go with him.
"If you would permit me, I would very much like to join you."
"As would we," V'tar said gravely, Varga nodding seriously to agree.
Throat too tight to answer, Brennaugh gave a jerk of his chin.
Bryne gave himself a rough shake, as though attempting to throw off the heaviness of the atmosphere.
"I already know most of what Gwen's learned, but I'll go with you anyway."
Brea was looking at all of them like they'd lost their minds, spluttering her mate's name incredulously, but Vaughna said nothing in response.
Knowing how quickly his mother's shock would wear off, and how quickly her mood would turn toward anger, Brennaugh found the power to force words from between his teeth.
"Should you attempt to visit my mate now or in the future, know I have given my warriors standing orders to deny you entry by whatever means they deem necessary."


∆∆∆
 


With his sire at his side and his brothers at his back, Brennaugh entered Ga'rae's domain and found not only the medic and his petite mate waiting, but Tarek and Clary as well.
Brennaugh inclined his head to his pride leaders, wondering if Clary's stiffness had anything to do with the resounding slap she'd given his mother.
In Brennaugh's current mood, he felt like thanking her. Instead, he focused his attention on Gwen.
"Tara mentioned she has undergone daily scans."
Gwen's carefully neutral expression morphed to suspicion as she narrowed her eyes and pressed her tongue to the corner of her lips.
"Got that out before you lost your shit, did she?"
"Gwen," Ga'rae chided, instantly becoming the focus of his mate's ire.
"What? Don't pretend like you weren't there, Moose."
Brennaugh did not need to be blamed for discord between another pair of devoted mates and quickly apologized. "As you say, I did lose my shit. I was then and remain terrified I will also lose my mate.
“I know how thorough you are in your research, Gwen, and I also know you care about Tara. 
"That you would have recorded every scan, and I would very much like to see them. Please."
Gwen gave an indelicate snort and gave him what Tara often described as 'the hairy eyeball,' though Brennaugh still had no idea what that meant.
"You're lucky you're hot, otherwise that wouldn't work on me, mister. You can see the scans, after you eat. You look like crap."
"I would also like to see your mate's scans, if you would permit me to join you," Tarek rumbled, meeting Brennaugh's surprised look with a regal dip of his chin.
"Of course," he managed to say.
Clary made a sound of deep satisfaction and snuggled into her mate's side. 
"Why don't you guys take it up to Tarek's office? I'll have some food sent up and you can get comfortable."
Gwen had been extremely attentive to every nuance of Tara's pregnancy, meticulously recording every difference between the thus far 'typical' hybrid pregnancies and Tara's very atypical one.
Throughout Tara’s entire ordeal, Clary had been present. 
Standing where Brennaugh ought to have been, asking the questions Brennaugh ought to have asked.
By the third recording, it became very clear to him that though Tara did not have blood relatives to support her, she had not lacked for family.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
It was the hardest thing she'd done yet, getting out of bed.
Tara felt as though she'd gained another fifty pounds, but a glance down at her belly revealed it to be about the same size as it had when she'd uncomfortably gone to bed.
The mattress was firm enough to support her in a prone position, but sitting on the edge like she was, she was too big around to get to her feet. 
Somehow, she found the power to laugh as she realized she was stuck.
Her giggles sounded slightly hysterical, but there was no one to hear except the little being responsible for her dilemma. 
Tara had to lean back and slide off the edge to her knees, get on all fours, then turn around to hike her butt up in the air and use the bed to push herself fully upright.
Her sweet girl gave a massive kick to the front of her belly, doing flips as Tara continued to laugh, clearly protesting all the strange movements.
~Hey, settle down, you! You'd be laughing too if you saw what I'd just had to do.
The pressure on her bladder reminded Tara what had woken her in the first place, and after seeing to the unruly demands of her grotesquely huge body and having a quick cleanse in the enzyme shower, a soft beep came from the cuff on her wrist.
"Good morning, Hollen."
"I have your morning meal, and some visitors if you are feeling up to company," Hollen responded, neutral as ever, his steadfast lack of change comforting.
Before Tara could ask who her visitors were, she heard a familiar little voice chanting, 'Len, Len!'
She opened the door to find Andi barely hanging onto her son. 
Orrick was bouncing with excitement on her hip, and he was giggling because Hollen had just given him a mock snarl for snitching a fluffy roll from Tara's breakfast tray.
In the months since she had found him huddling in the dark, Orrick had blossomed. 
His bones were no longer visible beneath dull skin, he no longer cowered in fear whenever someone he didn't know got too close, and he knew what it meant to be absolutely adored.
He still didn't have any visible tribal markings, but neither Ohlen or Andi seemed to care. 
Their son had become their whole world in an instant, and he was perfect as he was.
It had been a few weeks since Tara had last seen them, because Ohlen had taken his family on a little vacation.
Andi's eyes widened, fixated on Tara's belly in a way that made her think she had put on those extra fifty pounds.
"I know, I blew up. Come in. How was your trip?" Tara moved aside for everyone to come in, waving Hollen's concern aside when he caught the wince she gave and demanded to know if she was alright. 
"I'm fine. Just hugely pregnant. Thank you, Hollen."
Hollen gave an easy nod, but she caught the flare of his nostrils as he tested her scent, eyeballing her belly with the barest lift of his brow.
"I will alert Gwen to let her know you'll be delayed and have Ne'tare bring more food."
"Orrick, you little thief! You had breakfast already," Andi halfheartedly chided. 
Orrick smiled at his mother with his mouth and both hands full of food.
Luckily for the perfectly spoiled kid, Tara wasn't feeling particularly hungry. 
"It's alright, I'm glad to see Orrick getting proactive about what he wants. 
"There's more food here than I could possibly eat, no need to bother Ne'tare."
Hollen left them to it, and while she picked at the fresh fruits and cheese she had become partial to lately, Andi shared Orrick's adventures on S2, riding on Ohlen's back while they ran through a field of pink flowers.
It sounded amazing, but Tara found it even funnier the way Orrick was frowning and looking around the room while he munched on his pilfered fruit.
He got so curious that he hopped off Andi's lap and wandered around, looking under the furniture, making both Tara and Andi laugh when he put down his fruit and actually crawled under the bed, coming out the other side with the most disgruntled look on his face.
"What's he looking for?" Tara laughed, her spirits lifting for a moment despite the heaviness still pulling her down.
"I have no idea. Oh geez," Andi squeaked, red in the face as she tried not to encourage her son's search when he came out with a handful of what appeared to be some of Tara's torn clothing, courtesy of a wild foray she'd had with Brennaugh.
She and Andi both were in stitches when Orrick sniffed the dirty laundry, screwed up his face in disgust and threw it back down before resuming his hunt.
"I guess my cleaning skills haven't exactly been up to par, but it's fine. 
"There isn't anything in here he can hurt. How are you guys all adjusting?"
Andi gave a dreamy sigh as she stared at her son, propping her chin in her hand, her eyes following Orrick’s every move as though she couldn’t bear to miss a single second.
“It’s been a little surreal. Ohlen and I have both agreed Orrick should have his own room, a space to call his own and feel safe in, but then he started having bad dreams, so we’re still all sharing the same bed.
“Ga’rae and Gwen are sure there’s nothing physically wrong, and that it’s normal for Orrick to have nightmares after having gone through so much, but Ohlen and I still freak out whenever Orrick wakes up crying.
“He did so great on our trip, and even though it broke my heart to see how he reacted to being outside—how fascinated he was by the flowers, how surprised he was by the wind, staring up at the clouds like he couldn’t believe they was so far away, knowing his uncertainty came from never having been outside the lab— it was amazing to be there for one of his firsts.
“We missed so much,” Andi whispered, wiping at the few tears that trickled down her cheeks, shaking herself free from the pain painting her voice. 
“I realized last night on our way home, that after everything you did for him, for us, I haven’t thanked you.”
“You don’t need to thank me, Andi. I’m so glad we found him when we did.” Tara didn’t say it, but she’d had a few nightmares of what would have happened to Orrick if Ilaria hadn’t told Cassie where he was.
Tara should have known better than to give Andi the opportunity for a serious moment. 
Basking in the glow of motherhood she might be, but Andi wasn't blind.
"Still, thank you, Tara. Ohlen and I saw how careful you were to make Orrick feel safe when he first got here. It made all the difference in the world.
“And speaking of, Ohlen told me Brennaugh was awake and back to normal. Was he wrong?" Andi asked, reaching across the table to take Tara's hand in concern, offering her support with a gentle squeeze.
Tara tried for a smile, but she knew it was weak. Too weak to be believable. 
"Wrong? No. Why?"
Andi tipped her head at the empty room, but didn't take her eyes off Tara. 
"Because he's not here."
Andi said it gently, but the reminder still wrenched at Tara's guts. It physically hurt, and she barely restrained a wince.
"Falken and Ga'rae were able to put Brennaugh's mind in order without any complications.
“We had a good reunion, until his mother jumped in and ruined the moment with her opinions about the baby. Brennaugh was... upset.
“He wouldn't listen, so I left him with his family and their judgment and came up here to lie down. I haven't seen him since yest—oh! Hey you,"
Tara looked down when Orrick walked up to her and plonked his ear on her belly. 
The look on his face was priceless when he pulled back and pointed at her stomach with his eyes so wide it was a wonder they didn't bug out of his skull.
"WhazZAT?" Orrick demanded in astonishment.
Andi squeaked and started to apologize, but Tara was so glad to have the distraction she waved it aside.
"That's my tummy. Don't you have a tummy, Orrick?"
The little boy gave her a look like she was dumb. 
"No ummy, zat!" he declared more forcefully.
"Oh, that," Tara said, like she knew what he meant, but she didn't get it until Orrick frowned and poked at her, squawking when the baby pushed back with a foot.
"ZAT!" Orrick declared, giggling while he put both hands on her belly, playing poke chase with the baby.
It was adorable, and exactly what Tara needed to keep from wallowing in despair. 
"That's my sweet girl. She's like you, only smaller."
Orrick made a soft sound of curiosity and held up his sticky little hand, frowning as he concentrated on pushing out his tiny hybrid claws.
"Wike me?"
Tara laughed and took his hand to press a kiss to his grubby fingers, 
"Yes. Just like you. Here, can you rumble?" she demonstrated for him, and it took Orrick a minute to get it right, but he finally produced a cute little rrrrr. 
"That's good! Now, put your ear right here, and do it again."
Orrick did what she said, and right after he stopped, Tara's belly vibrated with her cub's ecstatic answer.
Orrick gave a high-pitched squeal of glee and in between giggles purred back and forth with the baby. 
Things were going great, until Tara felt a pop, and a concerning spread of heat beneath her.
"Oopsie!" Orrick said, pointing with childlike candor at the floor between Tara's feet. 
At least she thought that’s what he was pointing at, but she couldn't see her feet over the bulge of her stomach.


∆∆∆
 


Tara insisted on walking down all eighty-six stairs to speed up the labor process. Hollen had wanted to carry her, and from the comical way he'd turned green when she told him her water had broken, Tara imagined he'd have run the whole way.
Hollen could face twenty Na'ah queens without so much as a bat of his lashes. 
But the impending birth of a baby was apparently the thing to make him panic.
He had certainly given her an earful of overreacting male logic as to keeping her appointments, stating this 'whole thing' would have occurred in Gwen's presence had Tara been on time for her daily scan.
Hollen hadn't stopped until Andi reached over and smacked him on the back of the head to restore his factory settings, while Orrick skipped along behind them, mimicking his mother's reaction to Tara's water breaking by chanting, 
"Oh shit!"
Ohlen met them at the bottom of the stairs to snatch up his son, shaking his head despairingly at Andi.
"My heart, how could you? You know he repeats everything you say."
There wasn't even a hint of reproach in Ohlen's tone, but Andi glared at her mate anyway. 
Even through her first round of gut-twisting contractions, Tara was laughing, right up until the moment she walked into the infirmary and saw Brennaugh striding toward her with a dark look of intent on his face.
Her laughter disappeared as though it had never been, preparing herself mentally for whatever he was about to say.
Tara was so mentally prepared she forgot about being physically prepared, and just stood there, rooted to the spot while her mate bore down on her, pushed his fingers into her hair and slanted one of the hottest kisses he'd ever given her across her momentarily frozen lips.
Tara was dimly aware of their audience making themselves scarce, but then she was completely focused on the way Brennaugh tasted. The way he smelled. 
How good it felt to be in his arms, even if her belly made it difficult to get the sort of hug she needed.
She wasn't aware she was crying until Brennaugh tore his mouth from hers to kiss her tears away.
"Please, don't cry. I deserve every tear, but I cannot stand to see you hurting." 
Tara struggled for her next breath as another contraction clenched around her abdomen, but so intent on apologizing to her, Brennaugh didn't seem to realize the pain he was no doubt scenting was from the beginnings of labor, and not from emotional pain.
"I made a grave error in my haste yesterday, and not only did I hurt you, I broke my promise. You closed yourself off from our bond, but I left you alone."
"Bren—" he stole the sound of her moan with another mind-altering kiss, and for a moment she forgot she was in agony.
"I watched the recordings of your scans, every one, read Gwen's reports. 
"I understand now what you were trying to tell me about our cub. How special she is. How wrong I was."
"I can't tell you how relieved I am, but now really isn't the time for this," Tara panted, wishing she was able to give his heartfelt effort the attention it deserved, but she was too focused on crooning reassurance to her confused cub.
Brennaugh pulled back far enough to really look at her. 
"You're sweating."
Tara finally understood those active labor mood swings Clary had told her about. 
How she'd be bawling with happiness, telling Brennaugh how much she loved him one second, then ready to rip his balls off the next.
Tara was most definitely feeling the urge to ensure Brennaugh was incapable of ever putting her in this position again.
"Of course I'm sweating! I'm in labor, asshole!"
In under three seconds, the blood drained from Brennaugh's face, he turned green, then red. 
It would be funny later how fast her seasoned warrior lost his mind.
How he roared for Gwen as though she were halfway across the planet instead of a few feet, and before he could complete the move to pick Tara up and carry her away, he jolted like he'd been shot.
"Hollen, you best jump in to—" that's as far as Gwen got before Brennaugh's eyes rolled back and he went down like a felled tree.
Hollen managed to get there in time to prevent Brennaugh from hitting the ground, but both of them ended up on the floor in a comical, undignified sprawl.
Tara went from wanting to damage Brennaugh's reproductive ability to laughing again when Orrick pipped up and astutely declared,
"Oh shit."
Gwen gave an unconcerned sniff, waving a pressure syringe in Brennaugh's prone direction.
"It’ll wear off in a few minutes. Long enough to get you under the scanner and ready to go. You're in luck—your private room is still available!" Gwen said with a teasing wink, wrapping an arm around her waist to encourage Tara to leave her mate in Hollen’s capable hands.
Ga'rae chose that moment to arrive, took in the scene with a quick sweep, sighing as he stared mutely at his mate. Though truthfully, his exasperated expression said it all.


∆∆∆
 


Gwen helped her get changed into a comfortable gown that tied beneath her breasts and provided her with some modesty, while at the same time cooling Tara's overheated body and allowing Gwen access to her lower half.
Brennaugh was still knocked out from whatever Gwen had popped him with, sprawled in the chair Hollen and Ohlen had hefted him into. 
The chair Tara had spent the last several months in. Ironic how their positions were now reversed, and she was the occupant of his bed.
"He really watched the recordings?" Tara asked softly.
Gwen looked up from the scan she was taking of Tara's belly, glancing at Brennaugh before smiling at her.
"Every single one. Him, his brothers, his dad, and Tarek were up all night. When I came in this morning, Brennaugh was waiting for me with a list of questions, singing a much different tune about your baby girl."
"That's the sweetest thing I've ever heard!" Tara wailed, making Gwen give a good-natured laugh as she reached up and kindly mopped Tara's brow with a cold cloth.
"He's definitely a keeper, and I know you're way overdue for a meltdown, but I need you to keep it together for me for a little while longer. Okay?"
Tara took the cloth from Gwen and got after the sweat and tears trickling down her cheeks, bracing herself for whatever Gwen had gotten so serious about.
"Yes. What's wrong?"
Her words seemed to be the bucket of ice water Brennaugh needed to come fully awake, which he did, weaving like a drunk, knocking the chair over in his haste to try and get to her.
"You swore to me she was in no danger!"
Tara winced at his volume, rubbing the gyrating flesh of her belly, but had no time to tell Brennaugh to calm down.
"Get a hold of yourself, Commander, or I will pop you so full of sedative you won't wake up again until your daughter's first birthday." 
Gwen's tone made Brennaugh stand to, his spine ramrod straight, fury blazing in his eyes, but even at half his height, Gwen fearlessly got in his face and drilled a finger up at him.
"This panicked father thing is cute, but there's only one person in this room who gets a pass to scream at me, and it is not you.
“Tara needs you to hold her hand, tell her she's pretty, and keep it together so she can focus and I can do my job. If you can't do that, hit the road."
Brennaugh opened his mouth to reply, but looked Tara's way, and his entire expression just melted. 
He skirted around Gwen and bent over her, pressing his brow to hers and apologized again.
"I will make a better effort to control myself, I vow it, and you aren't pretty, my One. You're beautiful."
"Much better," Gwen declared briskly, taking position on Tara's other side with a glare for Brennaugh, and a quick wink for Tara. 
"Now then, nothing is wrong. It's just what we discussed about how fast your kiddo might grow, Tara.
“Between now and our last scan, your kiddo has grown again and she's bigger than it looks like it will be a struggle for you to deliver naturally—un-uh! Shush!" 
Gwen ordered Brennaugh mid-sentence, preemptively shutting him down before he could freak out.
Tara squeezed his hand until she felt his bones creak, taking deep breaths as every muscle in her body contorted and things shifted to make way for an exit that was apparently not going to happen. 
She heard Gwen reminding Brennaugh that pain was normal, and so were contractions.
"You're nearly fifteen hundred years old and have a bunch of younger brothers. How can you not know how this process goes?" Gwen asked incredulously.
Slumping back in relief as the contraction subsided, Tara weakly waved her now tepid washrag.
"What she said."
Brennaugh snatched the cloth from her hand and dunked it in the bowl of ice water, giving it a squeeze before he clumsily blotted the sweat from her forehead. 
"I was training to be a warrior when V'tar came along and gone on missions by the time the rest of that rabble was born.
“And not once in my entire tenure as a warrior was I asked to watch someone I love give birth. Or anyone, for that matter."
Gwen shook her head in amazement, "Ga'rae can explain—"
"I'm not leaving," Brennaugh interrupted firmly. "I have control of myself, I'm just... I'm worried."
"That's normal too," Gwen told him kindly. "Like I said, nothing is wrong. Tara's going to be fine, but it turns out I am going to have to make a little incision."
Tara almost fainted with relief when Gwen held up her hand to measure the short distance with a pinch of her fingers. 
"You mean I get the IV drip, the drugs, and a total lack of feeling from my boobs down?"
"I do mean," Gwen assured her with a grin.
"Thank the stars. Hurry up before I break Brennaugh's hand."
∆∆∆
 
"I don't like this."
Brennaugh waited to speak until Gwen left the room to prepare the surgical suite for Tara. It was just the two of them now.
Tara was lying on her side facing him, somehow managing to look perfectly calm while a storm raged inside him.
He tucked the blanket around her shoulders when she shivered, his mate taking advantage of the momentary lapse in her contractions to rest.
She smiled sleepily at him, still holding his hand. 
"It's a very common procedure, Bren. One Gwen performed pretty regularly back when she was just a normal human."
Gwen had explained in detail—for his benefit—exactly what this barbaric-sounding procedure would entail.
Brennaugh was more disturbed than he cared to admit, more from a sense that he couldn't bear the thought of anyone cutting into his mate, numb to the pain or not.
Gwen would have to cauterize the incision as she made it, due to the swiftness of Tara's healing abilities, then cut away the burnt tissue once the cub was free of her womb to allow the two halves to fuse back together.
Disturbing as it was to imagine, the alternative was worse.
Yes, Brennaugh had spent the entirety of last night watching recording after recording filled with evidence to say the cub who writhed with impatience beneath Tara's skin was no threat, but part of him remained unconvinced.
Brennaugh didn't understand how it was possible so small and so new a life could have the strength to make an unheard-of bond with her mother.
He wanted to believe but seeing Tara in so much pain and being unable to share it with her, to help her or know when it was simply a contraction or a kick to her already tormented insides that made her wince, was driving him to the brink of insanity.
"I have every confidence in Gwen's abilities."
Tara frowned, hugging his hand between her breasts, letting him feel the steady pounding of her heart.
"Then what's the matter?"
It was selfish of him, but he would never lie to his mate. "You've closed yourself off from our bond. After so long feeling your presence within me, the silence is disturbing. It has been only days for me, and I am in agony.
“I can’t believe how you must have suffered while I was unconscious in this same bed. I would have gone mad from the loneliness."
"I thought I would," Tara confessed softly.
He stroked her tangled hair from her face, carefully picking at the individual strands that stubbornly stuck to her skin in order to give himself time to temper his words.
"You have every right to withhold your forgiveness for my mistreatment of you, and it is selfish of me when you are so clearly suffering, but I don't think I can endure this without our bond."
Her lips wobbled as tears filled her eyes, and deep inside where she couldn't hear, his beast gave a mournful howl.
"I can't."
"Why?" he whispered back.
"Because if you have any doubts at all about our baby, any guilt left for how she was conceived, or how she might behave based on everyone else's fears or certainties, I can't keep her from feeling it right now.
“It's all I can do to reassure her this pain I'm in is normal, and soon she'll see my face for the first time, that I'll still hold her close and she'll get to experience all the wonderful things waiting for her out here."
It wounded Brennaugh deeply to know Tara felt she had to protect their cub from him. 
He looked to the mound of her stomach half hidden under the blanket, palming the curve to feel the pulse of life so close, separated by so little.
"Before I asked to see your scans, I met briefly with Hollen. Our discussion was... eye-opening. 
"My mother gave him a vial of potent poison and orders to see it made its way into your food at the nearest opportunity before she left for S4.
“I wanted to call him a liar, but as I stared at the evidence in my hand, I found it all too easy to believe her capable of such evil."
Tara did not react the way most would have, her curiosity urging her to ask why Hollen had gotten the job of poisoning her, instead of Bryne. 
Brennaugh was able to give a quick smile, but it lacked strength.
"My mother weighed the risk, aware if you had died as a result of the poison, my first act upon waking would have been to kill the person responsible before I joined you in death. 
"Hollen is expendable in her eyes, and the loss of one son preferable to two.
“Bryne made his loyalty clear when he stayed behind to watch over you in my absence. 
"He would sooner cut off his own arms than hurt you, but Hollen did right by you and assumed my little brother had been given the same orders."
"I wondered why Hollen insisted on getting all my meals himself, and why he replaced my drinks if I walked away from them," Tara mused, biting her lip in response to the powerful thump Brennaugh felt against his palm.
"She's strong," he rasped, the joy he'd felt the very first time his cub had pushed against him returning in a rush, leaving him flooded with the sensation.
Tara lay her palm over his and stroked her thumb along his wrist. 
"Yeah, she is."
Needing to feel more, Brennaugh pushed on. "I confronted her, and she felt no remorse."
"Your mom?" Tara clarified gently.
"Mm. I understood then why you said I was my mother's son, and I have never been so ashamed to be called so."
"Bren—"
His mate's voice held all the proof he needed to know she would forgive him, but he could not stop. 
"I listened to her spew such terrible insults regarding your choices, such judgment, but the more I listened to her, the more I realized everything she said that turned my stomach was much of what I'd said to you myself. 
"To hear my words thrown back at me from her mouth, I understood how grievously I failed you. You, and our cub.
"I remember now, how violently our beasts came together, and I am deeply sorry for how I hurt you, but I can feel no guilt when there is so much pride in me to know how bravely you acted.
“To remember all you did in order to ensure my safe return. Knowing how quickly and fiercely you rose to the occasion despite your own fears...
"I am sorry we were kept apart for so long, for all the nights you suffered alone, but I am so damn proud of you. 
"I am here now, but helpless to do anything to ease your pain, and still I marvel at how strong you are.
“My hope for our cub's future, is that she be as strong as her mother, and that I do whatever I must to be worthy of her. And you."
~There is no one in the universe more worthy than you. No one.
The essence of their bond moved through him like a caress, the relief he felt to once again have his mate in every cell of his body so great, he leaned forward to brace his forehead on Tara's thigh.
It was an awkward position, but he didn't care, and neither did she. 
All he cared about was ensuring there was no lingering doubt in her mind as to whether or not she needed to protect their cub from him, but even as he silently confessed the depth of his love, he felt something else.
A tickle of barely there sensation, like a whisper across his cheek. 
Curious, gentle, there and gone so quick he wouldn't have noticed had he not been wide open for Tara's perusal.
~What is that?
~What?
~That little... tickle. Brennaugh straightened and looked down in astonishment at where his palm still lay on Tara's belly, feeling his mate's relief even as she laughed, and groaned as the most unimaginable pain ripped through his guts. 
~Is that her?
~The pain? Or the tickle?
~The tickle.
The pain felt like it would never end. Crushing his organs, his lower back, his groin and thighs until it felt like every bone in his body was being broken.
 ~Gods, woman! How can you bear this? What's taking Gwen so long with those drugs?
Tara panted through the worst of it, the grating of the bones in his hand barely registering in comparison to the power of Tara's labor. 
~The reward is worth it, and yes, that tickle is our cub. I feel like the longer my labor goes on, the weaker our connection gets. It's scaring her too.
Brennaugh was uncertain if his mind was playing tricks on him, or if he actually heard the distressed echo his cub made to punctuate Tara's confession of being frightened, but he decided even if it was his imagination, his reaction would have been the same.
~Your bond with her may change, but it will never disappear. You are loved beyond measure. Beyond reason. Both of you. There is no reason to fear.
"Alright kids, you ready to do this thing?" Gwen cheered.
Were they? Was he? 
Cat’s Teeth, maybe he should have listened a little harder last night as Tarek and Falken recalled handling their traumatic experiences during the birth of their cubs.




CHAPTER NINETEEN
Ohlen rubbed circles over his sleeping son's back, having finally found the right combination of swaying side to side and making circles the way Andi did.
It seemed as of late the only way Orrick would fall asleep was if one of his parents were holding him.
Not that Ohlen or Andi found this to be a burden, struggling to let their cub out of their sight, let alone put him down.
But for the past week Orrick had been plagued with nightmares, jolting out of a sound sleep with the most heartbreaking sounds of fear and distress, wildly looking around the room as though expecting someone to leap at him out of the shadows.
Orrick of course didn't know how to tell them what he was seeing in his nightmares, but they were bad enough to convince the cub not to sleep.
Ohlen had been waiting for hours with several of the other mated pairs, with Andi, while Gwen and Ga'rae performed some surgical procedure on Tara.
Most of the hybrid women seemed unconcerned, still convinced Tara's feral cub would be unique, but not the monster their male mates told them it would be.
Ohlen himself was conflicted, but when faced with Tara's unwavering certainty, he hadn't had the heart to argue. 
Holding his own cub now, Ohlen couldn't say how he would have reacted if he had been told Orrick was feral.
~You'd have loved him anyway. Andi told him through their newly re-formed bond.
After nearly four years of silence, to feel her once again filling him body and soul, was such a welcome relief he continued to feel mildly dizzy each time he heard her voice inside his head.
She sat with Clary not far away, playing a game of cards with Cassie and the Asho'na,
sending a smile his way that he felt in his toes. 
The warrior who had cared for Tara in her mate's absence was the only one who stood off in a far corner by himself, staring at the closed infirmary doors calmly, though the nervous energy pouring off of him told a different story.
~As usual, my One, you are correct.
Orrick remained blissfully unaware of the tension thrumming around him, or to the hushed conversation Ohlen had with Falken and Tarek.
They stood closest to the door, mostly away from the rest, though if anyone really wanted to listen, it wouldn't be difficult to hear what was being said.
"I understand precisely what this means to you, Ohlen. But he has said very little since Vaughna and V'tar chained him to the floor of the containment cell," 
Falken told him with a frustrated huff, rubbing his hand back and forth over the stripe of his mane as he shot furtive glances toward the infirmary.
Ohlen found himself grinding his teeth to stem the growls building in his chest. 
It took the most intense effort imaginable not to react or let his scent betray his feelings.
"I don't care. I just want to see him for myself. You said there is enough damaging evidence that his confession is unnecessary, and if he participated in any way, it is my right to execute him. Again."
"It is your right," Tarek agreed gravely, his feet braced and his arms folded across his chest as he stared intently at the floor with his brows drawn together tightly. 
"But are you sure you want your cub, your mate, to witness his end?"
"Andi knows she has nothing more to fear from Tarut, and she has already seen me at my worst. 
"She is conflicted about allowing Orrick to be there, but I cannot help to feel as though the death of his tormentor will somehow bring him peace.
“His nightmares, the way he wakes up in such terror... Andi and I have done all we can, but our son still does not feel safe."
The Asho gave an understanding tilt of his head, his golden gaze rising to find his mate, the harshness of his expression softening slightly when Clary lifted her head and blew a kiss his way.
"Very well. T'mai will have finished his interrogation by now."
"You three look about as cheerful as a trio of Grim Reapers. What's going on?" 
Clary appeared at Tarek's side, slipping her arm around his waist, closing her eyes briefly in response to the kiss Tarek pressed to her forehead.
"We were discussing our newest prisoner. Ga'rae, all is well?"
Cassie and Andi came to join them, Hollen hovering off to one side as the medic came toward them with an odd expression on his face.
"Tara and her little one are well. The surgery went smoothly, and Tara has nearly finished her time in the regen tank. 
"It appears Tara was correct in her belief that the cub would not emerge as a feral, however she is... different."
"Different, bad?" Cassie asked, meeting Falken's outstretched hand with her own.
Ga'rae frowned hard, shaking his head as he rubbed at his jaw, 
"Not bad. Just... different."
Clary gave a soft, teasing huff. "What? Did she come out with whiskers and a tail or something?"
"The cub does not have whiskers." Ga'rae replied slowly, as though still struggling to process what he’d witnessed inside the surgical suite.
When the silence stretched on, up went Clary's brows expectantly. 
"So, she has a tail? Spit it out, don't keep us hanging."
The medic opened his mouth once, paused, tried again, pulled at the muscles in his neck, and then apparently found the words to speak.
"The cub is perfectly healthy. Fully formed, showing no signs of aggression or bloodlust. 
"She appears to be a perfect blend of both human and Sarazen. The only difference plainly seen is the elongated shape of her ears, her pupils, and the presence of a tail."
"As in, she partially shifted?" Andi asked curiously, not at all put off by the idea of a newborn being able to accomplish such a feat.
Tristan and Lyrala both had been able to fully shift into little beasts—unheard of among the Sarazen race—at only a few days old.
"No. No. It was ah... no. She came out with it wrapped around her leg. 
"Gwen and I both agree the extra appendage was mistaken for the umbilical cord during our scans."
Ga'rae's cheeks flushed with embarrassment, distractedly muttering to himself as to how he could have missed such a thing. 
His expression eased as he cleared his throat, raising his arm to wave blindly back the way he'd come.
"Meaning no disrespect to any of your cubs, but to be perfectly frank, our newest pride member is the loveliest creature I've ever seen. She is captiv—"
Ga'rae paused mid-word as the strike of bootheels on the stone floors echoed, the cadence growing louder as the party hurried toward them.
Brennaugh's father and brothers appeared, concern etched deeply into the lines on Vaughna's face.
"We just heard. Is Tara alright? My son—"
Ga'rae was quick to assure Brennaugh's family all were well. 
"As soon as she has taken advantage of the regen tank, I will release them to return to their quarters. Tara may have visitors when—" 
A small, furious wail suddenly rent the air, startling Orrick awake, and causing Vaughna and his sons to tense as they spread their fearful looks between Ga'rae and the infirmary doors.
"Nobody panic!" Gwen's voice sang from the cuff on Ga'rae's wrist. "Mommy's in the shower and baby girl isn't keen on... oh."

Gwen's rush to reassure them everything was fine and the sound of the cub's unhappy screams were interrupted by the sound of a deep, rattling purr.
"Yup. We're good. Brennaugh's got her."
Sighs of relief were heard all around, followed by shocked silence when Orrick looked around at all the adults with a sleepy, curious little frown.
"Whazzat?"
Andi smiled at their son, rising up on her toes to peck his chubby cheek, ruffling his stripe of silky soft hair.
"The baby Tara had in her tummy, your friend. Remember her?"
Orrick nodded, succinctly summing up the situation in two gravely serious words. "Oh shit."
Ohlen knew he shouldn't reward the crudely innocent language by reacting, but he couldn't have stopped himself if he tried. 
He threw his head back and laughed so hard, tears slipped from his eyes. 
Orrick's giggles were followed by Andi's exasperated sigh, and the laughter of everyone else.


∆∆∆
 


~Are you sure this is the right thing to do?
Ohlen looked down at his mate, his heart turning over in his chest to see how she smoothed a comforting hand over their son's hair, hitching him higher up her hip as they navigated through the underground maze of corridors to the holding cells where a traitor awaited his death.
Orrick clung to Andi like a burr, his gaze shooting around furtively, the scent of his uncertainty ripe in the air around them.
~It is time for all of us to face our fears, my heart.
She nodded her agreement and followed the press of his hand on her waist. 
Andi's trust in him never failed to make Ohlen feel like the luckiest male in the universe.
He only wished they had had more time for laughter, but shadows haunted all of them, and it was time to bring them into the light.
T'mai and his small handful of elite hunters waited, silently greeting them with solemn nods.
"What news from the infirmary?"
Andi was only too happy to give the former pride ruler the news of a successful birth and a healthy new addition to their number.
Shadows darkened T'mai's eyes in spite of his smile, and Ohlen didn't envy the demons which plagued the proud warrior.
"I am glad to hear it. I wish I had such good tidings to share with you, but unlike the others, Tarut refuses to divulge whatever secrets he has. 
"There is no doubt of his guilt, and I am told you have claimed the right of execution."
Ohlen gave a stiff nod, wrapping his arm around his mate when she leaned against his side. 
T'mai looked at the three of them, at Orrick, and his lips canted upward at the edges, the barest hint of envy coloring his scent.
T'mai's mate, Elenna, was the only one of the females to have come from the Aria, taken a Sarazen mate, who still remained human.
It was clear how devoted Elenna was to her mate, and no one knew why Elenna had not taken her mate's blood to become a hybrid.
There were wild rumors of course. Some speculated T'mai had been deceived and brought so low by the female who had been his queen for centuries, he was unable to give himself to Elenna completely.
Others felt it was Elenna who refused to convert, but whenever Ohlen saw them together, the shadows were absent from T'mai's gaze and Elenna looked at him with stars in her eyes.
The depth of their love for one another was obvious to any who cared to look close enough, so it remained a mystery as to why Elenna was still human. 
T'mai's envy was another mystery, but now was not the time to solve it.
"Let it be done then," T'mai solemnly ordered. "Luo and Boz will accompany you as a precaution. It would be my honor to stand with your mate and son as witness."
Ohlen hesitated for only a fraction of a second, but Andi noticed and whispered the most precious words in his mind.
~I love you. I'm right here with you, always.
He bent his head to rub his nose against hers, touching a kiss to her soft lips, dragging himself away with a low rumble for Orrick.
The two hunters followed behind him as Ohlen approached the door made of solid ore, looking over his shoulder to see T'mai escorting Tara into an observation chamber not far away.
When he was certain his mate was out of earshot, Ohlen looked over his shoulder at the male to his left.
"You've tortured him?"
The male without a single mark on his skull to tie him to one of the clans looked back at him with pale silver eyes. Cold, nearly lifeless eyes.
"Repeatedly."
"The prisoner is surprisingly resilient, and Luo is not known for his gentleness." Boz reported jovially, his smiling face and bright yellow eyes positively cheerful in comparison to his counterpart.
"Are you prepared to do this?" Luo asked without inflection or censure.
Ohlen gave a mirthless laugh in answer. "I was a child the last time I faced my sire. I thought I ripped his heart out then, and ever since my mate produced his likeness to identify him as one of the wretched traitors to have taken her from me, I have been waiting to do it again. Yes. I am prepared."
"Excellent!" Boz declared, slapping the mechanism to release the door.
Inside the isolation chamber, Tarut's arms were stretched high overhead, his shoulders swollen and discolored from having been dislocated time and again, his toes barely touching the ground.
He had been stripped of his clothes, his dignity, but when he lifted his head, there was not an ounce of fear or anticipation of more pain in Tarut's familiar eyes. So dark a purple they were nearly black.
Ohlen remembered the way he had seen his own face reflected in those dark orbs when his fist had punched up under Tarut's ribcage to take hold of his heart.
He could practically feel the hot squish of the frantically pulsing organ in his hand now, and remember the way it felt, how the blood poured over his wrist, how he strained to pull the slick muscle free before Tarut overcame the shock of Ohlen's attack and fought back.
It had been a long time, but Ohlen would have expected Tarut to smell their familial scent, or recognize the whorl of their clan markings, yet there wasn't a spark of recognition in his sire's gaze.
Ohlen stared at his sire and realized how very much alike they looked.
They had the same silvery white hair, the same shape to their nose and jaw. 
He even saw a hint of Orrick in the elder male and wondered if Tarut had ever looked at Ohlen's cub and felt any regret at all for harming him.
"Well? Have you come to succeed where your predecessors have failed? Or will you just stare at me all day?"
Ohlen ignored the mocking taunt and maintained his silence, calling his beast forward as he walked a slow circle around Tarut.
Calling on the animal who remembered better than he did, the scent of the shadow that had haunted his footsteps to remind him of his shame.
By the time Ohlen made the full circuit and came back around to face the haggard male, doubt was his most prevalent emotion.
"You have no idea who I am, do you?" Ohlen asked softly, searching the face which he had thought of so often these last years.
Tarut gave an indelicate snort, giving Ohlen a thorough once-over with a blatantly uncaring expression.
"Just another drone. A cog in the wheel of a broken system, too stupid to see the truth."
Ohlen's beast gave a disgruntled chuff and retreated, his lack of interest answer enough to the suspicion burrowing like a worm through his mind.
"Strange. I would have thought someone as intelligent as you claim to be would recognize the mate of the female you captured.
“The father of the cub you stole from her and used as an experiment. 
"But I was definitely expecting you to remember the face of the son who tore out your heart."
Tarut's lashes flicked in the most minute reaction. 
So small a tick it could barely be described as surprise, but it was there all the same. 
He attempted to provoke Ohlen, but it fell far short of the mark.
"Why would I remember someone so insignificant?"
"My sire had one vice in his life," Ohlen replied calmly, smiling just because it was starting to unnerve the pathetic bastard in front of him. 
"Twice a day, he enjoyed the aromatic smoke of urit weed. No more than twice.
“He said too much muddied his thoughts, but twice was just enough. It was rare. Expensive. 
"I hated the smell of it, and after one particularly terrible beating he gave me, I opened the canister of his urit and pissed in the leaves.
“He went without his vice for nearly an entire season, but his scent remained unchanged. 
"You look like him. You speak like him. But you are not Tarut of the Long Claw."
The impostor's jaw clenched, his teeth kept firmly together while he raised his chin in defiance. 
The doubt which had plagued him these past few years, wondering whether or not Ohlen had actually killed his sire, or if he had simply imagined the entire episode while on the run and living in the wild as a beast after Tarut had turned on his family, evaporated.
Tarut was long dead, the shadows of Ohlen's past just that. Shadows. 
Whoever this was who hung before him in agony was simply another traitor and deserving of the fury simmering beneath the surface of Ohlen's flesh.
It was not an unfamiliar feeling, the need to rip and claw at unprotected flesh. 
To feel the hot spray of his enemy's blood in his mouth, feel the crunch and snap of bones in his jaws, the pop as sinew tore free of its moorings.
Despite allowing his beast free rein, making such a rabid mess was not a lack of control. 
Ohlen would take his time. Inflict as much pain as he possibly could in repayment for all this council scientist had done to his family. 
It was his right to claim the fool’s life, and Ohlen would take his sweet time ending it.
"You took my mate. You took my cub. You did unspeakable things to both of them, and your identity doesn't matter to me in the least.
“All I care about is the fact I have you here before me, and you are as helpless as they were. 
"When I'm finished, we'll examine whatever is left of you and discover who and what you are."
Ohlen pulled his boots off, his torque, his tunic, and by the time he got to the fastenings of his trousers, the traitor found his voice.
"If you kill me, the truth about what we did to your cub dies with me."
Ohlen didn't stop in removing his clothes, but deep inside, he paused, wondering if perhaps there was something else to Orrick's nightmares. 
If some secret evil lurked in his cells, a sickness waiting to be unleashed.
"If you had anything of value to share, you were given plenty of time to do so."
"And what of Commander Brennaugh? You think you have fully restored what we took from him? That we only had one crystal? Or that you have found all of the queens bred in captivity on S4?" the chained male taunted, but the ring of desperation in his tone made the threat fall flat.
Ohlen half expected Luo or Boz to tell him to stop, but they remained silent at his back. 
He tossed his trousers aside as though he had not a care in the world, and finally the scent of fear wafted from the soon to be dead impostor.
"As I said. You had plenty of time to speak. That time has passed."
Ohlen's beast gave a deep, menacing rumble. It liked the taste of fear and pushed forward eagerly, and Ohlen did nothing to stop him.
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Andi flinched at the sound of bone giving way to the crushing power of Ohlen's bite, palming her son's hair to kiss his brow as the screams of the scientist grew in pitch.
Orrick watched his father take his fury out on the naked male's flesh, his innocent eyes wide with surprise, his thumb stuck in his mouth while he clung to her neck.
If she had gotten even so much as a hint of fear from her baby, she would have left. But he seemed... curious. 
Uncertainty and confusion darted across his beautiful face, but as soon as he realized what was happening, Orrick seemed to relax a little.
"He knows nothing," T'mai told her calmly, not so much as a hint of doubt to say the dying male who was not Ohlen's father had anything of worth to halt his execution.
"Commander Falken and his mate have gone through every stream of data collected from the lab on S4, and this one, whoever he is, had very little to do with the experiments done on your cub except to take Orrick from your womb.
“N'kara and the unknown female were the architects of such insanity. This one's specialty lie in the capture and breeding of the Na'ah."
Andi's throat ran dry with memories of the serpentine aliens she had caught brief glimpses of on board the Aria.

She'd been half unconscious, face down on the deck when the first one had slithered by her.
With the piece of shrapnel stuck in her gut and her blood leaking out beneath her, it must have assumed she was dead. 
After it passed, Andi vaguely remembered getting to her hands and knees, painfully crawling back down the hall toward her quarters.
A knot of terrified crew raced past her, not bothering to stop and help her, even though she reached out to them. 
Cassie had stopped. Tore her arm free of a white-faced male who was attempting to force her into an emergency exit hatch and come to Andi's rescue.
It was because of Cassie Andi had survived long enough for Ohlen and his warriors to find them, and it was because of Cassie again, that Orrick had been rescued.
"Then why did he have the data crystal with Brennaugh's mental imprint on it?" she asked softly.
T'mai stood at her side, impassively watching Ohlen do as he had with Ethan, clawing and raking at his flesh, the mottled fur of the enormous beast's paws and forelegs turning dark with blood.
"There was a video fragment of Brennaugh's escape from captivity. 
"N'kara tried to seal the scientists in the lab in order to collect their data before fleeing, but the door jammed at the last second.
“Just before Brennaugh tore through the opening, N'kara handed the data crystal off to this one and ordered him to take it to someone or someplace, called Menau.
"We caught glimpses of the female scientist who escaped Brea and her kin. 
"Enough to say she has no markings or physical characteristics to tell us which clan she came from, and the Records Keeper for the Ghost River clan has no female bearing her description in the clan census.
“There was genetic material found in the lab which we think is hers, and Ga'rae has been analyzing and comparing it to the genetic registry, but I do not hold out hope for success.
"The Original Council has been frustratingly adept at erasing all record of their presence. So far, the female does not exist in any known Sarazen database.
“Cassie has nearly completed a program to recognize faces, which she claims will make the search go much quicker. Whoever this female is, she will not escape us. I give you my word."
Of that, Andi had no doubt.
Since Tarek had tasked his younger brother with hunting down anyone affiliated with the Original Council, T'mai and his handful of loyal hunters had brought over three hundred traitors and spies to justice.
No quarter was given, no excuses, no pardons. If any Sarazen was found guilty of participating in their enemy's plots, they were interrogated and executed shortly thereafter.
For a time, Andi worried fear would cause the pride to fracture, but the warrior race was made of sterner stuff and had come together exactly as T'mai had hoped, giving their enemies no safe haven to flee to. 
Though those in charge of the so-called Original Council were still unaccounted for, the rumors of T'mai's failure as the pride ruler had quickly been silenced.
Not only by his single-minded focus and success, but in the way he went out there and got into the trenches alongside his men. Doing the dirty work with his own hands.
People respected that. Respected him for his dedication, and because of how close to home the traitors had been—literally in T'mai's bed—his mission to destroy them all was personal.
"Thank you for all you've done, T'mai. For working so hard and taking such good care of us."
T'mai had welcomed the human race into the pride and done so much in conjunction with his brother to protect them, and had been well liked by all, but he still was uncomfortable whenever she or any of the other human-now-hybrids thanked him or offered him praise. 
Andi looked up to find his ears pink with embarrassment, and a gruff scowl on his handsome face.
"It is my duty."
The screams from the other room finally stopped, and Andi breathed a sigh of relief. She lay her cheek over Orrick's downy soft hair, rocking gently from side to side, struggling not to laugh as she watched Ohlen's beast turn and hike his leg to pee on the carcass. Orrick had no such problems. 
"Oh shit," he mumbled, giving a sweet little giggle around his thumb.
Andi flushed, glancing up to see T'mai having just blinked at her son in astonishment, a dimple winking in his cheek when he failed to withhold his grin.
As gruesome as it had been to watch Ohlen rip into the monster who had taken both she and Orrick, later that night she knew it had been the right thing to do when Orrick crawled into his own little bed without any coaxing or cajoling whatsoever, snuggled down with one of his favorite soft blankets, and fell asleep for the first time in weeks.




CHAPTER TWENTY
Brennaugh stood in the doorway of the small room Tara had transformed into a nursery. She was fast asleep on the gently curved lounge, her hands supporting their cub where she lay snuggled on Tara's chest. It had been nine days, and still he couldn't help but stare in awe at both of them.
He could barely believe how quickly his fears of his daughter's feral nature had faded away the moment Gwen had lifted her from inside Tara's womb, and placed the infant on Tara's chest.
Little Tehya was in a word, perfect.
She had a full head of thick black hair, the deep indigo swirls and slashes that identified her as one of the Bluestripe clan barely visible through the thick strands.
Tara said her eyebrows looked as though they had been drawn on, and right now with her eyes closed, her black lashes lay like lace fans on her chubby cheeks. 
When Tehya's eyes were open, Brennaugh couldn't look away.
Her pupils were split vertically, as though she were already in the throes of her first shift. 
The color of her irises was a vivid, icy blue, surrounded by a deep ring of what Tara described as navy blue.
It did remind Brennaugh of the sea, where the pale blue waters surrounding an island gave way to the sudden depths.
Her vertical irises were not the only physical traits that marked Tehya as other. 
Her tiny ears were leaf-shaped, pointed at the tips and situated a little higher than was normal.
Her features were feline in nature, soft and cherubic now, but the wide flare of her nose was most definitely catlike.
But most startling was the delicate length of her tail.
Situated right at the base of her spine, his cub had a long, slender tail capped with a tuft of curly black hair.
It peeked out now from the blanket Tara tucked around her small body, and had Tehya been awake, it would have been swishing back and forth in the same manner as Tara's did when she was in her beast form.
Brennaugh had been taken aback by the extra appendage at first, but other than her pupils, her ears, her pronounced feline features, and her tail, Tehya was just like all the other cubs born to the hybrid mates.
She displayed none of the expected aggressive or feral behavior, and in fact the only time Tehya fussed at all is when she was not being held. 
Beast forbid she was left on her own or put down in the cradle Te'sha had hand carved and gifted to them.
If not in Brennaugh's arms or Tara's, Tehya screamed and howled as though she were being mutilated.
Tara hadn't been prepared to welcome visitors yet, struggling with the protective instincts of her beast that insisted the scent of apprehension or uncertainty from anyone who came close, meant their cub harm.
Brennaugh blamed the hyper-awareness and insecurity on having been surrounded by so much doubt, by his mother's cruelty and the disapproval of those who thought Tara should have done like all the other mothers before her unlucky enough to have conceived a feral cub.
Even he had fallen under suspicion the first two days they had been sequestered safely in their quarters. 
Each time he took Tehya from Tara after the cub had fed, he felt Tara tense and practically vibrate with a mix of fear and fury.
Twice he had seen Tara's claws pop from under her fingernails before she concealed them by taking a fistful of whatever blanket she held, biting down on her lip to stem the rattling warning growls building in her throat, breathing deeply and slowly to calm herself.
Uncertain if he had been doing something wrong, mishandling Tehya somehow, Brennaugh quietly contacted Tarek while Tara slept, asking if perhaps this behavior from a new mother was normal. 
Brennaugh learned neither Clary nor Cassie had displayed any sort of aggression toward their mates.
The next time Tehya finished nursing, Brennaugh sat on the edge of the lounge and leaned in to press a kiss to his mate's forehead.
He brushed his knuckles over her cheek, holding none of his emotions back when he asked her what he could do to reassure her that he meant no harm.
"I know you're not going to hurt her, Bren. I'm just... I feel so... I don't know," Tara frowned hard as she settled Tehya on her shoulder and gently patted a burp out of the cub.
"The bond she and I had is gone. I can't sense her emotions at all, and I got so used to knowing how to soothe or comfort her. 
"Letting go of her—even to let you hold her—it scares me. It shouldn't, though! Right?
"I mean, I love watching the way you smile when she purrs at you. I love the way she swishes her tail and grumbles when you hold her in the crook of your arm instead of against your chest.
“I know you're not going to take her away from me, but I can't stop myself from wanting to claw your eyes out. I couldn't even tell you why—"
Her distress and uncertainty were like a fist through his heart, but he was thankful for the message from Clary that had popped up on his wrist unit the morning after he had spoken with Tarek.
Tara hasn't had the opportunity to process the stress of what happened to her. 
She was attacked by a queen, forced to use herself as bait to get you out of the jungle alive, struggled to stay strong even when she was terrified, not knowing if you would ever return to normal, and then found out she was pregnant with a baby the majority of her support system told her to destroy, all in the space of a few days.
She had to keep it together and stay strong for months in spite of a lot of heartache, fear, and loneliness. 
Now she's riding high on post-pregnancy hormones, and it's twice as bad. Her beast is doing what it can to help her out.
Tara just needs you to be there, that's all.
Taking the Asho'na's word's to heart, Brennaugh waited for the right moment. 
"You do not have to tell me why, my heart. For too many months, you shouldered the burden of carrying our cub alone while those around you pressured you to rid yourself of her.
“You sat by my side, not knowing if I would wake, and when I did, instead of believing in your strength, I fell prey to my own fears and uncertainties. I did not stand with you as I should have, and I will regret it always.
"But I will also always remember how tall you stood as you faced me and declared when I was prepared to listen instead of react, you would be waiting for me.
“Now, you are reacting to the fears and uncertainties you did not allow yourself to feel in my absence, and your beast is doing what she can to protect you.
"I love you with every fiber of my being. You fought for me—for our cub—with such strength I do not possess the words to express how proud I am. 
"I was wrong to doubt you, and I have never been so glad to have been so wrong about our little one."
Brennaugh kissed Tara's tears away and pressed his brow to hers, burrowing his fingers into her hair to knead gently.
"You are not alone, my One. I will be right here with you, doing whatever I can to soothe your fears. 
"Feel whatever you wish, but even if I take our cub from your arms, know I will always bring her back to you."
Slowly but surely over the course of the next few days, Tara's insecurities faded and her beast settled, no longer threatening to claw his eyes out whenever he took Tehya so Tara could have a few moments of rest to herself.
She still insisted on sleeping with the cub tucked against her chest during the day, but at night, Tara snuggled against his side while Brennaugh lay on his back, with Tehya then on his chest, his hand covering Tara's as they cupped Tehya's tiny rump.
He had never known such peace as that, but he came close during times like this, when he could lean in the nursery doorway and watch his mate sleep.
~Where have you been?
His scars pulled tight across his cheek as he smiled at her testy mental grumble. 
He crossed the meager distance, dropping to his haunches beside the lounge in time to watch her lashes rise.
~My family is returning to S12 tomorrow. I met with my sire and brothers to wish them safe journey, and to collect the name-day gifts they purchased for Tehya.
Tara's nose scrunched up in the most adorable moue of reluctance, her gaze skittering away from his for a moment.
~I don't think I'll ever be ready to see your mother, but if your dad and brothers want to come up before they go...
Brennaugh huffed a soft laugh, reaching across her and Tehya to hug his arm around her waist.
~It is generous of you to make such an offer, my heart, but they understand their behavior toward you has made them unwelcome. 
I would never presume to pressure you into accepting any of them into our home, least of all my mother.
His beloved gave a small smile and a long sigh, laying one hand on his arm, filling the other with their cub's mop of wild hair.
 ~Your father disapproved, but he and Bryne were steadfast in reminding everyone else how you would have wanted them to take care of me instead of making things more difficult.
V'tar and Varga didn't hide their doubt, but they followed your dad's lead and both went into the jungle to help bring you home. They are not unwelcome.
Plus, I um... kind of want them to see Tehya and rub it in your mom's face how beautiful she is. It's petty of me, I know—
~It is not. Bryne says my sire has not spoken to her at all for the past two weeks, and she apparently remains unrepentant.
Once they leave tomorrow, she will not be admitted back to the citadel under any circumstances, and I have made it clear I will not be going back to S12 for anything other than official visits ordered by the Asho for inspections of the garrison.
Under the guise of the law, she committed no actual crime, but that does not mean my mother is undeserving of whatever punishment she receives. To be the only family member excluded from our lives is too little.
Tara's smile grew in strength, her relief echoing along their bond like a deep exhalation. 
Tehya woke suddenly, the muscles in her face tightening as she gave a stretch, her little lips parting on a yawn.
In a practiced move, Tara cradled their cub in the crook of her arm and pushed herself up to bring the baby to her breast before Tehya could begin loudly demanding her mid-day meal.
"Go get your family. We can have lunch together," Tara told him confidently.
Brennaugh nodded, but he wasn't going anywhere. 
Sending a request via his wrist unit was much easier, and it meant he didn't have to miss out on a moment of this.
In fact, he stood up and situated himself behind Tara on the lounge, drawing her back against his chest to include himself in Tehya's feeding.
He touched a kiss to Tara's throat and set his chin on her shoulder, wrapping his arms around both of them, chuckling as his daughter used her tail to swat at his hand when he reached up to stroke her cheek as she suckled.
"No matter what her future holds, bond or no, Tehya will always know the fierceness of her mother's love, and mine."
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Tara had been expecting more from the men of Brennaugh's family. 
Hints of aversion or unkind stares at Tehya's almond-shaped ears, or comments about her elliptical pupils, not for them to coo and grin at every little flicker of her ridiculously long eyelashes.
Tara had just started to relax when Tehya gave a fussy kick of her feet and whipped her tail out from where Tara had attempted to... not hide it, but just not make it... visible.
She shouldn't have been afraid of what Vaughna and the others thought. 
They gave the barest blink of surprise, and then Bryne grinned from ear to ear and made an adorable 'aww' sound and pointed at Tehya's backside.
"Look at her sweet little tail! She can control her shift so soon?"
Sensing her nervousness, Brennaugh pressed a kiss to Tara’s temple and answered for her, warmth and pride in his tone.
"No. Tehya was born that way."
"Can I hold her?" Bryne had barely finished speaking before Tara shut him down.
"No!" She immediately felt terrible, especially when Bryne looked at her with a mix of surprise and sadness, obviously assuming he was not to be trusted because of what his mother had done. 
Her cheeks were so hot it was a wonder they didn't catch fire.
"I'm sorry, Bryne. I didn't mean to snap at you. I'm... I've been... struggling to let her go. To let anyone hold her, even Brennaugh."
Tara didn't have to work very hard to earn Bryne's forgiveness. He gave an easy smile and graciously said,
"Another time."
Vaughna surprised Tara when he informed her, she had no reason to apologize. 
"Your protectiveness is normal for a new mother."
"It doesn't feel normal," Tara admitted, gnawing on her lip, glancing up at Brennaugh to find him still smiling, still at ease. 
"I've barely managed to stop myself, wanting to claw Brennaugh's eyes out a few times now. Over nothing."
Vaughna gave a sage, fatherly nod of understanding, clapping his hand down on Bryne's shoulder. 
"Bryne had just been born when we received word our second eldest son, Vrea, had been killed in battle. 
"The grief of such a loss was hard on us all, but hardest on my mate.
“She wouldn't allow any of the other females in the village to come near our home. 
"She shut herself away in our quarters and refused to relinquish Bryne for longer than it took her to bathe or change him.
"I didn't get to hold my son for nearly three months. When I finally did get my hands on him, Brea made me sit on the bed and stood over me to make sure I handled him correctly, as though I hadn't ever held a cub before.
“The urge to maim your mate will fade, and in time the fear of loss will ease. 
"I advise you to hold Tehya as close as you can, for as long as you can. All too soon, she will be grown and too big to cradle."
Tara looked down at her baby's sweet face, at her delicate, feline features which were blatantly alien, and silently admitted to herself it wasn't fear of loss Tara struggled so hard with.
Tara knew what it felt like to not fit in because she shouldn’t have been born at all. 
She knew what it felt like to be made fun of by the other children for the sins of her parents, told she should be ashamed of herself for existing, and made to feel like a burden.
A waste of space and air. Tara knew the hunger of desperately seeking a place to belong, a hunger to find approval, to show everyone she was more than what they expected.
She was scared to death Tehya would be rejected by everyone who had given Tara the stink eye during her pregnancy. 
By the other hybrid children who were special and unique in their own way, but not as unique as Tehya.
That was a pain Tara hoped her baby would never have to experience but knew there were people who would be afraid of her. Disgusted by her. Jealous of her.
Tehya wasn't a feral, blood-hungry monster, but she was a cub conceived while her parents had mated in their animal forms.
Those feline characteristics that made her so different would be a dead giveaway to say she was not wholly Sarazen, not wholly human, and more than hybrid.
Like Vaughna said, too soon Tehya would be grown, and Tara wouldn't be able to protect her from the opinions and prejudices of others. 
All she could do was make sure Tehya never felt like she had to be ashamed of who she was.
Tara had to start by putting her fears aside and surround Tehya with family and friends who would love her in spite of her differences.
Her baby was beautiful, unique, and Tara loved every inch of her. 
Tara had to teach Tehya to love and accept herself, by not hiding Tehya's tail or her sweet little ears from anyone.
She took a deep breath and peeled the blankets back, leaving Brennaugh's embrace to approach Bryne, smiling crookedly at his look of astonishment when she set Tehya carefully in his big hands and showed him how to support her head.
Tehya scowled up at her uncle, grunting, waving her tiny fists and swishing her tail in response to the unfamiliar touch.
The desire to snatch Tehya back was strong, but Tara forced herself to take a deep breath and relax.
"When I could still feel her emotions, I could tell she liked the sound of your voice."
"Is that true?" Bryne cooed at Tehya, his grin wide enough to split his face. 
"Of course it is. What should I say to you, little one? Hmm?"
Brennaugh's hands settled on her shoulders and Tara stepped back to let him take her weight. 
He hugged an arm around her chest and kissed the hollow behind her ear, rubbing his chin across her hair while they watched Bryne say the silliest things to Tehya.
~Thank you, my heart. I know how hard this is for you.
Tara clung to her mate's forearm while she watched the enormous warriors turn to mush as they each took a turn introducing themselves to their niece, finally delivering her safely into her grandfather's arms.
Vaughna tucked Tehya into the crook of his arm, tracing the slope of her pointed ear with his fingertip, grinning when Tehya gave a burble and kicked her feet as though it tickled.
~It is hard, but I don't ever want her to know what it feels like to be unloved or unwanted.
As an experienced father, it was no wonder Vaughna had the magic touch. 
With so much excitement, Tehya was on the verge of falling asleep but fighting it.
Tara held her breath when Vaughna started to rumble, his timbre so deep the echo of it filled the entire suite, vibrating at just the right frequency to not only resonate in Tara's blood, but relax her.
Actually being held against Vaughna's chest to feel the vibrations, it was obvious Tehya was fascinated. 
She turned into Vaughna, rubbing her face on his tunic with one last yawn, and just before she fell asleep, she let out a little baby purr that made Vaughna grin with suspiciously bright eyes.
He had the dad walk and rock down to a science, closing the distance between them to bring Tehya back to her, pausing close enough that only a foot of space separated them.
"I confess, I was certain of my doubts, and though I did not wish to add to your burden, I left for S4 hoping by the time we returned you would have come to your senses and listened to those around you whom you trusted, Tara."
Vaughna's hands were calloused and tough from thousands of days spent in battle, but they cradled Tehya like the fragile, precious life she was, gentle and steady as he transferred the baby back into Tara's arms, giving her thick hair one more stroke before meeting Tara's gaze.
"Instead, you kept your own council, listened to your instincts, and I have never been so glad to have been so wrong.
“My son is privileged beyond all I ever hoped for him. I make no excuses for my mate, her unkindness to you..." Vaughna gave a rough jerk of his head. 
"I have no words to express my disappointment, but this little one is blood of my blood, and will always be welcome in our den."
With their bond wide open, Brennaugh couldn't hide the way it made him feel to hear his father give them his blessing.
Tara's relief was so strong she felt a little lightheaded, or perhaps it was just the weight on her shoulders lifting and her fears of Tehya being rejected by her family being laid to rest.
Tara kissed her father-in-law's cheek and thanked him softly, making no comment on the fact it was unlikely she would ever bring Tehya to S12.
They shared the mid-day meal together, and after they left, Brennaugh urged her to lie down for a nap after feeding their hungry girl.
When he took Tehya this time and set her against his shoulder, the baby no more than a little lump in comparison to his brawn, Tara felt not a lick of fear or manic apprehension.
Brennaugh sat in the Sarazen-sized rocking chair Clary had gifted them, smiling at her with a sexy, crooked smirk.
What was it about a giant man holding a baby so comfortably that made the blood run so hot? Although, he was her giant man, so of course it made all the difference.
~Rest, my love. We will be right here when you wake.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Brennaugh held his mate while they both silently watched their cub sleeping peacefully in her cradle. As Tara's confidence had grown, so had Tehya's. Each day she spent a few more hours than the day before sleeping alone in her nursery, making no protest to be snuggled comfortably by her blankets and gently rocked in the cradle.
They'd had a busy day today, his girls. Today—with extreme hope and trepidation—Clary, Cassie, and Andi brought their cubs to meet Tehya.
Tara was adamant the little ones learn now to accept Tehya into their tight-knit group, and the other mothers had been just as intent on seeing Tehya become another member of a swiftly growing clan.
Brennaugh stood close to where Tara and Clary were seated on the floor of Tarek's office, watching the small pack of cubs come to investigate the newest addition to their number.
Orrick had been the first to boldly walk right up to Tara and plant himself in her lap, leaning in to give Tehya a sniff, chortling in delight when she slapped him in the face with her tail.
Falken's son didn't seem to care for anything other than the stuffed toy he was currently chewing on, and while Tristan seemed intrigued by a creature smaller than him, Lyrala looked distinctly unhappy.
Clary tried to coax the little princess closer, but Lyrala gave an indignant huff and turned on her heel to march over to her sire.
"Da!" she half shouted, thrusting her arms in the air, her hands making grabbing motions.
Tarek obeyed his cub's obvious demand to be held, scooping her up to set her on his hip with a kiss to her dark tresses.
"What's wrong, little one?"
Brennaugh saw the way Tara gnawed nervously on her lip, glancing back at him with concern shining plainly in her velvety brown eyes.
This was of great importance to his mate, that the other cubs accept Tehya, and he hadn't had the heart to argue with her that they might not. 
~Don't fret. Lyrala is used to being the only female. She will adjust.
It turned out Tarek's firstborn wasn't upset by Tehya's presence at all. 
"Da, Leera wanna tail wike duh preddy baby!"
If he was surprised by his daughter's declaration, Tarek gave no indication of it. 
He studiously hummed, giving an exaggerated look at Lyrala's backside,
"Don't you have a tail, Lyrala?"
The princess scrunched up her face with a little growl, waving a frustrated hand at her father.
"No-wah! My beesie have a tail. Leera no have a tail, but I wan one!"
"I see." Tarek responded, as though the matter were of grave importance. 
"Well, then you'll just have to keep practicing your shift, my love. 
"In the meantime, if you're sweet to Tehya, perhaps she will tell you her secret. Hmm?"
Lyrala looked over her shoulder to where Tara cuddled Tehya against her chest, Orrick's face a few inches from the baby's, the two of them taking turns to rumble back and forth at one another.
It was almost as if they were communicating via the soft purrs, and the longer it went on, the more Tehya burbled and swished her tail with delight.
"Oh-tay. Leera be sweet." The cub wiggled to be put down and skipped over to seat herself between Clary and Tara, shoving her brother aside to make room. 
Tristan rolled his eyes as though this was a common occurrence and toddled over to be picked up by his sire.
"That was not sweet," Clary told her daughter firmly, but Lyrala had an answer that had Brennaugh struggling not to laugh.
"Trissan was in my way," Lyrala replied haughtily, then turned a brilliant smile on Tara and went so far as to flutter her eyelashes. 
"Hello, Tey-ta's mommy. May I peas have a tail secret?"
Tara's fears of Tehya being rejected by her peers was now a thing of the past, and after spending the afternoon with the other hybrid families, they were once again alone in their quarters.
Tara sighed softly, her brow resting on his scarred cheek, her hands curled around his wrists while they stood and stared at the beauty of what they'd created.
~ I could stand here all night.
~I agree wholeheartedly, but the day has been long. Ga'rae and Gwen both advised us to take rest when Tehya does. 
Though I confess, I am not tired. By my count, it has been six months, three weeks, one day, and nine hours since the last time I had you beneath me.
~Bren— Her reluctance to withdraw from the nursery was weak, and Tara gave no resistance at all when he started to back away from Tehya's cradle.
~You will have to be quiet, my One. You wouldn't want to wake the baby with the sound of your screams.
~Me?! You're the one who roars the paint off the ceiling.
Once clear of the doorway, Brennaugh whipped Tara around and boosted her up, ducking his head to catch her luscious mouth with his, her soft moan vibrating between them as she wrapped her legs around his waist, eagerly accepting the push of his tongue between her lips.
Tehya's soft whimper had them both freezing mid-kiss, eyes open and staring from inches away, holding their breath while they waited for Tehya to let them know she was done with her nap.
A few moments passed with no further sounds, and the urgency to mate was once again upon them.
He set Tara down just long enough for both of them to hastily tear their clothes off, reaching for her the moment they were both nude, wrapping his hand around the nape of her neck, pulling her up on her toes so he could take her mouth again.
~I missed your kiss, my One. Brennaugh told her, even as he showed her just how much.
Tara met him kiss for kiss, pouring herself heart and soul into him. 
One turned into ten, then twenty until they were fused at the lips and uncaring whether or not they had air to breathe.
Brennaugh dropped to his knees on the lounge where they had said their goodbyes before he had left for S4, pressing Tara back against the soft mound of pillows, unable to keep from groaning when she tilted her hips and used the strength in her legs to pull him into her, his cock driving through the scalding hot, slick petals of her sex, seating himself to the root in one wicked slide.
She moved with him, her body undulating in time to his churning hips, wrapping him in silken heat so tight he could barely stand the pleasure.
Brennaugh could taste the rising ecstasy on her lips and knew he had to watch. 
He slid one arm beneath her head, bracing himself on his elbow, his other hand framing her face, holding her still so he could look into her wide, wild brown eyes.
~Don't let go. Wait for me.
~Always. There was only trust, only love shining in her eyes as the erotic tension grew. 
As the need and hunger became a burn so intense it bordered on pain.
Brennaugh could feel the fine trembling in her body, the velvety ripple of her sleek inner muscles around his cock, pulling him closer to release with every driving lunge.
~Now.
Watching his mate throw her head back, her teeth sank deep into her bottom lip as she moaned in relief, her arms and legs tightening around him until he could barely move... 
It wasn't the devoted hours of pleasure Brennaugh would have preferred, but finally, with every heated pulse of seed he gave her, the fury finally eased.
He was home.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
The sun would be rising soon, and he should have been asleep beside his mate.
Instead, T'mai stood in front of his holo-board in the small room adjacent to his quarters. 
He could back up a few steps and look out into the main suite to see Elenna where she lay tucked beneath the blankets in their bed.
T'mai wanted to be there, but unanswered questions, the frustration of failure, and the restlessness of a hunt unfulfilled kept him awake.
No matter what Tarek said, T'mai had failed his people. 
The enemy had literally been in his bed, poisoning him, lying to him, and T'mai had been blind to it all.
It was because of Clary that Niora's treachery had come to light. 
It was because of Clary, Gwen, Andi, Cassie, and Elenna that everything had changed.
Those lucky enough to be blessed with a human mate now fought to protect them, and those who saw the love and light the fragile aliens brought to Saraz rallied to offer their lives in hope of one day being blessed with a human mate themselves.
But unless the rot spreading throughout the pride was cut out, stamped out, burned, and eradicated in totality, there would be no room for new life to flourish.
It's why T'mai stood here alone when he wanted nothing more than to be curled around his mate. 
Hundreds of those who willingly, blindly served the agenda of the Original Council, smuggling contraband weaponry, helping them move unseen through checkpoints, funding their research, and providing test subjects had been found.
Hundreds more were still at large, the list of atrocities and betrayals they committed daily was long—too long—but no matter how quickly T'mai and his hunters were able to round up the supporters, it meant nothing if he couldn't get his hands on the leaders.
Falken's sire Farro, Ohlen's sire Tarut, and N'kara were the lowest three of the twelve original council members. 
The female scientist who had assisted in Brennaugh's abduction was possibly a fourth, but somehow, she still eluded capture.
The ground troops had been focused on neutralizing the Na'ah infesting the jungles of S4, and when Brennaugh’s family had closed in on the pair of fleeing scientists in order to regain the data crystal with his neural imprint, the female sacrificed her male companion in order to escape.
It was her research into bio-weaponry that concerned T'mai the most. 
A weapon that could wipe out only those with a specific genetic code, invisible until those targeted began to perish from the pathogen, and the ones targeted were the precious hybrid mates.
Falken and Cassie both assured him the data terminal recovered from N'kara's lab was a closed system. 
There was no record of files being removed or transmissions sent, and according to the video log, there hadn't been time for the female to take anything with her before Brennaugh had come raging through the blast door fully shifted.
Unfortunately, T'mai did not believe the scientist had placed her entire collection of research on one terminal shared with two other scientists.
An enemy as clever as she was, who had gone unnoticed for so many years, would have a secondary cache where backup files were stored.
She wouldn't have put so much time and wicked intent into a project without ensuring her progress was safely saved. 
In fact, T'mai was betting the female had stolen copies of her fellow scientists’ work, just in case.
With the two remaining Na'ah queens having dropped a clutch of eggs, no craft of any kind had been allowed to leave the planet. 
Warriors were deployed via drop-ship, with no way off the surface.
She was somewhere on S4 still.  She had to be. There was another lab somewhere on the huge continent, or on one of the thousands of smaller islands.
His elite hunters were in pursuit, and Falken said thus far the bio-research—the experiments done on Ohlen's cub—had failed, but the longer the unknown female was on the run, there was no telling what evil she could come up with.
She was alone without resources. She would be found. There was no other option T'mai would accept.
He did not deserve the beautiful female who looked at him as though the sun rose and set at his will, but with every breath in his body he would protect her, and if the time came, he would die for her.
Elenna’s alluring scent filled his nostrils moments before he felt the clasp of her arms around his waist. 
Her bare breasts pressed against his back as she touched a kiss to his skin and lay her cheek against his shoulder.
"Everything okay?"
T'mai briefly closed his eyes to control the immediate surge of lust. 
Elenna's voice was husky from sleep, and his beast threw itself against the cage of T'mai's mind, fighting to be let loose.
He envisioned how it would happen. How he would grab Elenna’s arm, whip her around in front of him, grab her waist to lift her up, and back her against the wall.
She was already naked, it would take nothing to shred open the laces on his trousers, no more than a shift of his pelvis to bury his cock in the wet haven of her sex as he sank his teeth in her throat.
His incisors throbbed, huge in his mouth, saliva pooled, the need to mark and bond with his mate so intense it made him physically tremble with the effort it took to keep from following through on the rabid fantasy.
"You're not leaving again, are you?"
The hesitant question made T’mai realize he'd been quiet for too long. 
T'mai took a deep breath and forcibly pushed his beast back down, lifting his arm to draw his beloved human mate around to cuddle against his chest. 
She made a sweet murmur when he pressed his lips to her brow, snuggling into his embrace.
"No, love. I'm not leaving. My thoughts were too restless for sleep. Why are you up, hmm?" T'mai did pick her up, cradling her just because the sensation of her warm, soft skin against his brought him such pleasure.
As she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pressed a kiss to his jaw, T'mai couldn't help the insidious thoughts sprouting like weeds in his mind.
Elenna was warm and loving, never hesitating to show him affection. 
She seemed to have made it her mission in life to make him laugh, and even when she only got a grudging smile, she laughed for him and lit up the room.
The first time he had given her the tour of their quarters, Elenna had been so beautifully confused when T'mai showed her their separate sleeping rooms. 
He had been equally confused, astonished really, when Elenna asked if he didn't want her to share his bed.
Niora had refused to share his bed or the same quarters in-between her heat cycles, and once T'mai confessed the embarrassing truth, Elenna refused to sleep anywhere but with him.
After the first time Elenna coaxed T'mai into sharing a bath with her, she decreed she would never take another bath without him.
Unless he was off on a mission, he made time to bathe with his mate every day. 
Elenna was affectionate, eager to share whatever time they had with one another; she never shied away from him in public or refused his touch.
In fact, Elenna seemed to go out of her way to hold his hand, touch his arm, sit in his lap. 
T'mai cherished every precious display of love, proof that Elenna was everything Niora should have been.
"I don't sleep well when you're gone." Elenna sighed against his throat. "I thought you got called away, but you never go without saying goodbye."
So sweet and loving. Elenna deserved more than him. Which is why he held her that much closer.
"I do not. And I never will."
The words had no sooner passed his lips, when his wrist unit gave an urgent chime. 
Elenna yawned and let him tuck her back into their bed, lifting her lips expectantly.
T'mai eagerly obliged, lingering at the way she combed her fingers through his mane. She pressed a kiss to the tip of his nose, to each eyelid.
"I love you." She told him, meaning it with every fiber of her being, and though he was unworthy of her love, there was no part of him that did not return it.
"And I you, Elenna. The sun hasn't yet risen. Go back to sleep."
Elenna lay back amid the pillows with a soft smile, her lashes drooping. "I will if you promise to hurry back to me."
"Always, my heart." He whispered his vow across her cheek, unable to withhold the rumble that was hers alone.
∆∆∆
 


T'mai leaned forward to allow the bio-metric scanner to take his identity. 
The latch barely clicked before Cassie yanked open the door, waving him inside with an eagerness that bordered on fanaticism.
T'mai took note of Gwen and Ga'rae's presence, and Falken where he had just risen from laying his cub down in the spare cradle kept within the secure room for just that purpose, when Cassie blurted—
"I found her!" T'mai took a breath to demand who Cassie had found, hoping it was the female scientist, but Falken's mate gave him no opportunity to speak.
"Well, not where she is, but I found out who she is. Who she was, actually. 
"I never would have thought to look if Gwen hadn't noticed the cell structures were all wrong, and she wouldn't have noticed without having done all that research about Tehya. 
"And then Falken's mother had to come so we could test it, because it's been years now and she hasn't died—"
"My love, breathe," Falken admonished with a wry grin.
Cassie threw her mate a dirty look but did as he said and took a deep breath as she raked her hand through her already disheveled curls.
"Sorry. I'm a little excited."
"As am I, if you have news regarding the female scientist." T'mai looked to Ga'rae for confirmation, getting a tight nod from the medic.
"I do. Her name is—was—Jendai of the Ghost River Clan." Cassie announced triumphantly, a light in her eye that lent her a nearly maniacal expression. 
"She's been dead since before the unification of the clans."
T'mai looked then to Falken for assistance, but received only a grim smile. 
"I don't understand. The Record Keepers of the Ghost River clan said they had no one matching the description we gave."
Cassie turned around and waved an arm at her holo-boards, cubes and files arranging themselves with the flick of her fingers. 
N'kara's image appeared, alongside Farro's, and Tarut's, and then the face of the unknown female scientist. Jendai.
"That's because they were looking at current census records of living clan members. 
"I was stumped until Ohlen went down to uh, execute his father, only to realize it wasn't, and honestly it took me a while—"
"They're clones," Gwen interrupted, rolling her eyes when Cassie spun around and growled at her. 
"What? It's not even the crack ass of dawn, you're bonkers via sleep deprivation, and I haven't had my morning roll in the hay. Get to the point."
"It's a process!" Cassie insisted hotly.
"I would appreciate an explanation. Now," T'mai declared, looking around from face to face, his pulse starting to rise as the promise of finally understanding this puzzle was put before him.
This needed to be over. T'mai needed to bring the traitors he had allowed to infiltrate the pride to justice. 
T'mai needed to heal what he'd broken in order to be worthy of his mate.
Cassie widened her eyes challengingly at Gwen, who huffed in annoyance, and mimed sealing her lips.
"Gwen did a test to match Tarut and Ohlen's DNA. They did have genetic material in common, enough to say at first glance they were father and son, but after some other tests, Gwen noticed the cell structure wasn't right. Ohlen's physical body is older than that of Tarut's."
"Which obviously isn't possible," Gwen told him, ignoring Cassie's pinched expression. 
"I had Ga'rae double check the findings, then we examined what we had left of N'kara, and the genetic material recovered from the lab of our unknown female scientist.
“Without going into medical detail, they all have a genetic marker in common which identifies them as copies of the original."
Cassie took back the lead of information, her voice rising in pitch as her excitement continued to grow.
"Amreet hasn't died from mate sickness, because like Brennaugh, she was taken, her consciousness expunged, and then put back into a cloned body. Farro too, though it seems his participation was voluntary.
"He couldn't smuggle all the weapons and contraband in and out of Saraz without Amreet knowing, or at least sensing something via their bond.
“It was sort of a trial run, to see if a mating bond could be severed if the body was no longer wholly Sarazen.
“Amreet doesn't remember anything, but it's been almost three years now that Farro's been on ice, and she hasn't gotten sick. 
"Neither has she shifted into her beast form, or felt any urges from her cat at all."
Cassie looked to her mate with a small, comforting smile, and now T'mai understood why the lines of strain around Falken's mouth were so deep.
"I asked her things only my mother could know about me. 
"She remembers everything from her life, has perfect recall, and is for all intents and purposes exactly as she was, but per Gwen's testing, I am physically four hundred years older than my mother. 
"She must have been cloned not long after I left to become a warrior."
"There's no way you could have known, honey," Cassie murmured gently, taking Falken's hand in an unwavering show of support.
"It makes no difference now," Falken replied. "She is who she has always been. Continue, my heart."
Cassie obeyed, but not before rocking up on her toes to kiss her mate. 
"The Original Council needed access to merchant vessels, so they tested the idea of cloning a mated pair—one of whom was ignorant of the cloning process—on Falken's parents.
“Tarut was the last to undergo the process, and I believe he didn't recognize Ohlen, he didn't remember his son tearing out his heart, because the copy of Tarut's consciousness was made before Ohlen killed his sire. 
"So, for lack of a better term, Tarut's data was incomplete.
"Because of the machine's success, N'kara was preparing to use a whole host of cloned bodies when something happened to his neural interface.
“That part, I'm not a hundred percent sure of yet, except to say he had to rebuild a whole new system and needed Reykar to do it. 
"Reykar's specialty was neurology, and none of N'kara's people had the skills necessary to successfully rebuild the interface.
"And, until us humans showed up, there were so many people implanted with the Adiveeze mind control tech, cloning wasn't a priority.
“Then we screwed up the council's plans, unveiled the men behind the curtain if you will, and N'kara once again needed his interface.
“Brennaugh was the first successful subject with the new machine, but I have no idea what would have happened if the commander hadn't gone full savage and killed everyone."
"I do," Gwen huffed, turning to wrap both her arms around Ga'rae's waist. 
"They'd have pushed to see how far they could go. Who they could replace, and we might not have known until that someone was going full savage on us.
“And because I recognize that expression, T'mai, I already checked Brennaugh's bloodwork. He's one hundred percent original. Not a clone."
T'mai wasn't sure what look he sported, but gave a nod of thanks to the little medic, because he had indeed been wondering whether or not—
"That's not to say Jendai didn't take some DNA and is as we speak making a Brennaugh 2.0, but I don't think she is," Gwen stated confidently.
Curious and concerned, T'mai had to ask. "Why not?"
Ga'rae gave a shrug of his massive shoulders, taking a handful of Gwen's hair to knead between his fingers.
"Brennaugh's scars are a result of a battle injury, not a genetic defect. 
"It wouldn't convey through cloning, and Jendai would have no way to perfectly replicate the pattern."
Of course. 
If the council's plan was to infiltrate and replace key members within the citadel, someone as unique as Brennaugh would be an illogical candidate. 
Sooner or later, someone would notice.
"Am I to assume the new medical protocols that were sent out to all warriors within the citadel was to identify any who might have been cloned and replaced?"
The medics both nodded. "Yeah. Better safe than sorry. From now on, anybody who leaves the fortress gets a DNA scan upon return. 
"I'm hoping the OC does attempt to replace someone we know. Don't you look at me in that tone of voice," 
Gwen warned her mate, not even having to look up at Ga'rae's face to know it was tight with affront.
"Obviously I don't want any of our friends to be hurt or go through what Brennaugh and Tara just went through. 
"But we have no idea how long it takes for a clone to be replicated, so we need more data."
"Agreed," T'mai ground out, "What of the Na'ah? Why are they here?"
"Falken and I decided to put the Na'ah breeding stuff aside in favor of figuring out what N'kara was doing, and on finding Jendai," Cassie answered, glancing at Falken, who gave a short nod and picked up where she left off.
"We do know Jendai and Tarut were collaborating on that project, so whatever the end result was, it's not good.
“We're hoping that infesting S4 was just a diversion tactic, like they did when they let the Scylla loose on S6, but something tells me we won't get that lucky."
“I don’t have DNA to prove it, but it’s likely the Na'ah queens are also clones,” Gwen added, 
“One of Brennaugh’s warriors commented on the level of difficulty it would require to capture just one queen. 
"They reproduce asexually, but sorting through a bunch of gross snake eggs to find a female sounds insane. 
"They obviously had the tools necessary to make clones, so I’m wagering that’s what Tarut and Jendai did.”
A grim moment of silence passed, and T'mai agreed wholeheartedly. 
To have bred so many queens in captivity was a study in insanity. 
The risk was too great to wait for one queen to drop a clutch of eggs, then attempt to take it from her.
No, the council had a larger purpose and no time to waste, but T’mai did not have long to linger on guessing what that purpose was, as Cassie had more information to share.
"According to the Sarazen personnel database, N'kara, Jendai, and Tarut, are all listed as dead. 
Now that we know that, it'll make finding Jendai and whoever else she's working with that much easier.
“I have my facial recognition program running a search for any Sarazen who's supposed to be dead. And I wrote another algorithm to access every camera across the entire territory.
“If they walk past someone using their wrist unit, through a transit station, board a ship, pass a security camera, have their face captured by a satellite, activate the vid-screen of a holo-board, use the visor camera of their armor's helmet—basically anything that has a camera or can take a picture— the program will compare the photos and send me an alert.
“No one will know I've accessed the feed, but I uh, need your permission for it, seeing as how this is a huge invasion of privacy..."
T'mai blinked at Cassie, wondering if the bemused look on Falken's face was due to the fact his hybrid mate was a genius, or because she was asking for permission after the fact. 
Either way, it didn't matter. If her program worked, no one need know.
"I gave my permission weeks ago, Cassie. It must have slipped your mind, what with you being so... sleep deprived."
Cassie grinned at him, but sobered quickly. "Right. So, we known now how the OC have been evading us, and I know who the female scientist is, and... I have one more theory. Falken thinks I'm crazy—"
Falken gave a roll of his eyes, a very human mannerism T'mai noticed many of the warriors having adopted.
"I do not think you are crazy. I said it seems improbable."
"Babe, we've got clones using mind control devices and creating bio-weaponry. It is not improbable!" 
Cassie shot back defensively, the two beginning to bicker about the particulars of Cassie's sanity.
T'mai knew this was part of their process, part of what made them such a good team, but he was tired. 
Too tired to be left standing here waiting for the intelligence officers to come to the point.
He cleared his throat loudly, which made Cassie blush, and Falken paused mid-word with a devious little sparkle to his gaze, making it clear he enjoyed debating with his mate.
Cassie gave a delicate sniff, looking down her elegant nose at Falken, but her bright eyes also sparkled.
"I don't think the Original Council, the twelve leading the charge against us, are Sarazen at all. Falken disagrees."
T'mai's amusement faded in an instant. "Explain!"
Cassie gave a soft snort, shaking her head at him slightly. 
"You and your brother are so alike," she mused, waving at her collection of files and data.
"You were already suspicious of what was happening around you, T'mai, and I believe—if Tarek hadn't stumbled upon the Aria when he did, and if you hadn't given him permission to bring all us humans home with him—the Original Council might have arranged an accident which resulted in your death, and put someone else on the throne.
"I think that was on the agenda, but by fate or universal interference, us humans did what we do best, and crashed the party.
“Tarek comes home, you give him back the pride, and now the OC is forced to switch gears. 
"Niora was always expendable, so she got bumped, but it was too late. 
"Your suspicions and the way the OC tipped their hand, now we're onto them.
"Suddenly, their so-called-plans come to light, and Farro tells us it's all about giving the clans back control of their territories.
“Making your family pay for poisoning the females which has led to the decline of the species. 
"Purist this, purist that, can't have dirty humans coming in and breeding with the population. But it doesn't make sense.
"The Sarazen people have—as a whole—only become stronger as a united pride. 
"Evident in the fact that the economy is booming, the technological progress of the species has grown exponentially, there are sustainable resources being managed so well another twenty generations will continue to prosper without fail, and yet—before us humans appeared—the Sarazen species was not prospering.
"For reasons unknown, it's declining. If Gwen, Clary, Andi, and I not gone through our transformation, Ga'rae wouldn't have had cause to study how such a mutation was possible, which I believe was the catalyst for a flurry of activity on the OC's part. You want to explain a bit about this, Ga'rae?"
Ga'rae gave a grunt, releasing Gwen long enough to add his own data to the holo-board, showing charts and graphs that made little sense to T'mai.
"I was able to discover an aberrant gene among the Sarazen-born females that was not present during the time of your fore-sire.
“Upon further testing, there is some truth to the accusations that our females were genetically altered. 
"Within three generations, Sarazen males and females have become incompatible to bear offspring.
"I believe it is why Sarazen females only go into heat twice within a solar year, and why their beasts are so frenzied during their breeding heat. 
"Their beast demands reproduction, but the body cannot sustain it.
“Per birth records, only a thousand cubs are born to every hundred thousand couples, and of those thousand, only one hundred are female. 
"Once those hundred females reach maturity, only twenty-five are able to reproduce.
"Every female able to reproduce passes on the aberrant genome to their offspring, further changing the base structure of our DNA with each new generation.
“We already knew our population was slowly declining, but with this new evidence, I believe we are being slowly—deliberately—sterilized. 
"With the projected effect of the sterilization, the Sarazen race is doomed for extinction within another four generations.
"Or we were, until the humans arrived. We now have on record ten thousand human hybrid mates, and those Sarazen females paired to a male human seem to take on the same heat cycle as a human female. 
"They are fertile monthly now, when for nearly three thousand years their cycle has only come twice a year.
"By my count, eighty percent of Sarazen born females with a hybrid human mate have conceived. Now, for every ten cubs born, six are female.
“There has also been a rise of multiple births. Twins and triplets, which has never happened in the history of our people.
“So, logically, if it was in fact the will of the original twelve to restore the balance to our people, they would be in favor of the humans. Not so vehemently against them."
"Exactly," Cassie declared. "When Falken interrogated his father, Farro made it sound like a power play. 
"That the twelve wanted to control the territory and go back to the way things were before the Blackpaw clan took over.
“But I think there's someone else, another enemy playing a long game, patiently waiting for the Sarazens to breed themselves into extinction because it’s the only way they could win a war against you.
“You guys are just too strong to fight as a whole. Unified as you are, you’ve proven time and again how superior the Sarazen warriors are to any other species in this galaxy.
“So I say our true enemy had to resort to alternative methods, such as infiltration and destabilization of the pride from within. Falken disagrees."
"I said it is improbable, not that I disagree, my One," Falken corrected, giving Cassie an arch look when she started to argue. 
“Three thousand years is an extraordinary amount of time to engage in a singular battle.”
“Come on!” Cassie urged Falken with an impatient whine, “The sheer number of people implanted with the mind-control tech—we're talking hundreds of thousands—they didn't all get implanted on the same day!
“Someone would have noticed their friends or family members going missing. 
"That part alone took years to successfully pick and choose who they needed to move ahead with the next step in their plan. Probably a few hundred years.
“The genetic sterilization? Clearly not a fast-acting plan, and why would you sterilize your own people? 
"Why would you fight so hard to get the Na'ah out of this galaxy, only to smuggle in females who can asexually reproduce?
“One queen can take down a whole planet. Why breed or clone twenty? 
"Why take advantage of Reykar's experiment with the Scylla and turn them loose on the planet which produces your biggest resource? It literally makes no sense."
"No, it does not," T'mai agreed softly. In their history, the warriors of Saraz had never ventured beyond their solar system with the intent to conquer other races.
They protected their territory, stood with their allies in battle, and made many enemies simply by being the strongest in their own corner of the universe.
Invincible, because like Cassie said, the pride was united.
He was eager to believe his people were not traitors. 
Willing to accept there was someone else who had corrupted their proud race.
Many of the young warriors thought Sarazens were strong because their beasts gave them speed and agility, heightened senses, quicker reflexes, longevity, rapid healing, and predatory ferocity.
All of those things did indeed give them the power to prevail over most any other species, but the beast within gave them something else that was more valuable than all the rest. The patient stillness of a true hunter.
T'mai felt himself give a mirthless smile as he recalled a lesson his brother had taught him on one of their many hikes through the forest as cubs. 
T'mai had complained one morning how long of a walk back it was to his warm bed.
"Be patient, little brother. Do not count the steps you take. Only tell yourself that each one brings you that much closer to your goal."
The list of those who had come to Saraz with the intent to overtake her people, those who had failed, would be long.
But today they were one step closer to catching the twelve beings responsible for so much death and destruction. Tomorrow, they would be another step closer.
The beast was a patient hunter, taking one step at a time toward its prey, its body free of tension but prepared to leap at just the right moment.
T'mai could afford to be patient.
The enemy could not.




Author’s Notes
Did I leave you hanging…again? (Insert mildly repentant grimace) Seems so, but you masochists are my kind of people, and keep coming back for more!
I give you my word, all shall be revealed and solved within Sarazen’s Pride. 
I believe Pride will be another long book, as the more I leave you hanging, the more I have to resolve later, but it shall be done!!
T’mai is getting impatient, as I’m sure you are as well.
Fury was indeed shorter than the other Saga novels, but I really feel like it was a crucial story to tell, and I hope you feel the same.
Per my usual manic habit, I have plans to eventually write stories for many of the supporting characters we’ve met in this book.
My list is growing terribly long, which is good for you, as it means there isn’t an end in sight to the adventures you will be invited to experience within the Sarazen Universe.
If you haven’t subscribed to my NEWSLETTER, you should do so now.
In February’s email, I addressed the issue of my wonky book numbering system. 
I initially intended to give the main character pairs each their own story under the umbrella of Sarazen’s Claim, making them offshoots of Tarek and Clary’s story.
It’s just not working for me as everything is all connected, so I’ll be re-doing the covers of the first three Saga novels accordingly.
Until then, yes, I know, it’s jacked up.
I hope you’ll follow me on Facebook, or join one of my reader groups. The Sarazen Saga group where everything Sarazen related is discussed, or The World of Wroth where all other works of Wroth are found.
I continue to be thankful to all of my readers who in recent months have reached out via EMAIL or FB messenger to share links to websites or groups sharing my books without permission.
I subscribe to a company who is supposed to send copyright infringement letters to any site fraudulently offering my manuscripts, but the Dirty Pirate Hookers are a virus which constantly mutates to continue their spread of stolen property, and sometimes the rat bastards squeeze through the cracks with their loot in tow.
Your support and readership truly means the world to me. Thank you for allowing me to pursue my literary career as an author.
I don’t know what I’d do if I actually had to leave the sanctity of my cave to go out amongst the people and converse verbally.
From the safety of my office, clad in my glorious Purple People Eater Onesie, Sir and I salute you!
Tally-Ho!
 



cover.jpeg
A
SARAZEN SAGA
NOVEL

BOOK FIVE

L8 |

‘:L ig" "‘wf'* ¢ y a
s FeEL WERO T H





