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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
To my sister: You are awesome. Seriously.
To my husband: None of this would have happened without you. Your sacrifice for our family has allowed me to fulfill a dream I had no idea was possible. Thank you isn’t enough.
To my son: Keep being you, kiddo. I love you oodles of noodles. 
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Prologue




Juldoris:
Juldo slave encampment.




The Juldo assassin slunk through the shadowy camp. He did not hide his presence. He made it known he had arrived, and the very air cried out in whistled terror of the Shadow Born.
There was no light there. The Shadow Born Assassin did not mind, the Juldo thrived in the dark. The blue light of nano-fused locks shone against bars of Guhuvin steel cages. Species of all galaxies moaned and begged in pathetic cries for release. Their wish would not be granted. Some would be shipped off by sunrise to other planets and sold at auction, others transported to the Juldo gaming grounds to be initiated into the Battler Games. The Juldo would use the pitiable creatures for sport and to hone their skill. The unlucky would be used in the labs where new tech was tested.
Chyn had been to the labs only once in his ageless life. He did not wish to witness such carnality a second time. It turned the stomachs of the most hardened Juldo war-born, but it irritated the assassin and caused him to feel bone-tired of the long time past. A senseless feeling. There was always endless amounts of time.
A female Boutin reached out a slightly slick tentacle to grasp at Chyn’s steel arm. Her face was torn in anguish. Without water, the Boutin dried out, slowly shriveling. He batted her away and hissed. She shrunk away from him in a cry of terror. He did not feel pity. He felt nothing for the slaves of Juldo. They were necessary. Nothing more than cattle.
He kept to the shadows, skulking his way to the Juldo Master’s tent. The Master was here to meet Chyn, but also to acquire a rare slave. A Human. A rare slave indeed.
None traveled to Earth’s sector. It was too far. Not near worth the risk of the Galactic Order’s interference. But humans were very valuable. To obtain one was easy, for the species was primitive and weak. But if the Order caught word―the humans were not worth the consequences to most slavers. But a few still risked it for the reward of a human sale.
A human slave was whispered in the wealthiest of sectors, coveted. Rare enough that their worth far outmatched any that the Juldo ordinarily acquired. The Master had been searching for a human for some time. To request a meeting here with the assassin? Seems he found one.
Chyn slapped open the tent flaps and stepped inside. Two of the Master’s guards grunted at the sight of him and turned away. They would not interfere with his presence, no matter the slight he committed by entering without approval. They would be dead in clicks.
One entered a back panel and came back out, the Master on his heels. “Shadow born.” The Master waved him back.
Chyn ignored the distrustful glares of the guards and stepped into the Master’s chamber. It was bare, save for a large table and a slave. The human slave. A female. She was strange looking. Pale-skinned, her crown covered in long fur. The color of it would startle any Juldo, but not Chyn. He merely noted its bright flamed color. It glowed in the firelight, like a burning star. So similar to his duller shade of skin. What little of it he had left, so covered was he in nano-mite tech.
The naked female was bruised and bleeding all over. Shivering in the cold of the Juldo planet―Juldoris. Her lifeblood dried and caked on her limbs. Her dull blue eyes, the color of starlight, stayed glued to the dirt floor. The chain around her neck kept her in a hunched kneel. She was damaged, already. Captivity and harsh treatment had broken the creature.
The Master would give the female far more injuries before she perished. He was not known for his gentleness. Quite the opposite. His tastes were depraved.
“Report,” the Master barked, attempting to block his view of the small slave. Chyn regarded the Master’s threatening stance. Foolish, Chyn thought. So foolish to covet such a weak thing.
“It is done,” Chyn said plainly, his scarred throat cracking from the rare use. Its dark resonance startled the female, and she stirred, looking up. Her cloudy eyes catching on the assassins scarred throat. The Master scowled, wincing, and shifted in front of her once more. Chyn chuckled silently.
The Master looked away. “You are sure?”
Chyn flashed fang. “Do not question me.”
The Master flinched at the sound, then scowled, but did not do so again. He would not. Chyn would have his nano-tech gutted from his body before he could.
“Your payment is with my guard,” the Master began. “How was it done?”
Chyn nearly sighed. The Dahk King was dead, what did it matter? The politics of planet rulers were petty. Always trying to defeat the other, whether by power gain or unseating the other. It was not for Chyn to get involved. But he was the Shadow Born. Assassin. If he was paid, it was no matter to him the reasons the Master wanted the Dahk King dead. Another would rise in his place. The brother no doubt. Or he would be overthrown by another Dahk House. Then the Juldo Master would come calling to him once more, just as he did for the Old Dahk King.
“The King was weak. A simple mark. His guard was unaware of my presence.” Chyn’s voice grew huskier the longer he spoke. The Master braced for every word. He would need another supplement after this meeting. His voice had been unused for too long.
“Yes, but did he beg?” The Master’s eyes gleamed with feral light. The left eye, full of nano-mite tech, whirred wildly in anxiousness. Ah, so it was personal this time around.  Again, foolish. The Juldo Master may rule, but he was full of weaknesses. He would not hold his power long. He would be defeated as soon as a worthy opponent coveted the supremacy.
Had Chyn had an eye to rule, he would have taken out the Old Master easily. Far easier than this one had defeated him. There was not one Juldo alive that could defeat the Shadow Born. But he did not. He preferred solitude. He would spend his endless life alone.
A Juldo, but not.
Chyn held no ill will towards the Dahk or their King. He would not dishonor the King’s death by telling of his begging and pleading in his last moments. Chyn glared at the Master until he looked from him once more. Submitting.
So. Weak.
How he came to rule was outlandish. A Master can only be dethroned by a challenge. Chyn knew the Old Master. He was a fierce opponent. He was also wise and fair, often making moves to end the Juldo’s pillaging and slavery. This Juldo standing before Chyn could not have defeated him. There were cowardly schemes afoot.
Chyn ignored this thought, too. It was not his to worry over. He cared little for even his own species. They were savage and brutal. Warring and raiding across the universe. Not that he was any different. He was Shadow Born, raised Juldo. But the Juldo were without honor. Not as they were in ancient times as he remembered. Times when Chyn rose in the armies. Thinking himself privileged to serve the Old Master. Those days were long gone. He did not wish for such simple-minded things now. He was born of shadow and night. And he bowed to no one.
“Very well.” The Master gritted his fangs and backed away. He would not expose his back to Chyn. The first wise action he had witnessed from the Master since he called on him. “The Dahk will retaliate.”
Chyn did not care. They would look for him. But they would not find him. None could.
The Master huffed in frustration. “War is coming. Will you not join your kin in battle?”
Chyn did not dignify the ridiculous request with an answer.
The Dahk would not be taken down so easily. The Juldo would succeed, no doubt. The Dahk were worthy opponents, but they could not hold up against a full-scale Juldo attack. Many would be lost on both sides. The Master’s reasons did not seem sensible. The Dahk were a solid ally. Why invade?
But the Juldo were a warmongering species. Power drove them. And Chyn did not want power. He would not join them.
He turned and marched to the tent flaps.
“Wait.” A small voice whispered in the darkness. Chyn stopped, surprised it was not his translator that allowed him to understand. She spoke Juldo. It was rare and caused him to pause, but he did not turn to the small human. “Help me.”
Her plea was tortured.
And directed at the wrong male.
Chyn left.




Chapter 1




Peyton




My forehead thumped against the cold glass to the rhythm of the ship’s engines. Staring out, stars and clusters of bright lights zoomed by. We had been traveling on Tahk’s battleship going on two weeks now. Not that I could tell time from their strange symbols and the lack of a sun or moon. But Yilt had said it was the fourteenth sunring―days― of travel. We would be on Home World in two more days. It felt much longer than fourteen. Though that could have been because Dahk days were longer than humans, but I thought it was more the monotony of space travel. I had explored the ship from top to bottom. Inside and out. I hung around Vivian when the loneliness got to be too much, and when she was too stressed or sad herself to entertain me, I bugged Colt. The old man had been having a hard time on the ship. Flying wasn’t good for him, he’d said. Plus, he didn’t have his gun club or his gas station. The man was used to being busy. Here, there wasn’t anything for us to do.
It was driving us all insane. Hector and Ford were still unconscious. At this point, Gryo had his eyes on them all the time. Constantly checking his instruments. And he froze them. I shivered. That was a strange thing to witness. Hector had been dying when we left Earth, but during the trip, he actually had died. Gryo managed to bring him back, but he was freezing his and Ford’s injuries to try and keep them alive long enough to get to the healing vats on Home World. Their bodies were covered in little patches of ice. Like popsicles.
Viv was barely hanging on. She was spiraling down into despair. She cried fitfully at night in the bed we shared, only to wake up and hold vigil at Hector’s side until one of us convinced her to sleep again, usually Yilt. I tried to distract her with my own woes, but it was getting harder and harder to pull her from Hector’s side. She was thin to the point of being frail. Her hair limp, and her face drawn in devastation. I could sometimes get her to come with me to annoy Colt, but lately, she was preoccupied with worry when she left him. Even away from Hector, she was still right beside him.
Most of my time was spent with my chickens, Noodle, and Frederick. They were the only pieces of home I had left. My pottery wheel was destroyed in the crash, along with all my clothes and other belongings. I had to wear overly large tunics, and pants rolled up so far it was uncomfortable. Or long gowns of the female Dahk, that were so tight I thought I’d bust open like a can of hammered biscuits if I so much as moved.
Those girls were damn skinny. I wouldn’t have thought so with all their muscles, but my rolls proved me wrong. My stomach pinched in the silver gown I wore now, just the idea of eating anything would rip it. My ass was straining the fabric so much the seams were widening. And don’t even get me started on my boobs. Hoo-boy, those suckers were smashed down.
Not that the Dahk minded. Those guys were a bunch of horny teenagers when they got a look at Viv and me. Whatever reservations they had of our human physical characteristics were long gone after the first few days. With so many females on board, we got tastier and tastier to them. Vagina was vagina after all.
Not that a single one of them would make a move with Commander asshole around. But when he wasn’t looking? There was a ton of eye fucking going on. It made me nervous to go anywhere on my own.
So, I mostly stayed in the hull with my animal friends. Feeding them and talking to them. They were excellent listeners, especially Frederick. Not Noodle, though. He was livid with me. He didn’t have a proper pen for his girls. Jilly was distressed all the time. And the Dahk were going in the pen they fashioned out of old crates all day and night for the eggs. Who knew chicken eggs would be such a huge hit with them? All this combined with the fact that Noodle hadn’t seen the sun for so long―my rooster was murderous at the sight of me. I had pecks all up and down my arms and had to stay well away from Jilly, or I worried he would peck me to death.
I sighed and turned from the window to sit on the edge of the bed. Viv and I shared a room now. It was small and plain. Not a single personal item lying around. It felt cold and sterile. I itched to leave, but Tahk was out and about, preparing for our arrival. I didn’t want to see him any more than he wanted to see me.
Things were very tense between us. His anger with me nearly rivaled my own. I was so pissed at him. He took me from my home. Not even caring what it would do to me. He just snatched me away, like it was totally normal to kidnap a girl from the only planet she’d ever known. And him, well every time I glared at him, every time I shoved his hands from reaching for me, every time I denied his closeness, his anger grew and grew until he could barely stand the sight of me.
We hadn’t come close to each other in days. When one of us saw the other, we turned and ran the other way. And speaking? I hadn’t spoken a word to him since the day we left. I let my silence speak for itself.
Yilt said Tahk was hurting from being denied, that a mate could feel physical pain from the loss after too long. He talked about consequences and mating rages, and blah blah blah. I usually tuned him out after that.
I wasn’t stupid. I knew a mating rage was no joke. I survived one after all. But, I also knew it wasn’t as bad as the first one for him. More like little tremors compared to a giant quake. Or that’s how I looked at it. I had no real proof he wasn’t going to go all psycho and mount me.
And frankly, I had my damn reasons for screwing him the first time. Those reasons were gone now. He made sure of that. I couldn’t just get over my anger and let him slake his lust. How was that fair? There would be no saving Earth as a reward this time. No going home. All my hopes hung on Fihk now, and he wasn’t here for me to manipulate with my body. Not that I would.
I had loved Tahk. I really had. I couldn’t just turn those feelings off, but he sure did enough damage taking me from earth to have me questioning every single moment of falling for him. But I couldn’t turn to another. Dahk were still aliens to me, but Tahk had been different. He had been mine. No other Dahk would do. I wanted him all those weeks ago, nobody else. I would be a spinster from now on. That sounded much better than dealing with arrogant, know-it-all, you-will-do-as-I-say Commanders. He could take his edicts and shove it.
He wasn’t the Tahk I knew anymore. He hadn’t been the loving, protective, Tahk I fell in love with since his King died.
So, if he suffered the mating rage? Why should I care? It might have been selfish of me, but my pride was wounded, dammit. My feelings were hurt. I was scared and depressed, and I didn’t know what else to do with all those bottled up emotions as we hurtled through never-ending black space.
Besides, he had Filiya to take care of him, I thought hotly. The damn female was all over him lately. And I never saw him turn her away. If anything, he let her pet all over him while he watched me with angry eyes. He could stare all day. I would not give him the reaction he wanted. This girl was not jealous. No siree bob. Nope.
She could have him.
I gnashed my teeth together and stormed to the door. I would not hide in here a second longer. If Tahk didn’t want to see me, fine, let him go hide. He brought me here. He could damn well deal with me.
I slammed my hand down on the panel that opened the door and stormed out of the room, my hair flying, and the skirts of my long dress tangling around my bare feet. Yup. No shoes. My others were too far gone to save, and the Dahk had mammoth clawed clown-feet. They didn’t even know what shoes were.
Yilt was adorably confused the day Vivian tried to ask for them. He watched her keenly as she showed off our torn sneakers, observing all the details of them avidly, and then rushed to find replacements. Unfortunately, the best he could do was little sacks of cloth he shoved hard boards inside. His stitching was horrendous, but we patted him on the back for effort, then giggled ourselves silly when he left with a proud tilt of his chin. That was days ago, and my feet were raw from the cold floors ever since. Viv did try to wear the shoes, but she tripped more than they helped her, so we ditched them.
Yilt was crestfallen and had been trying to fix them ever since.
At least he tried. More than I could say for some butthurt aliens.
The sweet shoemaker found me in the hallway as I stomped to the great hall. “How are you this eve, Pehytohn?”
“Fine,” I growled and walked around him.
“You do not look it.” He rushed up and tilted his head in question.
I stopped and sighed. Yilt was just too innocent looking to be mean to. “I’m going stir crazy.” I tossed my frizzy hair over my shoulder. Oh, what I would do for a brush. And conditioner. Deodorant. I was using a damn blade to shave. It was like a massacre of legs and pits every time I showered.
“Ah,” he clapped his beefy hands together loudly, and I jumped. “Entertainment then. Come with me.” He clasped my hand and tugged me down the hall.
“Where are we going?”
He winked and sped up.
We rounded a corner I knew to be close to the hull and came to a side door that had Dahk symbols carved into it. I had been here already. It was a huge room that looked like a mini arena. It held about a hundred bodies on a balcony that wrapped around a deep dip in the floor. There were stands of weapons and targets and a bunch of other things I had no idea how to use. No one was in there the last time I had seen it, which was not the case now. The balcony was packed full. And down below in the pit were four Dahk. Three of which I didn’t know. But I knew the other.
Tahk stood in the center, the other three circling him. He was bare-chested and sweaty. His muscles heaving as he fought off various attacks. Every dip and curve of his muscular perfection was on blatant display.
I stiffened and scowled at Yilt. He flushed sheepishly but pushed me through the crowd. Dahk grumbled and growled but moved to make room for me close to the railing.
My breath caught as I got closer to him. He really was magnificent. He moved so fluidly. His muscles bulging and releasing in time with his graceful movements. His skin-tight leather pants molded to his backside perfectly. Displaying all its glory. I swallowed hard.
Tahk suddenly lunged and flipped over an opponent landing with a dramatic flair, his wings spreading wide. His nostrils flared, and his head shot up. His silver eyes narrowed, pinning me to the floor, then flushed hot with hunger. My nipples tightened.
Oh man, maybe humans could have a mating rage too. 




Chapter 2




Tahk




My mate watched me in the battle ring. I felt her bright eyes run up and down every hard-earned divot of my build. My spine prickled, and my member hardened fast and painfully. Huktbores, I needed her. The mating rage had been plaguing me for sunrings. Dahk suffered when denied from their mate. Or so I had been told. I was prepared for the initial mating rage. History of our species prepared me. But this? I had not anticipated the severe effects of the loss of her attentions. I was not at such a loss of control as before. But I was barely holding back. I stayed up all eve, quarreling with myself, wanting to rip away her door, take her from the bed she hid away in, and toss her down and mount her. I would make her beg. She would writhe beneath me, pleading for release.  I would make her suffer for denying me. Then I would reward her for the gift of her tight canal.
Syn chuckled and swiped a blade at my flank. I barely avoided the blow. “My lord, you are distracted by your luscious mate’s presence. “Borv, I believe we have a shot at taking the Commander out, now.”
Borv answered the insufferable novice with a kick to my back. I gripped his heel bone and twisted. Borv grunted as he landed face down on the floor. “Do not underestimate him,” he coughed and flipped back to his clawed feet. “He is distracted, but now we are at greater risk. He will perform more efficiently to win back her favor.”
“Hmm. What say you, Wohn?” Syn twirled a dagger through his claws and grinned. “Can he focus on the threat, or will he allow the scent of her need defeat him?”
Wohn charged me from behind. His claws gripped the base of my wings and twisted. I roared and lunged for him, my claws clasping his own wings and tossing him through the air. He landed with a smack against the wall. Wheezing, he laughed, “I say he is still our Commander for good reason. His skill is unparalleled, but his Pythe draws the attention of every virile male near her. Perhaps she will aid us with the hunger she incites.”
My gaze hazed with fury. Syn guffawed and backed away before I could tear him limb from limb. “But that would do the opposite! He is enraged, now. Protect your manhood elder, or you shall lose it.”
“Look at her. She is strange, yes, but enticing with her exotic curves.” Borv flashed fang and dove at me, his claws gleaming.
I stabbed him with my own and kicked his legs out from beneath him. He groaned clutching his bloody arm.
Syn’s grin split his face as he helped Borv from the floor. “Yes, she would lure the most controlled of Dahk. Perhaps we should aid her this eve. She must be suffering all alone in her rooms, without a mate to slake her need.”
I roared and charged at him. He spun and lifted a staff tipped in Guhuvin steel. Barely raising it in time to block my blows. My breathing grew erratic, wrath coating my senses. They spoke of my mate as if she were theirs for the taking. She was not. No other would have her but me. Ever.
Wohn met my next attack with one of his own, and Borv charged again from the side, syn now using his staff to attack rather than defend. My clawed heel dug into the unforgiving floor, grounding me as I fought off the barrage of attacks. Borv landed again face down, and Syn blocked my next blow to his face, countering it with a hit to my chest.
Wohn grinned and ducked my swipe, spinning away and lunging back from me. “A female such as that surely needs the attentions of more than one mere Dahk. It would take the three of us to sate her. Then she would be ruined for the Commander. Worth it. But his rage? I would not wish to be the center of it after.”
“Cowardly, old warrior.” Syn chortled and whacked me across the thigh. “To hold that supple backside would be worth the pain.” I gritted my fangs and pummeled him in the stomach. He coughed and backed away.
“Her honied scent surely indicates how sweet she would taste.” Borv dove on my back and wrapped his arm around my neck. I snarled and grasped his horns, flipping him over me and on to his back. Lunging on top of him, I dealt a hard blow to his face. Twice. And then once more.
Syn took his place holding my arm back and crowing in my ear. “Look at him! He is enraged. So little provocation and he has left his rear unprotected.” I flared my wings to push him off. He grunted but held on tight. “Would it be this easy to restrain you once you witnessed your Pythe―bare and well sated in my bed?”
I howled my fury and lunged backward, throwing us both to the ground. Syn wheezed a laugh and rolled as I spun to face him. I stood and stomped towards him, lifting the young male by his neck. My claws punctured hide. And I hurled him at Wohn who was barely able to charge me through his own laughter. The two males collided and fell in a tangle of limbs.
“Foolish, Syn.” Borv drew his short swords. The steel whining. “It will not be your bed, but mine.” He grinned wickedly and slashed. I ducked and drew my own sword. Sword met sword, the steel crashing together.
The three together parried against me, insufferable grins on each of their faces. “Enough,” I thundered. “She is mine.”
“Is she?” Syn slashed at my wing. I roared, my neck straining from the effort. My face flushed with rage. I swiped his left flank and ducked, lashing my sword from the right, cutting across his chest. Syn stumbled back and looked to the shallow cut, wiping a claw through the thin stream of blood. “Finally, my lord. Training this morn was very dull.” He lifted his sword and lunged back towards me. “We thought you were losing your edge.” The others grinned as well and attacked as one.
We fought for many more spins. Until blood dripped to the floor and sweat coated our vision. After, I heaved in the center of the ring, my frame burning from the strain of the fight. Borv hunched over, catching his own breath. Wohn lay groaning on the floor, panting from a blow to the gut. Syn sighed cheerfully and leaned on his sword. “Now that was a match, my lord.”
My rage was still all-consuming. “You thought to provoke me?” I snarled. Syn was young but had risen in the ranks quickly. He was agile and fast. His frame lean. He had more fight left in him, his breathing even, unlike his mentors. I would take him alone and wipe that insufferable smirk off his face. I lifted my sword and glared.
“We worried our Commander was growing soft.” He lifted his own sword again, answering my challenge.
“Don’t.” Borv huffed and stood straight, wavering on his feet. “Syn, you cannot take him alone. You will shame yourself.”
Syn grinned at the wise Dahk. “You think me so untried? Perhaps, but I cannot refuse our Commander.” He swung, but Wohn grasped his arm, staying him.
“No,” Wohn wheezed a chuckle. “You are young yet, Syn. A fierce warrior in your own right, but not even Olynth could take him after we’ve worked him into such a rage.”
“Let the fledgling go,” I growled at my Lieutenant flyer. Borv sighed and shook his head. “I cannot let you kill him, my lord. He is one of our finest rapiers. We need him alive.”
“I will not kill him,” I lied. The Dahk would die for thinking he could take my mate. As would the others. 
Borv snorted. “I do not believe you.”
“Tahk,” Wohn called and glanced at the balcony I had avoided since first catching her scent. “Your mate has left. Did we not ease the rage plaguing you?”
I sighed. They had. I knew they intended to get me so worked up I released it in battle, rather than hunting her down. The rage I felt now was not of the need to mate. It was of their words. It had worked. But only for a time. I looked at the young Syn with frustration. “Rest, youngling. You will meet my challenge alone tomorrow morn.”
The fool grinned at Wohn. The older Dahk sighed and looked away. “I will mourn you, my foolish friend.”
Borv chuckled and slapped Syn on the shoulder. “Do not look so smug, Syn. He will not be so fatigued then. You will not last a spin.”
The two left with a bow, heckling each other.
“He is young and eager,” Wohn said thoughtfully. “But a skilled warrior. He will be a great asset under your Command.”
“He will.” I scowled at my old friend. “Do not think I will forget your own arrogant words.”
Wohn hooted. “Ah, but the look on your face, Commander. It was too easy.” He sobered and looked at the emptying balustrade. “Had we not distracted you, she would have found herself mounted in front of the entire crew.”
I sighed. I would have gone to her, had I not been so unfocused by their taunts. She smelled of need so strong it nearly plunged me into mindless lust. But my mate was very angry with me. With good reason. “Still, I will make you regret it.”
“Of that, I have no doubt.” Wohn looked entirely too eager to face me again in the ring. The Dahk was much older than I, having served the previous Commander when I rose. He became a mentor and confidant. I would have had him on my Council had he not refused. He was at the age of leaving my command but was not ready until the Juldo were annihilated. He still fought like that of a Dahk half his age, so as long as he wished it, he would have a place under my command.
Dahk lived long lives. Four times than that of my mate's species. Her own life would be prolonged as my mate, though I had yet to give her my lifeblood. The rites would need to be performed first. And I worried how such an act would change her. She would be the first Pythen mate to change as she was the first Pythe of another species. Gryo would look into it once we arrived on Home World, though he was confident it would not harm her in any way. Not that she would allow such an act.
I sighed again as Wohn left. I was now alone. The room cleared out. We would arrive on Home World tomorrow eve. My House and that of my First Father would be waiting. A celebration planned, but there would not be much to celebrate. My mate refused me. She withheld her affections. My House would not understand, and I dreaded the explanations.   
The first true Pythen mating in millennia and she could not stand the sight of me. It would not be understood when they saw her hatred. I worried about her, and how she would be disparaged. But I knew telling her of this would only be seen as an act to force her surrender.
I missed my sweet, yula. Her light was dull. All joy gone, when it took so long to get her to feel any at all while her planet was attacked. I knew she worried for her humans, her mam more than all. Fihk swore to find her, but even I had to admit it was a hopeless endeavor. Not only were the chances of her mam’s survival so low, but the odds of locating her were bleak. I would have loved nothing more than to do all I could to find her for my mate.
But, my King had died.
Assassinated in his own rooms.
The New King needed to be on Home World to prevent a global strike not only from the Juldo but of our own. Uthyf’s hold on the crown was faltering. He was an heir but had King Aryx had any younglings he would have only held the crown until they came of age. Now Uthyf must fight politics and greed to keep it. He was the Old King’s, Third Mate’s son. He was first in line, but his Kingship was at risk of being challenged. Earthside, he would have no hope of holding it. He needed to return immediately, and he was not safe traveling alone. As his Commander, I was his shield. No other could have escorted him.
I wronged my Pythe. I was not so fool-minded as to have not seen that. But what could I have done differently? Leave her? Never.
I could not be parted from her, and not because of a mating rage. No. My Pehytohn had my heart. I could not bear to leave her so far from me. In danger. No, I did what was necessary for her safety and that of my Dahk. But she would not have me explain my actions. She would not even give me her beautiful eyes. She held silent, not a word spoken in my presence since leaving.
And I was a Commander. My pride held me from begging on my knees as I had often wished to do in my weakest moments. No. She would need to bend in this. In time she would come around to see it my way. And then I would do all I could to make amends. Upon arriving on Home World, she would take the head of my House and I would honor her above any other.
Determined, I left to check the ship’s trajectory. The faster we arrived, the faster I could welcome my mate to her new home. I had not gotten but a few steps from the door before Filiya crept from the shadows.
“My lord,” she bowed deeply, baring her delicate horns for my eye. I looked away. Her wiles were not welcome at this hour. Or any other.
“What is it?” I walked through the halls. Her hind claws gracefully clicked along the stone floor as she followed.
“I wish to serve you,” she purred, running a hand down my arm. She had been taking more and more liberties these last sunrings. I was also at fault, for I did not push her away when my mate was near. I was a prideful Dahk, but that did not mean I could not sink so low as to tempt my ill-tempered mate’s jealousies. It had not worked. She turned further from me when she observed Filiya’s attentions. Now I would have to deal with the consequences of such spineless actions.
“Not now.” I would not rush from a female. I kept my stride even.
“This eve, then?”
“No.”
She huffed and pouted. her thin lips wrinkling. It was not adorable on the Dahk female as it was on my human. Her lush lips tempted me with every movement. But when they pursed for my kyss? I nearly groaned at the dream. This female looked angry and bitter as she did so. I crossed my arms when she reached for me.
She growled and rushed in front of me. “I’ve warmed your bed more than any other before that, that human, took you away. Now you will not have me!”
I rubbed my face furiously. This conversation was tiring. I had first reacted to her scorn of my mate with fury. When that did not work, I simply ignored her. But every day my mate withdrew further from me, this female thought to tempt me closer. It was true, she did attend me before Pehytohn, but I did not have the slightest desire for her now.
“I grow weary of this, Filiya. Leave me.”
“I will have my place in your House as you have promised!” She stomped her heel with the temper of a dahkling. How had this wretched female ever tempted me to invite her into my House? It would not happen now. I must have been mad.
“As I have said before, there is no longer a place in my House for you,” I growled and turned to walk the other way. I would take the back stairwell to escape this.
A high screech echoed down the halls. I stiffened. This behavior would not be tolerated much longer. I should have demanded she return to Dahk One with Fihk.
“You think your Pythe,” she spat heatedly, “will enter your House with your consorts? Have you given no thought to the practice of human mating? She will not have you now, but when she must share your bed with Nonya and Alyn? Your precious Pythe will not stomach the sight of you.” She laughed humorlessly. “You will lose her then, and I will not have you.” With that, she stomped away.
I had given it some thought. Human matings were typically between pairs, one male and female alone. As Veeveen and Hyctoor were. But that was not the Dahk way. Offspring were so precious, so difficult to conceive, males fewer and fewer as we left to battle our enemies in the stars. A Dahk took a female for his First Mate, and then a Second, Third and even some cases a Fourth. I had one mate. My Pythe. But that did not mean I did not have Consorts. In fact, Nonya was to be my First Mate upon pushing back the Juldo. It would not have been for some sunspins, but she knew as well as I that she was to be chosen. I had thought my mating to Pehytohn would bring strong emotions from my First Mother, but I was a truly arrogant male not to have considered my consorts’ feelings. Nonya would demand to be taken as Second immediately, at the very least.
My consorts would not be happy. But they would learn their place or be removed from my House. I should have taken the time to explain to my human mate, but even then, I was worried she would pull away from me. Now I could not, for she would not listen, and if she did? She would never have me again. I smashed my palms into the wall. This was a mess. I would need to have my First Mother interfere. She could gentle Pehytohn to the ways of the Dahk.
I continued to the command deck. I would comm mam now, so she was prepared. All would be well.
But if so, why did I feel this deep ache in my gut? This dread?
I could not dwell on it any longer. Uthyf would need me by his side these next few sunrings.
Then I would woo my mate again and gain her affection and teasing once more. 




Chapter 3




Peyton




I sat in the great hall by myself the next morning. Yilt had tried to apologize after I ran from the arena yesterday. After I humiliated myself so spectacularly, drooling all over the balcony. God, Tahk was so hot when he was fighting. His amethyst colored skin was shining from exertion, and the flexing of his massive biceps had me ready to hop over the railing. I remembered vividly what those suckers looked like flexing by my head, or as he held my thighs wide open, thrusting―
I jumped when the fuzzy potato looking thing fell from my mouth. They were tasty but weird, like a hairy french-fry. Ew, that sounded gross. More like sweet potato fries but with a peach texture. Oh, but they weren’t fried. So actually, not like a fry, more carrot-like. Still, yummy. I looked around to make sure no one saw me wearing my food and then picked it out of my cleavage and popped it back in my mouth.
Dahk food was strange, but most of it was edible. I still tended to stay away from the meat, but their grown food was great. Yilt had told us that since we were on the ship, what they had was what would keep while they were away. Apparently, food on Home World was much tastier. I was dubious, cotton candy-pineapple-fruit was pretty good, but Yilt swore we would never taste anything better than a fresh picked goliv berry.
He was currently hunting down Colt. The man liked to get into all kinds of trouble when he was bored. Most recently he got caught snooping around the lower levels of the ship where they stored their spirits. And let me tell you, the Dahk’s alcoholic drink was waaaay different than a human’s. One sip of that bottle and Colt was wreaking havoc everywhere he went. When we caught up to him, he was attempting to ride Dao. He had climbed on his back and held onto the furious Dahk’s horns crowing for him to, ‘giddy up, and fly dammit.’ Quite the turnaround for a man terrified of flying. After we wrestled him away, he ran throughout the ship shouting about when he was in ‘Nam’, and ‘why were the walls glowing?’ Yilt had to intervene again when he tried to instruct several Dahk on the art of hanging upside down by their feet.
“They look like bats, woman!” He had shouted, “If they can’t sleep upside down what good are those finger-toes for?”
Apparently, Dahk were pretty touchy about manhandling. Colt had more than one crew member ready to tear his head off. It didn’t help that Bobo followed him around equally as intoxicated. Why Colt gave him that stuff, I had no idea, but the dog spent his time chasing his tail as fast as he could while wobbling.
They both eventually passed out after Colt sang a bawdy tune about all kinds of things that would have shocked the Dahk had they understood any of it. Bobo had howled along with the melody, then ran through his sleep all night―his legs pinwheeling in the air. 
They were not pleasant company in the morning.
We were due to arrive at the Dahk planet any minute now. The ship was in an uproar, the excitement of returning home palpable in the air. I ignored the happy faces and scowled at my plate. I was glad to get off the ship, but I was not happy about where we were going. Vivian was in the lab hounding Gryo about Hector as he prepared him and Ford to be moved to the King’s healers. Uthyf’s healers. The new King had been MIA since leaving Earth. I hadn’t seen him once. Yilt and Ryt said he was grieving.
Bobo barked and hopped up to me. He sat at my feet and put his paws on my thighs, panting. He eyed my plate eagerly. I sighed and put it on the ground for him. I was losing my appetite anyway. The dog scarfed it down in seconds.
“Ornery mutt! I been chasin’ ya all over this here ship!” Colt stomped towards me and glared at Bobo. The happy dog stared back, his tail wagging wildly.
“What are you wearing?” I eyed Colt’s excessive attire in surprise. Usually, he wore the same tunics I slept in at night but kept his old jeans. They looked tattered but held up better than Viv’s and mine. Now though, he had a thick pair of leathers over top of them, and more tunics than I could count. Over that, he had several long robes wrapped around him and tied to meet at his waist. His head was wrapped in towels as well as his neck and hands. I could barely see his face.
He looked down at himself. “What? The bat’s planet is colder than a witch’s tit. I ain’t got a coat. I found this stuff layin’ ‘round.”
“It is?” I hadn’t really bothered to ask about Home World’s weather. I was surprised Colt did. I was more worried about whether we could breathe. No matter how many times Gryo assured us we would be fine, I still expected to need astronaut training. The air was thinner but still fine for humans. Gryo was a little irritated when I kept insisting he couldn’t know that. He shoved a hand around my mouth and nose and clamped down. After seconds passed and I couldn’t breathe, I tried to shove him off, but he held on. He merely raised his brows and said, ‘You have been breathing successfully on the ship.’ Then he let go so I could gasp for the air I apparently had been breathing―alien air. If they breathed similarly on the ship, then I supposed it was the same on their world. I felt a little silly, but I wouldn’t be convinced until we walked off the ship and I didn’t shrivel or freeze or shatter into a thousand pieces.
One more reason to be pissed at Tahk. He had no idea how humans would adapt to their world.
If it was that cold, I needed more than this skimpy damn dress. I rushed to Dao as I saw him leave the great hall. “Hey, you think you can load me up with something warm?”
He stopped and turned with a face that immediately morphed from open and friendly, to downright hostile when Colt stepped close.
“Keep your britches on, I ain’t gonna fondle ya,” Colt grouched, glaring.
Dao eyeballed him dubiously and tucked his wings to the side, keeping his back from the old man. “Load you with warmth?” He continued to watch Colt.
“Yeah, like heavier clothes? I’ll freeze when we land.”
“Ah, yes, I will have something sent to your rooms. Veeveen will need heavier clothing, as well.”
“Cool, thanks.”
Dao backed away through the door before spinning and rushing out.
“You’ve got them all freaked out,” I told Colt, rubbing Bobo as he pawed my thigh.
“I don’t see what all the hullabaloo’s ‘bout. They act like they ain’t never had a hard night. I seen their stash.” Colt scratched briefly at his neck, moving the heavy towels around. “Need to loosen’ up.” He scowled down at his chest and began scratching vigorously. “I feel like a wrapped sausage. And it’s damn hot in here!” He shouted, startlingly several Dahk.
I bit my lip to stop the smile. “Why are you dressed like that, then? I’ll cover up when we’re closer.”
“That Hybolt said a few spins. Damn alien language. It’s minutes!”
“Not to them.” I looked at Bobo when he whined. “They’re trying. Some things get lost in translation. You should put in more effort to do the same.”
“Hogwash!” He stormed away to the serving tables and piled a plate. We might be landing soon, but Colt had to get in one last meal, I guess.
I sighed and left, waving Bobo away when he tried to follow. The familiar feeling of dread set in. We were landing so soon? I knew it was coming, but still, I was anxious about seeing the Dahk planet. Meeting their people? I knew how this would go. I had seen enough prejudice on Dahk One. Not everyone would be happy about the human hitchhikers.
I at least hoped they were better than us. Humans would have trussed up a Dahk and dissected them until there was nothing left. I knew Tahk wouldn’t let that happen, regardless of our current standing. It didn’t keep me from imagining it, though.
I walked into the room and found Vivian scrambling around. “Hey,” she breathed the first spark of excitement I had seen in days. “We’re almost there.”
I nodded. “Yeah, a few minutes.”
“He squeezed my hand, Pey.” She wiped tears from her cheeks. “Gryo said it was a good sign.”
“That is good!” I hugged her tight. She laughed and squeezed back. “He’s alive, and they’re going to fix him now.”
I hoped so.
“We have to dress warmer. It’s supposed to be really cold.” I grimaced at her skimpy clothes. We were both a mess.
“I know. Gryo said so. He gave me some stuff.” She pointed to the pile behind her. Between Gryo and Dao we would be wrapped up like burritos. I wasn’t going to complain. I liked all ten toes and fingers. No hypothermia for me.
We scrambled into the layers of tunics and robes. The pants were still too big, but we made do. Poor Viv stuffed her backside with towels so that they would stay up. “I have the butt I always wanted.” She grinned, waggling her eyebrows.
I snorted. “Your ass is the size of Montana.”
“Hey! Yours is bigger than mine!”
“You want some of it?” I stuffed my pants as she did and wiggled.
We laughed together. It felt really good. I missed my best friend.
Dao knocked on the door during our giggles, and we laughed harder when he saw our stuffed clothes. He wrinkled his brows before handing over more, then left.
“I feel like the marshmallow man.” Viv hobbled two steps before falling over on her back. Her limbs stuck out stiff. I felt the same. I could barely move. My arms stuck straight out, and I couldn’t bend my elbows.
I tottered over and held out my hand. She grasped it, but neither of us could grip the other through the towels wrapped around our hands. I sighed. “This won’t work.”
Viv rolled onto her belly and hopped her feet up. Yilt walked in as she was posed downward dog. “There you are,” he grinned. “I have procured cuhts!”
Viv gasped and fell back down. “Coats?”
“Yes, I have spoken to Ryt. Cohlt said a cuht is used for lower temperatures that are harmful to humans. Ryt is familiar with this attire on Findilian, and I have used the design to fashion you something similarly used by the Findilis.”
Findilis, more aliens. I hoped it was a long time before I met them or any others. I had met enough aliens to last a lifetime and then some.
Viv snorted. More handy work of Yilt. He really was sweet, but the coats were butt-ugly.  He had taken all kinds of leathers, torn them, and sewed them back together. Then lined the insides with towels and― pillows? It worked. They were bulky but not as bad as what we had before. The arms were too long, I think he used a pant leg, and they were tight around the breast area―seriously I was getting a complex, my boobs were not that big―but overall, they were warm.
“Shoes?” I asked hopefully.
Vivian scowled and shook her head. “This is great, Yilt, thank you.”
“My toes will freeze!”
“It was enough he made us these, let’s not work his skills too hard,” Viv gritted through smiling teeth.
Oh, Viv felt bad. Poor Yilt couldn’t make socks let alone boots. Her and her big heart. I would have laughed if she hadn’t seemed so serious. But seriously, what about my toes? Hypothermia on an alien planet did not appeal.
Yilt needed to be taught the art of knitting. On the other hand, so did I. Clean underwear would do a girl wonders right about now. I was too embarrassed to ask if female Dahk wore any. If vaginas were as different as our breasts were, I seriously felt bad for Tahk.
Not.
Besides, he seemed to know enough about it anyway.
Jeez, no thinking about Tahk and my vagina.
“No thanks necessary. I have brought the matter up to the Commander.” Yilt avoided my eyes as he said this.
Great. On second thought, who needed toes anyway?
I scowled and bared my teeth in a poor imitation of the Dahk. Yilt grinned at his clawed foot.
We grabbed a few towels each for our hands, neck, and head. I grabbed some for my feet just in case, and Viv watched me with worry. I shook my head. I couldn’t talk about it now. I had talked enough the last few weeks. Shoes were not going to get him anywhere with me.
Yilt took us to a room with the most beautiful view I had ever seen. The room had several windows and taking up every inch of them was a beautiful dark purple planet. It was massive. The purple light and dark shadows separated landforms and clear bodies of water. It was a lot like Earth, but it glowed. It was so bright, it nearly hurt my eyes. That might have been because there was no sun. The entire planet was surrounded by endless black and twinkling stars. There were three moons. Three pale lavender moons of different sizes. But no sun.
“Uh, Yilt?”
“Yes?”
“You guys don’t have a sun?” How was that possible? I thought all planets needed a sun. Didn’t planet stability and rotation and all that jazz become a factor? How was it not a million degrees below zero? I didn’t care how warm the fluffy coat was, I would freeze in seconds. It would be like the wooly mammoth. I would be frozen scratching my nose or something. Dahk would observe us for centuries. No thanks.
“Our sun died many millennia ago,” Yilt said as if that didn’t mean it turned into a red giant and blow them into the next black hole. Or wormhole. I regretted not paying more attention in astronomy.
“Human understanding is still very far from actuality.” I stiffened as the deep timbre filled the room. “Home World has dropped in temperature by great degrees, but there are many ways a planet can survive such a catastrophe. We have evolved as did our galaxy.”
I stared very hard at the purple planet. I would not look at him.
“How does it stay warm enough to grow things?”
Damn it, Viv. We were supposed to ignore him.
“Much of the planet is barren, but many life forms have adapted. There is ice, but life uses it as nourishment and the vitamins help it grow. There is also a small land mass that is quite warm due to volcanic emissions underneath the planet’s surface.”
“Where is it?” Vivian stuck her face against the glass, scanning the planet.
“On the other side, this will be your new home.” Tahk stopped close behind me. “It is where our House stands,” he murmured low to me.
Our House. Not his. Arrogant alien. My house was in Idaho.
“Cool.” Viv totally ignored the very palpable pissed off vibes I was radiating.
“I wish to speak with you,” Tahk announced grandly. If wishes were fishes―
Yilt bowed and reached for Vivian. She grimaced apologetically.
My jaw dropped. She was not leaving me right now. Given by how she shrugged I didn’t have much hope. “I have to get back to Hector.”
What low down, dirty―
I pinched the bridge of my nose. I believed her, even though she could have taken me with her.
“Talk to him,” she urged and squeezed my hand. “You’ll feel better, promise.”
Not likely, but I nodded, and she left. All alone with the bastard that betrayed me, I crossed my arms and glared back out at Home World.
“What do you think of it?” Tahk stepped up beside me and gazed out with me.
I had two options here. One, I could continue my silent treatment. Or two, I could suck it up and talk to the only alien here that may be able to keep me from being dissected.
It was tempting to remain stubborn out of spite, but, ― and it was a colossal but, ―my father didn’t raise no fool. I wouldn’t throw away his loving lessons now when I needed them most. So, reluctant affability it was.
“Yeah,” I said with accidental heat. I cleared my throat. Gosh, it was so hard to talk to him without shouting. I continued softer, “what makes it glow?”
Tahk visibly relaxed. A huge breath huffing out. “Toyl stones. They glow purple and cannot be mined very easily. Our fire-stones glow blue, and near our House, they glow golden which is what you see around you on the ship. They are much easier to mine.” That was cool, not that I would say so. I was not above being a little petty.
We were both silent a while. I had no idea what to say without crying all over him and begging to go home. I had done enough of that already. He made it very clear that was not happening.
“My mate.” He rubbed his face. I held in a snort. Mate? Mate, really? I hated that I used to love that. “I had hoped I may have given you enough time to come to see some sense. I have suffered your―”
WHAT?
Affability had left the building. I spun on him and shoved a finger in his face.
“Sense? SENSE?” I shouted and breathed the fire of the dragon bitch I was on the verge of becoming. “You have not suffered! Did you lose your family? Your home? Did I steal you away across fucking galaxies and light years from your planet? Did your mate betray you?” I shoved his chest with the tip of my finger, it hurt from the hardness of his scales, but I was too pissed to care. His eyes had widened, and his shoulders had stiffened. “No! You have not suffered! I loved you!” I hated the crack in my voice. Loathed the tears that stung. “You don’t hurt the people you love. And you hurt me. There is no sense in that.” I gritted my teeth and backed away from his reaching hand.
“Loved?” He searched my eyes. “This cannot be so.” He blew a large breath through his nose. “I am your Pythen as you are my Pythe. You have my heart. I will earn back this love, and you will see―”
“No, No Tahk.” I scrubbed at my face. “You can’t fix this with pretty words. You want to earn it? Take me home. Find my mother and save everyone we left behind.” I was nearly begging, and I hated him even more for it.
His face drew hard and cold. “This is not possible.”
“Then we have nothing to say to each other.”
“Lovely, I―”
“Don’t you dare call me that! Leave.” I pointed to the door and kept my face away from looking at the devastation slowly taking over his. “Leave, Tahk.”
He shoved his face in front of me. “You will enter my House and become my Pythe in all ways.”
“Leave.”
He gnashed his teeth. “Do not forget mate, you are mine, and I will have you again. I suggest you cease this nonsense before leaving the ship. Your new life is just beyond that portal, accept it.”
I glared with all the hate he caused in me.
I would never accept it. I would never be his again. I looked down.
There was a pair of booties sitting by the door. Little furred ones.




Chapter 4




Chyn




The comm call came late into the night.
Chyn sat up from his furs and looked around the bare room. It was dark and empty. Not a sound could be heard on the small moon he occupied save for the beep of his comm unit. He was alone. He scowled and snatched up the unit.
“I have a job for you.” The raspy voice echoed in his ear. Hidabron was the only being to have a direct contact line to Chyn. He set up jobs and funneled requests to him.
“Where?” He growled and reached for a supplement pack, ripping it open. The cool liquid poured down his throat, cooling the burn.
“Dahk Home World.” The ancient brigand sounded wary.
Chyn paused and swallowed. This gave him pause. Another hit on Home World? It was not the Master for he would have demanded a meeting unless he set a trap. It was not so surprising if he did, the Master may use Chyn’s skills occasionally, but he saw him for the threat Chyn was and would just as easily slaughter him if he had the capabilities. Which he did not. None did. 
“Who?” Chyn chugged the remainder of the supplement.
The voice answered, and if Chyn could feel such a thing as surprise, he would have.
It was no matter, it was a job, and he would do it.




Chapter 5




Peyton




Tahk’s enormous battleship slowly descended into Home World’s atmosphere. It was nothing like the little flyer we took to Earth. If I hadn’t been watching it, I wouldn’t have known. The floor didn’t shake a bit. I stood completely still, not even swaying.
I watched in total awe as the planet’s landscape grew closer. It was so beautiful. I had never seen anything like it. Not even close. It glowed this amazing purple everywhere. The ice was hard and very similar to Earth’s but tinged in purple. It looked like sparkling amethyst. Violet trees passed by. They were so tall and wide, their branches bunched and mushroomed at the tops. There were no leaves of any kind. Just sparkling violet ice dripping down like crystals. The buildings were stone, a lighter shade of violet. It was a glittering oasis. I had literally died and gone to a princesses heaven. I had to pinch myself―twice.
And then we docked on a large patch of ice, and I got my first look at the castle. I knew I would never be that girl living on a farm in Idaho ever again. The sight changed me on such a fundamental level my body vibrated from it.
Castle did not do the structure justice. It was amazing. Wonderful. It was by far the greatest thing I would ever see.
Covered in the same violet ice, glowing on the horizon―stars were reflected all over the castles surface. It was dark on Home World without a sun, but the toyl stone lightened it just like the ship, giving it an ethereal glow.
I had walked into a fairytale.
I hated I was by myself. If felt like a sight that needed to be witnessed together.
Viv would know, she would feel this with me.
I was staring at a piece of my father I thought I would never get back. It was the castle of my childhood.
I stifled a sob.
It was like he reached out and built it for me all over again.
I was devastated and elated simultaneously. I was a wreck.
Ryt found me like that. Staring out the window like all my greatest hopes and dreams lay out there, just out of my reach. He panicked and called for Tahk. And when he came running, I couldn’t summon a glare or word. I barely uttered a sound as he lifted me and carried me from the ship. 
I didn’t feel a single bite of cold. I felt so much more than that, seeing it outside for the first time. I just stared and stared, unable to be parted from it.
Viv lost her hold on emotion the moment she stepped outside after me. “Oh, Pey.” She grabbed for me, but Tahk wouldn’t put me down. Instead, he held us both as we sobbed in remembrance of the man who would have taken one look at that castle and declared ‘You want that bean? It’s yours.’
I heard him all around me. ‘You see that, princess? I’m still with you.’
Tahk held me as the Dahk filed out of the ship, he didn’t say a word except to order a flyer to the castle to hurry along the receiving party that would be on the way to escort us. It was then I came out of my haze. The Dahk he had spoken to stood on the ice, spread his wings and flew.
I hadn’t seen that since we first met them at Colt’s gas station. Dahk were fast. They flew high in the sky, cutting through the breeze quickly and efficiently.
Moments later we could see a dozen Dahk returning with him in the sky. It was then Viv shifted away from me. “I’m going to go check in with Gryo,” she pushed the scraggly hair from my dry cheeks and pecked me once before leaving.
“Commander, the King is getting anxious. He wishes to depart,” Ryt said, eyeing me in confusion. I must have made quite the scene, falling apart. The Dahk wouldn’t understand the significance, but I had a feeling Tahk did. I had told him about my father’s castle that day in Idaho. Lying in bed, cuddled together. When I had been blissfully ignorant of the danger holding me tightly.
He proved me right when Ryt walked away to help another Dahk unload a crate. “It is as your father’s molded castle?”
“So much like it. It looks like he came here and made it himself, sprinkling it in jeweled glass.”
“He stays with you,” Tahk hesitantly began, staring in the distance. “He has brought you here as I have.”
Now, I was not a superstitious person. I believed in logic. Facts. But even I couldn’t ignore the powerful feeling of divine intervention. If I could look past Tahk taking me, put aside Earth’s perilous position, and my own mother, I would have agreed with him. How else could my father have made an exact replica of a castle on an alien planet billions of light years away? If I had been that love-sick girl I was just weeks ago, I would have looked at Tahk and told him that yes, my father brought me here. He wanted this for me. He guided me right to you, and you to me.
But I wasn’t, and I couldn’t. Whatever higher power was interfering right now, well I wasn’t the only one in need of them. It was special, but people of Earth needed saving more than I needed a childhood castle made real. I would never forget it―for my father. But I would also not let Tahk use this against me, to get me to bend to his will.
My father may have wanted me here, but he would have been disappointed in me if I let any man, alien or otherwise, boss me around and take away my freedom and choice.
I couldn’t deny the tiny curl of unfurled hope, though. Maybe my dad sent me here, but maybe it was more than that. Maybe he was telling me it would be worth it, that Tahk would be worth it. That we would somehow get past this and everything would be okay. That we would fix what was between us, just as dad and I had fixed my broken castle.
So, I looked at my Pythen and released a small smile, for the moment, for the hope. “Maybe.”
Tahk’s face lit with surprised delight, and he opened his mouth to say something else but was interrupted by the Dahk landing in front of us.
“Commander.” The new Dahk scowled at me. He was nearly as tall as Tahk but not as bulky. His head ridges were cropped close to his skull, and he wore a long flowing blue robe.
“Lieutenant Hull.” Tahk scowled and turned from the Dahk, placing me on my feet. Then he tucked me into his side tightly. “Meet, Pehytohn, my Pythe.”
“Good greetings.” Hull glowered, not at all friendly.
“Good greetings,” I returned, holding back the sarcastic undertone. This was not a good start. This guy’s disgust of me was clear. How many would be of the same mind?
“Why were you not at the landing to greet your King?” Tahk glared at Hull until he looked away from me.
“We had not expected you so soon. There were preparations to be made.”
“You did not expect to receive your King? After his brother had died?” Tahk’s tone said clearly what he felt about that. He didn’t trust this Dahk. Neither did I.
“Where is the new King?” Hull flushed and looked through the crowd unloading the ship.
“Here.” Uthyf moved our way. Regal in his bearing. There was a bleakness to the cold countenance I had known him for. He missed his brother but had stepped up into the role with determination.
“My King.” Hull bowed along with the twelve odd Dahk with him.
“I will meet with the Council immediately. See to it.” Uthyf spread his wings and without another word, lifted into the sky. Hull sputtered and followed.
“Yilt. With me.” Tahk lifted me again and bent his knees.
“Wait!” I wasn’t ready to fly! Didn’t they have little ships for us humans? Alien cars? Horse-like creatures and buggy? I didn’t care what, but I would not handle flying like this well. I’d be just fine with walking.
“We must go.” Tahk bent again.
But I shouted frantic, “What about Vivian and the others?”
“They will follow shortly.” Then he launched us into the sky.
I screamed and clutched him around the neck. Tahk chuckled. “I have you, little human.”
“Don’t you dare drop me,” I shouted over the whistling wind, staring down at the ground that was so very, very far down.
His face scrunched with affront. The cold was hitting me now. My cheeks were sore from it, and I could barely feel my fingers.
I was not wearing near enough clothes. I should have stuffed my ass more. It felt like it was going to fall off.
As cold and frightened as I was, it was still amazing to see. So high up in the air, the castle cast a reflection all around the ice surrounding it, and in the valley below on the far side I could now make out an enormous village of stone structures in the side of a tall stone hill and scattered away from it. None looked like homes, more like open shops with Dahk filing in and out. It backed up against a large mountain drop. Dahk were disappearing and appearing from there, traveling to and from the village. I wondered if that was where the homes were. Down on the other side of the cliff. When you had wings, a cliff was no big deal. But I would not be going near that deadly drop.
“What’s down there?” I shouted in Tahk’s ear.
He cringed at my high pitch but nodded over there. “Home World has a great number of mountains. They have natural caves that we expand into homes. Some choose to live on land, but it is few. We stay from the harsh climates and gravitate towards the natural warmth of the center of the planet. The toyl is too hard to mine to build much. It is easier to use the formations naturally, and it will glow lighting the cave homes. We use a fire-stone to light the way when the toyl is not naturally in place.”
I wondered why the castle was built outside, for the most part only the far-left side touched the mountain, and just barely.
As we got closer to the castle, I could see the sky beyond it and the lavender moon taking up a large portion of the skyline. It was so much closer than Earth’s was, nearly quadruple in size, with a smaller moon off to the side. Looking just behind me, I saw the third moon farther out from the rest and in the distance a flickering light. It wasn’t bright, but still full of color that hurt my eyes after staring too long. It was a swirling cloud of rainbow colors, and I could see it was what aided the toyl in lighting the planet. Not enough to heat the surface but just enough to see the way. It was the first time I realized I would likely never see anything like sunlight again.
Only darkness.
I didn’t know how to feel about it. On the one hand, it was massively depressing, on the other, I gained the luxury of seeing the beauty in front of me. I would miss the heat though, the lazy days on the beach, hard work on the ranch as the sun beat down on me. Opening the windows in the morning to flood the house with morning light.
I turned from what must be the Dahk’s dead sun and went back to looking at the castle. Dahk were flying all around, and those on the ground stopped and stared, pointing up.
Uthyf landed while we were still in the air, and I watched as they bowed to him and thumped their chest.
“Stay with me at all times.” Tahk thundered in my ear. “Do not leave my side.”
I nodded. Seeing the hundreds of Dahk between the castle and the village, he would have to pry me away. I was not safe here.
Tahk slammed down, absorbing the blow in his knees, so I barely felt it. My feet had barely touched the ground before a large Dahk was stomping over. His face was hard, slightly lined with age. His ridges curved up around his flat ears to point and arrow towards the back of his head. He was coming so fast I startled and backed into Tahk, who curved his hand around my stomach tightly to rest at the curve of my hip. I gripped his arm firmly and involuntarily flinched as the Dahk stopped barely a foot away, “Son!” He shouted and grinned wide, his fangs gleaming.
“First Father,” Tahk patted me reassuringly on the hip as he reached around and slapped his father on the shoulder.
His father returned the sentiment but held on and looked down to me. “Daughter.” His grin grew impossibly larger. I tried not to gulp as those large fangs were shoved an inch from my face. “You are strange looking but have the hips of a Xixin female! You will bear my son a strong dahkling.”
Tahk chuckled when I stiffened. Most of my childbearing hips were stuffed towels. But middle school taught me a lot. Stuffing would be mine and Viv’s secret.
“Her mammary glands are rather large as well, father, she will feed young without much trouble.”
I rolled my eyes. Tahk was bragging. Father and son were the same the galaxy over.
“So, she does.” Tahk’s father started to check me out from head to toe. I tried not to shift. “No wings, my son, she will depend on you for travel from that remote hole.” This sounded like a warning, but not at my expense. More like he was scolding Tahk.
“Yes father, I will have something more accessible placed in our home for her.”
“Good. A mate needs to escape her mate from time to time.”
“We have only just arrived, and you wish to take her from me?”
“She is my new daughter, a blessing. I wish to know her better. She will visit often, as will I, while you are away defending the kingdom.”
I would? AND TAHK WAS LEAVING ME HERE?
I glared at them both. Tahk’s father howled in laughter. “I am Haytu, daughter. Do you know of hildo games?”
“Hi,” I waved, and he looked to my hand strangely―Dahk didn’t wave or shake hands. I slapped his shoulder a little awkwardly as Tahk had. “I’m Peyton and just a little.” The Dahk played the stone game on the ship. I watched Yilt a few times before he tried to teach me. It was complicated but a lot like chess.
Haytu smiled softly and patted my hand. “My youngest dahkling, Kudeyas, used to play but she spends her time on socialites now. I am glad to have a new game partner.”
“You have a sister?” I looked to Tahk in surprise. He had never said, but I had never asked. There was so much I didn’t know about him. I had a feeling that mistake was going to bite me in the ass.
“And a brother.” Haytu scowled at Tahk. “Vyndor.”
Tahk flushed and glared at the ice below us. “An oversight.”
“How much does she know?”
“Not enough.” Tahk glared at his father in warning. 
“That is a shame, Son. There is no time now. Your House is here to welcome you.”
Something super serious was being spoken about in a way I couldn’t fully understand. It was making me angry and a little worried, when all I kind of wanted to do was dance around―cause Tahk’s father liked me. He was really nice so far. I barely had to say a word, and he was trying to build a relationship. I was so relieved to know someone wanted me here, that I was pretty mad their secret conversation was ruining it.
Tahk stiffened and glared at the castle as if it had personally offended him. I had a sinking suspicion whoever waited for us was not as awesome as his dad.
Haytu sighed with clear regret. “My son is thick-skulled at times. Go easy on him, daughter.” With that ominous request, he turned and waved us towards the castle where most of our party had already disappeared into.
“Your First Mother is very anxious. She has had a room prepared for you both. The servants are beside themselves with all her demands and that of the Queen. King Aryx’s honor rites are underway, but your mam does not see this and hassles the servants for her own bidding. We must hurry and put them out of their misery.”
“How is Queen Josyd?” Tahk walked us beside his father, gripping my hip firmly. I had to rush to keep up with their long strides. I was out of breath and had nearly fallen half a dozen times on the slippery ice by the time we made it to the tall stone steps. There had to be a hundred of them. My thighs would be killing me by the time we got up there.
“She is a Queen and hides her grief well, but your mam and she have been companions for many sunrings, we see her sorrow.”
Tahk stumbled when I did on the step. He started to grin, but it quickly wiped clean when I glared at him. Instead, he lifted me and walked the rest of way up for the both of us. I was mad at him, but I had never been a fan of the stepper at the gym. Apparently, my childbearing hips suffered for it.
I might have been holding a wee bit of a grudge for that comment, but Haytu was so nice I would keep my irritation to myself.
“A shame what happened to the King,” Haytu said casually in front of the castle doors.
Tahk scoffed and let me down at the top step. “He is dead, Father. You have no need for untruths now. I know your position on his ruling.”
Haytu grinned. “He was soft. Not fit to rule. Uthyf will make a fine King.”
Had I thought Haytu nice? He seemed positively giddy Uthyf would be filling his brother's shoes.
Tahk sighed and moved us through the open doors. “Your opinions are your own. But try to keep them from Uthyf, he is grieving and not happy about taking the throne.”
“He will grow into the crown in time. He just needs to see how much his brother has ruined the good his first father accomplished in his time ruling.”
I listened intently to them but grew a little distracted by the opulence of the entry hall inside. It was so beautiful. It had large cathedral ceilings, and the walls were white that glowed a light lavender from sandy sprinkles of the purple toyl stone. Large bowls held more stone and another blue kind that were on fire. It looked like I was inside a star system with the way all the soft lights glowed through the room and the night sky showed through the large cuts in the walls. It was like a scene out of a children’s movie.
“Your Council position allows you some margin but do not speak ill of the dead King near the others.”
“Those footling rogues can do nothing, and they have their own games afoot to worry about any slights toward the dead King.”
“You offend me,” Tahk growled. Tahk respected the King, liked him even. He wasn’t taking his father’s opinions well, but it seemed a running commentary between them.
“If the Old King could have put Uthyf on the throne he would have, it is no secret.”
Tahk’s body was tense. I stifled the instinctive urge to soothe him. “You go too far―”
Tahk was cut off by a delicate laugh. “Son, you have returned.” A tall female Dahk floated down an elegant staircase in the far back of the room.
She was dressed in a long golden gown that accented the dark purple and grey accents of her skin. Her black wings were folded delicately against her back. Her claws were long and as polished as her fangs, and her ridges were tiny and spiky but short and only down the sides of her head.
Though her face was serene and filled with happiness, a hard edge entered her gaze as it snagged on me. “Your Pythe I presume.” She stopped nearly three feet from me and did not greet her son as his father had, though her fingers twitched as though she wished to reach for him.
“Mam.” Tahk grinned and left me to rush to her. He lifted her long hand and bent down to press it to his brow. “I present Pehytohn.” He held out his hand for me. I really didn’t want to go over there, but Haytu smiled encouragingly, and I figured it would be rude to refuse. But I knew, oh boy did I, this Dahk was not happy about who her son had mated. Women knew women. And she was sending me some major smack-down vibes. 
“Pehy-toohn?” She wrinkled her brows and ran her eyes up and down my body. “What is she?”
“Human,” I answered and smiled overly bright. She had to have known what I was by now. I knew Tahk had informed them about his mating a while back. He wouldn’t have kept my being different from them, from his mam. “It’s nice to meet you?”
“Myrna.” She sniffed and looked back to her son. “You mated her in the old way.” Her tone was scolding.
“They had no choice, sweets.” Haytu pulled her against his side and nuzzled her shoulder.
“So, I have heard.” She was not convinced, and I was not fooled enough to believe her ire was on my behalf.
“It is a shame about King Aryx,” she told both Tahk and Haytu, leaving my greeting hanging. There would be no tea and baby Tahk pictures with her. I had a feeling Haytu had just become my only supporter in Tahk’s family. A mother had a great influence on her daughter. I would know. I squashed the reminder of my mom before I could embarrass myself. But if Kudeyas strived to please her mother like I used to, I did not envision Tahk’s sister welcoming me. As for the brother? We’d see.
“Yet, I am pleased you are home. Vyndor is also here upstairs with his mam,” Myrna said and waved us towards the stairs. “As well as Nonya.” A cruel gleam entered her eyes. I was still hung up on Vyndor having a different ‘mam.’ Was he not Myrna’s son? The Dahk divorced or renounced mates? I thought that wasn’t possible, true mating or matched. Did that mean Tahk could get rid of me?
I nearly slapped myself. This would be bad why, Peyton? Did we not want to get rid of Tahk?
I ignored the snide voice of my inner scorned woman and bit my lip. Would it be good? Based on the drop in my stomach I thought I might need to have a sit down with myself and really evaluate my feelings for Tahk.
“Myrna,” Haytu warned and smiled at me.
I looked away and back to Tahk. He kept his eyes straight ahead. If I hadn’t known better, I would say the Commander looked afraid. But that was ridiculous. I had never seen Tahk afraid of anything.
“What’s going on?”
Tahk stopped and sighed. “Give us a moment?” He asked his parents. Haytu nodded and looked worried. Myrna looked positively thrilled, and Haytu had to practically drag her away.
I stopped a few steps from the top of the staircase on a small landing. “Who’s Vyndor’s mother? Did your father have another mate before your mam? Are you younger than him? And who is Nonya?” I fired the questions at him clumsily. My bullshit meter was spiking. This whole thing smelled of all kinds of nasty secrets.
Tahk scrubbed his face roughly and then took my hand. I was so worried I let him pull me closer and wrap an arm around my waist. I don’t know how I knew, but I did, and I knew whatever he was going to say would change everything. It made me so afraid I forgot all my anger and clutched his biceps. I missed being held by him. I missed the soft look he was giving me now. The way he would have to bend so low to kiss me on the lips.
I missed him.
“I am sorry, lov―, Pehytohn. I have not been open with you about many of our ways,” he stumbled over his words and scowled at the hand I moved to his chest, clutching it tightly with his own.
“What is it?” I asked softly. He was really worried about whatever he was going to tell me. It made me want to beg him to go back to the ship and hide. I wasn’t ready for any more surprises. Any more hurt.
“My father has my mam as his First mate…” he hedged. He stopped and cleared his throat. “First.”
“Okay.” Did that mean he was the eldest brother? His father leaving his mother and moving on to another to conceive Vyndor? They seemed way more adjusted than that of humans after divorce, touchier, but it wasn’t some terrible offense to end a relationship.
To humans anyway, I reminded myself. The Dahk were very different from humans.
“This is very difficult,” he spat and shifted anxiously.
“Tahk, just tell me.” I smiled unsteadily at him. He was kind of adorable all flustered. I couldn’t help myself even as my worry mounted immensely.
“He also has another. His second.”
“Wait, what? Two Mates?”
“Four.”
I choked. “Four?” Holy cow. Dad-in-law had a harem!
“Yes,” Tahk said gravely, searching my face for something I had no idea how to give. So, okay his dad got a lot of action, if his ladies were good with it, I didn’t see the problem, or why my opinion mattered. Maybe it was just that they had no idea how I would take it? Being human and all? Man, they had no idea we had polygamy and divorces and cheating assholes. A few wives were nothing in some countries back home.
“That’s― cool?” Whatever floats your boat and all that.
“This does not bother you?” Tahk looked downright shocked. A relieved smile started to bloom across his face.
“It’s different, sure, but why would it b―”
“My Tahk! I have missed you!” A screech sounded from the top of the stairs. A willowy female flew from the top stair right into Tahk, knocking him back and away from me. My back hit the stone railing. I winced, that would leave a bruise. This must be the sister.
I looked up to see her pawing all over my Commander.
Not a sister then.
“I am in need of you,” she purred huskily, grabbing his junk. A red haze clouded my vision.
Oh, hells no.
That dick was mine.
“My mate,” Tahk called a little annoyed but not nearly as infuriated as he should have been having anyone but me touching him there. I was going to deliver the smack-down of the century.
“Meet Nonya, my consort.”
Wait, what?
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Tahk had a consort?
I didn’t know who to take out first. Her for daring to have any kind of claim on him or the asshole who thought it was okay to touch said―soon-to-be-Dahk-mince-meat―consort. But somebody was going to feel every single bit of my bottled rage. Every single bit I had stored away since the goddamn Vitat thought it was okay to come to Earth and eat everybody.
If I could have breathed fire, they would have both been crispy-Dahk in seconds.
Her hand was still on my dick. I clenched my fists so tightly I broke skin. Tahk smelled it and took his eyes off the preening female.
“Pehytohn?”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Kyddyng?” The bitch asked derisively. “She speaks oddly.”
I was going to rip out every one of her neck-length ridges. It was a good thing they were so long. I would have a better grip.
“What is it?”
“You have a consort?” I asked the asshole heatedly. I was so mad my face was on fire.
“Two,” bitchface added happily. “Alyn will be unhappy I found you first. She will have to wait her turn to bed you.”
I choked. Was this really happening?
“Nonya, will you give me a moment with my Pythe?”
“But she has had you for so long! It is my turn!” She whined. It was as annoying as her pouting. “Do not think I have forgiven you for mating her before our mating. I will have to be second now.”
Second?
Oh. OH.
Daddy Tahk wasn’t the only one who got around. I was so stupid. First mother and mate meant first. There were numbers for them. Jesus H. I was only his first mate. He had one already lined up before me! He was engaged!
I was going to kill him. Or cry. Possibly both, but I would take killing him over embarrassing myself in front of them.
“Nonya,” Tahk rumbled in warning and finally removed her hand.
“Oh, very well. I will wait for you in bed.” With that she flounced off, shooting him a flirty smile over her shoulder he thankfully didn’t return. I was going to be sick.
“I―” Tahk reached for me, but I backed away so violently I nearly fell down the steps.
“You have consorts? As in more than one? You were going to mate her?” I clenched my teeth to keep emotion from breaking through. “Are you still going to?”
He did not say a word.
“You are.” Oh man, I was so, so stupid. Tahk never had any intention of dismissing his side action at home when he found me. If he had, I probably could have looked past this with some time. It was cultural. Tahk was an alien to me. Things were bound to be different here. But, if he wasn’t, and I had to share him?
I bent over and clutched my knees. Oh god, I was going to hurl all over the sparkly floors.
“My mate, this is our way.” He reached for me, and I swatted him away. Smacking his hands as hard as I could.
“It’s not my way!” I couldn’t get enough air. I was wheezing and shaking so hard I was going to pass out. “Do you love her?” Stupid, Peyton. What did that matter? Would you stay with him if he didn’t? It didn’t make this okay.
Tahk at least looked horrified at the thought. “No!”
“So, you’ll leave her and the other one? You won’t mate her?” I hated the pitiful crack in my voice. Tears were already gathering so copiously I knew they would spill over. I needed to be alone for that. Too many Dahk were already eyeing us from downstairs as they came in and out from outside. Where was Viv? I needed her.
Tahk was silent again, and I dragged in a ragged breath. I turned away from him, giving him my back, and staring at the railing. I deep breathed and bit my cheek until I could stem the flow of tears. This was so stupid. I hated him, I reminded myself. He betrayed me before, he would do it again. I needed to get back home, not get upset he was like every other man I’d ever dated.
But I couldn’t help the flow of devastation. I loved him so much. I knew right then. I loved Tahk more than I ever had anything. This was killer. He could have fixed us. He could have, I knew it. But not now. Now, we were done. I told him so. “If you don’t go up there right now and tell them both you’re done and only with me now, you will never touch me again.”
The silence slayed me.
I laughed grimly and turned back to him. Cold and unfeeling Tahk was back.
“This is our way,” he repeated. The emphasis told me what he wanted me to understand. It was now my way, too. Well, asshole had another thing coming. This Pythe was done with him. He could order me all he wanted. Tell the whole galaxy I was his, but I was not. I never would be again.
I ran down the stairs, ignoring his shout. He was coming after me, but thankfully Yilt was there just when I needed him. I ran right to him and shamelessly begged, “Please, Yilt, please. Take me to Vivian.”
The sweet Dahk took one look at my devastated face and infuriated Pythen and nodded. “This way.”
Dao and Ryt walked in behind us and stopped. Staring wide-eyed at the Commander.
“Do not dare leave, Pehytohn.” Tahk snarled.
“Come.” Yilt urged and pulled me into his side. Tahk lunged, but Ryt and Dao grabbed for him.
I looked away from Tahk as he roared. There was a scuffle and slaps of skin, but I ignored it all as I went with Yilt deeper into the bottom floor of the castle.
Ryt and Dao wouldn’t be able to hold him for long.
“Wohn will be inside shortly, he will speak to him.”
“Who is that?” I didn’t really care as long as he could keep Tahk away from me, but I needed the distraction.
“The old Commander’s second. Tahk will listen to him,” Yilt said certainly.
I hoped so.
If I ever saw Tahk again, it would be too soon.
Yilt and I walked a long time, and soon enough the beauty of the castle took all my devastation and diverted it to amazing carvings and twinkling decorations. It was peaceful and a relief after so much ugliness. There must have been hundreds of rooms throughout the castle, and we were only on the first floor.
Eventually, it stopped being opulent ballrooms and sitting rooms and became plainer, well as plain as it could be with sparkly walls. Yilt walked me through what must have been the infirmary. It was a large room full of gadgets and gizmos and cots lined up along the walls. There were a few healers wearing their golden robes rushing around and gathering supplies. They looked pretty harried, which was to be expected, seeing as they were going to be trying to save two humans when they probably had never even seen one.
“Wait in here.” Yilt crossed to a small room and showed me to a stool. “Veeveen will be here shortly with Gryo.” Yilt bowed and turned, but I stopped him.
“Yilt? Is it really normal for all males to have more than one mate?” The question sounded small and pitiful, and I hated it. I wished I could shove it back in my mouth the second it was out.
Yilt scowled at the wall for a long time, deep in thought. “Yes. It is how our species procreates. It was not always this way, but as births became fewer and fewer and more enemies circled our borders dwindling warrior numbers, it became as it is now. We must expand our numbers and females struggle with conception, some never being able to accomplish it.”
“He’s not going to get rid of them, is he?” It was a question, but I wasn’t entirely speaking to him. I needed to hear it for myself. It hurt the same now as it did when Tahk refused to answer.
“Pehytohn.” Yilt sighed and crouched down in front of me. “Our ways are very different from the humans, yes?” I nodded. “But you are no longer on Earth. You are on Dahk Home World. You must adapt to your new home.” He tutted when I went to shout at him. Adapt my ass. I didn’t even want to come here. “That does not mean there must not be concessions made by the Dahk on your behalf. You are the first Pythen mating in many, many sunrings. Hundreds. Give the Commander time to adjust and tell him why this troubles you. Though he does not hold any affection for his consorts, it is our way. He will face scorn and disapproval if he dismisses them so quickly. It would be a dishonor for the females and their Houses. And he does not wish to put you in the way of such derision. It does not seem so now, but he keeps them for you.”
“You’re right. It doesn’t seem that way. It seems like he wants to tag as much ass as he can.” I spat hotly.
“Tahg ahss?”
I sighed, “Forget it. Yilt, this hurts me. How can we be some great mating if he can hurt me like that?” I clenched my fists and scowled at my hands to keep from crying. I was so damn sick of crying over that prick.
“Do not hide your hurt feelings from him, little one. I know my Commander, he will see it, and it will drive him to act regardless. But you must be vigilant. Many already do not accept your mating, dismissing his consorts before finding them another potential mate will cause strife amongst the people I fear we are in no position to handle. We must focus on the New King and tracking the assassin. We must corral our people before the Juldo attack while we are still fractured from loss.”
“The Juldo? They’re really a threat to you guys?”
“Yes, they are our greatest enemy. But my Commander will drive them back. He needs his mate, Pehytohn, give him the time and allow him to earn back your trust.”
“I can’t just ignore it. He’s probably with her now.” How had I become this pathetic? You’d think an invasion would have toughened me up. But no, Tahk had reduced me to a miserable shrew.
“He is not. Tahk will not touch either female.” Another voice boomed from the doorway. It was one of the Dahk that had been fighting Tahk on the ship in the training pit.
“Wohn.” Yilt bowed and grinned, clapping the Dahk on the shoulder. “Did you manage to talk the Commander down, or does he tear the castle apart as we speak?”
“Yilt.” Wohn clapped him back. “He is not calmed. But he will give his Pythe space. For now.” The older Dahk was the first one I had really seen other than Hull that looked aged. Even Tahk’s parents looked young. Wohn’s chin-length ridges weren’t as lush and lively, but limp and slightly wrinkled, paler in color to the rest of his purple skin. It was the first time I wondered about Dahk ages. Tahk looked young to me, but what did I have to base it on? Commander status at least led me to believe I hadn’t taken advantage of a younger Dahk, unlike the vibes Yilt gave off of youth, but he could be as old as Colt for all I knew. Seeing Wohn though, I could gauge age slightly. The Dahk looked older. But how old? Forty? Sixty?
It felt too rude a thing to ask, so I refrained. But it was something I would be asking Gryo later.
“How do you know he’s not screwing her brains out right now?” I needed to know. I couldn’t follow Tahk around to make sure he kept it in his pants, and frankly fuck him if he couldn’t.
“The Commander is beside himself with worry,”
I snorted, cutting him off. More like he was pissed he wasn’t getting a happy little harem.
Wohn scowled. “Female, you misstep with your ignorance.”
I glared. Great, another asshole.
“Do you not think it is not you who should be upset, but his consorts? They were with him first. To them, you are the interloper. You have laid claim to who they belong to. You would have them tossed out so carelessly? I did not think you so heartless.”
Oh, wow. How did I look like the asshole now? This guy was implying I was a homewrecker and it made me stumble in my anger. Was I? If I had taken a guy from his previous girlfriend back home, I would be. He still would have been a dick, but I would have insulted the sisterhood. I didn’t know Nonya, she seemed like a bitch, but she could just be upset. What if she was this epically nice Dahk and I had pretty much fucked up her first mate plans. That had to hurt. Dammit, Wohn was a bastard for making me feel bad for Tahk’s consorts. I wanted to hate them, but oh it chapped me that he was right.
How would I have felt if Nonya gave Tahk ultimatums about me? What if he listened? She had him first.
I rubbed my chest. It felt like it was caving in.
“So, I should just ignore it and let him drag me into a situation that would devastate me? If he can’t drop them, then he needs to let me go.”
“You do not listen. Tahk has not touched one female on the ship the whole time you have denied him.” Wohn crossed his muscular arms as he scolded me. “Had he wished for another he would have taken Filiya as she sought him so desperately.”
How did he know, though? Tahk could have been doing anybody at night behind closed doors.
“Were you with him the whole time?” I raised a brow and crossed my own arms.
“No, but the healer’s frustration and anger was indicative enough. He denied her, as he will Nonya and Alyn until you come to your senses.”
Ooh. I bared my teeth at the arrogant prick. I was full of sense! I didn’t need to come to anything! Tahk was an idiot if he didn’t see how this would kill me. Culture differences or not, I would not look past this. And if his relationship with the others was deeper than for a mere consort, than he had no business stringing me along. But if it wasn’t? If he didn’t care for them? What would I do? Go back to him? He still took me from home and locked me up.
“He will not touch them even then,” Yilt said firmly, also glaring at Wohn.
Wohn chuckled. “Ah, I suppose not, he is quite taken with his Pythe. I doubt his consorts could even tempt him using all their trickery. You worry for nothing, human. Tahk will sit on his fury and move to rectify the issue. You must wait and allow him to come up with a solution that satisfies all. Besides, I do not see why you act with such hurt feelings after you have snubbed him all this time. One would think it would not bother you he turned to another?” Wohn raised his eyes pointedly.
Asshole. Assholes everywhere. He was right of course. Did I have the right to throw a fit about this if I wasn’t planning on being with him again? No, a human man would have cut me loose for a stunt like this. But as upset as his touching someone else made me, I was even more upset about how this was kept from me. He should have told me about the other females a long time ago. He should have told me right after that farce of a mating. We were practically married while he was planning on marrying another right after.
I sighed heavily. I wouldn’t tell Wohn he was right. Let him think what he wanted.
He knew, though. He chuckled heartily. “Ah, she sees. All will be well, youngling. Tahk did wrong you back Earthside, no matter he had no choice, keep him on his claws when he comes crawling for forgiveness. A little effort will go a long way in teaching him the art of female happiness.”
Yilt scoffed, “the Commander will not crawl for forgiveness.”
“You too, are young, Yilt. When you find your mate, I hope she makes you toil for her affection as well.”
The older male left. Yilt scowled at the doorway.
“You don’t have a mate?” I asked Yilt.
He flushed deeply. “I do not. I am in my first years under command. The youngest lieutenant to rise.” He puffed his chest proudly. “I have no desire for females. I wish to prove myself to my kingdom before I enter into such trouble.”
I laughed. Yes, relationships were trouble.
A commotion outside the door drew our attention. Vivian and Gryo had arrived with Hector and Ford. “Careful with him!” Vivian shouted.
“Viv?” I rushed from the room.
“They are all idiots,” she hissed to me. “They just toss him around like he’s not already hurt enough.” Her face was flushed with anger as she glared at the two Dahk carrying Hector on an alien stretcher.
“Calm, female.” Gryo scowled and directed the healers to put Hector on a table. “We must get them into the healing vats.” He rushed over to a big rectangle box sticking up from the floor, pressed a bunch of random buttons on top, and the box lit up and hummed.
“Where’s Colt and Bobo?” I asked her.
“I don’t know. He was walking here. He wouldn’t let any of the Dahk carry him while flying, and I don’t think any of them wanted him close to them anyway, so they’re escorting him over the ice.”
That was a long walk, but I couldn’t blame him. I would have rather walked, too.
Gryo and the others lowered Hector into a tank, first. The tank was filled with a thick syrupy liquid, and so deep they had to prop his head up to keep his nose and mouth from being submerged. Gryo covered his face with a mask and hit a bunch of buttons before letting his head completely sink with his body.
Viv gasped and rushed closer, “Can he breathe?”
Gryo scowled at her. “He is completely safe, female. Step back.”
“What is that stuff? He won’t drown?”
“Viv,” I grabbed and pulled her back as Gryo ignored her shouts. The other healers were growing restless and glaring at her. We had to be careful not to step on any toes here. I didn’t want to piss off the wrong Dahk.
“The healing vat is an old practice, but in a few sunrings your Hyctoor will be good as new.” Yilt patted Vivian’s shoulder and twirled a lock of her hair.
“Promise?”
Yilt flushed as he got the full force of my best friend’s eyes.
“I vow it.”
Vivian relaxed into Yilt. He stiffened and gazed at the top of her head in longing. The poor guy had no idea what to do. Vivian was a powerhouse on her best day. But all damsel-like? She was a wrecking ball. Yilt said he didn’t want a female right now, but he sure had a thing for her. Poor guy, Viv was one-hundred percent taken. If I hadn’t loved Hector for her, I would think it was a shame. Yilt was so sweet. He deserved someone as amazing as Vivian.
After Ford was lowered in another healing vat, Gryo ordered us out. Vivian tried to refuse, but one worried word from Yilt and she gave in. He also didn’t think it was wise we lingered here too long. At least not until Tahk could threaten the whole castle. If these healers were anything like those on Dahk One I wanted to be far away from them.
Yilt took us upstairs. Which of course was as beautiful as the rest of the castle. Our rooms were to be right next to each other. We went into Vivian’s first and she ooh’d and aww’d at all the pretty stone furnishings. Looking at the sparkly glow, I had to wonder how we would sleep. I doubted it got much darker in there. Did the planet ever get any darker than it did now? For all we knew, it could have been the middle of the night already. But Yilt laughed when we asked and said the stone would dim somewhat. He seemed to think it was hilarious we thought it would always stay bright. I tried not to be snarky and point out all the science lessons I endured in school. Bioluminescence, and fluorescence, and phosphor- whatever it’s called would have been lost on him. The translator would have wigged out, and I’d be explaining it for days. Besides, he would just shrug it off and tell us how primitive our knowledge was.
He did say there were some Dahk who kept the stone out of their rooms and slept on padded bedding and furnishings from other worlds because they preferred it as dark as possible but that we should have no problem sleeping with the glow. As it was, it was like walking through the house at night with a few night lights plugged in. It made me realize how used to the dark I had gotten on the ship. My eyes were no longer adjusting. I could see everything around me just fine.
After Vivian ran over every inch of her room exploring, getting particularly hung up on the massive bathing pool, we went into mine.
It wasn’t empty.
Nonya and another female were there. That must be Anya.
Another slammed the door shut behind Viv and me.
Filiya.
All three of them looked pissed.




Chapter 7




Tahk




I stood in the Kings Council room, scowling at the floor. My mate was angry, no, devastated. I had first thought she would welcome my consorts when she seemed to have no issue with my father’s multiple mates, but when she found out about my own multiple partners, she reacted fitfully. Like a scorned gypcat. Her little teeth bared and her eyes flashing with fury. That is until they flooded with wet. Then sadness overtook her once more, and I wished nothing more than to clear her face from any sadness. But I could not give her what she wished. My consorts’ Houses would have protested my shunning of them vehemently. Both of my potential matings had been matched by our first fathers. I had no desire to choose for my own, so my father had chosen for me.
What my Pythe did not know was that I felt no desire to touch another. I had suspected after not wishing for Filiya that would be the case, but when Nonya came to me in front of my mate, I was sure. I felt nothing for the female. But she had been a respectable consort. I could not shame her or Alyn by dismissing them so hastily. I would need to meet with their Houses. An arrangement would need to be made. But that was not the only issue, by not taking another mate I would bring Pehytohn more contempt from the Dahk.
It would not be easy on her here. She would be expected to bear many dahkling to make up for my having no other mate, which was very rare in female Dahk. If one could conceive, it was very difficult to do so again. I wanted dahkling, but not more than I wanted my yula. If she could never bear me a dahkling, this would not bother me. It would not urge me to another. I wanted only her. But other Dahk did not feel the same.
I would need to come to a decision soon. Filiya was right, my mate would not settle in our home with the others, and I did not have much time. I needed to head for the Galactic Order and procure an agreement for Fihk to aid the humans. My mate would see this. Her greatest wish was to save her humans. But I was filled with worry at the thought of using the reason to procure her submission. She would give it no doubt, but it would put her in a position in my House that would only drive her away.
Something must be done before leaving. I could barely leave her side as it was, the mating rage called to me, I could not stand to be parted from her, to leave to the Galactic Order with her holed up with my consorts would drive her farther away. It left only two options. I could find a new match for my consorts before leaving, or I could take my mate with me. But the second was no option at all. The Galactic Council would be outraged at the sight of her. Humans were not to be invaded by galactic law, and she would be seen as a grave offense against her planet and taken from me. I would not let that happen. She must remain here.
“Tahk,” Uthyf barked from the center of the room. He now sat on the throne, as his brother did the last I saw of him. “What say you?”
“What?” I growled, refusing to show the shame I felt that my thoughts had wandered.
“The Juldo assassin is believed to be a Shadow Born.” Uthyf scowled, he had grown into the position and had reluctantly dropped all reserve around me. I knew it was difficult not to bend to my command as he had done since being appointed on my Council, but my father was right about Uthyf. He was not as his brother. He did not so easily bend. Uthyf was commanding, a warrior, and a worthy King.
“He will not be so easily found, then.” I sighed and scrubbed my crown. We knew very little of the Shadow Born. They were once the Juldo’s greatest asset but had been hunted down by their own over the ages. Many Juldo were lost in the battle, but there were so few Shadow Born, and the Juldo themselves were a powerful enemy. Only they could have killed their own assassins.
Juldo once long ago gave their young warriors to their gods to be remade. Reborn into shadow and death. They were the greatest weapon in all the galaxies. It was said one Shadow Born assassin could bring down whole armies with little effort. Had so many still lived, we would be at a greater disadvantage against the new Master. But it was thought that he had none under his command. A Master from long ago had eradicated all of them. Or so we thought, one must have subsisted.
The King’s slayer would not be defeated easily. We would need our best. And I could not be here. I had already abandoned the humans. I needed to go to the Galactic Council. Uthyf knew this.
“Send Wohn with our best. He will find him.” It was all I had to offer. I would join the hunt after I returned.
“You will not go?” Laado, a member of the King’s Council asked, shocked.
“He will meet with the Galactic Council on behalf of the humans.” Uthyf dismissed the Council’s outraged shouts. “It is not up for discussion.”
“Is hunting our Kings assassin, not of greater importance?” Hull bared his teeth in fury.
“Enough,” Uthyf growled low. “I am not my brother.” He glared at each member with clear warning. “You will not remain on my Council by undermining my rule.”
The Council quieted, all but my father, who grinned wildly at the King. “My King, what of your protection? I should like to assign you a guard of my son’s command.”
It was a wise request. Uthyf himself was in danger. Not only of the Juldo but of his own Dahk. Those that would seize the throne for themselves. Uthyf looked to me for guidance in this. Not because he was unsure, but because he knew I would know the right course to take as his Commander.
I nodded, “I will see to it.” The Council shifted anxiously. Even now Uthyf was endangered by his own Council. Only my Dahk would be trusted to guard him. None would get close. Not even those here now. Uthyf himself would defeat any who tried, but my guard would not allow any the chance to die at his hand.
The King dismissed his Council. My father and I stayed behind.
“I will leave after escorting my mate home. A small crew will accompany me.” I told my King. “Yilt will lead your guard.”
Uthyf nodded and looked to Haytu. “Which of them do you know that conspire?”
My father sighed regrettably. “All of them. Though, Hull is behind what drives the others. He gains their support to take the throne.”
“He will fail.” Uthyf spat and stood from the throne. “My brother was a fool to have them on the Council. Even as he rose Klando and Jirt, his judgment was driven by that of Hull’s and the other’s influence, their plotting. My brother was far too gullible. He could not see them for the serpents they are.”
“Your father allowed his mam too much of a hand. She is too soft-hearted, and it weakened him.” Father sighed and ignored my warning growl. “Your mam was not so. She taught you to be a warrior, to serve the kingdom as her mate did. Aryx should have never been on the throne.”
“My brother may be a fool, but he still wished the kingdom well. You will not sully his name.”
“I meant no offense my King, but he has placed you on a perilous throne because of his actions. He did many great things for the Dahk, but he was no warrior. The Dahk need a warrior ruling.”
As much as I wished my father silenced, he was right. Aryx was no warrior, and the Dahk held little respect for him for it. Uthyf knew this for he did not reprimand my father again.
“I will not be here for Aryx’s rites,” I said to Uthyf in apology. I did not wish it so, but I could not stay. The Earth had been left too long without proper defense already. I only hoped Fihk managed to keep more Vitat from entering, to interfere where he could.
“I know this. The humans need our aid, as hard-minded as they are. We owe them nothing, save you, but I will not have my first command as King be to abandon a defenseless species. It was my brother's last wish to save them, and I will see it through.” Uthyf quieted a moment, studying Haytu. “Though, I wish to know what drove him so fiercely when his Council advised against it. He did not defer from their direction often.”
Haytu flushed and studied a claw. “We were made aware of their compatibility.”
“How?” Uthyf demanded.
I too wished to know. We had not seen any human on Home World or out in the galaxy, though we heard of their occasional slavery amongst other species. Their value.
“The Juldo Master has been seeking one. Our few allies left inside the Master’s army sent word. He knows of the human females ability to bear young of other species, and he seeks one for himself. Aryx hoped to form an agreement with the humans in order to bear an heir. It was a foolish hope, not only would the Dahk refuse to accept such an heir, but too many laws and obstacles of the Galactic Council would make it near impossible, but the need of an heir and his unsuccessful couplings drove him to interfere when word came of the Vitat’s plan to invade. Aryx believed the Master wished to capture a human for his own for other reasons.”
“What reasons?”
“He did not divulge that information, but if I had to guess, I’d say Aryx was wrong, and the Master wished to test it, see if it were possible to birth a Juldo.”
I scoffed. “Juldo do not birth young. They are made. As it has always been.”
Uthyf looked equally as doubtful. “Even if it were possible, the Juldo have no need of heirs. They gain the throne through challenge.”
“The New Master did not gain the throne through any challenge himself. You know this. He stole it through trickery and had another, perhaps more than one, challenge the Old Master.”
“Even so, it does not matter now. Aryx knew and sent us to save the human species so we may mate with them and gain numbers. Perhaps the last wise command from him. He would have faced great scorn suggesting such a change.” Uthyf gazed off, perhaps remembering his brother and wondering why he had not told him of it.
“It would be beneficial, although, not many Dahk would support it. Off-world mating is frowned upon already.” Haytu smiled grimly at Tahk in apology. He hadn’t needed to. He spoke the truth.
“Perhaps why he kept it from me. He worried I would not support it.” Uthyf murmured pensively.
“You have followed the Dahk way, my King, it was not a careless thought. Would you have supported him?” Haytu boldly asked.
Uthyf would have looked ashamed if his face were not so stiff with anger. “Dahk are Dahk, mating any other would pollute our origins, but our numbers are low, the climates aiding in the dwindling life. I would have seen the intelligence of such an endeavor and supported him. If we are to survive, we must increase our numbers.”
I stiffened at the ridiculous view in opinion. Dahk and humans were different, yes, but we had not survived our dying yula by not evolving. We must evolve in these beliefs as well. Any dahkling my mate and I created would be Dahk but also human, but they would be a gift nonetheless as any young should be. Uthyf’s way of thinking was ancient and stifled. I was glad to see he saw the prudence in his brother's ideals even if he did not agree with them. My anger must have shown through for Uthyf sighed and apologized. “I mean no offense for your mating, Commander. You are my closest friend as you were to Aryx, I feel nothing but happiness for you. In the past, I have thought only of the Dahk-way as I was raised by my first father. Not as Aryx did of growth, his forethought was perhaps a boon from Josyd’s interference. Though, even Aryx could not have anticipated a true mating with the humans. This has made me think past my own prejudice.”
Yes, Uthyf would make a fine King. I knew this witnessing him reconsider his own folly beliefs that would stifle our species. A great King acted for the greater good and used new knowledge to benefit his Dahk. Uthyf saw this early on, and it was a good sign he did not hesitate to alter his thoughts for his Dahk.
“All Dahk will see the new way in time. We must change our beliefs and prejudices if we are to prosper and defend our home. A true mating will entice many.” Haytu bowed and left the room.
“Fihk will be waiting for word from you, do you intend to send him aid?” Uthyf asked, once again referring to my judgment.
“He has my fleet with him. I have full faith in his capabilities. However, I do fear he will not handle negotiation with the humans well. He is calmer than Olynth, but the two of them together do not handle ignorance well, and they fuel the others’ irritation. My Council will be no help. I believe it may be wise to send a negotiator, perhaps Dyadus.”
Uthyf nodded. “I will inform him to be ready for travel as soon as you return. What of the human warriors?”
“Gryo has them in the vats, most of their injuries should be healed in a few sunrings, though Hyctoor will possibly take longer due to the scrap impaling him.”
“Perhaps they will accompany Dyadus back to Earth and aid in the negotiations.”
I did not think Vivian would agree with her mate returning, but the King had no reason to worry over such things. “Fihk does not have the time it would take for any to travel, I intend to send word to him immediately upon gaining their agreement. The humans will cease to be if we wait much longer.”
“I agree, they cannot wait for Dyadus’ arrival, but perhaps he can aid them in other ways when he does arrive.”
“If we gain agreement from the Council the humans do not need to be informed, we will simply interfere and save them from themselves,” I growled, irritated they had not cooperated from the beginning, placing innocent lives in harm's way. Killing Bryahn and the others. There were a few humans I did not mind perishing in the fallout. I would slay them myself if given the opportunity.
“Why did Aryx not send a skilled negotiator from the beginning?” Uthyf mused to himself. I had no answer. We should have anticipated the complication from the beginning, but the humans were unpredictable and self-destructive. It was the trait of a young species, too young. The humans were not far from achieving many advances in space travel. How could they be so far developed in those areas, and so underdeveloped in others?
“What will you do in my absence?” I asked him, much needed to be done with the humans, yes, but the Kingdom was in danger on many fronts. We had a war developing with the Juldo, and an assassin that will no doubt return for the new King if the Master wished to cause conflict in our Dahk, and the conflict that was already brewing for the throne.
“I will weed out the traitors and hunt my brother's slayer. The armies must prepare for war. This was the Juldo. I have no doubt. They seek to destroy us. We must be ready.”
“Agreed. We cannot afford to have Dahk One far from Home World long.” It was much to settle on the shoulders of a new King. But it could not be helped. “What of our allies?”
“I will send word. The Guhuvins will request a personal meeting, as well as the Chutary.”
“Do not the let the Guhuvin soft-bellied Captain refuse.” It was out of line for me to demand a thing from my King, but Uthyf had been under my command and on my Council for many sunspins. We would both be adjusting to the change in circumstance and position.
He nodded and turned to the door. “I will have the battleship ready for your departure. Do not take long, the Galactic Council expects you in three sunrings.”
I thumped my chest respectively and bowed, leaving my King.
I would travel in most of that time. It did not leave long to settle my mate in her new home. It did not leave much time to speak with my consorts’ Houses. I would need to make haste to accomplish it all.
Haytu waited outside the doors for me.
“Son, you leave for your House now?”
“Yes,” I replied curtly. I had no more care for talking, I sought my mate, whether she wished it or not.
“I thought it strange you had not shared the Dahk way of taking multiple mates, but I should have anticipated it. The humans are not the first species to find such practices eccentric.”
“She was upset.”
Haytu snorted. “I could have gathered that from her shouting, Son.”
“Do not mock me. She was already angry I took her from her Earth, this will only cause her more pain, and me more torment.” I snarled, hastening to the staircase.
Haytu sighed, “All females struggle at first. She will come around to our ways.”
“There is no need. I intend to release my consorts and not take another.”
Haytu choked, “You what?”
“My Pythe will not be happy sharing.” I grinned to myself. It would cause many disgruntled opinions in the Dahk, but I found myself rather pleased that my yula wanted me to herself. I wanted her to myself as well. I could not be upset she did not wish another to touch me when I would disembowel any who dare touch her. She was mine alone, as I was now hers.
“Tahk! No, you cannot.” Haytu growled and grabbed my arm, halting me.
I did with a snarl. “It is not your place to say.”
“You do her no service bringing such hatred from others. Your consorts’ ire alone will stifle her settlement here.”
“I will not let that happen. If I keep them, she will never be mine again, and I do not want them.”
“What about dahkling? You would deny your First Mother this? Me?”
I sighed and scowled at him. “Who is to say Pehytohn will not birth many babes?”
“You know to conceive is difficult on Home World. Our climate deprives us of the proper environment. Gryo had assured me humans are far more fertile, but it may still be difficult.”
“Father, I will not have my mate’s love kept from me because we refuse to relocate to another habitable planet. If she conceives, it will be my greatest happiness. If she does not…she is mine, and I will be just as content.”
My father paled and stepped back. “What is this? You would discard our cultures for her comfort? It is not done. How are the Dahk to accept her if she causes you to abandon your ideals?”
I stepped into him threateningly. “Have you not thought of what she is? She is my Pythe. We have not had such a mating in many sunspins. She is a miracle, you cannot hold our mating to the standards that are in practice now. You must think in the old ways. We did not have multiple matings then. Perhaps it is as it should be, one Pythe for a Pythen and no other.”
He watched me a moment, driving my impatience and anger high.
“Very well.” He grinned reluctantly. “I will support you in this, but your mam will not.”
He was very pleased with the idea of my mam scolding me. He was growing bored on the King’s Council.
I left him and rushed up to the second floor to my mate. I followed the long corridors to where her rooms would be. I only wished she was there now, and not still cowering behind my second, whom I would be speaking to before I left. And if Wohn continued to badger me and interfere where he was not permitted, he would find himself enduring the retirement he avoided.
My mate and her reservations were no one’s business but our own. I would not allow another to come between us again. If I found her turning to another Dahk, there would be punishment for both her and the fool, as Ryt and Dao now knew as they tended to the injuries I inflicted upon them for their interference.
I needn’t have worried. My mate was in her rooms―as well as my consorts.
I growled in rage.
Not another would come between us be they male or female.




Chapter 8




Peyton




I stood stunned as a gang of Tahk’s past and present lovers snarled and flashed wicked fangs at me. I would not step back. Nope. Not even if Vivian wasn’t plastered to my back. I could handle them, at least I hoped so. I would need to in the future, seeing as Tahk wasn’t going to let me go. These girls and I would be super close if he had any say. Which he didn’t.
“Who are they?” Viv whispered in my ear. Right, Viv hadn’t met Filiya and knew nothing about Tahk’s harem.
“We belong to the Commander.” Nonya snarled, looking both Viv and me up and down derisively. We must have looked grubby to them dressed in oversized coats, stuffed full in all the embarrassing places. I sighed and shared a glance with Viv. These mean girls most likely wouldn’t know the meaning of stuffing one's bra―in our case, asses―seeing as they were straight as a board and already looked at our lumps and rolls in disgust, but I still felt embarrassed about it anyway.
Viv’s face flushed as bright as mine in the face of the three beautiful Dahk dressed in long sparkly gowns. She shifted and tugged at her frumpy coat. I quickly brushed back the knotted mess hanging from my head. I needed a full-scale makeover to face my competition, and I doubted I’d find a tube of chapstick in this place, let alone a pair of tweezers. Hell, I needed a full-on salon. I snorted, Viv had to practically drag me to one back home, and here I was, wishing I had access to a professional makeup artist. Tahk was an ass, but he sure picked some beautiful aliens.
“What does she mean, belong?” Viv whispered lower, but the females heard anyway.
“I mean, we are his consorts,” Nonya sneered. “I am to be his second mate. I will satisfy him in ways a human cannot.” She looked proud and way too happy to be the cause of my high sound of distress. But it wasn’t because she hurt me, no, only Tahk could do that. I was more worried for the idiots grinning like they just won some great mean-girl throw-down. I wanted to tell Vivian on my own, where I could break it to her gently. Viv had my back, just like I had hers. Like we always had. There was no holding her back now.
“The fuck she say?” Viv stiffened and glared at Nonya.
“Viv,” I reached for her, but it was too late. She reached for her ears then made a sound of frustration not finding any earrings before tearing at the coat Yilt lovingly made her.
“He’s not yours.” Viv huffed throwing her coat off. “Tahk’s Peyton’s man.” Vivian rolled her sleeves up and took a threatening step forward. The consorts looked on amused.
“Viv,” I rushed in front of her and held her back.
“No, Pey, I’ll handle this bitch. No one disses my girl like that.”
“Vivian, she’s not lying.” It hurt to admit it. My face flushed even more from embarrassment. I was going to die from humiliation if I had to talk to her about this in front of these witches.
Viv stopped shoving me aside and looked at me closely. “What?”
I winced and looked to my feet. “The Dahk don’t do the whole monogamy thing.”
“You’re shitting me,” she whispered, horrified.
“What is this kyddyng?” Nonya snarled. “We are here because Filiya has told us of how you have pushed her away from Tahk. We will not allow this. You may be his Pythe, but he does not belong to you. We are all his, and I will have my time with him.”
“Peyton, what the hell is she talking about?”
“Viv, not here, okay?”
Vivian’s eyes roamed my face irritably and in disbelief. “Fine. But that wench better get the fuck out.”
“I will not until I have her agreement she will not capitalize his attention.”
“That is not a problem,” I whispered scathingly. She could have him.
The door slammed open with a crash, and we all jumped in place. Tahk stormed in and took one look at his harem and thundered, “What is this?”
“My lord, you did not come to me,” Nonya whined childishly.
“Out.”
“But―”
“Now.”
Nonya snarled and stormed from the room, Filiya hot on her heels. Only Anya stayed. She was as tall as Nonya, and just as beautifully exotic. Her ridges were thin and flowing to the back of her crown, braided together. Her delicate face was a pale lavender and just as thin as her figure.
“Anya,” Tahk warned menacingly.
“You have not greeted me,” she replied simply. Her face not angry nor sad. Cold.
“I will speak with you later,” he said just as coldly.
“Will you?”
“Do not question me, go.”
She looked away from him and studied me emotionlessly. Whatever she saw must have satisfied her, because she looked away and walked to him. “Goodbye, my lord,” she told him meaningfully. Some of the cold left Tahk’s face as he nodded to her just as meaningfully.
“Don’t even think about it.” Viv threatened as Tahk took a step towards me.
“Leave,” he rumbled.
I stiffened and stepped in front of my best friend in the whole universe. “Don’t talk to her like that.”
Tahk snarled and punched the wall. The stone cracked straight down to the floor. Viv and I gasped and stepped back. He heaved through his nose, his wings quivering tight against his back. “I would speak with you privately,” he gritted.
“I don’t think so.” Viv crossed her arms and glared back at him. I tried not to laugh at Viv’s tough demeanor. Tahk was easily twice her size.
“Pehytohn, I must leave soon to meet with Galactic Council, there are things needing to be settled before I can depart.”
“You’re leaving?” I asked in disbelief, immediately regretting the accusation in my voice. Nothing was more important than helping everyone back home. I knew that. It didn’t help the uneasiness from spreading, though. I was not ready to take on the whole of Home World without Tahk to save my sorry ass. Jeez, I was way too dependent on a guy I kept pushing away. I almost felt bad for him. I must have been sending some seriously mixed signals.
“I leave in the morn. We must travel to our House, so I may settle you in and meet with― we must go.” Tahk looked away when he stumbled through his words, but he recovered and glared at us.
“I can’t just leave Viv here.” And she wasn’t going to leave Hector, not that I would expect her to.
“You may return to the castle after I have introduced you to the servants and shown you where you can stay. Vivian and the humans will return with you to our House after they have healed.”
“How long will you be gone?” It would be weeks before the guys were recovered.
“Six sunrings at most. The vats will heal Hyctoor and Foohrd in half that time.”
“Really?” Viv dropped the tough girl demeanor and gazed at Tahk with all the hope of a girl madly in love with her man.
“Yes. Hyctoor may take longer than Foohrd, but he will heal quickly.”
Vivian squealed and hugged me.
“Now, we must go.” Tahk’s eyes bore into mine with determination.
“I’m so grateful for all you’ve done for Hector, really, but I can’t let my girl go with you.” Vivian was less confrontational but still firm.
“Why not?” Tahk vibrated with holding back. He wanted to reach for me and drag me out of here, but he was checking the urge.
“Those bitches said you were screwing them while you were with Peyton. What’s up with that?”
“Scrhwyng?” Tahk growled low.
“Yeah, fucking, mating. CHEATING,” Viv spat and patted my arm in comfort. She was going whole hog at him, and it was sort of hilarious, so I didn’t bother correcting her. Tahk wasn’t cheating on me. He cheated with me. I was the mistress in this situation. Or not, according to Dahk culture, it was totally normal to go out and find yourself some side action. I rubbed my chest again. It hurt just to look at him.
“That is between my mate and me.” Tahk crossed his arms defensively.
“Well, it’s not cool, and she’s staying with me until you get your shit sorted.”
“Pehytohn, see reason, I must leave soon, we do not have much time.”
I sighed, he was right. Back home people were dying. Our planet was being overrun. I didn’t have the luxury of being stubborn and unreasonable because Tahk hurt my feelings. Lives hung in the balance of my childish behavior. “It’s fine Viv. I’ll come back tomorrow.”
“Peyton stay.” Vivian grabbed my hand, “You don’t have to go with him. You need girl time. I haven’t been a good friend on the way here. You were hurting, and I ignored you. I should have been by your side when you met those hags.”
“Hector is more important. We’ll get our time tomorrow.” I walked to Tahk and ignored her sputters of protest. “What about my animals?” I asked Tahk.
“They will be transported to our House. The castle is too cold for the Earth creatures.” It was too cold for humans too. I was still wearing my coat, and even inside I could barely feel my fingers.
Vivian ran over and hugged me tightly. “You give him hell, okay? We’ll find some yummy cotton candy pineapples when you get back and check out that cool-as-shit-tub in the bathroom, it looks like a pool, and we’ll try out some voodoo revenge on him over nasty tea.”
“Deal.” I hugged her back and followed Tahk out and down the hall. Vivian nibbled her lip nervously as she watched me turn the corner.
Tahk and I were silent as we went down the stairs. He watched me nervously, clenching and unclenching his fists. I bit my lip and watched my feet step down. My skin flushed this close to him. It felt stretched thin, tight, painful.
“Jiminy Christmas,” Colt shouted, stumbling through the door. “It’s colder than my ex-wife out there.”
“You were married?” I asked Colt. I skipped down the last step to him. I had no idea. He hadn’t spoken about family or anyone since the invasion. I guess I just assumed he didn’t have anyone.
“Gretchen was an old harpy, always naggin’ me bout my guns and my drinkin’. I praised the Lord the day she ran off with Cramer down at the church. Glad He saw fit to get rid of her for me.” Colt shook off the cold as Bobo ran past him and into my legs. “Where you goin’, girl?”
“Tahk’s house.” I bent and gave Bobo scratches as he licked my face excitedly. His fur was freezing. He would need a doggy coat.
“Our House.” Tahk glared at the dog. I rolled my eyes, possessive ass. Bobo was a dog, not a threat.
“You ‘spect me to stay here in this freezin’ hell hole?” Colt scowled at us.
“Your rooms will be warmed, and you will be given proper attire. Dahk do not feel the cold as acutely as humans. We had not been prepared on the ship, but we have some Findilis wear for you here.”
Colt grumbled some more but left with a few Dahk up the stairs.
Tahk and I went back out into the freezing cold to a small ship where Ryt waited at the door. He grinned at me as I boarded and thumped Tahk on the shoulder.
Inside Tahk’s parents waited, along with another female, and another male. They were standing by the window where they must have been watching us board.
“Daughter.” Haytu grinned and patted my shoulder. “This is my son, Vyndor, and my second mate Pyntera.” He pointed them out. Pyntera was smaller than Myrna but just as pretty, and Vyndor was slighter than Tahk and his father, leaner and shorter. Vyndor had a weird gleam in his eye that put me on edge. “Wayka, my third, will be along shortly, she is gathering the others and my fourth, Byda, is awaiting us at Tahk’s House.”
I stared wide-eyed at Haytu, how did he keep them all straight? Pyntera gave me a gentle smile I hadn’t been expecting, but it worked wonders at easing my nerves. She must have been Vyndor’s mother. They looked so similar. If he had two more mates, I had to wonder if Tahk had any other siblings. He had kept the other two from me. Was Kudeyas Myrna’s or one of the others? If it was so difficult to conceive, she was most likely Byda’s or Wayka’s daughter.
And I seriously hoped the others with Wayka weren’t Tahk’s consorts, but who else could they be?
“Hi, uh, good greetings.” I waved at Pyntera and Vyndor. I got a smile from the former, but a leer from the latter.
Myrna turned away from me with a sneer of her own and sat in a seat. Ryt clomped on the ship with the two Dahk that had been sparring with Tahk on the ship.
Behind them was a female and all three of Tahk’s consorts.
“Filiya will stay behind,” Tahk told Ryt and pushed me to a chair.
“Why?” Myrna asked sending me an accusative stare.
“She is not welcome at my House,” Tahk said simply and strapped me in.
“Whatever for?” Pyntera asked not unkindly. She watched Tahk carefully strap me in with shrewd eyes and a confused smile.
“You cannot just dismiss me so.” Filiya screeched from the door.
“You are not my consort. I will do as I wish.” Tahk stood against the side of my seat next to his father and glared at my feet.
“She was to be matched.” Myrna scowled and hugged Filiya to her side.
“Upon my return, I was to decide, and I have. I will not speak of it again.”
Filiya opened her mouth to rage but one of the warriors, the brawnier looking one, clamped a hand around her arm and pushed her from the ship. Her screeches trailed behind her.
I did my best to block her out, and all the negative feelings she brought forth.
“I am Wayka, mam to Kudeyas.” The tall female said as she sat beside me. Her short spiky ridges gleamed under the golden toyl stone.
“Peyton.” I waved again but then decided to greet her like Tahk did everyone and patted her shoulder. She startled and jumped away from me. Whoops. Guess that’s not how you greeted females.
“I am Syn.” The lanky Dahk that had wielded a sword so wickedly on the ship bowed dramatically. “And this is Borv.” He waved to the burlier Dahk that used his body more than anything else to pummel Tahk, as he thumped back on the ship. Borv grunted and sat in the pilot seat.
“Hi,” I reached up to tap his chest hesitantly. I couldn’t reach his shoulder. He grinned and bowed again. He reached for my hand. Tahk growled and bared his fangs. Syn chuckled and backed away. “Where is the evil Kudeyas. Did she not miss me?” He asked Haytu.
“She is off galivanting around Ilynda.” Haytu grinned and patted Syn a little too hard on the shoulder. “It is our Mother city,” he said to me. “Not far from Ilyndahdus, your new home.”
The ship rumbled and lifted from the ground.
“Is Ilyn-dah-dus far from here? You don’t fly there?”
“Ah with our wings? It is too far. It drains a Dahk, much easier to use a ship. No sense in freezing my delicate mates if there is an alternative.” Haytu grinned at Pyntera when she smiled.
The ship moved through the sky silently. I stared at my hands curled in my coat, avoiding the glares being thrown my way. They came from all directions. Nonya and Myrna sat together whispering heatedly. Tahk heard every word because he snarled and stiffened every few minutes. Vyndor couldn’t keep his creepy silver eyes off me. He perused me with a mixture of disgust and fascination, and Wayka did the same with a little more bewilderment. It seemed she couldn’t quite believe Tahk chose to stand so close to me.
This was to be my new family? I was never close to my mom, but that was after my dad died. Before? Our house was so full of love most days it was near bursting, and there were only three of us. As Tahk’s mate, I essentially gained a brother and sister, four new moms, and a dad, and that wasn’t counting my sister-wives. All of those Dahk, and I had never felt so alone. At least my sort-of-father-in-law liked me, and Pyntera seemed gentle and kind. She patted my hand every so often when Myrna or Nonya scowled. I hoped she didn’t prove me wrong. I could use a female Dahk to talk to about all the things I was struggling with.
Alyna was the only one who seemed bored. She stared at the wall, perfectly content to ignore the conversations and whispers around us. Haytu bickered with Syn, and Vyndor asked Tahk a million questions about Earth he refused to answer. I took a page from Alyn and ignored them all. Instead, I caught more glimpses of Home World out the window across from me.
It was a winter wonderland. The snowy mushroom trees and gigantic colorful birds distracted me as they flew next to the ship. They were long and had iridescent wings that caught color like a rainbow in a puddle. They could probably gobble me whole. I’d have to stay inside like my Nana’s chihuahua. When she was alive, she used to always shout at us not to let the dog outside, for fear of a bird snatching the three-pound rat away. These birds made hiding inside just as necessary as the cold weather did.
Once we landed, Tahk wasted no time ushering everyone off. Myrna protested trying to keep us on the ship while she prepared the House, but Tahk was having none of it. He lifted me a little roughly from the chair and tromped off the ship.
I barely heard her protests when I got my first look at my new home.
We had landed in a valley against the side of an enormous cliff. Several hundred feet above me was a castle not made of purple ice, but of smooth yellow glowing stone. It was carved right into the cliffside like Mount Rushmore. Only half a castle, the rest deep inside the cliff.
It was much smaller than the King’s castle but no less spectacular. And it had wildlife dangling from the terraces, mint blue leaves trailing down the sides, with golden and peach flowers blooming out. The mushroom trees were here as well, but the branches were not bare. They were full of the same blue mint colored leaves, and lush berries of all different colors dangling from the branches.
With the golden stone glowing in the night, lighting it up just slightly more than the purple toyl, it was a fairy’s utopia. I half expected to see a blonde fairy wearing a leaf flitter about.
There was actual grass beneath my feet. Blue grass. And I was hot! I was burning up in my coat. How was it so warm? There was a chilly breeze, but I imagined it would feel a lot like fall if I weren’t overstuffed with clothes.
I looked back up, and up, to the castle. “We have to fly up, don’t we?” I winced and let Tahk swung me into his arms.
He grinned devilishly and shot into the air. From high up, I could see the lush landscape stretch out for miles, but far in the distance it met a wall of light lavender. As if an invisible barrier cut off the cold from the warmer land.
How was it so warm? “We’re on a volcano or something, aren’t we?” I asked him nervously, twisting about in search of a river of lava.
“Far beneath the surface of the planet, yes. There is a pocket of warmth, a formation of high temperatures and liquid fire that allows this small piece of land to remain warm and grow more life.”
“That’s amazing.” And a little scary. I never could drum up the nerve to check out Hawaii, always afraid it would blow ever since fourth-grade science class. 
Tahk landed on the lower terrace of the castle. From here I could see all five of them jutting out from the castle walls. And inside there were no doors or windows. Just open cuts out of the stone and white billowing gossamer drapes flittering from the breeze. How could Tahk call this place a House, it was far too enormous and stunning.
“It’s so beautiful.” I breathed. And it was. There was none of the sad amazement I had felt seeing Uthyf’s castle, just total joy seeing something so remarkable for the first time. I grinned so wide my cheeks ached.
“This pleases me greatly.”
I was so amazed even Tahk couldn’t ruin it for me. His mother on the other hand―well I was just glad she wouldn’t be living with us. She landed with a flit of her wings and stomped past me into the castle.
“Come, let me show you inside.”
I let Tahk pull me through the door, anxious to see inside and take off my suffocating coat.
It would have to wait, though. The entry room was packed full of Dahk, and they all cheered when we entered. It was a damn party. A celebration. A mating celebration.
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Peyton




For hours I was pushed around the room by Haytu’s mates and Haytu himself and introduced to so many different Dahk I would never remember all their names. I remembered one, though. Byda. She was pregnant and huge. Her figure so small, still taller than me, but without any curves, her stomach protruded out and caught your attention the second she spoke. She was kind and sweet, and I was relieved. I needed more Dahk in my corner.
It was also fascinating to learn Dahk had babies the same way we did. A regular birth. No eggs or weird machines. Just good old pushing and gore. I wondered how she would breastfeed. Did Dahk do that? I supposed she could still get milk with such a flat chest, human women had been doing it for as long as time, but the Dahk females were flat. Like no boob meat at all. I didn’t want to be rude and grill her about Dahk reproduction any more than she was already offering. It did not seem like an appropriate conversation to make a good impression. And I really wanted to do that, regardless of my and Tahk’s relationship.
She was thrilled to be having a baby as she and Haytu had been trying for so long, and I was a little excited to get to meet a baby Dahk. I always wanted my mom to have a sister or brother and, in a way, if I never got back home and Tahk made me stay, I would have one. I couldn’t exactly divorce him. I was stuck. So, I would get to hold it in my arms and watch it grow.
Byda was instantly my favorite Dahk on the whole planet. She was open and funny, and she accepted me with open arms. I was so relieved I nearly cried. Between her, and hopefully Pyntera, things here might not be so bad. Although, Pyntera had kept her distance since landing. Her and Wayka both did. Byda was enough all on her own, though.
“You are angry with him?” Byda blinked down at me with a quirky smile.
I sighed and twisted my fingers. “Yeah, I’m sad more than anything, I think.”
Her smile twisted, “Tahk is stubborn. Just as he was as a stumbling dahkling, his wings too big for him.” She laughed to herself. “But he is passionate, I see all his greatest parts as he looks at you.”
I blinked up at her, my eyes burning.
“Do not give up so easily, sweets. Fight for him as he has fought for you.”
Byda knew everything. She had a way about her that had me spilling my guts at her feet. She also had a way of making me feel worse and better at the same time.
As each minute passed, Tahk grew more and more surly, outright snarling at anyone who tried to talk to him. I couldn’t blame him. I was getting tired of it myself. I had to ditch the coat early on because inside it was even warmer than outside, but I needed to change and unstuff my ass. I looked ridiculously large and round compared to all the female Dahk. Besides, Tahk had super important human saving things to do, and he clearly wasn’t leaving until we had a chance to talk.
At least there was food. And Yilt was right, Home World’s fresh food was better than almost everything I had ever eaten. They had sweet and savory, juicy and dry. My mouth was in heaven. Cotton candy pineapple was practically bland compared to a goliv berry. I couldn’t wait to stuff my face with Viv. I had to be a little more reserved in front of all the curious Dahk.
Eventually, Tahk had enough, and he made it very clear, ordering everyone to clear out. Tahk’s consorts had stayed in the back of the room with Myrna and Wayka and a bunch of other females, whispering heatedly and scowling at me the entire time. Several males had shouted in outrage and went to confront Tahk, but he stayed by my side and told them all the same thing, “I will meet with you, later.”
One male stormed off, but the other told Tahk he was going to go home. Tahk told him he had to stay, and he’d meet with him after the celebration, and that was that. Those guys seriously did not like me and made it painfully clear. But Byda did awesome distracting me and introducing me to a bunch of different seemingly nice and welcoming Dahk. She was determined for me to have a good time. It endeared her to me even more.
When the last Dahk left, the consorts disappeared up the staircase out in the hall, and Haytu ushered out his mates. Then it was just Tahk and me.
I was tired and irritable but also pleased not everyone seemed to hate me. So, I let him guide me from the large entry room and up the stairs. The castle had four floors, and we passed each one of them to the top. Up there, there was only one door at the end of the hall, and Tahk rushed me inside, slamming the door behind him.
The room was so much larger than mine at the castle. And it was nearly completely open. Floor to ceiling cuts out of the stone, with more drapes waving back and forth showing off the starry sky.
There were wardrobes and chests just like humans had, and elegant sofa-benches throughout the room. Large lush rugs spread out across the floors of all different shades of grays and deep purples. And the bed was enormous. It was on a platform in the back of the room, covered in furs and white sheets. A sheer curtain draping from the ceiling on all sides offered privacy. Opposite the bed and across the room, was an open doorway with a large pool inside just like the castles bathing rooms. Steam rose from the water, and a small creature shuffled inside the room.
I screamed and scrambled away from the door.
“What is it?” Tahk shot around and lifted his clawed hands threateningly, his eyes shooting around the room.
“There’s something in there!” I shouted and pointed to the bathing room.
“Ah, it is―insert crazy name I had no hope of understanding here―a Findilis.”
“What’s its name?” I watched the creature poke its head out as Tahk repeated the thing’s name.
“Is-in-di-ni-di―what?”
“You may call me Isin,” it said. Holy cow, it was tiny, like, three feet tall tiny. And it was orange and covered completely in hair, except for its face. It had four creepy buggish eyes. It was actually kind of cute. I felt bad for screaming.
“Hi?” I asked It. It bowed and skittered back into the bathing room.
“Isin is your servant. He only serves you, and no other.”
“I don’t need a servant,” I whispered watching Isin skitter around the room and dump vials of things in the water.
“You will have one. And he will be available should you need anything while I am away.” Tahk ordered and went to the bathing room. Isin bowed again and left the room through a little hole in the wall.
“Where did he go?”
“His rooms are just below yours. Findilis are burrowing creatures. He has a path he made to his den below us.”
“O-kayyy. Is he here by choice?” If I was going to have a servant no matter what I said, I was going to make sure the Dahk’s idea of a servant wasn’t a slave.
“I saved him from his species many sunspins ago. He is loyal and grateful and requested the position to serve my House. He will be just as loyal to you.”
“Right.” I had nothing to add to that. I wouldn’t talk about Isin behind his back. If he was going to be around, I would save all my curiosity for him.
“Undress. I’ve had a bath prepared for you.”
“Uh, no, not until you leave.” As appealing as that bath looked, I was not stripping in front of Tahk. Not while he had several others waiting for their turn with him.
“Peyton, I have very little patience. I will not touch you. I just wish for you to be comfortable.”
“Fine. Turn around.” He wasn’t going to leave until he got what he wanted from me anyway.
“I have already seen every inch of you bared.” Tahk scoffed, but he turned when I continued to glare at him.
I quickly stripped down to my birthday suit, tossing mounds of sweaty cloth from my body. He probably smelled my funk from the heat and demanded a bath be ready for me. I flushed when I smelled myself. It wasn’t too bad, but Tahk had a super nose.
When I was stripped, I watched him warily and dipped a toe in the warm water. It was scorching and felt so, so good. Spotting steps on the far side of the large stone pool, I hurried over and climbed in. The water came up to my neck, but it had a deep seat all around the edge so when I sat, it came to just below my collar bone. Completely submerged, I sighed deeply and relaxed back.
I felt, more than saw, Tahk move closer. I should have been trying to cover myself under the clear water, but I felt too relaxed to care, and he was right, he’d already seen every little bit of me.
A claw brushed away a stray hair from my face, I tensed. “Tahk.” My voice held a warning.
“You are very beautiful, my yula,” he whispered behind me.
“So are your consorts.” I lifted away from him and swam to the other side. Tahk curled his outstretched hand into a tight fist.
“I know how you feel about them,” Tahk stood and turned away from me. “First I would like to discuss the resentment you feel about my taking you from Earth.”
We did need to talk about it, but now it felt like I was holding this big grudge over something that was a big deal, but knowing he was hurrying to meetings and trying to save us, it seemed very selfish. Yes, he took me without my permission, but could I really have expected him to leave me there? He barely let me out of his sight since the day I met him, and it would have been weeks of me on Dahk One doing absolutely nothing except sulking and worrying. I could hardly save the world myself.
Instead, he brought me here to meet his family and to keep me safe. I don’t think I could ever really forget how he took my choice from me, but it was starting to hurt a little less. Now that I knew he had women here waiting for him, I felt unimportant and discarded, and it just wasn’t healthy to keep hold of resentment for stealing me away when I had all these new trust issues.
Seeing it all clearly, I knew two things. I loved Tahk, still so much. And two, I wanted him. I wanted things with him to be how they were. Exciting and confusing and thrilling and scary. I wanted all of it back. But now that I knew he wasn’t just mine? I knew right then, if it were possible, I would have rewound the last few weeks and taken every minute alone I had with him. When he was mine, and only mine.
“I know why you did.” I sighed into the water. Uncomfortably rubbing my arms with the water.
“You do?” Tahk stiffened but didn’t face me.
“Yeah, I mean, I know you couldn’t have left me there, and I think a little piece of me will always be mad at you for it, but your King had died, and I was too upset to listen to anything you were saying when I should have. It doesn’t make it right, but I see that if you hadn’t come back, there wouldn’t be anybody to go fight for us. And well, that’s more important than finding my mom.” My voice broke pathetically at the end. My mom was so important to me, but she was one person. For two weeks, everyone on Earth had no one to fight for them. Fihk did what he could from space, but that wasn’t enough. And there was no one willing to go the distance for them but Tahk. I couldn’t still resent him for that.
Tahk spun around and crouched down at the side of the pool across from me. “Fihk owes you a debt. He will do all he can to find her.”
“Fihk doesn’t owe me anything,” I scoffed, it wasn’t Fihk’s fault I got attacked back at home, but he and Tahk didn’t see it that way. “Anyway, I know the odds of him finding her. Even if you left me there, what could I have done? There’s no way Fihk would have taken me down there and risked me getting hurt. Not without you with me. He would have been looking on his own anyway.”
“My mate, I did not take you away to hurt you. I only did so for your safety.” Tahk scrubbed his face. “If there were any other way, I would have done so.”
“I know.” I blinked back regretful tears. I had held onto my anger with him for too long. I should have let him explain a long time ago. It was time wasted now. “I know, and I really appreciate that you’re still willing to fight for the humans.”
“I do so for you, my mate. Never forget all I do is for you.”
“And your consorts.” I might have let go of my anger about abducting me, but I hadn’t about the consorts. “You should have told me about them from the beginning.”
“Yes, I see that now. It was a mistake, but I cannot regret it, you would have turned me away.”
Yeah, I would have. It was still wrong.
I crossed my arms over my chest and pulled my knees up. This topic of conversation was making me feel too vulnerable when I was already naked.
“I do nothing for them, all I do is for you.”
“No? You think so little of them now, then?” Now I was mad he dismissed them so easily. Even if a small sadistic part of me loved it, most of me was offended on their behalf. I may have been pissed and hurt about the consorts, but he was an alien, and their culture was different from my own. Did I really want to turn Tahk away from his Dahk ways, because I couldn’t handle it? Was I right or was I the wrong one?
“No. It is as it will be. You are my Pythe. No other comes before you.”
“And after? You get bored of me and you have a girl lined up to shake things up?” I looked away from his face and stared at my toes. God, I was so confused. I didn’t want to change him, did I?  He was Dahk. I was human. Who needed to bend in this? Me or him? I was willing to accept a lot for him, but I didn’t know if I could accept this.
“No, there will be no others,” Tahk stated stiffly.
“What?” That caught my attention, as did his pounce in the water. In a second, all of Tahk was surrounding me. “I will meet with their First Fathers this eve, so they may find a new House.”
“You’re dismissing them? Why?” Stupid, was I really going to talk him out of it? I should take the boon and run with it. But, I didn’t know those females. Nonya seemed just as nasty as Filiya, but Alyn was relatively nice, or sort of demur. But she didn’t come across as bitchy or resentful like the other two. Was I ready to be the cause of any heartbreak?
For Tahk? Maybe I was. He was my Pythen. That had to mean something.
“I want no other, but you.” He palmed the side of the pool on either side of me, his biceps caging me in. His head dipped, and he sniffed at my neck. “Why protest? Have you changed your mind? Would you rather I keep them?” He nuzzled me gently sending waves of fireworks all over my body. He hadn’t been this close to me in so long.
“No!” I shouted way too loudly.
Tahk chuckled wickedly. “Then I will speak to their Houses and find them a new potential mate.”
“Won’t they be sad, angry? Will you?”
Tahk pushed back and scanned my face. “I did not want a mate,” he confessed, his voice low. My face must have given away my shock―he did have three lined up after all―because he smiled sardonically. “My mam can be persuasive when she wants something.” Great, she wanted me gone. Not good news for me.
“So, when you found me, you were pretty pissed, huh?”
“I was shocked, and I’ll admit a little pyssd. But my mate, you are my greatest gift. I will regret my initial feelings for all time.”
“And now? Do you want a mate now?”
Tahk shook his head in a humorous impression of how I did when I said no. My heart dropped. I so did not need to reevaluate my feelings. That dread I felt? That said it all. I loved him, and that wasn’t going to change. Consorts and kidnappings be damned. I was taken, owned, and I needed to start accepting it and find a way to compromise with him or I was going to find myself in a world of hurt.
“No, I do not,” he smiled and bent again nuzzling my neck. “I want my Pythe. My Pehytohn, anyway she will have me.”
“Oh,” I breathed when he licked down my neck.
“Oh,” he repeated and nipped my neck sharply.
“Tahk, wait.” I pushed his chest, and he growled but let me move away from him. “I can’t―”
“Why?” He snarled. “You say you do not hold onto your anger, I tell you my consorts will be no more, and you still deny me.” Hoo-boy, he was so mad. Two weeks denying him, and I had worked him into a rage I wasn’t equipped to fend off.
“I know. I know, and I know it’s a big deal. You’re just throwing your culture out the window for me, and I don’t deserve even that with my behavior lately. But, they still think they’re yours, and I can’t, I won’t do that to them.”
“It is not their concern. It is our way. They have no reservations about our mating. It is to be expected.”
“I know, but it’s not my way,” I held up a hand, “Just listen. I know okay, but I would feel terrible, and I just can’t in good conscience be with you that way before they know they’re leaving. It wouldn’t be fair to a human, and that’s what I am. I’m human, Tahk, and I can’t change how I feel any more than I can what I am.”
He snarled and slapped the side of the pool. “I will go tell them now.”
I choked a dry laugh and rushed to him, “Wait.” The water shook as I lunged, but I managed to grab ahold of his arm before he pushed out. “Not yet.” I turned him to me and clasped his face between my hands.
“I’m sorry.” I stood on my toes and pulled him down and placed a soft kiss against his lips. “I’m sorry I was so mean and stubborn on the ship. I should have given you a chance to explain before.”
Tahk shuddered and swept his arms around me, plastering me to his chest. “It is I who is sorry, lovely.” I shuddered myself from the endearment and the warmth of his chest against my breasts. “I allowed desperation and circumstance to rule my judgment. We could have spared a moment for discussion that day. It is I who did not listen.” He bent and kissed my bare shoulder, “The hurt I inflicted upon arriving here will haunt me always. I want no other. I will always be yours, no others.”
“Me too, I’m yours too.” I breathed as he sucked up the length of my neck.
“Of that, there is no doubt. I would not allow another near you,” he growled and crashed his lips to mine.
The kiss was desperate and unrestrained. I had missed him, and I told him so with every nip to his full lips, every lick along his fangs, every twirl of my tongue. He told me the same right back.
Holding me close we stood in the water and let our kiss apologize for us, heal every hurt, fix every little broken piece. And when it came to be too much, and my hands were clawing at his shoulders, Tahk dropped me to the deep seat in the pool and shoved himself between my legs. The leather of his pants scraped up the insides of my sensitive thighs and his hands dove behind me, squeezing and kneading my ass.
My legs climbed up his hips, clenching tight, and my hands roamed every inch of his bare chest, from his hard nipples to the scales dipping below the top of his pants.
“We can’t yet.” I breathed as he sucked down my neck to my collar bone. “You have to talk to them first.”
I had not intended for this to happen when I stopped him. I only wanted to apologize properly, but I should have known better, it had been too long for both of us.
“Mate, do not deny me this,” Tahk snarled against the tip of my breast. “You are needing me, I will not mate with you, but I will not leave you craving me as you do.”
“But, it feels wrong.” My protest was pathetically weak. I was so going to hell.
“Touching you, feeling you, will never be wrong.” He punctuated each statement with a suck to my nipple. His hand drifted down to play along the throb between my legs. I gasped and arched back, my head hitting the side of the pool, and my hands clawed at his sides. “I have waited long enough. It is the Dahk way. I will wait to have all of you as is the human way until after I speak to them, not a moment later.”
“Right. Compromise.” I gasped as his finger slipped between my folds and rubbed in slow circles.
“Yes, compromise. You will compromise and give me your release.” He tipped my hips forward and into the palm of his hand.
“Okay,” I breathed and ground down against his hand. “Tahk.”
“Yes, lovely. Feel how your womb clutches at the water to be filled by me.” A finger drifted down, and a knuckled rubbed inside me. I cried out and shot up to grab at his arms. One of my hands left his arm to seize his horn and drag his face to mine. I licked into his mouth as desperately as my hips whirled against his hand. He snarled and snagged my hair, yanking my head back to kiss me deeper.
His thumb claw scraped lightly against the tiny bundle of tension, and I whined. His knuckle pushed as deep as it could go without using his claw, and he pinched my clit tight between his thumb and finger. My toes curled, and my breath snagged as pressure spiraled through me.
“Tahk.”
“Yes, mate, give me your release.” He purred and twisted his thumb and forefinger. I screamed and writhed against him. Fireworks exploded from inside me, scorching me from inside out. Tahk snarled and bit deep into my neck sending a whole new set of explosions through me. I shook and whimpered as he petted me between my legs, slowly bringing me down into an exhausted pile of boneless satisfaction.
I slumped against him and heaved as he lifted us from the pool. Tahk’s palms ran up and down my back, kneading my spine and ass cheeks. I purred. He stopped at the bed and gently laid me down.
When he stood upright, I reached for him, but he kissed my palms and laid them down at my sides. “What about you?” I needed to touch him. I needed to drive him as mad as he did me.
“I cannot bear your attention until the matter is solved, I will not be able to hold back.” He scowled at his lap and shifted uncomfortably. Right, the scorned females. I really was a homewrecker.
But seeing Tahk grin so arrogantly at my naked body while palming his thick member. I decided not to care. He wanted me. I wanted him. Neither of us expected the other, but here we were. And I would never regret that.
“Rest, I will return soon.”
“No, no way. I’m going.” I sat up and pulled a loose folded sheet around me. “I’m not letting Nonya get near you again.” Tahk scoffed, and I flushed from embarrassment. It so wasn’t cool to order him around. He said he was leaving them. This only made me look like I didn’t trust him. Which I did, but okay, Nonya was gorgeous for an alien, and what if he realized she didn’t come with so much baggage and ultimatums. I was hardly the catch in this situation.
Jeez, I needed to do some affirmations or something.
But Tahk laughed and nuzzled my neck. “These things are not handled in such a way. Her First Father as well as Anya’s and Filiya’s, will be present.”
“Those guys who tried to talk to you before?” A little flutter of something started to creep through my mind. “Did you already know you were going to dismiss them when we got here?”
“I knew the moment wet hit your eyes in the castle, my yula.”
“What?” I breathed, astounded. All day he knew. The whole time I cursed his name and imagined him gallivanting off to their rooms, he knew?
“Anya knew the moment I did not greet her. I have never kept such distance before.” He crossed his arms. I did not need to imagine what his old greetings to them looked like. I shook my head to get rid of the bitter jealousy. “She told her father upon arriving. They are aware of the nature of our meeting.”
“Oh. Maybe I should go to apologize.”
Tahk chuckled. “Your apologies are not necessary, mate. I assure you, Anya holds no feelings for me.” I highly doubted that, but Tahk was a guy, he wouldn’t see her aloofness for the cover-up I knew it to be. “And Nonya will move on quickly. She only seeks a powerful House and I have a few suggestions that will satisfy her.”
“And Filiya?”
“She insulted you on many occasions and was not a member of my House. I owe her nothing.” Tahk scowled as he talked about his ex-whatever-she-was. Consort in training? Possible consort? Consort in the running? Who knew. But yeah, I didn’t owe her anything after all the shitty remarks during our mating. That was terrifying for me, and she made it all the worse. I was glad he dismissed her so easily, though I would have to talk to him about letting her or any other pet all over him. But later, I was so done with the heavy today.
“She was pretty angry when you wouldn’t let her come here.”
“I have arranged for Filiya to be removed from the castle. She is to be sent south.”
“Why?” Jeez. He already kicked her out of his bed and House. Now he was relocating her?
“I do not trust her. I will be leaving. I will not allow her in range of you.”
“She’s that dangerous?” Filiya hated me. She let me know with every sneer and disgusted look. But Tahk was worried she would hurt me?
Tahk scrubbed his face. “I will not take a chance with your safety.”
That wasn’t an answer. I guess it was good she wouldn’t be around then.
“Okay, do you want me to go for you?” He didn’t want me apologizing, but did big bad Commander need backup around what was sure to be a tense conversation?
“Rest, my yula.” Tahk bent and kissed me on the lips gently. “You must prepare for my return. I have waited and now need you greatly. You will allow me to take out my frustration on every inch of you.”
“Okay.” I kissed him back and smiled at the bed as he left. I would make it up to him. Tahk was suffering the mating rage, and I was pretty impressed he managed to hold back when I couldn’t. To be fair, it was really hard to turn down a Commander who was hell-bent and determined to bring you to orgasm.
But Tahk was giving up a big part of who he was for me. I needed to make sure he knew I was grateful. And I was so, so grateful. I may have been wrong to demand this, but I loved him, and I knew even if I convinced myself now to look past it, it wouldn’t be long before the situation took its toll.
I was a tad bit jealous when it came to him. Over time, it would hurt, and I would grow to resent him. I would have a front row seat to Tahk’s other relationships, and the real kicker would be that it wouldn’t be cheating. It would be totally normal. Expected.
I couldn’t do it. I was selfish. I wanted him all to myself.
Unfortunately, I didn’t get to return the favor. I was passed out long before Tahk got back. And before I knew it, the toyl stones were starting to brighten in the room, and Tahk was kissing me goodbye. His meeting took too long, and he hadn’t wanted to wake me up, and I would find myself regretting falling asleep for six very long days.
Now that we had made up, my libido was insane, and all I could think about was him. I was going to jump his bones the second he got back.




Chapter 10




Peyton




After Tahk left without fulfilling his promise no matter how much I tried to entice him, I fell back into a long sleep. My body was overwhelmed from all the traveling and needed hours of recuperation.
Isin woke me up when he skittered into the room. He was trying to be quiet, but I was too on edge in a new place to ignore his presence. I sat up, covering my body with a thick sheet. “Hi.”
He jumped a foot in the air and spun around bowing. “My lady, I am sorry to have woken you.” My lady? Wow, that sounded funny. I had never been remotely anything like a lady, but Vivian sure would have gotten a kick out of it. I think she had strived to encompass Elizabeth Taylor since we were kids. Elegance and poise was her thing.
“It’s okay, I’ve slept too long, anyway.” I needed to get back to the castle and check in with Viv. I didn’t like being so far from her right now. We didn’t know what dangers lurked about. Yilt was there, but he was about the only one we could trust. I had no idea if Ryt and Dao had left with Tahk or not. But I did know he wouldn’t leave any of us unprotected, so I wanted to leave, but it could wait a minute to get to know Isin. “So, Tahk said you’re here because you want to be?”
“My lord saved me from slavery. The Findilis Queen enslaved me at birth. I was not a desirable male. The Commander was confronting a group of Juldo on the moon I was assigned to mine when he saw them raiding and capturing slaves. I was hurt, and he took me in and gave me a choice. He would return me to my planet, or he would bring me here. I did not wish to return to slavery and chose to return with him. He did not ask me to serve him. It was my greatest wish to repay my debt.”
Isin breathed deeply after his heartfelt speech and then skittered to the wardrobe in the room.
“Wow, so they enslave you if you aren’t desirable?”
“I was not small enough, too tall. It is seen as a defect among my kind.”
Not small enough? He was already so tiny!
“I’m sorry Isin, that sucks.”
He tilted his head nearly to his shoulder and scrunched all four of his eyes. I tried not to shudder. I must have looked just as strange to him.
“Do not apologize, I do not know this word sooks, but I am grateful to my lord, and feel lucky to have been released. I have found great happiness and purpose on Home World.”
“Oh, well, that’s good. You’re really happy here?”
“Oh, yes. The Dahk are a peaceful species. There is always strife in any sector, but the Dahk take care of their own, and I have benefited from their kindness.”
I was happy he didn’t seem to be a slave or anything. He may be a servant, but he really did seem glad to be one. I would still need to make sure he wasn’t being treated like a humans idea of a servant had been in the past and in some countries still were, but I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable. I flushed just thinking of the awful ways my own species treated people in his position. Less than, not worthy. We really were primitive, practically savages compared to some species. Something was bugging me though, and as soon as Isin picked up my boots, I remembered.
“Wait, if your species are so small, how come your clothing is so large?” Isin was wearing a tiny tunic and pants, much like the Dahk did, but miniature sized.
Isin chortled and slapped his tiny thigh. “Oh, our females are not so small.” He shook my boots in hilarity. “These were designed for a female. They are much larger than males.”
He saw my face gape in shock and he laughed harder. “My lady, females are the dominant sex on Findilian. They birth dozens of young. Males do not,” he said like that explained everything. Like all females were twice the size of a male because they could push a kid out of their vag. And holy cow, dozens?
“Oh,” That was about all I had to say to that. He laughed and muttered to himself running around and tidying the room, even though it was already immaculate.
How in the world was Isin undesirable because he wasn’t small enough? Findilis females and human females had some seriously different ideas of a viral male.
Tahk was humongous, and it turned me on all the more. If he were half my size, I would never be able to take him seriously. Not to mention what he was packing. Was a big dick not awesome to all species? I flushed and looked away from Isin’s lap. I would totally freak him out if he knew what I was thinking. I couldn’t hold back a snort, though. Human men strived to be the biggest. If only they knew about Findilis females. Then again, maybe they didn’t procreate like us. I needed to stop comparing all species to humans. There were some major differences in the galaxy. Tahk was almost completely purple and had scales and wings, and horns. I was so lucky he wasn’t packing anything strange in that department.
Our first time would have been way more horrifying if he had been.
“I have acquired some clothing for you, lady. I believe Syn and Borv are waiting for you in the great hall to return you to the castle.”
Right, I was still in bed, and naked.
“Thank you.” I flushed.
He bowed and skittered to the door. “It is my honor to serve my lady. I will accompany you to the castle.”
“Oh, you don’t have to do that.”
“My lord has tasked me with your care. I will be available for anything you shall need or desire.” With that, he left.
I left the bed, still bundled up, and stopped at the opening in the room that led outside. It was really nice to feel the cool breeze while I slept, but I worried I might catch a cold if it ever got even a little chillier. I might have to talk Tahk into some kind of doors. But looking out, I noticed it led to a terrace. I pulled the wavy curtain aside. It was so pretty, but strange that I had just woken up, and it was still dark out. The toyl stone dimmed and brightened just like Yilt had said, but it wasn’t by much. It reminded me of when I was a little girl and needed the hall light left on or I couldn’t sleep. It was doable as an adult, but I was too used to pitch black to sleep. It would take some adjusting.
I went to the bathing room and did my morning rituals. I needed a toothbrush or whatever the Dahk had. I would have to ask Isin. My finger wasn’t cutting it anymore. Yilt had given us a plant to chew on the ship, but he was so confused when we tried to ask him for a toothbrush, he got hung up on how flat our teeth were and brought us some kind of file. Even he seemed dubious when he handed it over, like he couldn’t believe we would file our teeth.
Gryo had told Vivian they didn’t brush their teeth, but we might be able to find something similar on Home World at the markets, that some would be selling other species wares. I used the chewy minty plant to freshen my breath and sighed at the mess on my head. I needed so many things, but it would all have to wait. Hopefully, Isin would know about some of these things. He had enough hair and it was all untangled. He had to brush it, or comb it, or something.
The tall wardrobe was filled with long dresses, but I was happy to see some new clothes I hadn’t seen the other female Dahk wear. There were tunics and pants pretty close to my size. I sighed happily when I pulled them on. They were a little short but way better than anything I had been wearing. The pants showed off my ankles and were made from a thick fur on the insides and a tough leather on the outside. The tunic barely covered my butt, but it was a thick sweater material. There was no underwear, so my butt was a little uncomfortable, and my breasts swung freely, but I wasn’t going to complain when I saw socks. They were a little big around the toes but so thick and warm. I practically danced my way into the coat I found, but immediately took it off. It was so warm and fluffy but far too hot to wear, yet. I stuffed my feet in the boots and carried the new coat with me out the door. I was already sweating when I finished dressing, but I knew I would be thankful when we got to the castle.
The stairs were easy enough to find, and I rushed down them into the entry hall. Syn was lounging against the wall when I got down. “Ah, you have woken. Come. Borv waits in the great hall with food.”
My stomach growled on cue. I had stuffed myself last night, but I was ravenous for more of the yummy food.
Tahk’s great hall was much smaller than the one on the ship and had two long rectangular tables with wide benches. There was no area to serve yourself, but there was a female serving a very grumpy looking Borv. He scowled at the female Dahk while I gaped at her. She was tall and far more muscular than any female I had ever seen.
“Human,” she boomed when she spotted me. If her wings weren’t so feminine poking out from the back of her robe, I would have second guessed whether she was female or not. Female Dahk wings were without claws and spikes. They were very distinctly feminine. And this Dahk’s were just as delicate as any females I had seen. But she was built more like a male. “I am Untya. Your food is growing cold.”
“Oh, sorry.” I flushed and looked away from her angry glare.
“Don’t mind Untya. She is always this merry in the morn.” Syn ducked when Untya chucked a thick plate at him. It crashed against the wall and broke in several pieces. Syn chuckled and guided me to an empty chair.
“I will retrieve your food.” Untya boomed and stomped from the room.
“Untya is the cook here,” Syn told me taking a seat next to me.
“She’s always so grumpy, and breaking plates?” I watched Syn throw his head back and crow with hilarity.
“She has been dismissed from the castle. She had hoped to regain her place, but it is not to be so now that Uthyf is King. He loathes her.”
“Why was she dismissed?”
Untya stomped back in the room and tossed down a plate in front of me, causing food to fly all over the black table. I jumped back and eyed her cautiously.
“She has a fierce temper,” Syn said grinning. “Not many can stand her.”
Untya whacked him on the back of his head. Syn just chuckled again and held a hand over his heart. “You wound me, female. I adore your fire.”
“You would not be able to handle that female, Syn,” Borv grumbled into his plate.
“No? I would think I could brighten her mood.”
Untya grunted and stormed out of the room.
“You would not last a spin beneath her.” Borv chuckled. “She would have you for first meal, and then you would be useless to another female.”
“Hmm, I would enjoy every moment of it.” Syn grinned wickedly where Untya had disappeared.
“Untya has no desire to mate. Lord Jirt knows, ask him how he fared after pursuing her.” Borv chuckled and stuffed a hunk of meat in his mouth.
“Where’s everyone else?” I asked, picking up a goliv berry and popping it in my mouth. Untya had made some kind of meat, but it was still steaming.
“They have all departed to their respective Houses.” Syn clawed at his meat. He looked as ravenous as Colt often did as he tore into the meat.
“All?” I kept my eyes on my plate as I asked. Couldn’t let them see the hope that I wouldn’t have to endure any hair pulling this morning. I felt bad for Tahk’s consorts, but that didn’t mean I was willing to be their punching bag for being dismissed. I wouldn’t last a second.
“All.” Syn grinned at me, and Borv shook his head. “The Commander would not let them simmer in anger here.”
I blew a slow breath.
“Myrna will return shortly. She has been tasked to guide you in the Dahk ways.”
“What?” I nearly choked on a berry. “By who?”
“The Commander.” Syn seemed to enjoy my obvious despair.
“Why?”
“Who better to guide you then your First Mother?” Borv grinned, but it did nothing to ease my worries. Borv was too harsh to pull off humor. His face was full of rugged lines and thin scars. He actually looked a little demented when he smiled.
“She hates me,” I told them. I was not going for pity. It was fact. Myrna loathed me.
“You are human. She does not understand you.” Syn patted the air around me like he wanted to comfort me like Yilt often did but couldn’t quite bring himself to touch me. I didn’t know whether to feel offended or not.
I shoved a hunk of meat in my mouth and chewed as fast as possible. Grabbing a soft root that Viv and I liked to pretend was bread, I jumped from the table. “Okay, let’s go.”
Syn chuckled and shoved food in his mouth before standing as well. Borv grabbed his entire plate.
“You will not have hadlin?” Untya thundered from the door. Hadlin was sort of like a Dahk tea, only more bitter. It was something they had after meals, but I usually passed. I liked it at first but overtime I couldn’t stand the taste, it only ruined the fruity aftertastes of the food, and I normally had to gag it down. Colt, of course, inhaled his every time.
“My apologies, Untya. I would enjoy a cup with you for last meal.” Syn practically waggled his brow ridges for all the innuendo leaking off him. Untya looked unimpressed. She stomped from the room, and crashes and bangs could be heard from what I was guessing was the kitchen.
I followed them outside and to the small ship from the day before. I had to wonder how Tahk got back to the castle if he didn’t take it but looking up I felt kind of silly. Dahk were flying around in the distance. Haytu had said he didn’t want his mates flying through the cold for such a long distance, not that he couldn’t or didn’t want to. Tahk must have flown himself back.
Isin joined us with large bags he managed to drag onto the ship. I jumped up to help him but Syn beat me to it, and I was pleased to see that it didn’t shock Isin to get help. He thanked him and sat beside me. He had to jump up and didn’t touch the straps. If they barely fit me, I doubted they would do much of anything for him. He just sat quietly and gazed out the window shifting anxiously. If I had known him any better, I would think he was excited. But he was alien, and I could totally be misreading him.
The trip was felt shorter then it had before, but that was partially due to the pair of Dahk I was with. Syn was funny in an arrogant way, and Borv liked to tease and egg him on. Sex seemed to be their main topic of conversation, and no matter how many times Borv teased Syn for his age and lack of experience, Syn took it in stride and seemed to have a comeback every time. Their comradery made me curious. They seemed close in a way I hadn’t seen yet. Fihk and Yilt teased each other, but they were often very serious, especially Fihk. In the short time I had known him, he was singularly focused on every order from his Commander and had little time to relax. Plus, he just didn’t laugh a lot, that was more Yilt’s style.
I enjoyed the view as we landed, much closer to the castle this time. Syn took great amusement from my sounds of shock and awe as an underground hangar came into view. A hole in the ice twisted open, and we flew down inside. It was the first really technological type advancement I had seen on Home World. For all the Dahk’s knowledge and advancements, they lived rather simply. The healing room was the most impressive before I saw the hangar.
We left the ship and went through a large doorway up a set of wide stairs. Borv and Syn had grabbed Isin’s bags for him, and it made me happy and relaxed knowing they treated him right like I had hoped, not like a mule. It lulled me into a false sense of security. I regretted it immediately when Myrna met us in the entry hall.
“Daughter,” she said with so little enthusiasm you’d think I stole her son and turned him against her. So not the case, but I had to admit the idea held appeal. I had a feeling holidays and gatherings would be so much fun with her around.
“Myrna,” I said, equally unenthused. “What’s up?”
She scrunched her face and mouthed the words before scoffing and waving her delicate fingers. “Come with me. I will introduce you to the Queen.”
“Actually, I have to check in with my friends.”
“No, you will come with me.” She spun on her heel and flounced away in her silvery gown, completely confident I would follow her. I shrugged and looked to the amused Dahk at my side. I smiled briefly and went in the opposite direction as her. Isin scurried after me. Syn guffawed and followed along with Borv.
I took the route to the healer's room and practically ran inside. Vivian was sitting on a stool by Hector’s healing vat, and Colt lounged on top of the other chewing on a long brown minty leaf, like Ford wasn’t under him practically near death. Bobo spotted me first and barked twice before rushing over. His paws skated over the stone floor, and he went down on his belly, tumbling into Isin. The Findilis shouted and toppled over under the dog.
“Peyton!” Viv jumped up and ran over sliding a little herself as she stopped just short of plowing into the dog and Isin. “What is that?”
“That’s Isin.” I bent over and grappled with Bobo as he smothered Isin in drool. “You okay, Isin?”
He huffed and shook as he stood, his long hair waving wildly. Bobo barked excitedly causing him to jump. “What is that?” Isin asked just as appalled as Vivian had.
“A dog, what’re you?” Colt scowled and jumped down from the healing vat. 
“I am Findilis. A burrowing species.” Isin huffed and patted his fur.
“Burrow you say? Like a prairie dog?” Colt looked at Isin dubiously.
“We burrow to mine and breed.”
My eyes bugged along with Viv and Colt’s.
“You burrow to breed?” Viv looked like she immediately regretted asking. Colt scowled at her like he too would rather not know.
“Into the female canal where we fertilize and release her egg.”
Don’t do it, Vivian. I could tell she held back, and Colt even pinched her. We held our breath, but her face reddened the color of a beet before she practically shouted, “You climb inside her with your whole body?”
“Yes.” Isin shifted his eyes to me, but I was gaping at him in incredulity and could offer no clarifications. That explained the undesirable size. Holy god, he would be far too large for something like that.
Vivian winced and slapped her hands over her lap. “Ouch,” she breathed, shocked.
I clenched my fists, so I wouldn’t do the same.
“Now, you listen here, I ain’t needin’ to know all that.” Colt shook his face clear of his own horror and whistled for Bobo. The dog would not leave Isin. He was almost taller than the Findilis and was fascinated with him. His tail wagged, and his tongue hung out happily.
I blinked rapidly and forced myself to look away from Isin. My eyes landed on Syn who had his teeth clamped so tight blood beaded on his lip. I scowled in warning at him, and he widened his black and silver eyes dramatically before losing the battle and howling in laughter. Borv rubbed his face and patted Isin on his head before moving around him.
“How are the humans?” Borv asked.
Vivian shuddered and shook her head. “Um, Gryo says they’re almost ready to leave the vats.”
Isin ambled over to me and whispered beneath his breath. “I am aware you breed as the Dahk do.” He scrunched his eyes confusedly, “I did not mean to alarm you or the other humans with my species practices in procreation.”
“Oh, Isin, it’s okay.” I patted his tiny shoulder. “You just took us off guard is all.” Colt snorted.
“Does this bother you?” He looked so worried I couldn’t help but crouch and hug him a little.
“Of course not, the way we do it is different but to you, it must have been just as―” I stopped before I said what I wanted to. It wasn’t strange to Isin, and it may hurt his feelings if I said so. It was his normal. Just because it wasn’t my normal didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt his feelings if I didn’t show him I accepted all of him. Burrowing into vaginas and all.
He seemed to understand and patted my shoulder with a quiet chuckle. “The Dahk’s ways were just as alarming to me when I learned of them. The Juldo do not even procreate, and the Guhuvin are able to fertilize their eggs on their own. They have not participated in breeding amongst themselves in quite some time.”
I blew a heavy breath. There was so much we didn’t know. Just how many species were there? Or at least how many did the Dahk know about?
Isin lifted a bag, “I will take these to your rooms and return.”
I nodded and gave him a relieved smile. I was glad we hadn’t hurt his feelings. Isin was nice and easy to talk to, and I hoped we would become friends.
We puttered around the healing room for a while. Myrna hadn’t come looking for me yet, so I took the time to fill Vivian in on everything. She was shocked and angry and just as worried as me that the consorts weren’t so easily dismissed. She also thought Alyn might have heavier feelings for Tahk and agreed he might have hurt her by dismissing her. It made me feel worse about it all.
“You’re his Pythe, Pey. You didn’t have a choice. It’s practically biological for them. You were meant for Tahk, and they know that. I can’t make you feel better about it, because back home you would’ve been the asshole. Here, you are his true mate, and they keep telling us how special that is, so they should have anticipated it being different from what they’re used to.” She squeezed my hand tight.
“But it’s normal for them to have more than one mate. I love that Tahk sees how much it upset me and did something about it, but I can’t help but feel like I’m wrong for wanting it. For practically forcing it on him.”
“You said yourself, he told you he didn’t want them,” she pointed out. He didn’t, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t still wrong that I pushed for it. I knew I couldn’t be with him while he was with others, I just couldn’t, but maybe that meant we shouldn’t be mated. My stomach hurt at the idea of never being with him again.
“I don’t know. I just feel like he’s going to regret it or something. If he’s so used to having so many consorts, how can I keep him interested on my own?”
“Peyton Elizabeth! Don’t you dare put yourself down like that! You, my best friend, are a catch. Your dad would pop from his grave if he heard you right now. You are smart and kind, and beautiful. You are so damn talented, and it honestly makes me sick to feed your vanity right now because you know all this! Stop feeling sorry for yourself. You got the guy, okay, he worships you. Don’t mess this up by feeling pitiful and downright pathetic.” With that, she stormed away without looking back.
I flushed, ashamed. She was so right. I had never dwelled on silly stuff like this before, and I wouldn’t start now. Tahk had given me no reason to question how much he wanted me. He messed up by lying and taking me here without talking about it first, but he had never made me feel like he didn’t want me. Even when he was trying to make me jealous with Filiya, I could practically feel the need he had for me. It made me shiver just thinking about it.
When he got back, I would trust he knew what he was doing, and stop questioning his motives. Tahk infuriated me with his bossiness, but everything he did was to make sure I was safe and happy. I needed to seriously pay him some extra special attention. The thought thrilled me with wicked delight. Dahk females had fangs, long sharp ones. There was one thing I was pretty sure Tahk had never experienced, and I was going to rock his world.




Chapter 11




Tahk




I had been traveling the stars for three sunrings before landing on Hugund, the Orders outpost.
It had been erected and floating amongst the debris of their moons for millennia. It was said the Order’s chosen planet was lush with life and had that of the most beautiful colors in all the galaxies. The Dahk had never seen it, the planet long dead before we ever knew of the Orders existence. Their outpost now was grander than most planets, built of the purest stones, and the toughest metals. It was circular and just as large as any planet. Millions of species resided on Hugund along with the Order and its armies.
An Order emissary and his guard met us at our docking station and escorted us to a group of rooms held for me and my Dahk guard. He was Xixin. Tall and muscular, but not quite like their warriors. His fur was combed away from his sharp features, and his fangs were filed sharp along with his claws, but he did not wear the Xixin warrior garb. A much calmer Xixin to their normally chaotic males. Royalty.
We waited now to be summoned. The Order would not be moved on their meeting time. It frustrated me. I had wanted to move the meeting up, but I could not deter from delivering Uthyf to Home World, and then the Council would not hear of moving the meeting up closer, not even by a sunring as I had requested. Selfishly, this did not bother me too much. I had needed that time on Home World with my mate. Had I left as soon as delivering Uthyf, I would not have had the chance to deliver my mate to Ilyndahdus. Nor would I have been able to comfort her and receive her forgiveness.
I was grateful I had not left her still angry and heartsick. But the humans suffered for my selfishness. Every moment the Council waited, more humans perished, and their species survival became more perilous. The Vitat would have been defeated easily had they allowed us to aid them. The loss was pointless. A waste.
The Vitat were strong in numbers, billions clustered throughout the stars, but their strength was no match for my Dahk. They wanted the human's sun and would harvest it if given a chance. Fihk and Dahk One were all that was standing in their way. They would inhabit the Earth while harvesting its sun, and they would enslave the humans they did not consume. Taking both the sun’s energy and the remaining humans back to their hive Queen as sustenance for the hive.
The Council fed my impatience with their silence. We waited far too long for their summons, but when it came, I waited not a moment before following the Xixin to the Council room. I had been to Hugund only once before. My Commander, before he perished, and the Old King rose me in his stead, had business here that I was not privy to. I was high in his ranks, but he took none with him to his meeting with the Council. I did not follow his lead. Ryt and Dao followed me now, along with a small crew of warriors that had traveled with me from Earth. They would wait outside the Council doors, but Ryt and Dao would stay by my side.
The Council was made of seven seats, but it was not always this way. Many remained empty, several species awaiting the Council's invitation. Aryx had not gained it when he took the throne. His father’s seat remained among the empty. Though dozens of species were members of the Order, only seven now spoke for them until another would join them. In times of the Old King, nineteen seats were filled. The Council seats were often only filled by a species ruler which made meetings very difficult to schedule. Not all could travel without ample warning. The head seat was the only to remain on Hugund. Viytenus had sat on the Council, ruling his species from afar for so long, no one knew how he came to gain head seat. He was Bour, his species just as mysterious as he. The other six seats were taken by the Xixin King: one of four Kings. They ruled as a brotherhood, each having their own places in the Kingdom.
The Yuwak held another seat. A female ruler. Though it was difficult to see for she held no gender defining features on her slick body.
The Polizinth Leader held another alongside the Owirden Lord, they were allies. The Guhuvin King held the sixth, and the Juldo Master held the seventh. I glared at him as I entered the room. His mechanical eyes whirred wildly as he watched me shrewdly.
There were too little seats held now. The Council was upheld by the Order law, to govern for all species.
Be Just. Be Fair. Be honorable.
It was not so with so little species heard.
“Commander Tahk.” Viytenus boomed from the center seat in the grand room. His chair on the tallest dais.
“Viytenus.” I bowed. This was the first time we had met. I only knew it was him by the Bour ruling Jewels atop his smooth crown.
“I was saddened to hear of your Commander’s passing.” His flat mouth spoke the words, but his pale face did not show any regret for his role I believed he played in my Commanders end those sunrings ago. “Though he chose well in his successor.”
“Aryx rose me.” My Commander did not choose a successor. His end was quick and unexpected. Viytenus knew this.
“Ah, so he did. Aryx has passed on as well? Is that why you are here in his stead?”
I gnashed my teeth. They knew of my King’s assassination. He toyed with me. I had never had the patience for politics. “I am here on behalf of my new King, Uthyf, and the humans.”
“We are aware.” This from the Xixin King. His feline eyes roamed my stiff posture, his furry brow lifting. “Why do you seek to aid such a species?”
“He has mated a human.” The Yuwak ruler scoffed, her flat mouth pressing down in displeasure. Her unseeing eyes sealed shut behind the gems of her species.
I clenched my jaw. Aryx had told them. I did not know why. He was to seek them for aid, not reveal my stake in the matter. I had not realized he had time to speak to them at all before his death. From my understanding he had been assassinated just after scheduling the meeting. Did he truly have time to disclose about my mate to all of the Council members? I did not believe so, so how did they know?  Unless Aryx told them before I spoke to him. But why?
“Yes, Aryx has informed us.” The Xixin King observed me curiously. “We were not aware it was possible for your species to find a Pythen mating among another species.”
“We were also not aware.” I gritted through my fangs. I had not anticipated them being so aware of my mate. This did not make sense. Why would Aryx inform them of this?
“It bears thinking of, does it not?” The Juldo Master rubbed along his steel chin. “Perhaps, the humans are compatible with other species?” My father's words came back to me. Did the Juldo truly wish to procreate?
“Yes, I agree, the humans have been too far for our interference. They reside in some backwater sector. But perhaps we should look into the matter. Many other species could benefit from their capture.” The Polizinth leader’s amphibious eyes roamed the other members wildly.
“They are an intelligent species, not cattle,” The Guhuvin King sneered.
“Are they?” Viytenus chuckled. “They cannot defend themselves against the universes pests. The Vitat have not been able to overcome a species in millennia, yet they took the human planet easily.”
“Will you grant us your blessing in aiding them?” I thundered over their squabbling. I was done with this. I had come for one thing, not for them to discuss the usefulness of my mate’s species.
“Yes.” Viytenus waved one of four hands. “Aid the humans. But our interference will not come without a price.”
“The King is aware. We are prepared for you to seize our trading agreements in the dead sector until my King may renegotiate them with you.”
“No.” The Juldo Master grinned. “The King is not here to offer supplication. The cost will not be yours to accept.”
“He could not.” I bit back a sharp retort. “He lays his brother to rest.”
“He is now King. Such things do not come before his duties.” Viytenus glared. “We will contact him directly but even so; the cost will be the humans to pay.”
The humans had nothing to offer. I braced. “What do you ask of them?”
“Their sworn fealty to the Order. Do not look so alarmed Commander. The humans should be grateful. They will survive the Vitat and join a group of species far more superior to them.”
The Polizinth leader sneered. “They are lucky. They will benefit from such an alliance.”
“They have nothing to offer you for your returned protection.”
“No?” The Juldo Master shared a grin with Viytenus. “I believe they have much to offer.”
✽✽✽
 
I stormed from the Council rooms. Furious. What they asked was blasphemous. The Order had never acted so unjustly before. Not that I had ever been made aware.
Something was amiss. The Guhuvin King did not agree, and neither did the Xixin King, but their protests went ignored. 
Dao and Ryt remained silent as we traveled back to the room. I charged in, my rage consuming me. My fists clenched, my claws drawing blood. I slammed them into the brittle wall of the room, caving holes into it.
A knock sounded at the door. “Answer it.” I gritted.
The Guhuvin King stood on the other side. “Commander.”
I bowed deeply to our ally, thumping my chest. “Tander.”
Tander returned my bow, the steel of his blades glinting from his side.
The Guhuvin were a peaceful species, but they were fiercely protective. Defending their planet with a ferocity that none dare challenge. His white eyes watched me carefully, calmly.
“I am here on behalf of the Xixin King as well, along with his brother Kings.” He watched me gravely, his arms crossed respectively, and his feathered wings folded in welcome.
I nodded to Dao. He moved aside, allowing the King entry and shutting the door behind him.
“Why are you here?”
“The Juldo Master called for a meeting with the Order Council before your arrival.”
“He is behind their actions against the humans.” I guessed, new rage consuming me. The Council had become corrupted by the Master. The King nodded. “Why?”
“I do not know. But he desires the humans for his own purposes.” Tander’s blue eyes glowed with the fire of anger only his species could produce. His fangs were retracted, but his jaw clenched tight to keep them from springing free.
“They cannot procreate,” I told him something he knew.
“No, not a true Juldo.” His eye held understanding, and something like alarm. But Tander was not one to show emotion often.
I stiffened. “No, he is not such a fool. Many will die. The Order will not allow it.” I wished to bite the words back.
“Not if Viytenus backs him.”
“Why would he?” It made no sense. Viytenus had been revered for his neutrality.
“He has not been himself for some time.” Tander looked up with a sigh. He used to be friends with Viytenus, alongside the Old Dahk King and many others. Since the Old King’s assassination, the alliances the Council was built upon began to fall apart.
“The Xixin Kings have discussed leaving the Order and the Council.” The King grinned wryly. “I must confess I have thought the same as of late.”
For Tander to entertain thoughts of leaving? It truly must be dire. “They are that corrupt you would leave and risk their retaliation?”
“The Xixin are a fierce ally to have.” He said pointedly. “I have others as well. The Order would not dare retaliate.”
“But you would not aid us in this?”
“No. I feel great sympathy for your plight and will come to your aid against the Juldo should they attack, but I will not reveal myself to the Order for the humans until I decide.” The King rubbed his chin. “Do not look so shocked Commander. It is best to study one's enemies up close.”
I sighed. “We will not allow the Order to succeed in this.”
The King nodded and bowed. “I wish you luck in your endeavor. I hear we are to stay for your counteroffer, but I must warn you, the Council has no intention of accepting any payment from the Dahk on the human's behalf. The Xixin King and I do not hold the majority vote.”
“I will still try.” I would comm Uthyf and allow him to deliberate before presenting the Council with an alternative offer. I did not truly believe the Council would be swayed, but I would not leave the humans to their fate.
“Very well. I will see you in the morn.” He turned but stopped. “King Aryx...” he stopped and took a breath. He clenched his jaw. “How is the new King?”
I looked at him strangely. He wished to say something of Aryx but stopped himself. “He has accepted the throne,” I said warily.
The King nodded once more. “Good tidings, Tahk.”
I watched the Guhuvin King leave. Silently contemplating all he said. “Comm the King,” I ordered Ryt. We had no time to waste.
If the Council did not accept a counteroffer, then we would be at war with them.




Chapter 12




Peyton




Ford and Hector slept for two days outside of the vats. They occasionally woke for brief seconds, Ford groaning and asking for his teammates, and Hector lethargically shouting for Vivian.
We stayed in the healing room all day long, only leaving to eat and avoid Myrna as she ranted and raved looking for me. We managed to avoid her but could never quite escape Haytu. He always seemed to pop up behind us when we least expected him.
He was okay though, still sweet and eager to get to know me. He brought his stone game with him and entertained us for hours with it and tales of his heroics serving the old Commander. He thought it was hilarious every time I ran from his First mate, and thought it was sweet when I would talk with Pyntera. Wayka and Byda stayed behind at his House, and I only wished Byda had come with him instead of Myrna. Pyntera was welcoming and showed an interest in forming a relationship, but Byda had become my favorite at the celebration. She was so open and excited, and I fed off her energy. She made it clear how happy she was to have me as a part of her family.
It had become clear early on that Syn and Borv had been tasked to our protection. Yilt came and went occasionally but he was in charge of the team guarding the King, so he couldn’t stay long, but Syn and Borv never left our side. Even at night, they traded off guarding our doors. Colt stayed in a room across from Viv’s and mine, but he hardly ever stayed in there. He was too anxious, and Borv quickly grew tired of chasing him around. Another Dahk was ordered to watch him, and Colt enjoyed pissing Jyn off all day long. He would disappear and then come crashing in having caused some ruckus in the castle.
Isin had been getting us everything we could ask for. He found us hair brushes and furry sticks we used as toothbrushes and made sure we had all the warm clothes we could ask for, but he often disappeared. It was early on the third day after Tahk left that I found him.
“Hey, there you are,” I called to him as I entered the lower castle rooms. There was something like a greenhouse down there where they grew fruits and flowers under blue fire-stones and the golden toyl stones. Syn said the blue ones gave off heat, so even though they were limited in the amounts they could mine, it was worth it to have goliv berries and other fruits in the cold parts of Home World. Most of the golden toyl was reserved for lighting the ships and parts of the world that didn’t have an abundance of natural purple toyl.
I went down there to check on my animals because it was the only place they could be kept without freezing. And I liked to nap down there. It was just too cold upstairs in my room, even after bundling in layers of clothes and mounds of blankets at night. I slept fitfully, afraid my ass would fall off. If we were here much longer, I was tempted to just move down here permanently.
Isin was hanging around Frederick who was tied to a small growing goliv berry tree. My sad little goat was gazing at Isin with pitiful eyes. He hated it here nearly as much as Noodle.
“My lady,” Isin bowed and smiled sheepishly. “I find the Frederick fascinating.” Isin was the only one who could pronounce our names the way humans did. His alien language was similar to humans with how we clicked and twirled our tongues around words. He didn’t have fangs getting in the way.
“Yeah, sometimes I swear he was a puppy in another life. He just loves attention so much.”
“A puppy?”
“Bobo was a puppy when he was born, like a dahkling.”
Isin growled. “The Bobo is infuriating. He sniffs me constantly and is always trampling me. I cannot walk into a room without being knocked down.”
I laughed and stood next to him, petting Frederick. He nosed my belly, and I scratched his jaw.
“You know, Tahk once told me a House often had a companion, but I haven’t seen any.”
“The Commander does not hold one, but the King Uthyf has several. They stay in the upper floors, preferring solitude.”
“I would like to see one. Maybe we can find Frederick a friend.” I grinned when Isin nodded quickly.
“I will have it arranged.” He had a suspicious looking twinkle in his eyes, but I was distracted when a strange click sounded in the quiet room.
I looked around. The chickens were in their pens sleeping still. Their schedules were all messed up, and Noodle normally rushed them inside the closed pen anytime someone came down. But still, I walked over to see if any had come out. But when I got there, it was quiet.
The click sounded again, and Isin stiffened and looked around as well. “Perhaps we should return you to the healer's room, my lady.” Isin didn’t wait for my permission and grabbed my hand.
“It’s probably just Syn, he hates when I come down here, says it’s too hot and waits outside the room. I bet he just got impatient.” But when we got to the door, Syn was just on the other side flirting with a female Dahk.
“Peyton would like an escort.” Isin scowled at Syn with disapproval. He flushed and backed away from the female. I held back a grin at his chastened look. Syn was such a guy sometimes. He flirted with every female he came across and was so silly it was hard to take him seriously, but Borv insisted Tahk trusted his skills to protect me, so even though he seemed young and got distracted sometimes, I didn’t let it worry me. The female huffed and flounced off.
“There was a strange noise in the growing room.” Isin continued to scowl. It was very intimidating for such a little guy. He did have four eyes to do it with.
“I will return to take a look after escorting you.” Syn looked at the room pensively and remained alert and suspicious the walk back. When it counted Syn pulled it together. He didn’t leer at a single female the whole way back. I was more impressed he took Isin’s warning so seriously. He trusted Isin, that was clear after the first day, but he didn’t question his observation at all.
Hector was awake when we got back, and he was pissed. “What the fuck do you mean ‘we’re not on Earth’?”
“Hector, you have to calm down, you’re still hurt.” Vivian hovered over him waving her hands frantically for me when she saw me. Her face was flushed in excitement. I felt my own heating in relief. He was awake. I couldn’t believe it.
“Them aliens brought us here.” Colt crossed his arms and glared at Borv like it was all his fault.
“Why?” Hector growled and shoved off the tall cot, swaying on his feet.
“Their King died, so Tahk needed to escort Uthyf here as the new King, and you and Ford were dying, they couldn’t do much to help you there. They needed to bring you here to save you.” I warily approached the pissed off man. He heaved through his nose and looked over to Ford who was stirring from all the commotion.
“Where are the others? Yeti and Hap?” Hector winced and walked around the room, searching for his teammates.
I looked to Viv as she worried her lip, tears springing from her eyes. Colt crossed his arms and glared at Hector with resolve. “Dead.”
I winced and looked away from Colt. There was a better way to drop that bomb. Hector was barely awake. This could seriously push back his recovery if he got too worked up. Surely his heart rate and stress levels could mess with his healing.
Hector kept his back to us and stiffly stared at the wall. “How?”
Vivian waved Colt away and tearfully told him all that had happened after the crash. How the government had shot us down after we met with his uncle. How it was likely his uncle’s team and his uncle himself that had fired the missiles. How his teammates had died in the crash, and Tahk had to leave them there to get the rest of us away from the incoming Vitat. And then how King Aryx had died, forcing Tahk to leave Earth and return to Home World. It was then I stepped in and told him about how Tahk had acted against the government’s plan to use nuclear weapons and wiped out all communications, power, and technological weaponry from Earth.
Hector was silent as he processed it all, and I knew it was killing Vivian not to go to him. But he needed the space at that moment.
“How’s he doing?” Hector finally looked away and over to Ford.
“He should awake soon.” Gryo interrupted the tense atmosphere, flouncing in with a scowl and loads of disapproval. “You should not be up.” He pointed to the cot. Hector glared at the healer and ignored him, walking to his friend’s side.
“We need to get back.” He said to the room. He laid his hand on Ford’s chest and bowed his head.
“You can’t be serious.” Viv choked. I had to agree with her. Hector was in no condition to go back and endure space travel, let alone fight the Vitat.
But I also understood the driving force behind him. It was hard not to beg someone every day to take me back, so I could find my mom.
“Come here,” Hector rumbled gruffly and held his arm out to Vivian. She stepped into him and carefully hugged his middle. “You know I have to. I’m gonna hunt that bastard down for Hap and Yeti, I’m gonna kill him, and then I’m gonna help Fihk end it.” Viv quietly cried into his chest and kissed her head.
“Even if it were possible, you cannot travel as you are now.” Gryo scoffed and fiddled with a machine, scanning Ford’s body. Hector watched his every move with a heated calm. One wrong move from the healer and Hector would blow. Injured or not.
“It is possible,” Borv added solemnly.
Viv and I shot him an incredulous glare.
He ignored us, “The Commander sends a negotiator once he receives an agreement from the Council. You may go with him.”
“Good.” Hector hushed Vivian and nodded to Borv.
Gryo talked over Viv’s loud protest. “It is not your place to make such a decision.”
“Maybe not, but I know my Commander, and he would have no quarrel with the humans need for vengeance.”
I jolted when Ford groaned, “I’m going with you.”
“You can’t even get up!” Viv cried and pushed out of Hector’s hold. “No, you can’t go.” She left the room with all the dramatic flare she was known for. Hector chuckled and grinned to himself. He loved that about her most. Said she was all sass and ass.
“I have no time for this. Out, all of you, while I assess them.” Gryo scowled at each of us until we left the room.
I was just leaving with Isin right behind me when Hector lowly whispered, “What the fuck is that
hairy thing?”
I winced and glanced at Isin apologetically. He huffed and skittered ahead.
Myrna was just outside the door, her arms crossed, and her eyes narrowed on me. I winced again and looked back at the room longingly. There was no hiding from her now. Haytu rounded the corner and laughed uproariously. “You have found her, my heart!”
We both turned to him and glared.
Myrna took a step to me and towered over me with a furious frown, “You will meet the Queen. Now.” She grabbed my arm a little too tight and pulled me along. As much as I wanted to karate chop her arm and run away, by avoiding her I had avoided the Queen and that had to be super rude. We were staying in her palace after all. But I didn’t feel too bad, she was grieving her son, so I doubted she wanted to be bothered by me.
Aryx’s rites had been performed the day before, so I had seen her at a distance. It was a large ceremony held out on the ice. He was laid out on a bed of lit blue toyl stones as dozens of healers chanted and sang a beautiful growly song around him. Viv and I had clutched each other’s hands throughout the sadly beautiful ceremony. And when little adorable dahkling’s threw petals around his burning body, I had to bite my lip, so I didn’t sob. Viv dug her nails into my arm and muttered sad sighs as she shed enough tears for the both of us thinking of all the people we had lost. Her parents, Bryan, and Hector’s teammates. Lauren and Hallie flashed through my mind. We sent a silent prayer out into the sparkling stars for them. The Queen was cool and calm, stone-faced, and covered in head to toe gold. Her dress and robes, and all her ridge adornments sparkled as they lit the stones beneath King Aryx, lighting the lavender sky with a blue fire glow.
She was in a large and open opulent room as I met her now, standing beside the throne Uthyf sat on. Myrna marched me up to them and bowed deeply, I took her cue and did the same. “My Queen, I present my daughter, the human, Pehytoon.”
“Ah, yes, I have heard much about you.” The Queen waved her hand, and we stood. It didn’t sound like what she heard was anything bad, she even had a small smile on her face.
“I’m sorry about your son,” I told her sincerely.
“Many thanks.” She blinked, her transparent lid sliding over her silvery eyes. I had only ever seen Tahk do that in the bright sunlight. With her, it looked like she did it to blink away moisture, but I knew Dahk couldn’t cry.
Uthyf watched me shrewdly before sighing, “I hear Tahk has reached the Council, his meeting is taking place as we speak.”
“Really?” I nearly jumped for joy. “Do you think they’ll agree?”
Uthyf snorted, “No.” My heart dropped. “But where my brother would not have pushed them far, I will not abide their dismissal.”
Queen Josyd scowled at him, “Your brother told the Commander he would not either, he risked trading agreements just to confront the Vitat in orbit of Earth. Tahk has told me how Aryx would have risked more for the humans when he met the Galactic Council. He was not as weak as you believe.”
Josyd was breathing heavily and glaring at the King. I didn’t think Uthyf was her son, from what I heard his mam had died a while ago, but she chastised him as her own.
“Josyd, you know my brother had my heart, but he would not have stood at the Council for all his intentions and been able to withstand them as Tahk will. He would have bowed to them in submission, Tahk will not do this.”
“You know nothing,” she hissed and stomped away. She stopped in front of me and bowed her head. I quickly did the same. “I would like to have first meal with you tomorrow morn, will you join me? I am very curious about humans and Earth. I have not traveled far as Queen. I wish you to tell me of your journey and all you have seen.”
It wasn’t much, mostly black and sparkly stars, and Earth was pretty bland compared to Home World, and I doubted she would be impressed with humans and their we’re-just-gonna-blow-everybody-up mentality, but she looked kind of desperate for the distraction, and I was curious about her. “Sure.”
She smiled briefly, and a little manic, or anxious, and left. Maybe I’d stay away from the invasion and talk about my chickens, and movies and Niagara falls or something. I had an arsenal of telenovela references that would blow these guys out of the water. They didn’t have tv’s. I was desperate for a puppet show, at least. The idea got me excited to cheer up Viv. She’d been fascinated with the little dahkling’s running to the healer rooms to catch a glimpse of us before they giggled and ran away. If we could rope Yilt into sewing for us in his free time, we could put on a hell of a show for them.
Myrna smacked my arm, and I jolted. I had gotten a little lost in elves, precious rings, and lightsabers. God, I had the perfect role for Isin. Those kids would be calling him Chewy in no time. Myrna smacked me again, and I scowled at her. “The King is speaking,” she hissed.
“Sorry.” I winced. I was too tired to focus. I needed a warmer bed.
“Are you well?” Uthyf scrunched his brow ridges. “I can arrange a call with the Commander if you are having trouble.”
“Oh, god no! I don’t want to bother him. I’m fine. Promise.” The last thing I needed was to come across as anymore clingy to Tahk. I had upended his life enough as it was. I wouldn’t be that girl that whined and distracted him every time he left. “I was thinking about puppets.”
“Puhpeyts?”
“Yeah, they’re like little versions of characters we use to reenact funny skits, and―never mind. Have you heard from Earth?”
Uthyf scowled at my quick subject change. “Yes. Fihk has cut off the Vitat’s access to Earth and driven the hive ship back. They still hover in orbit but have been silent and do not engage Dahk One.”
“Has Fihk gone down to Earth again? Has he found my mom?” I know my mom wasn’t the biggest priority, but I had to ask.
“No, I have ordered him to remain in orbit until we receive word.” Uthyf had the decency to look a little sorry, but as a King, he was protecting his species, and I understood that.
“Have they heard or seen anything happening on Earth? Do they have any way of seeing down there from orbit?” Were all the humans dead? Slaughtered? Would Tahk be too late?
“There has been no change. Though Fihk has sent scouts close to the atmosphere who were able to observe the humans engaging the Vitat. It is unclear how successful they have been.”
I hoped humans found a way to kick some Vitat ass without nuclear weapons. I hoped there was some kind of revolution going on or Fihk wouldn’t have anyone to save.
“Tahk will send word once the Council agrees, but know this, I will not allow the humans to fall.”
I nodded and smiled. Myrna bowed again, “Thank you, my King.” I bowed as well, and she rushed me from the room. “Ignorant human are you daft?” She spun me around just outside the doors.
“What?” I glared and ripped my arm from her sharp nails.
“You insult my son with your wandering mind.”
My mouth dropped in offense. “I do not. I was just―” I stumbled and winced, I sort of was daydreaming about puppets, but I hardly insulted Tahk. He actually would have thought it endearing and probably hilarious and then ran around trying to find me puppets. I rubbed my sore chest. I missed him.
Haytu saved me from having to explain myself by stomping to us and announcing it was time for games. I giggled at his obvious interference.
“No, she will explain herself.” Myrna hissed.
I sighed and faced her. “Look I know you don’t like me―” She scoffed. “But, I love your son.”
She bit back a retort as I repeated myself. “I love him. He has my heart.”
“It did not seem so when he returned.”
I winced again and scrubbed my cheek. “I know, I, um, was upset with him for taking me from Earth, and then I found out about his consorts, and well, I struggled with my feelings for him.”
She watched me shrewdly as I fumbled over my words.
“It was bad timing, but we’re good now. He apologized, and so did I. I know it’s normal for Dahk females to share a male, but it’s not for humans. When I found out, it hurt, a lot.”
“I am aware of the differences in humans. How do you plan to give him many dahkling if you do not allow him to mate another?” She was vibrating with the need to either smack me or shake me. I took a step back. I saw now where Tahk got all his ragey-faces from, and it wasn’t from his jovial father.
“I don’t know if it’s possible, and honestly, I hope I can give him that.” I nearly gagged on the words. I was so not ready to think about baby Tahk’s bursting from my vagina, but this was important to her, so I needed to take it seriously. And I really did want to give Tahk all the things he wanted. He deserved that from me after everything. “Just, give me a chance, okay? I make him happy and he makes me happy, and that has to mean something, right?”
She sniffed and raised her chin. “I will accompany you in the morn to see the Queen.”
She stomped away, and I watched her departure in confusion. I wasn’t sure if she accepted what I had to say, or if she chose to ignore it all. Regardless, I relaxed when she was out of sight. I might need to join Colt’s hunt for Dahk liquor if I had to have any more heart to hearts with her.
I followed Haytu and Borv stayed back at a distance as he escorted me to my room. Haytu stopped outside the door and squeezed my shoulder. “She means well,” he said so seriously I held back my grimace. “She had not envisioned a human as her son's mate, but she will adjust and grow to adore you as I do.”
“I hope so.” I warmed from his words. I had gotten that he liked me, but that he adored me? That made my heart hurt differently than it did missing Tahk. It was a good hurt. It helped cover up the little stabs Myrna left behind every time she shot at me with disapproval.
“Go on then, daughter, take a reprieve and I shall distract her.” No games to play then, just a total dad save. I stood on my tip toes and kissed his cheek. He flushed adorably and walked away with a dopey grin on his face.
I was laughing as I let myself into my rooms.
It cut off abruptly as I was tackled from behind.
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A heavy weight slammed into me, throwing me into the ground. A high feminine screech echoed in my ear, and I gasped as talons pierced my shoulders.
“He was mine!” Nonya shouted and rolled me to my back. She brought her crazy sharp claws back and swiped at my face, and I rolled avoiding them slashing through my eye, but the tips caught my ear wrenching a howl of pain from me. She snarled and snagged the back of my coat, rolling me back over, her thighs caging me in.
I couldn’t avoid her second slash as it tore straight down my middle, shredding my coat. I gasped in relief when she didn’t hit skin. It was so thick, stuffing flew everywhere, temporarily distracting her. I lifted my knee and slammed it into her vagina. I hadn’t really expected it to do much, but she howled and fell off me. I stared in shock as she curled up on the floor wailing in pain.
I mean I didn’t have a dick, and I figured getting kneed there would still hurt a little, but she was acting like a dude. I shook my head and stood, now was not the time to get curious about alien female anatomy.
Looking around the room I tried to find something to defend myself, but there was nothing. Then I spotted the door and nearly smacked myself. Why wasn’t I just running and screaming for Borv? I leaped at the door just as she snarled and snagged my ankle. I went down hard on my face, bashing my nose into the floor. Bone cracked, and wet warmth spread across my face just as the pain kicked in. I shouted in agony and flailed as she dragged me backward on my stomach.
A bang sounded at the door, and it shook from the force.
“He cannot want you if you are dead,” she snarled and grabbed my hair, yanking and flipping me to my back. I grabbed for the stand beside us that held a bowl of blue fire-stones and pulled. It was so heavy it barely moved. Kicking her in the chest I used my other hand to pull harder. It rocked unsteadily before it began to tip. She snarled and lunged for me again, and my thigh burned from holding her back. Her claws scraped along the leather of my calf and I shouted angrily, pulling as hard as I could. Finally, the bowl tipped completely over raining blue stones down on us. I covered my head as they pummeled my stomach and arms and she shouted throwing herself backward. I scooted back, opposite her, scraping my spine along the floor and rolled to avoid the bowl as it crashed to the floor between us with a bang. Jumping to my feet, I grabbed the now empty stand and strained to lift it. It was heavy, but I managed to hold it awkwardly like a staff.
I could hear Borv shouting from the other side of the door and backed towards it. Nonya shook off the stones and stood. She was so intimidating with her fangs and claws, and so much taller than me. Her wings fluttered, and I knew she was going to fly at me. Just as she lunged, I bent low and brought up the stand to whack at her middle. The stand did nothing to stop her because she was just so much stronger than me, and I slammed back down onto the floor with her on top of me. Her claws dug into my ribs, and she snarled in my face. I grabbed for a loose stone. Just as she bent to bite me, I brought the stone down on her head. It did nothing, and she laughed wickedly.
“Dahk are not as weak-hided as humans,” she grinned and dragged her claws down my side. I shouted again in pain, the cuts were much shallower than they could’ve been. Her claws could have shredded me open, but she was toying with me. “Did you think I would let him dismiss me so easily?”
I shook my head as she dug her claws into my ribs. I winced and bit my lip to keep from shouting again.
“He thought to pawn me off to another,” she bared her fangs an inch from my face. “You are an ugly thing, weak. He cannot control himself because of the mating bond. But I will tear you apart, and then he will want me again.”
She was psychotic. There was no way Tahk would let her get away with killing me, let alone run back to her. “He’ll kill you,” I gasped.
“No, he wanted me before you, he will want me again.”
I decided to keep to myself how he never really wanted her but was instead forced into choosing a mate by his crazy mother. No matter how awesome it would feel to throw it in her face. It would definitely get me killed.
Borv was shouting my name and slamming into the door. How damn strong were those doors if Borv couldn’t take them down? He was the size of a tank.
“You―” I gasped as Nonya wrapped a clawed hand around my neck and squeezed, cutting off my words and air. All those deadly claws and she was going to choke me to death? I scratched at her hands and arms as she laughed wildly. My fingernails were no match for her thick skin. My vision started to waver, and my legs kicked at nothing. I couldn’t get my knee up like before.
She brought her other hand up and scraped a claw lightly down my cheek. “You are nothing,” she whispered. “After the bond is severed, you will be nothing to him.”
Black dots filled my vision, and my mouth gaped for air I couldn’t pull in. In a last-ditch effort to save myself, I abandoned my useless scrapes down her arms and went for her eyes. They proved to be far more sensitive than the rest of her as I shoved my thumbnails into them. She howled and threw herself back. I gasped and choked crawling to the door as she cursed and screamed. I barely managed to pull myself up holding onto the door handle as she slammed me back against the door. I just managed to unlock the latch as she was ripped from my back. I slumped and turned to see Syn grappling with her on the floor. Another Dahk flew in through the terrace just as Borv barreled through the doors. Jyn helped Syn subdue the screeching female, and Borv lifted me from the ground.
“Take her to the lower cells,” Borv growled and carried me from the room.
“I will kill you!” Nonya screeched. “He’s mine!”
Syn cursed repeatedly, and Nonya’s shouts cut off.
Borv ran through the castle, down the stairs, and to the healer's room.
Gryo startled and fumbled with a machine by Ford’s side as Borv barreled into the room, and Ford and Hector gaped at me from their cots.
“What happened?” Gryo shouted and rushed to my side as Borv carefully placed me on a cot. I winced from all the aches and pains and cupped my throbbing nose.
“Nonya.” Borv rumbled, his chest heaving.
“Stupid female, she will lose her life for this.” Gryo huffed and started to poke and prod at me. I smacked at his hands. “Cease, I must assess your injuries.”
“You’re hurting me more!” I mumbled through my hand.
Gryo sighed, annoyed, and left to gather supplies. “Humans, they are so easily injured. How do you survive each sunring?”
I scowled at him. That crazy harpy had claws and fangs, and she was freakishly strong. I could barely fight her off. She was terrifying, and I seriously hoped I never had to go up against Myrna because she seemed far more threatening than Nonya, and I doubted she would toy with me first. She would slice me open without warning. I hardly just got into a normal catfight.
I always knew how dangerous the Dahk were with all their claws and deadly skills, but it wasn’t until I was staring at one that actually intended to kill me that I realized just how hazardous it was here for us.
I shivered. I couldn’t fight off one of them, let alone a whole bunch who clearly were not cool with Tahk mating a human.
Gryo went about cleaning and bandaging my cuts. It was a slow and painful process. My nose wasn’t broken, but it took a while to stem the flow of blood. I had gashes down my calf and arms, and the sides of my stomach had both deep scratches and puncture wounds. Every breath hurt. Borv cursed and paced the room, occasionally shouting for someone and then roaring for them to leave. He didn’t relax until Uthyf came barreling through the doors.
“What happened?” He barked and ran to my side. “Explain. Now.”
Borv barely got the words out through clenched teeth. Uthyf heaved in his own anger for long moments before storming from the room. “Take me to her,” he rumbled to someone outside the room.
I shuddered hearing the wrath in his voice. Things did not look good for Nonya, and I was suddenly curious about the Dahk’s justice system. “What’s going to happen to her?”
Borv bared his fangs at the door. “The Commander will have rights to her punishment as your Pythe and leader of your House. He will have her put to death.”
“Really, is that normal? Isn’t there a trial or something?”
Gryo chuckled a little too evilly for even him. “No, there were witnesses to her attack. The Commander will sentence her to a painful death, and let it be a lesson to any who would conspire in future.”
“How will she die?” I asked. But did I really want to know? This was the kind of stuff that might have me seeing the Dahk through a harsher light and stop comparing them to superheroes.
“That is not for you to worry over.” Haytu came barreling in the room with a stricken look on his face. “I am sorry, daughter. I should have sensed her lurking in your room.”
“It’s not your fault…” I trailed off as disbelief rushed through me.
Myrna rushed into the room, her own face bleached in worry. Her eyes wild with fright. “Is she well?” She cried and clutched my hand to her chest.
“I’m f-fine.” I looked to Haytu in total shock. Where was my malevolent mother-in-law? Could aliens abduct aliens? Were there really such things as body snatchers? I swear if she could cry, tears would be running down her cheeks.
“You are not fine! My son would have been devastated to hear of your death!” She screeched and smacked Haytu on the arm. “Where is the despicable female? I will slay her myself!”
I nearly fell off the cot. “What’s happening right now?”
“What?” Myrna snarled and then immediately softened back into a terrified version of herself. She fluttered her hands all over my injured body. “There is so much blood! Gryo what say you? Why have you not healed her? I demand―”
“Mate, calm. She will heal.” Haytu pulled her away and hugged her to his side. “Any more of your theatrics and you may very well impede her ability to recover.” He chuckled to soften his reprimand.
She huffed and pushed away from him. “Has Tahk been told of this?”
“No!” I winced when the scratch on my ear pulled tight. Softer I continued my protest, “he doesn’t need to be bothered right now.”
“Nonsense, he must return at once!” She crossed her arms and glared at Haytu when he didn’t immediately rush off to call his son.
“He will be made aware after he meets with the Council on the human's behalf.”
“She will not stay here a moment longer. She must stay with us where we can assure her safety and comfort.”
Haytu grinned at me as if to say ‘see, I told you she would come around.’
I still wasn’t convinced she hadn’t been body snatched. “I’m not leaving.” My friends were here, and there was no way Myrna wouldn’t return to hating me, and then I would be stuck with her.
She looked to her mate, exasperated. He chuckled and shook his head. “We will broaden her guard. Tahk will be home soon.”
“Move her rooms to those beside ours.” She glared at Borv who was holding back laughter. I scowled at him, but he ignored me and agreed. Nothing good would come from staying beside her. I would never be able to hide from her now.
She deep breathed before looking back at me. “I apologize, daughter.” She practically choked on the words but was surprisingly sincere. “If I had not encouraged her to pursue Tahk’s attentions she may have taken his dismissal easier.”
I was surprised that not even a little of her tone held any censure towards me. It was my doing after all that his consorts were dismissed when she clearly wanted him to keep them.
She flushed and straightened her clothes. “I will have a healer assigned to your rooms and speak with the Queen about expanding your guard.” She turned to leave but then stopped and turned back. She winced before coming back and patting my hand. “Rest, daughter. I will return to check on your healing progress.”
My mouth was still gaping long after she left. Haytu chuckled uproariously and patted my thigh, avoiding any injuries.
I snapped my mouth shut. “What happened to her?”
“She gained a daughter of another species that captured her only dahkling’s unbending devotion. She was not so ready to accept such a threat vying for his attentions. But after that new daughter was nearly taken from the son she adores so deeply…” He trailed off, allowing me to finish his thought.
“She changed her mind. It took almost being filleted, go figure.” I shook my head in disbelief. I couldn’t trust it right away, she hated me so much when I met her, but I couldn’t deny the tiny little curl of hope blooming. If I could win over Myrna? Well, it would be pretty awesome to have such a terrifying mother-in-law on my side. I doubted her change of heart had anything to do with me personally, more how Tahk would feel if he lost me, but it was progress. “It seems too easy,” I murmured to myself.
“She has not known you long, but she has seen how Tahk looks at you. It worried her at first, but I think your words penetrated that fierce instinct. You are a part of my son. Therefore, you are just as precious to us.”
“Uh, thanks.” I looked away and tried to hide my burning cheeks. Haytu knew how to go right for the feels. I would never have imagined Commander Tahk’s dad to be such a softy. It was kind of awesome. His mother must have given him all her aggression while his father taught him how to a woo a girl so damn easily.
I slept for a while, Borv keeping guard alone until Syn joined him. Hector had told Gryo he was either leaving, or someone had better hunt down Vivian and bring her to him. He was worried about her safety after my attack and for good reason. Her gasps of dismay woke me briefly before whatever Gryo had given me for pain pulled me back under. When I woke again, Colt was snoring on his own cot, and Bobo was hounding Isin, who was quietly shuffling around the room with plates of food.
I sat up and ate with everyone, answering all of Vivian’s questions and calming Isin when he insisted I needed a healing vat. My injuries sucked, but the Dahk’s topical creams were already healing them much faster than anything humans had. Just like the scratches on my arms from the Vitat, they would be mostly closed by the time Tahk got back.
Around last meal, I was ready to leave the healer’s room and head off to meet Uthyf’s House companions with Isin. The King had said he would have one sent down to my room. Gryo fussed and outright shouted when I got up from the cot, but though I was sore, and my nose still throbbed, most of the cuts were superficial. I couldn’t stay on the cot another second, and Hector and Ford felt the same because they demanded they leave, too.
Syn and Borv refused to leave my side, and there were five new Dahk following us as we made it up the stairs. Ford broke off to go to his room with a single guard. But Colt insisted he wanted to see one for himself and followed us to my soon to be old room.
We made quite the spectacle as we walked the upper levels, two female humans, Hector who glared at anybody that came within a foot of Vivian, Colt who whistled out of tune, and Isin who shouted at Bobo every time he tugged on his long hair. The dog was convinced Isin was a chew toy.
Dahk stopped and stared, and I started to worry this was a bad idea, and that I should just head to my new room, but I was curious, and Frederick was lonely.
Hector stopped at his and Viv’s room, claiming his desperation for a shower. When she refused to go in with him, still angry he planned to go back to Earth, he got in Borv’s face and demanded he not leave Vivian’s side, and the giant nodded seriously and swore she would be protected. Clearly torn, he watched Viv with worry as she ignored him, and it took a few more reassurances before Hector gave in to exhaustion and went into the room. A guard searched the room, then remained behind outside his door.
We went to my door that had been broken but was now fixed, and we shuffled in, all ten of us.
Yilt met us inside with a wide grin. “I have brought Uthyf’s companion for you to meet. Mantu is rather excited to meet you in return.”
“Where is he?” Vivian asked excitedly, searching the room.
I am here.
A voice spoke, in my mind.
We spun around in surprise. Viv squealed and fell over Bobo, and Colt shouted in surprise falling over Isin. I screamed and nearly climbed Borv.
“Spider!” Vivian shrieked and pointed.
“That ain’t no spider!” Colt shouted and crawled backward. “I ain’t never seen a spider bigger than my dog!”
Mantu was much bigger than Bobo. He was easily double my size, and he had at least twelve legs.
And he apparently got very offended when three humans screamed at the sight of him.
Humans are loud creatures.
There was something very wrong with a spider speaking in your mind. I shuddered and climbed higher onto Borv. He chuckled and lifted me off. “Mantu will not harm you.” I squealed when he placed me on my feet. My body shook from the force of my shudders. Its dozens of black eyes watched me, and I gulped, backing into another Dahk.
Hector ran into the room, wrapped in a towel. “What―” His eyes widened on Mantu.
“Uh, Isin, I don’t know about Frederick meeting him. He might eat him.”
Isin chuckled. “Arachtinus are not carnivorous. He will not harm Frederick.”
Mantu shuddered, all his legs moving up and down as he shifted. Lifeblood holds no appeal.
“Nope. I can’t do it.” Vivian scrambled for the door. “A massive creepy crawly is bad enough, if it’s gonna talk in my head, I’m out.” She ran from the room, pulling Hector with her. Colt was hot on her heels.
“Cohlt, I did not take you as so easily frightened.” Yilt guffawed as Colt gave him the finger and ran out. The room erupted in laughter with him. The new guards thought our fear was hilarious. I tried not to follow Colt. This was my new world, and though I was suddenly thrilled Tahk did not have any companions―in fact, I would do a whole lot of persuading, so he never got one―I needed to get used to it. I was not leaving anytime soon, if ever.
Bobo barked excitedly and pranced in front of the spider, trying to get his attention.
Strange beast.
I tried not to scrub my head to get rid of the slithery voice.
“Is that the only way it can speak?” I asked Isin.
Mantu shuffled agitatedly again, and I jumped.
I am not an it. I am Mantu, human.
“Right, sorry.” I huffed and glared at Yilt. He was finding this far too funny.
“It is how all companions on Home World communicate, only those of lesser intelligence cannot.”
“Right, maybe we can introduce Frederick to one of those with lesser intelligence.”
Mantu snorted in my head. I was going to shake right out of my boots if I didn’t get my shudders under control.
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I guessed it was okay the Dahk finally found a little humor in our differences. It was a little sneaky how they sprung Mantu on us, but totally fair after we freaked over every little thing on Home World. Isin really surprised me with his deviousness, though. He was the one to set up the meeting, and found it all very entertaining, though he said he had a similar reaction when meeting one for the first time. So, I felt a little better.
And it definitely managed to shock me enough I stopped freaking out about everything else. It took a while for Isin and Yilt to admit they never really intended for Frederick to pal around with Mantu. Instead, a heetbull was brought into the castle. They were much smaller, just a tad bit taller than my goat, and so adorable. They had no fur, and only two eyes, and four legs. They looked a lot like cows―if cows were dark purple and had claws.
Colt immediately asked about them, wondering about hunting and how they prepared them for meals. Yilt suggested he show him with Bobo, and the old man stormed off to Yilt’s amusement.
I was told Tahk’s meeting went on all the rest of that night and halfway through the next day. But finally, Uthyf hunted me down with good news. The Council would grant them permission to intervene.
“Really?” I asked him, still unable to believe it.
“Yes.” He smiled a little. I had just left having tea with the Queen and Myrna. It was actually very civil, and I found out Myrna had been asking a lot of the Dahk that had been to Earth about humans, so she had a lot to talk about with the Queen. I barely had to utter a word. I just listened, and surprisingly found out a lot about the King. Uthyf was not Queen Josyd’s son. His mother, Pyrdaya, had died during childbirth a few years ago. It was her second child, a girl. Both mother and daughter had died of complications the Dahk had rarely seen. The cause was still unknown.
“What did he have to give them?” I was so grateful, but I still worried what they would have demanded of the Dahk.
Uthyf scowled and slouched against the table in his office.
Haytu shook his head, “Do not think of it, daughter.”
“It’s bad isn’t it?” I couldn’t let it go so easily. I would feel terrible if the Dahk suffered for the humans when they didn’t have to. If we didn’t have such an ignorant government, they wouldn’t have had to give them anything.
“Their request is not for anything of the Dahk.” Uthyf scrubbed his face. “They have plans for the humans.” He watched me wearily.
“What plans?” I choked. Horrifying things flew through my mind.
Haytu clutched my shoulder and went to speak, but Uthyf spoke over him. “The humans will need to swear fealty to the Council.”
“How are they going to do that if they won’t even talk to you guys?”
“An emissary will be dispatched to Earth. They will have no choice.”
“Okay, so if they do, what does that mean? What exactly does swear fealty entail?”
“That they will come to the aid of the Council or that of any they order. Their advances will be aided by the Council, in this way the humans will prosper.” That didn’t sound too bad. It worked similarly on Earth, but without space travel and alien war tactics. And if the invasion taught us anything it was that we were completely unprepared to defend our own planet. We needed help and knowledge. “But they will no longer own their planet. It will belong to the Council to do with as they wish.” Okay, that was pretty bad.
“What will they do with it?” I did not like the look on Uthyf’s face. He seemed regretful.
“Enslave humans at the very least. Mine the planet most likely. Tahk did not anticipate the Council wanting anything from the humans. But they have had time to discuss the possibilities of adding your species to those of others with nothing else to offer.”
“What!? But you guys said they wouldn’t even let you attack each other on our planet, and now they want to enslave us? How are we supposed to prosper under them and come to their aid if they just enslave us?”
“The Council has their own agendas, and unfortunately very few species have been able to remain on the Council. My brother was not even able to keep his seat, and they have become corrupt. Not as they once were. It seems the Juldo may have swayed them in some way. I do not know the specifics, but it seems some of the humans will be given tasks they cannot refuse without deadly consequences.”
I gaped in shock. “So that’s it? You guys save us, just so the rest of the galaxy can tear us apart?”
“I will not let that happen,” Uthyf swore.
I laughed grimly. “You didn’t even think this was a possibility. How could you stop them?”
Haytu hushed me and grabbed my still sore shoulders gently. “First we must save the humans from the Vitat, then we tackle the new threat.”
“Oh yeah? What do you guys get out of it?” I glared at them both. “I understand Tahk wanting to save us, he’s sort of biased, and apparently the Vitat are so easily defeated according to him, but now you're going to declare war on the Galactic Council? Why? You have to have a reason.”
Haytu sighed and looked to the King.
“You are aware of our difficulties in procreation.” Yeah, consorts sort of cleared any confusion up, but I kept the snark to myself. “You have proven that humans are a viable mate for us.”
Oh, I got it now. “You need us to repopulate your species.” The words burned on my tongue.
“Daughter, you are upset. None would be taken against their will, but we must entertain the chances of mating our species. There has never been a viable alternative. We can mate with other species, but we have not successfully bore dahkling with any other than our own.”
“How do you know humans can?” They both looked at me like I was an idiot. “Gryo.” They nodded.
I was going to punch that guy in the throat. He did more than check my girl parts for damage after mating Tahk the first time. Holy cow, I could be pregnant right now. It took everything not to rub my stomach. I clenched my fists instead.
I didn’t know what to say, what to do. I couldn’t stop them. I was one person. Did I even want to? If I refused and they listened, then would they still save us? Nothing was free. I had stupidly thought they went along with Tahk out of respect for him, and because it was the goddamn right thing to do. If he knew about this, I was going to kick him so hard in the nuts.
“Now is not the time to worry over these things. We must first save your species from annihilation.”
Haytu was right. It didn’t matter now. The Vitat were the threat right now. We would have to deal with the Galactic Council after, and apparently a planet full of horny Dahk. “Human women are not going to be cool with you guys having multiple mates,” I warned them severely. “And there is no way all the Dahk females are just going to step aside and let you mate singularly to a human.”
“No, that would bring about a planet-wide panic. We would not do such a thing to our females. But there are other ways for humans to birth dahkling.”
I looked at them in confusion before a light bulb went off. “Insemination.” They looked confused now. “Um, you would fertilize them with instruments?”
“Yes. Volunteers may be fertilized by our healers for Houses that are willing to take on the care of human females. They would be cared for and would be rewarded for their service.”
That didn’t sound too bad. Women all over the place already did that. There were surrogates for as long as I could remember. “Some might agree, but a lot wouldn’t be able to leave their babies. It would be too hard emotionally.”
Haytu looked horrified, “They would not leave their young. They would remain a member of the House and raise them along with the dahkling’s First Father.”
That actually made sense. Dahk males had so many wives, and it seemed they each raised their dahkling on their own. Uthyf called the Queen his First Mother, and he cared about her, but even Tahk was kind of partial to his own mam. They were raised in the same house as all their father’s mates but maybe their mam was their only mom. The others were just a part of their childhood, sort of like aunts. I had a list of things to grill Gryo on, on second thought, I wasn’t talking to Gryo anymore. I would have to ask Tahk when he got back or Yilt. Maybe even Borv could answer. Hell, I had a father-in-law I could ask when I wasn’t pissed at him for conspiring to inseminate humans behind my back.
“We do not wish to enslave the humans,” Uthyf said gravely. “My Dahk may not even accept the humans, in which case it would be too dangerous to have so many brought here. But it is a reason, as you say, to war with the Galactic Council.”
“Can you defeat them? It seems they have a ton of species at their disposal. If you’re so low on numbers, how will you stop them?”
“We have allies.” Haytu seemed offended I suggested they couldn’t take on dozens of species all on their own.
“They would be cool with disobeying the Council?” These guys were so full of contradictions I was amazed they kept them all straight. Don’t save the humans or there will be consequences, on second thought, damn the consequences. You know what? Let’s just totally disobey the Council and declare war.
No, it wasn’t that simple, Tahk made that clear. He was worried about what would be done to his Dahk without straight up approval from the Council.
Uthyf was getting frustrated. “My brother would not have taken the risks I am offering for you now. I would have warred with the Galactic Order the moment my father was assassinated if I had been King.”
Mic drop. I had no idea his father was assassinated, and that he suspected the Galactic Order. Uthyf was totally out for revenge, and he was going to take down the humans with him.
“Do not look so alarmed daughter, King Uthyf has allies and connections King Aryx and Tahk were not aware of.”
“What? Hang on, Tahk doesn’t know about any of this, does he? What did he say when you talked to him exactly?”
“He does not accept their answer and wishes to meet with them again.” Uthyf sounded really frustrated, but I nearly sagged in relief. I knew Tahk couldn’t stop them if they wanted to enslave my species but if he had agreed, I realized I might have been fighting our mating all over again. I shouldn’t have doubted him. He was always on my side.
“Will he change their minds?” It meant everything that he was willing to try.
“It is doubtful.”
“Who are your allies that he doesn’t know about?” I glared at them both. They looked away. They weren’t going to tell me. “He’s gonna be so pissed,” I mumbled to myself.
✽✽✽
 
A half a day later, Viv, Colt, Hector, Ford, and I had argued the situation amongst ourselves through every angle. No matter how we looked at it, someone was going to interfere with the humans. There was no escaping the galaxy and its many species. Right now, the Dahk were who we trusted the most. At worse, they wanted to hire surrogates, at best, Tahk would work his mojo and have King Uthyf use his skills and allies selflessly. But they were, in fact, the only species that at least had our safety and well-being in mind. Ford was the one who shut us up after we just couldn’t do it ourselves.
“None of it matters now,” he said. “If the bastards back home had just accepted the help and not shot us down, this all could’ve been avoided. The Galactic Council wouldn’t have had the opportunity to enslave us, but it would’ve happened eventually. At least Peyton got her alien good and relaxed and ready to fight for us.”
Viv and I scowled at him. “Don’t look so put out, girl.” Colt glared and huffed, “It’s a damn compliment. You ain’t the first woman to grab a man by his balls, and in this case, those ignorant fools ought to be damn grateful that alien’s fallin’ all over himself to ensure you spread your legs.”
“Now that is inappropriate, Mr. Colt.” Vivian smacked his arm.
They bickered back and forth as we waited for word from the King.
When it finally came, it was not good. Tahk hadn’t deterred them from their new plans, but he did have permission to interfere. He was told to eliminate the Vitat threat and wait for word from the Galactic Council for the next steps. It seemed they were recruiting the Dahk to start their enslavement. I just hoped Uthyf did have a plan, and that it wouldn’t get all the Dahk and humans killed.
Things moved quickly after that. A ship was readied to meet Dahk One, and a negotiator would be sent, not that it was necessary anymore. The Dahk were going to save the humans whether our government liked it or not, but there may be parts of the world that needed Dyadus’s interference so the Dahk didn’t have to harm them to get to the Vitat.
A massive argument between Hector and Vivian ensued as he began packing. She didn’t want him to go, but he felt compelled. She said she would go with him then, and he about flipped his shit. He shouted it wasn’t safe for her, and she argued that it wasn’t for him either and packed anyway. I wanted to shake her at times. Now was not the time to delay. Humans were dying every second, but I understood her distress. Hector was still injured.
I followed them out to the ship being loaded with supplies. It was resting just outside the hangar on the ice. I had bundled up in a new coat but was still freezing. Isin had surprised me by not putting on anything for himself but carrying a doggy coat for Bobo. It was then I realized Colt intended to leave, too.
“Why?” I asked him. “You hate flying.”
“Them aliens destroyed my station. I ain’t lettin’ ‘em go without me.” Then he whistled for Bobo and thumped up the ship ramp. The dog whined and looked back at me and Isin.
“Go on, Bobo, keep an eye on him.” I scratched his ears and let him lick my nose. He whined once more before following his master. Isin looked suspiciously sad. When he saw me looking at him curiously, he scowled and skittered back inside.
Vivian took my attention, then. She was struggling against a stone-faced Yilt as he held her back. I had never seen him so serious. Hector was pleading with her, but she was shaking her head and crying.
He had just turned away when the first blast hit the ice. The world rocked underneath my feet, and I was thrown several feet in the air. I landed hard on my back, gasping from the blow.
Several lights slammed into the ground before the Dahk started shouting and pointing to the air. A silver ship was flying straight down, enormous cannons pointed straight at the castle. Amazingly, every blast bounced right off the castle and skittered in opposite directions. Unfortunately, they were being re-directed at us.
“Juldo!” Borv roared and lifted me. He threw me over his shoulder and ran for the castle. Yilt did the same with Vivian, Hector hot on his heels. Borv didn’t stay running for long, he leaped, avoiding a stray beam of light and flew in the air, his wings spread wide blocking my view of the others.
“Three ships!” Yilt shouted from below us. “One has landed!”
Borv slammed down onto the steps of the castle and shoved me inside. I turned and gaped as hundreds of Dahk flew through the sky. Some spiraled down into the hangar as ships lifted and flew straight to the silver ship that had not stopped firing. Others flew behind the castle where I could hear more booms.
“They’re inside!” Uthyf roared from behind us. I spun just in time to see a mammoth machine swing an axe at my head. Borv threw me to the ground, and I slid, slamming into the wall. Borv was grappling with the machine’s axe when I shook off the impact. I couldn’t tear my eyes off the machine fighting with him. It was shaped like a human. Two arms, two legs, one head and even stood like one. It was more human-like than the Dahk, except it looked like a machine. It had two eyes, but they were mechanical looking, with circles spinning and stalling as it watched Borv block its swings. It had some kind of metal covering nearly its entire body. It looked like mechanics and weapons and armor, but it bulged into its dull red skin like it was a part of its body. Its mouth was wide with thick lips, but it had a set of razor-sharp teeth, glinting like the Dahk’s, but more metal in color and shine.
It’s a terminator, I thought to myself. It looked just like a ripped apart terminator. I half expected to see the giant muscle-man-machine deliver a classic one-liner.
Borv finally ripped the axe free on a snarl, but the machine man didn’t flinch. He calmly lifted a giant gun-looking thing from his side and aimed it at Borv. I shouted in fear, but Borv anticipated the attack and ducked as the laser gun went off. I gaped at the burn mark on the wall behind him. They had freaking laser guns, and all the Dahk had were swords and claws.
The rest of the room penetrated my shock, and I looked around in stunned fear as several muscle-machines fought against the Dahk. Uthyf had two swords as he went toe to toe with one of them. He snarled and slashed at his opponent, slicing through metal and red skin. His sword deflected beaming lasers. He ducked and slashed again. Silver liquid sprayed from the gash along the muscle-machines chest, but it didn’t flinch. It moved like it hadn’t been injured and twirled two mechanical scythes and slashed back. Uthyf blocked and aimed for its head. Severing it in one blow. I gagged as the things silver blood shot up in an arc and looked away. Borv had defeated his opponent and backed me against the wall. He watched several Dahk take on the enemy but refused to leave me unprotected. I looked across the room to see Vivian huddled under a table, and Yilt and Hector fighting side by side against a muscle-machine. Hector had a dagger that he slashed with while Yilt distracted the thing with a sword. Just as it looked from Hector, he lunged for the things arm and stabbed it through the only flesh visible on its arm.
It dropped its laser gun, and Hector lunged for it. “No!” Yilt roared and stabbed the thing through the chest. It staggered back and fell as Yilt shoved past it and to Hector. But Hector already had the gun in his hand.
He lifted it and fitted his hand through the large hole in the handle, immediately aiming for another muscle-machine barreling his way. His face was severe and determined, but he suddenly flinched and howled in pain. His eyes shot to the gun and widened in shock. Yilt ripped the gun free, and Hector fell over screaming in agony.
I stood and without thinking ran for him, but Borv grabbed me and threw me back down. “Don’t move,” he snarled.
“Hector!” I shouted over the chaos and pointed.
Borv looked and shook his head. “It is too late for him.”
“Too late?” I shouted and screamed in fright as a muscle-machine barreled into Borv, knocking him down. The machine stabbed him through the wing with a long metal dagger looking thing, and he howled in fury. He was on his stomach, his wings unprotected. The machine wrenched the dagger free and aimed a gun. I didn’t even stop to think, I just pounced on the machines back and wrapped my legs around its middle and prayed what worked on Nonya worked on these things. I went for the eyes. I dug my nails in but flinched when they bounced off hard metal. Its freaking eyes were metal! But the skin around it wasn’t, so I scratched and clawed, and it howled and backed off Borv.
Borv turned and stared in horror as the machine backed me into the wall. My spine creaked, and I shouted in surprise and pain, my head cracking off the wall. It pulled from the wall and spun in a circle, reaching over its shoulders to grab me. I could barely hang on to the thing. It must have been over seven feet tall! I ducked as its metal hands grappled for my face. Borv shouted and charged it from the side just as the thing grabbed my arm and wrenched me over its shoulder. I went flying through the air and slammed into a table.
I bowed up in agony and cried out. Haytu was shouting my name, and I dazedly searched for him. He was clear across the room, his eyes filled with horror as he fought his way to me.
Uthyf and Yilt fought back to back against three machines, as Haytu and several others finished off the last few machines in the hall. Their swords deflected every laser shot. It was amazing. Borv skidded to a stop beside me, his body covered in silver liquid. I gagged at the oily smell.
He clutched my face and scanned my body frantically. “I think I’m okay,” I groaned and sat up. He growled but helped me prop myself up against the broken table.
My back would have one hell of a bruise, and a few of my cuts had reopened, but looking around at several dead Dahk, I realized how lucky I was. I searched for Viv and had to blink away images from weeks ago after the ship crashed on Earth. She was hovering over Hector again, just like she had that day.
I grabbed Borv’s shoulders and stood, limping over to her.
“What’s wrong with him?” I asked her. He wasn’t bleeding anywhere. He just looked like he was sleeping.
“I don’t know! He just passed out!” Viv shouted.
I knelt beside her and reached for him, but Borv smacked my hand away. “He has been infected.”
“With what?” Viv and I asked together. Borv pointed to Hector's arm, and I gasped. Black lines spread across his hand and up his arm. The hand he used to fire the muscle-machine’s gun.
“He has been infected by the Juldo. Their weapons are designed for only one, and any other who wield it will be infected with the virus.”
“What virus?” I asked him, my stomach dropping. Viv was sobbing.
“Juldo are not born, Pehytohn, they are made.”




Chapter 15




Peyton




Hector was wheeled back to the healer's room as Uthyf shouted for answers while several Dahk pulled out the dead, both Juldo and Dahk.
I was stunned as several Dahk stumbled over their non-answers. No one knew how the Juldo gained access to the planet. It shouldn’t have been possible. And if they had, they shouldn’t have been able to hide their presence until they were right on top of us. I had learned all about the planet's defenses from Haytu. He was as pissed as Uthyf and demanded a Council meeting.
I allowed Borv to shuffle me to my room where a healer looked over me and a non-responsive Vivian. They wouldn’t let us near Hector, unsure if he could pass the virus to us. Apparently, Dahk were immune.
Yilt said Gryo would do everything he could, but I read the truth in his eyes. Hector would either die or become one of the Juldo. I just didn’t know what that meant, exactly. Would he turn red and covered in metal? Would he become as stone cold as the Juldo had been, forgetting what he was before?
Borv had left us with one grave warning, “Prepare yourselves for he shall die, or he shall live. If he is to live, he will no longer be who you once knew.”
Looking back, a lot of the Juldo had differences between each of them. Some had more arms than others, more eyes, but they were all mammoth and relatively humanoid shaped. How different would Hector become if he changed?
I kept my questions to myself for Vivian’s sake, but I would need to find out soon.
Hours passed in the room. Ford and Colt came and went. Ford hadn’t wanted to leave Hector, but somehow Borv convinced him he couldn’t do anything for him here and told him that he should continue on to Earth, that Hector would have wanted him to.
I knew the ship left, Fihk and the others couldn’t afford to wait, but I was too shocked to think about it or go out and see them off. I waited with Vivian, holding her while she cried, and guarding her while she slept. Isin guarded her with me.
Myrna came and went, bringing food to eat, and healers to check my new injuries. She was quiet and thoughtful and didn’t bother us except to tell us of any changes in Hector’s condition. He was alive and fighting the virus, but that was all she knew.
It was nearly a day later when Haytu knocked on the door. His face was haggard, and his clothes rumpled. He waved me to the door, watching Vivian with solemn eyes.
“How are you?”
“I’m fine. Just a little sore, how’s Hector?”
“He is a fighter. He rejects the virus, but I fear it will overtake him. Only time will tell. I come with other news.”
I didn’t like the scary look on his face.
“The attack was a distraction. The Queen was abducted.” I gasped. “Tahk will arrive in the morn to question the Juldo we apprehended.”
“Why would they take her?”
“We do not know.” He looked devastated. I hugged him tight around his middle.
He sighed and hugged me back. “This is not done to any other but one’s mate. It is a human custom?”
I nodded.
“I will return it gladly then.” He patted my back. “Sleep now daughter. Your mate will demand to see you right away. He is not convinced of your safety.” I wanted to ask if I should try and contact him, but Haytu hadn’t offered for a reason. I had a feeling if it were possible he would have made it happen for the son he so clearly loved.
I crawled into the bed beside Vivian and dozed on and off. Vivian woke up constantly, puking in the bathing room so much she had completely emptied her stomach before passing out. I slept fitfully the rest of the night. Isin’s snores continuously waking me. He was sprawled across the floor. I offered to share the bed with him, but he looked so horrified I didn’t mention it again.
Early in the morning, a light knock woke me up. I was so anxious I sprang from the bed, but it wasn’t Tahk on the other side. It was Myrna and another female.
Myrna smiled and clutched my arm. “How are you?”
“Fine.” Physically I was, sure I was thrown across the room a few times by a red alien/robot and had a few aches and pains from Nonya’s revenge attack, but I was lucky to be alive. Mentally, though? I was in a state of shock. Hector had only just woken up. We had been thrilled he was alive. But now? We may lose him after all.
“How are you?” I knew she was hurting. She and the Queen had been friends. She must be worried about her.
Myrna blinked at me, tilting her head. “I worry for the Queen, but I am well. I am grateful my new daughter is as well.” She smiled gently at me. A throat cleared startling her. She pointed beside her. “This is Kudeyas.”
Kudeyas smiled softly and a little sad.
I waved. “Peyton.”
“I am glad to have a sister,” she whispered and clutched my waving hand. “And I am sorry we meet under such grave circumstances.”
“Uh, me too.” I squeezed her hand back.
“We have brought clothes, and Gryo sends word for Veeveen.” Myrna smiled sadly.
“Is he dead?” Vivian rasped quietly. I looked back to see her awake and clutching the sheet to her chest.
“No, but the virus has taken hold of him.” Myrna looked genuinely distraught to be telling us.
“What does that mean for him?” I asked when Vivian started gasping through more tears.
“Maybe nothing. He may only make the physical change. It is uncommon but possible. If it has altered his mind, we will know when he awakes.”
“What kind of physical changes?”
“His skin will darken and take on the red of the Juldo. His features will sharpen, and he will grow in size. He will need nano supplements to counteract the virus’ potency. Juldo die from their own virus. It is why they are covered in nano-mite tech. It allows them to thrive when the virus’ strength would expand consuming them until there is nothing left.”
“When can I see him?” Vivian rasped and wiped at her cheeks. Isin jumped up and rushed to her side.
“Gryo has told us the virus is now dormant. He cannot infect you without the serum to trigger it. He is asleep and unresponsive, but you may see him.”
Vivian jumped from the bed and rushed to the door.
“I must warn you.” Myrna stopped her. “When he wakes he will not be himself, he is restrained to keep him from harming others.”
Vivian nodded and tried to push past her.
“Veeveen, look at me.” Myrna looked down at Vivian sternly until she stopped, but she didn’t look at Myrna, she kept her eyes on her feet. I grabbed her hand. “He will not look like himself, the changes have already begun. You must prepare yourself.”
“I don’t care what he looks like,” she whispered to her feet. “I just want to see him.”
“Very well.” Myrna and Kudeyas led us to the healer's room. But stopped outside the door.
“Daughter, you may escort her in, but your mate will arrive very soon. He will expect you to greet him.”
I nodded, not bothering to tell her Tahk would wait. I missed him, and I knew all this must be killing him. Being so far away and no doubt aware I was involved in two attacks now. But I knew he would understand my need to be beside Vivian right now. Myrna hadn’t been rude in the way she told me what Tahk would expect, but she served Haytu in a way I wouldn’t with Tahk. We were partners. Equal.
Kudeyas tilted her head in farewell and followed Myrna away. Yilt came out of the shadows, then. It was still pretty dark compared to how it was in the daytime hours. I hadn’t seen him follow us, but he wasn’t the only one, Borv and Syn were with him.
Yilt held the door as we all walked inside. I would never forget that sight as long as I lived.
Hector was chained to a table, from his ankles to his stomach and his arms. Even his head was pinned down to the metal table. He was the same Hector, but larger and redder. His muscles bulged unnaturally for his normally lean frame, and the sweat pouring off him dampened his pants and pooled in puddles beneath him.
His teeth had grown, plumping his lips, and spreading them open. And his eye sockets had sunken in. He looked both stronger and weaker at the same time. He looked like Hector, but not.
There was nothing to do but hold Vivian as she cried. She went to clutch his hand, but I held her back until Yilt said it was fine. We stayed there for a long time.
Haytu came in at some point and stood at our backs, and I heard Myrna ask for me, but one word from her mate and she left.
Vivian was falling asleep standing up, so Yilt lifted her and took her to her room. “I will stay with her.” He bowed and left.
“Will he remember her?” I asked my father-in-law, watching Hector’s even breaths puff from his parted lips. I needed to ask. They had been hinting at his mental state when he woke up, but I needed clear answers.
He was quiet, and I knew he struggled with answering me with the truth, but eventually he sighed and shook his head. “It is doubtful.”
I blinked back tears and bent, leaving a kiss on Hector’s hand. He didn’t deserve this. He was a good man and loved Vivian with a ferocity that often shocked me. She didn’t deserve to lose him like this. They were supposed to marry and make tons of babies. She was going to follow him around the world and devote herself to becoming the perfect military wife. They would have been so happy.
I hated that it felt like he had died even though he was laying right in front of me, his chest still moving up and down with even breaths.
I gasped and held back an onslaught of grief. Hector would have chucked my chin and told me not to cry for him, and so I wouldn’t. He would demand I be there for his girl. I had seen him deploy too many times, had too many conversations with him about the future, and the what-ifs. He had asked me too many times to look out for his fiancé while he was away for me to ever doubt what he would want if he were gone. Vivian would need me now. She would fall apart if he woke up forgetting her.
Haytu waited until I was ready before guiding me out of the room. Borv led the way through the castle, and Syn followed, more subdued than I was used to with him. In fact, every Dahk we passed on the way to the hall was quiet and solemn. Their Queen was missing, and they had suffered loss the day before. There would be more rites performed for the dead in the coming days.
We were nearly to the entrance hall when I stumbled to a stop. Tahk came barreling inside. Determination etched in every movement. His brow was severe, and his jaw was clamped tight. He spotted me immediately and stormed through his father. I didn’t even have a chance to gasp his name before he was covering my mouth with his own.
I sagged against him as he lifted me from the floor. His tongue pummeled my mouth with urgency, and I shivered from the onslaught. He spread his wings and flew up the stairs. Haytu and the others chuckled, but none of them followed us to my room.
I gasped as Tahk barreled through the door and threw me down onto the bed. My clothes were torn from my body without an ounce of gentleness, but I didn’t care. Tahk was desperate. I felt his frantic need and welcomed it. It had been too long for him. He was suffering for me long before we got here, and like an ass, I had fallen asleep before he left.
I needed him nearly as much and craved the feeling of peace only he could give me.
But he didn’t attack my body with any kind of sexual need. He gnashed his teeth and inspected every one of my injuries. I gasped as he tore from the bed and roared. He grabbed the wardrobe and threw it against the wall with a crash so hard I felt the room shake
“Tahk,” I gasped and scrambled from the bed. “I’m fine, see, they barely hurt anymore.” He roared again and attacked every piece of furniture in the room.
Only when every available furnishing was smashed into dozens of cracked stone pieces, did he stop and heave at the center of the room. “Tahk?”
He spun on me so quickly I backed up and fell onto the bed. “You were attacked,” he snarled. “By my consort,” he shouted in disgust. “The Juldo were here. Near my mate.” He roared again and slammed his fist into the wall.
“Tahk, calm down.” I scowled at him when he hit the wall again. He was going to bring the damn walls down on us.
“Calm?” He whispered deadly soft. “I cannot calm.” He snarled and reached for me. But I wasn’t afraid. Tahk would never hurt me. I let him tear me from the bed and clutched his face as he snarled into mine, his nostrils flaring with each erratic breath.
He was so angry, but not at me. He was scared for me. I bent and whispered my lips across his tightly pressed ones. He stiffened but let me lick across his lips. It wasn’t until I whispered his name again against them that he opened and allowed me to seduce him with my mouth. I twirled my tongue against his and licked along his fangs in the way that drove him mad. He snarled again and snagged one hand into my hair, yanking my head back, and the other he used to clutch the flesh of my ass.
He held me still and returned my kiss for only a moment before he turned and pushed me against the wall. My legs wrapped around his hips instinctively and my hands held onto his horn and skull. He made feral noises as he took control of the kiss, eating my mouth with a fervor I had never felt from him before.
His hand moved from my ass cheek to clutch at my thigh and spread me wide, and his other hand tore his leather pants away from his waist with one quick slash of his claw.
“You will never leave my side again,” he snarled and slammed inside me. I cried out and smashed my head against the hand he quickly shot up to block the wall. I was wet, but he caught me by surprise. I clawed at his shoulders with each brutal thrust, it didn’t take long to have me begging him to go harder.
Tahk lifted my thigh higher up his side, hooking it over his arm and palmed my left cheek again, squeezing it tight.
“Say it,” he snarled against my stretched neck.
I stuffed down the desire to tell him I hadn’t left, he did. I didn’t think that was what he meant. He was talking about before, when I hurt us both, ignoring him. “I won’t,” I sobbed when he hit my center just right, “I won’t ever leave again.”
“You are mine.” He hammered into me again and again, rubbing his pelvis along the bundle of tightly coiled nerves. My orgasm shot through my body, startling me. Tahk didn’t stop his quick thrusts even a little. He made me endure every quake and spark as he slammed inside me, building me quickly to another.
“Tahk,” I whined. Desperate for him, out of my mind for him.
“That’s it, my Pythe, listen to you beg for your Pythen.” He tore me from the wall, severing himself from me. I cried out in shock and denial, and he threw me face down on the edge of the bed. His claws scraped along my thighs as he lifted my knees up on the edge and spread me wide, slamming back inside.
I shouted in relief and surprise and spread my arms above my head. Tahk bent over me and twisted them behind my back, holding them there in one of his, using them to slam my hips back to meet his thrusts. He was relentless.
I shouted his name over and over and screamed in desperation as he reached around me to claw at my throbbing bundle of nerves. My voice broke with my body, my head flying back to gasp through another orgasm so intense my vision blurred, and my body shuddered. Tahk snarled a curse and bit deeply into my neck, his body bucking against mine as he found his own release, filling me with so much pleasure and pain I felt my body split open and soar so high I could no longer see the bed below me.
I quaked and shook against him as he hushed me, sobs of relief tearing out of my throat as he smoothed a palm around my belly, carefully caressing me and bringing me down. He pressed my back against his chest, fusing his hips against me from behind. Only then did he topple us to the bed. Curling around me, cocooning me in warmth.
I struggled so hard to stay awake, unwilling to miss a second with him. My lids were so heavy, weighted down by some invisible force. He screwed the energy right out of me. “Sleep, lovely. I am not leaving.” My eyes closed as he kissed and caressed every inch of me. I slept hard and deep.
When I woke, Tahk had rolled to his back, and I was stretched out across his chest. One of his arms was thrown above his head, and his other was resting against my hip. I smiled into the skin of his warm chest. His breaths were even, and his nostrils flared with each rise of his chest. I kissed him lightly on the pec, but he didn’t stir. He must be exhausted, and I was torn with what to do. The stones were dark again, and no one had come calling for him, that I knew of. We still had time to sleep and I wanted to give him something special.
I spread my legs wide, so my knees hit the bed and carefully scooted down his body, trying not to wake him yet.
I laughed quietly to myself when my face was hovering over his lap. He was hard, and the head of him looked swollen and angry. This wouldn’t be difficult. I looked up to make sure he was still asleep before wrapping my hand around him.
My fingers didn’t even come close to touching my thumb, and I started to get a little nervous he wouldn’t fit in my mouth. But I was determined to give him this. Before was fast and intense, and desperate. I wanted to seduce him, give him something special. I would just have to get a little creative.
His purple tip glistened in the glow of the room, and I lapped up the liquid beading there. Keeping my eyes on his face, I licked again. He didn’t move. His chest lifted steadily. I licked once more, savoring the salty taste of him. I hadn’t ever seen much of his sperm before. It was slightly thinner in texture, and lightly lavender, a little grayer than purple. He tasted like the rest of him did. Salty and bitter, warm and sticky, but not unpleasant. I cleaned his head and took a deep breath before spreading my lips wide and taking his head in my mouth. The corner of my lips stretched, but he fit. Keeping my eyes on his face, I sucked lightly. He shifted, and his breath snagged, but he didn’t wake.
I sucked harder. Tahk shouted and lifted his head gaping at me. I grinned around him and sucked again, hollowing my cheeks. He snarled and shredded the sheets with his claws. I chuckled, earning another surprised shout. Moving both my hands around him, I stroked the rest of him in time with my mouth.
“What―” he groaned and dropped his head back. “Huktbores, you wish to kill me.”
I hummed and swirled my tongue around his head. He gnashed his teeth and snagged his claws in my hair, shoving my face down. I laughed and gagged. He snarled again, raking his other claws back down the bed. Feathers flew through the air.
“Do human males enjoy this?” He snarled. That stopped me short.
I popped him out of my mouth. “You’re don’t like it?”
Tahk grinned and snagged my waist. Yanking me up his body. “I enjoyed your mouth immensely.” He slammed up inside me.
“Fuck!” I shouted in surprise and relief. I hadn’t realized how turned on I’d gotten playing with him.
“You drive me mad,” he flashed his fangs. “After you have satisfied your urge to please me, I shall return the favor.” He gripped my hips and lifted me only to slam me back down. I bucked and slapped my hands down on his chest. “Ride me.” He folded his arms behind his head, and I laughed. He was so arrogant.
I swirled my hips, enjoying the lust that hazed his eyes. “Who says I want to please you?” I gasped and ground down against him. Enjoying his feral grimace.
“Why wake me in such a way, if not to please your Pythen?”
“Maybe I sucked you to please myself.” I dug my nails into his chest and rode him fast. He gnashed his teeth again and glared at me. His hands shot out from behind his head and grabbed my bouncing breasts. He twisted my nipples with a wicked glint in his eyes, chuckling as I cursed him.
“You may wake me in such a way every morn.” He grinned and pinched my nipple hard before reaching around and slapping my ass.
“Tahk!” My mouth dropped in outrage, and he squeezed the burning flesh tight, urging me to ride him faster. I narrowed my eyes and squeezed my inner muscles tight. His jaw clenched, and he shuddered underneath me.
“Wicked female.” He sat up and hopped onto his knees, bouncing me against him.
I gasped and hugged his shoulders, groaning as he took over, pounding inside me. “No fair.”
He chuckled again and dropped me back onto the bed, grabbing my hips and lifting them against him until only my shoulders remained on the bed. I couldn’t move as he used my hips to hammer away. I could only lay there and shout and cry out as he drove me to the brink again and again.
He had me in so many ways I was a pathetic useless puddle by the time he let me come. After he snarled through his own release, he threw me down on the bed and made me come again and again with his mouth. So much for pleasing myself. Tahk had done it for me thoroughly.




Chapter 16




Peyton




We napped and made love on and off the rest of the night. When the stones brightened the room, a quick knock stirred us awake again. Tahk was still inside me after having teased and played with me an hour or two earlier.
We had talked about everything in between bouts of lovemaking. Everything that had happened on Home World while he was gone, but not with his meeting. He was frustratingly tight-lipped, and every time I would try to draw his attention back to it he would distract me. So, I settled for filling him in on Nonya’s attack. When he started to hulk-out all over again, I quickly moved on to my tea with the Queen and then Hector and Ford’s plans to go back to Earth. He hadn’t seemed surprised by their decision. He had assumed they would want to rejoin Dahk One’s fight just as Borv had said he would. I told him about the Juldo attack but again he didn’t seem surprised. When I asked him, he had said Yilt had comm’d him and filled him in.
So, we talked about Hector. Tahk didn’t know much, he said the Juldo were very private about the virus, but that from what he did know, it was very likely Hector wouldn’t wake Hector at all. He would be blank, wiped of his memories. The virus would slowly take over his mind, filling it with Juldo history and beliefs. There was no real answer for when he would wake up. It could be months. The entire thing flabbergasted me. He made it sound like it was a curse or some kind of magic, not a virus. But Tahk explained that, too. The virus was more like a computer virus on Earth. It infiltrated your mind and wiped it, filling it with new data. Corrupting it.
Hector would have an unbearable urge to join with the Juldo. The virus would torture him with its demands. Gryo could give him supplements, but they didn’t have enough to last him, and it would only hold off the urge to join them for short periods of time. Hector would become a killing machine. The Juldo were a warring species, according to Tahk. Battle and bloodlust would consume him.
Eventually, his body and the virus would demand something more to keep him alive. Nano-mites. And though the Dahk used a certain altered version of them―nano nits― in their new healing practices instead of their healing vats, they weren’t the same as the Juldo’s. Juldo nano-mites healed, but they also changed the body. Morphing their skin and appendages into what I saw the day they attacked. Machines. Weapons.
His body would slowly become riddled with tech. The nano-mites would first reinforce his bones and muscles, before moving onto his skin and altering its properties there. Only the strongest of Juldo retained any of the Juldo virus’ red flesh and natural strength. Tahk said he had fought against Juldo that had once been their weakest, their bodies not able to withstand the virus prompting them to become so altered by nano-mites you couldn’t see an inch of red skin beneath the tech. Then they became some of the strongest among them.
It was frightening. Not only knowing what would become of Hector, but that there was so much out there. So much about space and its so many species humans could never have anticipated. The universe really was vast. I had once wondered on the ship to Home World, how had we lived for so long without encountering any of them? How had we gone so long without being invaded?
And I still wondered those things, but I was starting to see how we could have been one of millions of planets teeming with life. Billions even. It was only a matter of time, and we were still young compared to some, but it wasn’t so unrealistic to believe a planet could be hidden away as long as we were. That with all our history and years, we were still so young compared to some. Juldo never died. Their bodies so altered and built from technology I had no hope of ever understanding, they thrived thousands of years. Compared to a humans life, they were ageless. How could we compete with something like that?
I didn’t have the courage to ask Tahk about his age. I feared I wouldn’t like his answer and I worried he had no idea how short mine was as he spoke about the Juldo’s age like it was normal. Like he knew what it was like to live for so long. I was afraid he had no idea how little time we may have together compared to the other mates on his world.
The knock came louder, more urgent. I blinked away the dark thoughts as a sleepy fog left me.
Tahk groaned and shifted, stirring new life inside me. “Leave,” he snarled.
“I cannot, the King requests a meeting,” Haytu said from the other side of the door.
I squeaked in surprise and jumped from the bed. Tahk shouted and reached for me, but I ran for the bathing room and slammed the door.
“Get out here, mate,” Tahk growled from outside the room.
“No, your fathers right outside the door and I’m naked,” I huffed and searched for the robe I left by the bathing pool a few days earlier. Of course, Isin moved it.
“I am partial to your bare form.”
I laughed and shouted for him to leave me alone. I wrapped a clean cloth around me and relieved my self on the square toilet-thing. They didn’t flush like they did on the ship, and it always reminded me of porta-potties. I refrained from asking where the waste went in the castle―there were some things a girl just did not need to know. But for all the Dahk’s advancements in space travel and healing abilities, it always amazed me how they lived so simply. Then again, us humans were destroying our own planet carelessly. The Dahk already had a dying star, and eventually, their planet would follow, so they were more inclined to take care of their home. Something more that humans could learn from them.
When I emerged, Tahk was dressed and standing in front of the partially open door. His body blocked Haytu from seeing me, so I ran to grab clean clothes and shut myself back in, dressing.
Tahk looked beyond frustrated when he saw me fully clothed, so I grinned at him and skipped out the door before he could make a grab for me.
“Daughter,” Haytu greeted me with a wicked grin. I flushed and followed him and Tahk through the castle. There was something disturbing about my father-in-law being so comfortable about his son's sex life. The Dahk were far more open about what happened behind closed doors than I would ever be. Our audience back on Dahk One proved it.
We met Uthyf in his office. He sat behind a large table with his arms crossed. “I have been waiting for you since you arrived.” He scowled at Tahk.
Haytu chuckled, “When you find yourself a mate, my King, you will see some things are more important.” See? I shifted uncomfortably. I was not a prude, but seriously, Tahk’s father?
“The Queen has been abducted.” Uthyf stood and slammed his palms on the table. I jumped.
“I am aware.” Tahk crossed his arms and glared back at Uthyf, cool and calm. I shifted guiltily. Tahk was worried, and obviously needed time with me, but Uthyf had a point. I shouldn’t have distracted him for so long. There were more important things.
“If you are aware, why have you not started the search.” Uthyf was pissed and clearly worried about the Queen. I swallowed heavily. I didn’t want to regret a moment with Tahk, but the King was doing a pretty good job of making me feel selfish.
“I have.” Tahk surprised the room. Haytu seemed the most surprised, and Uthyf dropped some of his hostility. “I have dispatched Ryt with a team. They left as soon as we arrived. I have also spoken with Wohn. They have not made any progress in their search for the assassin but are now aware of the Queen’s abduction and the possibility the assassin may be the culprit. They will search for her as well as Aryx’s slayer.”
“And you? Why are you not searching?” Uthyf crossed his arms again, and Tahk gnashed his teeth.
“You once served me,” he said, low. “Never once questioning me, and you do so now. Do you have so little faith in the Dahk that serve me, as well?”
Uthyf’s face stiffened, and his eyes narrowed. “I served you, as my brother requested, and because I was not King. You know very well my skills were wasted on your Council. You are as a brother to me. I have respected you and followed you through many battles, but I cannot follow you now as I once did. I am King, and you will answer to me as such.”
Tahk seemed to vibrate with fury, but Haytu just grinned like it was all very entertaining.
“Well, my King, I do not search for my Queen, because I will be returning to Earth.”
I gasped, and it echoed in the silent room. Haytu shook his head in disbelief, and Uthyf’s jaw ticked. We were going home? Oh man, I wanted that so badly. I missed Earth, Vitat cannibals and all. Okay, maybe not the Vitat, but I still missed it, and I was going crazy thinking about what was happening back there. I just knew if we went back, Tahk and I could find my mom. I knew it.
“You know why I do this.” Tahk held Uthyf’s gaze.
“Your Pythe is aware of the Galactic Council’s terms.” Uthyf’s eyes flicked to me meaningfully.
Tahk growled at him and spun to face me. “You told her? Why?”
“Why shouldn’t he have?” I asked him. Why did he want it kept from me?
“My yula, I did not wish to worry you. I will not let them enslave your species.”
“Neither will I,” Uthyf added flippantly.
“And why do you now have such a concern for the humans, beyond your brothers wish to save them?”
“Tahk, we had spoken of this before you left,” Haytu waded in hesitantly, he seemed taken aback by Tahk’s attitude. I was, too. I thought Uthyf and him were on good terms. Now it seemed something was coming between them.
“Yes, and the King made it clear his view was skewed, his opinion intolerant where the humans were concerned. Beyond the possibility of the Dahk finding a true mating amongst the humans, why would you risk a war with the Order?”
“Is that not enough?” Uthyf asked. I was growing more confused. Haytu and Uthyf had earlier made it sound like it was about repopulation. Not true matings. Why not come out and tell Tahk?
“No. A true mating is a blessing, but you know the resources it would cost to defend the humans long term for only the possibility of a Pythen mating.” Only? Were we so expendable to everyone? Only worth saving if they got something out of it? Now that Tahk was back, all my outrage from my meeting with the King was flooding back. Surrogates weren’t so bad a request, but, come on, we were dying. I couldn’t believe Tahk had that opinion. I glared at him. He sighed. “You know I do not feel the same, my mate. I speak only as the Dahk would.”
I guess. I mean I understood they couldn’t just start a war they couldn’t finish. Everyone needed incentive. But it still hurt more coming from Tahk than it had Uthyf or Haytu.
Uthyf and Haytu shared a private look.
They were being cagey. I didn’t understand why.
I was not going to let them yank Tahk around. If they didn’t want him to know, they never should have told me. “They want the humans as surrogates.” My word seemed to confuse him, and I shook my head in frustration. “They aren’t concerned about mating the humans. They just want us to procreate.”
“You would fertilize them? We are not the Chutary. The Dahk require a mating for procreation.” Tahk seemed shocked and appalled at the very idea of surrogacy. I had a hard time seeing the problem, and it made me feel bad. It’s not that I would just hand over every single female to the Dahk, but it seemed an even trade for our safety. If Uthyf and Haytu were to be believed, the women that agreed would be well taken care of. A lot of them might even welcome it after having suffered at the hands of the Vitat.
Uthyf walked from around the table and stopped in front of Tahk, “You said yourself we must evolve in these beliefs and practices if we are to survive. The humans offer a viable opportunity to ensure our growth.”
“Yes, through a mating, not to be used as cattle.”
I sort of wanted to hug him for that.
“Son, why do you fight this? The human females would be cared for, praised for their service. You must see how the opportunity would entice many who struggle to have dahkling.” Haytu looked to me with worry. I narrowed my eyes at him. He knew something, and I had a feeling he didn’t want me here to hear it.
“I am not so ignorant to not see it. But you are fools if you believe your Dahk would welcome them so easily. They already do not accept my mate. You have heard of your own Council's outrage at her and the other human's arrival. She must be guarded at all times for fear of a threat by my own Dahk!” Tahk huffed heavily. “Already her life has been in danger of being lost. Nonya’s House was outraged and disgusted by my mate. Their scorn only drove her anger further resulting in her sanity breaking.” I tried not to flinch. I knew the Dahk were wary of me, but I had no idea it had gotten that bad. “I had thought Uthyf against such things. Then I leave for such a short time only to return to hear of these schemes. And you speak to my mate of them? I have already heard of the Galactic Council’s plans to enslave the humans. I will not hear of my Dahk doing the same.”
Jeez, Tahk made surrogacy sound so bad. Maybe what I thought it was, was totally different from what the Dahk thought.
Uthyf scowled at Tahk and lifted his chin. “You think my Council has corrupted me.”
“Do you deny it? Who presented this to you?”
“Perhaps you should wait outside, daughter.” Haytu glanced at me again, his strange worry more obvious.
“No,” Tahk growled at his father, still glaring at Uthyf. “She stays. Answer me.”
“Gryo.” Uthyf spat and backed away, breathing heavily.
Tahk was quiet as he watched Uthyf regain his composure. When the King finally turned back around his voice was grave. “Our birth rate has grown too low. Aryx has kept our dire position from all but his closest healers. Gryo was made aware after you returned from Earth. The healers had been torn on whether to inform their new King about their dead King’s search for a solution. Gryo came straight to me. Aryx knew of the human's viability and had plans to enslave them, just as the Order plans to do. Not as I do.”
I stumbled back. No, no. He was wrong. This was all wrong.
“No, that is not the King I knew.” Tahk bared his fangs and stormed away. He stopped at the wall and braced his hands against it. “He would not enslave a species, I fought many wars for him, I freed many in his name.”
“I am sorry, Son, but he speaks the truth.” Haytu grabbed Tahk’s shoulder and squeezed. “Even I was kept in the dark. Aryx conspired with only Hull and those he deemed partial to him on the King’s Council. You were to liberate the humans from the Vitat, and Klando and Jirt were to intervene after you succeeded. They had orders―” Haytu stopped and shot me an apologetic look. “They had orders to begin enslavement the moment the last of the Vitat were destroyed.”
My breath snagged painfully, and I rubbed my chest from the shock. “An entire species? Dahk One’s large but there’s no way you could’ve caught all of the humans. There are billions of us.” I was shaking. I couldn’t believe what they were saying. The Dahk were sent to save us, not enslave us.
Haytu sighed and looked to me with a deep sadness I felt all the way to my bones. “There would not have been so many of you left.”
“No.” Tahk rumbled low. “Aryx could not have known the humans would survive at all. Too many could have been lost by the time the Vitat were beaten back.” Tahk shook off his father’s arm and walked to me. His face was grave. Knowing. I backed away, not ready to face the understanding in his eyes. Tahk looked stricken. I clenched my eyes, blocking him out.
I couldn’t un-hear Uthyf’s next words, though. They were too harsh, too painful.
“He sent the Vitat. Aryx facilitated the human invasion.”




Chapter 17




Tahk




My mate looked so broken I wished to gather her in my arms and flee with her. I myself was spiraling into a cavern of turmoil. How could I have misjudged my King so deeply? Aryx had been a kind and fair ruler. I could not accept this turn of character. There were pieces in this game that did not fit.
“Why not just invade Earth ourselves? The Vitat could have wiped out the planet. The humans have survived far longer than I had anticipated upon first reaching Earth, but they are weak and ill-prepared. Sending the Vitat may have eradicated the humans, thus leaving none for Aryx to enslave.”
“Would you have?” Uthyf asked me knowingly. “Would you have invaded and enslaved the humans if he had ordered you to?”
My mind was fractured in confusion. Would I have? I had slaughtered in the name of my King. Obeyed him as all Dahk should. But could I have enslaved a species in his name, when all I had known were our missions for freedom?
“No, Son. You would not have.” My father held his hands beside him, beseechingly. “The Dahk army is under your command. Aryx may have been King, but they follow you. He would not have had Dahk One―his army―aiding him, had he not withheld the truth from you.” He stepped closer. “You may be loyal, my son, but you are just, and honorable. You would not have done as he wished and Aryx would have found himself at odds with you.”
“After then? After he accomplished this? What would he have done then? I would have stopped my Council. They would never have had the chance to enslave them.” I would have confronted my King. Looking at my mate, I had no idea how fiercely I would have fought his plans before her. I would have opposed him, yes but after her? Finding my Pythe? I knew I would have fought my King. For her. For her home, her species. The thought nearly brought me to my knees. Yet still, if Aryx were alive, I would have opposed him, even if only for the many others I had freed in his name.
Uthyf shook his head. “We believe he had plans to bring you to heel, though we do not know what they were. After your Pythen mating, though?..” Uthyf trailed off. I would have not come to heel. The very thought caused me outrage. But Aryx would have used my loyalty against me. Urging me to see his reasoning. But after my Pythe? He would have had no hope of convincing me.
“Why not kill me?” My mate gasped as I spoke. “I was out of my mind during the mating rage, why not kill me, then?”
“We do not know, Son.” My father sighed and sat, scrubbing his skull. “Perhaps he wished to see if a Pythen mating was possible.”
“No, even if he had ordered you killed, who could have done it?” Uthyf glared at the table. “I would not have, nearly all of Dahk One is loyal to you, regardless of your mating. It would have had to have been Klando or Jirt, and neither of them are capable.”
“None could have taken you so off guard. Especially while consumed with the mating rage. Olynth perhaps is the only one with the skill, but he would never betray you.” Haytu stood, “We will never know.”
My mate shook her head and looked at us in confusion. “You’re saying those assholes Jirt and Klando were scheming to enslave us to make Dahk babies? That doesn’t make sense.” She wiped her cheeks angrily. “They were disgusted that Tahk had to mate me. No way would they be onboard with this.”
My mate made a valuable point. Uthyf and I exchanged frustrated glares.
“Mating maybe, perhaps Aryx had a similar plan as you do, Uthyf.” My father paced the back of the room.
“Regardless, they will be brought here, and I will beat the answers from them.” Uthyf pushed off from the table.
“What of my Council now? Are they aware of the change in plan? Or do they sit on my warship still scheming to enslave the humans?” I could not look at Uthyf. I kept my eyes on my distressed yula. She was angry, shaking with emotion. I did not approach her. I worried my arms would be refused. My own Dahk had planned to betray her.
“I have not made any in Aryx’s plan aware of my knowledge. Hull continues on as if nothing has changed, no doubt. He would be communicating with Klando and Jirt, though I have no reason to believe they would think enslavement would be accepted by me.” Uthyf spoke, his words grated with frustration.
“If they still follow through with Aryx’s orders, it is because they plan to eliminate you,” I told him.
“We are aware of the threat.” My father added.
I scoffed and turned to him. “If you are aware, why do you not slaughter them all?”
“You know we cannot without having all of Home World turn on the King.”
“So, you wait for them to come for you then?” I asked Uthyf. I could barely look at him without baring all my fury for him to see. He may not have been a part of these deceptions, but he schemed on his own instead of running his sword through those who did.
“You know me better, Tahk.” Uthyf scoffed and thumped into his seat. “Hull and the others are being watched.” The King’s exhaustion was clear. “I have sent a team with Dyadus. They will remove your Council upon arriving and return here with them.”
“Who have you sent?”
“Ignyt.”
The warrior was fierce, and one of my own. The Council would not come easily, but the old fools had no hope of avoiding Ignyt and his crew. They had trained under the old Commander and Wohn. “I would speak to him.”
“Of course.” My father murmured placatingly. He had a lot to answer for, he and I would discuss his secrecy on our own.
“Now that it is settled, do you see why you must remain here? Our King needs your protection, and our Queen must be found.”
I glared at my father. Nothing was settled. I would not forget their plans to use the human females but now was not the time.
“I will stay and deal with the King’s Council, but once the Queen is found I go to Earth to ensure their survival. I will bring every one of them here if it means keeping them from the Order’s clutches.”
My mate blinked droplets from her eyes and chuckled in disbelief. “You are―I don’t even know anymore, but you can’t do that.”
“No? You do not have faith in your Pythen?”
“Of course, I do, but we wouldn’t all fit on your ship.” Her words broke, and she ran to my arms. I sighed in relief and clutched her close.
“As daunting as that task would prove to be, you cannot. Humans will remain on their planet, for now. We will decide what to do once the Order sends their envoy.” Uthyf said, watching Pehytohn carefully.
“It will be too late then.” Peyton scowled at him. “What about your allies?”
I looked between them in confusion. “The Guhuvin’s will not aid us in this. I have spoken to the King. They hold their position in the Council too closely.” I did not talk of the Guhuvin King’s plan to watch the Council. I would ponder all I had learned from him before speaking to Uthyf more privately. “They would not risk their peace with many members of the Order, and the Chutary will not bother, they would avoid such a war.”
“No.” My mate bit her lip and squinted her eyes at the King in clear accusation. “His other allies.”
Uthyf chuckled and grinned at her with new respect. “They are aware of the situation and are ready at my word to hold back the Order.”
“Who do you speak of?” I glared between him and Haytu. What more were they keeping from me?
My father flushed and refused to meet my eyes. I chuckled humorously, “Ah, I see.”
“What, you know who they are?” My mate asked in surprise.
“I suspect,” I told her, and braced for the confirmation and betrayal. I dared Uthyf to say their name in my presence.
He nodded once, and I snarled.
“Son.” Haytu stepped before me, blocking me from tearing the King to pieces.
“Move.” I snarled as Uthyf stood, bracing.
“What’s going on?” My mate pulled on my arm impatiently.
“His allies are not a species holding membership in the Order. They are a despicable species, disloyal, selfish, and consumed with greed. They will not aid us without a price.”
“They will.” Uthyf declared boldly.
“No, you are a fool if you believe so.”
“It is true, Son, the Kilbus have agreed.”
“Who are the Kilbus? Tahk?” My mate dug her little blunt claws into my arm. I did not look away from my spineless King.
“They are ancient and hold no value for life outside their own and those that join them. They slaughtered my Commander, and if I meet their Lord again, I will tear his hearts from his body.” I snarled and lunged for Uthyf. My mate screamed as I slammed into Uthyf, throwing him from the chair. Haytu shouted and held her back. I wrapped my hand around Uthyf’s throat, my claws piercing his skin.
“When? When did you build this alliance?” I snarled down at him.
Uthyf did not fight me. He held his hands aloft, his gaze beseeching me to understand what I would never. “Their Lord sought me out after my First Father died. I did not build the alliance. I had already been made.”
“And it was broken the day he slaughtered my Commander.”
“No, Tahk, it was not the lord that betrayed him, but the Juldo,” Haytu shouted. “We have told you this, but you will not listen to the truth.”
“It is not the truth. It is a lie! Not even Aryx would entertain the Lord. Yet you run to him the moment you inherit the throne?”
“My brother was weak. He could not have gained the Lord’s respect through battle.” Uthyf flashed his fangs, his neck straining in my grip.
“And you did? When?” I bared my own fangs, “When?”
Uthyf thumped his head back against the floor. “When you sent me to infiltrate their ranks.”
I pushed off of him in disgust. “You were to slay him if given the chance. Did you get down on your knees and beg him to take you under his command?”
“Do not insult me.” Uthyf spat and stood with me. “I watched and listened. It was not he who killed the Old Commander, but the Juldo. He did not discover me. I revealed myself and accused him. We battled, and he did what has been said the Lord of Kilbus would never do. He bowed Tahk.”
I looked away from him and clenched my fists.
“He bowed before me and swore on his honor he did not betray him. He was heartsick from loss.”
“You believed him.” I accused.
“I did.”
“Then you are a fool. Do as you wish. I will remain here and search for the Queen but heed my word. The Kilbus Lord will not aid you for nothing in return. He will come for something. I pray you and all Dahk are prepared to suffer the cost.”
✽✽✽
 
I left with my mate. There was much to be done. I had planned to return to Earth and somehow stop the Order from enslavement. It was a fools hope, but I could not leave them to suffer. Not only for my mate but because none deserved such a fate. Now those plans were thwarted.
Uthyf and my First Father may trust in the Kilbus now, but that would soon change. Though now, I could not deny that the human's chances of survival had just grown exponentially. If the Kilbus intervened with the Order, the Council might very well back off entirely before we had to declare war.
They were frightened of the Kilbus’ abilities and advancements. Their only match, the Juldo. And even if the Juldo corrupted the Council, the new Juldo Master would not risk a war with the Kilbus.
My skull throbbed. I was beginning to believe my Dahk and the Kingdom were riddled in lies and betrayal. It was no longer the home I trusted above any other. Aryx’s schemes were the hardest to take. I would never have anticipated it from him, and I was furious with myself. I should have seen that his Council had changed him so.
I would interrogate the Council, and Hull would answer to me before any other. I knew he was behind the bulk of corruption.
“Tahk, are you okay?” My mate stopped me before our doors and pulled my hand to her chest. I sighed and lifted her against me. “I am racked with indecision and stunned at my own species corruption. I am sorry they are at fault for the Vitat invasion. You must hear me mate. I would have never sanctioned such an order.” I mumbled into the warmth of her neck.
“Oh, Tahk, I know that.” She hugged my shoulders and kyssd my neck. I clutched her tighter. “I’m sorry you’re hurting.”
“I am not hurt. I am angry. Full of wrath. I will see these injustices answered for.”
She chuckled. “The big bad Tahk could never be hurt.”
“I am big and bahd.” I agreed and growled playfully into her neck, earning a joyful giggle. It nearly brought me to my knees in relief. I worried my species betrayal had harmed her in a way I could never hope to heal.
“What happens now?” Her smile fell as she looked up, her eyes searching and anxious.
“Now, we wait for word from Fihk. We wait and watch the King’s Council until it is time to intervene, and we have first meal with my Father’s House.”
“That’s it? Wait and eat?” She shook her head in frustration, her long fur shaking as it swung down her spine.
“Let me worry over things of war and corruption. Trust me to care for you and both our species,” I murmured and clawed through the soft fur at her crown.
“That’s quite a burden your taking on yourself, Tahk.” She tightened her arms around my middle and squeezed.
“Maybe so, but I am honored to do so. Now come, your belly growls for sustenance, and I wish to hear all about your visit with the King’s House companion.”
She winced and shot wary eyes around the hall we stood in. “Who told you about that?”
I chuckled, “Isin met me as I departed from the ship, as you were preoccupied. He could not wait to tell me.”
A surprised laugh shook her shoulders, and she grinned up at the staircase. “He was so proud of himself for scaring us.”
She entertained me with her tale of Mantu, the giant spyhdher, on the walk to the great hall. I noticed the change in her demeanor as she talked of Veeveen’s fright and Hyctoor’s surprise.  I wished to take her pain and worry away, but I could not. Only time would heal those wounds.
My mam and sister Kudeyas awaited us when we arrived. My mam was anxious to greet me and immediately rushed over. “Son.” She grinned and clutched my arm. “Kudeyas has returned to meet your Pythe.” She waved to my sister who grinned devilishly.
“Brother, I am glad to see you well.”
“As I am you. Father tells me you have been off in search of a House.” I bent and touched her hand to my brow.
“He only wishes for me to settle so he does not have to facilitate a pairing. He is becoming indolent in his age.” She grinned and looked to my mate curiously when she made a sound of protest.
Pehytohn coughed and bit her lip. “Sorry, it’s just you want him to set you up? Why not choose a mate yourself?”
Kudeyas smiled bewilderedly. “It is not done. I am female. I do not choose.”
Pehytohn made another frustrated noise and cleared her throat, her eyes widening as she turned to me. She was trying to convey some meaning to me with her eyes. I squinted my own. I could not read her thoughts, but I suspected she was becoming frustrated with me.
She sighed and turned back to Kudeyas, “Sorry, it’s just that, that hasn’t been done on Earth for a very long time. Now humans choose who they mate, male or female. It goes both ways.”
My mam and sister looked shocked and fascinated with this statement. “The female chooses?” Kudeyas’ voice dropped low, in awe.
Pehytohn grinned. “Oh yeah, females hold all the power on Earth. We don’t settle. A male must shower us in gifts and take us out. Human females want to be courted by a male, and they better deliver a damn good date if they expect to get anywhere near second base.”
“Fascinating.” Kudeyas eyes danced with excitement.
“Where is second base?” I asked confused. Did my mate wish for me to visit there? Was it a mating custom?
My mam sighed. “That is not done here.”
“Well, it should be.” My mate murmured and flushed. She wished for these things, I realized. Gifts, and deets. I would need to speak with Veeveen. I had not given my mate any of those things, and I worried she held it against me. I used her lust and need to woo her when I should have looked for human customs to settle her into our mating. To gain access to first and second base. Perhaps there were many more.
“Vyndor has arrived with Wayka and Pyntera.” Myrna waved us to a table in the back of the great hall. My father had already joined them. He watched us move closer warily. But it did not last long. He fidgeted only briefly before jumping from the table and clutching my mate to his chest. My mam gasped and tripped back, along with Pyntera and Wayka. Even Kudeyas looked shocked with their blatant display of matehood. I tried not to tackle my own father.
Pehytohn smiled and patted him, “I know it’s not your fault,” she whispered to him. He sighed gustily and squeezed her tighter. My mam made a noise of alarm. Pehytohn looked to her and wrinkled her brow. Haytu cleared his throat and released my mate, smiling sheepishly at his infuriated House. “What’s―? Oh, crap. I wasn’t supposed to hug him, was I?” Her cheeks flooded with color, and I pulled her to my side.
“It is a human custom,” I told my Mothers. They did not seem appeased.
Vyndor jumped from the table and held his arms aloft. “I will partake in this custom gladly.”
I growled and shoved him down, pulling my mate to an empty seat. “Do not feel embarrassed, my yula, my father hoogd you first.” She released a startled laugh and sat.
“Sorry, I’ll keep my hooging to myself from here on out.” Wayka and Pyntera smiled guardedly, but my mam was not so easily soothed. She scowled and sat next to my father, turning her ire on him.
A servant delivered our meals during an uncomfortable silence. My father attempted to ease his mate’s discomfort by sharing his time spent playing games with my mate while I was away. This only seemed to drive their discomfort furiously. I grinned and leaned back, dropping my arm around my mate. I knew my father’s interest in my mate was purely affection for a new daughter, but his mates had not spent enough time with her to know her customs as he had. I enjoyed watching him struggle to explain his strange behavior to his mates.
Pehytohn looked up and pinched my side. “You should help him out.”
“Why? I am enjoying this.”
Kudeyas grinned at my mate. “It is only fair he struggles. Don’t you think sister? He has taken on so many females.”
“And you do not approve of our ways any longer, Kudeyas?” Vyndor scowled at her. “The humans arrive, and now you do not wish to mate with the Dahk in the ways we have always done?”
“Dear brother, you are a male, so you will not understand. You strive to surpass father and gain more mates than he has.”
Pehytohn gasped low, “five?”
“I have only three, new sister. I seek another, but I have no such goals.”
“Only?” Pehytohn gasped again and widened her eyes at Kudeyas, who tossed her head back and roared with laughter, startling my mate.
“Sister, oh what fun we shall have.” Kudeyas leaned across the table and patted my mate's limp hand. “Human mating practices are fascinating. One female to one male? Perhaps, I will visit this Earth to find my mate.”
All three of my Mothers gasped and abandoned their silent argument with my father. Peyton grinned and winked at Kudeyas.
Vyndor coughed uncomfortably. Watching our mams with worry. He scowled at Kudeyas as he finished swallowing a goliv berry. “Pehytohn, I am told there is a recording of your Pythen mating, I wish to view it after first meal.”
My mate had been sipping a warm mug of tea, which she promptly spit across my brother’s face.
“There’s a what?!”




Chapter 18




Tahk




First meal was an uncomfortable affair after my brother's request. It was normal for the Dahk closest to a mated pair to view a first mating and give their blessing. It was rarely done now, but it was a vital part of the ceremony in a Pythen mating. My Mothers and siblings did not understand Pehytohn’s discomfort. Our mating was the first ever known to be done outside of Home World. We had no choice but to mate without a proper ceremony. The recording was only taken so my House and the King may bless it. I realized immediately after explaining this I had only managed to upset her further.
“You knew?”
I grinned sheepishly. “Yes, I did not realize it would upset you or I would have told you sooner.”
“You didn’t think it would upset me? Tahk, your family has a damn porno of us!”
“Pohrnoh?” Vyndor looked to the others in confusion, dabbing liquid from his face.
“Oh my god.” Pehytohn’s face flushed an alarming shade of red. She smacked her hands against her burning cheeks. “This is not happening,” she whispered frantically. “It’s a dream. I’m just going to wake up.” She pinched her cheek and yelped.
I scowled and clutched her hands. “You will not harm yourself.”
“Where is it?” She scrunched her eyes closed tightly. “Have any of you seen it?”
“I have it.” Myrna murmured, watching my mate closely. “None have seen it.”
Pehytohn sighed heavily and slouched against the table. I scowled at my mam. She was not truthful. Haytu looked particularly suspicious of his First Mate. I glared in warning. She would not speak of this, ever. She nodded subtly in understanding.
“I’m sorry, I know this is another custom I’m messing up for you guys, but I just can’t let you watch it.” My mate was distressed, and she kept her eyes from those around us, looking down on her clutched hands.
It was Pyntera that comforted her when my attempts only seemed to cause her more distress. “Do not worry, daughter. We will learn to understand one another, and this is a request that we have no issue granting. I too was alarmed when I mated Haytu. My House had requested a viewing at my mating, and though it was not a Pythen mating, I believe I still would have refused.”
“Really?” Pehytohn cast her eyes up and looked so hopeful, Pyntera blinked away her wary expression and smiled genuinely.
“Yes. Some things are private, yes?”
“Yeah.” Pehytohn nodded and laughed. “God, I would have never been able to look at any of you guys ever again.”
Myrna stiffened and widened her eyes at Wayka. The two of them blinked away guilty expressions and swallowed heavily.
“Well, now you have nothing to fear.” Haytu boomed and clutched Myrna and Wayka on either side of him. “The recording will be turned over to you.” The two females murmured immediate agreements. I was surprised by my mam’s docile behavior. I had thought, of all of them, she would have demanded a proper blessing be bestowed on our mating, especially due to the nature and rarity of it.
Veeveen was escorted into the great hall by Yilt, distracting my mate from the frightened look my father gave me. I nearly grinned. My mate may not have realized it, but she had won over her new family. They were so alarmed at the very idea of her not being able to bear the embarrassment of them seeing her in the recording, I knew they would keep the truth from her for all time as not to risk their new tentative relationship with her.
“Hey,” Pehytohn stood and clutched her friend tightly. “Come and eat something.” Veeveen nodded and allowed Yilt to guide her to an empty seat.
“Veeveen.” I bowed my head in greeting. She smiled and blinked tired eyes. I introduced Wayka, Pyntera, and Vyndor by name, and each of them greeted her back. Haytu, Myrna, and Kudeyas greeted her with warmth, having already been introduced.
“Yilt said it’ll be days before Hector wakes up. He said I needed to get out of the room.” She scowled at the Dahk who stared back at her with clear determination.
“He’s right. It’s not good for you to hole up in that room for so long. You need to eat something.” Pehytohn pushed her full plate in front of Veeveen.
“I know. I’m going crazy in there, but I don’t feel well.” Veeveen pushed the plate back.
“Try okay, you didn’t eat a thing yesterday.” Pehytohn pushed the plate back to her. I scowled and replaced her plate with my own. She needed to eat as well. She sighed and pushed it back between us. “Share with me?” I could not refuse her request. I picked up a hunk of meat and held it out to her lips. She wrinkled her nose adorably but bit into the tender meat.
First meal was finished quickly amongst quiet conversation. Mentions of Veeveen’s mate was avoided by all parties. And I was glad to see her answering simple questions when asked.
We were standing from our seats when a guard barreled through the doors. “Haytu, my lord!” He cried and nearly ran into a servant clearing our plates, he spun to avoid her and stopped, huffing through a wild grin. “It is lady Byda! Your dahkling comes!”
My father hooted and clutched all three of his mates in his excitement. My siblings cheered with the happy mates. I slapped his shoulder, “We shall accompany you.”
“We will?” Pehytohn was smiling softly as she watched my father.
“It is tradition. A Dahk greets their siblings as they are given new life,” I told her and pulled her to my side. “You will come with me?” I glanced at her sad friend.
She glanced at Veeveen as well but squared her shoulders and looked back at me. “I would love to.”
“Thank you, my yula.” I kyssd her brow and pulled her from the room. Yilt and Veeveen followed behind us. I knew it would be difficult for her to leave her friend at the castle, but I was proud of her for pushing past her apprehension for my father’s House.
“I want to come.” Veeveen surprised us both with her announcement as we reached the entry hall.
“Are you sure? You don’t have to, Viv.” Pehytohn stopped and held her friend's hand. “Stay with Hector.”
“No, I-I can’t,” she choked, blinking away tears. “I can’t stay here another second wondering. I’m going insane, besides, a baby Dahk?” She grinned openly. “I love babies. I want to see.”
My mate smiled, “They’ve got to be adorable right? Tiny wings and fangs?” The two laughed and held hands.
“Come, then.” I guided them out the door, enjoying their excited whispers. I was immensely pleased to know my mate enjoyed babes, for I planned to give her as many as possible.
Borv and Syn waited outside the great hall doors and they filed out behind us. I was pleased to see they still guarded the humans, but I would be speaking to Borv at a later date. He had allowed Nonya to harm her. The despicable female should have never had the chance to get her claws in my mate's soft hide. I knew the Dahk guard felt shame for the attack, but I would not mention it to my mate, I thought, remembering how she reacted to Fihk’s shame. Although I would enjoy her denial and manipulations very much, she did not need the added burden she would no doubt take on herself.
I was disgusted with myself that a female that I had once shared a bed with hurt my mate. Filiya and now Nonya. I shook my head. I would keep my guard high. Alyn did not strike me as having such character, but I could no longer trust my own judgment. I would need to inquire about her and her actions. I would not risk her turning on my mate as the others had.
An example would be made of Nonya. Her death would warn any who thought to scheme and harm my mate. There were too many on Home World I could not trust with her safety. Nonya would die a painful death and let it be a lesson to all other Dahk. I would not tolerate any act against my mate.
The ride to Ilyndahdus was long and anxious. All seats on the ship were taken, and my father’s mates spoke with frenzied excitement. Seeing their joy and disbelief, I realized Uthyf spoke true. I could not remember the last time I held a dahkling. There were a few amongst the castle, but none near my own House. Byda gave us a gift. I was happy for my father, for I knew they tried for many sunrings. I prayed my mate and I did not have such difficulties.
I did not like how I suddenly questioned my own convictions. Were my father and Uthyf right? Should I reconsider their motives to aid the humans? If the Dahk truly struggled to conceive, was I an enemy of my own species to deny them the chance to align with the humans in this endeavor?
I was so lost in solemn thoughts of Uthyf’s plan, I did not realize my mate had been calling my name. She pressed her chest to my middle tightly. “Tahk? You okay?” I nodded and nuzzled her neck. Licking along the soft skin under her chin. She sighed and clutched my middle. “This is rare, isn’t it? Byda?”
“Yes. I had not thought on it too much until now.”
“Uthyf’s right, isn’t he?” She held her body stiff against me, dropping her brow onto my chest. “You guys need the humans, don’t you?”
“I fear this, but yes. I cannot remember the last birth in my ancestor's line. I believe it was Kudeyas. My father has three brothers, and only one of them have a dahkling of their own.”
“Wow. He doesn’t want to hurt them, though. He only wants to offer a chance for those that want to help you for helping us, right?”
I sighed and clutched her tighter. “I will be honest with you, mate. I will not risk our mating again by keeping anything from you.” She stiffened but did not move away. “Uthyf has become a Dahk I do not recognize. He has done things, made decisions I would not have expected from him. I do not believe him dishonorable, but I fear my judgment is already at risk after learning of Aryx’s betrayal.”
“I trust you, Tahk. Aryx did a bad thing, but from what I understand he was a good King besides that. Maybe not fierce or the strongest, but fair and kind to his own species. Everyone is susceptible to suggestion. Maybe his fear for his people got the best of him, and his Council was there to fuel the fire. I’m not a King, and I can’t imagine that kind of pressure, but my own people wanted to use nuclear bombs instead of allying with you. Everyone does crazy things when faced with insurmountable odds. Uthyf is now faced with that fear, and I hope maybe he’s stronger than his brother and can see a better way for both of our species.”
“My wise, mate. I hope you are right.”
I breathed in her sweet scent and held her close as we flew up to my father's House. I prayed to the ancestors for Byda’s safety and that of her dahkling during the birth. I prayed for my species and that of my mates. The coming days would be filled with darkness. But I hoped this day would be filled with only joy.
My mate and Veeveen pressed their faces against the portal, taking in the view of Ilyndahdus. Pehytohn had already seen it, but she watched the warm colors and lush life as if it were the first time for her as well as Veeveen. Looking at the warmest sector of Home World through my mate’s eyes, I realized it must have been very strange compared to her planet. We did not have blue skies, only the darkness of space. Our plant life was deeper in color and not the greens she was used to. Our toyl stones cast lavender tones off the ice on the planet, but in Ilyndahdus, the golden toyl glowed as if the sun was given new life and held this small piece of land in its warmth.
My father’s House was not far from my own, and we circled the base before landing. His House was larger than my own and was so deep into the mountainside, only a few portals could be seen. He did not have terraces as my House did, preferring to live deep into the caverns.
“It looks like caves,” Veeveen whispered. Pehytohn nodded.
We disembarked quickly and met my fathers herald at the bottom of the ship. “She cries for you, my Lord.” Liftu bowed deeply and spread his wings. Haytu did not look back as he followed the Dahk into the sky, his mates quickly flying up behind him.
“Come, lovely.” I lifted my mate, relishing as she embraced me so easily. She had been a reluctant passenger in my arms last we flew together. Now she held me close, her nails digging into my shoulders in fear, but her eyes dancing with excitement. My little mate did not like flying. I grinned and spread my wings wide. Soon I would show her the joys of flying high above her new home. I would have her overcome her fear and bask in her delight in the sight of looking down on all that Home World had to offer.
Yilt carried Veeveen, and together with my siblings, we met in the entry hall to my father’s House.
“Oh, wow.” Pehytohn breathed in wonder against my hima. I stiffened. Her warm breath stirred my member until it hung heavily against my thigh. I had her not but a few dimtides past, and already I craved more of her. She wiggled impatiently, and I growled low as her anxious movements forced me to release her. She dropped to her feet and gasped as she felt my hardness against her soft stomach. “We’re at your parents’ house.” She grinned through her scowl and shook her head. Her attention was quickly diverted back to her surroundings. She stumbled away from me, her neck straining as her head dropped back to stare at the dwellings cavernous dome. “It’s so beautiful.” Her mouth gaped in awe.
“It’s like a sparkly cave.” Veeveen pointed up at the toyl stone above us. They hung in pointed groupings, dipping down in sharp spikes.
“My father lives as the old Dahk did.” I murmured, looking around, seeing my world once again through my mate's amazement. Where now the Dahk carved and shaved the dangerous groupings of toyl, my father kept his home in its natural state. Even the ground beneath us was still as rough as the uninhabited caverns all over Home World. Only the sleeping quarters in his home were altered, as his mates would not sleep beneath the dangerous spikes.
“Is it very different from Earth?” Kudeyas asked my mate curiously.
“We have caves, and they are beautiful, but not like this. This is something else. The toyl stone reflects off itself here. It’s like a rainbow.” Her voice was low and husky. It did nothing but drive my lust for her.
“Come,” I growled. I could not listen to her a moment longer without dragging her to the nearest private cavern.
My mate startled as I dragged her from the room, but one glance at my hungry face and her steps quickened. She giggled sweetly and squeezed my arm.
Veeveen and Pehytohn were very difficult to corral to Byda’s room. They stopped to gape and point at every grouping of toyl. Every room more shocking to them than the last. Perhaps I would search for a similar dwelling for my mate, so she may look upon it with the same wonder. It could be gifted to her. I also had another thought in mind for the wanted gifts she revealed to Kudeyas, but I would need to speak to Veeveen.
At last, we made it to the rooms belonging to my father’s mates. They shared a wing of the House, with my father’s rooms on the opposite end of the dwelling. Pehytohn and I would not do this, I realized. There was no need for her to have her own space for I would never share my bed with any other but her. She would lay down in my bed every eve and wake the same. With me by her side. This pleased me so immensely I realized what a fool I had been on the journey here. There was never a chance I would mate another. I could bear no other but her, and our bond would be closer than any Dahk’s. She was mine, just as I was hers.
Byda’s cries were loud. My father’s nearly drowning out her own. My mate glanced at the door in alarm as my father roared in pain. I grinned and pushed through.
“Wait,” she hissed grabbing my arm. “Should we be going in there?”
“Why ever not?” Vyndor asked, easing past me and through the door.
“Isn’t it private?” Pehytohn gaped at him, and Borv and Syn moved through the door, grinning in excitement.
“Is a birth a private affair on Earth?” Kudeyas stopped and tilted her head curiously. My sister found the humans and their culture fascinating. If she were a traveler, I would be worried she had plans to see Earth for herself. But my sister had never left Home World.
“Uh yeah, sort of. Only healers and normally the female’s mate are allowed in the room.”
Kudeyas hummed and folded her arms. “It is not so here. A birth is just as a mating. It is blessed by the House. All attend.”
“Oh.” My mate looked adorably confused. I grinned and nudged her through the door. She crossed the threshold just as my father released another painful roar. Pehytohn gasped so sharply coughs racked her small body.
“Oh my god, I can’t unsee it!” Veeveen flailed her hands in the air and spun in a circle, smacking at Yilt as he blocked her exit.
“Um, Tahk?” Pehytohn shook my arm until I glanced down at her. Her eyes were squeezed shut tightly. “Why is your father’s dick out?”
“You have used this word before. It is a male's member, yes?” Syn asked casually leaning against the wall.
“No.” Borv crossed his arms, “She has called Cohlt this. It is a human curse.”
“She has referred to the Commander as a dihk as well.” Yilt grinned unrepentantly, corralling Veeveen into the corner of the room.
“You have?” I asked my flushed mate. “When?”
“No, not― it was a while ago.” Pehytohn turned her back on the room and stepped closer. Her eyes still carefully squeezed tight. My father roared again, and my mate flinched, her cheeks flooding with more color. “Why is your dad having sex right now?”




Chapter 19




Peyton




Apparently, the Dahk had sex to have a baby. While everyone was watching.
Vivian and I stayed in the far back of the room as Haytu humped Byda into the bed. Tahk found our mortification hilarious. In fact, all of them did. Syn particularly. He could not stop laughing at us every time Haytu or Byda made very loud noises. The strangest part was that Haytu sounded distinctly like he was in pain. 
I would have left, but I didn’t want to insult any of them. This was clearly a really big deal. No one overtly watched the mated pair get it on. In fact, they carried on separate conversations all throughout the room like it wasn’t even happening. Myrna’s cool composure fascinated me, and I found myself watching her the most. There must have been over thirty Dahk in the room, and she traveled the room, welcoming each of them as her mate screwed his other mate on the massive bed.
Pyntera and Wayka huddled near the healers, directing some of them while they set up random supplies, and aiding others while they chanted low around the bed.
I suspected some of the Dahk were Haytu’s mates’ parents, but I couldn’t be sure. A lot of them looked older but not by much.
Syn watched Kudeyas in between teasing us, and the female seemed totally indifferent towards him. She instead grilled Tahk on Earth after he had gotten frustrated with her asking me and Vivian. I hadn’t minded when she did, though. I would gladly take the distraction from what was going on at the other end of the room. Just how long did they have to go at each other? Haytu’s stamina was impressive.
After Vivian and I made it clear that was not how humans gave birth, he told us it was totally normal with the Dahk. Something about coaxing Byda’s female canal to open and present the dahkling. Haytu’s skills would get her canal ready, and his seed would encourage her womb to soften for the dahkling’s departure.
Vivian giggled uncontrollably throughout Tahk’s entire explanation, and I worried she would upset him and everyone else. But he and the others laughed with her. It was clear we were shocked, and no one seemed to take offense. Yilt stayed close, but he had visibly relaxed after hearing Vivian’s giggles. It was a relief to see her open up and enjoy herself. I hoped it would last, but I knew eventually thoughts of Hector would tear her down again.
But in that room, we were like two little girls peeking through our fingers every few minutes and laughing uncomfortably every time Haytu or Byda roared. Vivian had asked Tahk why Haytu sounded like he was being tortured when I couldn’t summon the courage, and I wished she hadn’t.
Tahk had looked us strangely before calmly stating, “He finds release many times. Not even the strongest of Dahk accomplish the feat without a great deal of pain. Byda’s womb rejects him, but he proves his strength and desire for a dahkling by enduring the pain.”
“How does she reject him?” Vivian asked in alarm. I pinched her. Hard. “Ow, dammit Peyton, I want to know.”
“Well, I don’t.” I widened my eyes at her pointedly. Why was this knowledge we needed to have?
“You might want to know if you’re going to have Tahk’s babies.” Vivian squinted back and pinched under my arm. I yelped and glared at her. She had a point, but still. I think I’d rather worry about that if I ever got pregnant. I hadn’t gotten my period yet, but I wasn’t due for another week, at least.
Tahk sighed and rubbed my injured arm. “Females.” He scowled at our pinching fingers. “Byda’s canal contracts. Haytu forces himself through. If he does not, her canal will not be stretched for the dahkling. It does not injure her. It eases her pain greatly, but in this Haytu takes on her pain for her.”
“Oh, that’s kind of sweet.” Vivian smiled while blushing.
“When you have my dahkling, yula, I will endure this pain for you as well,” Tahk stated proudly. Vivian snorted while I flushed hotly.
“Oh, that’s really sweet.” I glared when Vivian snorted again. “But, humans contract in their womb.” And by the way, I was so not ready to have Tahk’s babies. But I just could not wipe that endearing lovesick look from his face. Besides, it’s not like I was on any birth control way out in the middle of space. Not that I hadn’t tried. Gryo was so horrified I never brought it up again. I swear he was about to lock me up if I had continued to ask him. Now I knew why. Dahkling were so rare here that it was unheard of to prevent them.
“Your womb?” Tahk glanced down in alarm.
“Here.” I rubbed my pelvis.
“My member will not ready your canal? Will my seed soften your womb?” Tahk eyed my hand uncertainly.
“No…” I trailed off when he stiffened.
Vivian laughed. I glared at her again. “Tahk, human females bear the pain all on their own. You can hold her hand, though.”
“Yilt, call for Gryo.” Tahk stormed away. “I will speak to him immediately. I wish to know all he has learned of my mate's womb.”
I squawked and grabbed for him. “Are you serious? He studied my womb?”
“Yes, you know this.” Tahk clutched me close to him. “We will find a solution mate. I will not allow you to bear to the pain of our dahkling’s birth on your own.”
Vivian snorted through more laughter.
“I’m not pregnant with a dahkling yet, Tahk,” I said dryly.
“And you know this for certain?”
Oh man, Tahk looked devastated. I kissed his arm. “No, honey, I don’t know for certain.”
I was going to kill Vivian if she didn’t control herself.
Tahk’s lids lowered. “I like this word. Hooney.” His hand drifted low and brushed over the curve of my ass. I squirmed.
“Not here.” I scowled and pushed away from him. He could not turn me on right now. It was all kinds of creepy and inappropriate.
Tahk grinned devilishly and nuzzled my neck. “If you do not already carry my son, I will make it so this eve.”
I laughed despite myself and ran back to Vivian. I had to turn away from Tahk to get control of myself. His hot look of promise was killing me. I suddenly couldn’t wait to try for a baby.
“Your man is going to be impossible when you give birth,” Vivian whispered cheekily. “I can’t wait to see him freak out when you scream in pain rather than Byda’s good-time growling.”
“Nice, Viv. So glad you look forward to my pain,” I said dryly.
“You know I love you.” She hugged me and giggled. “This is weird, right?”
I nodded. “So weird.” We giggled again when Byda cried out Haytu’s name.
In the end. Haytu deserved a gold medal for how long he went at her. We must have been hanging out in the room for hours. Even I grew accustomed to the noises and entered random conversation with Tahk’s siblings. Kudeyas was great, and Vyndor wasn’t so bad, if not a little pompous. But he was growing on me. Vivian and Tahk spoke quietly at one point, and I tried not to worry. I didn’t want him to upset her by bringing up Hector, but she was smiling and excited and kept glancing at me mischievously, so my worry pointed more towards myself. She refused to tell me what they talked about and Tahk kept scowling every time I brought it up, so I dropped it, for now.
I met Myrna’s parents, who were just as haughty as she was, but Byda’s mom was so sweet, or really all three of her moms were. I would never be able to look my father-in-law and Byda in the eyes again, but my new family wasn’t so bad as I had thought the first day I arrived. They needed time to get to know me just as I did them. All the family love was a little depressing, though. It made me think of my mom so much I struggled not to break down.
But when Haytu rolled off Byda in an exhausted heap, and she spread her legs, flashing her goods to the entire room, I felt nothing but love. So much love. The room oozed with it. Total silence encased everyone as she bore down on one loud roar. I watched in shocked wonder as a tiny little ball of dark purple slipped out of her surprisingly humanoid vagina. She didn’t have fleshly labia like us humans did, but other than that, and her lack of a clitoris, it looked like a vagina.
And when that little baby slipped out, the room erupted in cheers of relief and joy. The healers wiped the baby clean, slicing what was clearly an umbilical cord, and laid it on its mother’s chest. She cuddled it close, smiling through her exhaustion. Haytu covered them both and pulled her into his arms. His other three mates climbed on the bed and surrounded them, grinning big and nothing but happiness and delight on their faces. One by one they touched the baby’s crown and whispered something low.
Byda did the same before passing the baby to its father. He lifted the tiny squirming dahkling and whispered to it, then he grinned and held the baby out to the room. “A female.” More cheers and shouts of happiness. He smiled softly and nuzzled the baby close. “I call her, Saysa.”
I smiled through my tears. Tahk’s arms squeezed tight, and I startled, only realizing just then that he had folded me into his arms from behind. He leaned down and nuzzled my neck, licking along my jaw. “I long for a moment such as this, with you.”
I blinked back more tears. “Me too,” I said, surprising myself. Maybe I got caught in the moment. But when Tahk left me to be the first sibling to hold Saysa, and I watched him gaze down at her so adoringly, I knew right then I wanted to give him a baby of his own to look down at like that. Tahk touched her brow and whispered a word, before passing her to Vyndor and then Kudeyas who whispered before passing her through the room.
The moment was long and silent as everyone whispered their blessing. Every whisper was felt by everyone like a precious gift was given. When Tahk took the baby from Yilt and walked to Vivian and me, I looked to him in surprise. He motioned for me to spread my arms and I did without thought. He placed the tiny baby in my arms gently. I gasped in wonder as I got a look at her up close. She was so little and purple. Her tiny hands waved around the room, not a claw on them. Her skin was smoother than any Dahk I had seen, not a single scale, and her eyes were a deep shade of silver. “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered to her. She made a little gurgle, and I laughed in wonder. Her tiny little head had stubby ridges in a neat row above her brow. I could feel her tiny wings wriggling in the cloth in my hands.
Vivian stepped into me and sighed breathily, “Oh, so worth the show.”
I nodded in complete agreement. I would watch Haytu get his freak on all day long to witness this again.
“What do I say?” I asked Tahk without taking my eyes off Saysa. I knew they were blessing her, but I didn’t know how.
“Bless her with whatever is in your heart.” His voice was so low and husky I couldn’t help but look up at him. His eyes were on me, not the baby. And they were hot and filled with so much longing I knew it wouldn’t be long until I was holding my own little dahkling.
I looked back down at Saysa’s crystal eyes and felt deeply for everything I wanted for her. For an innocent baby born into a universe of pain and fear, and so much beauty it was a miracle I got to experience so much more than just a piece of it. I cradled her in one hand, touched her brow and bent close, so my lips almost touched her little forehead, and I whispered, “Love.”
I blessed her with a love like I felt for Tahk and Tahk felt for me. A love for a world like I felt for my old one and my new one. Love for all the things in her life. So much love that she would burst with it like I wanted to every time Tahk looked at me the way he was looking at me in that very moment.
I smiled when she grinned a mouth of gums and laughed when Vivian sighed, “No tiny fangs.” She shook herself and wiggled her hands. “My turn.” I passed her the baby and watched as she studied her with a concentration that worried me. Vivian was feeling something immensely sad at that moment, and I thought it was for all the children she would have had with Hector.
But I found out I was very wrong after she whispered something to Saysa and passed her back to Tahk. Her hands fluttered down to her stomach and rubbed softly. “Viv?” She looked up at me, tears welling in her eyes. She smiled, looked back down at her stomach and shrugged her shoulders.
I watched her, stunned and stupefied, as she kissed my cheek. “I’m gonna go back to the castle with Yilt, okay?”
I nodded dumbly. Vivian was pregnant. Vivian was pregnant with Hector’s baby.
I grabbed her hand before she could pass me. “Does he know?” She shook her head, and I bit my lip. “He’ll remember you, Viv.” I shook her arm when she looked away. “He will. Mountains remember?”
She smiled a sad, heartbroken smile, but didn’t answer. I watched helplessly as she left, followed by a very concerned Yilt. Tahk grabbed my shoulders. “Do you wish to return with her?”
I shook my head. Vivian needed space right now. My concern and hovering were not going to help her. My friend needed one person, and he wasn’t who he used to be. But I believed Hector would remember her. I believed it so deeply I trembled with the need to make her believe. She may not have told him about the baby, but Hector had to have known. She never could keep a secret from him. She would have given it away, somehow. But if he did, he never would have left her to go back to Earth. Would he?
I stayed in the room with Tahk as everyone congratulated the happy family. I was sad and scared for my friend, but I couldn’t help but get caught up in the excitement of the room. I was exhausted by the time we left. Yilt had taken the ship back to the castle, and I suspected Haytu had more, but I didn’t object when Tahk lifted me and flew into the sky. I wanted to be as close as possible to him. And if that meant braving my fear of heights, then so be it.
I was glad I did. Though it was warmer in Ilyndahdus, it was still cold so high up in the sky, but the sights distracted me from most of it. I could see ice for miles surrounding the warmer landscape. The mushroom forests were spectacular, and the blue grasses and vines made for a magical view. There were dozens and dozens of sharply pointed mountain formations. I could make out several Dahk zipping in and out of caves on the sides of them. Tahk took a sharp turn and flew far and high above one of the tallest mountainsides, and I gasped at the new sight. I could see a purple shaded moon just in the distance, hovering over the curve of the planet. It was so massive from where we hung in the sky, I could make out the canyons and craters all over it.
Tahk silently watched me take in the view with a small smile on his face.  I grinned up at him, enjoying this time alone with him.
He fluttered his wings and spun in a circle. I yelped when he let me go with one hand and dug my hands into his shoulders. He chuckled wickedly and carefully maneuvered me, so my legs were wrapped around his waist and he could cup my bottom with his other arm. He pointed with his free hand back the way we came. “Look, that is Ilynda.”
I gulped and turned my head following his finger to where he pointed. “Oh wow.” It looked like an enormous golden-stone city. The buildings were massive points in the sky, shaped after the mountains but clearly built stone by stone. The golden light radiated out into the sky like a beacon. There were dozens of structures and tons of Dahk flew in circles around the sharp points. “What’s there?” The Dahk didn’t strike me as having shopping malls and restaurants.
“It is our central trading post. Our armies training center and academy is there as well.”
So, sort of like a shopping mall and a university. I laughed and shook my head. I just couldn’t imagine Tahk or the others flying in and out carrying shopping bags.
“What kind of trading?”
“We trade with many different species. Our toyl stone for their wares. Our fire-stones are of great value. They are used by many species residing on colder-climate planets such as ours. Others weaponize the stone. It is the one trade I did not agree with Aryx continuing after his father passed on. Our planet's resources should not be used in such a way.” Tahk gazed out in the distance, and I shivered, hugging him close.
“Where do you mine the blue stone from?” I hadn’t seen any blue landforms, and I knew the fire-stone glowed just like the other shades of toyl.
“It is deep underground. We use the stone to mine the tougher purple toyl. Igniting it loosens the area, but not enough to mine it in large amounts. We use the fire-stone to run the ships. They are filled with a great amount of energy.”
“Which is why they can be weaponized?”
“Yes.”
I shivered again. Looking around at my new home I tried to take it all in. I was on an alien world. I never could have imagined being here, not ever. But here I was, and it was so different from anything I had ever known. Blue plants. No sun. Weaponized fire stones?
“I’m scared, Tahk,” I whispered in his ear.
He stiffened and looked down. “Tell me.”
“I’m scared for the humans, the Earth. I’m scared of the Order. I’m scared for Hector and Vivian. I’m scared for us.” I took a deep breath, confessing on a whisper. “I’m scared of this new planet and the enemies you’re going to be facing every day.” I hugged him tightly. “I’m just scared.”
“Thank you, my yula, for trusting me with your fears.” Tahk kissed my neck and slowly fluttered down. I looked around and realized the tall mountain we had been hovering over was Tahk’s home. My home. He landed on the balcony that led to our room. He cupped my face in his hands when my feet touched the ground. I sighed when they warmed my cold cheeks. “Fear is not a weakness.” He grinned, and I smiled thinking of his words to me on a rooftop on another world so far away. “It will drive you. Strengthen you. You will live with fear, and it will allow you to feel all that the rest of the universe offers you. I feel fear as well mate. But I will use that fear to ensure nothing touches you and all that you hold dear. Trust in me and your fear, and we will conquer it, together.”
I smiled at my mate. He was an alien and so very different from me. But he was everything I never knew I needed and so damn handsome. I kissed him, relishing in his warm lips caressing mine back. Savoring every lick.
“Bed, my Pythe. I will have every fear banished from your mind using only my tongue.” He flashed his fangs arrogantly when I squirmed against him.
I ran my hand down his muscular chest enjoying his low, pleased rumbles. Placing a kiss on his chest I stepped closer, rubbing my hips against something very hard. Tahk growled. I grinned and nipped sharply at his nipple. Tahk laughed, throwing his horned head back. “I feel nothing there, mate.”
“Hmmm.” I hummed against his nipple and moved my hand down to his pants. “Here?” I rubbed him lightly through his pants. 
He rumbled low and gripped my waist in his hands.
“How about here?” I cupped his heavy-weighted balls in my hand. So much larger than any man I had ever been with. I squeezed. Tahk choked. I laughed and jumped back from him.
“You think to run from me?” Tahk growled menacingly from behind as I ran through the floating curtains into our room. Laughing, I darted for the door. My fingers barely brushed the handle before I was tossed over his shoulder. A sharp smack landed against my backside, and I shouted his name in outrage.
Tahk tossed me onto the bed, and I bounced once before sinking into the soft bedding. He growled again when I scrambled back against the edge. “You wish to play?”
Smiling I unbuttoned my coat slowly. Tahk watched avidly as it slipped from my shoulders. Next, I kicked off my shoes, and then slipped down my pants, keeping my tunic low and covering all the important parts. Tahk stood rigid, breathing heavily. I winked and lifted to my knees, fingering the hem of my tunic, glancing at the barely restrained male coyly.
“You do play.” Tahk gnashed his teeth and stepped up to the bed. I quickly tore off the tunic, flashing him briefly before chucking the cloth at his face. He growled and tore it away, then roared when I jumped from the bed and ran for the bathing room. I giggled uncontrollably as his heavy steps chased after me.
All night I played with him. I teased and laughed with him, and when we fell into an exhausted pile of limbs on the bed, I watched Tahk drift to sleep. I cuddled him close, rubbing his stomach and kissing his chest, smiling to myself.
Tahk hadn’t taken away my fears. They were still there. They likely always would be. But for one night I had distracted him from his own, and that did wonders to settle mine. Tahk wouldn’t always be the one to fix everything. I needed to be there for him just like he was for me.
I lived on a new planet, with new enemies, when back home they fought an invasion and likely would fight many more. None of it would ever stop, I suspected. But here I was safe, next to Tahk I had never felt safer. No matter what happened, I knew we would be okay because Tahk would make us okay.
So, I would use my fear like he said. Not to make us safe, because I knew he had that under control, but I would use my fear to live every day like it was my last. Enjoy every moment with him because he had earned that from me. He had more than earned it. And I was content to be with him. Even on an alien planet so far from Earth. So far from my mom. I loved Tahk and I would take every fear being with him brought me. Because the good outweighed the bad, tenfold.
Tahk was wrong. I wouldn’t use my fear to feel everything the universe had to offer me. I would use it to feel everything he had to offer me.
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I woke up alone, scowling at the empty bed beside me. I sat up rubbing the sleep from my eyes. Tahk wasn’t anywhere in the room or the bathing room. His side of the bed was chilled, so he must have been gone for some time.
I left the bed feeling all the delicious aches and pains from the night before. I stretched and went about my morning routine. Dressed in a long silver gown that fit tight in the bodice, but flowed comfortably around my legs, I left the room. I was still slightly uncomfortable in my new home. I hadn’t had a chance to explore the last time I was here, but I remembered where the great hall was, so I skipped down the steps anxiously as my stomach growled. I didn’t see another soul on the way there, but I could hear Syn and Borv in the hall and smiled to myself, listening to Untya growl over the clangs of the Dahk dinnerware.
I turned the corner just as she whacked Syn over the head with a pot of tea. It splashed and ran down his face in rivulets. He licked his lips sloppily and grinned up at the irate female.
“Morning.” I stepped in the room, my grin subdued. Untya would be making my meals quite often in the future. I did not want to piss her off, no matter how amusing her and Syn were.
“Morn.” Borv and Syn greeted me. Untya huffed and left the room, familiar clashes and clangs following in her wake.
“Where’s Tahk?” I asked sitting in a seat far away from Syn and his sopping place at the table.
“Where is the Commander, Syn?” Borv asked Syn and glanced around the room with wide dramatized eyes.
“I believe he ran off somewhere early this morn.” Syn grinned at me and winked.
I shook my head and crossed my arms. “Where is he?”
“Right behind you, lovely.”
I jumped, banging my knee into the table as Tahk’s hands settled heavily on my shoulders. I gasped and pressed my hand tight to my chest. “You scared me!”
Tahk laughed and lifted me from the bench, settling me on his lap. “Untya!” He thundered, startling me again. God, it was too early for that. I hadn’t had coffee in―it wasn’t worth thinking about. The Dahk’s tea was the closest they had to the liquid that shall not be named, and really, it was pretty gross. Used to think it was okay, but it just got worse and worse the more you drank it.
Untya reentered the room a completely different female. My mouth fell in shock as she stepped up to the table with a wide, genuine grin and bowed deeply. “My lord?”
“My mate will have your best meal this morning.”
“Right away, my Lord.” She bowed again―smiling―and left the room. I stared after her, flabbergasted.
Borv banged the table hard, roaring in laughter. Syn shook his head in dismay. “How you got that irritable female to worship at your hind claw, I will never know, Commander.”
Borv chortled and banged again. “The Commander saved her from a gruesome fate after annoying the King one meal too long. She is forever in his debt. Forget that one, Syn.”
“Listen to the warrior, youngling.  You have much to learn of females before corralling such a spirited one.” Tahk chuckled and nuzzled my neck.
“As you have done?” Syn grinned at me.
I scowled, “Tahk has not corralled me.” I pressed my hand against Tahk’s horns and shoved him playfully away. “I have corralled him.”
Borv crowed again, shaking the cutlery on the table.
“You do not deny this?” Syn asked Tahk, grinning impishly.
Tahk returned his grin with a roguish one of his own. “She speaks the truth and I am a happy mate for it.” I kissed his cheek, and Tahk rose his brows at Syn, as if to say, see?
I laughed, eating the delicious meal Untya dropped on the table, gently, not a crumb misplaced or a bang to be heard. Tahk watched me eat every bite, shifting anxiously behind me. “What’s wrong with you?”
Tahk huffed and reached around and grabbed a bite of fatty meat, shoving it between my lips. I chewed quickly, glaring at him. I opened my mouth to shout at him, but he shoved another piece into my mouth. I chewed again but turned before he could stuff my face again. “What is going on?”
“The Commander is anxious to show you where he ran off to this morn.” Borv grinned, ignoring Tahk’s warning growl.
“Where did you go?” My stomach rolled. I didn’t like surprises on a good day. On an alien night/day? I really didn’t like surprises. So far, all the surprises over the last four weeks stunk.
“Come.” Tahk lifted me and dropped me gently to my feet, baring his teeth angrily at Borv. The large Dahk laughed and jumped from the table, Syn following him. “Stay.” Tahk pointed back to the table.
“No, I lost valuable rest last eve for this. I will witness it.” Syn nodded along with Borv’s demand.
Tahk puffed his chest, and I just knew he was going to start shouting.
“Tahk. What. Is. Going. On?”
He squinted at the pair, before cursing furiously and pulled me from the room.
“Tahk!”
“Hush.”
“No, tell me right now.” I was not liking all this cloak and dagger crap.
“I heard your words to Kudeyas,” he stated oddly.
I thought back over the last day, trying to pinpoint what he was talking about. “What words?”
“Your desire for gifts and deets, as the human men do.” Tahk stared stiffly ahead as he led me out a door I had never been through. It was in the back left side of the house, and I could feel a light breeze. We were heading outside through a tunnel.
“Uh, what?”
“See, I have taken you out.” Tahk lifted his hand to the skylight in the middle of a cavern. Sure, enough we were outside, without actually being outside. We were inside a large dome with a giant hole in the ceiling. It was amazing. I looked back at him, dumbfounded. “I do not know what these deets are, but Veeveen has assured me my gifts to you shall suffice.” Tahk waved grandly behind me. I turned and gasped in delight. “I present your cheekeens.” And he did.
My chickens had an actual hen house. Penned running ground and all. I covered my mouth in awe. It looked like a stone structure of my barn back home. How had he done this? My little chickens were running in and out of a little barn door exactly like mine back home. It was golden, but so perfectly carved I couldn’t believe the details in it. I blinked away tears.
Noodle squawked and crowded Jilly in the back of the pen. I choked back a sob. No alien plastic crates keeping them caged up. They had a very large running ground. “Oh, Tahk.”
“Your goot is here as well.” Tahk pointed to my right, and there was Frederick in an enormous stone structure, his heetbull standing by his side. The cavern had a bare floor, but vines dangled from the walls creating pops of color all throughout the room. I thought their setup in the castle was sweet, but Tahk blew it out of the water.
“Hey, Freddy.” I grinned so wide my cheeks ached. I was a terrible person. I had barely any time for my animals the last few days, but Tahk brought them to me. I spun, ready to kiss the hell out of him, but he surprised me. He was in the back of the cavern, standing by a row of natural stone shelves in the wall. My eyes widened so big, they dried out. I couldn’t believe it.
“No, that’s not―? Is it?” I stepped slowly to him, totally missing his smug grin.
“I once told you the Dahk had similar sculptures as the humans do.”
“Are you serious? Is that a pottery wheel?” I knew it wasn’t. It looked nothing like my pottery wheel back home. But it might as well have been. It was a circular table, and it was spinning, and it had a giant chunk of sparkling mud sitting on it. “How?”
“It is not like yours, my yula.” Tahk looked devastated at the confession. “But you showed me yours, and I believe my Dahk have created something that may work to your needs.”
“How did you? How did they make it?”
“Parts from a retired flyer. It does not spin for long periods of time, but with a quick push it is well-oiled to carry the momentum for a few spins.”
I dropped to my knees, looking under the spinning flat top. Underneath was a mess of metal parts. It looked like a very complicated turntable. I would never be able to create heavy pieces, maybe nothing at all. But that he even tried…I was speechless. “Tahk, I- I don’t know what to say.”
“It may not function in any full capacity, but I have acquired all the Dahk sculpting tools, they are organized for you here.” He pointed to the shelves, and yeah, he had dozens and dozens of various carving tools. “Perhaps you may be able to talk to my engineer and fashion a wheel that is more affective.”
I might never be able to create a bowl or a vase, but I could use those tools and take myself back to the early days in my father's studio. When all we used were our hands and his carving tools to fix my broken castle. We didn’t need a wheel, then, and I didn’t need one, now.
I jumped up and gaped at Tahk. My lips flapped uselessly.
He was watching me with a hard stare. “I have presented you with gifts and taken you out. Will you now take me to second base?”
I choked in disbelief. “What do you think second base is?”
Tahk grinned wickedly. “This, my mate, Vivian has told me.”
I flushed as his eyes ran over my body hungrily.
“You did all this for that?” All he had to do was look at me, and I was ready for all the bases. This seemed a little excessive for someone who screwed me every way possible the night before. He must have been up for hours putting all this together.
Tahk’s grin wiped away. He sighed. “No, I am aware I have not wooed you as the human males do on Earth. I present you with this, so you may know my affection for you is deep. That you may know I hold deep regret for not settling you into our mating as one should do for the one who holds his heart.”
“Oh, Tahk you didn’t have to do all this. You wooed me, trust me you definitely did that.” Sure. he stumbled a bit, but so did I. Tahk had wooed me enough for several lifetimes. How many girls got to say her guy literally saved the world. He didn’t yet, but I had no doubt he would.
“This was not something I did just for you, my mate,” Tahk smiled softly. “I did this, so I may earn that lovely look in your beautiful eyes.”
I laughed and shook my head. Blinking back tears of joy and love I rushed over to him. I jumped in his arms, raining dozens of kisses all over his ridiculously handsome face.
My happy kisses quickly turned ravenous when Tahk took over, licking and biting inside my mouth. I whimpered and wound my thighs tightly around his thighs.
Two rude coughs interrupted Tahk’s roaming hands. He dug his nails into my backside and growled menacingly.
“Do we get such a magnificent show of thanks for our aid in these gifts?” Syn grinned cheekily. Borv shook his head.
Syn paled and ran from the room before Tahk had finished dropping me from the floor. Borv roared his laughter and took off after him.
Tahk spun and tossed me over his shoulder, quickly jogging from the room. “We will visit second base, but not in front of the cheekeens.”
I giggled the whole way to our room.
✽✽✽
 
Tahk and I spent long hours back in our room. He was fast and insatiable then slow and exploratory. We laughed and enjoyed our time together. But soon enough my worries crept up on me, and I found myself thinking more and more of Vivian. I needed to get back to her.
It did not go over well with Tahk.
“What do you mean, no?” I crossed my arms, ignoring the way his eyes roamed up and down my naked body. I had gotten up to get dressed when he casually told me I wasn’t returning to the castle.
“It is dangerous.” He reached for me, and I smacked his hands away. He found this immensely amusing.
“I need to go check to Vivian.”
“Yilt has her in hand.” Tahk prowled around me. I spun, trying to keep him in my sights.
“He does not. I guarantee you he is too busy pining over her to keep her in hand.”
“Phynyng?”
I sighed and pinched my nose. “Tahk you can’t really expect me to stay away from her or Hector.”
“Of course not. I will have them moved here.” Tahk grinned and ran a claw down the bare skin of my belly.
I smacked him again. “Just like that? What about Gryo? Doesn’t he need Hector there?”
“No, he can watch over him just as well here.”
“Tahk, you can’t keep me locked up here.” I scowled and ripped the sheet from the bed, wrapping it around myself. I scowled at him until he stopped trying to find a way inside the cloth.
He flashed his fangs. “I will just rip it from your lush body.”
“Tahk!”
He growled and scrubbed his face. “I will not lock you away, mate. But the castle is crawling with the corrupt. You must allow me this until I weed out the vermin.”
“Uthyf’s Council? He said they wouldn’t touch me while you’re there.”
“They will not.” Tahk scowled and bared his teeth again. “I would rip their spines from their skulls.”
“Right. So, what’s the problem? The Juldo? Who?”
Tahk looked away and stormed to the wardrobe, ripping out a pair of pants. I flushed as my favorite part of him smacked against his thigh from his angry movements. He was rock hard again. His stamina rivaled his fathers. Blech. I shook the unwanted image away.
“Tahk, who?”
“Nonya’s House will arrive in the morn for her judgment,” he rumbled and tore the pants in his haste to rip them on.
I swallowed heavily. “Judgement?”
“Yes. She will pay for her attack against you with her life.” He succeeded in pulling on another pair of pants and turned to glare at me defensively.
“Her life?” Wasn’t that a bit harsh? The others had told me this would happen, but I guess I just shoved it to the back of my mind.
“You do not get a say in this, Pehytohn.”
Wow, Pehytohn. He was serious.
“Tahk. She attacked me. Shouldn’t I be the one to decide?” It just felt so wrong to let her die. She was a bitch sure, but death?
“No.”
“Tahk!” I stared in disbelief as he stormed towards the door.
He spun on a roar, jabbing a claw in my direction, “She nearly took your life!”
“But she didn’t, I’m fine.”
He gnashed his teeth. “You will not convince me to spare her. This is not Earth, and she is not Fihk. He failed to protect you, but Nonya sought to take you from me.” I backed away as he advanced on me. “I will have her life, and then none will ever dare touch what is mine again!”
“Tahk,” I whispered and stood on the bed. From this height, I was just barely taller than him. I pulled his horn until he came closer and I could cup his face. “People do stupid things when they’re upset. She was sad, and I played a part in that.” I guess I was feeling pretty guilty over the whole thing. Nonya attacked me, but hadn’t I provoked her?
“Do not defend her, female.” Wow, he was so mad. He shook off my hands. “You did nothing to her. Your words will do nothing to change my mind. It is already done, the King will have her life tomorrow morn, and my Dahk will witness it.”
“Tahk, where are you going?” I jumped from the bed and chased after him as he went back for the door. A slam was all I got back from him.
I gaped at the closed door, shocked. Tahk had never stormed away before. He had been angry with me before. And he hid from me on the ship, but he couldn’t wait to get away from me just then. If I hadn’t been so secure in his feelings for me, I probably would have been worried, maybe even scared. But Tahk loved me. I felt his love every second he was with me, and every second he was away from me. Even now, I knew he was just inside the House because he wasn’t capable of leaving me here alone. I laughed in disbelief and slumped on the bed.
He couldn’t kill Nonya. It was just so, so, I didn’t know what.
I sagged and held my head in my hands. I couldn’t keep forgetting where I was. The Dahk were still so alien to me. They had cultures and beliefs I would probably still be learning about months from now. Humans didn’t go around killing people for assault, but we had the death penalty in some states. This was the Dahk death penalty. A very extreme version of it. But that was only if Nonya wouldn’t have really killed me. Did I really believe she wouldn’t?
I didn’t know. But she hadn’t, and that had to mean something. Right? She could have so easily. She was playing with me. I had to tread carefully here. I couldn’t risk insulting the Dahk in this way when we had so many Dahk already wary about our mating.
I shook my head. Nothing would get done with me whining about it. I needed to talk to Tahk, and maybe Uthyf. If this was really their law and not Tahk’s rage taking over, then okay, I would have to find a way to accept that. But if he was acting out of fear and anger, then I needed to make it clear I was definitely not okay with that.
I deep breathed and trudged over to the wardrobe. I had just opened the door when I heard a noise behind me. I sagged in relief and held back a smile. I knew he wouldn’t go far. I turned ready to calmly explain my reasoning and discuss alternate possibilities but stopped short.
Tahk had not come back. An alien was in my room. A hairy, fanged, cat-like alien. It looked like a hulked-out lion-man.
I gulped and bounced back against my wardrobes open door.
“Uh, who are you?” I asked the thing. It looked male. It was dressed in leather and had very clear male features. It inhaled deeply, sniffing the air. Its two cat-like eyes ran over my body. It bared two full rows of razor-sharp teeth and two saber toothy fangs.
It sniffed again and growled. Two mammoth feet stomped to me. My eyes snagged on a thick bulge in his pants. Definitely male. I blew a shaky breath. Okay Tahk, you can come back anytime now.
He didn’t. I screamed as the lion male pounced on me. I hit the ground hard. Its furry hands wrapped around my throat, cutting off my scream. He shoved his face into my chest and inhaled deeply. “Where is he?” His voice was low and gravely. It was hard to understand him.
“Who?”
He hissed, and I paled, eyeing his fangs. They were the size of one of my fingers. “Where is the Commander.”
“I-I- “I coughed, unable to speak through the tight grip at my throat. The lion-man roared so loud the floor shook beneath me. I started to tremble in very real fear. Dahk were scary, Juldo were terrifying, but this guy? He was bone chillingly petrifying. I was staring at a very angry animal, and I knew not an ounce of how to protect myself. Nonya’s attack was scary. The Vitat were a whole new form of piss-your-pants scary. But even back on Earth, when that thing had clawed my arms to ribbons, I wasn’t alone. I was very much alone, now.
“Tell me, where is the Dahk Commander,” he thundered and shook me like a rag doll. I felt my brain roll around in my head. I clawed at his hands in desperation. His fur caught uselessly under my nails. And I felt my vision tunnel. I started to call for Tahk, but not a sound left my lips.
“I will gut you.” The lion-man scraped a long claw down the sheet covering my stomach, and I felt it tear. He cut me. It was shallow, but it stung like a bitch.
He roared again, spit smacking me in the face. An answering roar sounded from the hall. The lion-man grinned and looked up just as the door bashed inwards. Tahk charged inside. Wrapping his hands around the lion-man, he tore him from on top of me. I gasped and hacked, rolling away from them as they wrestled on the floor. I crawled away, tucking myself against the wall by the balcony. It took a hazy moment before my vision cleared and I could register all the new sounds. Just under Tahk’s furious roars and the lion-man’s answering snarls, I could hear similar sounds outside. I gripped the gauzy curtain and pulled it aside, blinking in shock. Borv was flying through the sky, a lion-man attached to his front. They flipped through the air, exchanging blows. Syn zipped by, backward, as if he had been thrown. He flapped his wings, pulling a dagger from the sheath on his thigh, he spun and threw it expertly through the air. A roar of pain answered him, and he grinned, flying straight down.
A hairy hand slapped against the balcony floor, and I fell back. I turned to shout for Tahk just to see him impale the lion-man he was fighting with through his stomach with a long sword. Where did that come from? He hadn’t been wearing his sword earlier.
Snarls blew the hair on the back of my neck, and I fell to the side as a body flew past my shoulder, straight to Tahk. I shouted his name, but he had been anticipating the attack and yanked his sword free of the dead lion-man, slashing at the new one. A clawed hand wrapped around my throat, lifting me from the ground.
I gasped and scratched as it tightened. My eyes bulged as a sharp knife pressed into my side. Tahk roared and severed the head of the lion-man clawing at his arm. He spun, his eyes wild and stopped dead at the sight of me dangling two feet from the ground.
I held very still, my hands wrapped around the hand cutting me off from my air. Tahk met my eyes, and I saw the fear in his silver ones, and so I wasn’t as afraid. A calm washed over me.
Tahk had said his fear would drive him. And I saw it do it in that moment. I knew he would get me out of this.
But he never had the chance. Two more lion-man charged through the balcony and said not a word as they shoved Tahk to his knees.
Then.
Then I was afraid.




Chapter 21




Chyn




Chyn watched from the shadows.
He watched the human females eyes fill with terror as she dangled in the Xixin’s grip.
He watched the Dahk Commander fall to his knees. He watched as his eyes filled with acceptance. His arms drop in submission. He watched as the Commander surrendered to his fate for the survival of his mate.
Chyn watched and felt his cold lips form a grin.




Chapter 22




Tahk




My mate watched me fall in terror. A terror I felt all the way to my bones.
The Xixin King was not as the Guhuvin King led me to believe.
We had been betrayed. Again.
None could access Home World without having been granted entry. And a pack of Xixin had been granted access to Home World and to my House. And I could do nothing.
I failed my mate. But I would not welcome this death.
I roared my fury to the skies.




Chapter 23




Peyton




Tahk roared and spun, grabbing his sword and impaling the lion-man beside him. The other ducked his next blow and roared back. I had thought Tahk was going to die. He had been about to surrender. I saw it in his eyes, but then a determination filled them. I gasped as claws pierced the skin of my neck and trembled as the lion-man holding me roared above me.
Tahk snarled and charged towards me, but the other lion-man flew at him, and they tumbled to the ground. I gasped as the claws were ripped from my body and I dropped to the ground, my knees smacking against the stone.
I cried out as a warm liquid splashed against my back. I rolled and had to roll again to avoid being crushed by what was left of the lion-man that had held me falling in pieces to the floor.
I gaped at the sight above me, my chest heaving in relief, but also snagging in a rush of new terror. The Juldo were here. I flopped to my belly and crawled towards the bed. I heard Tahk snarling and the gurgling of his attacker as he died. I screwed my eyes shut tight as black boots thumped into my line of sight. I braced for the blow, but it didn’t come. Widening my eyes on the boots, I didn’t dare look up at the Juldo man standing above me. I had never seen anything like him. He was terrifying and there was something ver disturbing about his emotionless gaze.
The boots stopped an inch from my face. An eerie calm surrounded the room, and I squinted my eyes shut. I could barely hear Tahk’s furious huffs over my own gasping breaths.
Nobody moved. I peeked and could see Tahk’s crouched position out of the corner of my eye. He had a severed head in one hand, and a bloody sword in the other as he crouched in a puddle of blood. The Juldo still stood an inch from my face. My hands lay flat against the stone floor on either side of my head. I hated how helpless I felt in that moment.
“You,” Tahk snarled. I had never heard him sound so menacing.
A raspy chuckle answered him from above me.
“Leave her,” Tahk snarled again, his muscles bunching tight. He didn’t look away from the Juldo, and I didn’t take my eyes off him. “I said LEAVE HER!”
Another raspy chuckle. The voice that answered him was so harsh and broken it rattled my bones. It was otherworldly. One voice, echoing thousands. “How will you stop me?” The voices boomed throughout the room.
“LEAVE HER!” Tahk stood and roared, shaking the floor as the lion-man had. I winced and stilled my hands. Something instinctive told me not to make any sudden movements. This was not an ordinary Juldo. Something was very, very wrong with this one.
“I am not here for the female.”
I sagged into the floor as the black boots stepped back and away from me. Tahk stepped slowly, circling me from behind. The boots backed away to the far side of the room, only then did Tahk grab for me. He pulled me up and against his chest. His hands too tight, his breathing too heavy. I grabbed him just as tight.
A sagged in his arms, but I knew we weren’t safe yet. Tahk was too stiff. His sword arm crossed in front of me, forming a barrier. It was then I dared to look up.
The Juldo had backed into the far wall by the bathing room. He leaned against the wall casually, his booted feet crossed in front of him, his arms crossed against his barrel chest just as casually. His eyes were a complete obsidian orb. Not a speck of color.
Not Juldo eyes.
Something else.
He wore leather pants and a black cotton-type long sleeve shirt. Leather holsters wrapped around his shoulders. Steel gleamed from the holsters. Two black handles crossed behind his head. Swords. He had not a single weapon in his red hands. Nano-tech spread up his arms, and his neck, but he had by far the most visible red flesh I had seen on any of the Juldo that had attacked before. Long black hair fell in his face, human-like hair. It parted when he tilted his head, revealing a face that was carved and scarred, his features nearly unrecognizable. A thick slash bulged clear across his neck. How had he not lost his head from an injury like that?
The Juldo grinned a cruel smile, running his thumb along the scar softly.
I gulped and looked away. I had thought I had known fear. I had thought there was not a thing scarier than being underneath a lion-man moments ago. But how wrong I was. Violent survival instincts were telling me there was not one thing, not one thing, more dangerous than the Juldo in the room now. I trembled against Tahk, peeking out the balcony opening. Where were Borv and Syn?
“They are preoccupied at the moment.”
I shuddered violently at the layered voice. It echoed around me. Whispering and shouting at once.
“How many?” Tahk snarled.
The Juldo chuckled again. “A dozen or so.”
A dozen? Tahk barely fought off three of them. I glanced back at the opening worriedly, were they okay?
“They live.”
I shuddered again. How did he keep guessing my thoughts? Was this Mantu all over again. I wrapped my arms around myself.
“Who sent you?” Tahk wrapped his free hand around my waist, and slowly pulled me behind him. I gulped and shook. I trusted my guy, he was the toughest and all that, but this other guy? He scared the absolute shit out of me. I did not want Tahk fighting him.
The Juldo didn’t answer Tahk. Instead he studied him, something working behind his black eyes. The rooms glow gleamed off the black orbs as they rolled up and down Tahk’s threatening stance.
“I am not here for you either.”
“Who then?” Tahk took a step forward.
The Juldo looked down at the dead lion-men, he smiled again, slow, sadistically. “Not you.”
“You killed my King, Shadow Born. I cannot let you leave here.” Tahk pulled a dagger free, bending his thick thighs. Shadow born?
“I did.”
Tahk snarled but didn’t attack. “Why?”
“Why not?”
Tahk roared. And still, the Juldo remained completely at ease. Not an ounce of concern facing nearly three-hundred pounds of a furious Dahk Commander.
“Who hired you?”
This was the assassin? The assassin that killed King Aryx?
The Juldo chuckled again, his creepy thousand-toned chuckle. “Who hired them?”
Tahk scrunched his brow but didn’t look at the dead aliens.
“Your kingdom is falling apart from the inside, Commander.”
Tahk shook his head. “The Council then?”
“Where is your Queen, Commander of Dahk?”
Tahk stiffened. “You took her?”
The Juldo shook his head. Slowly. Back and forth. Eerily human-like.
“Who?”
“Not my kin.” The Juldo gritted his teeth as the voices blared out of his throat, growing in volume. I winced and covered my ears. Even Tahk’s eye twitched from the horrible sound.
“You lie.” Tahk took another step forward, his brows scrunching with indecision.
“WE DO NOT.” The Juldo growled and bared his fangs. Grasping his throat. His voice shook the room, its power shaking the chipped stone from the fight.
 “THE QUEEN THAT BETRAYS. QUEEN OF LIES. QUEEN OF DECEPTION. QUEEN OF ORDER.”
I clawed at my ears, willing the voices to leave my head. They pummeled me from all sides. Tahk stepped back, alarm crowding his face. He glanced between me and the Juldo growing agitated and restless.
“THE LORD SENT US. COMMANDER OF DAHK. COMMANDER OF CORRUPTION.”
“The Kilbus Lord?” Tahk choked and staggered.
The Juldo and his hideous voices chuckled sadistically. “LORD OF MANY. LORD OF HUMANS. LORD OF VICTORIES.”
The Juldo roared and clawed at his throat. “PROTECT THE KING. KING OF REDEMPTION. KING OF FALLEN KINGDOMS. KING OF RECLAMATION.”
“Uthyf?” Tahk’s eyes roamed the Juldo wildly. “Who are you? Why have you come?”
The voices cackled. The Juldo’s eyes were crazed, bleeding solid white. I backed away, bumping into the bed behind me.
“Why? Who comes for him?”
“ALL COME FOR HIM.”
“WHO!?” Tahk roared, “WHO COMES FOR THE KING!?”
“WE WILL. WE WILL COME FOR YOUR KING.” The voiced cackled, again and again, slowly bleeding away. The Juldo gasped, his eyes bleeding back to solid black. He gasped, slowly releasing his throat.
“Shadow born?” Tahk backed away, blocking me.
The Juldo chuckled grimly. The voices muffled to a lower pitch, still eerie, but somehow less so. “Protect your King, Commander. They are never wrong.”
I gasped when the Juldo spun in a circle, vanishing into shadow. The dark spread out encompassing the room. Not leaving a single trace of him behind.




Chapter 24
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“Tahk,” I called him for the third time. My voice raw, the pain starting to penetrate. He stood still, staring at the wall the Juldo disappeared in front of.
Borv and Syn were the ones to break him out of his stunned daze. They gasped as they fell into the room. “You did not.” Borv chuckled, falling flat on his back on the floor.
“I speak truth. You did not see the one that clawed its way into the top cavern. I took him down from above you.” Syn sagged against the floor, blood and gore dripping off him and onto the ground.
“No, I caught the one from above. I had seven. Your count is still six.” Borv punched Syn in the chest, glancing up and over to me. He gaped at my neck. “Little human, what happened?”
My hand shook as it reached up. I touched wet, pulling it away I saw it was coated in blood. I weaved on my feet. Only then did Tahk snap out of it. I was up and his arms before I saw him move.
“Only four, Commander?” Syn gasped, glancing around the room. A slow grin morphed his face. “I have not lost after all.”
Borv smacked his head. “The human is injured.”
Syn looked to me and his face transformed from jovial exhaustion to surprise.
“Tahk?” I glanced up at him worriedly. He was frantically patting my neck with an end of the sheet wrapped around me.
“The Shadow Born was here.”
Borv paled. Syn looked between them. “Here?” He asked. Shocked.
Tahk nodded once. “Ready the transport. I must see Uthyf immediately. Comm Haytu. Tell him it is urgent but give no details.”
Borv nodded and left the room. Syn flew out the balcony.
“Tahk?” I was whispering now, my fear causing me to shake. My neck hurt, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. The lion-man could have ripped out my throat. But somehow, for some reason, the Juldo assassin had stopped him.
“My sweet, fragile yula. I must tell you a truth.”
I nodded. “Okay.” He needed this from me. His face was grave and worried.
“I have not shared all I should have with you.” He placed me on the bed reverently. “I wished to wait, to ease you into it, but I fear after becoming so close to losing you, I cannot wait a moment longer.”
I blinked at him, trying not to stiffen or show any of the alarm I was starting to feel.
“Dahk live long lives. Far longer than your short life.” He bent and licked my neck slowly. I suspected, but it still scared me to hear it.
“How much longer?”
“Long,” he said gravely into the skin of my sore neck. He fingered the sheet at my breast and slowly loosened it. I let him. “You will age far faster than I. You will die far sooner than I.”
“How old are you?” I barely got the words out.
“Young.”
I gulped. It was sad, but I had always known I wouldn’t live past, sixty? Seventy? Eighty? Who knew. Even that was rare for some humans. But it hurt to hear it from him, hurt to know he would continue to live so long without me. I hurt for him.
“You must know, I cannot allow this.” He bent and kissed the tip of my pebbled nipple tenderly.
“What?” Allow it? He was distracting me. He licked a circle around my nipple.
“There is a part of the ceremony we have not completed. I had hoped to do it properly, but I will not leave this room until it is done.” He took my nipple into his mouth and sucked. My back bowed off the bed. He growled and ripped the sheet from the rest of my body, baring me to his sweltering gaze.
“What?” I couldn’t think. Shouldn’t we be leaving?
He ran his hand down my body. Cupping me between my legs possessively. “We will exchange blood as a true Pythen mating and become one.” He growled and circled my entrance with a folded knuckle. “You will live as long as I. You will breathe as I do. You will share your heart with me. And we will be one.”
“I-I don’t understand.”
“You will be mine always, Pehytohn. As I will be yours.” He spread my legs wide, coming down on top of me. His arm bent, holding his weight. His finger moved up, his knuckle now circling a better, far more sensitive part of me. I whined. “You must agree to this, Pehytohn.” He took his hardness into his hand, running it up and down my slick entrance. I squirmed underneath him. “I will not continue to wander this universe without you tied to me in all ways.” He licked my neck, humming. He sucked my injuries. I felt not a single ounce of pain.
“Tahk.” I gripped his shoulders tight, my hips shifting, trying to nudge him inside.
“Answer me,” he snarled into my neck.
“Tahk, I don’t understand.”
“We will exchange blood. I do not know all that may occur, Gryo has hopes it will strengthen your body. Keep you from sickness as the Dahk. But it will not harm you. I know this. I would never risk you, my lovely.”
“What will happen?”
 “Your aging will slow, your heart beating in time with mine. You will live as long as I do. Our life will be tied together. If you should pass from this life, I shall too. We will meet in the great after and be united in the next life. I will not live one moment without you.”
Wow, that sounded terribly romantic, but also totally insane. 
“You can’t be serious.” I squirmed as he nudged inside. “Stop that.”
Tahk grinned. “Pehytohn, I have tasted your blood at our first mating,” I remembered. It hurt. A lot. Well after it did. “Are you so disgusted by mine?”
“Tahk.” I pushed his chest. “Are you trying to tell me you’re a vampire?” I asked one-hundred percent seriously. He sounded like a bloodsucker right now.
“What is this, vahmpyeer?”
I laughed despite the totally ridiculous conversation. He was so adorable sometimes.
“A fable. A tale. A human that drinks blood.” What the hell were we talking about this for again?
“Humans do this? Good. Then you agree?”
I laughed again. His face was just so serious. Like blood-sucking was totally normal, and he had no qualms that I might drink blood when the desire struck my fancy. “No, Tahk!”
“No?” He looked heartsick. I hugged him.
“Is this that important to you?”
He nodded, licking the blood from my neck again.
“You know, you’ve been inside me,” I told him in case, ya know, he didn’t know. He grinned arrogantly. “You’ve spilled your seed inside me.” His smile grew impossibly smug. “I’ll lick it, but I’m not drinking it,” I warned him. This alien was mine. I had already accepted every part of him. The good, the bad, the strange, and the amazing. I had almost died.
Several times in the last month.
If licking a little of his blood would make him feel better, so be it. I wasn’t an idiot. It could change me. It could change me drastically. But if that hadn’t happened already, then I doubted a little blood would do more than his spunk did. And if I was already changing? Then it was too late. So, I would play the vampire for this alien man that loved me with wild abandon. I would throw myself head first into every little bit of this terrifyingly amazing life he gave me every day. I was mated to an alien. It didn’t get much crazier than that.
Tahk sagged against me, and I rubbed his back, up and down between his wings. Soothing him. “I will never let you go, my Pehytohn.” He surged inside me. I gasped and arched against him. “My Pythe.” He pulled out and surged inside again. “My yula.” Again, and again he surged inside me. “My lovely,” he purred, licking down my neck. My legs curled around him, my hands stopped soothing and started clawing.
“I won’t let you go either.” I gasped as he ground down against my pelvis. “My Pythe.” I nipped at his shoulder. He shuddered. “My Tahk, if we’re going to be together forever, you better never even think about touching another female.” I strained against him to suck the base of his neck.
“Never. I want no other but my alluring, teasing, beautiful mate,” he rumbled and thrust into me. His hand drifted behind me, grasping my ass, driving me against him. “I will slaughter any other who touch you.” They weren’t the most romantic vows, but they would do. Tahk was romantic every moment he was with me. Somehow it suited us that we fuse our lives together swearing fidelity. It was the only area in our mating I truly ever felt any doubt.
His other hand reached up and slashed a long line down his collarbone. His purple blood beading on the surface. Then he gripped my hair in his fist and gently pulled my neck to the side, so my lips were lined up with the cut.
Part of me rebelled against the act of licking blood, another more wicked part of me, the part that fell so easily in love with an alien, relished in it. Tahk purred and licked my neck. “My sweet yula. My hot, wet, mate.” His clawed hand bit into the flesh of my ass, tightening the pressure of my clit against his pelvis. I whined. “Taste your Pythen.”
I gasped, reaching up and licking the little drops of blood from his skin. My tongue tasted warmth, and spice, smoothing along scales and silky skin. He growled and sucked the open wounds on my neck, fucking me harder and harder. I fell from my body. Fell from sound and sight. Only able to feel. I felt every hard ridge of him inside me as it dragged along my sensitive insides.
“I love you.” I gasped as I exploded into a tight ball of feeling. My body shook, my legs shook, and my heart thundered against his. He roared and hammered inside me.
“My mate, mine.” He bared his fangs, snarled and clawed at the bedding beside me. My inner walls contracted around him. “Mine.” His other claws scraped against the cheeks of my ass. He roared again, trembling against me, pulsating inside me, splitting me apart in another wave of euphoria. I crashed. I split in two. I gasped and shook, clinging to him. “You have my heart, lovely. You were made for my arms. Made for me to hold and cherish. I will treasure you all our long life.”
I fell asleep smiling. Not once thinking of the dead aliens surrounding us. Tahk was here, and he was mine. And I knew he held my fear just as securely as he held the rest of me.
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“It was not the Xixin King's.”
I looked away from the comm screen. “How do you know this?”
The Guhuvin King bared his teeth. “They are my allies, as the Dahk are. They would not cross me or mine.”
“Who sent his Xixin mercenaries, then?” Uthyf asked from beside me.
“Not the Xixin Kings. I will make them aware of the offense. The Xixin will answer to their King’s.”
Tander clicked off.
“Do you believe it was Josyd?” Uthyf asked wearily.
I stared at my King with sympathy. “I knew her son well and did not expect it from him.” I did not know the Queen well at all. I could not dismiss the possibility.
“So, the Shadow Born assassin will come for me.” Uthyf grinned to himself. “I am not my brother Tahk. He will not succeed.”
“I do not doubt my King. Still, you will train with me. Ready your swords.”
Uthyf chuckled. “It has been quite some time. I look forward to it.”
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I dozed on and off, waking incoherently, hearing whispered words. Some heated. Some shocked. I could have sworn I heard Isin shouting at Tahk. The thought made me smile. He was too tiny to shout effectively. Warm fingers traced the smile on my lips, and I drifted off again.
Myrna’s voice was the one to wake me fully. “Yours is the first true mating in so long, and you have denied me every ceremony.”
“Mam, I understand you're upset, but I would not change a moment.” Tahk rumbled. My body shook. He was under me.
I squirmed against him. I was cold. We must be at the castle. Warmth surrounded me, and I snuggled under the blankets. My body was tingly. I felt funny.
“She wakes,” Myrna whispered. Fingers drifted over my brow. Not Tahk’s, smaller. “Does she know what you have done?” Oh, I remembered everything. Tahk and I exchanged blood in a sexual mating that I would forever think of as our wedding day. I chose it. I chose him. As weird as the whole process was. It felt right. I grinned. Tahk’s chest shook.
“She does.” His fingers traced my lips again. I nipped at them. He chuckled again.
Myrna huffed. “Well daughter, when you wake, I would like to speak with you about your new House. Much must be done. We should fly into Ilynda to see the traders and find anything that suits you.”
That woke me up. “New House?” I rubbed the crust from my eyes. I blinked blearily around the room. We were at the castle, in my room there. Haytu and all of Tahk’s mothers were scattered around the room. I looked for Saysa, smiling when I saw her tucked against her father’s chest.
“Well, she is not aware of all you have done.” Myrna grinned smugly and patted my leg.
“Pey!” Vivian rushed over to the bed and jumped on the edge. Rolling Tahk and me further into the middle. “You are sick girl! You sucked his blood, you little succubus!”
“Vahmpyeer.” I grinned, repeating Tahk’s funny pronunciation.
“Not-uh.” She shook her head. “You were gettin’ your freak on. Total succubus.”
Tahk opened his mouth, silently mouthing the word to himself. I laughed and sat up. Immediately thankful to find I was fully dressed. That would have been awkward.
“Is she going to grow wings? Fangs? Because that would be totally badass.”
“No.”
I looked to see Gryo hovering behind us with one of his scanning machines. He scowled at Vivian. “No physical changes should manifest. Her human aspects will remain the same. She will not be as weak.”
“Hey!” Vivian and I shouted at the same time. Gryo muttered to himself and turned away.
“Why’s everybody here?” I asked her and Tahk quietly.
“You passed out, freaking everybody out. But Grumpy Gryo said it was normal.” Vivian smiled softly. “You look happy, not at all like you just survived another alien attack.”
I shook my head. I’d rather not relive that. “How are you? Hector?”
“Good.” She frowned at her hands, twisting them in the sheets. “He’s still asleep.”
“Still?”
“Probably for a while.” She shrugged. “I keep talking to him. Yilt thinks it will help him remember when he wakes up.”
I grabbed her hands and squeezed. “It will.”
“Yeah.” She sighed. “I told him,” she whispered. “Maybe that will help him come back to me.” She rubbed her belly. I looked around the room. Only Tahk and Yilt watched us. The others talked amongst themselves. “Later, only Gryo knows.” She squeezed my hand. I nodded. I wanted to know all about the baby, but not if front of everyone until she was ready for them to know.
I subtly rubbed a finger along her stomach. “Aunty Peyton.”
She grinned. “Isin’s going mad. He’s so angry at Tahk. Told him he was reckless.” She shook her head. “He was flipping out when Tahk ran in with you.”
“Where is he?”
“Moping around. I think he misses Bobo.” We shared a laugh. He totally loved Bobo.
We chatted about the new House that apparently Tahk told his mam and father to find for us. I didn’t know how I felt about it. I liked our House. But I hadn’t spent a lot of time there. And the dead aliens kind of ruined it for me. Plus, Tahk had shared it with his consorts. On second thought, it was probably for the best. This one would be just ours. As long as I got a kickass cavern for my chickens and goat, I would be happy.
Haytu grinned and ushered everyone out when Tahk grew annoyed. Yilt had to pressure Vivian. She wasn’t ready to go, and I wasn’t ready either. The sadness was still there, but I could tell she was really trying to pull herself out of it. I didn’t know if it was for the baby, or if Yilt’s constant watch was the cause of it, but I was thankful all the same.
Tahk said I had been asleep for two days. He met with Uthyf in the room. Not willing to leave me. He told him about the assassin and all that he had said, before and after the creepy voices took over. Tahk told me about the Shadow Born and how they thought they were long gone. How little they really knew about them. Wohn would still search for him and the Queen, but he would also start searching for any information he could find on the Shadow Born.
I asked Tahk about the Queen, and how the assassin had implied it was her behind the attacks and that maybe she hadn’t been kidnapped, after all. He said he and Uthyf didn’t know how they felt about it. It would be completely out of character for her, but they were caught off guard about her son, Aryx, so they didn’t completely dismiss it.
Xixin were the aliens that had attacked, and Uthyf and Tahk were now on the lookout for a traitor. I didn’t know how to feel about all that was happening around us. I was still mostly concerned with Earth, but Fihk had been strangely silent when they tried to reach out to him. Not even Tahk’s Council returned their comms. It would still be another week before Dyadus, and the others reached them, and I hoped they wouldn’t get there to find a silent Earth as well.
I slept fitfully throughout the night. Nightmares plaguing me, but Tahk was always there to guide me through them. I told him about them, and he listened, saying all the right things to settle me.
The next morning Isin woke us, anxiously tossing things through the room. Vivian was right. He was so mad at Tahk. It was kind of cute. I didn’t feel any different, but Isin wasn’t appeased when I told him. The only thing that I had noticed was how very specific Tahk had been about our heartbeats. They literally beat in tune to each other. It made for some interesting sexy times. Every time I would get a little excited he would feel the same. It made him very frustrated because he refused to touch me how I wanted him to, claiming I needed more rest.
I would be having fun with that little nugget of information in the future. Manipulating him would be so much easier now that he reacted to my excitement in kind.
Things settled down after I emerged from our room. For a whole week, I wandered the castle, always with Borv or Syn, sometimes both. If not them, Tahk was always with me. I wasn’t allowed around any of the Council, and though I saw Hull glare at me from afar from time to time, he avoided getting close. Nonya’s containment and the threat of her punishment had done one thing, and that was scare everyone who came into contact with me. It sucked sometimes. It was hard to get to know new Dahk when they were too afraid to breathe near me, but Tahk said it wouldn’t always be this way, and I trusted him. Right now, it was necessary.
Nonya remained locked away, for now. Tahk wasn’t willing to talk about it, but I suspected he hadn’t gone through with her execution for me. I hoped I could convince him to talk to her. Maybe she could be rehabilitated. Tahk didn’t seem inclined to let her out of her cell, though. But Rome wasn’t built in a day and all that.
Anya showed up around me in a very surprising way. She had joined Uthyf’s consorts. I was not happy about it. But only for stupid girly reasons. Her being in the castle meant she would see Tahk a lot. I struggled with it, but Alyn had never done anything to me, and I trusted Tahk. Still, it smarted every time she was mentioned by someone. I think I always expected her to come after me like Nonya did, but she was polite the one time I saw her in passing. I tried to just be happy she found another Dahk instead of Tahk.
I had heard Filiya was shipped off somewhere far away. I had asked Yilt about it once, not willing to argue with Tahk. He had simply said Tahk wouldn’t take any chances with her. She had shown herself to be far too volatile. Honestly, I was shocked it was ultimately Nonya to freak out, not Filiya. That one had a whole case of anger issues. Maybe it was because Tahk had sent her away before she ever really got a good shot at me.
Somehow, I doubted we had seen the last of her.
Myrna and Haytu came through on the new House. It was closer to theirs and had a lot of the natural formations theirs did. It was just as massive as our old one, and it lacked an open balcony. But I was okay with that. The Xixin and the assassin having such easy access would haunt me for a while.
Untya came to the new House, and Syn and Borv moved in like they had always been living with us. Vivian got her own rooms, and though Hector was moved in with Gryo watching over him, he was still asleep and chained up. He had a guard on him all the time. Tahk said he couldn’t take any chances. We didn’t protest. Yilt came and went. Mostly for Vivian, but the more she came out of her despair, the less and less he stopped by.
Isin eventually forgave Tahk and burrowed into a cavern beneath our rooms. Occasionally popping up in the morning unannounced, annoying Tahk. Isin spent a lot of his time with my animals. They had a cavern just like our old one, if not a little smaller. Isin would light a blue fire-stone around a pile of gold toyl in the morning just for Noodle, so he could crow to his heart's content. I was still amazed Isin had managed to fool him.
Untya even enjoyed the chickens. She used their eggs every morning. I caught her occasionally eyeing one or two chickens, but Tahk said she would never hurt them. Still, I found myself following her down there sometimes to make sure she didn’t get any fried chicken ideas.
Two weeks after my and Tahk’s vampire vows, I was down with my chickens and Frederick. I named the heetbull Simon, after my father. I thought he would have gotten a kick out of it. I was playing in a pile of clay when Isin ran in, shouting for me.
“Come, my lady. My lord has news.”
I grabbed a wad of cloths and wiped at my hands, but it was useless. I would need to scrub them. Chasing after Isin, I ran through the mesmerizing caverns. Tahk was pacing the great hall, his father watching him anxiously. Haytu was here all the time, Myrna and Byda often coming with him, but Wayka and Pyntera didn’t visit often. I didn’t get anything negative from them, and I got the impression Pyntera was just really shy. Kudeyas came a lot, but she mostly was off galivanting through Ilynda. And Vyndor was more of a pain than anything when he came over, so Tahk often got sick of him and sent him on his way.
“What is it?” I asked Tahk anxiously. I couldn’t get a good read on him.
“It is Fihk.” He stopped and watched me guardedly. He took a deep breath, a hesitant grin breaking free. “He believes he found your Mother.”
“What?” I felt my face pale and then immediately flush with heated emotion. “How? What?”
“Would you like to comm her?” Tahk asked, pulling me into his arms just as my knees gave out. I blinked, great sobs caving my chest. Tahk winced and rubbed his own. I nodded fast.
He pulled me through the darker caverns of our House, to a room I didn’t often go in. Tahk used it to communicate with the castle and all his crews out looking for the assassin. Tahk had a little device attached to a large screen. Like the one he used to communicate with his Council on the ship. It was thin, like a projector screen, but when Fihk’s face blinked from the massive screen, it was clearer than any television I had ever known. It was pretty impressive in clarity for how far away they were.
“Fihk.” I gasped, clutching Tahk’s arm close as he wrapped it around me from behind. Cocooning me. “Did you really find her?”
Fihk grinned and looked to his right.
“Peyton?” The most wonderful voice in all the universe shouted from the side.
“Mom?” I stared in disbelief and wonder as her soft face filled the screen.
“Is that your alien mate? He is quite purple, isn’t he?” She squinted, shoving her glasses up her nose. They were cracked in the top left corner.
I choked on an incredulous laugh.
“They all are really.” She glanced at Fihk. “I can see the appeal, though.”
Fihk flushed.
“I am Linda, Peyton’s mother. And you are?”
It took me a ridiculous amount of time to realize she was talking to Tahk. He introduced himself, and I gaped from one to the other.
“Well dear, I had quite the adventure searching for you, only to find your note on the front door. A call would have been more prudent.”
“The phones were down.” I felt my lips moving but barely understood what came out of them.
“Well, mine was not.”
“It wasn’t?”
“No, I nearly lost a leg to one of those vile creatures traipsing through the woods. I would have much rather waited for your call.”
“What?”
She shook her head. “Listen to me. I miss you. When are you coming home?”
“I-I,” I looked to Tahk helplessly.
He frowned and squeezed my hip. “She does not leave my side, Mother Linda.”
“You listen here young man. You return my daughter this instant.”
“Linda,” Fihk sighed and rubbed his face briskly. “I have told you, they cannot return, travel is too dangerous at the moment. When it is possible I will take you to her.”
My mother sighed a long, insufferable sound. She smiled at Fihk affectionately and patted his arm. “This young alien man has been very busy saving the world.”
A feminine snort sounded off-screen. Fihk glared and crossed his arms.
“He wants me to travel to you.” My mother rolled her eyes. “Can you imagine? Me? Zipping through the stars?”
I shook my head. “Mom, I- I can’t leave. I don’t know if I will for a long time.” Tahk stiffened. “And even if I do, which I will to see you, I’m coming right back here. This is my home now.”
“I understand you mated this purple alien. But he did not ask for your hand. Y-you know your f-father would not have approved.” She sighed and blinked rapidly, looking away.
“Mom,” I whispered. “Daddy would have loved him.” Tahk kissed my neck.
“Well, I will decide my feelings for the young alien man on my own. If you cannot come to me, you will call. Is that clear? I will not go so long wondering about you again.”
I nodded dumbly. Who was this woman? My mother had been avoiding me for three years.
“I know I have not been the easiest to have around.” She fidgeted with her surprisingly clean blouse.
Another snort sounded outside of our view. “Linda, like we practiced. The word you're looking for is sorry.”
Fihk growled, studiously glaring at the screen.
“Hush now, young lady. I have had enough of your sass.” My mother’s voice held a whole lot of affectionate annoyance. Very unlike her. I was used to only annoyance.
“Who’s that?” Who got her to look like so, so amused?
“No one.” Fihk scowled after another indelicate snort.
“Mom?” I called her again, but she kept gazing off to the side. Scowling and fighting a smile.
“Bailey, perhaps you may enjoy knowing Olynth is in the great hall avoiding you.” My mother smiled wickedly and winked. It was scary.
“Funny,” said the feminine voice dryly. A small blue-haired girl stepped into view and scowled into the screen. She barely reached Fihk’s chest. He stiffened and shifted away from her. “I’m Bailey, and your moms has been moaning and wailing for the last few days about you. She’s really sorry for being stuck up and ignoring you all these years. You’re welcome.” She kissed my mother on the cheek and stomped out of the room in heavily buckled boots.
Fihk stiffened with each step the girl took.
“This whole business has made me realize what a fool I have been.” My mother chuckled and blinked her watery eyes. Looking around the room anxiously. “Bailey is correct. I am sorry for my recent behavior. I did not handle your father’s passing as I should have.”
“It’s okay, mom.” I couldn’t believe she was admitting any wrongdoing. It was so unlike her. I was just glad she was alive. It was unbelievable and miraculous.
“It is not. I suppose I will make the trip to you when it is possible. I would like to meet your mate in person. I will endeavor to reserve my judgments until then.”
I laughed shakily, Hugging Tahk’s arm tight. There was my mom.
“How is Vivian? I was told she is with you?” Vivian would be thrilled when she heard about my mom. She loved her before my father died. After, she had a hard time accepting her absence.
Fihk shifted and glared behind him.
My mother sighed. “Go on, Fihk.”
He gnashed his teeth but bowed and thumped his chest. “My lord, I will be back to relay the rest of our counterattack details.” He didn’t wait for Tahk to answer. He took off out of the room.
Tahk stiffened and scowled at the screen.
“Where is he going?” I asked my mom when she turned back to me, a goofy smile on her face.
“To retrieve his Pythe, I suppose,” was her shocking answer.




The day of the Xixin attack






Chyn




Chyn left the Commander and his Pythe in their bedchamber amongst the remains of the slaughtered Xixin mercenaries, sifting through shadow and darkness to the castle.
A Juldo was here.
The Shadows drove him to him.
Stepping out of the darkness, Chyn gazed down at the slumbering Juldo. A newly made human Juldo.
He was not ready. Still recovering from the change. The Gods wanted the human Juldo. They called to him, urging Chyn to snatch the human from his chains. Chyn gritted his teeth.
Nothing good would come from them wanting him. But Chyn did not care. He obeyed the Shadows as he had always done since becoming Shadow Born.
He gazed at the male dispassionately. It was not time yet.
Chyn melted back into shadow and darkness, leaving the human-made-Juldo in his chains.
Soon. He would come for the male soon.




Juldoris




Juldo Master




The Master gazed at the human female as she cried out in pain. He whipped her again, enjoying the sight of her blood as it dripped from her back.
“Tell me female, why do you disobey me?”
She did not answer. Very well.
“Humans are a fascinating species,” he murmured caressing the ravaged skin of her pale back. “I think I will enjoy breaking them. They are too weak to fight off the virus.”
He walked around her bare kneeling form.
The female lifted her chin stubbornly. She had been broken long ago, but the Master enjoyed teasing her and tricking her with a chance at freedom only to snatch it away. It brought a fire to her eyes and started the process anew.
“I adore you, pet.” The master gripped her chin, grinning. She paled. “Lie back.” He ripped her hands from her ties. “You will give me a son.”
A Shadow Born to defeat a Shadow Born.




Epilogue




Two months later.




“Noodle.” I stood, staring at my rooster, scowling. He had escaped his pen again and was running through Untya’s kitchen. I swear she was going to chop him up one of these days. Noodle fluffed his feathers, ignoring me. I sighed. He was looking for Ham, my dia bird. Tahk had given him to me last week. The baby bird was gorgeous but injured. Tahk found him outside our home one day and brought him inside. The poor thing had a damaged wing and looked so pitiful that I immediately fell in love with him. I kept him in the animal's cavern separated from the chickens, but his dia singing was so beautiful he often sang the chickens to sleep.
A few days ago, I had felt sorry for keeping him by himself and mistakenly took him into the chicken pen to socialize him a little. Jilly was the same as me and had taken one look and fallen in love―as much as a chicken could―and treated Ham like he were her very own chick. This did not make Noodle happy. Instead of taking on the role of papa rooster, he squawked and nipped at the tiny dia bird. She took offense and went all mama bear-chicken on him.
Thus, the great Jilly and Noodle divorce commenced.
No longer did Jilly allow Noodle to crowd her and hover. She pushed him away and avoided him altogether most times. Noodle was looking for Ham, to fight the poor little thing. I had to move Ham upstairs. Ham cried and sang for his chicken mom, and Jilly became distressed with him so far from her. They were both with Isin now, in his hidey hole. Isin often took them into the kitchens to get them more exercise, much to Untya’s chagrin.
“They aren’t here, Noodle.”
My rooster crowed his displeasure.
“Syn!” I shouted. Noodle wouldn’t let me near him, and I had no intention of getting pecked today.
The wily Dahk poked his head through the door. “No.”
“Yes. I can’t get him. You have to.”
Syn shook his head stubbornly.
I sighed, “If I’m bleeding Tahk’s going to kick your ass.”
Syn grinned, “No, Borv is assigned to you. I am due to arrive at the castle later. Tahk will kick his ahss.”
I still had a guard in the House with me at all times. Word of our mating had gotten out, and the feedback wasn’t good. There were mixed feelings. The Dahk females and some males saw me as a threat to their way of life. But Tahk was more worried about what would happen once Uthyf’s plan to bring in more human women got out. He couldn’t keep it a secret forever.
“Borv’ll kill Noodle. You know he will. It has to be you.”
“The Noodul makes ungodly noises. I do not blame him for his ire. I feel the same.”
“He’s just crowing. You guys should be used to it by now.”
“No. My hima bleeds each morn, and night, and all throughout the day.”
“He’s not that loud.”  I scoffed. Noodle and the chickens were practically underground compared to the rest of the House.
Syn scoffed. “You do not hear as Dahk do. I cannot escape the screeching.” Tahk didn’t complain, but sometimes I did see him rubbing his flat ears when he came down to pull me away from my pottery.
Which was often.
I sold my creations, now. The Dahk didn’t have any monetary currency. They traded. I didn’t need much, but Tahk was enjoying all the new dresses and lingerie I had been ordering from the clothier. It took quite a bit of show-and-tell to explain a skimpy nighty to the older Dahk clothier, but after a while, he picked it up, and I started a new trend on Home World. I also had loads of warm clothes and soft furry boots.
Vivian had found her place on Home World as well. She was training to be a healer with Gryo. She sort of fell into the situation with all the time she cared for Hector. Hector who was still unconscious and changing more and more. Our hope was dwindling each day, his body starting to give into the infection. Gryo was nearly out of supplements for him. He worried he would need the Juldo’s nano-mites soon.
Not that we had any way of getting them. Things outside of Home World were tense. The King had been meeting with his allies, exchanging information they had gained on the Juldo’s movements. But no one knew what the Juldo Master planned.
The Order had been making moves against Earth, but the Kilbus had come through and stalled them for the time being. Tahk was torn about that. He was grateful on my and the human's behalf, but he didn’t trust their Lord. He and Uthyf fought about it often.
“Come on, please?”
Syn sighed. “Very well, but I require your assistance in return.”
“What kind of assistance? I’m not getting between you and Untya again. She served me all the fatty parts of a heetbull for a week last time.” I gagged. The meat was hard enough to stomach here. I couldn’t stop seeing Simon’s face every time I ate it, but Tahk wouldn’t let me turn it away. Especially now.
“Kudeyas comes tomorrow to celebrate with you. I wish to speak to her. You will aid me in this.”
I laughed. “You are crazy. She has no desire to join your harem.” I was convinced Kudeyas would not be happy as a consort. She often confided in me her desire to find a mate of her own. Seeing my and Tahk’s relationship lit a fire under her. Syn was not that male.
Syn nodded. “I know this. But I still must try. There has never been a more beautiful female than she.” He gazed off dreamily.
“Syn,” I pinched my nose. “You ever think about maybe not pursuing other females in front of her?”
Syn scrunched his brow. I laughed again. He looked so confused by the idea. Males. They were so frustrating. But I couldn’t change the views of an entire species, and frankly, it wasn’t my place.
“Fine, I’ll try, But I’m not tricking her. I’ll ask her about you, deal?”
Syn nodded sharply. “Deal.” I knew Syn’s House and Haytu’s had briefly discussed pairing Syn and Kudeyas, but the female had thrown such a fit, even Tahk had intervened. But Syn hadn’t given up. He was determined to make her a consort.
I watched amusedly as Syn corralled my pissed off Rooster. By the time he was captured, Untya had returned and was shouting, and Syn turned on the charm long enough for us to escape to the pens.
“Stay.” I pointed to Noodle. He turned away, ignoring me.
“He misses his mate.” Syn looked like he felt terrible for Noodle.
“I know, but he has a dozen more. He’ll be fine until he stops being so stubborn.”
Syn looked at me strangely. “You do not see the Noodul’s many mates as an offense.”
I grinned. “He’s a rooster Syn. Not a Dahk. It will always bother me that you guys mate so many, but I don’t hate you for it. It’s just not my culture.”
“Hmmm, the Commander will not even look at another female, much to Myrna’s displeasure.”
“And I am rewarded very handsomely for it.”
I spun, already grinning. Tahk was back. I ran and jumped in his arms. He chuckled as I rained kisses all over his face.
“Come, I have need of you,” Tahk growled and cupped my butt in his big hands, nuzzling my neck.
My thighs clenched. I felt how hard he was. I was already ready for him just feeling him. I gripped his horns and pulled his face to mine, sucking his bottom lip in my mouth. Tahk rumbled low, bumping into the cave wall. I chuckled, kissing and sucking down his neck.
“You drive me mad with your little tongue, mate.” Tahk squeezed my ass cheek hard. I squirmed again. My hormones were going crazy. I would go insane if we didn’t get to our room, fast. Tahk had been gone all night, and all day, it felt like it had been weeks.
“Hurry,” I whispered, nipping at his pointed ear. Tahk growled and started jogging. My center rubbed along his abs with every step. I whined.
Tahk chuckled. “I enjoy you this way more and more.”
“It hurts all the time,” I whined again.
“I will take away the hurt, my yula.” My back touched soft bedding. I sighed scrambling to tug off my silky dress. Tahk bared his teeth when he saw the skimpy silk panties. They were a little tight, not much give in them, but they did the trick. Tahk jumped on me with a snarl.
His hands grabbed my thighs and spread them wide. He shoved his face between my legs and inhaled, humming. A claw moved down the line of cloth at my hip, ripping it away. I gasped as his warm breath fanned against me.
“You can’t keep ripping them.” I scolded him half-heartedly. I loved when he did that.
Tahk flared his nostril like a bull and glared at me. “They are for me, yes?”
I nodded. I liked wearing them, but they were for him.
“Then I will do as I wish.”
His hot tongue ran up my center. My back bowed, and my hands smacked down on his horns, gripping them. I shoved and pulled his head, writhing against his tongue. Tahk chuckled and nipped at my lower lips.
I gasped. “I c-can’t. Come here, come here. Inside me.”
Tahk grinned, licking and sucking, refusing me. He grasped my clit between his lips and rolled it. I exploded. I screamed, shaking and heaving. Tahk surged above me, holding my left thigh in his hands. He sat back on his knees and yanked my ass into his lap.
“I smell your need, mate.” Tahk’s nostrils flared, and he pushed inside me with one thrust. “So sweet.”
I gasped and clawed at his thighs as he hammered into me over and over. “Harder, please faster.” He was holding part of him back. I needed harder.
“No,” he snarled.
“You can’t hurt me.” I gasped again when his ridges massaged inside me. He ground against me, rotating his hips. 
“No.” He snarled and used a knuckle to rub my clit in quick circles. I tensed, my stomach contracting. My hands left his horns and grasped at my nipples, yanking and twisting, easing more of the ache. Tahk bared his teeth and thrust into me, hard. But still not fast enough.
I sighed and whined. “Faster, please, please. Right there! Right there!”
Tahk snarled and lifted my thigh high in the air, changing the angle. I cried out, twisting my nipple tight. “Tahk!”
“Scream for me, mate.” He snarled, his hips hammering faster, and faster.
He pinched my clit and twisted. I screamed his name again, and again, mindlessly while exploding around him. Tahk roared and shot deep inside me. Shouting curses and nonsensical things. My name a chant on his lips.
I sighed when he dropped my leg, sagging on all fours above me.
His head bent, his breath heaving out of him. He nuzzled my belly gently. “How is he?”
“She’s good.” I smiled and massaged his neck as he kissed my belly affectionately.
“He made you sick last eve before I left.” Tahk moved his hands to frame my belly button. His lips still brushing my skin. “Be good to your mam. A Commander does not burden.”
“She’s a baby, Tahk, not a Commander.” I grinned stupidly as he scowled at my stomach.
“He will be the fiercest Commander ever to serve the Dahk.”
I laughed at his conviction. He was so sure it was a boy, but I thought it was a girl. I knew if I had my way, she would be the biggest daddy’s girl to ever live. Tahk would worship the ground she walked on, even though I knew he wanted a boy, badly.
“How have you been?” Tahk kissed my stomach again before withdrawing. I gasped at the sensation of him leaving me, my legs quivering once more. Tahk grinned arrogantly and patted my thigh, moving it to the side so he could lay beside me.
I shifted against him, and he pulled me on top of him. My head fell against his chest, and my legs straddled his middle.
“Still a little sick, but its getting better. Gryo’s weird tea has been helping.”
“Good.” Tahk massaged the small of my back, and I hummed, nuzzling him.
“You have to stop worrying Tahk, Gryo said the dahkling is progressing well. There’s nothing to worry about.”
“I will not be satisfied until he arrives, until then you will have to be good with slow.”
I smiled, “But I want hard and fast.”
“Ah, but we are very, very good at slow.”
I laughed with him. Enjoying his arms and affection.
“I can’t wait until tomorrow.”
Tahk hugged me to him. “I am―nervous.”
I stifled a goofy smile. “She’ll love you.” My mom was due to arrive tomorrow on Dahk One. Earth was far from out of the woods, but they had survived the Vitat, and Uthyf and Tahk were confident they would recover from the loss. There was a massive celebration planned, and I couldn’t wait to see my mother in person. Comm calls had been a blessing and went a long way to repairing our relationship, but I needed to touch her, hold her.
“How do you know this?”
“Because I love you. And my father would have loved you. And she loved him.”
Tahk sighed and nuzzled my neck. “I would have been honored to have met your father, my yula.”
I blinked away emotion, rubbing my nose along his chest. “He brought you to me. I know he did.” He was with me now, and he always would be.
Tahk kissed my head, humming.
I liked to think my father saved me on Earth from the Vitat, guiding me to Colt, and ultimately to Tahk. I don’t know what would have happened to me if Tahk hadn’t found us, and I was glad I would never know.
I worried about our future. When the Dahk found out about our baby, worry and speculation would grow. Tahk had told me our child would not be welcomed by a lot of the Dahk, but he was confident Uthyf’s plan to ally himself with the humans would take a lot of the heat off us. Why worry about the Commander’s pregnant mate when the King planned to bring on a whole hoard of pregnant human females?
It was awful that Uthyf’s problems would solve ours, but Tahk seemed totally fine with it. Haytu was our biggest supporter, often suffering through endless meetings with the other Council members, arguing the benefits and the possibilities of outer species mating. He was laying the groundwork for Uthyf.
We hadn’t been attacked, and no one stoned me in the streets. I only suffered through disgusted looks, some just curious, but a lot of scorn. I knew though that it was only the beginning. If they knew I was pregnant, it would be worse. Tahk wouldn’t have just snubbed his consorts for his human mate, he would have changed the game.
The future was unknown. But I was content in my place in it for now. I knew Tahk and Haytu held secret meetings with Uthyf, talking options and scheming on their own. They probably would have to for a while. Home World was changing, and they faced enemies from all sides. I only hoped the Dahk didn’t start a war they couldn’t afford at home.
Tahk was the Commander, but lately, he had been a spy. Watching the King’s Council, carefully. Waiting for them to slip up. He was needed in the stars with his army, but he couldn’t afford to leave. Though I knew he planned to take me with him when he did, I had a feeling Dahk One was returning for more than just to come home. They were coming for their Commander. Something had happened with Wohn a few days ago, and Tahk had told me he would tell me when he knew more. But I saw how Syn and Borv grew more alert when we left the House. The ten other guards assigned to me. How Tahk got more and more agitated when I wanted to leave. It was only a matter of time before I was forbidden to at all.
But I knew it was only for my safety. Tahk would never trap me, and I wasn’t safe here until Uthyf weeded out the traitors and those that sought to usurp him.
I just had to be patient, and I was more than happy to do that with a little dahkling on the way.
Tahk was my kidnapper and my savior.
My Pythen.
He would keep this baby and me safe.
I was lucky to have survived the invasion, but I was so much more than lucky to be here in Tahk’s arms. I had a long life to live with him and our baby, and I would cherish every moment of it.
The universe was scary and full of conflict and unknowns. But here in these arms, no matter what the universe threw at us, I was safe and loved and I knew I always would be.
✽✽✽
 
Tahk


My mate slept peacefully. The glow of the toyl stone shining off her skin, illuminating every dip and curve of her beautiful body. My hand curved around the round bump of her abdomen. My son was in there. Inside her. Growing.
I bowed over her slumbering form. My lips against her chest. I whispered words of thanks and gratitude, but not to the ancestors. I had visited temple some time ago for them, now I whispered to my mate. For her ears and that of her father’s. I did not know what powerful being granted the universe life, but I did know our hearts closest companions followed us even when they passed on.
Perhaps my mate’s father guided me that day on Earth to her, but perhaps not. I believed in fate, in my destiny. I knew without a shred of doubt, I was to do nothing more in this life greater than find her, to mate her and create the life I cradled in my palm.
She sighed, shifting against me. I chuckled as she whispered words of cahke and maarshmahlloows. My mate revealed quite a bit in her sleep since growing my son. I had a surprise for her in the morn. I had ordered Fihk on one last mission before leaving Earth. My mate would have all she desired in her dreams, even the peekels.
I would spend my remaining time in this life fulfilling her every need and desire. Some may say I was foolish to worship my mate in such a way. My father never coddled his mates. But I knew what they did not. Pehytohn was not just my mate. She was my Pythe, my confidant, my companion, and heart. There was no other in all the universe I would rather see, no other I would rather touch. And I knew down to my gut she felt the same of me. Her eyes shown with her heart’s love when she looked upon me. Her mouth spoke the words, but I saw them in her glorious sparkling eyes when they lifted to meet mine.
She whispered my name in her sleep and I clutched her to my chest, nuzzling her neck until she drifted back into a deep slumber.
There was no greater joy than holding my mate and son in my arms.
The future was a series of choices and risks.
I chose my mate, and I would choose her always no matter the Juldo, or any other that would harm my Dahk.
But I would never risk her.
I would risk many things for my kingdom, and I very well may be doing so very soon. But my mate would live a long life with me and our son. No matter the fate of the universe. Because there was only one truth I held close. One truth I would honor above all others.
She was mine, and I was hers. The universe be damned.
The End.




But also, the Beginning.


The War for Earth will be fought alongside Fihk, Olynth, and Bailey in Book 3
Hector’s story will be told in Book 4
Uthyf will battle for his throne in Book 5
And then, I might have a little something up my sleeve for Chyn… and many others ;)
Sign up for my Newsletter to get information on New Releases http://eepurl.com/dIv6n1
Follow me on Facebook!
https://www.facebook.com/ErinRaeganAuthor/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/233722610828537/
Here’s my email, stalk me, yell at me. Give me feedback! Tell me what you loved, what you hated:
author.erinraegan@gmail.com
Tell me who’s your favorite! I’m a Tahk girl, he is my heart.
And I am swooning hardcore for Olynth and Fihk right now!
And PLEASE PLEASE―yummy cotton candy pineapple on top―Review!
They help immensely and I am so grateful for every one of them!




Acknowledgments


First and most of all. My readers. Holy Wow. You guys, there are no words. You have championed the first book in a way that took me off guard. Tahk and Peyton were a dream of mine for so long, and you helped fulfill it. I cannot thank you enough. Your words and encouragement meant everything to me.
I am living my dream because you are reading. Hugs and thanks and all the love.
Slightly embarrassing factoid―that I am not ashamed of― I have an email from the very first reader who reached out to me framed on my wall. It was awesome and momentous to me. It reminded me so much of all the emails I sent out to other authors over the years. To be on the receiving end of one of those…. Let’s just say I went through a crap ton of tissues.
So, to that reader. I acknowledge you. You helped drive Book 2 in the early stages when I was too nervous to concentrate. Thank you.
Betas. YOU ROCK. Seriously, you guys blew me away with all your feedback. I want to be a better writer every time I open my laptop and you help me get there. Thank you.
To my sister. Thank you for listening to my rants and freak-outs. Thank you for my beautiful cover art. You work crazy hours but still make time for me. Thank you.
And my husband. Oh man, I know you hate listening to me wax on and off about aliens and all things fantasy. You’ve put up with it for ten years and will for much longer than that. I hope I give you a little of that back when I suffer through your game rants. Just kidding. I love you. It’s not all that bad. But, for all the late nights I ignored the dishes, all the lunches I forgot to make, the dinners I made you go pick up because I was too busy to cook, you are awesome. I couldn’t write a word without you picking up all my piles of slack.
And to my kid. You suffer the most when I get stuck in my books, but you are also my greatest inspiration. 90,000 books, eh? I’ll give it a shot.
 



cover.jpeg
AN ALIEN WAR ROMANCE

GALACTIC ORDER BOOK TWO

HOME WORID

ERIN RAEGAN





