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Author’s Note

This book is science fiction romance story with explicit language, sexual situations, dark themes, and possible triggers. It is intended for audiences 18 years and older.
If any of that bothers you―beware or turn back.
If not―enjoy and onward to the fun and sexy times!
Beware!
This book DOES NOT end in a cliffhanger, however, not all plot points will be tied up!
This is a series, not a trilogy, it will continue on for quite some time. There will be no other cliffhangers in THIS series, each book after this one will feature a different relationship but will have cameos and pop-ins of other characters.
Enjoy.
There is a Glossary, as requested by my lovely readers, at the end of the book. It’s full of all my fun words and species’ and may help those that need a refresher. Feel free to reference it or ignore it. It is there for you! Special thanks to my FB Council Members! Who helped me tremendously with putting it together!




Dear Reader,
This page is for you.
Thank you for reading.
Books inspire us. They bring us joy and allow us to escape for a little while.
I hope you find that with mine.
Thank you for taking the time out of your lives to read my hard work.
It means the world,
Erin.




To my people. You know who you are.
“I wish only to be your ear when you need to release your fears and doubts.
Your hand when you need strengthening.
Your guard when you cannot hold on your own.
And your heart when you are too far gone to pull yourself free.
I will always be here, lovely. When you feel all is lost and you are alone, I will be right here.”
-Tahk
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Prologue




Hector/Vyr




The Juldo stood outside her room, gazing at her from the cover of shadow, the curtains flowing in the breeze.
Long, golden fur flowed from her crown, scattered along the bed linens and falling across her delicate features. He looked at her pale hide, its softness, and how it reflected the soft glow of the Dahk’s toyl stone. Then he looked at his own red-tinted hide. His did not hold her softness, her smoothness. His was tough, scarred, and battle-worn. Even for his young age.
His gaze caught on the light lashes sweeping her cheeks. Strangely, he could feel the light feathers sweeping his hide from the curve of his shoulder to his chest. His hand rose, and he rubbed away the phantom feeling.
Her palm cradled the unborn babe in her belly. He tightened his fist around air, marveling at the strange urge to cradle her there.
He knew her name.
Vivian.
It haunted him. Though he did not know why.
He stepped from the shadows, instinct driving him to crawl beneath the linens. To curve around her small alien body. To place his lips on her bare shoulder. He stopped.
An irritated sigh sounded from behind him.
He tilted down his chin and looked back at the Shadow that stalked him. He growled in aggravation. The need to go to the female was strong. “How did you find me?”
The Shadow shoved away from the wall and stepped beside him, his cold eyes on the female. The Juldo did not like his eyes on her. He stiffened.
The Shadow chuckled with a wry. “You are predictable.”
“Leave me,” the young Juldo spat, his voice low and lethal.
“Leave her, and I shall.”
“Why does she call me here?” The Juldo snarled, frustrated. Every eve he found himself here, unable to deny her pull.
The Shadow sighed. “Your previous life is gone. Fight her.”
“I cannot.” He thought of her too often. She haunted him as he walked the sunlight, and she haunted him more as he walked the night. “The name she calls in her sleep, it was mine.”
The Juldo knew it. He felt her caress the word even now. She called it with feeling, with pain.
The Shadow nodded once. “But you are now Vyr. Juldo.”
“No,” the Juldo growled. “I am lost.”
“Only because you hold on to these whispers of the past.”
“She was my past?” How could he forget such a beguiling creature? He had no memory of before he woke Juldo, save for fragments of her. Only her. “She was mine.”
“No longer. You must accept your fate.”
“How?”
The Shadow looked at the skies, his gaze hard. Twisted. “They will not let you keep her.”
They.
The voices. The ones who did not let him rest. The ones who did not let him forget his new life. Or remember the old one.
They whispered through his mind now. Taunting him.
You are ours, they said. She is nothing.
He flashed his fangs, pulling the shadows around him. She is mine.
No, they cackled. You own nothing. You belong to us.
“Leave her, Vyr. You will only cause her pain.” The Shadow stepped back and melted into the darkness. “I cannot keep tracking you down. Return, or they will have me destroy her.”
Vyr spun around, rage pouring through him. But Chyn was gone.
Vyr roared at the skies, the shadows swallowing the sound.
She called that name.
Hector.
It was once his. She called for him.
He stalked into her room, unable to deny the urge. Her lips caressed her call, her voice moaning in grief. He ran his thumb along the curve of those lips. His hide was so different from hers. Changed.
She moaned and lifted her chin, reaching for his touch.
“Why do you call for me?” He rasped.
She did not answer.
The voices grew louder, enraged he did not step away from her. That he did not heed their warning.
His hand lifted toward her swollen belly and stopped. He was unable to bring himself to touch the life growing there. Was the babe his? His mind splintered at the thought, grief overwhelming him.
He stalked from the room and leaped into the shadows, unable to look upon her any longer.
Shadow and darkness embraced him, calling him home.
Juldo Made, they whispered. Shadow Born. You belong to us.




Chapter 1




Vivian




I rolled over and looked at the lavender ceiling. My little bean was wide awake and bouncing around on my bladder. I smiled. My lips warmed, and I held a finger there, skimming it across the tingling skin.
I’d dreamt he was in my room. Touching me there. Just like how he used to right before he kissed me.
My vision blurred. The dreams were getting more and more vivid. I didn’t know what was causing them or how to make them stop. I didn’t know if I wanted them to. They were bittersweet. They made me feel as though he was with me, but the ache for him only grew stronger. More unbearable.
I could smell him. How was that possible?
He had been gone for months, and every day got a little easier and a little harder. It was impossible to put him from my mind with a little piece of him growing inside me.
I winced and rolled on my side. My stomach was so heavy, enormous. I was in my eighth month. A few more weeks and I would have some relief. I was uncomfortable all the time. Peyton, my best friend, was carrying her mate’s baby dahkling, and she was only a month behind me but nowhere near my beached-whale size. And her mate, Tahk, was huge. Hector had been a big guy, but not like the Dahk.
I clenched my eyes tightly. Not as a human, anyway.
After the alien race, the Juldo, attacked us here on the Dahk’s planet, Home World, and infected Hector with their virus, he became different. In every way. Every bit of him had changed before he disappeared. His olive skin had darkened then bled into a dark red. Then his body grew, filling out more than I knew was possible. His already-muscular stature increased, and his muscles thickened. Fangs grew out of his mouth and claws sprouted from his fingertips.
He had been barely recognizable the last time I saw him.
He had been in a coma from the Juldo virus- part of the process of turning into a Juldo. We weren’t even sure he would wake up at all. And if he did, we weren’t sure he would remember any part of his human life. Then almost four months ago, he vanished.
It was so horrible to think of him somewhere out there in the universe, completely unaware of who he used to be. Completely unaware of his baby growing inside me.
Before he disappeared, we’d thought he would die. He had been deteriorating more and more every day. The virus was slowly killing him. Gryo, the head Dahk healer, had been giving him Juldo nano-mite supplements to try to counter the effects of the virus, but Gyro’s strain of it wasn’t as potent as the Juldo’s. We had been trying to procure some from King Uthyf’s spies in the Juldo camps, but by the time they could, Hector was gone.
I could only hope he was getting them now. But it was hard to hold on to that hope when we hadn’t seen or heard of a single sign of him anywhere.
All I could do was sit in the Dahk castle and wait to hear from Wohn and the team looking for the Juldo assassin that had killed King Aryx. They were hunting him while also looking for the queen, who may or may not have been kidnapped. Tahk had said they would look for Hector too, but how much time could they actually devote to Hector with all that going on?
King Uthyf’s first mother, Josyd, the Dahk queen, may be working with the Juldo like her son Ayrx had been, and the Dahk were anticipating an attack on Home World, so Uthyf couldn’t spare anyone else for Hector right now. I understood, but it still pissed me off.
He wasn’t a priority for them, but he was my everything.
A knock sounded on the door before it was shoved open, banging against the wall. I groaned and rolled over as Bailey stomped into my room, Peyton hesitantly following her.
“Get up. You’re being lazy. That can’t be good for the little monster.” Bailey jumped on the bed and leaned against the headboard, crossing her arms and glaring at me.
Olynth stood in the door, never far from his Pythe, and leaned against the frame, smirking at his feet. If I wasn’t so bitter about my loneliness, I would think it was terribly romantic the way he stalked Bailey everywhere she went. She had two mates that were completely besotted with her, and I was pregnant, fat, and alone.
Peyton sat by my head, moved the hair out of my face, and tapped my cheek, smiling sadly. “You’ve been in here for days. Yilt’s getting restless.”
I groaned and sat up, wincing as my stomach pulled uncomfortably. Yilt was amazing, he really was. He was extremely protective of me, but he could be overbearing. He was a Dahk warrior, Tahk’s third-in-command. He had been a part of Tahk’s group that essentially kidnapped Peyton and me when the Vitat invaded Earth.
Yilt had a thing for me. He was so cute and sucked at hiding it, but my heart already belonged to someone. I hated relying on him so much because I knew it only raised his hopes. But I couldn’t go there with him. He was like the big brother I’d never had. Alien brother, but still. I loved Yilt, but not in the way he wanted me to. My heart would always belong to someone else.
“He’s driving me crazy,” I said.
He wouldn’t let me do anything. And he was always watching me as if I would burst into tears at any second. Which, I had to admit, wasn’t far from reality. I was a crier by nature, and my increased hormones had made that urge skyrocket.
But I wasn’t spun glass, for cripe’s sake. I was going to be a mama, so I needed to thicken my skin. Yilt let me get away with too much, always justifying my actions. Hector had too and look at me now. I was alone and spoiled and I didn’t know how to take care of myself. That needed to change. Stat.
Little bean needed a fierce mama bear, not some whimpering airhead.
“He’s worried about you,” Peyton said softly and rubbed my lower back.
I groaned and relaxed into her hand. She had Tahk to rub away her aches, and I had her. My first love. Peyton had been my best friend for as long as I could remember, but she spoiled me too. I scooted away from her, avoiding her eyes.
Bailey snorted. “Everyone’s always worried about her.” She looked at me. “Get your shit together and take a bath. You stink.”
Peyton scowled at her, but I laughed uncomfortably and stood. My face flamed. I did stink.
Bailey was the newest addition to our little human group. She had come here with Peyton’s mom and a few others. Newly mated to two_
I mean, c’mon two?! _ Dahk, and she was a little ball of attitude. She’d hated me on sight and was the best thing that could’ve happened to me.
Over the last few months, Bailey made me take a good hard look at myself, my behavior, and made me want to change. She was an orphan and had raised her foster brother, Nathan, in poverty. She was kind of my hero. She wasn’t a mother in the traditional sense, but that was only a matter of time with her mates constantly trying to knock her up. Even so, she was Nathan’s mom in every way that mattered.
I needed a little bit of her to rub off on me if I was going to be the mother my bean needed.
Her tough love was cathartic.
I ignored them as they bickered, and I went into the bathing room. The castle had pools in their bathrooms with a direct line to hot springs. If the heat wasn’t too much for me after only a few minutes, I would spend all day in that pool. Instead, I washed up quickly and dressed in a long white gown I had bought in Ilynda, the trading city on Home World.
I shifted and looked as the seams stretched so far across my stomach I thought I would bust out of it like a can of biscuits. Nothing fit me anymore, but I couldn’t walk around naked. The Dahk weren’t a shy species, but I was human and would turn far too many heads.
“You yell at her too much,” Peyton grumbled, rubbing her stomach as she paced the room when I came out.
“She doesn’t need you and Yilt babying her all the time. She’s a big girl,” Bailey said as she lay on the bed, her eyes closed and her booted feet tapping.
“You don’t even know her,” Peyton spat.
“Maybe, but I can tell you all the eggshells you’re walking on around her is just making it worse. Just tell her already.” Bailey raised her brows, and Peyton cursed at her. “Oooh. Spunky, Shamu.”
Peyton growled and marched up to Olynth. “Do something with her.”
Bailey grinned at Olynth wickedly and licked her lips. The Dahk stiffened and ran his hungry eyes down her body.
“Tell me what?” I asked as Peyton glared at them both. She spun around and flushed guiltily. “Tell me what, Peyton?” I twirled the ring on my finger around nervously.
Bailey jumped from the bed. “And that’s my cue.” She winked at me. “You’re welcome, Barbie.”
Olynth grabbed her around her waist and tossed her over his shoulder. She growled playfully and bit his ass as he marched from the room.
“Peyton?” I drew her name out pointedly.
She sighed and sat down, scrubbing her face. “She’s a pest.”
“Just tell me. Is it the baby?” I rushed over and put my hand on her stomach.
We had no idea what to expect with Peyton’s pregnancy. She was carrying a dahkling, and that came with so many unknowns. Dahk carried longer than humans for one, and Dahk females didn’t have the same pregnancy concerns human women did. I knew she was stressing about it, despite Gryo’s assurances the baby was healthy.
“She’s fine.” She rubbed her belly with me.
She thought it was a girl, but Tahk firmly believed it was a boy. The Dahk couldn’t tell gender early on. It was nearly impossible to see inside a Dahk female’s womb, and they’d never had a need to develop the technology to do so. We were both flying blind with these pregnancies.
“It’s Hector.” She winced and looked at me under her lashes.
I stiffened. “What about him?”
“Wohn spotted him,” she whispered.
I jumped from the bed and my eyes popped open wide, filling with tears. I spun and wiped at my face. “Where?”
“A Juldo camp. He was alone, but Wohn believed the assassin was there. They didn’t see him, but Hector was there. An ally saw him. You know Wohn would have gotten him if he had seen him personally.”
I held my breath. Would he have though? Would they have revealed themselves to get him? It was risky, I knew that. They were spying on the Juldo. Hector was just one human to them, and not even a human anymore. He was a Juldo. Their enemy. I knew most of the Dahk believed we should forget about him. Uthyf’s council had had a lot of reservations the day Uthyf comm’d Wohn and added Hector to the search orders.
The council believed it was a waste of time. That Hector was a waste of time. They said he would never remember me, never remember our baby, his old life. That his loyalties were with the Juldo. But I couldn’t accept that. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to him when he woke up. I hadn’t had a chance to help him remember. To at least try.
“So what now?” I asked and looked away as pity filled her eyes. “What now, Peyton?”
She sighed and her shoulders slumped. “I don’t know. Tahk said Wohn can’t risk raiding the Juldo camp right now. They need to find the queen and the assassin. They would give themselves away if they went after Hector. They are monitoring it though. If they see him again and they have proof the assassin is there, they might be able to get him.”
I nodded and looked at my toes. The pink polish was chipped. Barely even there anymore. Dahk didn’t paint nails. It was a silly thing to get upset about, but Hector had loved my painted nails. I’d changed them every week just to get him to play with my toes. I curled them into the marble floor. Now no one would play with my toes. I blinked away more tears.
“Viv?” Peyton touched my shoulder.
I shrugged her off. “I’m fine. It’s fine.” I jumped up—well, pushed up. My belly made getting around pretty difficult. “You think Isin has some of that Ilynda tea left?”
She smiled warily and pushed up from the bed. “Yeah, he’s got a stash for us at the house. You want to head over there?”
I shook my head and flushed. Peyton had been trying to get me to move into her and Tahk’s House since Hector disappeared. But beside the fact that they were so adorably in love it was sickening, I wasn’t ready to leave the castle. I still hoped Hector would find his way back. I wanted to be here just in case. He couldn’t find me if I left. And I liked it here.
Peyton sighed again and walked to the door. “I’ll ask him to bring some over.”
We left the room silently, lost in our thoughts. Borv, Peyton’s guard, trailed behind us. The castle was huge, with so many corridors that it was easy to get lost. So many Dahk resided here, I still hadn’t met them all. Not that most of them went out of their way to introduce themselves. Our presence wasn’t exactly welcome on Home World.
Most of the Dahk saw us humans as a threat to their way of life. Peyton had mated their commander in a true Pythen mating, which was so rare it hadn’t happened in over a hundred years. It should have been a miracle, a happy mating, but the fact that she was a human caused a lot of problems for Tahk and Uthyf. The Dahk feared interspecies mating would unbalance their species as a whole.
We had received a lot of dirty looks and nasty words when we first came here, to the point that we each had a guard. Yilt was usually mine, but Peyton must have asked him to give me some space when she and Borv got here. It was only a matter of time before he found me though.
Yilt had been up my ass a lot more since Bailey and the others got here. When the Dahk found out about her mating to two of their own, the looks and nasty words became significantly worse. We weren’t allowed to go anywhere alone, and Ilynda was now completely off-limits. Peyton had nearly been attacked the last time she went there. A group of female Dahk had gone completely psycho and thrown food at her, calling her names and accusing her of disrespecting their culture.
We understood why they were upset. For the last however many years, Dahk males had mated several Dahk females at once. Tahk’s father had a freaking harem of women. But Peyton had set a precedent when she mated Tahk and he announced that he would not take another mate, ever. The Dahk thought that was upsetting their way of life. Then Bailey came and took two males, who also announced their faithfulness to her? Yeah, that pretty much started a riot.
There were so many meetings with the King in those early days, the castle was swarming with visiting Dahk. I had been confined to my room for my safety.
It had died down a little, but I still felt as if I had a target on my back everywhere I went. It was widely known that I was a mated human—they all knew about Hector—but with him gone, some warriors in Tahk’s command didn’t mind showing their interest. Yilt kept them away most of the time, and I didn’t show an ounce of interest in any of them, but some Dahk wanted a strange human Pythe of their own. Even a heavily pregnant one. If anything, that made me more attractive. I was clearly fertile, on a planet where females struggled with fertility.
We made it to the Great Hall, the castle’s cafeteria, and I groaned at all the glorious smells. Food was everything to me these days. My stomach growled loudly, and Peyton’s followed suit. Borv chuckled behind us, and we shot him dirty looks over our shoulders. He chuckled again.
I beelined for the buffet and loaded a plate with Dahk delicacies. Their food had been strange to us at first, but after months of eating it, I could recognize the similarities. They had fruit and vegetables like us, just in different shapes and colors. They had meat which was hard to eat at first—it was purple like the Dahk—but I wasn’t as averse to it as Peyton. I missed my steak back home. Dahk meat was a little tougher, but the flavor was rich, and it came from animals much like ours did. I could look past the alien characteristics. And little bean loved it. He rolled around happily when I ate it.
I sat at a table with Peyton, ignoring the Dahk around us and their penetrating looks, and dug in. Peyton made a face when I ate the meat, but she didn’t comment.
It wasn’t until my plate was clean that I realized we had company. Linda sat on my left, Nick and Star next to her, and Bailey was sitting beside Olynth and Fihk across from me. Nathan was missing, but if Gunnor wasn’t hunting him down, then he was off chasing Ignyt, the king’s interrogator.
“Good morning,” Linda greeted me with a smile.
“Hey, Mama.” I hugged her tightly.
Linda was Peyton’s mom, but I loved her like my own. Fihk found her on Earth and brought her here. It was amazing that she’d survived, and we were so happy to see her. Especially now that she and Peyton had repaired their damaged relationship.
She rubbed my belly. “How’s the baby?”
“Full.” I grinned and moved her hand to the left so she could feel the baby’s head.
“It’s good to see you out of that room.” She narrowed her eyes at me.
Nick winked from her other side, and I smiled. Nick was Linda’s “friend,” but we knew they were getting it on even though she tried to deny it. I liked Nick, he was sweet, but Peyton struggled around him. She had a hard time seeing her mom with someone other than her late father. But Peyton’s father had been gone a long time, and I was happy Linda had found someone to spend her time with.
“I wasn’t feeling well,” I told her and flushed. I hadn’t been the first day or two but then I used it as an excuse to hide.
“Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better. That healer has been asking after you.” She rubbed my belly again and leaned away.
I groaned. Gryo was a pain. I had been apprenticing under him to become a healer. It had started accidently when Hector went into his coma. I wanted to be able to take care of him but didn’t know anything about the Dahk’s medical field. I had never had an interest in healthcare before. On Earth, I had been a secretary at an accountant’s firm, and I was content there. But seeing my brave marine helpless had hurt so much, I wanted to care for him on my own.
Now I had graduated from bedside care to full-on healer-in-training. I had even delivered dahklings, and I had to admit it was fulfilling in a way I had never expected. But Gryo was a tyrant. He demanded all my time and all my focus. Which had been hard to give him lately, pregnant as I was. I was forgetful now, and my attention span was practically nonexistent. My feet killed me at the end of every day, and every time I had to pee, he looked so aggrieved that I wanted to pop a squat in front of him just to piss him off.
Human pregnancies weren’t like Dahk pregnancies. We suffered. I had acne now. Never in my life did I have skin problems, but now I had rashes that had rashes. My ankles were so swollen, they looked like hams. I had headaches and heartburn. My hair was limp on the daily, and the gas. Yeah, it was bad. I barely recognized myself anymore. But I wouldn’t give up my bean for the world. He was worth every crotch itch, every bad hair day, every single pound put on my ass. He was worth it all.
“I’ll go look for him,” I told Linda. I couldn’t avoid Gryo forever. And I kind of missed the work. My days moved faster when I was busy, and I missed taking care of others. I needed that to stop obsessing about my own problems.
“Too late,” Bailey grumbled around a bite of food.
I turned around as Gryo marched over to me. He was an older Dahk—how old, I didn’t know. The Dahk lived for hundreds and hundreds of years. But his head ridges were a little more washed out than a younger Dahk’s, and he had an air about him that screamed he was your elder. He had perfected that look of parental disappointment. I sighed.
“Where have you been?” he grumbled as he reached us. “You have abandoned your duties for far too long.”
I winced and looked away, sipping at my empty water cup. “I know, I’m sorry. I’ll be there today.”
“Oyka is due any day now and she is asking for you.” He scowled at me.
I winced again. I had somewhat taken to being a midwife. Not all of the Dahk females wanted me taking care of them, but the fact that humans were so fertile sort of put me up on this pedestal with a lot of them. I didn’t know if they thought my baby-making genes would rub off on them or what, but when they got to know me, I liked to think that my bedside manner had them asking for me to come back.
Oyka was an older Dahk and very worried about her dahkling’s survival. This would be her second child. She had lost the first a long time ago, before she went into labor. But I hadn’t seen her recently because her mate didn’t like me. He didn’t trust me.
“Her mate will let me see her?” I asked, surprised. I missed her. Not being allowed to see her was part of why I’d gotten stuck in my funk.
“Yes, she has been unhappy since he forbid it. Her worries are making her ill.” Gryo’s face screwed up in frustration. “Your absence has taken its toll.”
I stood too fast and grabbed the table to stabilize myself. “Ill?”
Dahk didn’t get ill. At least not physically. Any fertility issues they had were mostly unknown complications. Or they would say the ancestors had not blessed the pregnancy. She shouldn’t be ill.
“Yes, but it is emotional. She worries too much.”
I followed Gyro out of the great hall. I heard my friends shout their goodbyes, and I waved over my shoulder.
“A guard!” Peyton shouted again.
I stopped and ignored Gryo’s impatient huff. We weren’t supposed to go anywhere without a guard. Gryo was a warrior in his own right, but he was a healer first.
“I have her,” a familiar voice grumbled behind me. My shoulders slumped when Yilt put his hand on my shoulder. So much for avoiding him. “Let’s go.” His voice was coated in displeasure.
I didn’t meet his eyes as we walked through the halls.
“You are feeling better?” Yilt asked suspiciously.
“Yeah,” I muttered then shot him a bright smile. “All better.”
“I have been worried.”
“You shouldn’t be, I’m fine.” I looked up at his stern face.
Yilt was tall like all Dahk, but he had a boyish face. He was young. Young or not, he had earned his place as third-in-command under Tahk.
“You’ve been avoiding me.” His face slackened. “Have I done something to offend you?”
I stopped, ignoring Gryo’s scowl. “No.” I grabbed Yilt’s arm. “Of course not. You’ve been amazing.”
“Then what is it?” His eyes searched my face intently.
I squirmed uncomfortably. I hated when he looked at me like that. I was stupid to push him away, but I couldn’t bear to give him hope where there wasn’t any.
“Hector.” I sighed, flinching at the flash of pain in his eyes. “I won’t give up on him.”
He nodded and looked away. “You should not, as he is your mate.”
“Yes.” I nodded fast, swallowing around the lump in my throat. “I’m his mate, and there won’t ever be another for me.” It hurt to say the words, but they were true.
“I expect nothing from you, Veeveen.” Yilt bent and looked in my eyes. “I wish only to be your friend.”
I blinked away tears. “But I know you want more from me.”
He straightened and looked away. “I expect nothing.”
Expect and want were two very different things.
I sighed and grabbed his hand. “If Peyton weren’t my best friend, the honor would be yours.” I smiled shakily. “But you’re my second-best friend. I just don’t want to hurt you.”
“You are my first best friend.” He smiled back. “Withholding yourself from me is the only thing that causes me pain.”
It was a lie. The longing in his eyes was hard for him to hide. But I had to respect his wishes. I owed him that.
I turned and walked again. “Okay, best friend. Let’s go before Gryo has a fit.”
The healer grumbled as he walked ahead of us. Yilt kept his hand on my upper back. We passed an open patio, and I shivered. Looking over my shoulder, I inspected the shadows. It was dark, but it was always dark on Home World. Their sun was long dead. The only light came from the naturally-glowing toyl stones. They cast a lavender light all around the dark planet. But the shadows here seemed deeper than usual. I squinted as the shadows seemed to grow and pulse.
Yilt put pressure on my back, and I realized I had stopped. A chill coasted over my skin. Goose bumps erupted all over my bare arms.
“What is it?” Yilt wrapped an arm around my waist as the shadow grew larger.
“Nothing,” I murmured and walked again.
I looked at Yilt then quickly back over my shoulder, but the shadows were gone. I blinked and shook my head. I was losing it.




Chapter 2




Vivian




“I heard about Hyctoor,” Yilt said casually as we walked to the healer rooms.
I rubbed my belly as little bean kicked. “Yeah, Peyton told me. I don’t think they’re going to go back for him though.”
“My commander will make his recovery a priority.” Yilt nodded and squeezed my shoulder.
“We’ll see.”
I was doubtful. If it were Yilt or even Fihk looking for Hector, I would believe they’d find him, but I didn’t know Wohn and he didn’t know us. He didn’t know Hector. He wasn’t as dedicated to Hector’s safety. Dao and Ryt had left to meet up with Wohn, so I did believe they would try their best. They had fought alongside Hector and his team on Earth. Hopefully that was enough to instill in them a desire to help him.
Gryo entered the healer rooms first and donned his golden healer’s robe, then he handed me mine. I didn’t like to wear the robe because it was a symbol of the Dahk’s religion and belief in their ancestors, but Gryo insisted. He said it eased the Dahk in my presence and helped them accept my position as a future healer. So I wore it.
The robe was long, dragging on the floor, and hooded, but the fabric was beautiful. It was silky and shimmery. I looked super frumpy in it, as pregnant as I was, but it was warm and comfortable. Home World was freezing without their sun. The castle was full of blue toyl stones to heat up the space, but it was still chilly.
I pulled my braided blond hair out of the back and left the hood down. I packed up my supplies sack, grabbed my coat, and followed Gryo out to the transport. Humans weren’t supposed to travel, but King Uthyf had assigned several guards to our transport ship so I could continue to train with Gryo. It was cool of him, which was crazy because Uthyf was not a considerate Dahk. He was stern and I had a feeling he wasn’t a fan of humans, but he worked tirelessly to get us accepted here. So I trusted him, perhaps more than I should.
His brother, King Aryx, had been a despicable Dahk who facilitated the invasion of Earth for reasons Peyton could barely talk about without throwing something. But I had heard enough to know that Aryx was basically evil and it was a good thing he had been assassinated. The Juldo assassin and Aryx’s mother, Queen Josyd, were possibly in cahoots with the Juldo. Meaning that when the Juldo attacked the castle months ago, she may not have been really kidnapped and instead left with them on purpose. But that was just speculation for now. Uthyf wasn’t so ready to believe it.
I couldn’t imagine why she would ever want to leave with the Juldo. They were terrifying, cold, and heartless. They enslaved species to fight in arenas. Then there were those they didn’t enslave, instead turning them into Juldo. Like Hector. I shivered. They had a disease or something that infected others, and they infected beings on purpose. They weaponized it. Borv had told us Juldo were not born, they were made. But no one knew their original evolution. It went back too far.
The disease didn’t just change you. It tore you down every day, changing your mind, wiping your memory. Changing your genetic makeup so drastically, it would eventually kill you unless you supplemented with the Juldo technology. Nano-mites were a supplement, like a vitamin, to them, and what the nano-mites didn’t help, died. Which was why the Juldo were so heavily fortified with bionic body parts. It could be an arm, a leg, or even an eye that needed a prosthesis. Sometimes even an organ. And the Juldo didn’t do anything by half-measures. Their bionic parts were quite literally bionic.
That was how Hector had gotten infected. When the Juldo had attacked on Home World, Hector saw one of the Juldo fall and drop his gun. Hector went for it to use it on the Juldo, except it wasn’t just a gun; it was an arm. The owner had had a gun for an arm, and the technology fusing it with the Juldo’s nerves were weaponized and had attacked and latched onto Hector, infecting him.
The Juldo had done it on purpose. You could only be infected by the disease if it were programmed to attack. Not by simply touching a Juldo or coming into contact with one. The arm had basically been programmed to infect the enemy.
Hector couldn’t have possibly known—they were aliens, and we were still adjusting to that knowledge thrown in our faces. But he was a marine, and he was fighting an unknown enemy. He had lost, and now he was gone.
We boarded the transport and left for Oyka’s House. It wasn’t too far from the castle, but any travel made me nervous. Yilt stayed close the whole trip, his eyes scanning the outside world for any hidden threats.
“I don’t like this,” he muttered.
“It is not healthy for her or the fetus to remain so idle,” Gryo grumbled across from us while fiddling with a tablet.
Dahk technology was not like our own. It looked like a tablet, but Gryo’s fingers never actually touched the screen. His claws flowed through the air, cutting through hazy hologram-y information.
I wanted to learn the Dahk’s written language and Gryo had been trying to teach me, but it was far more complex than any language class I had taken in high school. Their language was all symbols and dots and squiggly lines. I was determined to learn, since this was now my home, but it would take me a lot longer than Gryo had the patience for. I needed to ask Tahk if he could find me a new teacher, but that wasn’t possible right now. Tahk’s hands were full with the planet’s safety and the Dahk uprising against human matings. Plus, the guy was intimidating as all get-out. Maybe I would ask my bestie to ask him for me.
“It is dangerous,” Yilt growled back.
I patted his tense thigh and looked out of the portal window. “It’s dangerous in the castle too.”
Not everyone there accepted me, and Dahk from all over Home World were constantly flying in and out to express their concerns to Uthyf’s council. Some days I thought bringing us here wasn’t Tahk’s smartest idea—I was biased of course, because Hector wouldn’t have been infected if we hadn’t come—but that sort of thought wouldn’t get me anywhere. Because ultimately, coming here had saved Hector’s life. He had been seriously injured on Earth. The Dahk had healed him. I was grateful, up until four months ago when Hector just completely vanished.
And Earth hadn’t been safe for us either with the Vitat invading. Though ever since Fihk had returned and said the Vitat were gone and defeated, I had been missing home more and more. But my family was gone—Mom and Dad had died in the invasion—and Earth wasn’t out of the woods yet. The stupid Galactic Council wanted to enslave the entire human race.
“Nowhere is safe,” I murmured to myself.
Yilt tensed and shot me a concerned look. My baby was going to be born into a dangerous world no matter which world it was. I rubbed my stomach the rest of the flight, ignoring everyone around me.
When we landed, I shook off my morose thoughts. I had missed Oyka, and that really had been a big factor in my self-imposed exile. I couldn’t get into her House fast enough.
Not even Lyr, her mate, and his dirty looks aimed my way dulled my excitement. I practically pushed past him to get to the stairwell. Of course, getting up them slowed me down. I was huffing and puffing by the time I reached the top, and Yilt was eyeing me warily with his arms outstretched to catch me if I dropped. I shot him a perturbed look, but I had to admit I wanted to plop down on the floor and take a nap.
I knocked on Oyka’s door and smiled when Lyr’s second mate, Klyn, let me in. How that guy had managed to mate not one but two kickass Dahk women was beyond me.
Klyn rushed forward and hugged me tightly. “I am so relieved you are here. She has been in such distress.”
I hugged Klyn back and let her lead me to the bedside. Oyka was lying on her side, cradling her small swollen stomach. She had lost her glow, and her lavender skin was pale and flushed. She looked up and caught my eyes then burst into delicate sobs.
Dahk females didn’t cry like human women. Peyton said I was a beautiful crier, and I had to admit I may have used it in the past to get what I wanted. Nothing too drastic—a speeding ticket here, a parking ticket there. Hector had said my tears were his kryptonite. I just had to tear up and he dropped everything to get to me.
I loathed those memories now. I would take back every moment I spent crying in his arms just to get one more of his smiles. I used to be the biggest pain in his ass before a deployment. I should have been stronger for him.
Now I spent too much time crying and he was never there to calm me down. I had no choice but to get stronger and accept his absence. He’d never wanted to leave me for a deployment, but he always came back. This time, he wasn’t coming back.
But Dahk females put me to shame. No tears for those girls. Their eyes grew glassy in a way that made them look like crystal, and their cheeks flushed with beautiful color. Where I moaned and sobbed, they let out light growls that sounded like bells of anguish. Oyka was breaking my heart and stunning me all in one go.
“Hey, hey, now. What’s up, Mama?” I crawled onto the bed and wrapped my arms around her delicate shoulders. Our bellies bumped together, but neither of us minded as we clutched each other.
“She does not move,” Oyka moaned in my ear.
“It’s normal this far along, you know that.” I patted her back and rubbed her belly in soothing circles.
“I do not like not feeling her,” she choked out.
I sighed. As Dahk females got further along, their stomachs grew firmer, forming a protective shell around the dahkling. It was rare to feel a dahkling’s movements late term. Oyka was now over twelve months pregnant. She still had two, maybe even three, months to go, but that was a long time if she was this distressed.
“It’s normal, she’s fine.”
As if my bean wanted his own say, he chose that moment to roll and bump Oyka’s belly. She looked at my larger stomach and growled in grief again. Her hand curved around my belly and rubbed my son.
“You feel him until the end?” she asked.
“Yes, but that’s normal for humans.” I wrapped my hand around hers and felt my little bean kick us both. “You see how soft my stomach is?” I pressed down and let her feel how much more lax it was than her own.
She nodded and sniff-snorted. Even that sounded beautiful.
“Now feel yours.” I moved her hand to her stomach and pressed down. There wasn’t an ounce of give in her bump. I grinned at her. “I’m jealous.”
“Whatever for?” Klyn asked in shock.
“You see, my belly protects my baby as best it can. It’s firm and full of the fluids to keep him alive, but yours?” I looked in Oyka’s eyes. “It’s impenetrable. Nothing’s getting to her, nothing’s going to hurt her. Your body might not let you feel those little kicks and rolls, but that’s okay because it’s doing what it’s supposed to. I can’t walk too close to doorjambs.” I stood and walked to the door, where I pressed my belly against it lightly. “If I stumbled, and, ladies”—I looked down at my large size— “I can barely see my feet anymore, I could hurt him. If I tripped and fell, I could hurt him.” I walked over to Yilt and grabbed his hand, which I formed into a fist. “If my enemy wanted to do me harm”—I pressed his fist to my belly— “it would be so easy for him to hurt him.”
Yilt snatched his hand away and looked so horrified, his eyes bulged.
I chuckled and walked back to Oyka. “But this?” I rubbed her belly. “This is a fortress.”
Gryo circled me, and I knew a round of questions were coming my way when we left here. The guy was too curious for his own good.
“It’s scary”—I grabbed Oyka’s hand and held it to my chest—“but you need to trust your body to do its job and protect her.”
“But how will I know if she is still a-alive if I can’t feel her?”
“You’ll know if something’s wrong.” I touched her chest, right above her heart. “You’ll know here.”
“She had not gotten this far along,” Klyn said sadly.
Oyka’s eyes shined again. Klyn was talking about the baby Oyka had lost. That was sadly becoming more common with Dahk females, but there were often symptoms. Sickness and dizziness.
“Your body is hardening in preparation for birth. This is a good sign that everything is progressing naturally. How do you feel?”
“Tired.” Oyka sniffed and let loose a ragged sigh.
“Nausea? Dizziness?” I pressed.
She shook her head.
“That’s good.” I smiled. “But you can’t stay in bed. Go for a walk, move around the room. Don’t stay in bed all day.” And I needed to take my own advice. Being too inactive wasn’t good for the baby no matter the species. I suddenly felt ashamed. “It’s not going to help your mood any if you sit in here all day and worry.”
“I have missed you,” Oyka muttered.
An irritated growl moved through the room, and I didn’t bother looking over my shoulder at Lyr. He had to know taking away her midwife wouldn’t do her any favors. Oyka shot him a look, and the growl abruptly cut off.
“I’m here now, and we both need some fresh air, so get up.” I tossed off her covers and put my hands on my hips.
She huffed but did as I asked, and soon we were downstairs and walking through her ice garden. I was bundled up in my long coat. It was a tight fit, but it kept most of the chill away. Their garden was indoors, away from the wind chill. The Dahk lived in homes carved out of the sides of mountains. Caves. Oyka’s was more refined than most. Peyton’s cave home was cruder, showing off the natural rock formations.
Oyka’s garden was a lot like Peyton’s though. It was deep in the cave, with a skylight that allowed you to see glimpses of the stars. Farther into the caves, more wildlife grew because of the warmer temperatures from the planet’s core. My hands skated across the icy branches, and I plucked a goliv berry and popped it into my mouth, groaning at the burst of flavor.
I wasn’t particularly fond of the mushroom trees here. Peyton’s House was in Ilyndahdus, which had more colorful growth because of the freaky volcano underneath it. Volcanos had always made me wary, so even though Peyton’s gardens were more lush and colorful than Oyka’s, I preferred the frozen scenery here. I never wanted to find out what it was like to fall into a vat of lava.
By the time we finished our walk, we had chatted about nurseries and birthing plans, but I was exhausted while Oyka seemed to be full of energy. It wasn’t fair.
“You’ll be back?” Oyka fretted as she and her mate walked me to the door.
Gryo had done basic tests on her and deemed her healthy and progressing nicely, but the worry in her eyes was still there. I looked at Lyr warily. He nodded stiffly, and I smiled at her.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told her.
I had a few other mothers to visit and Gryo wanted to drill me on wing repairs, but I would make time for her. I wasn’t particularly looking forward to my anatomy lessons on Dahk wings. They were thin, so you could see all the veins in them and that gave me the willies, but it was important in my training. Wing injuries were the most common for the Dahk.
We hugged, then I said farewell and loaded into the Dahk flyer. My belly bottomed out when we lifted into the air, but I was so tired my eyelids sagged.
“When we return, you will accompany me to the warriors’ recovery hall,” Gryo murmured as he searched his little tablet.
I sighed.
“She needs rest,” Yilt growled.
“She has rested enough.” Gryo waved dismissively without looking up.
Yilt started to growl something, but I stopped him with a hand on his thigh. “I’m fine.”
Before he could object, a loud blast shook the ship and the wind screamed. It took me a moment to realize we were falling out of the sky. My head had hit the wall behind me, and my arm was burning and hanging at an awkward angle. I was dazed as Yilt wrapped his body around me and jumped out of the huge hole in the wall next to me.
I gasped as my breath was stolen from me. Yilt’s wings flared wide and slowed our dissent. I looked over his shoulder as the ship burst apart, exploding into a ball of fire and distorted metal. I thought I screamed and Yilt shouted, but I couldn’t understand anything. My eyes were watering and black was creeping across my vision.
We landed with a thud next to a purple mountain, the snow and ice exploding around us as several other Dahk that had been on the flyer surrounded us. Blades were drawn and shouts rang through the air.
More explosions hit the sides of the mountain, and rock tumbled down around us. Yilt covered me with his body. Something hard hit us and the blackness won, completely pulling me under.
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“What do you have there?” Hands curled around my belly from behind, and warm lips trailed up the side of my neck.
I gasped and tossed the bag over the side of the counter. Hector chuckled in my ear.
“You’re not supposed to be home yet!”
“I can’t come home early to see mi princesa?” His hands curled around my hips and turned me to face him. I rested my hands on his chest and looked into his warm brown eyes.
“You’ll ruin my surprise,” I murmured as he trailed his lips down my bare shoulder.
He chuckled and curled his hands around my behind. “What surprise?”
I huffed, ignoring the tingles whispering down my thighs as his hands squeezed possessively. “Not until tomorrow.”
“I want it now,” he growled playfully and bit my collarbone. “What is it?”
“After your birthday dinner tomorrow,” I murmured as his hands inched up my skirt.
“Hmmm,” he rumbled and pressed his hips into mine. His hand lifted, and his thumb whispered across my lips. He watched its progress, stark hunger in his eyes.
I nipped at his thumb. He chuckled and bent, taking my lips with his own. I wound my hands around his neck, sinking into his warmth.
“I’m going to miss you.” I sighed and dropped my head onto his chest.
He gripped my chin and pulled it up to his. “Eres, mi vida. You know I would stay with you always if I could.” He kissed my lips softly.
“I know. I’ll still miss you.”
“It’s only for a few months.”
I looked down at his chin. I knew better than to believe that. Every time he deployed, it was always longer than it was supposed to be.
“Look at me,” he murmured.
“Viv?”
I blinked away tears and hugged him tightly.
“Baby?”
“Viv?”
“I’m coming home, princesa.”
“Viv?”
“I’ll always come home to you.”
“Viv?”
I woke to anxious voices and several hands on my body. I swatted at them and tried to sit up, but I was held down.
“Viv?”
My head was fuzzy, and I had a throbbing headache. But my arm was on fire. I tried to move it, and a moan of pain escaped.
“Viv?” Peyton’s voice was in my ear, frantic and choked.
“Wha—?” I moaned again as sharp needles pricked through my arm.
“Don’t move,” she said.
“What happened?” I gasped and opened my heavy eyes.
“Those bastards tried to kill you,” she growled and sniffed.
I looked up to see her hovering over my head, tears leaking from her eyes. Tahk was behind her, holding her to his chest.
“Who?”
“The assholes that don’t want us here,” she spat.
“Dahk?” I asked. I knew they were wary of us, but they’d tried to kill me? Why?
“Yes.” That was from Tahk, his voice distorted in rage.
I tried to sit up again, but hands held me down. I looked to my left and saw Gryo. He had bandages on his wings, but he was waving his machines over my body, so he must be okay.
“My baby!” I gasped and tried to sit up again.
“He’s fine.” Peyton rubbed my belly.
I gasped in relief as I felt his kick at her palm. I looked around the room. Linda was behind my head with Nick and Star, and Bailey and Nathan were at the bottom of my bed. Nathan was clutching my foot and smiling weakly, his cap shielding his eyes.
“Where’s Yilt?” I looked past them at the cots around me, but I couldn’t see him.
Peyton looked away and rubbed her eyes.
“Where’s Yilt, Peyton?” I looked around again, my throat tightening and my stomach rolling.
“He is recovering,” Tahk rumbled.
“Recovering?”
“He took the brunt of the attack. His wings are shredded,” Gryo stated matter-of-factly.
“W-where is he?” I gasped and clutched my stomach as it cramped.
“Calm down, Vivian, or you might go into early labor.” Peyton rubbed my belly and blinked away more tears. “Take a deep breath.”
My chest shuddered as I took a deep breath, and I nearly choked on the panic as it leaked back out. “Where is he?”
“He’s in the recovery rooms with the other injured warriors,” Tahk rumbled.
Other injured warriors?
“Is he going to be okay?”
“He will recover.” Gryo poked at my arm. I shouted and curled up as my belly cramped again. “Your arm is broken and burnt, but it will too recover.”
Broken? I looked down to see it wrapped tightly in a silver casing up to my elbow. I had seen Gryo use the same material to wrap Dahk injuries. Just above the edge of the wrap were bloodied gashes. I heaved and looked away. I was burnt all the way up to my shoulder. I cringed as Gryo started another wrap from under my armpit and down to my elbow.
While he wrapped my arm, Tahk told me about the attack. Several of the Dahk that had made their dislike of us clear since we had arrived had shot our flyer out of the sky. When Yilt and the others flew from the flyer and took cover beside a mountain, they fired on us. Yilt had shielded me with his body until a nearby flyer had come to our aid. The attackers were now locked up, but the damage was done. Two of my guard had lost their lives, and several, along with Yilt, were severely injured.
Gryo threatened to sedate me if I couldn’t control my sobs. Their deaths were my fault though. They wouldn’t have been there if I hadn’t left the castle.
My friends stayed with me until I was moved to my rooms, then we sat together as we waited to hear of the others’ recoveries. I wanted to run to Yilt, but I couldn’t. I was in danger of going into labor, and it was still too early. I wanted little bean to cook as long as possible. So we had to wait.
“What now?” Nick asked as we lapsed into solemn silence.
Tahk had left with Fihk to check on Yilt and the others, so it was Olynth that answered. “Uthyf is meeting with his council now.”
“For all we know, they orchestrated it,” Peyton grumbled.
“Why though? Do they think humans are that much of a threat?” Nick asked, his voice tight.
“Human females.” Borv sighed. Tahk had ordered him not to leave Peyton’s side. “Our females are threatened by the possibility of a Pythen mating bond between our species. They fear losing their mates.”
“And the males? Do we gross them out?” I winced when Peyton and Bailey shot me twin looks of affront. “Not that your mates think you’re gross. They clearly adore you. I mean other Dahk males. Does the idea that they could bond to a human freak them out?”
Borv gave me a funny look, but it was Gryo that answered. “We believe their concern comes more from the possibility of diluting our species. Peyton carries the first known Dahk-human babe. What will the youngling look like? What genetics will it hold? This is what they fear. If the warriors aiding Earth bond to other humans, what does that mean for the Dahk species as a whole?”
“Jeez, tell us how you really feel, Gryo,” Peyton said dryly.
“I mean no offense. I feel interspecies mating is another step in Dahk evolution, perhaps a necessary one. Our ancestors would not have paired a human with a Dahk if it were not meant to be.”
“Yeah, so if you guys worship your ancestors so much, why not take me and Peyton and accept that your gods wanted it to happen?” Bailey scowled and crossed her arms.
“Ah, but that is what you fail to understand. Our ancestors believed a Pythen mating was a mating between Dahk. The humans’ compatibility brings into question the very foundation of Dahk beliefs.” Gryo looked at us another moment before he left the room.
“And there you have it.” Bailey shook her head. “It’s not about mating a human, it’s about religion.” She laughed humorlessly and plopped into a chair.
“Should have seen that one coming. How many times did our own species lash out for the same reasons?” Nick asked no one.
“We still do,” Peyton grumbled.
We lapsed into silence for so long that when there was a knock on the door, it startled us all. Haytu, Tahk’s father, poked his head in, grinning at Peyton.
“The king will be here in a moment to see you.” Haytu stepped in with Myrna, his first mate.
“Oh dear,” Myrna murmured and rushed to my bedside. “I cannot believe my Dahk would do this.” She fussed with my blankets. “How is the little one?”
“He’s okay,” I said absently and patted my belly.
Haytu placed his palms on Peyton’s belly. “And my son’s future warrior?”
“She’s great.” Peyton grinned at him as Haytu lovingly rubbed her belly.
Another knock echoed through the room, then the door was pushed open. Uthyf, Tahk, and Fihk walked in. Tahk went to Peyton and curled around her from behind. His hands shoved his father’s off her belly, and he scowled at the older Dahk. Fihk lifted Bailey from her seat and pulled her onto his lap.
Uthyf walked to the center of the room and crossed his arms over his muscular chest. His blue robes settled on his shoulders regally. His eyes went to my arm then my belly, his jaw clenching. “Those responsible will suffer.”
I winced and looked down, fiddling with the blankets. I didn’t want to know what would happen to the attackers. The Dahk took their punishments seriously, and it wasn’t uncommon for a prisoner to be sentenced to death.
“What will be done about their safety now?” Myrna asked, her clawed hands fisted and her delicate features twisted in anger.
“All travel for the humans is now prohibited—”
Peyton cut off Uthyf. “So we have to suffer because a bunch of a-holes don’t want us here?”
Tahk rumbled in his chest and turned her to face him. “It is not a punishment, lovely. It is for your safety.”
“It doesn’t feel that way,” Bailey said from her perch on Fihk.
Fihk gripped her hips and spoke in her ear. She rolled her eyes and looked at him with a scowl.
Uthyf glowered. “It is only temporary. Until I am confident my Dahk are not a threat to your safety, you will be confined to your Houses.”
The room erupted in a frenzy of denials. Uthyf’s face twisted in irritation. He couldn’t possibly have expected that to go over well. We were all each other had. Bailey, Nate, and her mates lived close to the castle but not exactly within walking distance. And Peyton and Tahk, along with Linda, Nick, and Star, were super far away. At least an hour flight. If we couldn’t travel, we wouldn’t be able to see each other at all. And I would be… I would be alone.
I was the only one still living in the castle. Kudeyas, Tahk’s sister, stayed often, but she was spending more and more time with Peyton as her pregnancy progressed. I wouldn’t have anyone here. Just Yilt. But he was hurt because of me.
“No, no way.” Peyton pushed away from Tahk. “I’ll lose my mind confined to the house.”
“I am sorry, my yula. It will not be for long.” Tahk pulled her close again and murmured in her ear.
“What about Vivian?” She glared at him then turned to me. “You’re moving in with us.”
I was shaking my head before she even finished.
“No! You can’t stay here alone!”
“I can’t leave.” I looked down at my lap.
“He’s not coming!” The words burst out of her, and the room quieted. “He’s gone, Viv. He’s been gone.”
I blinked away tears and picked at the sheet. It was somehow worse coming from her. She had always stood behind me. She had always said he’d come back. It hurt that she no longer believed it.
“I’m sorry.” Peyton climbed on the bed with me. “It’s just… he wouldn’t want this for you. Pining for him, sequestering yourself? He would want you to be safe, and you’re not safe here alone.”
“It’s not just him,” I choked. “I can’t leave Yilt. Or Gryo. Oyka still needs me until the dahkling is born. I can’t leave those Dahk females counting on me.” I had only just come out of my room. I’d told Oyka I would see her tomorrow. I wouldn’t leave her.
“You can’t travel to see them,” Linda pointed out.
She was right, I wouldn’t be able to travel to my patients, but they could come here.
“The castle is closer for them to travel to me. You live too far away,” I told Peyton. Not to mention I doubted Tahk would be okay with all those Dahk flying in and out of his home.
“Then we’ll stay here with you.” Peyton scowled at Uthyf, daring him to deny her.
The king looked at Tahk.
“No, we’re staying,” she told her Pythen.
Tahk growled and scrubbed at his crown. “You are at higher risk of attack here. I cannot have you here while I meet with the king.”
Myrna stepped forward as Peyton’s face flushed and she opened her mouth to say something that would no doubt piss him off. “I will stay with Veeveen, as will Haytu.”
“I will?” Haytu asked with a small smirk. Myrna scowled at him.
“Yes, dearest. Very well, we will look after Veeveen.” Haytu bowed in my direction and nuzzled Myrna’s cheek.
“Will this ease your mind, daughter?” Myrna asked Peyton.
Peyton looked around the room helplessly. Her eyes stopped on mine. “Come home with me, Viv, please?”
It would be so easy to shirk my duties and go with her. But I was trying to be better than that. I wanted to be better. At everything. Peyton had a mate and a burgeoning business trading her pottery. She had her mom and Nick and Star. Her animals. She had Isin and Haytu and his mates. Her life was in Ilyndahdus. Mine was here.
“I’m sorry, Pey, I need to stay.”
I looked away from the sadness in her gaze. I loved her and I knew she wanted to keep me safe, but I needed more than her. I needed a purpose. A way to contribute to the Dahk society. I didn’t want to be a burden on anyone.
Healing others wasn’t just a way to pass my time. It was the most selfless thing I had ever done. It made me feel as though I was more than a high school beauty queen. More than an accountant’s secretary. More than a lawyer’s daughter or a marine’s fiancée. For the first time in my life, I wanted to be independent. I wanted to take care of myself. I needed to learn how to do that so I could take care of my son.
“Until the ban is lifted, there will be no travel for any of you.” Uthyf stepped forward, breaking the tension. “Each of you will have a team of guards surrounding your House at all times. These guards will be hand-chosen by Tahk and me. Familiarize yourself with your guard. Should you see any unfamiliar faces traveling the grounds, alert one of your guard immediately.”
We all nodded, seeing the logic in his orders. We didn’t have to like it, but it made the most sense. He couldn’t ban a planet of Dahk to stay away from us, but he could ban us to stay away from them.
Uthyf turned to me with clear disapproval in his face. “I do not condone your decision to stay, but I will not force you to leave. You are to remain in this room unless Gryo himself comes for you. Even then, no less than four guards will accompany you anywhere you go in the castle. Two Dahk will guard your room at all times. Should you need anything, knock on your door and wait for them to enter.”
I nodded reluctantly. Being locked up would stink, but I didn’t want him to kick me out.
“If for any reason I feel you cannot be properly protected here, you will be moved to Tahk’s House,” Uthyf said with a fierce glower.
Linda clutched her neck. “You really think they would attack her here?”
Uthyf looked at her so coldly, I shivered. “No one would dare attack a guest of mine.”
“But…?” Bailey asked snidely.
Uthyf sighed. “Fear is an uncontrollable force. It can motivate the most honorable to act against their character. Until my Dahk accept your presence is nothing to fear and instead a chance for our species’ growth, I cannot guarantee there will not be an attempt on your lives anywhere on Home World.”
We all looked at each other in shock. It must have been so much worse than we thought. Not even the Dahk King was confident in our safety here.




Chapter 4


Juldo Slave Camp


Chyn




The assassin misted through the camp, disguising his presence.
The Juldo Master had summoned him again. It was irritating. His new charge was not accepting his new life and needed a watchful eye. He had been roaming where he was no longer welcome.
Chyn had thought of ignoring the summons, but curiosity drove him to the camp. The Juldo Master had been hard at work as of late. His involvement in the Vitat’s affairs, as well as the Galactic Council, was intriguing. Not only had the new Dahk King reacted out of character to save the human species, but so had the Kilbus Lord. The Dahk had found a compatible species for breeding—Chyn knew that from his visit with the commander. But why the Kilbus Lord?
Curious. Very curious. The Lord was not known to meddle in others’ affairs. Particularly the Dahk’s. Not for some time.
The Juldo Master was stirring the beginnings of an intergalactic war. Chyn had not witnessed such a scheme in millennia. Not a successful one.
The assassin stopped outside the Juldo Master’s tent and listened intently.
“The human leaders are not cooperating with the Council’s directives. The Kilbus Lord and the Dahk King guard the planet,” a Juldo said in low tones.
“I do not need their cooperation. Are Oorere and Sibyt in place?” the Juldo Master asked calmly.
“They have watched the human leader as you requested.”
“The human leader’s weakness? Is there leverage?”
The Juldo said, “Possibly. There is offspring. Though we do not know how deep his attachment runs.”
“Contact Oorere, have him seize the offspring. We will see how deep his attachment runs.”
“They will reveal themselves to the Kilbus Lord.”
The Juldo Master snorted. “They will be long gone before he is able to intervene.”
“Should we not have the Shadow Born—?”
The master laughed low. “If they fail, I will send the assassin. I have other plans for him.”
“His charge?”
Flesh met flesh. “I have given my orders, leave.”
Chyn straightened and watched the Juldo leave, dabbing at the life blood dripping from his jaw. Chyn strode into the tent. “What of my charge?”
The master spun around, fear in his eye. It wavered as the four Juldo guard advanced on Chyn. The assassin grinned wickedly at the foolish warriors. All but one stopped.
Chyn tilted his head and let the shadows bleed from his being, encompassing the male who still advanced.
The male dropped dead. The shadows left through his eyes and returned to the assassin. The remaining guard wavered on their feet.
“Leave,” Chyn commanded.
They obeyed. The master retreated a step.
“What of my charge?” Chyn asked calmly.
“I know of him,” the master evaded.
The master only knew of Vyr, once Hector, because Chyn could not keep the godsforsaken male in one place. Otherwise the master would have never learned of his existence.
“I am aware. What is your interest in my charge?”
The master looked away from the cold warning in the assassin’s eye. “What was he before he was made Juldo?”
Chyn did not answer.
“He is no mere Juldo,” the master unwisely pushed.
Chyn remained silent and advanced on the weak male.
The master tripped as he retreated. “H-he is like you.”
An untrue statement. Yet, also truth.
Chyn kicked aside the guard’s corpse, his boots crunching in the sand as he drew closer to the now-trembling master.
“He visits the Dahk planet,” the master gasped.
Chyn stopped, an icy calm filling his veins. His onyx eyes narrowed on the weakling.
There were Dahk traitors in the king’s castle, Chyn knew that, but how had they detected Vyr’s presence? Chyn masked Vyr and himself easily. Vyr must have been visiting while Chyn was unaware. Vyr was still young, unable to grasp the full potential of his talents.
The assassin didn’t show any outward signs of his frustration. He simply stared at the master, daring him to reveal his thoughts.
The master stood with a malevolent grin, detecting Chyn’s unease. “He watches a female.”
The assassin struck.
His fist wrapped around the master’s throat, and Chyn dangled him in the air. The master choked as his one eye flared in fear. His steel hands grabbed at Chyn’s arms uselessly.
“You do not speak of the female,” Chyn said viciously. “You do not go near the female.”
“T-too l-late,” the master gasped and grinned.
Chyn tossed him into the table holding scrolls of maps. The master tumbled to the ground, cackling.
“Tell me,” Chyn growled.
“The Dahk have been useful to me. So many under their King are willing to go to great lengths to rid their planet of the humans.”
Chyn withdrew a blade, and the steel sang through the tent. “I have not challenged your rule.”
The master scrambled to his feet, his grin dying.
“You think to use the female to control my charge.” Chyn chuckled. “Very foolish. You harm one hair on that female—” He spun behind the master and held his blade across his neck. He allowed the power and presence of the Shadow Gods to fill his voice. “I will challenge you, and I will win.”
The Juldo Master blanched.
The Shadow Born assassin misted away through darkness and Shadow, a thin trail of blood coating his blade.




Chapter 5




Vivian




A week passed so slowly, I felt my loneliness acutely. Peyton and everyone returned to their homes as Uthyf ordered. Myrna and Haytu stayed as promised. I occasionally saw Tahk or Fihk when they came to the castle to meet with Uthyf and Tahk’s warriors, but there was no one else.
My arm was getting better, still sore, and I had a light burn scar, but it wasn’t wrapped anymore and I almost had full mobility back.
Yilt was recovering, but he had to be kept asleep while he healed from his injuries. I found myself at the bedside of another man. Holding vigil for another man. It reminded me so much of Hector, it hurt my heart.
But I kept myself busy. Not all of the mothers I’d been seeing were willing to come to the castle to see me, so Gryo visited them. But Oyka and a few others wanted no one but me. I saw them and watched their progress closely. All of my other time was filled with Yilt and the other recovering warriors. Everyday another warrior was injured, and though I wasn’t given any information on how they’d been injured, I grew increasingly more worried.
Some of the injuries were clearly from blasters, and I knew the Dahk didn’t use them. Those must have been Juldo-inflicted injuries from the scouting missions. But others were from claws and blades and I had to wonder if they were injuries given by other Dahk. Were the Dahk fighting amongst each other? Where and why?
I washed the injury of a male who lay on his stomach. He had been carved up from the base of his spine to over his shoulder. It was so deep, the warrior needed nano-mites to seal it.
“How did this happen?” I asked Gryo lowly.
Gryo looked over his shoulder at me as he attended another warrior. He sighed heavily and shook his head. “It is not what you think.”
“What am I thinking?” I snapped.
“You fear my Dahk have risen up to fight amongst their own. Against your presence here.”
I looked away. Yeah, it had crossed my mind. Had our coming here caused a war? It sort of sounded self-centered, but after getting attacked, I had to wonder if the Dahk were rising up against their king and his decisions to let the humans crash here.
“There is a new king,” Gryo stated. “There are those that have not wanted him sitting on the throne since before your arrival.”
I paled. “These are Uthyf’s guards, aren’t they?”
Gryo nodded solemnly.
“Here? They attack him here?” I cried.
Gryo shushed me. “They would not dare attack him in his own House.”
“Out there?” I pointed outside.
Uthyf traveled all over Home World. I didn’t know what for, but I could take a guess. Dahk One, Tahk’s warship, circled the planet at all times because Uthyf was anticipating an attack from the Juldo. He could be recruiting Dahk, but I didn’t think they recruited like us humans would have. Uthyf was most likely trying to prepare his people, warning them. Maybe even trying to ease their minds.
“He is needed in front of his people, so he must take the risk when he leaves his House.”
I could see that. Uthyf didn’t strike me as the kind of guy to sit at home because his life was in danger. But I’d had no idea he was facing so much backlash from his own species. I couldn’t even imagine going through all of that. To have your brother murdered, no matter how evil he was; your mother kidnapped, even if she may have facilitated it herself; and then to take on ruling an entire planet? That was so much responsibility for one person.
I couldn’t even keep my gerbil alive.
Uthyf was cold and kind of a dick, though he had been polite toward us most of the time. I guessed the fact that he was willing to sacrifice so much for his people was enough to earn him that throne, but he was going above and beyond for us humans as well—ulterior motives aside.
I shook my head in wonder. I didn’t want to imagine what it would be like for my friends and me if Uthyf was ever removed from his throne. I didn’t think another Dahk would be so accommodating of us. I knew Tahk would never let a Dahk that would harm us take the throne, but if someone could take out Uthyf, what about Tahk and the others? Were we on borrowed time here? I rubbed my belly and sighed again. I didn’t like these dark thoughts.
After washing my hands, I left the sink and walked to another warrior’s bedside, looking at him in a new light. These males had been hurt protecting their king. That alone deserved a little extra attention from me. I normally stayed reserved so as not to give any of them the wrong idea, but there was a difference between healing and healing with a good bedside manner.
“How are you feeling?” I asked the Dahk whose name I didn’t know.
He grimaced and rolled onto his side. Normally the Dahk warriors took pain as though it was nothing more than an inconvenience, so I knew the guy had to be in real pain for it to show on his face. I removed the bandage from his side and nearly gagged. He had been impaled in the lower stomach several times. I could see his entrails through all the thick purple blood.
“He needs another shot of nano-mites,” Gryo murmured over my shoulder.
I nodded and prepped the injection. “Ready?”
The warrior with pain-filled eyes nodded once, and I stuck him directly in the wound. I winced at his twisted face. He gasped when I removed it.
I grabbed his hand, holding it tightly. “What’s your name?”
“Parx,” he growled as I wiped the wound clean.
“I’m Vivian.” I smiled and laid on a clean bandage. “Nice to meet you, Parx.”
“My thanks, Veeveen.” He grimaced through a smile.
I patted his hand. “You’re very welcome. Thank you for protecting the king. You’re very brave.”
He blinked at me and grinned again.
Gryo snorted. “Go for second meal, Veeveen.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. We still had two more warriors to attend to.
Gryo nodded and waved me away. I wouldn’t ask twice—I was starving. I walked to Yilt’s bed and kissed his hand, but I blinked away tears when he didn’t squeeze my hand back.
With a heavy heart, I left the healer’s room. My four guards left their posts and surrounded me.
“Where to, Veeveen?” Jyn asked.
I liked him. He had been around since our first day on Home World, and my other three guards were pretty stoic. I had a feeling they had been warned against flirting with me, though Jyn still did.
I smiled slightly at him. “Food.”
Jyn nodded and held out his arm to escort me. I took it lightly and let him help me up the stairs. I wasn’t allowed to eat in the Great Hall anymore. It was too risky with all the Dahk visitors. So I ate in my room.
Once back at my room, I was huffing and puffing from the walk. The two guards stationed there opened my doors, and the five of us strode in. Jyn walked me to my bed and helped me into it. He spoke to one warrior, who left to get my meal, then Jyn and the remaining two went to the balcony to stand guard.
The balcony was a huge risk, but it was unavoidable. Nearly every room had one. I had new French-like doors, ordered by Uthyf, that stayed closed and locked at night. They were amazing and made the room significantly warmer. I had comm’d Peyton and showed them to her, and Tahk was now having some made for her at their House. The Dahk didn’t already have doors on their balconies because they used them to take flight.
I lay down, rubbing my sore arm, and dozed as I waited for my meal. Jyn gently shook me awake when it arrived, and I inhaled it, I was so hungry. Sipping my tea, I watched my guards chat on the balcony. Jyn was great and the others were kind enough, but they were quiet and took my safety seriously, their eyes constantly roaming when they were with me. I felt safer around them, but I always had an audience now. Even when Myrna and Haytu came by.
I was getting cabin fever. Myrna had taken it upon herself to help with my nesting urges, visiting Ilynda to get anything and everything I could possibly need for a newborn. I now had a beautiful wooden cradle beside my bed, along with adorable little outfits and blankets. Even a light box that twinkled music as it cast orbs of light around the room. I would have loved to pick out everything on my own, but Myrna had great taste.
I sipped the last of my tea and rubbed my belly as I reclined on the bed. My head was fuzzy, and my eyes were sagging. I wondered if Gryo would let me get away with a nap. But I felt guilty at the thought and sat up. Those warriors needed care, not me napping on the job.
I swayed and fell on my side, groaning. My head was light but also too heavy, and my mouth felt funny.
Jyn looked in through the doors and walked in from the balcony. “Veeveen?”
I moaned. “I don’t feel good.”
“What is it?” He rushed to me and placed his hand on my forehead. “You are moist and warm.”
“Fever?”
“I will get Gryo,” he said solemnly and walked to the door.
A loud grunt stopped him, and he swung toward the balcony. I blinked my blurry eyes and watched one of my guards fall from the balcony. Jyn charged toward me. I gasped as nearly a dozen Dahk dropped onto the balcony and attacked the remaining guards.
Jyn roared as a Dahk burst through the balcony doors, his sword drawn. Jyn spun from me and turned, blocking the other Dahk’s attack with his own sword. The two guards outside my door burst into the room and looked around wildly. One ran to help Jyn and the other ran to my side.
“Are you well?” he growled.
“Get her out of here!” Jyn thundered as more Dahk ran through the balcony doors.
I shook my head and tried to sit up again, immediately flopping back down. I could barely feel my legs, and I was panicking. He lifted me from the bed. I flopped in his arms, my head hanging down and my arms unable to hold on to him. His quick movements made me dizzy, and I winked in and out of consciousness.
Something slammed into us, and I went careening in the air. My stomach heaved. The guard tightened his arms around me as he fell, keeping me from hitting the floor. Arms clawed and snatched at me as my guard grunted and roared.
Then I was in the arms of someone I didn’t know, his grip harsh and unforgiving, and he was running to the balcony. My stomach flew into my throat then dropped as he jumped from the balcony, spreading his wings and lifting into the air.
“Veeveen!” Jyn roared.
I couldn’t move my mouth to answer him. Through a haze, I watched as two dozen Dahk surrounded us, fighting off other droves of Dahk as we flew. The castle guards reached for me in the sky, but there weren’t enough of them. One by one, they fell, battling our attackers.
My name was shouted again and again but from farther and farther away.
I winked in and out of consciousness until I landed on something hard. I looked around wearily and took in the ship I was now in. It was a large flyer. Three other Dahk were growling too low for me to understand and strapping into the seats up front. I was on the floor with ropes around my wrists and ankles.
My breath wheezed out of me, and my stomach tightened painfully. The ship rumbled underneath me, and I watched though the window as we lifted into the air. I was rolled onto my side, facing away from the cockpit, as we shot straight up into the air. We were headed into space, and it scared me so badly I trembled all over. I tried to fight against my binds, but I couldn’t control my body. I was practically paralyzed, and I thought back to the tea I’d ingested. The fuzziness had started as I drank it.
I whimpered. I had been poisoned.
I fought harder—I couldn’t feel my bean moving.
I sobbed uncontrollably as I fought, feeling the damage I was doing to my wrists and ankles. My sore arm was stinging, but I fought through the pain anyway.
They had poisoned my baby.
I was so frantic, I didn’t see the Dahk stomping toward me.
I was rolled onto my back. My jaw was wrenched open, and sticky liquid was dropped into my mouth. I moaned and fought against swallowing, but the Dahk shut my mouth and held his hand over it until the liquid dripped down my throat without my permission.
I sobbed harder and looked past the cold face of the Dahk holding me down and through the large window. The blackness of space filled my vision. In the distance, just beyond the Dahk’s moon, was a ship.
A Juldo ship.
And we were headed straight for it.




Chapter 6




Vivian




I passed out before I could witness the exchange, but I knew there had been one.
I woke up completely surrounded by Juldo warriors. I was still bound by my wrists and ankles, but now I was in a cage. A metal cage. And I wasn’t alone. Several other cages surrounded me in a large hangar that also housed smaller Juldo battle ships.
I thought I had seen it all. I thought I couldn’t possibly be more surprised by alien life. But seeing the slaves around me, I knew I hadn’t seen anything. And I would never fully grasp how enormous the universe was.
I couldn’t tell the genders of most of them, or even if they were intelligent. Some of them looked like reptiles. Others were animal mashups so grotesque, I fought gagging. Some of them were humanoid, but most of them were so different from me, I could barely make out where their heads and limbs were. Or if they even had any.
My cage was stacked on top of another, and the bars were wide enough I could look directly through them to the alien beneath me. It was aquatic in nature, with fins and scales and gills. Its skin was dry and cracked, and it lay on the uncomfortable bars, gasping and squirming. But the teeth—I shuddered. It looked as if an eel had had a baby with a piranha and possibly a blowfish.
I groaned and tried to sit up, but the bars were digging into my side and thighs and I couldn’t get enough momentum to shift my belly.
But the noise I made alerted the caged aliens around me.
I screamed as the beast next to me rammed into the cage bars to get to me. To my horror, an arm with multiple joints slivered through the bars and swiped at me. I cried out and scuttled backward. Tentacles wrapped around me from behind, and I screamed again.
My belly cramped painfully, and I shot to my knees and backed away to the front of the cage, which wasn’t pressed against another. I swatted at the tentacles and dug my nails into the slimy skin until they retreated. There, I huddled in a ball and watched the aliens around me cry out and roar, trying to reach me.
At the back end of my cage was an alien that looked like a ball of fur. It was so enormous, it barely fit in its cage. It had hooves and a tail. Two eyes blinked at me from the center of the fur, and a long snake-like tongue slithered out of a toothless mouth and wiggled between the bars separating us.
I gasped as my chest cramped with my stomach and tears leaked from my eyes. I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood and looked over my shoulder into the hangar. Several Juldo warriors were walking the perimeter of the cages with guns and blades aimed at the alien slaves.
I knew enough about the Juldo to know that no amount of pleading would get me anywhere, so I kept the urge to cry and beg at bay. I needed to not draw attention to myself. There was no way the Juldo would get away with taking me. The Dahk would not let that happen. Tahk was no doubt on a ship right now, pursuing us. I had to believe that.
But as I winced through another cramp in my stomach, I started to fear something altogether worse than being locked in a cage next to these aliens. If I went into labor here, I would be vulnerable. More vulnerable than I already was.
I would not have my baby in a cage. That wasn’t happening.
I deep-breathed through the cramps, praying they weren’t contractions, and concentrated on calming my burgeoning panic attack.
“Not yet, baby boy,” I murmured through choked breaths. “Not here.”
The insectoid alien to my left banged its multi-jointed limbs into my cage, and its beak bit at the bars as it watched me through its frenzy. The octopus-blob on my right slithered its tentacles around the bars, and it made weird blubbery whines as it watched me through several eye slits on its stomach area.
A warm, furry cord wrapped around my ankle, and I froze. Slowly, I looked up at the fur-ball whose cage butted against the back of mine. The thing watched me through its red eyes, and its tongue flicked back and forth. I looked back down at its tail as it crawled up my ankle then back down. The tail had spikes that were folded into the fur, but they were so sharp-looking, I didn’t dare try to move my ankle.
My stomach cramped again, and the fur-ball made a loud honking-baying noise. I shivered and squeezed my eyes shut. It whined. My eyes shot open as the tail curled around my ankle binds tightly and slowly dragged me to the back of the cage. I curled into the following cramp and gritted my teeth as I kicked at the tail with my bound feet. It stopped. Another whine. I winced.
Then it was pulling me again, faster. I twisted onto my side and held the bars under me. It tugged.
“It will not harm you,” a voice called from somewhere in the jungle of cages.
“What?” I was so surprised someone was talking to me and that I understood, that the fur-beast was able to tug me closer.
“Zythens are gentle creatures,” the voice called again.
The other aliens roared and cried out as the voice said something else.
“W-who are you?” I winced through another cramp. The fur-beast dragged me closer, as the pain kept me from holding onto the bars.
“I am Ferhen,” the voice said. “A warrior of the Guhuvin legion.”
Guhuvin. I had heard Tahk talking about them. They were allies of the Dahk.
“And you are human,” Ferhen said.
“Yes.” I gasped as the fur-beast dragged my ankle through the bars and slithered its snake tongue up my foot and shin.
“Do not fear the Zythen, human female. It means you no harm.”
“It doesn’t?”
The tail trailed up my thigh and dragged me closer until my legs were bent awkwardly against the cage.
Ferhen chuckled. “No, it feels your distress. It seeks to protect you.”
The big fur-beast wanted to protect me? It looked more like a predator with all the spikes on its tail and porcupine-like fur. And its size. It was enormous.
“It can feel my distress?”
“And that of your hatchling.” Ferhen’s voice was closer, but I couldn’t see an alien that looked as though it was talking to me. Then again, I didn’t know what a Guhuvin looked like, so it could have been the insect reaching for me or the fish-thing underneath me.
“Where are you?” I called.
“Look below your new protector.”
I looked down, but all I saw was fur. I hesitantly stuck out my hands and pushed aside a mound of fur. The Zythen whined and shifted. I jumped. But it made a hole the size of my fist at the corner of its cage.
A bird-man crouched in the cage below it, grinning at me. I gaped at him. He was humanoid for the most part, like the Dahk. But his skin was ivory and teal, and he had bird wings. They might as well have been angel wings in that moment. I started to cry.
Ferhen’s white orb-like eyes widened and his mouth dropped open, revealing two rows of razor-sharp teeth. The Zythen shifted and whined, its tail encircling my waist. I jumped again and pushed at it as those sharp claws got close to my baby. Then the strangest thing happened. The Zythen purred so beautifully, I stopped crying.
“It is soothing you,” Ferhen said.
I looked back down at him as he ruffled his wings, settling the teal and gold feathers against his back. He rose up and gripped the bars beneath the Zythen then patted it all over. Looking closer at Ferhen’s sharp teeth and spiky arms, I realized he was not at all like an angel. Unless angels looked like deadly bird-men and had talons. Ferhen’s hair was white and braided with beads and bones, and it was so scraggly, it was a mess around his shoulders.
“You look kind of weird,” I blurted.
He grinned and patted the Zythen heartily one last time. “As do you, human female.”
“Vivian.” I flushed and looked at his feet. They were large and had talons, reminding me of the Dahk’s feet. His thighs were large, and he wore a loincloth. I looked away, flushing again.
He grinned again. “It is an honor to meet you, Vivian.”
I gasped. Not one alien I had met had been able to say my name right. It was then I realized the translation chip Gryo had given us must have contained the Guhuvin language. I was suddenly immensely grateful for the injection. Apart from being able to communicate with the Dahk, I could now talk to this alien in a place where I would otherwise have been wholly alone.
“Do you know why we’re caged?” I asked, my voice small.
Ferhen’s grin dropped. He flexed his wings and crouched again. “The Juldo are slavers.”
I nodded. I knew that, but it still hurt to hear it. The Zythen purred again. I laid down on my side, closer to its warmth. I was shivering. The Juldo had taken my healer robe, leaving me barefoot in a sleeveless gown.
A tentacle shot toward my face so quickly, I didn’t have time to react. The Zythen’s purr broke off into a roar, and its tail swiped at the tentacle, its spikes severing the tentacle in two. I gaped as the tentacle landed by my face, twitching.
Talons crept through the bars and pulled the tentacle through. My jaw dropped as Ferhen bit into the tentacle then held out a piece to me between his black talons.
“No thanks,” I squeaked.
“You do not enjoy sea fare?”
I shook my head quickly. I liked seafood, but alien-sushi didn’t really do it for me.
“Your hatchling needs sustenance.” His brows lowered and he wiggled the already wiggling tentacle. Was it still alive?
“It might make me sick.” Not a lie. I had no idea what that thing was and what it would do to me if I ate it.
But Ferhen nodded as though he understood. He tossed the tentacle toward the Zythen. Its snake tongue wrapped around the tentacle mid-air and tossed it into its mouth. Without teeth, it gulped down the tentacle and purred again. I gagged.
“How did you know I was human?” I asked Ferhen as he watched me with his head tilted.
“My king is aware of your species’ recent war with the Vitat and current conflict with the Galactic Council. You come from the Dahk planet.”
I nodded. “The Juldo took me from there.”
“Did they? How did they gain access to the planet?”
I looked away. “I was handed over.”
Ferhen’s white brows rose. “The new king traded you?”
“No,” I said firmly. “King Uthyf would never give me to the Juldo.”
“Traitors then,” Ferhen growled.
I nodded. “What about you?”
“My brethren and I were on a mission for our king and were overwhelmed. I am the last survivor.” Ferhen looked so unbelievably sad in that moment I wanted to reach out to him.
“How did you survive?”
“I was my flock’s leader. The Juldo will have me sold at the gaming grounds.”
“What are gaming grounds?” I asked hesitantly. Did I really want to know what the Juldo had in mind for these aliens, and for me?
“The Juldo host the Battler Games on Juldoris. They pit slaves against one another for sport.”
My breath stuttered out of me. Like gladiators? I wasn’t fit to fight off aliens with far more defensive capabilities than me. I could barely keep up in kickboxing class.
“You are a human female,” Ferhen said hesitantly. “You will not be sold at the gaming grounds.”
I bit my lip and curled my hands around my belly. “What will happen to me?”
Ferhen sighed, and his feathers rustled all over his wings. “You—”
He was cut off by a high-pitched beep.
“We have arrived.” Ferhen stood as tall as his cage would allow. His face came close to mine and his talons curled around the bars by my face. “Do not fight the Juldo, Vivian. Your worth will protect you.”
“For how long?” I asked, trembling.
“The Dahk commander mated a human female who now resides where you were taken. All of Hugund and the Order knows this,” Ferhen said fiercely. “You were stolen from the Dahk King. He will not let the slight pass. Someone comes for you.”
I nodded. I hoped someone was coming. I didn’t know what I would do if Uthyf felt coming after the Juldo for me was too risky. After all, hadn’t that been what they said about Hector?
“Do not disobey their commands. Keep quiet, and do not bring any more attention to yourself than necessary. I will watch over you as best I can.”
I nodded again. “Thank you, Ferhen.” I grabbed his talon-hand. “I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t here when I woke up.”
“I am honored to have been able to ease your distress and that of your hatchling. Remain calm. I fear you are close to your hatching.” He squeezed my fingers tightly.
I choked a laugh. “Humans are a little different. We birth little human babies, not eggs.”
He squinted and scrunched his face. “Like the Xixin?”
“I guess?” I had no idea how the Xixin had babies, just that they looked like lions and they’d attacked my best friend and Tahk. Though Bailey and Nathan knew one from Earth and seemed to think he was cool.
Shouts and shaking interrupted our conversations. The Zythen’s tail curled around my waist as the whole ship shook so forcefully, I was rocked back and forth in my cage.
“We are landing,” Ferhen called over the shouting.
If fear of the unknown didn’t send me into labor, the ship shaking me like a maraca surely would. The ship jolted, hard. And a forceful cramp had me crying out. I curled into a ball and gritted my teeth. Stress could be forcing me into labor or it could just be Braxton Hicks, but either way, how was I supposed to protect myself and my bean if my body was fighting against me?
A metal claw rose above the cages and plucked them out of their spots, one by one. When the claw got to my cage, the Zythen growled and whined, its tail holding onto my belly. But it didn’t stop the claw from latching onto my cage. I was lifted into the air as Ferhen shouted at the Zythen to let me go, saying its tail would either be ripped off or I would be crushed by its tight grip. Thankfully, it listened to Ferhen and released me with another whine.
My cage was dropped harshly in front of several Juldo warriors. Their red skin and metal attachments made them look like souped-up beasts. Not one of them looked alike, since each of them had been made from another alien species. Most of them were humanoid, and I had to wonder if that was because the Juldo chose certain species to infect. But some resembled the insect alien that had been caged next to me. Some of them had four arms. Some of them no arms.
One particular Juldo looked like he had once been like Ferhen. He had feathery wings but lacked the ivory skin and teal tones. His eyes were no longer Ferhen’s glowing white, but instead the black orbs of all the Juldo. He ripped off my cage door and waved his talons at me impatiently.
Caught between wanting to obey, as Ferhen had said, and mind-numbing fear, I froze. The Juldo bared his sharp teeth and crawled into the cage then dragged me out. I was shackled over my original binds by my wrists, but my feet were cut free and shackled individually so I could walk. Long chains connected the shackles, and I was yanked to my feet.
I winced from the cold floor and followed the two Juldo leading me from the hangar. I looked back to see Ferhen and the Zythen getting the same treatment, their eyes locked onto mine. The Zythen was frightening outside of its cage. It took six Juldo to corral the Zythen as it reached for me. A large chain net was tossed over its bulk, then it was dragged behind me. Its hooves kicked at the Juldo, and its deadly tail swung out wildly. A Juldo shoved a rod into its side, and the Zythen whined loudly.
“Stop!” I shouted as they stuck it again and again. I pulled on my chains and tried to reach the Zythen, but I was wrenched forward, nearly off my feet.
“Vivian,” Ferhen growled in warning.
I gulped and looked into his eyes. His eyes said to remain calm. With one last look over my shoulder at the Zythen, I obeyed the Juldo glaring at me. I had to wonder why they didn’t prod me in the same way. They looked as though they wanted to. Badly. Was my being human that much of a deterrent?
I should be grateful if that was so, but fear spiked through my veins. Somehow, I knew their behavior toward me meant bad things.
Very bad things.




Chapter 7




Uthyf




I stood, my arms crossed, as my council argued behind me. Haytu’s voice rose the highest amongst them, but I blocked them out.
A human female had been taken from my House. Right out from under me. My own Dahk had sold her to our greatest enemy.
Guilt churned in my gut.
The doors of my council chamber burst open. I turned to see my commander’s Pythe charge in, flushed with fury and fear. I faced her.
“Why won’t you let him leave?” she shouted. “He could have gotten her back by now!”
I sighed and scrubbed at my crown.
Hull, my council leader, stepped forward and spoke, his face cold with irritation. “We cannot afford to lose our commander with the Juldo threat at our borders.”
The Juldo had not yet amassed at our sister planets, but intel suggested it was only a matter of time.
“They’re not here yet, and he’s just sitting here when he could be out there looking for her!” Pehytohn shouted.
“You overstep your place, human,” Hull growled.
“Fuck that! That’s Viv out there!”
“We have sent a team to search for her.” Haytu held his hands aloft in supplication.
Pehytohn fisted her small hands by her sides. “Like you did for Hector? A lot of good it did him! Tahk can find her. Let him go!”
Haytu shook his head sadly. “We cannot afford to lose our commander, daughter.”
“Not for one human,” Hull muttered.
Pehytohn scowled at him. “I get you guys don’t like us all that much, but she was taken from your castle.” Pehytohn transferred her ire to me. “You let this happen again. You need to fix it.”
“The king does not have to do anything, human,” Nirde, another member of my council, said. “Moreover, the Juldo have her. She is already lost to you.”
Pehytohn ignored Nirde and spoke to me. “Yilt is awake. He said he can find her.”
Yilt was still grievously injured. He was in no shape to visit the Juldo slave planet. Though he did have intimate knowledge of it due to his missions there.
“You misunderstand, human. The Juldo will have already sold her, if she has even survived this long.”
Pehytohn paled, and Haytu growled at Nirde. But he spoke truth. Veeveen had been taken nearly a sunring ago. The Juldo were not gentle, and Veeveen was nearing the end of her birth term. Should she survive, the Juldo would sell her immediately.
“You can’t do this,” Pehytohn said. “You can’t abandon her.”
“It is done,” Hull said coldly.
Pehytohn shouted, and Hull and Nirde shouted back. I watched Haytu closely as he allowed his daughter to argue with the council members.
“Tahk is gone,” I said, silencing them.
Pehytohn quieted and looked away.
“What?” Hull growled.
I lifted my brows at Pehytohn. “And Yilt?”
She took a deep breath. “Yilt, Fihk, and Syn left with him.”
“Tahk?” Hull growled.
I waved in Pehytohn’s direction. “She was sent as a diversion.”
Hull and Nirde cursed. Haytu boldly stared me down. The Dahk knew of their plans. I sighed.
Hull stepped closer to me. “They are traitors then and shall be punished as such.”
“You can’t do that!” Pehytohn shouted.
Haytu walked to her and wrapped her in his embrace, a bold and inappropriate gesture only witnessed amongst mates. Nirde’s face twisted in disgust. But Pehytohn was human, and the embrace was practiced openly amongst House members on her planet. This was a show of solidarity between daughter and father.
Hull’s eyes gleamed with anticipation. “They will be exec—”
“Silence.” I turned from the room, gazing out at the ice of my home. “Haytu, you will monitor the situation and inform me when they succeed in her recovery. Inform Wohn of the situation so he may assist the commander.”
“You cannot possibly mean to send them aid,” Hull growled.
I looked over my shoulder at the true traitor amongst my council. But I was not ready to expose my council for their treachery. They were still needed. “Do not think to speak for me again, Hull.”
Hull flushed and looked away. Nirde stepped forward but stopped when the fire stones around the room flickered before relighting. Pehytohn gasped.
I spun and faced my brother’s assassin.
The Shadow Born assassin sat in my chair at the end of the table, lounging with his booted feet crossed casually atop the table. A hood shrouded his eyes as he grinned at me. Haytu and my guards drew their swords.
“Are you here for my life now?” I asked.
He shook his head slowly and tilted his chin behind me. I stiffened as a blade was pressed to my neck.
“Where is she?” a voice growled savagely behind me.
My guards stepped forward. The assassin stood and sent them warning glances.
Pehytohn gasped and stepped forward, her eyes hugely round. “Hector?”
“Where is she?” Hyctoor roared and pressed the blade deep into the skin of my neck, another at the base of my wings.
“I imagine she is with the Juldo now,” I growled impatiently. My brother’s assassin was in front of me. I wanted nothing more than to gut him like the fiend he was.
“She was sold by your own, young king.” The Shadow Born relaxed in the chair and twirled a blade in his hand. The room flinched from the sound of the ancient, layered voice.
“You’re here for Vivian?” Pehytohn whispered, pale.
The assassin ignored Pehytohn and spoke to me. “She is not on Juldoris.” His voice was cold but was made grating by the Shadows that spoke through him.
“Where else would they take her?” Haytu asked, eyeing the blade at my neck warily.
I was not concerned with the threat at my back, but the one watching me through a shrouded gaze.
“We are here for the one responsible,” the assassin spoke and rose from the chair fluidly. “Release him to me.”
“They are dead,” Haytu said, bewildered.
The assassin turned his cold gaze to the older male. “No, the contact.”
“Contact?” Haytu murmured.
The assassin looked at Nirde and grinned sharply. Nirde gulped and backed away. The assassin chuckled and advanced. My guards answered in kind.
The assassin stopped and turned to me. “I do not wish to cut down your guard. Release him to me.”
“You did this, Nirde?” Haytu asked, shocked and angry.
Nirde flushed and looked away. Guilty.
I gritted my fangs. “Why?”
He lifted his chin and faced me. “I serve my queen.”
Pehytohn gasped, and Haytu cursed. Hull watched the traitor silently.
“Where is she?” Hyctoor rumbled menacingly.
“Your master has plans for her,” Nirde spat.
Hyctoor dropped the blades from me and advanced on the Dahk. He did not stop as my guard charged forward.
Hull stepped forward. “He is ours to deal with.”
“Wrong,” the assassin growled.
Wisps of shadow bled from the assassin and shot toward my guards, surrounding and bleeding into them. Pehytohn let loose a sound of fear. I drew my sword and held it against the assassin’s neck.
He chuckled. “I am not here for you yet, young king.”
My guards choked for breath and dropped.
I swung. And cut through nothing but shadow.
The assassin stepped out of the shadows behind Nirde. His hand encircled Nirde’s neck as he shouted and fought. The assassin tossed him to Hyctoor. The once-human male roared in the Dahk’s face until he quieted.
“Are you going to bring her back, Hector?” Pehytohn asked through her tears.
Hyctoor turned to her. His eyes were cold and held no recognition. “No.”
He disappeared with Nirde, darkness swallowing the vacant space he had stood. Pehytohn cried out and stumbled.
“He is no longer the Hector you knew,” the assassin said to Pehytohn. “He is now Vyr.”
“He is no mere Juldo,” Haytu said, clearly astonished. “He is like you.”
The assassin grinned wickedly then turned to me. “Your guard will recover, young king. When I come for you, I wonder, will you beg for your life as your old king did?”
“Face me, Shadow Born, and it will be you that is begging.”
Shadow enveloped the assassin. “Soon.” He faded away, leaving only darkness and a vow in his wake. “I will come for you soon.”




Chapter 8




Hector/Vyr




Returning to the Shadow’s moon, I tossed the cretin onto the dirt outside Chyn’s dwelling. He trembled and cried out in fear. Nirde was the name of the doomed Dahk that had schemed to have my Vivian sold to the Juldo Master. I would have his heart, his blood staining the ground around me.
But first I would have him squealing for mercy as I extracted the location of my Vivian.
Long dimtides passed as I viciously tore into his mind, torturing the truth from him. His blood coated my hands, my face. He cried for mercy I would never give him.
And I was rewarded with a place.
Heraterran. A trading post. A slave post.
“Finish him,” Chyn growled from behind me. He’d arrived sometime during my interrogation. Sometime during the Dahk’s screams of pain.
The Dahk’s eyelids sagged in relief. I grinned viciously. Death would be too swift for him. A kindness I was not willing to impart.
Give him to us, the voices whispered. We will punish him. We are starving for him.
I let them have their fill. Shadows, darkness, and death bled from my being, filling the Dahk. They would tear him from the inside out, destroying his soul, feeding from his misery.
Chyn sighed. “You have much to learn if you are to contain them, Vyr.”
At that moment, I did not wish to contain them. “Let’s go.”
Do not go to her, the voices whispered again. You are ours.
I threw them from my mind.
The voices screamed in rage.
I spun from the pitiful creature writhing at my feet.
Chyn pushed off from the stone wall and followed me into the darkness. “They will not let you keep her,” he warned.
I ignored him.
“If they cannot break your will, they will send me for her.”
“I will cut you down,” I told him absently as I searched the darkness for Heraterran.
“I’m counting on it.” He grinned.




Chapter 9




Vivian




When I stepped off the ship, Ferhen’s obvious shock and worry would have been enough to clue me in that we were not on Juldoris, the Juldo planet. But the obvious mix of aliens gawking at me as I was marched to a new set of cages really drove it home.
There were hardly any Juldo compared to the number of aliens surrounding the slave camp. Only the Juldo that left the ship and herded the slaves.
This planet didn’t even seem like it belonged to the Juldo. I imagined them somewhere dark and cold. This place was bright and so hot, the soles of my feet burned with every step on the sand. Multiple suns beat down on my pale skin, an immediate sunburn scorching me. I could barely see through the bright light, and I was sweating so badly, I worried I would dehydrate well before any water was thrown my way.
That wasn’t even the worst of it though.
I was tossed into a cage with all of the alien slaves from the ship. One big pen. We were all still chained, but that didn’t keep alien limbs and claws from reaching for me. I tried to back away, but we were packed in like sardines. I was pawed all over, groped, and shoved. Claws tore at my dress, shredding it so forcefully, it hung off my shoulder by one strap. I cried out and fought against the grabs, but I was no match for all of them.
Then a loud growl came from behind me and the aliens backed away. The Zythen stomped toward me, honking and growling under its net. It herded me to the back of the pen and flopped down in front of me, creating a barrier between everyone else and me. I was so relieved, I leapt forward and hugged as much of its giant furry body as I could.
Ferhen shoved and fought the aliens as he made his way closer, but the Zythen didn’t let him pass. He held his hands aloft when it growled at him and swiped its tail in warning. “I wish her no harm, protector.”
The Zythen growled and watched him warily as Ferhen stepped around it slowly. But it didn’t stop him again.
“We are on Heraterran,” Ferhen murmured as he watched the Juldo closely. “It is another slave planet, known for its exotic auctions.”
“You sound surprised.” I kept my eyes on the strange aliens outside the cage. They were whispering and pointing at me. It made my skin crawl.
“The Juldo rarely sell here,” he murmured.
A Juldo marched up to a platform and the alien on it. It was a tall alien, humanoid at first glance, but on a closer look, it resembled a praying mantis. All the blood rushed from my face as it pointed at me and shouted at the Juldo.
“Is that bad or good?” I asked and huddled down as the praying mantis alien drew a crowd, all of them shouting and pointing at me.
Ferhen looked away from the crowd and at me, his white eyes solemn. Not good then.
I let out a shaky breath. “What are they saying?”
Ferhen shook his head in frustration.
The praying mantis stood up straight and raised its snapper-hands. The crowd quieted. It made a series of clicking sounds that seemed to enrage the crowd. The Juldo growled and swiped his hand through the air.
Ferhen blew out a heavy breath between his sharp teeth. “He says the human is not for sale.”
Okay, that sounded good, but Ferhen looked more freaked out.
More clicks, more enraged shouts.
Ferhen slowly turned to me. “You have already been sold.”
“Sold? To who?” I squeaked.
The Zythen whined and wrapped its tail around my waist. I patted it absently.
“I do not know,” he murmured.
The crowd’s shouts grew louder, and the praying mantis waved toward the pen. The doors were opened, and several aliens were yanked out and shoved toward the platform.
The next few hours broke something inside me.
One by one, every alien in the pen was sold. They were paraded in front of a crowd of thousands. They were demeaned in every way possible. Potential buyers fondled the slaves, beat them, spit on them, tortured them. And the slaves could do nothing as their new owners pulled them from the platform and loaded them in cages. Then left.
I was one of the last four when Ferhen was pulled from the cage. I cried out and tried to hold on to him, but it was no use. The Juldo stabbed him with their prods until I let go.
“Calm, Vivian, think of your hatchling,” he murmured as they pulled him from the cage. “I will be fine.”
“Ferhen!” I shouted.
“I am a warrior of my king’s legion, Vivian. Do not fear for me.” He winked at me as he was pushed onto the stage.
I sobbed and watched worriedly as he went through the same treatment as the other slaves. Not once did he let a hand touch him without retaliating. He was beaten for every snap of his teeth, every swipe of his claws, but he kept fighting until a tall alien with robes and a trunk won him. Then he was taken away.
It was just me, the Zythen, and the amphibian alien that was caged below me on the ship. It lay on the ground, gasping for breath, its skin crisping far worse than mine. A Juldo dragged it from the pen as three others came for the Zythen.
The Zythen shook and roared as they tried to pry it from me. No matter how many times they stabbed it, it wouldn’t budge.
One of the Juldo spat on the ground and glared at me. “It is worthless. It has bonded to the human.”
“It can still be sold for meat,” another growled.
“I will buy the Zythen,” a voice called from behind them.
The Juldo twisted and stiffened. I looked past their shoulders at the tall hooded figure at the door to the pen. It was tall, about eight feet or so, and bulky. It had to be over four hundred pounds.
“You are Tyris?”
The hooded alien nodded.
“The human is yours. You will pay full price for the Zythen or we will auction it.”
“Very well, I’ll take them both.” Tyris lowered its hood and looked past the Juldo at me.
I heaved as I got a look at its green face. It was cracked all over and oozing pus. It had a long snout with several rows of sharp teeth and reminded me of a slimy alligator.
Unforgiving hands grabbed my arms and tore me from the Zythen, tossing me at the pus-alligator. I cried out as I hit its body. Hands with three long, fat fingers curled around my arms and dug in painfully. The Zythen roared and stomped behind me. Tyris pushed me away and looked me up and down, its eyes snagging on my belly.
“She is fat with young,” Tyris spat at the Juldo.
My hands curled protectively around my belly.
“That is not your concern,” the Juldo answered as he grunted with the Zythen’s reins.
“What am I to do with it when it hatches?”
“That is not our concern.”
Tyris grinned at me. I bit my lip hard to hold back a sob of terror.
Tyris tore me from the pen and through a crowd of gawking aliens. Hands pawed at me and yanked on my hair. I cried out, but no one stopped them. I was dragged to a strange-looking ship with a cloth-covered carriage hooked to the back and tossed into it. My chains were threaded through bars and wrenched tight, plastering me to the side. The metal was so hot, it burned my feet and thighs.
The Zythen was loaded behind me and chained to the other side, but it was a tight fit. Hot metal ran along one side of me, its furry body on my other side. The tarp cover was strapped down, and Tyris grinned at me one more time through sharp teeth, then left. Underneath me, the ship rumbled and lifted off the ground a few feet. A crowd of hungry eyes watched me as we sped away.
Sand leaked through the tarp opening. I hacked and hacked, but it was no use. I was suffocating from the hot sand. The Zythen whined and shifted, blocking the opening, and curled its tail around my throat lightly.
I shoved my face into its body and shuddered. “It’s just you and me now, buddy.” I sniffled as it purred. “What’s your name, huh?”
It purred harder.
“You know, I had this stuffed animal once. It used to be a cat, but Pey and me played with it so much that it got torn and dirty. It needed so many repairs and patches, my mom said it didn’t look like a cat anymore.” I sighed and used my shoulder to wipe at the snot on my face. “Her name was Princess, but Peyton said he was a boy and called him Gus. I think you look a little like Gus. Minus the spikes on your tail and the hooves and the snake tongue. But you’re sweet like a Gus, so how about I call you that for now?”
Gus purred more, so I took that as a yes.
“I’m scared, Gus.”
He whined.
“Are you scared too?”
Another whine.
“We can be scared together.” I relaxed against him and trembled the rest of the flight.
Gus purred the whole way.
When the ship finally stopped, I was good and exhausted. I had to pee like a racehorse, and I was so hungry, I sort of wished I had braved the wiggling tentacle. Not to mention the thirst. Like literally, I didn’t even want to mention it, it was so bad. My lips were cracked and bleeding, and my tongue felt like sandpaper. I was swallowing convulsively. If I had anything in my stomach to puke, I would have.
Tyris ripped back the tarp and pulled Gus from me, but he wouldn’t let his tail leave my waist. I had to pet it and tell him I was okay, over and over just to get him to let go. Meanwhile, Tyris stabbed him with one of those prods.
Once Gus had been put somewhere out of sight, I was yanked from the carriage and pulled into a large tan building. It looked as if it was made of sandstone, and it had tiny cutouts for windows. It was at least five stories tall and so long, I couldn’t see the ends.
Tyris was not gentle as he dragged me up all five flights of stairs. My toes were stubbed, and my wrists and ankles were torn open and bleeding on the sandy floors. Dozens of alligator aliens peeked out from rooms as we passed, gaping at me. Some of them fell in line behind Tyris, talking to him, while others were growled at until they backed away from me.
I was sickeningly grateful when I was tossed onto a pallet on the floor in a room on the top floor. I was just too exhausted to take another step. I flopped down and rolled onto my side, groaning.
“What’s wrong with it?” one of the pus-alligators asked.
“Sick?” another asked.
Another gasped. “It is fat with young.”
If I were anywhere else and not enslaved, I would get sick of being called fat, but I couldn’t care less right now as long as none of them touched me.
“I want the hatchling,” one jeered gleefully.
I curled into a ball and squeezed my eyes shut.
“The hatchling is mine,” Tyris rumbled as he tore off his robes and draped them over a larger, thicker pallet.
“Why did you buy it?”
A clawed foot kicked at my legs. I whimpered and bit my arm.
Tyris pushed back the offender. “The master has asked me to guard it.”
“From who?”
“The Dahk.” Tyris yanked on my chains and clipped them into hooks on the floor.
Several aliens hissed and backed away from me.
“They will come for her.”
“They believe she is on Juldoris. They will not come.” Tyris gripped my chin and lifted it, twisting it back and forth.
“She is an ugly thing. I do not see why they want her,” someone murmured.
“Are you sure the Dahk are fooled?”
More hisses.
Tyris grunted and dropped me. “Leave if you fear them.”
Several of the aliens scuttered out.
“What of the Zythen?” another asked.
“Meat, but leave it for now. It is bonded to the human. I want to see how long it will survive the separation.”
The last of the aliens left. Tyris moved about the room, eyeing me over his shoulder. Then he left for a few minutes, and when he returned, another alien alligator followed him into the room.
The alien nodded, eyeing me. “They are right, the Dahk will not be fooled.”
Tyris grunted.
“That is why you will not stay,” the other alien said.
“We will know in the morn. If she’s still here, the master has been successful in keeping her whereabouts from them.”
“You are a fool,” the alien spat.
Tyris spun on him and struck him across his snout. “Watch yourself, brother.”
He growled and cradled his snout. “Why do you do the master’s bidding?”
“You know why.” Tyris stomped from the room. “Keep an eye on the human. Do not let the others near her.”
The alien growled when Tyris slammed the door, then he sat at a table and gazed at me. “Stand up.”
I gulped and drew further into myself.
He stood and stomped over to me, snarling. “I know you understand me.”
I backed away as he reached for me, but it was no use. He yanked me to my feet and stepped back, his eyes on my belly. “How close until your hatching?”
I shook my head, unwilling to answer. If I told him it was soon, they might be willing to force labor. If I told him not soon, they might get impatient. I wasn’t dumb enough to think I was safe here because some master said to look after me.
“They will come,” I said when he moved to touch my belly.
He stiffened, and his brows lowered menacingly over his beady eyes. “What do you say?”
“The Dahk, they will come for me. They’re coming right now.” I prayed to god they were. I didn’t know if I could handle being lowered on their priority list like Hector. I would die here, I knew that. And my baby—I couldn’t even think about it.
“What language do you speak?”
I gaped at him. The Dahk had taken us from earth to get our language. Of course, they didn’t share their knowledge with the whole universe, why would they? But—but Ferhen, he understood me. How was that possible? Did the Guhuvin get the human language from the Dahk? Why would they?
I kept my mouth shut because it was useless to tell him. He clearly wouldn’t understand me.
He snorted and turned away. “You are a liability. My brother is a fool. I will not allow you to destroy my clan.” He yanked a device from his pocket and shoved it in his ear. It looked similar to the Dahk’s communicators. “I have a sale for you.”
I was being sold. Again. Unbelievable.
“Female. She is fat with a hatchling. Transport now or I call another.”
Someone murmured back to him, then he unclipped the device. He turned to me and waved his arm. I backed away.
“Come now.”
I shook my head. Ferhen had said to keep my head down, but this seemed stupid. The more I was moved and sold, the less chance the Dahk would have of finding me. I needed to stay in one place.
He sighed and grabbed my chains, and I yelped as he dragged me toward the door. He was too quick for me, and I landed hard on my knees. Crying out, I kicked and tried to stand back up, but he kept dragging me. I stumbled down the stairs after him, barely managing to keep from falling on my face.
The racket was enough to draw the occupants of the building. By the time we made it out into the hot sun, a crowd was following us. They were all shouting and reaching for me. The alien dragging me ignored them and marched to an outbuilding that looked like a really run-down stable or barn. The doors were open, and he tossed me inside. I stumbled and landed on a pile of dirty grey fluff.
Then a steel-barred door was slammed closed, and the alien walked back out. I looked around, confused. I thought he was selling me again. Why lock me back up? Several aliens distracted me from my confusion as they ran up to my pen. Several of them watched me, clicking their teeth at me and hissing excitedly.
A whine sounded from a few pens away—Gus! My eyes watered. He sounded so distressed. I wanted to go to him.
A hard ball of wet smacked me in the face. I turned slowly as another smacked me in the neck. One of the aliens opened its mouth and hawked a ball of phlegm. I ducked, and it sailed over my head, hitting the wall behind me. Another hit my chest.
“Stop!” I shouted as I dodged two more phlegm balls.
The aliens snickered and spit again. The walls shook as Gus roared. The aliens looked at each other nervously. Loud chattering came from outside as one of the aliens jumped over the pen wall and landed in front of me. He reached for me as a new mob of aliens came inside and stood behind the others outside my pen. I smacked at his hands, but he pulled and yanked at my ripped dress. His eyes caught the reflection of light from my ring finger. I stiffened and curled my fingers tight.
“Release the slave,” the alien that Tyris had originally left me with shouted and shoved the others out of the way.
New, more frightening aliens were behind him. Not one of them looked the same. They were a mix of freaky and terrifying and they were all watching me.
A hooded figure with a shawl covering its lower face stepped forward. It had red eyes and spikes all over its brow. Its skin was a murky brown. It laughed loudly as it looked at me. “You do not know what you have, fool.” Then he ripped the door open and stomped inside the pen.
“I do not care, just take her,” Tyris’ brother muttered and left the stable.
The alligator alien standing in my pen hissed at the newcomer but backed away.
The hooded alien bent close to my face and lowered its shawl, revealing a mouth three times as wide as my own, and nasty, sharp broken teeth. “Human,” it purred.
It grabbed my chains and yanked me up. When it looked at my belly, its grin grew wider. I was yanked from the stable as Gus’s whines and roars shook the building. The new alien eyed the back of the stable curiously but didn’t comment.
Once again, I was yanked into the hot sun and to a ship. One that looked as though it was on its last leg. But it was bigger than Tyris’s. Another ship was flying towards us at a fast clip, and I gasped as it stirred up a sand cloud that enveloped us. It hovered and screeched, blasts of smoke coming from the back as it stuttered to a stop feet from the new ship.
Tyris jumped out, cursing and shouting. The hooded alien stopped and eyed him then thrust my chains at another alien. I was dragged onto the larger ship, unable to understand the shouts and growls of the large crowd. The ship was hot and burned my already blistered feet. A stout alien with blue skin and scars all over its blubbery body tossed me onto the floor as a loud blast shook the ship.
“We are taking fire!” one of the aliens in the ship shouted.
“Tyris, that grull-head,” another grumbled and unclipped a metal gun-looking thing from its waist. It ran off the ship with a few others and fired what looked like laser blasts into the air.
When I was alone, I gasped and trembled and fought against my binds, but it was no use. I was only injuring myself in a place where I could catch any number of alien viruses.
A roar had my head shooting up, and I shrieked as Gus barreled through the crowd, knocking aliens over left and right, his tail impaling anyone in his path. He caught sight of me through the ship’s door and charged up the ramp.
“The Zythen!” someone shouted.
“Leave it, there’s no time!”
“Juldo!” someone else shouted.
A loud blast shook the ship again.
“Run!” several voices screamed.
Gus skidded to a stop in front of me and whined as his tail wound around me. Then he plopped down and hefted his big body, scooting me deeper into the ship.
Several boots hit the ramp as alien after alien boarded. No one gave us a second glance as the ramp was closed. Several aliens went to seats and buckled in. Others went to the front and hit the ship’s controls.
The hooded figure pulled an alien away from the front of ship. “Go!”
The ship rose and spun sharply, tossing me into the wall. Gus’s bulk rolled and pinned my ankle, nearly snapping it. I screamed.
“They will follow!” someone shouted.
“Fire, fire now!”
The ship shook again.
One of the aliens looked out the window, panting. He turned to the hooded alien. “Uguy, they do not fire back.”
“They are just following,” another squeaked.
“Why are the Juldo following us?”
The ship tilted sharply.
“Did you not see the hooded one?” Uguy growled. The other aliens looked at him in confusion. “He was the Shadow Born Assassin.”
The other aliens hissed and paled. One looked as though he was about to faint.
“Why would the assassin be following us?” someone said.
Uguy turned his red eyes to me slowly. “You.”
I paled at the stark rage in his eyes.
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Several aliens had to stab at Gus to get around him, but when they did, Uguy had his hand wrapped around my throat and was choking the life from me before I could even comprehend what was happening.
“Why would the assassin come for you?” he shouted in my face and shook me harshly.
My toes scrabbled on the floor as I choked. Gus growled and shook, throwing off several aliens. Uguy shouted the question again, but I didn’t know what to say. I was really hoping he wasn’t talking about the assassin that had killed King Aryx. Peyton had called him shadow born, but I didn’t know what that meant. I just knew the guy was terrifying and the Dahk seemed to think he was a one-man army.
I had thought about him in the past, wondered if he knew where Hector was. Gryo thought Hector had left on his own, and so did Uthyf, but Tahk always believed the assassin took him. Though he couldn’t prove it and he had no real motive. Tahk said he just somehow knew it was him. As much as I would like to know if he took Hector, I didn’t want to meet the guy. If the Dahk were scared of him, I was scared of him.
Peyton had said he was possessed with something. Or somethings. She said she had never met anything more terrifying than the Shadow Born assassin, including the Vitat. She still had nightmares about him.
“He does not fire at us because he does not want to injure the human.” One of the aliens stepped up behind Uguy. “We should land and hand her over.”
“Did you not see them back there?” another choked. “There were only two of them and they slaughtered Tyris’s clan in moments. We will not survive the exchange!”
Uguy’s hands tightened on my throat, and his eyes grew darker. “Speak, slave,” he shouted and he shook me again.
“I-I don’t know him,” I choked through the pressure on my neck.
“What does it say?” Uguy shouted in frustration.
An alien moaned in despair. “We do not have the human language. Toss her off the ship. They will stop their pursuit!”
“We cannot take the risk that they will not hunt us down for her death!”
“Silence!” Uguy shouted and tossed me away.
I wheezed and hit the ship on my ass, crying out. My stomach cramped, and I sobbed again. There was no way all of this stress and abuse wasn’t hurting my bean, but I didn’t know how to protect him. I was weak and hated myself for it.
The ship tilted again, throwing all the aliens sideways. I rolled and had to rise up on my knees so my belly didn’t hit the floor.
“They’re cutting us off!” someone shouted from the front of the ship.
“They’re going to ram us out of the skies!”
“Land, land now! We’re losing our thrusters!”
The ship spun again, and Gus’s tail wrapped around my waist, pulling me into his side. I hit his soft bulk and grabbed his fur, holding on for dear life. We spun around and around, fishtailing wildly. Gus whined and held me tight by his tail. Then we crashed into the ground and rolled sharply until the tip of the ship was straight up in the air. Everyone in the ship slid across the floor, hitting the back end of the ship. I screamed as the ship creaked and groaned, falling back down. Gus and I slid back to the front, and I held on to him as he rolled, pulling me up onto his big belly.
The ship crashed back into the earth, and we all flew up into the air and hit back down hard. I groaned from the impact, but Gus had significantly softened my blow. I lay stunned for a moment, relishing in the movements of my baby. I pressed a kiss to Gus’s belly in gratitude. That hit would have definitely put me into labor or worse.
Uguy and the other aliens scrambled from the floor and pulled their guns. He marched over to me and yanked on my arm, but Gus wouldn’t let me go.
“Release her, beast.” He pointed his gun right in between Gus’s eyes.
My big protector growled and narrowed its eyes. Uguy moved the gun to my head, and Gus whined. I let out a shaky breath as his tail loosened.
Uguy yanked me up and marched to the ship’s ramp. “Lower it,” he spat to an alien.
The other alien looked terrified and like he definitely didn’t want to lower that door. I had to agree with him. Whatever was down there was not good for me. I knew all about the Juldo, and they were definitely the bigger threat in this scenario.
But the ramp lowered, and the sun and sand blinded me as I was pushed ahead of Uguy. When my vision cleared, I didn’t know how I could possibly still be surprised, but I was. There was a Juldo ship, but only two Juldo waited in front of it. They were hooded, but the red skin of their hands was unmistakable. One of them had nano-mite metal running up his right arm. They had thick black cloaks that covered them from chest to booted feet. Neither of them had a gun though. Both of them held blades.
The aliens behind me aimed their guns at the Juldo as we left the ship. Uguy shoved the tip of his gun into the side of my head. My hands shook, and my feet stumbled. Uguy gave me a harsh shove down the last of the ramp, and one of the Juldo stepped forward, growling.
“She is what you want?” Uguy shouted over the wind.
The other Juldo nodded once.
Uguy chuckled scathingly. “I paid a hefty sum for her.”
The Juldo that nodded stepped forward and pulled back his hood to reveal his twisted grin. “You know of me, Ravager.”
“I do,” Uguy growled.
“Then you know I will have you cut down before you can fire if you do not release her now.”
“How I can be sure you will not kill us once you have her?” Uguy asked, sounding irritated, but the fear in his voice was unmistakable.
“You are not worth the sweat.” The Juldo chuckled and flashed his fangs. “But you are trying my patience.”
“Give her to him,” one of Uguy’s aliens whispered fearfully.
The Juldo that had stepped forward advanced on us. I backed away quickly, my back hitting Uguy. I shivered. I was caught between a rock and a hard place, and true bleakness spread through my veins.
“It seems my charge has already lost patience for you.” The Juldo that had spoken chuckled and grinned again.
The Juldo walking toward us spun his blades and pointed one above my head. Uguy growled and tossed me forward. I would have hit the sand, but blades hit the sand first. Then the Juldo’s hands were on my arms, gently righting me. I kept my eyes down and away from the Juldo holding me as I panted through another cramp.
I wanted to run far, far away from here, but I knew I wouldn’t make it. I didn’t know where I was and I was too pregnant to get far. Even if I did, I was on a planet full of aliens that would enslave me or worse.
There was no getting out of this.
I closed my eyes tightly and thought of Hector. I wished more than ever that he was there with me. But he wasn’t coming. I was on my own.
A whine came from behind me, and the aliens cursed.
The other Juldo stepped forward and growled in exasperation. “A Zythen?”
“It has bonded to her,” Uguy growled back.
The Juldo sighed. “Let it pass.”
There were shuffles, then I felt Gus’s gallops as he came closer to me, but I never felt the reassuring weight of his tail. I looked over my shoulder to see the aliens backing into their ship. Gus was a few feet away, lying in the sand and whining, his eyes on the alien holding me.
My lip wobbled. Not even Gus was willing to get close to this guy. If one of them really was the assassin, I didn’t even have Gus to save me. He was afraid. I looked back down, and the hands on my arms tightened.
That was when I saw it. The blade in the sand.
Sand kicked up around me, and I knew the alien ship behind me was rising into the air. But the Juldo didn’t pull me away. He stood stiff as I felt his eyes on me.
I didn’t let myself think about the consequences. I just acted.
I let my weight drop, and my bound hands grabbed the knife. I threw myself backward, breaking his grip, and kicked at the sand to scoot away from him. My hands shook as I held the blade.
The Juldo was bent over, but he froze as I raised the blade. I expected him to attack, but he didn’t move.
I couldn’t get up without the use of my hands. And I realized then what an idiot I was. What could I really do to this guy? This guy that over a dozen aliens were petrified of? Tears tried to leak from my eyes, but I didn’t have any left. I was too dehydrated.
The Juldo straightened and stepped closer to me.
“Stop!” I shouted.
He did.
“Don’t come any closer.” My voice shook as hard as my hands.
His hands fisted at his sides.
Gus whined from behind me. I gasped and looked around wildly. I didn’t know what to do.
Movement from the corner of my eye scared me, and I whimpered as the other Juldo walked from the side of the Juldo ship, watching me with cold eyes. The Juldo in front of me turned his head and growled at the other one. He held up his hands and chuckled quietly, leaning against the ship.
I gasped through panicked breaths and used my elbows to roll to my knees. Fur met my side. I let out a watery sound of relief as a tail wound around my arm and helped me to my feet.
Both Juldo watched me silently as I leaned against Gus. I tried to step away—who the fuck knows where to—but Gus wouldn’t let me go. The Juldo that had grabbed me stepped forward again. I let out a panicked sound, and he stopped again.
“As entertaining as this is,” the other Juldo drawled from his lounged position, “we should probably clear out before the sandstorm arrives.”
The Juldo in front of me growled again and stepped closer. He held up his hands as I raised the blade, but he didn’t stop.
“Just let me go,” I begged. The blade was heavy and wavering in my hands. “Please, just let me go.”
The Juldo made a weird distressed sound in the back of his throat and came so close to me, the blade was pressed to his gut. I wanted to sink it inside him, but I was too afraid. Neither of them seemed worried about my threat, which made me feel small and weak. But my bean kicked, and I straightened. I would do what I had to for my baby. I put pressure on the blade as my lip wobbled, and the Juldo’s hands rose to his head.
I didn’t want to kill anyone. But I didn’t get to choose what happened in life, and if it meant the safety of my baby, I would do anything.
The Juldo’s hands curled around his hood, and he slowly lowered it.
I looked into the black eyes of the Juldo.
Took in the familiar features of his face.
And the blade dropped from my numb hands.
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“Hector?” I choked.
I couldn’t believe my eyes. I really could be hallucinating. The man in front of me was so much like my fiancé, but he also was nothing like him. His beautiful brown skin was now a deep red. The chocolate eyes I’d spent endless amounts of time gazing into were nothing more than deep black orbs. He was larger than he used to be, taller, broader. His lush hair was shaved close to his skull.
But his lips. They were the same. The curves were so familiar to me, I could feel them pressed to mine like a phantom pain. The sharp angle of his jaw was still there. The crook to his nose after he broke it in a bar fight with a man who got a little too handsy with me. The moon-shaped scar cutting through his brow that he came home with after he lost one of his closest friends on a mission.
He was so different now, but I would know him anywhere.
I knew what his heartbeat felt like. What his hands felt like. I knew what his breath tasted like.
I stepped forward in a daze. “Babe?”
My bound hands lifted without my asking them to and spread across his chest. His heart was beating nearly as fast as mine. My eyes strained with the effort to let loose tears of joy. My hands inched up over his shoulder, past the skin of his warm neck, to his jaw.
It was clamped tight, ticking.
My fingers trembled as they traced his features. My mouth parted in wonder as I touched the face. I’d thought I would never see him again except in my dreams. I found myself rising on my toes to get closer to him, my hands pulling his face to mine.
But he resisted.
I blinked, my lids fluttering as his hands curled around mine. They warmed mine, filling me with love.
“Hector? Is it really you?”
His hands pulled mine away. He stepped back. My hands stayed suspended in the air as he retreated from me.
My eyes burned. “Hector?”
“He is Vyr now,” the other Juldo called from the ship.
I jumped. My fingers curled into my palms, my arms dropping to my belly. “Y-you—” I had to gasp in air. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
But he came for me. Hadn’t he?
“We must go,” the other Juldo called.
Gus whined and nudged me forward. I blinked, still in a daze, and looked around at the thick sand cloud slowly circling us.
Hector turned from me and walked to the ship.
I felt every little piece of my heart as it shattered.
Then I followed him. I didn’t know what else to do. Instinctively, I knew I was safe with him. Even this version of him. But I didn’t know how to reconcile this man with the love of my life. He had looked at me with so much dispassion in his gaze, it gutted me.
I barely felt the sand on my feet as I walked to the ship. I didn’t feel my legs, my fingers.
I was numb.
I walked onto the ship. The weight of Gus’s tail wrapped around my ankle, but I barely felt it. Neither Hector nor the other Juldo acknowledged Gus, but they didn’t stop him from boarding either. I sat in a chair at the back of the ship with Gus and watched, lightheaded, as Hector sat next to the other Juldo at the front of the ship. The ship rumbled and lifted into the air, and I turned away to stare sightlessly out the window. Gus purred. I turned into his fur and buried my face in it, clenching my eyes tightly.
I should be grateful I was leaving this godawful slave planet, but I felt more dejected than ever. I didn’t know what to do with this sorrow filling me. Ever since I was taken from Home World, I had been in a perpetual state of fear. I was still afraid, but it was quickly being swallowed by a grief so strong, I felt hollowed out.
The last few days, maybe two days, were so terrifying, only made bearable by—
I gasped and shot up out of my seat, wobbling. “Ferhen!”
Neither of them looked back at me.
“We have to go back!”
They ignored me.
I stumbled to the front of the ship and gripped the back of a chair. “We have to go back for Ferhen!”
Hector looked over his shoulder at me and growled. He stood and gently guided me into my seat. I watched his hand on my arm, every nerve there lighting up and sparking.
“Please.” I gripped his hand when he went to pull away. “My friend, we have to go back for my friend.”
He looked at me, his face cold and indifferent.
“Your friend? He is a slave?” the other Juldo asked from the flight controls.
“Y-yeah.” I blinked and looked away from Hector. “He’s a Guhuvin.”
“He has already been sent to the battler games then,” he answered coldly.
“How do you know that?” I shot back.
“The Guhuvin are a favorite. Your friend is gone,” he murmured.
“Please.” I grabbed Hector’s other hand and stood. “I have to help him.”
Hector slowly pulled away his hands. “No.”
Then he turned and left me. Again.
No. Just no. I shot forward and grabbed Hector again. My nails dug into his arm. “We’re going to get him now.”
Hector glared at me. And it hurt. A lot. He had never, not once, looked at me that way.
The other Juldo chuckled and grinned over his shoulder. “I take no orders from a female.”
“What’s your name?” I asked him.
“Chyn.” He bowed his head. “Now sit. We’re leaving the atmosphere.”
“Well, Chyn, I don’t know where you come from, but Ferhen is my friend. I don’t know why you guys came for me.” I looked at my bound hands. “I thought I knew, but now I’m not so sure. But where I come from”—I looked back at Hector and steeled my spine—“where you came from, we don’t leave our friends behind.”
Chyn gazed at me thoughtfully. Hector openly stared. But neither of them agreed.
My lip wobbled and I looked at the ceiling in an effort to control my emotion, then I looked back at Hector. “I know you don’t remember me, but I remember you.” I blew out a shaky breath. “And I remember your team. Your friends. Do you remember them?”
Hector tilted his head but didn’t answer.
“Do you remember your best friend? You went into battle with him many times.”
That sparked something in his eyes.
“You were on a mission. I don’t know where, you never told me, but I remember when you came home how sad you were.” I lifted my hand and touched his brow. “This scar was fresh,” I whispered. “The injury put you unconscious.” My thumb traced it lovingly, lost in memory. “You said there were enemies all around and you were vulnerable. But your friends, they wouldn’t leave you. Ford sent them back in for you. Hap, Yeti, Knox, and L-locke.”
My chest cramped, and I had to stop and take a deep broken breath before continuing. “Ford and Hap were shot, but they provided cover for Locke.” I looked into his eyes. “He carried you. He carried you out of there on his back. He was shot again and again but he didn’t stop. He kept on carrying you until you were out of there.” I dropped my hand. “He saved you, but when you woke up, you found out he died.” I shook my head. “He went back for you, and he died. And you were so sad. You missed him. Those were really hard days for you. You felt so guilty. You felt like it should have been y-you.” I took another deep breath. “But do you remember what your team told you at the funeral? They said you never leave a man behind. You never leave your friends behind. They wouldn’t leave you, Hector.” I stepped back from him. “And now I won’t let you leave my friend behind, because if it were Locke back there, you wouldn’t leave him. If you’re still the man I know, you would go back for him.”
I kept my eyes on his as something moved through them. He didn’t say anything, but he turned to Chyn and nodded once.
Chyn sighed and cursed but clicked something on the panel in front of him. “He may not be there,” he warned.
I sighed and sagged into my seat as the ship slowly turned around. “We still have to try.”
The ship sped back down to the planet, stirring the sand into a cloud of dust.
“Do you know where to look?” I hated asking, but I didn’t have anything to go on other than what Ferhen’s buyer looked like. I didn’t want my ignorance to change their mind.
“Only one on Heraterren could afford a Guhuvin.”
I breathed out as my stomach cramped again.
We flew for a long time. Long enough for me to relax my tense muscles. Long enough for the hunger pains to kick in, the thirst to make itself known. Long enough for all of my injuries, new and old, to throb. But I didn’t dare say a word. It was strange to see my fiancé again. So strange to hold back all the things I wanted to say to him, do to him. Before, I wouldn’t have thought twice about telling him how thirsty I was. He wouldn’t have sat there and not realized it with one look at me. He would never, not ever, have kept me in shackles. I had to wonder if they were keeping me chained up for a reason or if it really never crossed their minds to take them off. I didn’t know which would be worse.
Was I my fiancé’s slave? Or was he that indifferent toward me?
I rubbed my chest as we landed. Gus was purring again and I wanted to soothe him, but I realized that he was reacting to my emotions. He was picking up on my pain and trying to calm me. I wanted Hector to do that, but I got Gus instead.
Chyn and Hector stood after we landed and didn’t say a word as they exited the ship. I watched them, unsure for a moment before I followed. Was it safer for me to stay or go with them? How would they even know who Ferhen was? So I followed them, as did Gus.
We were in a market of some kind. I gulped as we got closer to the hordes of aliens. Hector and Chyn were a few feet in front of me, but they weren’t paying me any mind. At least, it didn’t seem like they were. I knew as soon as the other aliens saw me, they would be on me in seconds. Gus was the only thing that made me feel even a sliver of safety, but he was a slave too. They would just stab him with those prods to get to me. My hands clamped around air. I wished I had the knife again. Anything to defend myself with.
As soon as we entered the market, I was spotted. The whispers started, then the shouting, then hands and claws and tentacles were reaching for me.
I whimpered and backed away. A loud growl froze every alien in the vicinity, then Hector was there, at my back and his hand around my waist, and he was guiding me through the crowd as he glared at the gawkers. I let out my first real breath of relief in what felt like years. Not one alien reached for me after that.
We walked for a long time. Long enough for my feet to blister so badly, I was wincing with every step. My throat was so parched, I would have done anything for even a drop of water. My lips were so dry and cracked, I was licking the blood off them. I had to pee. And I was exhausted. I wanted to sleep for days.
But we were getting Ferhen and so I pushed through the pain and discomfort.
Chyn stopped at a tent. He had his own share of gawkers, but with his hood up, no one could make out any of his features and he looked like any other Juldo. I stumbled to a stop as I watched his back flex.
It was only then that it really hit me who he was.
Th signs were all there but I hadn’t been paying attention.
He was the assassin.
The one Wohn was hunting.
The Shadow Born Assassin.
What was Hector doing with him?
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We walked through a tent that didn’t hold anything but a flight of stairs down into the ground. There was a loud roaring coming from the stairs. It was faint but the ground trembled under my feet. Chyn went down, and I stopped. Gus wouldn’t fit down those stairs. I looked back at him.
“No one will bother the Zythen,” Hector said behind me.
I jumped and whirled around, gaping at him. That was the most I had heard from him since seeing his face again for the first time. Even his voice was different. His accent gone. Never again would I hear mi princesa. Mi amor. Mi vida. I blinked and looked at my bloody feet. My Hector was gone.
I walked to the stairs in a daze.
Gus roared and tried to follow. Hector looked at him coldly. “Stay.”
Gus whined and looked to me. “It’s okay,” I whispered. Gus trembled but sat down, watching me.
I hesitantly moved back to the stairs.
“A-are you sure he’ll be okay?” I managed thickly.
“The Heraterrans have seen him with us. He won’t be bothered.”
I nodded slowly, unable to comprehend his new voice. His new accent.
At the bottom of the stairs was a large arena. I stopped and backed into Hector—Vyr—and gawked at the thousands of aliens cramped in the space. It was so loud, I couldn’t hear my panicked breaths. Someone was yelling through a microphone or something, and aliens were shouting and cheering as they faced the middle of the room. We were at the top of the arena, facing down into a pit.
Vyr’s hands curled around my waist, and he walked me forward. I looked through a group of aliens and down into the pit as we passed. Several aliens were down there, clearly fighting. They had weapons of all kinds: blades, clubs, hammers with spikes. I looked away as one alien bashed his hammer into the side of another. Cheers broke out.
Chyn was across from us, talking to an insectoid alien. Vyr steered us around the crowd until we were behind Chyn. The insect alien watched me hungrily but Chyn glared until it looked away. Then Chyn nodded toward a door, and we followed him inside. We walked down a long hall before we came to another door. Chyn opened it and strolled inside.
I gasped when I saw the alien lounging in a chair. It was the one that had bought Ferhen. He had a trunk like an elephants and pale pink skin. He was very large and had tiny little beady eyes. He was sitting with an alien between his legs.
I couldn’t tell that one’s gender, only that it was humanoid and very snake-like in appearance. Its green skin was scaly all over, and it had a smooth head. It wore long robes and had legs but also a tail that curled and whirled along the ground. The alien looked up from the elephant alien’s legs, and I gaped at its eyes. It had a flat mouth and blue gems where eyes would be. Its snake tongue slithered out and whipped through the air toward Chyn. He ignored it and glared at the elephant-alien.
The alien who had bought Ferhen trumpeted, and I jumped at the loud noise. It grinned around its trunk. “What do I owe the pleasure of the assassin’s visit to my humble abode?”
“Jow, I am here for a prisoner of yours.”
“Oh?” Jow twitched his trunk and guided the snake-alien’s head back between his legs. The snake alien opened its mouth wide and gulped Jow’s flaccid thing between his legs. I gagged when its throat muscles worked, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away. “You are searching for fresh meat for the Juldo Master? I did not think you so cowed as to carry out such a menial task.”
“No.” Chyn’s face gave away nothing as he stared in Jow’s eyes. “A Guhuvin was recently bought. I want him.”
Jow’s grey eyes shined, and he grinned again. They moved to me and gleamed. “A human.” He trumpeted again.
Chyn sighed. “The Guhuvin?”
Jow threw off the snake-alien roughly. His epically gross thing slurped as it left its mouth, and I heaved. “A trade?”
Hector’s hands curled around my hips, and he growled menacingly. “No.”
“Such a treasure you have there.” Jow stepped closer.
Chyn shot out an arm, and a blade was pressed to the alien’s neck. “The Guhuvin. I will not ask again.”
The snake-alien slithered from the room.
Jow paled and held up his hands? Paws? Whatever they were. He grinned shakily. “He is on his way to Juldoris, you know this.”
“Do not lie to me,” Chyn rasped, deathly quiet.
Jow’s trunk curled up against his chin. “My apologies, friend. Follow me.”
Chyn glared at the alien a moment longer then dropped the blade back to his side. Hector moved me out of the way as the alien passed eyeing my stomach. I curled my arms around it protectively. We followed him down another hallway and to another set of stairs leading down.
Jow’s eyes shifted to Chyn. “You have not visited in some time. The crowd misses you.”
Chyn didn’t answer.
We walked down the steps and into a large room with dozens and dozens of cages. I didn’t want to look, but it was hard not to with all the wailing and growling. There were beasts of enormous sizes in the cages. Really, really scary beasts. Aliens stood guard along the hallways with prods and whips.
“I was looking forward to testing him on Juldoris,” Jow muttered as he came to a stop at a door. He fiddled with a set of keys. “I will miss the profits a Guhuvin would have brought me.”
“Open it,” Chyn growled and glared at Jow.
The alien sighed through his trunk, making a wet slurping noise, then opened the door.
I peered in around him and gasped, rushing forward. “Ferhen!”
His white eyes shot up and widened. He was chained in a concrete room without any windows. Shackles suspended him from the ceiling, his legs were spread wide and chained down to rings in the floor, and he had chained nets across his wings. He had been beaten so badly, I could barely make out his face, and his stripped body was bruised and bleeding.
“What are you doing here, little human?” He rasped.
“I came back for you,” I whispered around the lump in my throat.
He smiled weakly. “You shouldn’t have.” His eyes went over my shoulder and widened. “And you brought friends,” he choked.
I looked over my shoulder at the two males glaring at Ferhen and me. “I don’t really know.”
Two aliens came in, and Jow ordered them to unchain Ferhen. I braced his body as best I could as he dropped down, but he wouldn’t settle his weight against me.
“How is the hatchling?” He eyed my stomach.
I looked away from Ferhen. I had been having contractions since Home World, but I had no real way of timing them to figure out if I was really in labor or if something else was going on. It scared me too much to think about. Little bean still moved around, even now, so I thought he was okay, but I had no real way of knowing.
“He hasn’t hatched yet.” I grinned weakly.
Jow looked between us, his eyes wide. “You’re aiding the human? I thought she was a slave.”
Chyn ignored him and strode forward, grasping Ferhen’s arm.
“Shadow Born,” Ferhen murmured and bowed his head.
Chyn dragged him, a little too roughly, through the door. He stopped in front of Jow. “You hear from the master, I want to know.” Then he walked down the hall.
“The master?” Jow trumpeted. He sped up behind Chyn. “Why would the master contact me? The Guhuvin?” He looked at me and trumpeted again. “This one was at the market! Is the human his? You do not meddle in his affairs, assassin. What have you brought to my door?”
“Nothing you have not brought yourself in the past.” Chyn walked through the halls.
Jow grabbed his arm and pulled. Chyn stopped and looked over his shoulder, glaring at the alien then pointedly at his hand.
Jow released him, flushing a shade of purple, his trunk curling up. “You would leave me with his ire? Have I not done you a favor? You must redirect the master’s suspicions. He will have my entire stable for this!”
I looked at the cages holding so many beastly aliens. I wanted to free all of them. I felt eyes on the side of my face and looked up into Hector’s black orbs. They were boring into mine. I flushed and looked away.
“Think of it as penance.” Chyn grinned menacingly. “Should the Guhuvin King find out you bought a captain of his legion, he would do more than rob you.”
Jow paled, the purple color draining from his face. Ferhen chuckled weakly.
Chyn walked up the stairs, Jow scrambling after him. I walked up slowly, my hands guiding my way. The staircase was thin and winding. There were so many steps, I was out of breath by the time we reached the top.
Jow glared at Ferhen and me as we passed by his door, but we didn’t stop. We continued down the hallway and back out into the arena. Eyes turned toward us as aliens whispered wildly. We had been somewhat incognito coming in, but Ferhen’s teal color was too bright to go unnoticed. Several aliens stepped forward, reaching out. Chyn stopped and lowered his hood.
The crowd gasped and scuttled back, fear in their eyes. I didn’t know how they knew he was more than an ordinary Juldo. He looked the same as the others, with his red skin and metal arm. But they knew somehow.
Then I saw it. Wisps of black smoke were bleeding from his eyes.
The Juldo didn’t do that. I had only seen the Juldo a handful of times, but they definitely didn’t leak black smoke.
The crowd was silent as they parted to let us pass. I shrank into myself, watching them warily as we walked to the stairway leading up into the market. Hands curled around my waist again and guided me up the stairs. Fear and urgency got me part of the way up, but I was fading fast. I had to stop to catch my breath.
Then I was lifted and cradled in Hector’s arms. I wound my fingers in his black cloak and laid my head on his chest, catching my breath. Warm breath coated the side of my face, and my eyes fluttered open as his nose touched my cheek. I stiffened, worried about his intentions, terrified he would stop. He rumbled in his chest then walked up the remaining stairs. I let out a shaky breath as his nose left my skin.
Gus’s whining was loud as we walked back out into the hot sun. Chyn’s eyes were on Hector as we caught up, and Ferhen’s were on me. Chyn was expressionless, but Ferhen looked worried. Gus’s body shook, and he shuffled closer to me.
“I see you have managed to save your protector as well,” Ferhen murmured, still watching me.
“He saved me,” I said, smiling at Gus as his tail whispered across my ankle.
Ferhen looked between Chyn and Hector and his brows rose. “I see.”
Chyn walked Ferhen out of the tent, and we followed. Word of our presence must have traveled fast, because the bustling crowd had stopped and was lining the walkway, their eyes distrustful and fearful as we walked past. Ferhen and I eyed them nervously, but Chyn and Hector looked completely unaffected.
The sun felt hotter than before, and my eyes fluttered. I shook my head, trying to stay awake, but I was off my feet for the first time in what felt like years and I was so very, very tired.
I was asleep before we reached the ship.




Chapter 13
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I laid her on the pallet in the ship. The Zythen slumped down beside her and purred its contentedness. I crouched above her and moved her golden fur free of her features. Long lashes swept her pale cheeks, and small puffs of air left her pink mouth. The Zythen growled at me in warning. I glared back, warning the creature. It whined and relented. I reached for her again. She was filthy and injured, but I could do nothing about that until we were free of the slave planet.
I had been watching her closely on the Dahk’s home planet. I had seen the aftermath of their attack on her and the ship. But I could do nothing but watch from the shadows as she was watched over by their healer and the others. Had the Dahk King not sent her attackers to their deaths, I would have visited them in their cells and done the deed myself. But seeing her lie there, injured, had nearly driven me mad. I’d had to leave to control myself.
Then she was taken before I returned. And I did go mad. I would have torn their planet apart had Chyn not stopped me. The Dahk traitors had offered my Vivian to the master. And the fool had taken her to control me.
I gnashed my teeth. I knew what drove his interest in me. He thought he could learn of my creation and recreate the process, but I would not reveal it to him. The master wanted a Shadow Born under his thumb so he could take on Chyn. What a fool he was. I could not be controlled. Had he held my Vivian as bait, I would have slaughtered him, no matter Chyn’s reasons for allowing him to live.
The Guhuvin eyed me as he slouched on a seat. Curiosity burned in his eyes. He knew of Chyn, but he did not know what to make of me. And why would he? There had not been another Shadow Born since before the war. Chyn was the last. Until now.
I ignored the Guhuvin and patted the Zythen, silently commending its protective bond with my Vivian. It had guarded her as best it could on Heraterran. While I could not. As for the Guhuvin? I did not know why my Vivian spoke so fondly of him. Why she so fiercely sought his freedom. I could do nothing but save her friend as she bombarded me with tales of my lost past. But if the male sought her, I would not hesitate to cut him down. I glared at the male as he smirked.
“I can leave you on the moon, but I cannot stay there,” Chyn murmured as he raised the ship from the sands. I eyed the sweat on his brow. Even now he was fighting them. “You cannot stay with her long.”
“I will do as I please.” I input the coordinates.
Chyn chuckled. “They will not let you stay with her.”
“They do not control me as they do you,” I said indolently.
“They will in time.” He glared at me, clearly irritated by my lack of respect.
But he was wrong. I did not know why but I didn’t suffer the gods’ effects as he did. They were loud at times and they did try to break my control, but their efforts were futile.
Chyn and I were not the same. He came from a far different past. A different time. The gods were weaker now, but their hold on Chyn was ancient and not so easily broken. His battle would rage on until he found the will to break free.
My will was slumbering behind me. Chyn had nothing to keep him to this life. No one.
We flew in silence. I did not like space travel. It was time-consuming. I preferred the shadow, but I could not take my Vivian with me that way. It would weaken her, and she was already weakened. The ship was necessary.
“What of the Guhuvin?” I asked as the moon appeared in the distance some time later.
“He will stay with the human. He will not leave her with you,” he murmured and slowed the ship. When I growled, Chyn smirked. “There is an attachment there.”
Not for long. I would sever it.
We landed, and I turned back as the Guhuvin groaned. He had fallen into slumber quickly after we left Heraterran. He looked around dazedly as I returned to my slumbering female. The Zythen purred and stroked her large belly when I crouched above her.
“Release her, protector.”
The beast hesitated but followed my command. I lifted her and left the ship, the Guhuvin and Zythen on my heels.
“Where are we?” Ferhen asked as he studied the atmospheric shield above us.
“Now why would we tell you that, captain?” Chyn swept past us and opened the door to his compound, leading the way underground.
“Oh, I don’t know, so I can contact my king and initiate an extraction.” Ferhen grinned.
“They will not find this place.” Chyn jumped down into the hole.
Ferhen, still chained, did the same. I followed suit, bending my knees as I landed to absorb the blow. Vivian stirred but did not wake.
“The feared assassin’s lair.” Ferhen whistled and looked around. “So many have died to find this place. It is whispered about in hatchlings’ nests.” He lowered his voice dramatically as he said, “‘Do not dare travel to the dark sector, hatchlings, for the shadow lurks there.’”
Chyn grinned at Ferhen wickedly.
“Though it is also said only one of you survived the purge.” Ferhen’s white orbs locked on me.
“Watch your step, captain,” Chyn called from the shadows. “A Guhuvin can fall prey in such a dark place.”
Ferhen chuckled. “Do not tax yourself, assassin, I am suitably terrified of you.”
“Good,” Chyn purred and was swallowed up in the shadows.
Ferhen glanced back at me and shifted, eyeing my Vivian. “What will you do with her?”
I flashed my fangs.
“I will not let you harm her,” he warned, fluttering his trapped wings.
I growled and walked past him. “She is safe from me.”
The Zythen’s bulk shook the floor as it dropped down.
“Watch the Zythen,” I ordered the Guhuvin.
“A Shadow Born’s stable hand? What has become of me?” he murmured snidely but strode over to the Zythen. The beast whined and roared, but the Guhuvin’s quiet murmuring calmed it.
I walked into the darkness of the compound, navigating the pitch black with ease.
Chyn occupied the back of the compound, and I’d taken the rooms north of the armory. I walked inside, noting the bare walls and plain bedding. Nothing like her rooms on Home World, with their glittering walls and intricate tapestries. But it would have to do for now.
I laid her across the bedding carefully, eyeing the babe in her belly. It moved and rolled, stretching in her womb. Her hands curled around it and she groaned. I eyed her shackles and cursed. Her hide had been rubbed raw and was bleeding. I gripped the lock and crushed it in my fist. The shackles fell away, leaving brutalization behind. I wished to go back and gut Tyris again. The male did not die painfully enough for the damage inflicted upon her.
I sliced the ropes below the shackles. As I did the same to those at her ankles, she jumped and gasped, scooting away from me. Her eyes were wide and frightened, wildly roaming the darkness.
“W-who’s there?” she whispered.
“Vyr,” I rumbled quietly, trying not to startle her with my closeness.
“Hector?” she asked, her eyes wide.
I did not like that she called that name. It was mine, yet not. I did not know the male she called for. He was lost to me.
“I-I can’t see you.”
I walked to the sconces on the walls and lit one, lighting the room. It cast a glow on her pale skin.
“Where are we?” She curled her knees to her swollen belly.
“Safe,” I murmured and went to the bathing chamber to retrieve wet cloths.
“Am I?” she asked in a small, broken voice.
I stiffened. Did she not know of those I had hunted and slaughtered to find her? Did she not know how I did not breathe again until I laid eyes on her once more? “Yes, you are safe here.”
I walked back to her and gently gripped her curled fist, pulling it to my chest. She resisted, but I held firm until her will broke. I laid the wet cloth across her torn hide, and she snatched her hand away with a small cry. I held my hand out patiently.
“I can do it,” she whispered and slowly slid the cloth from my hand.
I watched impatiently as she dabbed at her wounds. Once they were clean, I handed her another cloth and she did the same to her ankles. She struggled around her belly to reach the bottoms of her feet, so I grabbed them and pulled them to my lap. I growled when I got a look at the soles. They were red and blistered. The sands of Heraterran had damaged her feet nearly beyond repair.
She cried out again as I cleaned them. I stood, tossing the cloth across the room. I stomped to the bathing chamber and released the valve to fill the tub with steaming liquid. I would soak the filth from her wounds. After it was full and bubbling with oils, I lifted her stiff form from the bed. She sagged against me when she saw the tub then wiggled to get down.
I did not release her. Instead, I set her in the water. Her silk shift soaked through, and she crossed her arms to hide the bareness beneath. She sat stiffly a moment and watched me warily, but slowly her limbs loosened and she groaned, relaxing into the water.
I stiffened as she sat forward and gulped the flowing water, filling her palms and slurping it. I shot forward and stayed her hands. She whined.
“I will get you fresh water. Do not drink from the unfiltered springs.”
She visibly shook from the effort, but she sat back again. I hurried through the rooms and grabbed several skins of water. I fixed a quick plate of meats and ilbup cheeses before returning to her. If she was so thirsty, she must be starving. Slave handlers did not care for their slaves. Most often they died of starvation. I left the food on the stand by the bed and carried several skins of water back into the bathing chamber.
Bloodied feet prints led to the other side of the bathing chamber. I scowled. She had relived herself while I was gone. I had not thought of her needs once retrieving her as I should have. She had removed her shift in my absence, laying it outside the tub on the floor. I looked at her blissful face as she relaxed in the bubbling water. Her arms were curled around her breasts and her knees were cocked against her belly, but she could not hide all of her from me. I stiffened as my cock stirred. Gritting my teeth, I left the room and growled, pressing down on it.
It was a strange sensation. Yet also vaguely familiar. Juldo did not suffer from lust. It was possible, for the master practiced the act openly. But it was rare for a Juldo to feel anything but lust for battle. I had never participated in sex acts, but I had witnessed them among other species. I gnashed my teeth, frustrated by my loss of control. What was this female doing to me? Why was I so drawn to her? Why did her body call to mine?
I stomped back into the room, startling her. She sat up, sloshing water over the side of the large tub. I held a skin of water to her. She looked at it a moment in confusion. I sighed—Chyn still lived primitively, unwilling to progress along with the rest of the universe. I crouched and held out the soft casing, tilting the hole toward her soft mouth. She eyed it warily but opened, allowing the liquid to spill in. She gulped slowly then faster, gripping my hands and urging more and more from the skin.
I tossed the empty skin aside and grabbed another. “Slowly this time.”
As she sipped, her cheeks flushed with color. She sat back, sighing. My gaze made her uncomfortable as she washed, but I would not leave her alone to clean her wounds. Not until I was satisfied they were no longer at risk of infection. She tried to cover herself, but there was too much of her, her curves too generous to hide from my wandering eyes.
“It’s silly.” She laughed lowly. “You’ve already seen it all.”
I looked up from her round belly and watched her eyes as they shied away from me.
“It doesn’t feel like it though. And I’m fat now.” She sank deeper into the water. “My ass is huge, and my stomach should have its own zip code.” She blushed. “My arms are so flabby I could probably fly away from here.”
“Do not mock yourself. You are beautiful.”
She gaped at me. Her blush spread down her neck, the tops of her breasts. I watched it disappear beneath her arms. I had never seen a more compelling creature. Her beauty was unmatched.
“Where are my friends?” she asked quietly.
I clenched my jaw, frustrated with myself and her. “The Guhuvin is caring for the Zythen.”
“Ferhen,” she murmured to her knees. “Are you going to let him go?”
The Guhuvin? She did not wish for him to stay? Chyn was wrong. The captain may have an attachment but she did not.
“Tell him to go,” I demanded.
Her eyes shot to mine. “Just tell him to go and you’ll let him leave?”
Let him? I was not keeping the Guhuvin here. He was free to go as he wished. Though Chyn would not like him knowing the location of the moon, it was easy to cloak us from him. “He is no slave here.”
“What about me? Why am I here, Hector?”
I growled and looked away. That name. What did she wish me to say? That I had watched her for many moons? That I could not stay away? That my chest ached so unbearably when she was taken, I nearly slaughtered the entire Dahk planet? “You are mine.”
“I am.” She shocked me with her simple agreement. Had I truly feared she would deny me? That she would not accept the male I had become? “I’ll always be yours.”
I stood and lifted her from the water, ignoring her squeal of surprise. Her hide was wet and warm and I gritted my teeth as I walked her to the bed. After setting her down, I retrieved a cloth and draped it around her shivering shoulders. She curled underneath the long cloth and rubbed her arms and legs. Her shift had been destroyed, so I grabbed a spare shirt from my wardrobe and pulled it over her head.
She pulled her fur free of the collar as I bandaged her small feet and ankles. I was careful not to disturb the injuries as I lathered them with salve. She held her hands out to me, watching quietly as I finished my task.
“You must remember me a little,” she murmured. “I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.”
“I do not remember you.” I scowled at her bandaged wrists. “I just know you belong to me.”
She smiled sadly. “Do you want me to tell you?”
I froze. Her words echoed through the room.
No, the gods whispered scathingly. Leave her.
I gnashed my teeth and stood. Did I want her to tell me? Did I want to mourn the life I no longer remembered?
I scrubbed my skull. She was mine, but how? Why did she call for me in her sleep? Why did she look at me with so much sorrow?
She is nothing. Give her to us.
“Tell me.”




Chapter 14




Vivian




I blinked away tears. You are mine. I was, and I would be his until the day I died.
“The day I met you, I was late for work.” I laughed thickly. “You saved me from a nasty fall. I was so enamored with you. You and your ‘princesas’. You thought I was so spoiled. A little rich airhead. But you wanted in my panties, so you charmed them right off.” I shook my head in wonder. I’d fallen madly in love with him that very first day. “For our first date, you took me home to your family.”
I swallowed around the lump in my throat. We didn’t know if his family had survived after the Vitat attack. That was partly why he’d wanted to go back, and I’d fought him on it. Like the spoiled bitch I was. But I was scared he would never come back.
He never did make it. The Juldo got to him first.
“They were so great. Your cousins laughed at you for bringing the blonde white girl home to your mama. But they made me feel like I had known them for years. They loved you so much. They were so proud of you for joining the military. Your nephews thought you were such a badass.”
Hector tilted his head.
“You were a warrior of Earth,” I said thickly. “You fought wars to protect your people and your home.” I crossed my legs in the bed and pulled the shirt between my legs nervously. “That night, you kissed me.” I sighed. “I saw stars. It was the best kiss I ever had.”
I touched my lips like he used to. Hector watched the movement intently.
“You said you weren’t going to sleep with me. I have to admit I was offended, a little hurt.” I laughed again and shook my head. “But then you said it was because you wanted me in your bed the moment you saw me walking down the street, but after our date, you wanted to keep me there. So we would wait until you knew I was good and hooked.” I bit my lip. “You teased me for weeks.” I looked away from him. “You didn’t know it then, but I was hooked the moment I saw you.”
I stood carefully and walked to him. “We were together for two years, and you had the ring for a year and half, burning a hole in your pocket.” I thumbed the ring on my finger, watching the firelight glitter in it. “You were so arrogant the day you proposed. You had just gotten home from a long deployment, and we made love. I woke up to the ring on my finger. For a whole day, you didn’t say a word to me about it. I kept waiting for you to ask me properly. But every time I asked about it, you just grinned smugly and kissed the words from my mouth. Then late that night, I got so frustrated with you I pulled it off. You tackled me to the bed and said to me, ‘Princesa, I was never going to give you a chance to say no. So I’m not asking.’ I would have said yes a thousand times over, but it was so you to tell me we were getting married.” I picked up his hand and kissed the back of it, avoiding his eyes. I couldn’t bear to see the indifference there. “We were going to get married this summer. You had one more tour before you were being transferred, and we set the date for the week before we moved. But you had to go away for a while first, and I had a surprise for you.” I pulled his hand to my belly. “I was going to tell you on your birthday.”
I never did get to tell him though. The Vitat invaded that day.
I looked up at him then. This new man I didn’t know. “I-I wish I had told you before. I wish I hadn’t waited.”
“The babe? Is mine?” Hector’s hand shook on my belly.
I nodded fast, tears streaking down my cheeks. He knelt in front of me. His hands curled around my stomach. He slowly lowered his forehead to it and left it there, bowing in front of me. I choked on a sob and curled my hands around his head. Bean kicked at his hands, and his head shot up. He stared at my stomach, his eyes wide. His palms moved over my belly, warming it.
“I do not know this male you speak of. I am no longer him,” he murmured to my belly.
“I know,” I said sadly. That Hector was gone. “But traces of him are left in you.”
His head shot up, and his eyes fixed on mine.
“I see him in you.” I bent and whispered my lips across his frozen ones.
He remained unmoving. I slowly knelt in front of him, my thighs going to either side of his until I was straddling his lap.
“You still taste like him,” I whispered and kissed him again. His hands curled hesitantly around my waist. “You still feel like him.” My hands palmed his chin and pulled it down to mine. He resisted, so I knelt up and chased his lips with mine. His hands shook on my hips. “You’re still mine.”
I opened my mouth and licked at the seam of his lips in the way that used to drive him wild. He growled and opened his mouth. I sneaked my tongue inside and licked along the inside of his upper lip. His chest heaved against mine and his hands tightened, pulling me closer. I curled my tongue around his and trembled as he hesitantly did the same.
I pulled back and looked in his eyes, catching my breath. His black orbs searched every inch of my face. I nipped at his lips and dug my fingers into the back of his head, his familiar hair tickling my fingers. His hands moved down to the globes of my ass and squeezed tightly. I tried to shift closer, but my belly got in the way and I made a frustrated sound in the back of my throat.
Hector stood with me in his arms and walked to the bed. He laid me down then stretched out along my side. His thumb drifted across my lips slowly before he kissed them. I choked out a broken sob and clutched him. He made a shushing noise and kissed me again.
He was still in there. He wasn’t completely gone.
I held him close and frantically ate at his lips. It was better than the water he’d given me. Better than the water on my sore skin. His lips on mine felt like coming home after being lost for decades. It was everything.
He was hesitant and unsure, so unlike my Hector, but his hands were roaming, squeezing, and caressing. So much of him was new, but so much of him was still familiar to me. I wept into his lips and clutched at his back, trying to pull him on top of me, but he wouldn’t budge. I shoved at him and straddled his waist, my hands shoving up his shirt to get at the skin underneath. They roamed the dips and curves of his abdomen as I licked into his mouth. My nails scored his pecs, and his hands curled around my naked bottom. He curled up to reach my mouth, cradling my belly against his. I scooted down as he chased my mouth and dropped my core onto his lap.
I was frantic as I swiveled my hips. I was heavily pregnant and suffering from an overload of hormones, but it was more than that. I had always hoped but could never quite believe I would ever see him again, feel him again. And now that he was here, I couldn’t get enough of him fast enough. I kissed down his neck anxiously, yanking his shirt up to lick down his collarbone and between his pecs. He growled and shifted, his hands squeezing my flesh in agitation.
I sat up and tore the shirt off me, baring myself to him. His eyes were hot on my chest then moving down to the wetness between my thighs. His chest shook on a rumble. I grabbed his right hand, pulling it to my chest and urging him to handle my breast as he had my bottom. I licked his belly and tore at his pants, freeing him and holding him tightly. He shouted and arched his back, straining up.
He ripped my hands from him, but I didn’t let it stop me. I dropped my core onto him and rocked. My hands grabbed for his again and pulled them around my ass. My fingers plucked at my nipples as his nails dug into my bottom. His face was flushed and sweating, and I cried out as his cock spread my lips and hit my clit just right. I slipped and slid against him, clawing at his chest.
His eyes roamed my body wildly. His hands squeezed and pulled my hips back and forth, faster than I could on my own. The tip of him hit my clit again and my core tightened unbearably. I stiffened and tilted my hips, taking his head inside me.
His eyes went wide and he snarled, curling up to hold me to his chest. His hips punched up and he impaled me, sinking deep inside me.
I came, and came, and came. I cried out, sobbing and shaking, as he snarled and roared, exploding inside me.
I grabbed at his face and sobbed into his mouth. As I kissed his lips, my tears mingled between us. “I missed you so much. I love you so much.” I sobbed again. I couldn’t catch my breath as I expelled months and months of terror and grief into his mouth.
Then I was rolled onto my side and he was stumbling out of the bed.
I gaped at him as he backed away, tripping over his feet and yanking up his pants. His eyes were wide and wild. His jaw was clenched, and his hands were curled into fists. He rasped something too low for me to hear and spun away from me.
“Hector?” I asked in a small voice coated in worry and hurt.
“Vyr,” he growled coldly. He turned his head and looked back at me through cold eyes. “I am not him. I am Vyr.”
“I-w-what’s happening?”
He stormed from the room, and I jumped when the door slammed shut. My hands shook as I dragged the discarded shirt to my chest, and my lip wobbled as my eyes filled with tears, stinging them. I curled up and wept into the sheets. My chest hurt and skin stung. I felt dirty and ashamed, and I hated it. I had been so happy. He had been touching me and filling me with so much happiness, I was overwhelmed.
Then he was leaving me. Again.
I didn’t know what had happened. I didn’t know how to fix it.
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I stumbled through the darkness, my hide hot and my chest burning.
She made me feel things I did not know were possible. The feel of her—I groaned. There was nothing in the galaxies like it.
But she did not touch my body so feverishly. She did not kiss my lips so zealously.
She touched him. She kissed him.
She spoke words of love to him.
I was not him. I was Vyr. Juldo Made. Shadow Born.
I was no longer the warrior of Earth. I did not give her that gem on her finger she so lovingly caressed. I did not know of the male who had courted her so relentlessly.
I did not invoke that love in her eyes as she spoke of Hector.
But she was mine.
Not his. MINE.
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I combed Gus’s hair listlessly as Ferhen happily nattered on about Westehn, his home planet. He had been trying to cheer me up for the last day and a half, ever since he found me wandering around the compound’s dark halls in nothing but a shirt and sobbing my face off.
Hector—I mean, Vyr—was nowhere to be found. He was either avoiding me, or he had left the moon we were stranded on. Chyn was also a no-show. Ferhen said he had gone looking for them, but most of the doors were locked up like a fortress.
We had been left to our own devices.
There was food and water. Not exactly the fare on Home World, but I was eating three meals a day and I was grateful to have satisfied my unbearable hunger. I was still wrapped up like a mummy around my wrists and feet, but Ferhen was healing much faster. He had somehow gotten out of his chains and washed his injuries. Looking at his ivory skin, you wouldn’t have known he had just gone through hell a few days ago. Some areas were mottled with bruises, but his cuts had stopped bleeding and were fading into a shiny pearl color.
We stayed together during the day, caring for Gus, who ate nothing but mushy roots and the moon dust that drifted in from above us. At night, we went our separate ways. Though I could never tell you what time of day it was at any given time. It was pitch-black down in the compound, except for wall sconces that had to be relit every few hours.
Gus was struggling at night. He didn’t like being away from me. But Ferhen was teaching me how to soothe him and ease his separation anxiety. Gus did better when I talked him through things. He seemed to understand me. Not my words but my intentions. As long as I communicated my actions with him, he was easier to handle. When I told him it was time for him to rest, he would resist, but if I told him I was tired he was more amenable. If my actions were focused on my needs, he would relent, but he wouldn’t for his own.
Ferhen said Gus was bonded to me. He would always want to be by my side. He would want to protect me. It made me a little nervous— it was a big responsibility and I had never been a great pet owner— but when Ferhen explained that urge would expand to my son, I couldn’t deny the relief I felt. We were in space. Living on alien moons and planets. Danger was everywhere. But for my son to have this menacing cuddle-beast guarding him? Well that wasn’t so bad. Far from it.
Ferhen and Gus were great, but the loneliness was eating at me. I missed Vyr. Not even just his Hector qualities but his Vyr qualities. His reserved nature and his watchful gaze. Making love to him had been so different from any other time in the past. Hector was aggressive and possessive. Vyr was almost worshipful. It was weird thinking of him as two different men, but that was how he saw himself.
After I had calmed down, I realized he had left because while I was making love to the man in front of me—the man I missed, but also the man who had saved me—he thought I was making love to Hector, my fiancé. The hot-headed marine. The human.
But I didn’t know how to see it that way. He was the same man to me. Just different. Changed. He was still mine. He always would be, no matter how much he changed. He may not remember me or our life together. But he still smelled like him. He still held me the same. He still kissed me the same. Those were all things I fell in love with in Hector. And they were still there. He may not be able to laugh with me the same or tease me the same, but we would get there. I just knew we would. We would be learning each other all over again, and that was okay with me.
But he wouldn’t give me the chance. He stayed away.
And I couldn’t wait for him. I was going to have a baby. Soon. I was due any day now, and I couldn’t have my bean here. The compound was unequipped and unsterile. I needed to get back to Home World. Like, quickly.
“I think we should take the ship.” I gaped at Ferhen as the words left my mouth. I couldn’t believe I’d said them.
My mouth hung open as I looked at my belly. I had found Hector. Or he had found me. And I was going to leave him? I couldn’t believe I was seriously considering it. Four months ago, I would have never even entertained the idea. But that was before my bean’s life was endangered. My son was now my whole world.
Hector, or Vyr, was the love of my life and that would never change, but I needed to consider the possibility that he would keep me here and never look at me again. What kind of life was that for my baby? I could come back. After he was born. But I would need more from Hector before I did that. This moon was not a life I wanted for my baby.
I might be thinking too hastily, but I didn’t have the luxury of time. I was having sporadic contractions. They could be false alarms, but they were still alarming. If I didn’t get off this planet before I went into labor, I would be pushing him out with only a giant fluffy porcupine-cat-hybrid and a bird man to hold my hand. What if something went wrong? What if there were complications?
“I can’t stay here,” I told Ferhen sadly.
He looked at me then down at my belly. “He comes soon?”
I nodded and rubbed Gus’s tail as it whirled around my son.
“All right, little human, let’s break out of the assassin’s lair.” He winked at me and patted Gus, dropping the brush.
“How?” I asked, eyeing the compound’s door above us. It was my idea, but I doubted the logistics. Plus, there was always the chance the ship wasn’t even there anymore.
“Do not fear, I have a plan.”
He shoved a box that was nearly taller than him from the wall and pulled several sacks from behind it. He dropped them in front of me, and I peeked in. Clothes and food and waterskins had been shoved inside.
I shook my head. He could have been long gone by now. “When did you do this?”
“While you were weeping and moping about.” He grinned at me over his shoulder as he wound a long thick rope around Gus.
“Why didn’t you just leave?”
“I would not leave you behind. We are friends, are we not?” He tapped my nose and walked to the panel that opened the door above us.
“Yeah, but you should have said something,” I murmured and watched him rip out the control panel with his bare hands. Those talons were pretty useful.
“I did not know where your thoughts were regarding the Shadow Born,” he said absently as he poked and prodded the thing until sparks flew.
“Chyn?”
“No, the other one, your mate.”
“Hec—Vyr?” He was a Juldo, not a Shadow Born assassin.
Ferhen’s eyes lit with humor. “Yes, the Shadow Born.”
“But he’s not…” I stepped out of his way as he tossed the bags over his shoulder. He couldn’t be? “Right?”
Ferhen chuckled. “I am just as shocked as you. I will lift Gus through first, then I will return for you.”
I nodded absently as he went back to the panel. He pressed a button and the door slid open silently. How was Hector a Shadow Born? Hadn’t Borv and Gryo said he was made a Juldo that day? How did one become a Shadow Born? Was there a ceremony or something? I thought they had special abilities and were, like, super hard to kill.
Ferhen fluttered his wings wide and flew through the hole. He stopped a few feet above and grunted with Gus’s weight. My protector whined and purred as he was lifted into the air. Ferhen’s face was flushed and he was visibly straining with Gus’s enormous bulk, but he got him through. The ground above me shook as Gus landed heavily, he whined and peeked down at me. Then Ferhen was in front of me and panting.
“How did he become a Shadow Born?” I asked as he wrapped his arms around me and lifted us through the hole.
Ferhen shook his head and looked around. The ship was gone! He lifted a handful of moon dust and tossed it around. “No one knows. Their origins are ancient. But it was believed it was impossible to create another.” The dust pinged off something, and Ferhen grinned at me. “Your Vyr is the first in millennia.” He shot forward, holding out his hands. They flattened against air, then the ship materialized under his palms. “Cloaked.”
He winked and waved me over. I watched him feel around the ship until a door hissed open. Gus was ushered in first, then we climbed into the cockpit.
“You know how to fly this thing, right?”
Ferhen chuckled and gave me a funny look. “I am not captain of my flock for my fine feathers.”
“Okay,” I murmured and held onto the seat as the ship whirred under us. I looked back down at the hole in the moon. Did he know we were leaving? Was he even there to notice? Did he care?
“Are you sure?” Ferhen asked gently.
I looked at him, my heart beating fast and hands clammy. “I-I don’t want to leave him, but—”
“I understand, shinre. We do what we must for our hatchlings.” He flipped a lever and the ship lifted off the ground.
“You have hatchlings?” I asked, shocked. I would never have guessed. He hardly seemed pressed to get home.
“Many. They have already left the nest, flown away to parts unknown.” He chuckled. “I suspect my return home will be full of joyous greetings and apologies for abandoning their Papan.”
“And do you have a mate?” She must be so worried about him.
“Horrible female. I was glad to be rid of her.” He chuckled again at my shocked face. “Do not fret, Vivian. Guhuvin females are rarely tied down to one male.”
How horrible to have a mate that slept around. I would have had Hector by the balls. “That’s terrible! I’m so sorry, Ferhen.”
He laughed uproariously. “Worry not, my return home will also be full of preening females clawing at the brave captain that survived an encounter with the fearsome Shadow Born.”
I snorted and folded my arms on my belly. Men.
Ferhen plugged in coordinates and looked at me. His face was gentle and full of patience. “To the Dahk planet then?”
I looked back at the hole to the compound one more time. But no one came. I nodded.
Ferhen pulled down a thick lever, and the ship shook. Something whined behind us, and Ferhen stiffened. I looked over and saw a blade pressed to his neck. I looked up and up, into Hector’s livid eyes.
“Land,” he snarled.
Ferhen sighed and pushed the lever slowly back down, lowering the ship.
The ship stalled then shut off. Gus whined again. Hector dropped his blade and grabbed my arm, lifting me from my seat. He slammed his fist into the panel, and the door lowered. I was fuming the whole way back to the compound, but my heart was also fluttering. He came! it screamed. He cares! But his punishing grip felt like anything but love.
Hector lifted me and dropped down into the hole. I grunted from the impact and wiggled in his arms. He let me down then stepped back, glaring.
“You want to leave?” he rumbled menacingly.
I shook my head, my hair flying around me, and held up my hands. “I can’t stay here forever.”
“You would return to those that sold you rather than stay with me?”
“First, the Dahk didn’t sell me. A couple of traitors did. And second”—I shoved a finger into his chest— “you won’t even come near me. I didn’t even know if you were still here! Why should I stay?”
He stared at me coldly, his fists tight at his sides.
I sighed. “I’m going to have a baby, Hec-Vyr, and I can’t have him here.”
“You will not return to that world. You are in danger there. I will deliver the babe.”
I laughed, sounding a little crazed. “Do you know how to deliver a human baby?” I waited, but he didn’t respond. “I didn’t think so. I need to go back.”
“No,” he growled and stepped forward.
“Yes,” I snapped and stepped into his muscular body.
“Perhaps we should discuss this when tempers have calmed,” Ferhen called from above.
Hector snarled at him.
Gus slammed into the ground and groaned. His tail wound around my waist and he pulled me back from Hector. Hector snarled at him too.
“I need to storm away dramatically,” I told Gus. His hold on me would hinder my ability to express my anger properly. Ferhen snorted. Poor Gus whined again but seemed to get my need for alone time. He sat down and rumbled at Hector.
Hector scowled at him and then me.
I growled and spun on my heel, stomping back to my room, because he sure as hell hadn’t been sleeping there. I slammed the door and it bounced back open, slamming against the wall. Hector barreled through and opened his mouth.
“Don’t!” I shouted. He stopped and glared. “I get this is hard for you. You have this whole life you don’t remember!” I waved my hands around wildly. “But how do you think I feel? Our whole relationship, you left. Again and again, you left me. And I know you had to. I know you didn’t want to leave. And I was so damn proud of you and what you did for our country. But you always left. And I dealt with it. But then you left me for months! Pregnant and all alone, and I stayed there waiting for you to come back. Every day I waited for you. But you never came.” I blew out a laugh. Trembling and heaving quick breaths. “And then you did. When I needed you the most, you came back.” I lifted my hands and scrubbed at my face. “But you came back different. You don’t remember me or the love we shared. But here you are,”—I waved my hand up and down over his body— “and instead of trying to love me, you leave me. And I am so sick of being left by you. If you don’t feel anything for me and this echo of me is keeping you around, you need to let me go. I can’t keep doing this with you.”
He stood still, stiff, not saying a word.
“I love you.” I held out my hands. “I love Hector. I love Vyr. I love you in any way that you come. Why can’t you just love me back?” I stumbled away from him.
His hands reached out, and he pulled me to his chest.
“I just want you to try, that’s all. I’ll do anything.” I sobbed into his chest, clutching his shirt.
“You…” He took a deep breath. “You smell like sweet honey in the morning.”
I stiffened.
“You wake up with dark circles beneath your eyes, and your fur”—his fingers spread through my hair— “is tangled and fluffed from my hands. How would I know this?” His voice was harsh and abrasive. “How would I know that I covet the sound of your laugh if I have never heard it?”
I looked up at him, tears wetting my cheeks.
“How would I know that you enjoy my hands here?” He spread them across my spine and stroked me the way he used to after I got home from work. “How would I know that you curl against my back in your sleep? How would I know that when you reach your release, you curl your toes into my thighs?” He lifted me, cradling me. “How did I know that you were my heart before I laid eyes on you?”
I choked back a sob and kissed his chest. “Because those things are a part of you. I’m a part of you.”
“I will not leave you again.”
I trembled as he laid me on the bed. My hands cramped from holding his shirt so tightly.
“I may not remember our life together,” he murmured. “But I remember the feeling in my chest as I left you, and for that I am sorry.”
I sobbed when he thumbed my lips before kissing me.




Chapter 17




Hector/Vyr




She wept in my arms, and my chest seized in grief. I had done this to her. My leaving had done this to her. She was mine. I did not know how she came to be so, but I knew I could not walk another step in this life without her by my side. My entire being screamed to stay at her side.
I did not know why my past-self left her. Again and again it seemed so. But I would not make his mistakes.
She still wore my shirt, and I lifted it to reveal her bare form. My length hardened at the sight of her lush curves. This beautiful creature was mine.
No, the gods denied.
I paid them no heed. They had no say here in this moment with her. They raged as I blocked them from my mind.
I relished the feel of her hands spread across my chest beneath my shirt. I lifted it, baring myself for her as she did so beautifully. My leathers fell to the floor next, and I crawled above her, caging her in my arms. She made a sound of distress as she spotted the silver shine of nano-mites coursing through the veins of my chest. They would hold off the infection for some time. I would not need a transplant of tech as Chyn once had. His strain of the virus was far more superior to that of the Juldo Master’s. I would eventually need another supplement, but not for hundreds of sunspins.
My Vivian would need her supplement long before me. I would not allow her species’ frail lifespan to take her from me. Chyn would give the nano-mites to me, or I would take them. Then our babe would join us once she reached maturity. I would not let time take either of them from me.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“There is nothing to fear,” I murmured and kissed the delicate hide at her neck.
She sighed and stretched beneath me. I allowed my gaze to travel down her now-bare form, my hunger growing for the taste of her. My mouth watered with the knowledge of her sweet tang. I did not recall the memory, but I knew my mouth was intimately familiar with the honey between her thighs. Instinct claimed me, and I bent and pulled the berry of her nipple between my fangs. She cried out and clutched at my shoulders, her legs shifting anxiously. I laved at her nipple, then sucked and bit as she drew more crazed for my attention.
She had gone far too long without her mate to ease her needs. I would not allow such a thing to occur again. She would have me as often as her body called. My hands spread across her thighs, widening them for my shoulders, as I sucked down her bare form. Our daughter called to me when I reached her mother’s womb. I kissed the press of her fist as it pushed out beneath the skin.
Our daughter would want for nothing. She would never know fear. She would never feel the grief her mother had drowned in in my absence.
The gods pressed against my mind, demanding entrance, but they were easily denied. Here, in this moment, they could not touch me. They could not touch my mate. My Vivian.
I sucked up her thighs as she whined and cried out for me. Hector. Vyr. She was too lost in her passion to settle on a name. And I found I no longer minded. In this life, I was Vyr. But to my mate, I would always be hers, her Hector.
I could no longer deny her and drank in the first taste of her. She bowed back and clawed at my skull. I growled. She tasted divine. Of the greatest nectar. I drank her in like a male starving. My claws dug into her thighs as I spread her wide. My tongue was guided by a trace of instinct to the tight bundle at the top of her petals. She shouted and trembled when I sucked the berry into my mouth. Groaning as she flooded my mouth with fresh honey, I watched her toes curl in the air. I wanted to feel them on my thighs.
I knelt above her, my palms keeping her spread. Her hands dug into my forearms as she squirmed, her heat reaching for the hardness between my thighs. My chest heaved as I pressed into her tightness. She cried out as I surged inside, and I snarled and bucked at the exquisite feel of her. She cried my name again and again as I retreated and surged back inside.
My vision blackened. The shadows surrounded us, cloaking us in darkness. Her skin shone in the darkness, her bright eyes wide and dazed in pleasure.
“I-I need—” She whimpered and reached for me.
I gritted my teeth. “What do you need, my Vivian?”
“I-I can’t,” she whined. Her hands reached between us, but our daughter blocked her way.
“Here?” I thumbed the berry between her thighs.
Her legs locked and her body bowed as her tight heat clamped down on me. I roared and filled her with the searing warmth shooting down my spine.
She relaxed limply into the bed as I slid from her.
“Come here,” she murmured.
I could do nothing but follow her into the warmth of the bed. I held her to my chest as we caught our breath. Her fingers splayed on my chest. Her brow was scrunched, and she was staring at my hand on my gut.
“What is it?” I asked.
She jumped and flushed, peeking at me beneath her lashes. “Um…” She licked her lips. “I was, uh, just wondering if you had ever done that before. You know, as Vyr?” She looked away, a glassy sheen in her eyes and her body stiff against mine.
“I have never felt the urge since being made Juldo,” I answered honestly.
“Really?” She relaxed against me.
“I have only dreamt of one female.”
She stiffened again. “Who?”
I rolled her to her side and tilted her chin up toward me. “I have been drawn to you from the first day I opened my eyes as a Juldo.”
She squinted at me and sat up on an elbow. “But you didn’t know me.”
“I was born in the Dahk King’s castle. I awoke in a strange place, the urge to join my brethren strong. But there was another urge.” She watched me avidly. “I followed a scent that nearly drove me mad to a small female with golden fur. Her eyes the color of Juldoris ice. I watched her from the shadows. Confused how I found myself there. Then the Shadow found me and lured me away from you.”
She sucked in a breath. “You came to me when you woke up?”
I nodded gravely. “The Dahk did not detect me as I watched you, but the Shadow was waiting for my awakening. But he could not keep me away. Every eve, I returned to you and watched you in your slumber.” I caressed the velvet of her thigh.
“I—” She pressed her fingers to her lips. “I thought I felt you sometimes. Smelled you.” Tears welled once more in her eyes. “I thought I was going crazy.”
“I was never far, love.” I kissed her swollen lips and pulled her against me. “I just did not know why I was so drawn to you.”
“You never really left me?” She clutched my shoulders.
“I was not there when the Dahk attacked you. But when I was aware of your capture, we hunted down the master’s contact and I gutted him for your location.”
Her small nose wrinkled, and she paled. “Gross, babe.” She sighed and relaxed against me, her eyes fluttering closed. “I love you, you know. As you were before and as you are now.”
“I know,” I murmured. “You have my heart.”
She sighed and drifted to sleep, but I stayed alert, watching over her and our daughter. Vivian rolled away, and I curled behind her and cradled our babe as she reached for me through her mother’s womb. She would come soon. My mate had been right to leave me. She could not have our daughter on this moon. I’d watched her in the Dahk castle. She had trusted companions there who knew how to help her in ways I did not, but it was dangerous. The king’s castle was full of traitors and those who would seek to harm her. But I would not allow them close. I would gut any who tried.
We would fly to the Dahk planet in the morn.
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I woke to a hand between my thighs. Hector was playing with me, teasing me awake. I sighed and relaxed back into him. He wasted no time working me then easing inside me. He took me on my knees, and he held my belly up as he pounded into me from behind. His hands were gentle on my waist but his thrusts were forceful and nearly knocked me off my knees several times. I came twice before he released inside me, roaring so loud the walls rattled.
We bathed together, sharing smiles and hungry looks. But I was quiet. I didn’t want to disturb this new peace between us. He was attentive though, feeding me and finding me new clothes that were far too big for me.
It wasn’t until we were walking toward Gus’s pen that he told me his plans.
We were going to Home World. I knew he was hesitant to take me there, but I was so relieved and excited, I showered his face in kisses, then I squealed when we told Ferhen. Ferhen grinned at us knowingly and I blushed, but I was so thrilled to get home and tell Peyton everything that I couldn’t be embarrassed long.
We loaded the ship with bags of food and supplies, then Hector left to speak with Chyn. I thought he had said Chyn had left, but I must have been wrong because Hector went deeper into the compound and was only gone a few minutes.
We would be flying for a day and a half, so we needed to leave quickly. I didn’t want to go into labor in the middle of space.
I was in the ship when another contraction hit. Ferhen was loading Gus, and Hector was stashing the bags.
I grimaced and bent over, blowing out a deep breath. I stood up again with Hector’s help, and he eyed me with worry. “It’s okay, just a contraction. They’ve been happening on and off for days now.” I was worried about them, but I knew it wasn’t uncommon for women to feel them sometimes weeks before actual labor.
“What is it?”
“Oh, a contraction. It means it’s baby time soon.” I kept forgetting he didn’t know all my human words. It was like talking to Yilt or Ferhen.
Hector still looked worried, but he went to give Ferhen a hand strapping down my big protector. Gus was obviously a little nervous, and I couldn’t blame him. He and I hadn’t had the greatest experiences flying through space.
I picked up my bag of bandages for my wrists and winced through another contraction. I cried out this time though, because it was painful, and Hector and Ferhen rushed to me. Gus roared and the ship shook. I panted and gripped Hector’s arm as he helped me walk to my seat. But a pop and a rush of liquid had me stopping.
Ferhen made a choking cough sound. “Did you need to relieve yourself, my friend?”
I scowled at him. I opened my mouth to retort but ended up shouting a string of curses. Ferhen blanched, and Hector shook against me. Gus fought against his straps, whining and rumbling.
“She comes?” Hector asked worriedly.
I nodded fast. He
was definitely coming.
Hector moved quickly, carrying me from the ship. Gus whined as we passed him. “I’m okay,” I told him shakily. He didn’t listen and fought to get to me. He was going to hurt himself. “Gus,” I told Hector. We couldn’t leave him chained up.
“The beast can wait.”
I scowled at Hector.
Outside, Hector looked down the hole and cursed.
“I have her,” Ferhen murmured and held out his arms.
Hector hesitated but handed me to Ferhen as he had when Ferhen flew me out of the hole. Only now we were going back down. As soon as we landed, Hector was there and carrying me through the dark compound. Another contraction hit, and I screamed as he laid me on the bed. Ferhen and Hector stood back and looked at me expectantly as I screamed through the contraction.
Gus’s faint roars could be heard all the way underground. “Gus,” I panted.
“I will release him after the hatching,” Ferhen murmured warily, eyeing the ceiling. “He will only be in the way.
“He’s scared,” I winced and curled up through another contraction.
When it finally abated, I sagged back and looked at them just as expectantly. “What?”
“What do you need?” Hector asked oh so seriously.
I froze and looked between them both. “Oh god, you don’t know how to deliver a baby? What happened to ‘I will deliver the babe’?”
Hector scrubbed his skull and looked between my legs with his jaw clenched. He gnashed his teeth and looked at Ferhen.
The bird man gulped and paled. “Never fear, I have delivered many a hatchling.”
“You have?” I curled into another contraction, moaning.
“Yes, it is easy. Where is your egg nest?” He looked around.
“Fuuuuuuck!” I shouted in pain and frustration. “I don’t lay eggs, idiot!”
Ferhen and Hector paled.
“One of you better move fast, or so help me! Argggggghh!”
I screamed again and Ferhen covered his ears, turning and running into the bathroom’s door. He wrenched it open. “I will get warm cloths!”
“Tell me what you need, love,” Hector pleaded and came to my side.
I panted and swallowed thickly. “I need towels, warm water, and something sharp and sterile to cut the umbilical cord.”
“The what?” he asked.
“Just get the stuff!”
He nodded and took off. I grabbed the pillows around me and shoved them behind me, propping myself against the wall. Ferhen came back out and dropped the cloths on the bed as I was yanking down my pants.
“Help me,” I snapped. It sucked so bad to be doing this here. I didn’t need Ferhen watching the show but he and Hector were all I had.
He nodded and was pulling off my pants when Hector ran back in. He snarled and lunged but skidded to a stop when I shouted again, glaring at him.
I spread my thighs wide, and both males paled as they stared. “What? What is it? Do you see his head?”
Was that too soon? How dilated was I?
“That is a head?” Ferhen choked.
Hector jumped when I screamed again, and he dropped the supplies on the table beside the bed. He had a dagger, and the blade was wrapped.
“Did you clean it?”
He nodded.
“Okay, I need you to get some of those soap oils and wash me down there.”
Hector left the room and came back as I was screaming through another contraction. They were coming really fast. He blanched as he stared at my vag before carefully wiping me down. Ferhen wrung his talons and looked at the ceiling as his feathers rustled. I blushed. I wanted Peyton so bad but that wasn’t possible.
“You better hold my hand,” I said to Ferhen through my teeth. He would have to take her place.
He jumped and ran to my side, where he crouched and gripped my hand. Hector finished and looked at me with fear in his eyes.
“You have to catch him,” I told him and scooted back up the bed.
He nodded and pressed his hands against my thighs, rubbing them soothingly.
For the next few hours, I shouted and cursed them both until my voice was hoarse. I thought because they had been gaping at my vagina his head was close, but he must have gotten sucked back up inside because the contractions were never-ending. I didn’t know enough about human labor to know what to expect. Ask me about alien bats and I was good to go, but my own species? I was flying by the seat of my pants. I knew it was normal for him to drop then move around, but I didn’t know when to push. I had an aunt I’d visited during labor and the doctors were telling her not to push while she was screaming her head off. I felt the need to push, but I didn’t know if it was too early.
I tried to walk around, the pain making me restless, but Hector and Ferhen both denied me. Ferhen left several times to check on Gus, but his whines and growls could still be heard all the way underground.
I was exhausted and in so much pain, I could barely understand Hector when he asked me a question.
“A hatching takes but a few minutes,” Ferhen murmured worriedly.
“He’s not an egg!” I panted to keep from pushing.
“My apologies, but is this normal for humans?”
“Labor can take a whole day,” I spat.
Ferhen looked at Hector with wide eyes.
“Do you need anything, love?” Hector rubbed my thighs soothingly.
I shook my head and collapsed against the pillows. A sudden fiery burn lit up my hoo-ha, and I screamed bloody murder. I curled up and felt around down there with my hands.
I sagged back and looked at Hector. “Do you see the head?”
He looked back and forth between my vagina and me, bewildered. “I believe so.”
“I think I need to push.” I panted. I couldn’t control the urge anymore. “Come closer.”
Hector knelt on the bed and scooted closer to me. I placed my heels on his shoulders, and he dropped his hands to where my thighs met my ass, kneading. I dug my nails into Ferhen’s hand, dug my heels into Hector’s shoulders, and gritted my teeth as I pushed. I relaxed until the urge took me again. Several times I did this as the males gaped at my bare vagina.
I was too far gone to care about modesty at this point.
“She comes,” Hector breathed in wonder.
I groaned and pushed again, an immediate relief easing through my body as his head slid out. I coached Hector as I pushed against his shoulders, then my bean was sliding into his daddy’s waiting hands.
Hector gazed at him awe. He kissed our child’s gooky brow softly then placed him on my chest. Ferhen handed me a damp cloth and I wiped my baby clean, watching in awe as he took his first breath. I rolled him around to clean him, and that was when I looked into Hector’s smug face.
“A daughter,” he murmured, his face glowing in joy.
I smiled and laughed, tears streaming from my eyes.
“She is a wonderous sight,” Ferhen murmured reverently.
They helped me clean the baby and cut the cord, then the placenta was coming out and Ferhen was fainting. He went down hard, feathers flying.
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My little girl curled her fingers around my finger and gripped tight. I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was beautiful. She had my golden hair and her daddy’s chocolate eyes. Hector stared into them, obviously fascinated. He knew they were his, and I thought he loved to see what he used to look like in her. I hoped she kept them. It would mean everything to him to see those eyes when he looked at her. She also had his chin, and the little bent in her brow that he still had. We were in bed, curled up together, as she fed from my breast for the first time.
Poor Ferhen had been so embarrassed when Hector kicked him awake. He’d stumbled around, flustered and looking a little green, before he congratulated us and bailed.
“What should we name her?” I asked as I watched her little eyes flutter closed.
Hector hummed and kissed my neck from behind me. “She should be named after her mother.” He murmured and stroked her little cloth-covered bottom.
“Oh, no, I hate my name.” It was so valley girl. “What about Addie?”
Hector chuckled. “I will give her a name that reminds her mother of the man who sired her.”
I looked over my shoulder at him, startled. “You sired her.” And sire sounded so medieval.
“The male I once was gave her life,” he said gently. “The male I am now will have the gift of watching her grow. In honor of the lost male, she will be called Princesa.”
My lip wobbled and I sniffled, smiling at him. “You’re both of those guys.”
“I know, but she should have a piece of the father she won’t know.”
“I love you.” I kissed his lips, sighing when he returned it softly, worshipfully. “It’s perfect.”
Princesa was kind of a mouthful, but I thought Prin was an adorable nickname. And I loved that he remembered my brief mention of it, especially when I’d thought he was so indifferent toward me.
I couldn’t wait to show her to Peyton. I laughed to myself. I had been so wrong about my bean. It would be crazy if Peyton was too and she popped out a little commander instead of the girl she was hoping for.
“I still have to go back,” I told Hector hesitantly.
He nodded. “She cannot thrive here.”
I was relieved he understood.
“Will… will you come with us?” I don’t know why I was afraid of his answer. I had no idea what he’d done with his time before I came here. He never talked about it. But I had to wonder if he had an obligation to Chyn or maybe even the Juldo. The thought terrified me.
Hector gave a small smile. “I go where you go.”
“Good,” I breathed. “I’m sure Tahk could find you something to do. Not all of the Dahk are bad, and maybe you could be a palace guard or something.”
Hector snorted. “I will not aid the Dahk in their war against the Juldo.”
I squinted. “But they’re attacking for no reason!”
“Not all the Juldo are bad, as you say of the Dahk.”
“Really?” I drawled. “They have slaves. They sold me!”
Hector shook his head. “My brethren are divided in their beliefs. I will speak to the Dahk King, but my loyalties lie with you and our daughter and my brothers that seek freedom.”
“There’s a rebellion, isn’t there? Against the Juldo Master.”
My eyes widened when Hector grinned wickedly. I couldn’t believe I knew something Uthyf and Tahk didn’t know. Not that I would tell them unless Hector said it was okay. But it was still cool.
“Our babe cannot travel for some time yet though,” he said solemnly.
“Why?” I looked down at her sleepy face. I wanted to show her off.
“Love, she is human,” he said gently. “Did you not receive injections to fight off the Dahk’s atmospheric differences?”
Oh god! I placed my hand on her chest, feeling her quick breaths. I was on a fucking moon. How was she breathing without the same injections?
“She will acclimate to the moon’s climate, but she will need an aid for space travel. I do not have one here.”
“Okay, how do we get one?”
It was okay, we would just give her a needle. No big deal. Babies on Earth got needles all the time.
“I will travel to Home World and ask the healers for the same that you received.”
“But you’ll be gone for days! We need to call them anyway. Peyton can have Tahk bring us one.” She must have been worried out of her mind. I needed to tell her I was okay.
Hector grinned and stepped from the bed. “It will take far less than that. I will retrieve Ferhen and he will wait with you.”
“Now? You’re going now?” I sat up, wincing when Prin kicked her legs in affront.
Hector winked then vanished. He literally disappeared in a puff of black smoke. I shouted and jumped from the bed, holding Prin to my chest.
Not even a second later, he was back and I jumped back, nearly falling over. Hector scowled and grabbed my arms. “Why are you up?”
“How did you…?” I looked around the room in shock. That was what made him different. Normal Juldo could not do that.
“I travel in shadow,” he said warily.
“Like in space, to Home World? Are you serious?” My voice rose way high and the baby squirmed in my arms.
Ferhen pushed open the door, grinning. “We leave on the morrow!”
“Did you know he could do that?” I demanded.
Ferhen looked between us and nodded. “He is Shadow Born.”
“Okay.” I shook my head. Peyton had said the assassin disappeared when he visited them. “We’ll worry about that later,” I said to myself. “Okay, so you’ll be quick?” I asked Hector.
He nodded and kissed Prin’s brow, then he thumbed my lips before sucking them into his mouth. I sighed happily and smiled.
“Don’t freak them out.” I smiled as I ordered him to keep the freaky to a minimum. Peyton would be happy to see him, but the Dahk might not be so thrilled to see him smoke into their castle, magician-style.
He grinned wickedly then kissed me once more before misting away. I shivered. That would take some getting used to. But I would take him however he came.
I smiled blissfully to myself.
Ferhen chuckled. “A mated Shadow Born. The galaxies are not ready for such a thing.”
“Let’s go introduce Gus to his new best friend.” I smiled and flounced out of the room.
We walked through the halls, and I stopped as the floor shook under my feet. I looked back at Ferhen, and he had his eyes on the ceiling, a scowl on his face.
He listened, then the floor shook harder. “Hide!”
He ushered me into a dark room and backed me into a corner. What now? Hector had just left.
“What is it?” I asked.
“The Juldo.”
“Are you serious?” I hissed in the dark.
“I will distract them,” Ferhen muttered from farther away.
“Don’t you dare leave me.” I hissed again. I had a newborn at my chest. I was the definition of vulnerable.
Ferhen grabbed my arms. “They are here for you or the Shadow Born, but I suspect it is you. I must distract them until your mate returns.”
He was right, but I didn’t want anything to happen to him. He was alone and still recovering from his own injuries.
Gus’s roar echoed through the compound. Ferhen looked at the door. It suddenly cut off to a high whine.
“Gus!”
“I can still hear his distress. He is alive.”
“Ferhen, be careful.” I whimpered.
“Do not fear for me, Vivian, I am still a young captain. The Juldo will not best me.” He sounded far away again.
I didn’t want to point out that he had been caught by the Juldo once before. I needed him confident. Doubt would get him killed.
The door creaked open, and Ferhen gasped.
A voice tsked in the dark. “A Guhuvin? What is this? Where is my assassin’s charge?”
Lights clicked on, and the room lit up so brightly, my eyes burned. A group of Juldo stood at the door, a massive one at the front. He was at least eight feet tall and had enormous black horns curling out of his forehead. With all the red skin and muscles and the pointed tail curling around his leg, he looked like a devil set to go to war. His left eye was mechanical and whirred in his face. His arm was a massive metal gun, and he had a metal plate sewed into the skin of his chest.
“There is my human,” he murmured gleefully as his eye roamed over me, lighting up blue.
“The Shadow Born will not let you take her,” Ferhen growled forcefully.
The Juldo chuckled. “I am counting on it. Take the babe from her.”
“No! Wait!” I backed away, trembling in terror. I could not let them take my baby. “She’ll die if she leaves this place. Her lungs won’t be able to breathe.”
He grinned. “We don’t need the child. Give her to the Guhuvin.”
“What?”
Ferhen gently tried to take my daughter from my arms, but I held her tightly. “Release her, Vivian.” His lips touched my ear, and he whispered too low for the others to hear, “They do not know to whom she belongs.”
Slowly my fingers left her, and I felt pain in every one of them. But Ferhen was right. I understood finally why I had been sold to the Juldo to begin with. Tyris had said he was supposed to watch me for the master. I was leverage over Hector. But the master didn’t know there was a greater prize in the room. Hector would burn the whole universe down for Prin. If this guy got his hands on her, he could get Hector to do anything.
“Quickly, human. The babe would catch a heavy price if sold at auction.”
I backed away from her quickly. The Juldo chuckled as a hand grabbed my arm. My left arm was brought up and twisted. The horned Juldo ran a claw down the underside and suddenly stabbed. I winced and cried out as his finger dug into the wound.
“I must admit, I did not see the Shadow Born missing this.” He pulled out a little blinking disk.
Ferhen sucked in a breath. I had been tracked this whole time?
“It was a pleasant surprise.” He tossed my arm aside and crushed the disk in his fist. “Take her.” He nodded toward the other Juldo.
I didn’t put up a fight. I kept my eyes on Ferhen as I was dragged from the room.
The horned Juldo backed out of the room. “When the Shadow Born or his charge returns, you may tell them what I’ve done. But tell them I will slit her throat if they come for her. I’ll be in touch.”
With that, I was carried out of the compound. But I sagged in relief. The big Juldo left with us, and I knew Ferhen was down there, guarding my daughter. I didn’t know what I would’ve done if she had been taken too. She was helpless. An infant. At least Hector would come for me. He wouldn’t leave me with them, but my daughter didn’t understand anything.
I was shackled on the ship as my breasts leaked. It was then I started to cry. She would need me. She would get hungry and she would cry for me and I wouldn’t be there.
But Hector could move through shadows. It was only a matter of time before he found me. These guys were dumber than a box of rocks if they thought he’d stay away. I was more confident in Hector than I had ever been.
Nothing would keep him away from me again.




Chapter 20




Hector/Vyr




I moved through darkness and shadow.
The gods were at my heels, praising me for my distance from my mate. But they were fainter. More distant than before.
I stepped from the shadow into the healer’s rooms.
The Dahk healer that ordered my mate around jumped and stumbled back, knocking over his instruments. “Huktbores!”
I walked around him to his cabinet and rummaged through it.
“W-what are you looking for, Hyctoor?” he hesitantly called as he backed away from me.
“The injection you gave my Veeveen back on her planet. To acclimate her to your climate,” I murmured over my shoulder.
“W-why do you need it?”
“Our babe needs it.”
“She had the babe? She is safe?” His voice squeaked out of him.
“Yes.” I tossed aside vials in search of the one I needed.
“H-here.” He stepped up to me as his hand trembled, the needle on his palm. “I created this one especially for her and for the commander’s dahkling should they need it.”
I grabbed the injection and sniffed it. “It will not harm her?”
I flashed my fangs at him, though I trusted the healer more than the others. He’d saved my Vivian after her crash, and I knew he’d cared for me during my awakening.
“N-no, I swear on my honor as Dahk.”
I nodded and stepped away, fading back into shadow. I did not like leaving my Vivian and our daughter. I would have taken them with me but traveling through shadow was dangerous for others. It sapped their energy and was harsh on their insides. I could not put her or the babe through it.
I stepped out in our room, but it was empty. Silent. Too silent. I growled and burst through the door, tracking her scent. My daughter’s stopped at a door, but Vivian’s kept going. I burst through the door and my chest clenched. Ferhen sat on the floor, rocking and cooing to my daughter.
“Where is she?”
Ferhen’s wild eyes met mine. “The master took her. I cannot get her to calm.”
I took my daughter and hushed her. She quieted, but she suckled at the air for her mother’s breast. I could not care for her and go for my Vivian. But I could not call Chyn. He was too unstable. He could not be trusted.
“I will go for her.” Ferhen stood and ruffled his feathers.
I trusted the Guhuvin to track her down, but he could not defeat the master on his own. I left the room and circled the compound. It was clear.
“Follow me,” I told him. I walked past Chyn’s rooms and into the armory. I ushered the Guhuvin inside and called for the Zythen. It did not answer.
“The Zythen is injured,” Ferhen eyed the hallways, his head tilted to listen.
I called again. A low whine answered. I called again.
It answered my call with a roar. As the Zythen barreled through the halls, the walls cracking around its bulk, I kissed my daughter and handed her to Ferhen.
“The armory has a coded lock from inside.” I showed him the code. “The Zythen will guard the door. I will be back in spins. Do not come out. I will shadow in.”
Ferhen nodded and pressed my daughter to his chest.
“Guard your Vivian’s descendant,” I ordered the Zythen.
It whined and plopped down outside the door, unsheathing the blades in its tail. The beast’s fur was coated in its thick blood. Its hind leg held a gash as did the side of its bulk.
Ferhen knelt and held my daughter out to the Zythen in offering. The Zythen shuffled closer, purring. Its red eyes locked on hers and its purr slowed and deepened. My daughter quieted and watched the beast, her eyes focusing in a way I had yet to witness. The beasts tongue scented the skin of her cheek, purring the song of its bond. The Zythen accepted the babe, its bond growing and expanding to her. My daughter’s eyes drifted closed.
“Beautiful,” Ferhen murmured and smiled, patting the beast. The Zythen turned and faced the hall. Its tail unsheathed and ready for battle.
Ferhen went inside and slid the door closed.
Moving through Shadow and darkness once more, I stepped out into the healer’s rooms on the Dahk planet. Gryo yelped again, as did the Dahk circling him. The king stood at his back with several humans and other Dahk.
“My Vivian was taken,” I said menacingly.
“I thought you said he had her!” a human female shouted.
Gryo’s brows scrunched. “He does, did—what happened?”
“The master has taken her.”
The humans collectively sucked in a breath.
“My daughter is in need of aid.” I gripped the healer’s arm. “You will return with me and care for her while I retrieve my mate.”
“She will need a guard that is not Gryo,” the king said.
“She has one,” I returned menacingly.
“The assassin?”
I flashed my fangs. “No.”
Something stirred in his eyes. “Take my guard with you.”
“I will go.” A Dahk with bandaged wings stepped forward. As did another and another.
“You sold her,” I spat. “You will not get near my daughter.”
The human who had called my name when I took the master’s contact stepped forward. “Hector, that’s Yilt.” She nodded at the injured one. He had been my mate’s guard. He was injured in her crash, but he’d allowed her to be taken. “Vivian cares for him. She would trust him with her daughter.”
I clenched my jaw. My daughter was vulnerable.
“The other two are Borv and Jyn. They wouldn’t do anything to Vivian or your daughter. They’re her friends.”
I decided Yilt could stay with my daughter, but the others would prove useful in retrieving my mate. I nodded.
“He is taking her to Juldoris?” the king asked.
I nodded again.
“My commander may have already arrived there. They are cloaked, but I will comm them and inform them of your imminent arrival. They will aid you.”
I growled impatiently and held out my arms for the others. “Grab on.”
They did so, and I faded into Shadow and darkness. I stepped out beside the Zythen, and the Dahk heaved and cursed as they lost their meals on the floor.
“Is that a Zythen?” one of them said while he choked. The beast growled and shuffled forward. The Dahk backed away.
I stepped back into the shadows and opened the door beside Ferhen. Gryo was pale, but after swiping his mouth, he stepped forward to take the babe. The Zythen released a threatening snarl and blocked him. “The babe needs aid,” I told the beast.
Ferhen glanced at me for approval before releasing her. I walked them to my Vivian’s room, the Zythen on our heels growling and eyeing the Dahk.
I turned to Yilt. “Should Chyn return, he will struggle not to hurt my daughter. But he will not succumb. Tell him I am challenging the master. He will not stay.”
“Chyn?” Yilt asked.
“The assassin,” Ferhen grinned wickedly and chuckled at the Dahk’s enraged gaze.
Yilt nodded uncertainly but stepped into the room, drawing his sword.
“Should one scratch befall my daughter, I will give you to the gods. Do you understand me, warrior?”
Yilt stiffened. “I will guard the youngling with my life.”
I looked at the Zythen as it plopped down in the doorway. He would not let another cross.
Satisfied with the small guard, I grabbed the arms of Borv and Jyn, startling them, and stepped into Shadow. We stepped out into the waterlogged trenches of Juldoris. They bent and heaved again, cursing.
“You need our aid?” Borv asked and looked around.
“I do not trust you with my daughter, but you will aid me in retrieving my Vivian.” I looked at the fortress in the distance. I could step in without alerting the guard, but I would be putting my mate at risk. The master would not leave her. I would have to draw him out.
Borv shook his head at Jyn. “A warning would have gone a long way to preparing my gut.”
“What will you have us do?” Jyn asked as he wiped his mouth.
I grinned at the Dahk. “Get caught.”




Chapter 21




Vivian




I channeled my inner mama bear for the long flight, but it didn’t end up being long at all. I had to wonder if Chyn’s hideout being so close to Juldoris was epically stupid or incredibly genius.
I was dragged behind the horned guy, who I had learned was the master, the one who thought he could use me to control Hector.
My first steps on the Juldo planet were shocking. I had imagined it as an ugly, cold place, but it was actually quite beautiful. The breeze was nice, and it smelled like salt and honeysuckle. It was dark, but that could be because it was nighttime. I had no way of knowing. The grass was dark and mushy under my toes, but the sky was so vivid, I could see the stars winking at me. The trees were lush, and blue petals blew in the breeze.
We’d landed outside what looked like a medieval castle. It was built from stone but had hints of metal, kind of like the Juldo themselves. As if they were supplementing their homes with the same tech they did their bodies. The castle was kind of dark and forbidding, but the homes below on the hill were small and had candlelight illuminating the windows below their domed tops.
The moon was the real showstopper though. It was so huge, it looked as if it was touching the planet. I couldn’t see the bottom of it as it disappeared under the horizon. And it was pale pink.
I was so busy gawking at the moon that I missed the fist flying toward my face. I went down on the ground, hard. I groaned as I was yanked back up and shoved toward the master.
“Are you senseless, human?”
“N-no.” I shook as his meaty palms dug into my arms.
“Move,” he barked and shoved me down a path.
I kept my eyes averted from the sights as we moved closer to the castle. I took deep breaths as we entered the castle, hundreds of Juldo lurking and walking past. When the Juldo Master walked inside, everyone dropped to their knees and bent their foreheads to their fists. The master ignored them all as he dragged me up a long winding staircase. We stepped into an enormous room with a throne on a dais. It was dark and forbidding. Very Merlin-looking with wall sconces and tapestries with gory pictures of battle. I shivered.
The master walked along a wall, and I saw them. The cages. Cages with humans. I gaped at the women of all different ages and ethnicities. How had he gotten them? Had he taken them from Earth? When? They looked beaten and ragged, dirty. And their eyes were so dead inside. Not a flicker of the surprise on my face showed on theirs.
The master stopped at the end and tapped on the cage of a young girl with disheveled red hair. She was barely wearing a strip of clothing, and she was glaring at the master. She looked the most alive of all the humans but also the most beaten. Her back was ravaged in strips. Old and new wounds covered nearly every inch of her back.
“I have returned, pet. Are you pleased to see me?”
The girl gagged in the back of her throat and hocked a ball of spit at his face.
The master wiped his chin and grinned menacingly at her. Her glare didn’t waver. “Very well, pet, you can stay in there a bit longer and keep my new prize company.”
He unlocked her cage, and she scuttled back. He shoved me inside and slammed the bars.
“Behave,” he warned me then turned to his throne and plopped down.
Several Juldo marched up to him and conversed quietly with him under the moans of the human women. I turned to the girl. She was sitting on her legs and watching me curiously.
“Hey, I’m Vivian.” I winced at the sound of my own voice. What do you say when you find a girl as abused as she was? I was wholly unprepared to handle this situation. The sight of her racked up my nerves, but I tried to keep calm. Hector would come for me, I knew he would.
She blinked at me, and tears welled in her eyes. “Mona.”
“Hi, Mona.” I sighed and looked around at the other cages. They were too far away for me to talk to the other women without shouting. “How long have you been here?”
She looked at her hands and shook her head. Her shoulders quaked. I knelt next to her and hesitantly touched her arm. She jumped.
“Sorry.” I winced. “A long time?”
She nodded.
I blew out another slow breath. “The others?”
She looked at the other cages. “They started coming in a few weeks ago.” Her voice was scratchy, as though she hadn’t used it in a while.
“What did they do to you guys?” I hated asking, but terror was eating away at my wobbly wall of courage.
“You don’t want to know.” She looked at me then quickly looked away.
I knew it was bad. Just looking at her was proof enough. But some of the other women seemed nearly dead. They were lying down, not moving.
“Are they okay?” I nodded toward the cage closest to ours, three women inside.
Mona rocked back and forth. “They’re running experiments on them.”
“What kind of experiments?” I whispered when the master looked at us.
“I don’t know. I just know they never come back the same.”
“But not you?”
Her eyes fixed on the master, and fire burned in them. “He won’t let them experiment on me.”
“That’s good, right?” God, I didn’t know what to say to her, but I didn’t want to sit in silence when she was obviously hurting.
She glared at me. “He rapes me. I’m his.”
I swallowed roughly and looked away from her. That was so horrible, I wanted to rip his horns from his head. Hector had hinted that not all the Juldo condoned this, but the room had dozens of them that just stood around, completely ignoring the suffering women.
The doors at the entrance banged open, and I jumped. The women startled, some of them yelping, others moaning. My mouth dropped open as Borv and Jyn strolled in, a group of Juldo herding them. The master stood and glared them down as they reached the dais. Borv kept his eyes on the master, but Jyn looked through the cages until his eyes met mine. He winked then turned away, his face smoothing out.
“You know them?” Mona whispered behind me.
I turned to see her inching closer and watching my friends. I nodded quickly. But I didn’t know why they were here. Hector didn’t know them—unless he went back and told the Dahk when he found me gone. But he didn’t trust them. Why would he do that? And it seemed ridiculous that Borv and Jyn would get caught. Especially alone. The Dahk wouldn’t have sent two of them. What was going on?
“What is this?” the master boomed through the hall. “Two Dahk for my stable?” He chuckled and shook his head. “Commander Tahk is growing soft in his mating, allowing two of his own to find themselves here at my feet.”
Neither of them spoke. They glared at the master as he strode down to them.
“Why are you here, lurking in my lands?”
Borv clenched his fists. “Nirde was taken. The Shadow Born and his charge slaughtered him. We are here to avenge our Dahk.”
“Then you have come this far for nothing. The Shadow Born does not reside here.” The master squinted at them. “You think me a fool?”
Borv thrusted his chin forward.
“What is your true purpose?” They didn’t answer, and the master hummed. “You cannot be who the assassin would send. He works with no male. Are you here for the human?” The master looked to me. “Does your king seek her return? She is my new prize. Her mate will come for her, and I will have him under my thumb.” He waved at the guards around the Dahk. “Take them below. I will beat it out of them.”
Borv and Jyn stiffened when the Juldo grabbed their arms, but they didn’t resist as they were dragged from the room. I wanted to shout a denial, but if Hector was working with them, I didn’t want to give away their relationship to me. Their being here didn’t add up. Borv wouldn’t have left to find me. Peyton would have insisted on Tahk going, so Borv would have stayed with her on Tahk’s orders. And Jyn was a palace guard.
None of it added up.
The master strode to the cages and looked at me. “Your mate may try to claim you.” He crouched and eyed me through the bars. “But if he succeeds, know this. I will have all these humans killed in your name.”
I swallowed and backed away. That was a horrible thought. I wanted Hector to come get me so badly, but knowing I would be the cause of the death of all these women didn’t sit right with me. The master knew it too.
“Should the assassin come for you, then I will take your human companions from the Dahk and add them to my collection.” He grinned and backed away.
I watched him leave through the same doors Borv and Jyn were dragged through and looked around as several dozen Juldo barred the doors and drew their weapons. They knew Hector was coming. They knew it and they were prepared.
“You know the assassin?” Mona hissed and dug her cracked nails into my arm.
“Uh, sort of?” I didn’t really know him at all. He had been with Hector, but he seemed super reluctant to be around me. Then he’d just disappeared, and I hadn’t seen him since.
She glared at her thighs. “He’s the last of his kind.”
“Is he?” That was a stall. I didn’t want to tell her about Hector. I didn’t understand myself.
“He’s why we’re here. Or at least why I am.” She looked back up and nodded toward the master. “He’s trying to make more.”
More? Juldo were made but I didn’t think Chyn had been made the same way. Then again, I didn’t know how Hector had been made like him.
“Born,” she whispered. “He thinks Shadow Born are born.” She rubbed her belly.
My eyes widened. “Are you…?”
She shook her head as her face went pale. “It hasn’t worked. But it hasn’t stopped him from trying.”
“I don’t think it works like that,” I murmured.
“I don’t think so either. But I can’t get pregnant.”
I searched her face, but she didn’t look sad. After holding my little Prin, I felt sad for her though. I couldn’t imagine being barren. But looking around, I got why she wasn’t sad. I wouldn’t want to get pregnant in this place. Especially in the way she meant. Had she told him to spare herself?
“Does he know you can’t?”
She laughed sadly. “Yes, he won’t listen. He doesn’t understand that some humans can be infertile. He thinks I’m lying. But he’s tried it with some of the other girls too. It hasn’t worked with them either.”
“I’m so sorry, Mona.”
She shrugged and rubbed her arms, pulling her knees to her chest. “I told him hoping he would just kill me,” she whispered. “I hated him for refusing me.”
I ignored her stiff state and wrapped my arms around her. I thought I’d gone through hell on Heraterran, but I didn’t even know the meaning of it. This girl did. “How did he get you?”
“I fell asleep watching TV one night and… I don’t know what happened. I just woke up here.” She rocked as I held her. “I thought it was a nightmare at first. I kept thinking, ‘I’ll wake up, it’s not real,’ but I never woke up.”
I sucked in a breath. TV? She had been here since before the invasion. That was over seven months ago! Did she know? I couldn’t bear to tell her. I didn’t want to take away anything that might keep her from turning into one of those women with the dead eyes. I had a feeling they knew. I had a feeling they had been taken during the chaos. Maybe even more recently, when the earth was just starting to rebuild.
Mona stiffened and trembled in my arms, her eyes fixed on something outside the cage. I looked over my shoulder and saw a hooded figure step out of the shadows. It was Chyn.
He pulled the twin swords from his back and swiped at the oblivious Juldo in front of him. His head barely hit the ground before Chyn disappeared and cut down another Juldo across the room. Someone shouted, and the Juldo spun around.
Then Hector was there taking every Juldo guard by surprise. He stepped out into the center of the room and took on every Juldo that came at him. The way he cut through them one by one was beautiful and so deadly. His eyes locked on mine as shadows bled from him and surrounded the Juldo circling him.
“How did I beat you here, Vyr?” Chyn chuckled as he kicked and sliced the arm off a Juldo.
Hector shook his head. “I had a plan.”
“To sit on your ass?”
“For stealth.” He growled and spun, severing the head of a Juldo behind him.
Chyn grinned. “You are stealth. Stop doubting yourself.”
Hector ignored him and made quick work of the other Juldo. Then he was kneeling at my cage and crushing the lock.
I tumbled out into his arms and wrapped my arms around his neck, my legs around his waist. “Prin?”
“She is safe.” He kissed down my neck, breathing me in.
“Your Guhuvin informed me I was needed to save the master’s hide.” Chyn sheathed his swords.
Hector spun with me in his arms and glared at Chyn. “Why do you protect him? Kill him now and end it.”
“I have a plan,” Chyn grinned darkly. “For stealth.”
“I don’t get it. You guys just took on, like, forty Juldo by yourselves and didn’t even break a sweat.” I looked at Chyn, bewildered. I didn’t like all of this death in my life. I hadn’t since the invasion. But the Juldo Master was, like, the king of bad guys. If anyone deserved it, it was him.
Hector sighed. “A master must be challenged before death. If he dies before his time, it would be a blood bath for the throne. But Chyn does not want to challenge him. He doesn’t want the throne.”
“So what? You just keep letting him enslave, murder, and abuse everyone?” I didn’t understand.
Chyn looked at me coldly, and I shivered. Something was wrong with him. There was no compassion in his gaze. He didn’t challenge the master because he didn’t care. Hector rubbed up and down my spine.
“I will not take the throne,” Chyn said. “If I eliminate the master, I would be sending my brethren into another war.”
So he cared about his brethren, just not the rest of us.
I had a thought in that moment. One that made me feel guilty. Hector could do it. I’d seen him fight. He could kill the master. But then he would stay here. Forever. And I didn’t think I could raise my baby here. It felt too dangerous. Hector looked at me knowingly. I saw nothing but understanding and love in his eyes.
Chyn sighed. “If the master is to live another eve, you may want to free the Dahk.”
With that, he stepped into the shadows and disappeared, not once sparing the suffering women a glance. Hector stepped forward, and I stiffened.
“I can’t leave them,” I whispered.
Mona was still in her cage. The door was wide open, but she didn’t even try to come out. How terrified did a person have to be to willingly stay in a cage? I never wanted to feel that kind of fear.
Hector growled something under his breath then sighed. He kissed my head. “I must leave you again. I will be a back before you can call for me, understand?”
I nodded shakily. He stepped back and disappeared. I licked my lips and clenched my fists. It was five seconds before he was back in front of me with Borv and Jyn, who dropped to the ground, groaning and gagging.
“Up,” Hector growled. “Free the females.” Hector walked to the door the master had disappeared through and slid a sword through the bars, barring it. “It will not hold them for long.”
Jyn stumbled to the cages, but Borv hesitated. He lifted his hand to his ear and spoke quietly. Then he looked at me.
Hector chuckled. “Does your king hesitate to bring more females to his home, or is it that they are human?”
Borv shook his head. “We can return them to Earth if they wish it. But taking them from here will start something with the Juldo that cannot be undone.”
“You’re not going to save them?” I asked Borv, shocked. I hadn’t expected that from him. Uthyf yes, but not Borv.
“Of course, Veeveen, but I must report to my king first. Tahk is awaiting his orders now.”
“That will take too long.” I growled and stomped over to Jyn. He was coaxing the women out of their cages, but a lot of them were refusing. He just looked too scary. I held out my hand, standing beside Jyn. I would get those women on Tahk’s ship myself. “It’s okay, he won’t hurt you.”
A few crawled out, but some of them were whimpering and shying away. I looked at my cage, at Mona. She watched us with distrust in her eyes.
I rushed over to her. “You have to help us. We don’t have a lot of time. Mona, they might listen to you. Please.”
She trembled and eyed me nervously. but she slowly came out. She eyed Jyn as though he was going to attack her, but her quiet whispers got the other women to come out. I saw unconscious ones Jyn had to pull out. He looked worried and he was gritting his teeth the whole time, but not once did he hesitate. Eventually Borv joined him, then we all huddled in the middle of the room.
I looked around for Hector and noticed him missing. Spinning around, I panicked until he stepped out of the shadows by the door, his face murderous. The door behind him was shaking, but the sword held it closed.
“I’ve taken out their flank, but I cannot get close to the master. I won’t be able to control myself.” I nodded and grabbed Hector’s hand when he came over to me. “You must decide now, Dahk. Allow the females on your ship, or I will commandeer it myself.” Hector glared Borv down.
Borv scowled and growled into his comm then shook his head. “The king is not responding. Let’s go.” He walked to the doors and sighed. “Move quickly, females. My commander will not be able to hold them off for long.”
“You can do this,” I told the shivering huddle. “They won’t let anything happen to you.”
The back doors burst open, and the women screamed. Borv thrust open the throne room doors and shouted for us to go. The women ran out ahead of Jyn and Hector, and I took up the rear with Mona. Lasers were fired and women screamed.
Hector growled and spun. “Go, I’ll catch up.”
I hesitated and he shouted again. I had to trust him.
Outside was chaos. I didn’t know where Tahk had come from or when he got there, but dozens of Dahk were fighting on the ground and several flyers were in the sky, shooting clusters of Juldo trying to reach us. One of the flyers shot down and opened its door, and a Dahk was waving the women inside. They screamed as they ran and several fell, but Borv or Jyn or another Dahk was there to help them up. Borv had a woman over his shoulder and so did Jyn, but there were too many of us. At least twenty girls were running in the middle of a battle.
Dahk flew from the sky and scooped up the screaming women, flying them straight to the ships. I was almost there when Mona screamed in pain behind me. I spun and saw her being dragged by her hair back to the castle. I jumped onto the Juldo’s back, clawing at his face. He dropped her, and she attacked him from the front. When he went down, we grabbed each other’s hands and ran again. Something burned my thigh and I stumbled, rolling on the ground.
I heard Hector shouting my name, then he was in front of me, scooping me up. Mona’s hand was still clutched in mine. The world spun and faded, then I was on my knees in a ship beside Mona while we barfed and dry-heaved all over the floor.
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We got out. I didn’t know how we’d done it, but every one of us had made it. The Juldo had been taken off guard when Tahk showed up, shooting them down. And it had been pure chaos as the Juldo scrambled to defend their castle.
I was currently lying on a cot as Hector patched up the burn on my thigh. A Juldo laser had grazed me enough to burn away several layers of skin, but I was lucky enough to still have my leg. Hector growled and cursed as I cried through the pain of cleaning the wound, and Tahk was eyeing Hector nervously.
“You got them all?” I asked Tahk again.
He nodded. “Every one of the females is on board.”
“You’re sure?” I pushed. It had been so hectic. We could have left someone behind.
“All are accounted for. Jyn made sure.”
I looked at Mona huddled in a corner across from me, clutching her knees to her chest. She was terrified of the Dahk and I couldn’t blame her. They had terrified me not long ago too.
“Is Uthyf mad?” I asked.
Tahk looked away and scrubbed his face furiously. He was. I wanted to shout tough shit, but I knew that wouldn’t go over well. Uthyf had his reasons, even if they were cold. He had a planet full of his people to think about. But I couldn’t have left those girls to that fate. The dead Dahk king had brought the Vitat invasion on us, opening us up to this kind of suffering. They owed those women to at least try to save them.
“I want my baby,” I told Hector. I wanted to get back to her. My breasts were leaking, and I knew she would be crying for me. I needed to check on Gus. Something had happened to him when they took me.
Hector nodded and helped me stand. Mona’s head shot up, and she looked at me with terror in her eyes. I knew Tahk wouldn’t let anything happen to her.
“I have to go get my daughter, Mona. You’re going to be okay with them, I promise.”
Her chin wobbled, but she nodded and tightened her hold on her legs.
“I’ll see you soon, okay?” I said. After she nodded again, I stepped into Hector and held his waist. I didn’t like the freaky shadow mist thing, but it was the fastest way to Prin. “Will I barf again?”
Hector looked at me and grimaced. Great. But I held my breath and nodded.
It was quick and I barfed again, but I could hear my baby, so I quickly got control of my stomach. I stumbled to her as Hector held my waist, and I sobbed when she was back in my arms. She was red-faced and hysterical. I plopped on the bed and lifted my shirt, feeding her my breast. She struggled to latch on, too upset to realize my milk was ready for her, but once she did, she suckled greedily and calmed. I sighed a gust of relief and looked up. Hector was in front of me and glaring at the two Dahk by the door.
“Yilt?” I smiled and sniffled. He was standing, and he was alert. His wings were bandaged, but he looked so much better than he had days ago.
“Veeveen, your daughter is as radiant as you.” Yilt bowed and thumped his chest.
I laughed shakily and grinned.
Gryo nodded and stepped forward, drawing my attention. “A beauty, yes, but I would like to study her reactions further. I believe her distress stemmed from your absence. It is quite fascinating.”
“Hey, Gryo,” I smiled, too happy to be irritated by his curious nature.
“I will return you to your world,” Hector muttered and went to grab them.
“So soon?” I asked, sad. I hadn’t seen them in so long. It felt like months.
“Your mate just delivered a babe,” Gryo grumbled. “She needs further care.”
Hector sighed and glared at Yilt.
“I am not leaving,” he said firmly and crossed his arms.
“I want them to stay,” I told Hector.
He growled. “You need rest.”
“We will allow her to rest,” Gryo said. “Come, Yilt, we will find our own accommodations.”
As soon as Yilt opened the door, Gus was there, trying desperately to squeeze himself through the door. His eyes were locked on mine and he was whining so high my ears hurt. I gasped as I spotted the blood on his fur. I stood up and walked to him. But Hector lifted me off my feet. He walked me through the door and crouched down. Gus’s tail wound around my waist and rested on Prin’s bottom.
Yilt and Gryo left reluctantly. Hector glared at Ferhen. “I will have the healer tend to the Zythen after he is more willing to leave your side.” The bird man grinned and winked at me, then he followed them out. I relaxed against Hector and sighed, petting Gus until his purrs filled the hallway. I was exhausted. And I was officially sick of being kidnapped.
Hector held me tight and rested his chin on my shoulder. Silently, we watched our daughter drink her fill. When she was finished, I cradled her against my neck and kissed Hector’s hand as it smoothed across her crown.
“I love you,” I said sleepily.
He murmured his love for me, and I drifted to sleep, content and warm and fearless.
✽✽✽
 


When I woke, I was in bed with Hector and Prin. After feeding her, we wasted no time loading the ship again. Gus seemed even more distressed than before when I saw him again. He was whining and his tail was slithering back and forth between me and my daughter, unable to fully commit to either of us. But his injuries were wrapped and we got him in the ship, then we were leaving the moon and headed to Home World.
Hector was flying the ship alongside Ferhen, and Gryo was fussing with his tablet. Yilt sat next to me and gazed at my daughter with wonder in his eyes.
“To think she was inside your womb and came out a tiny human,” he murmured. “She did not get a proper blessing.”
That did make me sad. The Dahk birth blessings were beautiful. I had wanted that for her. I didn’t have any true family on Home World, but I knew my friends would have made it special.
“May I bestow her with mine?” he asked shyly.
I’d always imagined Peyton would be first, but Yilt deserved the honor just as much. He’d nearly died to protect us. I handed her to him with a smile.
He bent to her head and placed his lips on her crown, whispering to her for a long moment. When he pulled back, he held her to his chest and sighed contentedly.
“You are happy?” Yilt asked me, looking at Hector’s stiff shoulders.
I nodded. “He makes me so happy.” I smiled when Hector’s shoulders relaxed, but Yilt’s lips twisted sadly. “You’ll find your girl.” He looked at me with reluctant humor.
I hugged Yilt’s arm and set my head on his shoulder. Hector stiffened again, but I didn’t move from my friend. I relaxed as he whispered nonsense to my daughter. Eventually I had to feed her though, and I lay against Gus to do so, drifting in and out of sleep as we made our way through the stars.
When we finally landed, I was practically vibrating with excitement. Hector was stiff and I knew it was because he didn’t like being here, but I figured now that we were back, I could figure out something with Gryo so I could still help Dahk mothers while Hector and I had a private, safer home of our own.
The door to the ship opened, and my bestie was waiting in the ice for me. I squealed but walked carefully down the ramp instead of running like my feet wanted to. I had my daughter in my arms after all. Peyton, however, did not use caution, and Tahk scooped her up before she could slip on the ice. We hugged and cried and stared at my Prin and hugged and cried some more.
“You had a baby!” she shouted, startling Yilt enough to cover his ears.
“I know!” I squealed, making Tahk cover his.
“Oh my gosh, she’s so beautiful,” she gushed and grabbed Prin’s little bundled-up hand. “How was it?” She looked down at my legs.
I grimaced. “You don’t want to know. It’s better going in blind.”
Her face paled, and I chuckled. It was worth it though. No amount of pain could have ever deterred me from reliving that first moment of holding her in my arms all over again.
A loud thumping shook the ice and Peyton gasped.
“A Zythen?” Tahk asked, his lips curled in disgust.
“He is bound to Veeveen and her Pryn.” Yilt chuckled. “Be relieved it is not a female for our world would be overrun.”
Tahk shook his head and sighed.
I dropped my hand, petting Gus as he whined again. All the new faces were making him anxious.
Peyton looked past me and up at Hector. Her eyes shined, and she nibbled her lip. “I’m Peyton, your sister.”
She rushed around me and threw her arms around his waist. Hector was stiff, but he didn’t push her away. I smiled at him, and he nodded in understanding.
Peyton wasn’t his real sister, but I had told him all about her. How while he was falling in love with me, he claimed her as family. I could only hope they would manage to form some kind of bond that would satisfy her loss of her big brother.
Hector and I walked into the castle hand in hand. Our little girl was in my arms as we reunited with all of my friends. The last time Hector was here, he had been hurt and unconscious, and when he left, deep down, beneath all the hope and prayers, I’d never truly thought I would get him back. I guessed in a way, I had been right.
Hector wasn’t coming back, but Vyr was here now, and he carried pieces of who Hector was with him. And that was okay. It still hurt. It probably always would. But he was alive and with me and I was so grateful for that.
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The assassin stepped into his rooms on his moon. It was quiet. Too quiet.
It was strange. He had hidden there for so long alone, but such a short time with Vyr had changed the place. It no longer felt like his reprieve. It felt like a shell of what it once was.
Chyn sighed and stepped into the shadow. The master had summoned him. The fool had taken the female, despite his warning. Chyn despised not following through on a threat, but in this, he hesitated.
He had not lied to Vyr’s mate. Chyn did not want the throne. He wanted rid of this place and the honor that bound him to his brothers, but he had not found a worthy successor. Not until Vyr. But the Shadow Born would not accept the throne. He’d refused, as Chyn knew he would. No, he was not honor-bound as Chyn was. He would fade away into the Dahk’s world, with his mate and the life he’d created before he became what he now was.
It would not last, Chyn thought. The gods would not allow it. But Vyr never had struggled under their control as the assassin did. They were too weak to grasp the young Juldo’s mind, but Chyn was ancient and their hold on him had been forged long ago.
Perhaps Vyr would fight it long enough to escape their prison. But Chyn was fading more and more as time went on. Nothing would be left of him before long.
Vyr had taken him and the gods by surprise. There had not been a species true enough to be born in Shadow since the age of Chyn’s past life. But the Latari were long extinct.
The Gods urged Chyn to take another human. Birth another Shadow. But it was risky. Chyn could choose one who would be worthy to lead his brothers, but what if he could not fight the gods as Vyr had done? Chyn could not bring another Shadow into this world like his past Shadow brothers. They had been volatile, and Chyn himself had put them down. He would not bring new life into this world only to smother it.
But if the master found out the secret of Vyr’s awakening? Chyn would need to eliminate the master before he accomplished it. Whether there be a successor or not. Chyn would not allow it.
Take one, the gods said. Breathe new life into the shadows.
Chyn gritted his teeth and stepped into the master’s chambers.
The master stood, fear in his eye. “I would have had him,” he grumbled.
“You would not,” Chyn spoke, the gods bleeding through his voice. “He is not yours to control.”
“The Dahk have declared war.” The master grinned. “You will stand by and let your kin fall at their hands?”
Chyn glared at him. He knew Chyn would not fight alongside him. The Juldo were not what they once had been. Chyn turned away.
“I know of where you go in the far moon of Latari,” the master called gleefully.
Chyn stiffened.
“Did you think you could keep them from me?”
Chyn clenched his jaw and let the shadows bleed from him.
“I will hunt every last one of them if you do not fight alongside me.”
Chyn turned and faced the master.
Perhaps Chyn did not need to find a successor for the throne after all.
Chyn grinned menacingly. The master paled.
He would just bring him to heel.
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“The Juldo Master has gone dark,” Firyt spat in the dungeons of the castle.
“Not here.” Hull growled and pulled him into a cell. He glanced behind them for any of the king’s spies lurking about.
“He has not responded since his last request.”
Hull gritted his teeth. “When was last you spoke to him?”
“The eve before the commander returned with all those human females.”
“Did he not say he would be advancing on the horizon?” Hull asked, agitated. The master should have already arrived. It had been several sunrings since the commander had returned.
“Yes,” Firyt hissed. “But where is he? The Houses have been on edge for sunrings. We cannot catch the king unawares unless he is preoccupied with war.”
Their plan was falling apart. At first, they’d thought to kill the king in his rooms as his brother had been. Suspicion would then be turned to the assassin. But Uthyf was not his brother, and he’d caught the Dahk before he could carry out his task. At this rate, they would actually need the assassin to throw him off his throne.
“Send someone to meet with the master,” Hull ordered.
Firyt swiped his claws through the air. “No, the Houses are wavering. They fear the king is too suspicious.”
“He knows nothing,” Hull growled low.
“Nirde’s betrayal has his mind turning to you,” Firyt accused.
That huktbores coward. Nirde was told not to return after handing over the female to the Juldo, but he could not stomach the trip to Juldoris. He’d feared the master enslaving him. The assassin had hunted him down. As did the human Shadow Born.
Hull knew Uthyf planned to coax the human Juldo to their side to fight for his female’s new home.
But his presence on Home World was already too dangerous. If Hyctoor chose to fight for the king? The master would lose. He did not have the assassin on his side.
“Then go yourself. The master must be made aware of the king’s new Shadow Born ally.”
Firyt blanched. “And what if the master has abandoned his plight to war?”
Hull chuckled. The master would not abandon it. He was too greedy for battle.
“Go, Firyt, I will rally the Houses,” a voice spoke from behind them, startling them.
Alyn stepped into the light, her smooth crown shining in the glow of the toyl stone. Hull bowed to the king’s consort, as was their way, but he paid her a different reverence.
Firyt bowed and left, unwilling to deny his future, chosen, king’s daughter.
“The king will miss your presence,” Hull admonished gently.
Her smooth face smiled serenely. “He is busy with the humans.”
“I fear you may need to step in with the king, Alyn,” Hull said softly, captivated by her beauty.
“I told my father I do not have any reservations.”
“He worries for your safety.” Hull took her hand to guide her from the dark prison. Alyn’s father would hesitate to use his daughter to assassinate King Uthyf, but perhaps he did not need to know.
She looked at him, a gleam in her eye. “I lay with him, Hull. He will not suspect me.”
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For weeks, we were all on edge. I watched the sky, half expecting hundreds of Juldo ships to invade. But they never came.
But that wasn’t the worst of it. The Dahk had finally had enough. They learned of the fight on Juldoris, what Tahk and the others had taken from there, and they had divided. Very publicly.
Uthyf and Tahk were in endless meetings. Fights broke out in the streets every day. Uthyf had a special unit of warriors to enforce a new curfew in the town below the castle and the closest cities. He was traveling more and more, constantly trying to put out fires all over the planet. But it was no use. There were officially two camps on Home World: those that welcomed us, and those that wanted us gone.
Tahk reassured us again and again we wouldn’t be thrown out, but it didn’t help ease our nerves. Linda and Nick were seriously discussing hitching a ride back to Earth for Star’s safety, but Linda didn’t want to leave her daughter. And Peyton wasn’t leaving. This was her home because it was Tahk’s. Bailey was getting nervous and talking about sending Nathan back, maybe even leaving temporarily herself, but Fihk and Olynth were needed here and they couldn’t bear the separation.
The only one who seemed at ease was Hector. He was calm and happier than he had been in those first days. He had carved out a life for us here and didn’t seem inclined to leave it. He had no fear of the Dahk. And I guessed if you could turn into smoke and drop them all with it, that made sense. He didn’t leave me alone though. He was always by my side.
Uthyf had been trying to coax Hector into working with them, but outside of conferring with them about the master, he wouldn’t hear of it. He didn’t want to fight the Dahk’s war, and I couldn’t blame him. He would be fighting his own kind, and I think a piece of him balked at that.
We had a house near Bailey, Fihk, and Olynth. I couldn’t move near Peyton. Partly because of the massive volcano she was walking around on, but also because of Oyka and my other mothers. Oyka was due soon, and Lyr was bringing her to me nearly every day. I offered to let Gryo go there in my stead, but Oyka wouldn’t hear of it. She chose to stay with her in-laws a few ice fields away from us so that it only took her a few minutes on a flyer to get to me.
My House was the unofficial Dahk midwife office. Hector was my guard while they visited, and he seemed content to watch our daughter and me while I took care of the mothers-to-be. Everything that had seemed so hard and frightening before was so easy with him there. I could still be the healer I wanted to be and keep my daughter safe. I could even still see my family, now that Peyton was staying with us while Tahk prepared for war and Bailey was so close.
Peyton was a terrified mess most of the time, and I felt guilty in my comfort. Tahk reassured her, but she knew he may have to leave on Dahk One. And she was growing more pregnant by the day. We couldn’t seem to pin down her due date, and I had a feeling when it came, it would take us all off guard.
Everyone’s nerves were all over the place, but I was happy. I had my Hector back—not all of him, but all that I needed—and I had my little girl. Who had her daddy wrapped around her tiny finger.
I looked down at her and smiled. She had fallen asleep at my breast, and I stood to place her in her cradle. She was finally sleeping through the night. And I was finally six weeks post-partum. I had big plans for my man when he came to bed.
He hadn’t understood my need to wait, but he’d respected it even though I saw the raw hunger in his eyes every time he looked at me.
I looked over at Gus as he collapsed on the floor beside her cradle. “You can stay with her, but no barging in my room tonight.” I pointed at the floor firmly. He whined and closed his eyes. I sighed. Gus spent most nights in Prin’s room, reluctant to leave her side. But lately he had been barging in my room every time she woke up, even if she was lying there content. He didn’t care, he didn’t like her alone. It was sweet but also annoying. We couldn’t shut our door because he would just break it down, but I needed it closed tonight.
Closing her door softly, I stepped into our room. Our House was in a cave, like all the other Dahk’s, but it was at the base of a mountain, due to my family’s lack of wings. Hector had made one other major change in the home’s design—all the balconies had solid doors that locked. He said he would know if an intruder broke in, but he knew I felt safer with them closed, and it made our home significantly warmer for Prin.
I jumped in the bath and rinsed off, leaving my hair dry. Hector was downstairs with Ferhen, who had arrived yesterday for a visit and bringing a message for Uthyf from the Guhuvin King, and Yilt, who’d worked surprisingly hard to befriend Hector. They weren’t exactly bros, but they got along, and Hector trusted him more than anyone else.
It helped that Yilt no longer looked at me with longing in his eyes and instead had a warm smile for my daughter and me. With the new humans—those who chose to stay—I was working hard to hook him up. But the girls were in rough shape after Juldoris and were sequestered in the castle.
Mona was kind of their liaison, always helping the others and making sure they had what they needed. But sometimes I thought she was hurting the most. She was jumpy and barely ate. She couldn’t bring herself to trust any of the males, and sometimes she was too quiet.
Those first few days, I had been worried. We didn’t know how the Dahk would take a large group of new human women. And though the outside world raged and denied them, Uthyf had really cleaned house, and the warriors that were allowed to remain in the castle were gentle and patient with them, earning their trust with distance and kindness.
There was one major rule though. No touching. Uthyf didn’t want to take the chance of another Pythen mating inciting the locals, and though it burned and grated on my feminine ideals, I had to agree with him. The situation was too volatile right now, and none of those women were in a state to go through a Pythen mating rage.
I dried off and pulled from my wardrobe the silk shift I had bought in Ilynda months ago. I’d never intended to wear it for anyone, but it held special meaning to me. Hector had been unconscious and I’d thought of him when I bought it. Thought of him waking up and seeing me in it and immediately remembering our life together. It was silly. I didn’t believe a nightie would actually trigger his memory, but that I had the chance to wear it for him was exciting and made me happy.
I smoothed the tight fit down my chest and thighs. My breasts were practically popping out thanks to my milk, but my stomach was only a little squishy bump now and my ass looked awesome in it. The shift stopped at my thighs, with slits all the way up to the bottoms of my breasts. I did a little shimmy and combed my hair.
After I was done, I rearranged myself on the bed a few times, getting comfortable. When he finally shadowed in, I was lying across the bed on my back, my knee cocked to the side and my hands in my hair, thrusting my breasts toward the ceiling.
Hector stopped and ran his eyes down my body. His fists clenched and he stepped toward the end of the bed, his jaw ticking. I panted heavily as he watched me, but he didn’t move. Dragging my hand down to my thigh, I played with the hem and bit my lip.
“Is she asleep?” He rasped.
I nodded and licked my lips, my eyes snagging on his straining pants. He took a deep breath and turned away.
I sat up, shocked. “Where are you going?”
He took a deep breath and fisted his hands again. “To check on her.”
“No, you are not.” I jumped up and stood on the bed. “You always wake her!”
“I do not,” he grumbled.
“Yes, you do! She knows it’s you the second you walk in the room and then she’s up for hours watching you!”
He huffed and went to turn again, but I leaped from the bed into him. His arms came around my bottom, but he took my weight, not even rocking back.
“You’d rather leave all this?” I asked and waved down at myself. He could do his father-daughter stare-down after he ravished me damnit!
He looked down and swallowed, his chest rising heavily to press against mine. “What?”
“I’m trying to seduce you and you’re not taking the bait,” I growled and wiggled up his chest.
“You are?” he asked, his eyes fixed to my smooshed chest.
“Didn’t you catch the come-hither eyes? The vixen breast thrust? I licked my lips!” I gaped at him as he watched me silently. “How about this?”
I grabbed his face and pulled it down to mine. His eyes flared a moment before my lips met his. I licked the seam of his lips and he opened, driving his tongue into my mouth. My toes curled along his thighs and he growled and turned, dropping me onto a long table against the wall. Pin’s diaper cloths and lotion bottle fell to the floor as he thrust his hips against mine, pinning me.
“There you go.” I gasped as his face dived into my cleavage and he licked the skin there.
He growled deeply. “You are healed?”
I nodded. “We’re good to go.”
He tugged at the hem of my shift, tearing it.
“Wait, wait.” I clawed at the straps, dragging them down my arms. The cold air hit my breasts, and my nipples pebbled.
He went for them, sucking deeply. I groaned below his rough growl but winced as I felt my milk drop. I was worried it would gross him out, but it seemed to have the opposite effect. He was starving for it. He quickly moved to the other breast, licking up the escaped drops there, then he left my breasts to lick along my belly. I dragged the nightie up my hips and wiggled when his fingers trailed along the crease between my thighs. He dropped to his knees, and my core clenched hard. It wouldn’t take much for me. I had been missing this for weeks.
He didn’t make me wait. He dragged my bottom to the edge of the table and hummed as he sucked and licked my lips. His hands spread my thighs, and he heaved hot air against me as he looked at me with a fevered gaze. He nipped my thigh once, startling me, then dived back in, sucking my clit into his mouth hard. I cried out and bowed, curling into him. Once, twice he sucked it between his sharp teeth, and I broke apart, biting my arm to keep in the scream I wanted to let loose.
I was shaking and panting as he stood and tore at his pants. I went for his shirt, and we fumbled with both until his glorious chest was in my hands and he was thrusting into me. I bit his pec as he filled me and his hands squeezed my hips tightly. He curled over me and cursed into my hair, then I was up and pressed against the wall.
His hands went to my ass, and my legs curled around his hips. I dug my toes into his thighs and bounced upward then back down. He cursed again. I gasped as he hammered into me. His left hand left my ass and cradled the back of my head as he pounded inside me. My hands dug into his shoulders and my core cramped in near pain around him. He snarled and tilted me until my clit was rubbing against his pelvis. I chanted his name, both of them, delirious and whining.
“Now,” he snarled and hammered inside, grinding down.
I exploded on a shout, clawing at him, my toes curling into his thighs. He roared and I felt it in my core, dragging out my release.
I heard it just barely over my panting as I slouched against him. “We woke her.”
Gus whined and the door shook but thankfully didn’t break.
Hector hefted me up and slipped from me with a curse. He walked me to the bed and laid me down. His thumb snagged on my lips, then he was licking them open and caressing my tongue.
“I’ll get her,” I murmured when he moved away.
“She calls for me,” he said smugly. “Sleep.”
“Okay.” I closed my eyes and melted into the bed, listening as he opened her door.
“Hush, Princesa, I am here.” There was a whine and a rustle. “Move beast.”
I drifted to sleep with a blissful smile on my face.
✽✽✽
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“How many do you want?” she whispered in the dark, her fingers tangled in my chest hair.
“A team of sluggers.” I grinned at the ceiling when she groaned.
“Seriously, how many?”
“I am serious, mi amor. I want a team.” I looked down as she groaned into my chest again, before her giggle broke free.
“Boy or girl?” She smoothed her hands up my chest.
“A girl. With your wild hair, and the eyes my mamá gave me.”
“I want a boy. One who looks just like you.” She kissed my chest.
“See? We need a team, that way we both get what we want.”
“Are you going to pop them out for me?” she asked sweetly, pinching my side.
“Oye! Watch the talons, mujer.”
She sat up, and I groaned as my cock hardened inside her with renewed life. She wiggled, and I grinned.
“When do you want one?”
I tilted my head. She seemed nervous. My baby was rarely nervous. She was keeping a secret from me. I chuckled. She didn’t know that I already knew.
I smoothed my hand across her soft belly, relishing the life I’d put there. “Whenever you’re ready, princesa, I’m ready.”
She blushed and looked away. I loved when she blushed. She was exceptionally sexy when she got shy with me. I tried hard to bring out that blush as often as possible.
“You want to have my baby?” I grinned and thrust into her tight pussy.
She clenched around me, and I groaned. She nodded and smiled at me, clenching again.
“Woman,” I warned.
She clenched again. I growled and rolled her under me. She giggled, and that just wouldn’t do. I lifted her thigh high and pressed it to the bed. She bit her plump lip. My hand trailed up her other thigh, and I pinched her clit between my knuckles. She whined, her blue eyes growing glassy in the way I loved.
“Let’s start now,” I teased and thrust forward.
“Hector,” She laughed and groaned as I flicked her pretty clit. “You’re about to leave.”
She didn’t want me to worry. But I would, whether she told me now or waited until my birthday. But I would let her have her surprise. I had one of my own for her. This would be my last tour. I wouldn’t re-enlist and leave her alone with my daughter. It was time I stayed home.
“I want to see you get fat,” I teased her. I loved her body, and I would love it when it was swollen with my baby.
She scowled and wiggled, tearing another groan from my chest.
“I love you, mi amor.” I thrust into her, relishing the lust in her eyes. “Mi vida. Eres mía para siempre ahora, princesa.”
Her hands curled around my head and pulled it down. “So are you,” she whispered to my lips.
Then she shattered around me.
I jerked awake, hard and throbbing. Vivian stirred against me and I looked down, marveling at the feel of her. It felt like the dream but not. I was different. In the dream, I’d spoken words of a language I didn’t understand. Yet I still knew what they meant. I looked at my mate and could recall her laughs and her sighs in a place I had never been, yet they felt familiar.
I saw her on a street as the skies poured down around her.
I saw her in a home, unlike any I had seen, laughing with people I didn’t know, yet felt their absence like a hot searing pain in my chest.
I saw her in a reel of images of a life that was no longer mine, but I could feel and taste the things around me. In all of them, she was there. The focal image. The center of my mind.
The memories were fading, just out of my reach. But the dream was strong and did not waver.
Vivian’s fingers smoothed over my now furless—no, hairless— chest.
How many do you want?
I swallowed thickly and rolled her to her back.
She groaned and looked at me, blinking the sleep from her eyes. “Baby?”
I pulled her thigh high up and pressed it to the bed. She bit her lip. I trailed my hand up her other thigh, pinching her nub between my knuckles, and I watched her blue eyes grow glassy. In the way that I loved.
She smoothed her hands up my chest.
Groaning, I sank into her heat. She clenched around me. Her hands curled around my head, pulling my mouth to hers.
How many do you want?
The End.
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Glossary
Pythe: The female vernacular for a true mate in the Dahk species.
Pythen: The male vernacular for a true mate in the Dahk species.
Pythen Mating Rage: An affliction the male, Pythen, endures when he finds his Pythe. He becomes feral, loses his mind, and enraged beyond his control.
Pythen Mating Ceremony: After a Pythen loses himself to the mating rage he is chained for long periods of time to honor his Pythe. This is to allow him to become worn, lessening his strength and rage, so it is safer for the Pythe during their first mating.
Dahk: A purple-grey skinned alien species. They are an honorable warrior species and led by a King and his House. The throne is passed down through their royal genetic line. Description: Over seven feet tall, on average, Purple and deep grey skinned, with armored plates and ridges strategically placed on their bodies as a defensive trait. They have very large wings, claws, and fangs as offensive traits. Their ears are large and pointy, flattened to the side of their skulls, and they have horns that curl around from their upper temples to the back of their crown. Dahk are built for dark surroundings, sunlight an irritant.
Vitat: A carnivorous alien hive species. A Queen at the helm, controlling their minds. Description: The Vitat are over seven-eight feet tall, on average, and white―nearly translucent―skinned. As offensive properties they are fast, and have claws, and their featureless bulbous heads have a mouth that splits their head open from one side to the other filled with several rows of razor-sharp teeth. They have no sight, and they pick up on sound through vibrations, they also have a sensitive palate. They track their prey through sound and a sense of smell though their mouths, using organs in their mouth that collect small organisms in the air. 
Juldo: A warmongering species. Their mechanics contain a disease that will allow them to infect other species and change them Juldo. They are led by a Juldo Master who earns his title through a challenge. Description: Juldo are large varying between six and eight feet, and in some cases larger, this often means a Juldo is close to succumbing to the virus. They are a red-skinned species with large incisors. Both traits are a result of the infection. They alter their bodies for battle and offensive traits with nano-mite tech. The nano-mites are also essential for their survival, without them the virus would grow in strength, eventually killing the host.
Juldo Made: A term used by the Juldo and other species’ for the process and end result of infecting another species and turning them Juldo.
Shadow Born: A Juldo Assassin. Their ancestry is unknown. The Shadow Born were believed to be eradicated by the Old Juldo Master hundreds of years ago after they became too powerful and hard to control. A Shadow Born is believed to be so formidable it would take an army to destroy him. They are not as dependent on nano-mites, but it is unknown why. The Juldo are secretive about their Shadow Born and their capabilities.
Kilbus: A raiding species. They are led by one lord for thousands of years.
Xixin: A feline species. They are currently ruled by four brothers, four kings, the first to share the throne in their royal line, until they challenge each other for the throne. They males mate several females in a pride until a challenger takes his place in the pride. Description: Their height ranges between six and seven feet. Their females are known to be larger than the males. Their color ranges from dark shades of brown to deep gold. They have a great deal of fur to protect their skin from the elements of their home planet, as well as large incisors and claws as offensive traits. They have excellent night vision and an extraordinary sense of smell.
Guhuvin: An avian species, they are known for their skills of flight. They are a peaceful species but are fiercely protective of their home and nests. Their Guhuvin steel is highly sought after throughout the universe. They are led by a king and his flight captains.
Zythen:
Sexless species. Protectors by nature, they bond to a being they deem defenseless.
Galactic Order: A large group of alien species’ joined in an alliance.
Galactic Council: A group of twelve seats of different species by invitation alone. They enforce Galactic Law throughout the members of the Order.
Home World: The Dahk’s home planet. Dark due to their dying sun. It is known for its various types of toyl stones. The Dahk use them to light their homes and for trade with other species who use them as a fuel source.
Ilyndahdus: Warmest landmass on Home World.
Ilynda: Home World’s trading city. (Outside of Ilyndahdus)
Juldoris: The Juldo home planet.
Hugund: The Galactic Order Outpost. Home to various species, Hugund was built among the moons and the remains of the Orders’ chosen home planet. The planet died hundreds of years ago for reasons unknown.
Heraterran: Scorching planet filled with multiple species, known for its slave auctions and unlawful trading.
Battler Games: The Juldo fighting games. Species throughout the universe travel to watch the games and the slaves of the Juldo forced to fight.
Rite: Dahk burial ceremony.
Hima: Dahk word and interpretation of their ‘ear’. Also referred to as a hima canal.
Galactic Vernacular for telling time:
Sunring- ‘Day’, Sunspin- ‘Year’, Dimtide- ‘Hour’, Spin- ‘Minute’, Click- ‘Second’. Actual times vary from species to species based on how their time is judged.
Dahkish: Dahk Ancestors. Often used as an exclamation of surprise or great emotion. 
Huktbores: Galactic curse word. Often used to express anger, surprise, or rage.
Yula: Galactic vernacular for ‘Star’.
Ruhasha: Galactic vernacular, meaning ‘Treasure’ Or ‘Prized’.
Shinre: Guhuvin Vernacular, meaning 'great mother'.
Dahk Hierarchy: All Dahk are ruled by one King. His House the ruling line, passed down from each generation. A King has a personal council that will aid him and give him guidance during his rule. He will grant his chosen members of his council a ‘Rise’, placing them in their position. He will Rise a Commander to lead his army. A Dahk Commander will also have a personal council. He, too, will hand-pick its members and grant them the ‘Rise’. A Dahk House is their immediate family and those they extend an invitation to join. A House is comprised of a ‘First Father’ and several of his mates that his own ‘First Father’ have matched him with. These mates have their own hierarchy, ‘First Mate, ‘Second Mate’, and so on.
If there’s something here you don’t see and want added, or more detailed. Hit me up at author.erinraegan@gmail.com
Thank you for reading Juldo Made!
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