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   Author’s Note:
 
   THIS BOOK IS THE FIRST IN AN ANTHOLOGY!!!
 
   I had to say that in shouty letters just in case anyone was confused.
 
   Sarazen’s Vengeance, is the first novella in this anthology. 
 
   It is meant to give a more in depth look into some of the character couples introduced in 
 
   Sarazen’s Claim.  (Book One of the Sarazen Saga)
 
    
 
   Think of the novellas that follow as a seven course meal.
 
    Sarazen’s Claim was the first course. 
 
   Sarazen’s Vengeance, is a second course. Portion controlled to give the consumer room for more delicious delights. ;)
 
    
 
   To all my readers who left one to three star reviews for Sarazen’s Claim-
 
   I sincerely thank you for your comments. Good, bad and ugly. You have made me a better writer. Should you buy more of my books I hope to meet a higher expectation level.
 
    
 
   To my readers who left glowing reviews of love and encouragement-
 
   This one is for you!
 
   It’s always difficult to embark on a new journey. Sometimes it’s scary, sometimes it’s downright awful. Mostly it’s exhilarating and people like you dear readers, make it one heck of a ride. I appreciate you!
 
   Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook for updates on new releases.
 
   https://www.facebook.com/thisvalkyrie/
 
   And check out my Author Blog too! I post answers to questions, outline “the plan,” address concerns and so forth.
 
   http://isabelwroththewriter.blogspot.com/
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   One
 
    
 
    
 
   The cramped, narrow hallways of the far too fragile human ship were rancid with dead. With the twitching bodies of the venomous Na’ah and the slaughtered remnants of the humans littered the cramped vessel.  The stench was enough to make even a seasoned warrior gag behind the visor of his battle helmet. Their re-breathers were intended to filter out anything from poisonous gasses to bio-hazards, but somehow they never quite filtered out that particular odor. 
 
   Death.
 
   Ohlen moved with his squad through the last section of this quadrant. Finding more remains, more death. They pushed through the weak, half broken barricade of tables and chairs into the final room. Stomach churning with sickness, he and the other warriors stepped over the humans last attempt to protect what was most precious to them. Their young. They were together in a huddled pile, bodies broken and shredded. Proof of the Na’ah’s savagery. So much blood. So much senseless, heart breaking waste.
 
    The two females’ backs showed evidence of claw and tail rakes. Evidence that to the bitter end, they had bravely tried to protect the young ones’. He knelt with his warriors and carefully moved aside the remains of two females. Looking for any signs of life where he doubted there would be any.
 
   All they found was more of the same red ruin on the deck. 
 
   He mourned for the little ones, for the bravery of the females, but there was nothing more to be done. 
 
   Ohlen reported to the warship.  The squad moved down the hall as one, making one last sweep before they made their way back to the launch ships. Suddenly, the entire party of warriors froze and crouched low in readiness when they heard a sound ahead. Something crashed or was thrown from one of the cargo rooms they had already cleared.
 
    
 
   “I don’t hear anything. Come on, we’ve got to get you to medical.”
 
    Ohlen heard the female voice and wondered how in the universe he could have missed her? Missed more than one? 
 
   “Cassie, it’s alright. Just go. I’m not going to do anything but slow you down.”
 
   Ohlen’s beast froze, ears perking forward inside him, chuffing in disbelief. That sweet, husky, pain filled voice made every cell in his body feel so alive his skin hurt. It was all he could do to keep from leaping forward into the unknown to find its owner.
 
   “Fuck that! I’m not leaving you to die. Get up. Come on, it’s not that far.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen rounded the corner and saw a female, trying to lift a smaller female to her feet. The scent of her blood in the air was ripe, her already pale skin ashen from the loss.
 
   The smaller of the two saw him and her eyes widened in terror. He realized he had been crouched low with his weapon naked in his hands, face concealed by his helmet. The other one turned and screamed, dropping the injured female to the deck. Making her moan in agony.
 
   Ohlen didn’t think of anything except getting to the lovely, dark-haired female bleeding all over the place. He dropped his weapon, tore his helmet off and ignored how the fair-haired one shrieked bravely at him. She launched herself forward in defense of her companion.
 
   He caught her around the waist and handed the aggressive thing off to one of his squad. Ohlen knelt beside the other female, shushing her gently when she whimpered weakly in pain, 
 
   “It’s alright. I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   He kept his tone as soft as he could manage, but still she shrank back from him,
 
    “You’re badly injured,” Ohlen stated the obvious, watching the light begin to fade from her eyes. His beast surged, slamming against the confines of his body, panting with panic.
 
   She shuddered when he gathered her against his armor. Flinched as though he would strike her as he threw his arm out to remove the armored greave from around his wrist. He had precious little time to see this done. Precious little time to ensure she stayed with him. He bit down, cut his skin with his fangs and then pressed his bleeding wrist to her soft lips. She struggled weakly and tried to kick her legs, tried to make him stop.
 
   “Swallow,” he barked. With more force than he had intended. He said a quick prayer, thanking the gods when she obeyed. “Good, that’s good. Take a little more,”
 
   Ohlen could smell her revulsion, see it in her eyes. Felt the fear that made her tremble. He had to cut his skin again to drip his blood into the gashes on her thigh and abdomen. Shushing her gently when she wailed out a desperate,
 
   “No!”
 
   He cradled her closer, watching with relief as her surface wounds began to heal. Her internal injuries, however, concerned him greatly. 
 
   “Stosh, give me a pain injection from your kit.” Without hesitation Stosh knelt at his side, slapping the vial into his waiting hand.
 
   Ohlen gave the female a low dose, as she was less than half his size. Even still, it knocked her out cold. He ignored his squad when they asked if he needed help with her. He had to ignore them or risk snapping and snarling at them in fury for even considering touching her or taking her out of his arms.
 
   The fair-haired female shrieked and cursed the whole way to the shuttle about how her companion needed a doctor. Ohlen assumed that a doctor was something similar to a medic. When her volume raised to an insistent, nearly panicked level, he turned to look at her. Gave her what he hoped was his coldest glare.  She squeaked in fright but bravely gathered her courage despite the scent fear wafting off of her.
 
   “If you would be silent long enough to listen, you would have heard now several times that we are returning to our ship. A medic will be waiting to see to your friend.”
 
    
 
   That’s how Ohlen had found her. His mate. His one. One of a handful of the humans left alive aboard their small, vulnerable ship.
 
   She had spoken to him only once after he’d brought her aboard the Sarazen warship. When Clary had begged for Tarek to house the females in another section of the ship in order to separate them from the males. Ohlen’s little mate had nearly run through the door, her arms clenched tight around herself. Her shoulders hunched up around her ears defensively. She had stopped in front of him, swallowing loud enough that it must have hurt.
 
    His heart had swelled with pride for her. Even terrified of him, of everything around her it seemed, she had raised her eyes and thanked him softly.
 
   Her first words to him, tainted with fear, were thanks for protecting her.
 
   How badly he had wanted to reach out and pull her long dark hair from the knot she had it in. How badly he had wanted to banish the shadows from her dark eyes. Ohlen thought that by telling her the truth, she might feel less afraid.
 
   “I would do anything to make you feel safe,”
 
   If anything it had just frightened her more. She had hustled through the door to the common room between the barracks, leaving only the scent of her behind to torment him.
 
   When Clary had told Ohlen the name of his mate, the sound had reverberated through his body like thunder.
 
   “Andi,” he murmured. 
 
   As though she had heard him, her head lifted across the room. Her gaze sought him out. Pinned him with her soulful brown eyes. So lovely. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Every moment Ohlen spent away from her was becoming more and more painful.
 
    
 
   Tarek had explained to his mate, who had explained to the others, just how important the humans were to the Sarazen people. What it meant to be a mate, but still Andi was afraid. Ohlen tried desperately to let her come to him in her own time. He decided to stay near to better allow her to become used to his presence.
 
    Despite this, his beast refused to settle and slammed at his insides again and again. Enraged that he was not allowed out to protect his mate, insisting that she wasn’t safe. Ohlen made it almost five revs until the paranoia got to be too much. Thus far in his life, the instinct of the beast inside him hadn’t been wrong. He did not doubt it now. Ohlen had gone to her. He knelt and took her tiny, fragile little hands in his and told her it was time.
 
        “I need you near, my one. My beast will not settle. It rages inside me, insisting you are in danger even though I know you are soothedby the nearness of your people. I tried to give you time to settle and grow more comfortable in my presence, but I am losing control. The only thing that will satisfy my beast is to bring you to my quarters where I can watch over you. You will come tonight.” 
 
   He had made it a command, recognizing his mistake when Andi flinched. The scent of her fear rose and fell in waves, ever present. Her hands had just rested in his while that wave of fear rose. Allowing him to hold her, but not holding him back. She had agreed, though her voice was tremulous and her cheeks bright with what smelled like shame. Was it some kind of human custom for mates to not share quarters with one another? It wasn’t until later that he understood. 
 
   He had gone to collect her from the female’s quarters, only to be told she was with Clary on the observation deck. The faces of the other females showed distrust and disapproval when he had shown himself in their common room, he had grown worried. He left the barracks and loaped up the corridor to find her.
 
   Ohlen heard the sound of Andi speaking as he’d gotten closer. He slowed to listen because he hadn’t heard enough of her husky voice. He knew it wasn’t right to listen in on their conversation, but he was starved for more information about his mate.
 
   Beast’s Teeth, did he get his fill.
 
   He stopped just shy of being visible in the doorway. Able to see Andi curled in the corner of the lounge. Pale as milk and trembling. The scent of her sorrow and her pain was so overwhelming it felt like claws inside his belly.
 
            “Ohlen is so kind to me. So big, but so careful around me. He thinks I’m something…special.”
 
   He managed a smile, glad to know that she felt this way about him. It wasn’t fear of him that kept her away.
 
         “But I’m not.” She went on with a quaver in her voice. “I’m dirty, soiled because of what Ethan did to me. Five years. He used me for five years and no one did anything to stop him because I’m expendable. Worthless. Weak because I wasn’t strong enough to just kill myself to make it stop. I had this stupid idea that if I killed myself, Ethan won something. That he broke me. But the truth is he broke me a long time ago.”
 
    
 
   His entire body froze with furious disbelief. What she was saying, he could barely understand. He had heard terrible stories of the brutality visited on females. The atrocities visited on the ones taken and sold as slaves by the Adiveeze, brutalized and debased. Ohlen never had he thought to ever know such horror. Never thought his mate would know, let alone have experienced it.
 
          “It was my birthday the first time. I was sixteen. I hadn’t ever even kissed a man before and he was so handsome. Paying attention to a little nobody like me.” Andi’s voice broke with her pain. He bent over double as bile crept up his throat. His beast even stunned into silence.
 
   “I look back and can’t believe how stupid and naive I was. I bled for days afterward, too ashamed to go to medical. I was worried they wouldn’t believe me. Ethan was a lieutenant then. He cornered me a few weeks later in the engineering bay. No one could hear me screaming over the noise of all the machinery.
 
         “I lost count of how many times that year. Then he stopped coming around for a while. I thought he’d forgotten about me and I was so grateful. Even if it was because he’d found someone else. When I turned seventeen, Ethan found me in engineering again. Said he didn’t want me to think he’d ever forget my birthday present. Every year on my birthday, he came back. The worst part was that no one cared. So long as I kept my tiny part of the ship running, no one cared. I didn’t pass the genetic or intelligence tests, so as far as command was concerned, I didn’t matter. None of us did.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen forced himself to breathe, to stay still. To listen to the story his mate might never have told him because she was ashamed. And as painful as it would be, he would hear it all before he left and made the filthy male who had dared put hands on his mate, scream. Ohlen would break every bone in his body and make him beg for death before Ohlen gave it to him.
 
       “This year I was going to do it. Kill myself on my birthday so that when he came for me, all he’d find was a corpse. But then those snake things attacked us and for some ungodly reason I survived that whole fucking mess. I didn’t get the chance.”
 
   The breath heaved from him in horror to think he might have lost her. His one, his only one, and he would never even have known it. Ohlen would have gone on alone for the rest of his life, because of the brutality of another male.
 
        “When was your birthday?” he heard Clary ask. Her voice was tender and gentle, making his eyes burn and his beast give a sad purr. Tarek’s mate held such kindness in her heart for someone she claimed not to know.
 
            “Today. And surprise, Ethan told me he hadn’t forgotten. That he wouldn’t miss giving me my present later.” Andi hiccupped around a sob.
 
   It was then that Ohlen lost control of himself.
 
    
 
   Rage, unlike anything he’d ever known, burned through his blood. It ate away at his control like acid. His vision blurred because his beast was clawing and raking its way through his body. Viciously digging its way towards freedom. He would give it soon, but not yet.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Two
 
    
 
   Andi sat in a miserable huddle on the lounge, frustrated tears streaming down her cheeks unchecked. She couldn’t even find the will to wipe them away. She was a coward, weak. Waiting for the right day to just end it, but the truth was, there was no right day. Even with her birthday looming over her head she couldn’t do it.
 
   Then those things, those hideous snake things had come and her instincts had taken over. Her humanity had reared its ugly head and forced fear through her veins. Made her will to survive supersede all else. Even when she’d been wounded, almost there, she still hadn’t died.
 
   Because Ohlen had saved her.
 
   She couldn’t bear to let him touch her. Terrified that with his superhuman senses he would know how dirty she was. Smell it. Maybe even feel it. Yet at the same time, Andi wanted to fling herself at him and let him hide her away from the others. Let him protect her and keep her safe. But she wasn’t safe. She would never be safe so long as she shared the same air with Ethan.
 
   Andi nearly pissed herself at the vicious, hair-raising snarl that echoed through the large room. Almost flung herself to the floor in surprise. Whirling to see Ohlen’s huge body filling the doorway.
 
   He visibly vibrated with rage. All trace of kindness gone from his features. His eyes glowed an unearthly yellow, the lovely violet completely gone. Her stomach twisted. Curdled with sickness. Ohlen had heard.
 
   He knew. Oh God.
 
   He knew how dirty she was.
 
   He knew and now he was looking at her like he couldn’t bear the sight of her.
 
    
 
   The immediate feeling of despair was so overwhelming it pulled a ragged little wail from inside her. Andi saw the tips of fangs when he spoke. Where he hadn’t had fangs before. Saw the blood that dripped from his clenched fists. How his arms and shoulders bulged with his quivering muscles. His body betraying the depth of his fury.
 
   “You will never, fear this day again.” Ohlen’s voice was deeper. Vicious, every word ringing with promise. 
 
   Before she could process what he’d said, before she could digest and accept that it wasn’t disgust for her that showed on his face, he was gone.
 
   “Wait,” her voice came out as a strangled whisper. She lurched to her feet to throw herself at the door. Shouting for him to wait, but the door wouldn’t open to matter how hard she slammed her hand to the controls.
 
   All of the sudden it opened with a whoosh. Tarek stood there, imposing and immovable. Looking down at her with a gravity that made her throat close up.
 
   “This is our justice, little one.” he told her. His tone so gentle despite how big and gruff he was. Her bottom lip threatened to give a quiver.
 
   “Ohlen has claimed you as his mate. He goes to earn that right. You may witness what comes next, but understand it will be brutal. Ohlen chose to confine you here to spare you from it. From witnessing his beast claiming vengeance for its mate. I believe he wishes to spare himself your fear of him. Of thinking him a monster if you see him in such a state.”
 
    
 
   Andi stubbornly shook her head. Choked down her tears and lifted her chin to look up at the commander. She was angrier than she’d ever been in her life. She would not be denied the opportunity to see that piece of shit, who had ruined everything good and clean inside her and left only pain and filth behind, die.
 
   “If he’s going to kill Ethan, I don’t care if he changes into a fire breathing dragon. I want to see it happen.” she said it firmly. With conviction even though her bottom lip trembled. After a heartbeat, Tarek inclined his head and moved out of the way,
 
   “Then I will take you. Come.”
 
    
 
   Andi heard the sound of screaming long before they got to the barracks. It made her blood pound with eagerness. Eagerly needing to see what was being done to make such agonized sounds. She ran into the room where a monster was circling the already bleeding lump on the floor.
 
   The creature was beautiful in a, turn your knees to jelly, sort of way. Oddly enough, Andi wasn’t afraid. Not even when he roared and blood dripped from the fangs as long as her hand. Andi watched in horrified amazement as the enormous ginger and black beast, slashed and clawed at Ethan while he begged. While he screamed for mercy. Cried out in pain and bled on the floor.
 
   No one helped him.
 
   No one did anything.
 
   In a bit of a daze, Andi walked forward. Someone asked why nothing was being done to stop this. She paid them no mind. Fixated on the sight of the savagery unfolding in front of her. Fixated on the way the blood had splashed and spattered across the white floor. How it was starting to pool right there in front of her toes. She could feel the impact of the wet splat of blood across her skirt.
 
    Her heart pounded harder and harder. Until she worried it would pound right out of her chest to land at the beast’s furred feet. At Ohlen’s feet.
 
   Ohlen was the thing causing such carnage.
 
   Andi could hear Tarek speaking over the crunching of Ethan’s bones. Could hear his commanding voice, but not the words themselves. Not until one scream in particular made her shudder and break from the macabre trance she had fallen into.
 
   The beast that was Ohlen had bitten off Ethan’s left hand. The crunch of bone hideously loud. Andi felt a knot of ugly fear unravel in her chest at the sound.
 
   Ohlen brought it to her, carefully, purposefully depositing the severed appendage at her feet. Ethan’s left hand. The one that so often had knotted in her hair. Held her face against a wall. Closed around her throat until she passed out from lack of air. Covered her mouth and gripped her cheeks until his nails cut her skin.
 
   Ohlen brought her Ethan’s right hand. The hand that had torn her flight suits open. Grabbed at her breasts and cruelly twisted her nipples. Dug and scratched between her thighs until she bled. 
 
   Now they looked so harmless lying on the floor. Lifeless. Innocuous.
 
   Tarek’s voice rolled over her like cleansing water. Drew her from the numb contemplation of the dismembered hands. Made her check back into reality to notice the hulking beast was covered and dripping with Ethan’s blood. Standing right in front of her waiting. Staring at her with concern. 
 
   Ohlen. She reminded herself that the creature was Ohlen. She stared back at him. The yellow of his eyes bleeding slowly back to violet as his rage eased. His head tilted in an unspoken question. Whiskers twitching while he waited.
 
   Tarek’s words reverberated off the cavernous ceilings.
 
   “Your mate brings you the hands that harmed you. You are not expected to keep them. They are his promise that never again will any other hands touch you in harm. No other hands will cause you pain. No other hands will threaten you, not even his own. Whether you accept him or not, Andi of the Starsong, Ohlen is your mate and he will protect you always.”
 
    
 
   Her throat worked. She opened her mouth to speak but words wouldn’t come. Thankfully, her body reacted to her true desire. Andi reached out. Brushed her trembling fingers along one of Ohlen’s silvery whiskers. Testing the shape of the silky filament. Coming away with a crimson droplet of blood. 
 
   It was already cold. Already sticky. Wasn’t that odd?
 
   Ohlen’s tongue snaked out to clean her finger. The rough texture of it was startling enough for her throat to open up and a little sound to come out. She had expected his fur to be coarse or abrasive against her palms. To her surprise, it was fluffy. So soft that her hands sank into it like it was made of clouds.
 
   Andi was amazed by the thrill it brought. The thrill that such a powerful creature, one that stood eye level with her, would lower its head and press into her hands. She stroked his ears to the very end of the tufted tips. A purr vibrated from his blood-soaked muzzle. Andi swallowed thickly, licking her dry lips. 
 
   “You’ve pretty much shredded everything else. If it’s not too much trouble, could I have his heart too?” 
 
   Ohlen chuffed like he was laughing. After a quick lick to her hand, he spun away to pounce on Ethan. Ohlen positioned himself so that she wouldn’t see the heart being clawed and chewed out of Ethan’s chest. Allowed her to see only Ethan’s face. See the terror in his eyes as she watched the last few moments of his life. 
 
   A grotesque squelching sound was the last sound that came from Ethan’s body.
 
   After one good whack of his paw to what remained of Ethan’s corpse, Ohlen turned to come to her. Carefully laying down the red, oozing organ at her feet.
 
   It looked so normal. Not blackened or oozing toxic sludge. Not abscessed or half rotted away like she’d thought it would be. Andi picked up the hem of her dress and poked at the still warm, slightly rubbery feeling organ with her foot. Tempted to crush it under her heel, 
 
   “I thought it’d be black, or covered in festering sores or something.”
 
    
 
   Andi stepped over the gruesome tokens Ohlen had brought her and threw her arms around his furry neck. She didn’t even care that he was covered in blood. He made a weird sound in his throat, but she was too busy crying silently against his fur to identify it. He wrapped a leg around her and pulled her closer. Tucked his chin down over her back with a soft purr. She felt his body shift and begin to change. Not even the popping of bones and ligaments reshaping, or the weird slither of muscle reshaping under his skin, made her let him go. Soon it wasn’t a furred beast cradling her. It was an alien warrior with strong arms and a deeply comforting voice.
 
   “You will never fear this day again, my one. Let me take you to our quarters and wash away the last of your grief, please,” he whispered into her ear. Achingly soft. 
 
   Shaking with silent sobs like she was, all she could do was nod.
 
   It was over. She was free.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Three
 
    
 
   Ohlen walked naked and uncaring through the halls. Uncaring, because even covered in blood and gore, his mate clung to him. Clung as though at any moment she would be torn away from him. Her tears slid down his chest in a constant stream. If not for the nearly overwhelming scent of her relief, he would have been panicking.
 
   He walked into the lift with her. Kneading at her hair in an attempt to comfort her. Not sure how far he could push before she became uncomfortable with his touch.
 
   Andi’s tears had gentled by the time they reached his quarters. He asked if she wanted him to leave her be to cleanse and she shook her head almost violently. Digging her nails into his shoulders to keep him from putting her down. Had the circumstances been different, it would have made him smile. 
 
   He walked into the stall with her, murmuring his promise not to leave her. She allowed him to set her feet down and start the wash. Ohlen kept her curled close while the spray covered both of them. Andi shifted slowly from one foot to the other. Pulled her fingernails from his shoulders and moved her arms from up around his neck. Down to press her palms flat against his chest. Turned her cheek to his heart, one side then the other. He was bothered greatly by his inability to control the rigid length of his cock. Angry with himself for the pleasure he found in friction of his shaft against her soft belly. The material of her gown sensually chaffing his sensitive flesh.
 
   “If you are ill at ease with my nudity, I will remedy that immediately.”
 
   “I’m fine. I want to make sure the enzyme can get off all the blood.” she whispered.
 
   Ohlen made a soft sound. Relieved, thrilled by how she continued to allow his hands on her. He rubbed up and down her back. Massaged the enzyme into her dark hair.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   His guts twisted with regret. The human male’s punishment should have lasted far longer than it had. So great was Ohlen’s desire to destroy the despicable creature, he lost his control.
 
   “You need not thank me, my one. Not for that. I lost control. It was over too soon.”
 
    
 
   The wash ended and the warm currents of air whipped around them. Forestalling any reply she might have made. Once it was done, he reached down and scooped her up by the thighs. Carried her out towards the main room.
 
   “You haven’t eaten since yesterday.” he commented.
 
      Andi was already slender. Hardly any weight at all in his grasp. She hadn’t in fact eaten much of anything since she had come aboard.
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
      He touched a kiss to her shoulder and felt her stiffen slightly. He waited for her to tell him to stop. To his delight, she relaxed not long later,
 
   “You found my presence unsettling and wouldn’t speak to me, my one. I did what I had to, to ensure you were properly cared for.”
 
   “You were worried about me?” she was so surprised by this.
 
   It made his heart hurt. “Of course. I am still.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen set her down on the lounge at the end of his bed. Reaching for a blanket to lay over her lap and another to knot around his waist. Andi curled her legs up under the blanket while he typed in a request from the galley. Her lips rolled together. Teeth tugging nervously at the lush curves.
 
   Curves that enticed him after what he’d seen the commander and his mate doing in the temple. Ohlen had gone in to pray for guidance, interrupting an intimate moment between the two. He had inadvertently seen something that had made him insanely curious. Curious and aroused. Thoughts for later.
 
      “Why did you not stay at the observation deck?”  
 
   Ohlen reached for a soft skein of her hair, moved deliberately slow to give her time to withdraw, rubbing the silkiness of it between his fingers. Andi shook her head, not hard enough to pull her hair from his fingers and twisted her hands around in the blanket. Looking at her lap,
 
      “Because I’m not a good person and I wanted to watch him die. Listen to him screaming. I wanted to see him bleed.” 
 
   She jumped at the touch of his fingers on her cheek, but she didn’t jerk away. Her lashes fluttered. Rose to mee his gaze. To his amazement, the subtle fragrance of arousal wafted off her beautiful self. He swallowed the growl that filled his mouth.
 
      “How does that make you a bad person? He hurt you irreparably. It is only right that he be hurt all that much more. That you feel vindicated by it. I did not want you to watch and find a legitimate reason to fear me. More than you already do.”
 
   Her lips gave a little wobble as she turned her cheek into his touch. Leaned forward slightly towards him. Her body and her scent telling him without a doubt that she was comfortable in his presence. The relief was unimaginable. Andi sniffled. Scooting an inch or two closer to him. He held his breath to keep from doing anything to make her move away. 
 
   “You are the first person to have protected me like that, Ohlen. He’s dead and won’t ever touch me again. You made that happen.”
 
   “You are my mate, Andi. The only one I will ever have. I will allow nothing, no one, to harm you.”
 
   “I believe you.” she murmured. Blushing when he smiled back at her,
 
   “Good. May I ask you something?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “I happened to interrupt the commander and your lieutenant in the temple. They looked to be eating at one another’s lips and taking great enjoyment from it. I’ve never seen any of my people do this before. I can only assume perhaps it is a human proclivity. What is it?”
 
   Andi frowned at him for a minute. When she understood what he was asking, her eyelashes fluttered again. That sweet, intoxicating scent of her arousal once more perfuming the air between them.
 
   “Kissing.” she murmured. 
 
   Rolling her lips together as she smiled and scooted a little closer. Her breath caught when he rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. Pulled it free from her teeth to soothe the pressure of her bite. 
 
   “Later, when you have come to trust me with all of you. I would like to know this…kissing.”
 
   Before she could answer him, the alert at the door to his quarters beeped. “Wait here a moment, my one.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen came back with a tray filled with all the foods she had tried at least twice so far and set it on the small table in front of her. Offered her a quick smile when she stared at him in bewilderment.
 
    “Why does your commander always rub his nose along Clary’s?” she blurted. Hurriedly, as though she worried he would be displeased by her curiosity. He was very pleased to answer her. Beyond pleased, because she was speaking to him.
 
      “It is our way of showing affection, tenderness, and desire. Also to press a bit of our scent onto our mate’s skin.”
 
      “So, the Sarazen version of a kiss?”
 
   He tilted his head at her inquisitively. “Is that why humans kiss their mates?”
 
      “It’s what they say. I’ve um, never done it.” she looked away shyly.
 
    
 
   He moved back to kneel in front of her. Gave her time to pull away in case it frightened her. He brushed his nose up the length of hers, offering a soft rumble of sound meant to reassure and calm her. The sound he would only ever be able to make for her. For his mate. 
 
   Andi was very stiff at first. Stiff enough that he almost pulled back. He worried he had gone too far until she let out a slow, shuddering breath and relaxed. Allowing his caress. Leaning into his touch. He rubbed up the other side of her nose. Let his brow rest on hers, murmuring to prolong the sweetness of the moment. 
 
   “Then when you are ready, it will be ours alone. I need to dress. Eat.”
 
    
 
   Andi ate a third of what he desired her to, but she ate. She seemed to take amusement from him clearing the rest of the plates himself. Asking him where he put it all in a timid little voice. He was delighted by her continued inquisitiveness. His thoughts focused foremost on his body language, doing his best to give her time to watch him. To grow more accustomed to his nearness, now that she wasn’t suffering the immediate aftermath of watching her former tormentor, die an extremely painful death.
 
      She was exhausted emotionally. Ohlen could see her body beginning to wilt with the tiredness born of such relief. Such release. He suggested she move to the bed and the scent of her fear immediately flooded the room.  Her eyes rolled a little too wide, a little too white. He moved to crouch in front of her again and she flinched back. Then was mortified to have done so.
 
      “I’m s-sorry,” she stammered. Trying to get hold of herself. Instead of taking her hands or curling his arms around her like he desired, he wrapped his fingers gently around her ankle. Rubbed up and down the fine bones there with his thumb, 
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for, my one. The bed is all for you. I will sleep here.”
 
   Ohlen tried to use the gentlest tone he knew. Unfortunately, it still came out as somewhat of an order. She still recoiled. He could hear how hard her heart pounded. Raced like a frightened animal trapped within her chest.
 
      Andi looked at the lounge she sat on, then sideways at the bed. Looking anywhere but at him it seemed. She again licked the soft swells of her trembling lips. The need surged to taste such soft curves. To taste all of her. He restrained himself. Shoved his beast down and forced it to heel.
 
   “I’m smaller. I should take the couch. You’ll barely fit, and it’s your bed-” she murmured. Shuddered when he growled his displeasure,
 
   “It is our bed, my one. Where you will sleep, alone, until such time as you give permission for me to share it with you.”
 
      “But-“
 
   “No, Andi. Your comfort and well-being will always be my first concern. These quarters are ours until we reach Saraz. You need not ask permission to do anything within them. I will clean up our meal. You, get ready for sleep.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Andi woke up twice in the middle of the night. Her mind hemorrhaging every horrific moment spent suffering at Ethan’s hands. 
 
   The first time Ohlen woke her. She nearly fell off the bed with how fast her body moved. Lurching back purely out of instinctual reaction more than fear of Ohlen himself. Before he had gotten control of it and turned the lights on, she had seen his stricken expression. She calmed almost immediately and apologized to him. It had seemed only to make him angry, despite how gently he tucked her back in and lowered the lights again. Soothing her until she fell back to sleep.
 
   The second time she’d jolted awake, she didn’t go flying off the bed. Ohlen was already there in his cat form. One big paw on her shoulder to steady her. The ginger beast kneaded gently at her skin while he looked down at her. The concern plain on his feline face. His whiskers pulsed with the soft sound he made. Used his paw to pull her closer against his side. 
 
   “Sorry to keep waking you. Maybe I should sleep with the other women until my brain is done purging all this shit.”
 
   Ohlen chuffed, lowering his head to nuzzle against her cheek gently. Nudged and pushed her until she turned on her side. Giving him room to curl along her back. He threw his big furry leg over her middle until she was totally surrounded by his unbelievably warm body. Her bones vibrated with the soothing purrs he made for her.
 
   Andi fell asleep thinking about how silly it was that she was more comfortable sleeping with a seven hundred pound monster. One capable of chomping off hands and ripping hearts out with teeth and claws, than she was with his two legged form.
 
   She didn’t wake again from bad dreams. In fact, she had the best sleep of her life.
 
    
 
   Andi woke gently. No fearful jolt of adrenaline, no lingering nightmares. It took her a minute to acclimate because that hadn’t happened in…a very long time.
 
   Ohlen had moved from the bed and was sitting in a large chair beside it. Some kind of tablet in his hand, reading or doing work. The moment she shifted, his head came up. His blond hair shimmered in the rising lights.
 
   He was a fascinating study in contrast. Swarthy skinned, the tattoos alongside the long stripe of his hair, a dark bronze. Every Sarazen seemed to have those markings in varying colors. She wondered what they meant. His eyes were startlingly purple. Swirls of blue and violet. They reminded her of the first time she’d ever gotten to look out at the vast vacuum of space. The Aria had flown through a nebula when she was ten. She and the other orphans had been allowed up to the bridge to view it. It was her happiest memory.
 
    
 
   Ohlen’s face a work of art. The kind she might have spent hours sketching once, a long time ago. He was immense. Muscles packed on muscles on a tall, wide-shouldered frame. His hands were easily three times the size of hers. Though he probably could have crushed her skull in one hand, each time he had touched her, he had been flawlessly gentle.
 
      “Good rising, my one.”
 
   Those bright purple eyes of his sparkled. His voice a near tangible caress against her skin. It made her body break out in goosebumps. Made her lick her dry lips and shift in the bed to turn over to face him.
 
      “Good morning.” she managed to say back.
 
   Ohlen got up, moving from his chair to sit beside her on the bed. Held his hand out to her. Gave her the choice of whether or not she wanted to touch him. His smile grew when she set her palm in his. Brought her fingertips to his mouth to touch his that smile to her skin. A gentle, hesitant kiss.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   Her cheeks heated when she realized he was asking about her mental state after all the nightmares. Feeling? She was embarrassed. Mortified that she’d nearly kicked his teeth in when he’d tried to help her that first time.
 
   “Better. I’m so sorry,”
 
   “After what you witnessed me do, your fear and nightmares were not unexpected.”
 
   Andi stammered to try and explain. “I wasn’t…that’s not…” 
 
   He squeezed her hand gently and kissed it again. Andi felt that sweet, tender touch all the way down to her toes. This immense alien touched her with such gentleness. She wanted so badly to believe that he was exactly who he seemed to be. That he was a kind, gentle warrior who would never hurt her. But it was so hard.
 
   Terrifying.
 
      “You do not have to explain, my one. I am glad that you allowed my beast to comfort you. I will sleep beside you in my fur whenever it pleases you. You need only ask.”
 
   She nodded silently,
 
      “I have our morning meal waiting. I must go then to speak with the commander. Would you prefer to wait here or return to the barracks to join your people?”
 
      “Um, the barracks will be fine. Please.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Andi had thought that she needed some time away from Ohlen to get her head on straight. But the second he’d brought her down, the other women had scooped her away. Her anxiety had shot through the roof. The women tried to talk to her. Tried to get her to talk about how horrible it had been to see Ethan die like that. How scared she must have been with Ohlen after seeing him turn into that monster. The more they talked about him, the more agitated she got. Pacing back and forth. Constantly chewing on her nails. Counting her steps almost obsessively. Unable to focus or think of anything other than how much she would rather have been with Ohlen. Or even waiting for him in their suite.
 
   Their suite?
 
   Was she really already more comfortable there? Alone and away from her people, than she was down here in the barracks?
 
   Damn.
 
   She was.
 
   God! What was taking him so long? She had almost chewed her nails down to the quick by the time he got back. The door hissed open and revealed his big gorgeous body. Before Andi really knew what she was doing, she was running towards him.
 
      Ohlen seemed surprised but opened his arms to her anyway. Snuggled her close when she buried her face against his chest,
 
   “Are you well, my one?”
 
   Andi shook her head, feeling on the verge of a panic attack. Immediately he scooped her up and carried her down the hall. Away from the prying ears of the other women.  Ohlen ducked into an alcove and set her down. Brought his hands to cup her cheeks. The way he curled himself around her made her feel so safe. It made no sense at all. 
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   She fidgeted. “I don’t feel right. The whole time you were gone, I was…it was like I was having a panic attack.”
 
   Andi worried he would dismiss her worry. Tell her she was being silly or overly dramatic. He did neither of those things. He made a soothing sound, looking deeply into her eyes with all seriousness. 
 
   “And now?”
 
   “It’s better, but I don’t understand why it happened.”
 
   “Come. We will see Ga’rae together. I myself am feeling unsettled.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Four
 
    
 
   Ohlen took her down to the medical wing. Despite the unbelievable size of the medic, his manner was immediately soothing. Or maybe it was just the way Ohlen had set her down on the Sarazen sized table and smoothed his hand over her hair tenderly. Ohlen took his hand off of her only long enough for the scan to do its sweep of her body.
 
   Ga’rae grunted, tapping notes onto his little arm unit thingy. When he was satisfied, he looked up and smiled at her confidently.
 
   “Your scan is completely within normal limits. Your womb has successfully been regenerated. The damage to your bones and tissues repaired, and I note no abnormalities. The anxiety you feel is often experienced by mated pairs who are separated in the first few cycles of their joining. As your bond grows stronger, the anxiety will lessen.”
 
   Well, at least she wasn’t going crazy. That was good to know.
 
    
 
   Andi was amazed to have learned after her very first scan, ingesting Ohlen’s blood had resulted in her body being able to completely regrow, her uterus. Repaired the remodeled fractures she’d gotten from trying to fight Ethan off. Even the few burn scars she had from working down in engineering were gone. Like they’d never been at all.
 
   “But why? Why am I anxious and close to a full blown panic attack to not be with someone I barely know? No offense,” she murmured as an afterthought to Ohlen. He smiled at her gently and assured her none was taken.
 
   Ga’rae grunted again. Seemingly using that as his main form of communication. Or maybe a pause in between thoughts?
 
   “If you were a Sarazen by birth and gifted with a beast of your own, I would say that it is completely normal. Nature’s way of ensuring a mated pair remains together long enough to form a bond and create offspring. As you and the others are not Sarazen by birth, I can only say that it is the pheromones we produce for our mates affecting you. The primal part of your brain reacting as it associates health, home, and safety with that of your mate. Reacting positively to his presence and negatively to his absence. I predict that once actual mating occurs, this feeling will diminish.”
 
   It had certainly felt negative to not be with Ohlen. She struggled to accept that it was Ohlen’s pheromones that made her feel safe and calm around him, rather than his actual person. Andi thought hard about it while he picked her up off the table and guided her out.
 
    
 
   They walked quietly together through the white halls and Andi definitely felt safe with him. Which was a contradiction to every survival instinct she’d honed over the last five years.
 
   Ohlen was terrifyingly big. Terrifyingly strong. If he chose to take her against her will or hurt her, there would be no fighting back.
 
   Andi tried to reason with herself as to why she felt so safe with him. Knowing, having seen firsthand, how easily it would be for Ohlen to turn on her. He could shape shift into a four-legged creature capable of shredding a human body into so much meat. With claws that resembled black knives.
 
   On the other hand, as terrible as it sounded, having witnessed him take such brutal action on her behalf had endeared him to her like nothing else could have. The beast had claimed blood for her. Claimed vengeance. Then not long later that same beast had curled up around her in bed. Hugged her between those massive paws of his and purred tenderly for her until she’d slept. It was almost too much to take in.
 
   “Andi?”
 
    She blinked at the gentle touch of Ohlen’s fingertips on her jaw. She hadn’t noticed they had come to a stop in the hallway. Andi had totally spaced out on him. He looked down at her with concern plain in his eyes. She felt herself flushing with embarrassment. 
 
   “Sorry, thinking.”
 
   Ohlen nodded. Lifted his head towards the door to her left. “I would like to show you something if you are amenable.”
 
   He was so polite and courteous. So caring. She noticed him hesitating every now and then. Pausing thoughtfully before he made any sort of movement. Checking his body language to ensure she wouldn’t be surprised enough to withdraw. Ohlen managed to put her at ease by being observant and deliberate in everything he did or said. Taking care of her beyond the norm. 
 
   Maybe she didn’t need to over think this. “Of course.”
 
   His full lips kicked up at the edges. His eyes bright with a nearly boyish sort of eagerness. Ohlen waved his hand over the door led her inside.
 
    A large, warrior sized padded table dominated the otherwise empty room. She hugged herself a little tighter than she needed to, uncertain about what was going on. What this room was used for. It wasn’t as big as his cabin, perhaps half that size. Like most things on board it was a sterile white. Idly she wondered who the hell cleaned the ship and kept it so startlingly white. He shifted to touch the unit on his wrist. A few taps of his fingertips and the white walls disappeared to display a forest.
 
   A warm gust of air moved across Andi’s cheek. Startled, she reached up to touch her face. It had come from the wall to her left. She knew it was a wall, though now it seemed to be endlessly filled with trees. Trees with pale gold trunks and a wealth of red, orange and gold leaves. She looked down, the flat surface of the floor now having become green and spongy under her feet,
 
   “What is this?” she gasped. In awe of what she was seeing. He smiled at her wonder. It shone out from the gorgeous lavender of his eyes. 
 
    “Grass, my one. This is the forest I grew up in. Where I ran as a cub. It is only a holographic rendering, but-“
 
   “It’s beautiful.” she breathed. Interrupting his attempt to excuse the lack of reality. “I’ve never seen grass. Or trees. Or felt natural air on my face. No sunshine. Even holographic, this is the closest I’ve ever come to knowing what Earth might have been like. Thank you, Ohlen. It’s amazing.”
 
   He inclined his head. Swallowing audibly while she walked around the table. Andi was fascinated as she watched the wind rustle the leaves. Mesmerized by the way the colors flashed so brightly in the light.  The soft whistling sound of the air, strangely soothing.
 
   The forest melted away to reveal another image. Floor to ceiling glass windows looking out onto a stunningly beautiful mountain range. It was breathtaking. The mountain tops snowcapped, majestically stretching up towards the cloudy gray sky. Andi walked closer, forgetting it was a hologram as she set her palms to the windows. Feeling the coolness of the glass while she stared at the fluffy white clouds rolling along gently along.
 
   “Is this another place on Saraz?” she couldn’t look away. Watching the wind whip up flurries of snow. Sending them careening through the air in fantastic swirls.
 
   “Yes, my one. We could spend all day within this chamber. My intent, however, was to download information to you.”
 
   “Download information for me, you mean? Where?” Ohlen nodded to the black device sitting on the table top,
 
   “To you. Directly into the mind. This room is used for many things. Relaxation, mental refreshment and so forth. It is one of many on board. The primary squad leaders are typically the recipients. The primaries can then train all their warriors accordingly, using the same techniques and information. The program is not restricted to pre-programed military maneuvers. Anything the mind has learned, can be uploaded or downloaded into another person.”
 
    
 
   Andi was fascinated. It looked like some kind of ocular device. When she asked if the process was delivered through the eyes, Ohlen smiled at her like he was pleased.
 
   “Yes. I would like to give you the knowledge to fight.” she frowned at him. Wondering why he would want to give her that kind of knowledge. He didn’t keep her waiting for the answer for very long.
 
   “At the completion of the download, you will know how to incapacitate an enemy. Any enemy. You will still have to exercise. Build muscle and train. But it will feel like a memory you’ve carried since birth.”
 
   Andi struggled for an even breath. Shocked by the gravelly tone of his voice. The rage behind it. 
 
   He hurried to go on. “I do not anticipate you ever needing to use this information. You will never be alone or unprotected. I will always be there to rend anyone or anything who poses threat to you, into pieces. My intent is for you to feel safe. No matter who you are with or where you are. Never feel helpless or weak. Never afraid. Not ever again.”
 
    
 
   Tears pricked at Andi’s eyes. Her stomach hollowed out and she just stood there. Staring at this man, this alien, in total shock. She had never been given a gift in her life. Not one. Everything she’d had, she had scraped and fought for. What Ohlen was offering her, what he was giving to her, was an incomparable gift. She fell a little bit in love with him right then.
 
   He must have mistaken her expression for something other than shock and awe. His face hardened with disappointment. To see it made her stomach clench. Her mind instinctively wondering if he would become angry with her,
 
   “I did not mean to upset you, my one.”
 
   The knot of dread unraveled like it had never been. She pulled up what little courage she had and crossed the distance to him. Kept going until her face thunked right into his sternum. The musky scent of him immediately filled her nostrils. Unique to him and surprisingly comforting. So was the weight of his arms as they carefully curled around her. His palms rubbing gently up and down her spine, kneading at her hair.
 
   She loved the feeling of it. Was slightly terrified by how much she loved it. He didn’t say anything else. Patiently waiting, holding her close while she collected herself. He touched a feather light kiss to the top of her head. Purred softly to her. The sound vibrated in his chest, right under her ear, filling her with the strangest sense of relaxation. She nuzzled deeper into his tunic. Seeking more of his warmth. Wanting it to permeate her to the bones.
 
   “Will it hurt? The download?” she asked. Her voice muffled by his tunic.
 
   He immediately answered. “Of course not. Ga’rae has told me to make certain we go slowly. Perhaps a quarter of information at a time. There may be headaches afterward. I have already procured tonics to ease them just in case. I would never do anything to hurt you on purpose, my one. Not ever.”
 
    
 
   Andi stared sightlessly at the holographic vista. Analyzing the shocking realization that she believed him. Without question, she believed he would never hurt her on purpose. It made her throat burn. Made her slightly uncomfortable while at the same time put her at ease. She titled her head back. Setting her chin on his chest so she could see the deep purple of his eyes.
 
   Ohlen looked right back at her. Continuing to comb his long fingers through her hair. She marveled at the reaction of her body. She had been so certain she would never in her life ever want to have anything to do with a man, ever again. Yet here she was, feeling desire. Her fingers itched to trace his tattoos. To know what they meant. To touch him.
 
   “No one has ever given me a gift before.”
 
   His tawny brows pulled together with confusion. “Never?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” He turned his knuckles to her cheek. A tender caress both reassuring and sweet.
 
   “My parents died in an engineering accident when I was three months old. I was transferred to the Aria because they had more resources to offer an infant. I didn’t have anyone who would care enough to give me anything.”
 
   He stared down at her for several long minutes. His expression changing as he came to some kind of decision,
 
   “We do not have to do this now, my one. I only wished to offer you the choice.”
 
   Andi shook her head. Gave him a little squeeze,
 
   “I don’t want to be a victim anymore. If you have the tools to help me do that, I’ll use them.”
 
   His pupils expanded and contracted in a split second. A visual reminder that he was not at all human. She heard his throat work. Stayed still and enjoyed the sweet nuzzle of his nose on her brow.
 
   “May I lift you up onto the table? It is a bit of a jump for your small self.”
 
   Andi found herself laughing, “Everything is a bit of a jump around here. You Sarazens area gigantic.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen carefully scooped her up. Hugging her close for a few moments before he moved to lay her on the table. He even went so far as to carefully sweep her hair out from under her so she wasn’t laying on it.
 
   “Alright?” he asked gruffly. Like he knew he had just made her melt and was trying not to let on.
 
   She smiled at him. Beginning to believe under all that gruff warrior business he was a giant softie. He cleared his throat while reaching across her body for the ocular device.
 
   “If at any time you are uncomfortable, I will stop the download.” She gave a non-verbal acknowledgment and he frowned at her seriously. “Anything. If you experience even as much as a twinge of discomfort. I insist.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   He harrumphed. His fingers skipped over his wrist unit. Then over the surface of the goggles. Glancing at her in between each adjustment as though waiting for her to stop him. She watched him intently, admiring how handsome he was. Unable to keep from smiling when she noticed the tips of his ears turning the tiniest bit pink.
 
   Was he blushing?
 
   “There will be a pulse of light.” his voice was a bit hoarse, “Images will flow across the screen and I anticipate that it might feel strange. The download will begin almost immediately. Afterward, you will be exhausted. Your mind will need several hours of sleep to reboot and accept the download. I vow, you will wake in our bed, in our quarters. I will be at your side the entire time.”
 
   Andi stopped him from settling the goggles on her eyes with a touch of her hand. Immediately he removed them, frowning at her when she sat up. They were shoulder to shoulder now and she didn’t think. She just went with her instinct.
 
   She cupped his hard jaw in her palm. Feling not an ounce of scratchy stubble there that would chafe or abrade. Only smooth skin stretched tight over hard bone. The barest of pressure of her fingers and he tilted his head, her name on his lips. A careful question. She tasted the sound of it as she brushed her lips boldly across his. Felt his breath catch. She wasn’t an expert, but he followed her lead. Kept his kisses light and gentle despite how she could feel him quivering. She pulled back just far enough to see the violet of his eyes.
 
   “I’m safe with you. I believe that. I trust you.” The breath chuffed out of him. 
 
   “My one,” he murmured huskily.
 
   His body followed her when she lay back down. Jolting when she giggled, his ears turning an even darker pink. He gave himself a little shake before carefully settling the goggles over her head. At his questioning look, she nodded. Steadied to let him pull the alien device over her eyes. Nerves jangled, more from excitement than uncertainty. She blew out a deep breath, her cheeks warming when he took her hand in both of his and brought it to his mouth.
 
   “You may startle at the beginning of the program. Squeeze my hand if at any point you are frightened or uncomfortable.”
 
   Before she could properly process the feeling of his lips brushing against her skin, there was indeed a flash of light. Just like he said. It was bright enough to make her jump. A barrage of images followed the flash at an alarmingly dizzying rate.
 
    
 
   She blinked when she opened her eyes again. Expecting the sterile white room, or to have been surrounded by holographic trees. Not the familiar surroundings of Ohlen’s quarters. He was right there again. Sitting in a chair beside the bed with a tablet in his hands, frowning at whatever he was reading.
 
   The second she shifted under the sheets, his eyes were on her. His frown evaporated in favor of a stunning smile, “How are you feeling?”
 
   Andi licked her lips while she looked around the room. Her mouth so dry, she could feel her taste buds screaming at her for water.
 
    “Fine, what happened? Did it not work?”
 
   He chuckled and moved to sit beside her on the bed. He must have read her mind as he handed her a tall glass of water. 
 
   “The download was completed, my one. Yesterday.”
 
   “What? Yesterday? But I just lay down!”
 
   She reached up to touch her head. Instinctively searching for the goggles. She found nothing but her hair.
 
   “It was completed within three of your earth hours. You managed to smile at me when I took the goggles off, but then promptly fainted. I took you to medical to assure myself of your health and then brought you here. I had not anticipated such a reaction. I apologize.”
 
    
 
   She realized the reason he’d been telling her every step of the process wasn’t just to explain. It was to put her at ease. So she wouldn’t be surprised by anything. Andi stretched as she sat up, not flinching or cringing when he moved closer,
 
   “I take it since we’re back in your quarters, everything was within normal limits?”
 
   It took him a second to answer.
 
   “There were no abnormalities. The scans indicated your mind has accepted the data without issue. And…these are our quarters, my one. All that I am, all that I have now and in the future, belongs to you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Ohlen watched Andi struggle to understand. To accept what he told her. Watched her gnaw on her full bottom lip. Her lashes fluttered with her confusion as she shifted uncomfortably beneath the blankets.
 
   “Have I made you uncomfortable?” he asked. Praying for the day when their bond was strong enough to allow him to feel her emotions. Instead of catching the jumbled scent of them.
 
   “No. I’m just wondering why. I mean, you’re um, not exactly getting the prize of the litter with me.”
 
   Her lips rolled together as a shameful flush painted her cheeks. Waiting for what he assumed was his judgment. She did not understand her value. She saw herself as damaged or less than the others. Until their bond was truly formed, Andi would have no idea how truly precious she was to him. Ohlen reached for her. Slowly enough to give her time to push him away. Relieved when she so readily allowed him to draw her into his lap.
 
   Though she came to him without hesitation, he could still feel the fine threads of tension in her body. Scent her nervousness while he held her close for a moment. Let the sensation of her soft body in his lap, the ridiculously arousing press of her breasts against his chest, burn into his mind. Into his memories. This was the first time she hadn’t flinched from his touch out of habitual fear. It seemed like so small a thing, but to him it was monumental. He slid his fingers into her hair. Combed through the silky soft strands. Lifted them to his nose to inhale the sweetness of her unique scent.
 
   “You’ve been informed by your commander of how matings work among my people?”
 
    
 
   “She explained that you’re ah, older than us.” Andi murmured. “That you mate only once and only to one woman. There were a lot of other details. In all honesty, I was a bit fixated on being invisible, as I’m not the sort of woman a warrior should have for a um, wife. Mate.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen’s beast snarled and slashed at his insides to hear her speak of herself that that way. With the total belief that it was true. He wanted to roar at her that she was wrong. Struggled to not let his fury for a dead man overtake his tone.
 
   “Your past is just that, my one. Your past. We make our own future now. I see you, Andi. All of you and you are my solace after so long alone. Without doubt, you are more than I had ever imagined. More than beautiful, more than brave, more-“
 
   He was forced to stop talking because Andilifted her lips to his again. Trembled in his hold when he growled softly. But she didn’t pull away. He followed her lead for now. Content to learn this mating dance of mouths that she called, kissing. More than content to learn the soft, sweet curves of her lips. To discover what made her shiver. What made her breath catch. What made her fingers dig into the muscle of his arms and hold on tight.
 
   Ohlen tried to situate her so that his cock wasn’t digging into her thigh so obviously. Another sound was pulled from him when his Andi wound her arms around his shoulders to stay right where she was. He could scent her desire, the soft fragrance of it intoxicating. He could feel her uncertainty despite her boldness. The white hot curl of her tongue across his lips was tentative but no less potent. It took every ounce of willpower he had not to pounce on her and devour her, one lick at a time. It was akin to torture, easing away before he lost control or took over. Before he took more than he should.
 
   “I see now why my commander was so enraged when I happened to disrupt his time kissing his mate.”
 
   The flush on her cheeks darkened. Her eyes sparkled with shyness. Her stomach gave a hungry rumble.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she gasped with embarrassment.
 
   He chuffed at her. Kissed her again softly as he knew how and nuzzled at her soft cheek. “It is no wonder you hunger, my one. You have been asleep for a full cycle. Come.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen took her to what she’d started calling ‘the Media Room,’ for the next four days. Each time he explained the next step of the download process. What she might experience and where she would be when she woke up. Because of her reaction after the first download, he was adamant about taking her to the medical bay immediately after each session. Ensuring she suffered no adverse reactions.
 
   The second download completed, Andi opened her eyes to see Ohlen right beside her, his hand stroking down over her head. As soon as Ga’rae had cleared her to leave, Ohlen carried her back to their suite. Kept her cuddled close to his chest the entire way. As though she needed to be handled with the utmost care. The third time had been the same. So had the fourth. 
 
   The fifth time Andi opened her eyes, she found herself curled up on the bed in their quarters.
 
   Ohlen was kneeling beside her holding one of her hands in his. Just looking at her. She felt the rhythmic sweep of his thumb brushing tenderly back and forth over her pulse. He had the oddest expression on his face. It wasn’t an expression that scared her. Waking up to Ohlen being so close didn’t scare her either. It was more that whatever emotion he was feeling, allowing to show on his face, made her stomach flip. Churn with a mix of uncertainty and shyness.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she murmured.
 
   Half afraid if she spoke louder than a whisper, he would let go of her. More and more his cautious, mindful touches were becoming addicting. They warmed her. Comforted her. Even soothed her. Made her feel safe. His lips curved up at the corners. A hint of a smile filled his eyes until they shimmered in the low light. Like fire through amethyst.
 
   “Nothing is wrong, my one. I was simply waiting for the moment you woke. I am swiftly becoming addicted to watching you wake. The first time, for just a heartbeat you seemed frightened. Then you caught sight of me and you calmed. I was determined to be within your range of vision each time you woke after that. It is a lovely thing to see. Your eyes are almost black when first they open. Though the more alert you are, the brighter they become. Until they are almost golden brown. I hope, one day, I can convey to you the depth of my amazement. To know that for the rest of my days, I will wake and see this beautiful miracle, each morning.”
 
   Ohlen said things like that to her and for a few breath-stealing moments, she didn’t know how to respond. It made her shamefully uncomfortable. Wondering how he could stand to look at her when he knew, had heard from her own mouth, every appalling admission she’d made to Clary about what Ethan had done to her.
 
   How Ohlen could still think she was…a beautiful miracle?
 
   He had treated her with the utmost care and respect. More so than any other man she had ever met in her life. It made her chest hurt to know that this fascinating, unbelievable creature, was stuck with her. She wished she had met Ohlen before Ethan had ever sullied her. Back when she was still clean and maybe…
 
   “I have upset you. Forgive me. I should not yet speak so frankly with you.” Ohlen’s toneless retreat jerked her out of her thoughts.
 
   Andi clenched her hand around his. Hating how the smile died from his eyes. How he retreated from being so open and honest with her. The brightness in his eyes replaced with emotionless blankness. She sat up and reached out with a shaking hand. Pushed a strand of his fair hair from where it had fallen across his brow. Scooted closer so she could tuck it back into the thick braid down the center of his head. 
 
   Her heart gave a dizzying flop when he turned his face into her touch. His lashes fell to half-mast with a little huff of air. Like he was starved for every brush of her skin against his.
 
   “It’s not that. I’m not upset because of how you speak to me. I just…I just wish I’d met you five years ago. When I’d have felt like I was worthy to be called a beautiful miracle. To be honest, I don’t understand how you can bear to touch me and feel anything but disgust.”
 
   Ohlen’s lashes snapped up to her show the way his eyes darkened. How his pupils shot up vertically in reaction to her embarrassed murmur. Andi swallowed thickly. Unable to help the shiver that rippled through her. He towered over her when he stood up. Kept hold of her hand as he took a step backward.
 
   “Come here to me, my one.” his voice was tight and low. A barely audible growl.
 
    
 
   He didn’t tug on her hand or make her follow him down into the chair. He waited for her to decide what to do. After an uncomfortable moment, Andi untangled herself from the bedsheets. Picked up the skirt of her dress and folded herself up onto his strong thighs. Shivering again when he closed his arms around her. He lay his cheek on her hair. His palm having cupped her head to keep her tucked in against his shoulder. He still said nothing.
 
   The total lack of pressure to speak was enough to have her releasing a huge sigh. Allowing her to selfishly take every bit of comfort from his body that she could. Every bit of warmth. Every single bit of safety that comfort and warmth brought her. For the longest time, Ohlen just cuddled her close and let her have that. His chest moved with slow, deep breaths. His nose rooted gently through her hair. When he spoke she could feel the vibration of his words move through her entire body. Feel them in her bones.
 
   “I will not lie to you, my one. Not ever. I feel rage, unlike anything I’ve ever known when I think of what you suffered. Look at me,”
 
    
 
   Andi swallowed thickly to gather her courage. Obediently she tilted her head back to look into his inhumanly handsome face. His hand, his fingers that hid claws sharp enough to shred skin like paper, brushed over her cheek with the softest of caresses.
 
   “Not one moment of what you were forced to endure lessens your value to me. I cannot express to you the true depth of my feelings because I have not the words to describe them. I have never known them before. Disgust is what I feel towards the crew of your ship. The ones who knew what was happening and did nothing to help you. Not towards you, or for you. I wish our bond were developing faster. You would be able to sense and feel the truth of my words. Feel as I feel. Know what is in my heart. I am a warrior, my one. I have few words to properly express my emotions. For that, I am deeply sorry.”
 
   He was quiet for a moment. Visibly struggling to put his feelings into words. She was so blown away by the ringing honesty in his voice, even if she’d had something to say at that point, she wouldn’t have been able to say it.
 
   “When I look at you, I am not disappointed by the god’s choice for me. You are brave. Stronger than I believe you give yourself credit for. A survivor. You are…you are everything. All that you are now belongs to me. As all that I am now belongs to you.”
 
   He spread his hand over her chest. Over her heart. The corner of his lips kicking up in a brief smile.
 
   “I will cherish you always. Just as you are. The only regret will be that I had not found you and been able to protect you sooner. As for your disbelief in my ability to touch you and not feel disgusted? I crave your touch. Crave it like food to sate a millennia of starvation. I have been on this warship, surrounded by brothers in arms, and I have felt alone for every single one of those days. I vow to you that were you to permit me, I would never allow your feet to touch the deck. So great is my desire to hold you and feel your heart beating in time with mine.”
 
    
 
   Andi still didn’t quite believe that deep down, somewhere, he wasn’t repulsed by her. But for a guy who claimed to not be able to adequately express his feelings, he did an amazingly eloquent job of it. If it got any better, she would have been sobbing. She sat curled up in his lap. Finding the weirdest sort of peace inside herself.
 
   Andi had a flash of memory from her childhood. Sitting in a corner of engineering with a stolen pad of paper and a stubby stick of charcoal. Drawing a planet under the red lights of the reactor core. A planet where she would have a home. Maybe a family. She remembered drawing trees and mountains, a castle. All the things a little girl alone would dream of having for herself. 
 
    “Someday, this will all be over. It will be worth it. I’ll have a home. Somewhere I belong and it will be worth it.”
 
   Her six year old self had been right. Every horrible moment had been worth it. Worth the suffering, just to experience this one shining moment. Sitting here curled up in Ohlen’s arms. Feeling his warmth. Feeling like she had a place to belong now. The promise of a home with trees and mountains. A family. 
 
   She twisted to hug his unbelievably broad shoulders. Clung to him for dear life. Moved to tears by the tender way he palmed her hair and rested his lips on her throat. By how purred a soft, alien sound, just for her.
 
   “Every moment I had to wait for this. For you. It was worth it, my one.”
 
   Ohlen whispered the words to her like he’d read her mind. Calling her his one with such reverence she fought not to break down into a sobbing mess. Instead, she held onto him. Onto the belief that all she’d been through, all she’d endured, had led to this. To him.
 
    
 
   Six
 
    
 
   Three days later, Andi sat at the large table with the rest of the human crew. Her body ached from the rather grueling strength training sessions Ohlen had set for her. He had offered her tonics to help her muscles regenerate faster, but after so long of feeling nothing but dead inside, she somewhat welcomed the proof of her exertions.
 
   The media room two decks up was equipped with a running track. Within the holographic walls, Ohlen took her hiking through mountains. Jogging alongside rivers. Running through the forests of his home. Several times he’d had to end the program to get her to stop because she was so eager to see more.
 
   “You are in adequate physical shape, my one.” He’d told her seriously, “But not so good as to run, climb or swim for hours on end. Not yet. We are building your strength. Not attempting to cripple you.”
 
   Every day, she was growing more and more accustomed to his towering presence at her side. Accustomed to waking up to find him sitting in that same chair. Waiting for her to wake up with a little smile on his handsome face. She could feel that fragile thing he called a bond beginning to take root and grow inside her. Like the most delicate electrical filament sending sensations and insights into her mind. Into her heart, directly from Ohlen’s.
 
   She was beginning to feel him, like a warm buzz behind her eyes. A comfortingly constant pressure.
 
    
 
   A second warship had come into proximity of theirs. Another Sarazen vessel authorized to seek out what remained of the humans, if any, and bring them back to the Sarazen home-world. The commander of the second ship had asked to stop and allow his warriors a chance to see if any of the human women were potential mates.
 
   The human women had agreed to that yesterday. Cautiously agreed, but agreed all the same. Agreed because of the way Commander Tarek treated Clary. How Ga’rae treated Gwen. How Falken handled prickly Cassie with such patience. Mostly she’d been told that they had agreed, because of how caring Ohlen was with her.
 
   So now sitting here with the crew, listening to Clary explain in pained, angry details about the Sarazen Breeding Festival. It felt like someone had reached inside her and torn out that fragile bond by the roots. Wires sparking and sizzling as they tried and failed to connect.
 
   Fear surged. Turning the warmth Andi had gathered to insidious black ice. Freezing her straight through as she listened to the detailed explanation of just what was going to happen to them at this festival. What was expected of her. Of the other human mates. They were to be brought to one of the forested planets. Put somewhere far away from their mates. Separated and expected to find one another via scent, in the midst of thousands, hundreds of thousands of other people. Other Sarazens. Half of the alien race able to shift into the predatory creatures she had seen Ohlen become. The others only able to morph into a half shape.
 
   A hunt. And they were the prey.
 
   Her heartbeat thudded against her ribs, like fists banging on a door. The sound of her breathing so loud in her ears it was almost all she could hear. Voices of her people surged around her. Angry, frightened, upset. The sound filtered as though coming from another room.
 
   Andi sat there as horrifying flashes of what it might be like ran across her sight. Ohlen had shown her the forests on Saraz in the holo-room. Shown her the kind of place that they would be brought for the festival. Trees so thick the canopy blocked out the sunlight. Trunks so wide thirty warriors could have circled the base and still barely been able to touch fingertips. Primordial. Terrifying.
 
   Ohlen had shown her the forests he had grown up in as a feral cub. Told her about his life in the wake of his family’s death. Alone until he’d been found by a warrior training in his territory. The male had taken him in, trained him and brought him up to become a warrior. Ohlen had humbly told her about how he’d risen through the ranks quickly. Been promoted time and again, until he had been handpicked by Tarek. Given the prestigious honor of serving aboard the First warship. Ohlen had told her what it had meant to him. What an honor it had been for him, clanless and without pedigree or status to elevate him to such heights. To be given such a place among the elite on his skill alone.
 
   Not once in those late night conversations had anything been mentioned about a Breeding Festival. Not once while Ohlen held her in his lap among the holographic trees, or the holographic mountains, had he mentioned anything about a hunt.
 
   How could he not have told her? Why hadn’t he told her?
 
   Andi jolted when Cassie slammed her hand town on the table top. Andi’s pulse was racing so hard it was choking her. She listened as Cassie explained that Falken was at this time, unwilling to answer her demands to speak to him.
 
   The ringing in her ears ebbed enough for her to hear Gwen try to contact Ga’rae, and get told to not bother herself. He was busy updating the medic from the other ship about human physiology. Gwen’s shrieking at him finally drew her out of her shaken stupor. Just in time to notice every one of the human crew looking expectantly her.
 
   It took Andi a moment to realize what it was they were expecting.
 
   Her fingers trembled while she touched the wrist unit Ohlen had given her the other day. Her delight and fascination with the piece of technology had made him smile so brightly. It had felt like tangible heat on her skin. Now, all she could feel was coldness. 
 
   “Ohlen?”
 
   Her voice shook with weakness. Made her feel like all the progress she had made in the last few days to overcome her fear, had all been for nothing. Ohlen answered immediately, much to the other women’s displeasure. 
 
   “Yes, little one?”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about the hunt?”
 
   There was a beat of silence from him. Andi could almost hear him frowning, but she couldn’t feel it like she might have only hours before.
 
   “What hunt?”
 
   She took a deep breath, forcing herself to speak her fears. Hoping that he wasn’t going to shoot her down and deny her his presence like the others had with their women.
 
   Sick as it was, she was so scared she could barely think. If he told her it was a mistake, she would believe him. Believe him if he told her that there had been some kind of misunderstanding.
 
   “The breeding festival.” Andi rasped hoarsely, “Why didn’t you tell me that you were going to leave me alone in a forest full of predators and hunt me like an animal?”
 
   He didn’t even hesitate. Not one second passed before he responded.
 
   “I am coming to you now.”
 
   Gwen and Cassie scowled, but Cassie reached over and squeezed her hand with a huff.
 
   “It’s the delicate tone of your voice. He can’t resist it.”
 
   Andi managed a weak laugh, looking around at the crew still seated around her, 
 
   “I’ll get what I can,”
 
   Cassie snorted and confidently told the entire table that by tomorrow morning, they’d have the full tale.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   All eyes swung to Clary. Her posture so rigid it was clear she was fighting to stay upright.
 
   “I understand if you no longer have confidence in me to lead our group. In all honesty, I think the lot of you were crazy to pick me. Not even a good two weeks in, and I’ve failed.”
 
    
 
   Andi sat and watched the others deliberating. Watched the suspicion that was clear on the faces of the men, the anger, and distrust. The fear on the women’s. The betrayal Gwen tried to hide behind her anger. The hurt Cassie held close to her like an impenetrable shield to protect her secretly tender heart.
 
   “These guys have an agenda,” Tara said. She was one of the other engineers Andi knew in passing from their time aboard the Aria. Andi liked her well enough. Had always been envious of her air of confidence. The strength that hadn’t attracted anything but respect.
 
   “It’s not your fault they didn’t tell you what it is. The big guy in charge made it clear when Andi’s cat came for Ethan, we might have potential mates among their kind. Doesn’t mean we have to accept them. He was pretty clear on where they stand about harming women. Could be bullshit. And while I’m pissed that I agreed to this, I agreed. I for one am blaming no one but them for treating us like ignorant children. Cept for Andi’s cat. Seems to legitimately give a shit. I’m still down for letting you take the lead. You don’t bullshit us.”
 
    
 
   The women shared Tara’s sentiment. Andi shared it too. Clary’s shoulders slumped a little. From relief or disappointment Andi wasn’t sure. The ache in her chest, the feeling of a huge weight crushing down on her breastbone, was making it difficult to breathe.
 
   Ohlen suddenly came bursting into the common room. He looked at no one but her. Crossed the room in ground eating strides right to her and dropped to his knees at her side. His growl of displeasure brought goosebumps to her skin. He brushed away the tears she hadn’t realized were sliding down her cheeks. Only she, Clary, Cassie and Gwen understood what he said. No doubt the others got the conviction behind it from his tone. She certainly felt it vibrating through her body.
 
   “I will never, leave you alone.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Seven
 
    
 
   Ohlen scooped her up from her chair. Held her tucked protectively under his arm as he guided her out. Andi clung to him, to the heat of him, because she worried the ice burrowing deeper inside her would make her bones shatter if she took one wrong step. The trip to their quarters seemed like it happened in the blink of an eye. She was so disoriented and off balance that she didn’t notice. Andi was shaking when he pushed her down onto the lounge. Freezing one minute, burning hot the next. She struggled to draw in a full breath, the weight on her chest getting heavier and heavier.
 
   Ohlen knelt in front of her. His chest pressed to her knees while he rubbed his thumbs into the center of her palms. He frowned, looking at her as though he was trying to see into her heart. After a minute his chin jerked back like she’d punched him. His eyes pinned her to the seat,
 
   “I can no longer sense the warmth of your presence. No longer feel you, here.” he pressed her hands to his chest,
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered.
 
   “Of the festival?”
 
   She nodded and his lips pressed into a tight line,
 
   “It was not born of deception, my one. I vow it to you. I wished only to give us enough time to grow closer before I told you of something I thought would frighten you. To cause you to turn away from me.”
 
   Andi wanted to believe him. A small part of her did, but her fear at having been blindsided with this was overwhelming.
 
   “Explain it to me, now.”
 
   There was more demand in her tone than she would have expected from herself. Ohlen seemed slightly surprised by it too, but he answered regardless.
 
   “By our laws, for our mating to be recognized, we must find one another among the chaos of so many others.”
 
   “That’s it? Just find one another?” that sounded far too easy.
 
   Ohlen’s hands pressed hers harder to his chest. “It is difficult. The scents of the trees, of so many others, muddies the scent. Our beasts are drawn by the scent of our mates having hit their fertile time. As it only happens twice in our solar year, it is exceedingly rare that we come across them before or after the festival. To be lawfully recognized, we must locate our mate and return together. Bonded.”
 
   “Bonded in what way?”
 
   Andi plainly saw the uncertainty cross his features. Plainly saw his discomfort. She wasn’t stupid. It wasn’t called a Breeding Festival for no reason. She could guess what it meant, but she wanted to hear him say it.
 
   “By the end of the festival, we must have bonded sexually.”
 
    
 
   The heat that had washed over her faded back to insidious cold. Did a rapid flash between making her feel clammy with cold sweat and then burning hot. Her skin itched and crawled with how quickly panic swarmed through her. It was so intense that she had to force herself to get up. To move before she started clawing at her own flesh in an attempt to make that crawling sensation stop.
 
   “Andi, I have no intention of bringing you to this season’s festival.”
 
   Her panic gave way to an unbearable shame. To hear him tell her he didn’t want to take her to this festival? Didn’t want to bond with her? It was excruciatingly painful. Andi paced, clutching at her stomach as cramps of anxiety and embarrassment twisted through her. 
 
    It was completely irrational. The thought of being hunted through an unknown forest, surrounded by strangers, made her feel sick. That Ohlen didn’t want her bonded to him, made her feel desolate. Like he’d been lying to her when he’d told her that her past no longer was of concern. That it didn’t change how he felt about her.
 
   “Andi, my one, please. I would never subject you to the festival knowing how much it would frighten you. I will wait a hundred festivals more if that’s how long it takes for you to grow to care for me. To trust me. Trust that I would not hurt you or force anything from you.”
 
    
 
   The taste of blood filled her mouth. She must have bitten into her lip to hold back the burning pain in her chest. Her joints burned like someone was taking a blowtorch to them. Wrenching muscle and ligaments until she dropped to the floor with a scream. Writhing and kicking, shrieking in agony when Ohlen tried to touch her. She gasped for air as she panicked. Tasting blood and bile. Convulsing on the floor while he tried to hold her down. Tried to keep her from breaking into a million pieces.
 
   “LOOK AT ME!”
 
   His roar made her bounce and writhe. Surprise jolted her out of the fight she waged to make the pain stop. She sobbed, her sight blinded by tears. Ohlen was right there to wipe them away, holding her face in his big hands. He was steady, his eyes were steady. Beacons to hold her to the ground while the world was twisting and reshaping around her. Streams of red and yellow flashed across her vision. Made her wince with the brightness,
 
   “Andi, my one, focus. Look at my face. Hear me. I need you to breathe,”
 
   “Can’t,” she choked out. Clawing at her throat until he took her hands and made her stop.
 
   “You can. You will. Do as I say. Breathe, Andi. Now.”
 
   The demand for her obedience rang like a bell. A miraculous cue for her airway to open. Just enough to suck in a desperate gasp of air. Ohlen praised her, commanding that she take another breath. Then another until it didn’t feel like she was being suffocated. She could barely hear him for the roaring in her ears. The pounding beat of her heart, racing erratically, banging against her ribs hard enough to bruise.
 
   “What…what’s happening to me?” she whimpered. Groaning when her spine bent back at an impossible angle,
 
   “An unimaginable miracle, my one. I can smell my beast on your skin.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You are changing, little one. Somehow you have taken part of my beast inside you. She is trying to come out now. I beg of you, please Andi. Do not fight this. Allow her to come and the pain will ease.”
 
   “Ohlen, make it stop! Please make it stop!”
 
    
 
   Eight
 
    
 
   Andi shrieked and began to writhe again. Her pain so great it was impossible for him not to feel it. His eyes burned, helpless to do anything but hold her steady so she didn’t snap her own spine. She begged him to make it stop. Begged him. He would have given his life to spare her from such pain. But however this had happened, he knew there was no stopping it. If she fought it much harder, she would die. Right here on the floor of his quarters. In his arms. He forced himself to steady. To be calm as her emerging beast could likely smell his fear. That smell would only make her beast fight that much harder.
 
   “Listen to my voice, Andi.”
 
   She choked out a sob, twisting, fighting to get free of his hold on her. It devastated him that he was forced to pin her to the floor. Even to help her, he hated it. There was no alternative. He was not willing to risk her death.
 
   “You have taken part of me inside you. Part of my beast. You feel claws raking at your insides. Fur where there ought not to be fur. You hear roaring in your ears. You fight that thing inside you because you are brave. Because you are strong. Because you are afraid. I vow it to you on my soul, on our bond, you have no reason to fear.” 
 
   Andi keened. A ragged sound of pain that sliced him deeper than any blade ever could have done.
 
   “Hurts,” she sobbed.
 
    Her mouth was stained with blood from where four delicate little fangs had pushed through her gums. Shredded her soft lips.
 
   “I know, I know it does. I remember your pain. I remember your fear. I promise you, it will end. I will not leave you until it does. I’m here, I’m right here, I will never leave you alone.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen watched in horrified fascination as her dark eyes brightened. Shimmered as her beast rolled close to the surface, pulling her pupils up into vertical slits.
 
   She was doing it.
 
   She was going to change.
 
    It took all his control, all his ability to stay steady. To not let his emotion fill his voice or alter his scent. To not allow his fears to influence her beast as it struggled to come forward.
 
   “Listen to my voice. Breathe. Feel her moving inside you. She fights and claws inside you because you fight back. She needs out, little one. Let her go. Let her come and the pain will stop.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen had never in his life felt such honor.
 
   The moment Tarek had commanded him to take his place among the warriors aboard the First Warship? Didn’t even come close to this. To this moment where he saw the trust Andi had come to feel towards him, shine in her changing eyes. He scrambled past the emotion choking him to describe the sensations he remembered from his first change to her. Told her what he had felt. What she might feel. How the change would happen,
 
   “When it is over, I will carry you down to medical and Ga’rae will give you something to ease the soreness. Your body will hurt. Your muscles sore from having been forced to accommodate your new shape. We will rest together when it is over. I will be right here to guide you into changing back to your small self. Everything will be alright. Let her go, Andi, give her to me.”
 
   He saw, scented, the wave of calm that swept through her. The pinched lines of pain around her eyes softened as she relaxed into the change. He let her move. Let her roll to her hands and knees. Breathless as he watched her spine round. Heard the bones popping and shifting into place while she moaned as though relieved. He fell back on his ass in total shock to see the crystal color of her claws that shot from her fingertips. Dug into the floor, slicing through the indestructible metal, clawing furrows into it as though it were loose earth.
 
   It was over faster than he had thought possible. The result was not the half form of their females he had expected. She had shifted completely into a sleek black beast. A beast with a fluffy black tail and barely detectable spots dotting her unbelievably soft pelt. Andi lay on her side, her whiskers pulsing as she panted from the exertion. Muscles twitching as her body adapted to its new shape.
 
   “Ga’rae,” Ohlen croaked the call into his wrist unit. His hand shaking while he stroked the length of Andi’s furred body,
 
   “Not now, warrior!” Ga’rae sounded panicked. His shout terse enough to give Ohlen pause.
 
   “My mate, Andi, has just shifted into a fully formed Sarazen beast.”
 
   There was a heartbeat of silence. A pause long enough to make him wonder perhaps if there was something of greater importance happening than this. Though how anything could be more important…
 
   “Her status?” Ga’rae demanded. Ohlen shook his head. Licking his lips when she made a pitiful little sound. Rolling her dark eyes up to him. Eyes ringed with the brightest purple.
 
   His purple. The purple of his eyes. “Alert, alive.”
 
   “My female, Tarek’s and Falken’s all are in the process of the same. Andi shifted. Fully shifted?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Bring her to medical, now. A team is waiting for you.”
 
    
 
   Andi moaned when he slid his arms under her. He winced in sympathy. Murmured his apology to her, hurrying as fast as he could without jostling her. Warriors stopped to stare in the hall but wisely got out of his way. Just as Ga’rae had ordered, a team of medics waited with the scanner situated over an empty table. Andi shivered, curling into a little ball when Ohlen stepped back to allow the scanner to move over her. Whiskers pulsing with the fear he could smell wafting from her.
 
   “Andi, I’m right here. Relax and allow the scan to move over you.”
 
    
 
   It took some coaxing, but she uncurled and lay flat as the medics instructed her to do. Just as her scan was completed, Tarek, Ga’rae, and Falken rushed in carrying their mates. All three of the human females, fully formed, gorgeous little beasts. Ga’rae began barking out orders, demanding reports. Never moving farther than arm’s length from the sleek gray beast that was his mate. Ohlen bent to touch his brow to Andi’s. Rubbed his cheek against hers. Smiled when she rumbled softly at him. He kneaded his hands into her muscles. Buried his fingers deep into her pelt,
 
   “You are without doubt, on two legs or four, the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen.” His little mate chuffed an affectionate sound. Weakly lifted her nose to bump his cheek, 
 
   “Breathe deep and feel it with your new senses. Test the truth of my words.”
 
   She did, her ribcage lifting as she drew in a breath and held it. Another content little rumble rolling from her muzzle,
 
   “Never have I felt such honor as this. Thank you, my one, for trusting in me.”
 
    
 
   He looked up when one of the other females made a snarling sound of discontent. Ga’rae focused on his mate while instructing the warriors and him, on the protocol they would follow. What they would do until such time as sufficient data could be collected to explain this miraculous transformation. 
 
   Brennaugh arrived. His demand to know why his warriors were being kept from their mates cut short when he saw the four human females in their new forms. Lying weak from the change on the medical tables. Ohlen stayed folded over Andi. Unable to keep his hands from learning her new shape. Tracing the circular pattern of her spots. Imagining she would melt into the darkness and be all but invisible to an untrained eye. 
 
   He looked up from his fascinated study of his mate at Gwen’s snarl. Saw her ears flatten to her skull when Ga’rae told her it was impossible for her to shift back into her human form so soon.
 
   “Your beast will not allow it and you do not possess the control it will take to change so soon.” Gwen’s lips peeled back to show her mate her teeth and she barked a sound at Clary.
 
   Andi lifted her head to watch. Even he could feel a charge ripple through the air. Every warrior present watched the commander’s mate close her eyes. Tuck her chin down to her chest and roll her body, her shoulders. Flexed her paws and slowly, her white fur receded, her shape changed. Morphed until a nude female knelt on the exam table, panting with exertion.
 
   “You were saying?” Clary said defiantly and promptly fainted.
 
   Ohlen jolted out of his open-mouthed shock when Andi moved beneath his hands. She trembled. Rolled to her belly and groaned. Oh no.
 
   “Andi, please. Don’t be stubborn and try to change back so soon.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen was not above begging, but she completely ignored him. Eyes closed. Only the tip of her agile tail twitched back and forth to show her concentration. Her silky black fur fell away and left her naked in her tiny human form on the table. She looked up at him, her eyes cloudy with pain and said, “Ow,” before those glorious eyes rolled back and she fainted too.
 
   “Scan her, quickly,” Ga’rae ordered from across the room. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nine
 
    
 
   -When you wake, it will be in my arms. I vow it, my one.
 
    
 
   The deep voice moved over her. Pulled her up from the darkness of unconsciousness. Andi blinked. Streams of orange, red and yellow dominating her sight. Another blink and the unfamiliar room she was in came into perfect focus. She was incredibly warm. Felt a strange tingling on her skin and looked down it to see she was submerged up to her chin in some kind of pink goo,
 
   “Andi.” 
 
   The wealth of relief in the familiar voice made her tip her head back. Smooshing her head into the goo. A smile pulled her lips up when she met Ohlen’s gaze. She watched the worry in his expression melt away. Replaced with the same relief she’d heard in his tone. He was sitting in the pink goo with her, holding her tightly.
 
   “Hi.” she croaked. 
 
   Wondering why her throat hurt. Why it hurt to speak or smile. Ohlen immediately shifted and scooped up some gel, rubbing it into her neck carefully. It was like he’d applied a tingly hot pack to her throat. The warmth penetrating within seconds to soothe the ache.
 
   “Do you hurt anywhere?” he murmured.
 
   Andi shook her head. Wrinkling her nose when he smeared more gel into her hair. Gross. Worse, her nose wrinkle made her realize that she had a thick layer of it on her face.
 
   “No, don’t wipe it away. The gel is healing you.”
 
    “Healing me?” she wheezed.
 
   Ohlen snorted, shifting them both lower into the tub until the gel was up over her chin. Almost touching her bottom lip. About to pour into her ears. Oh sick. Gross. Ew! She fought not to squirm around. Worried too much movement and it would fill her ears up.
 
   “You, little mate, went from human to Sarazen and back faster than any Sarazen has ever been able to do. Your body has suffered for it. The first shift back and forth is always traumatic and you did it in a mind-boggling span of time. I entered into the regeneration chamber with you just as you woke. It has been almost a full day since your first shift. I will attempt to explain further at a later time. Right now, let me just hold you while the gel does its work.”
 
   “It’s gross.”
 
   “So it is.”
 
   “Can’t I just have another shot of something?” she whined.
 
   “No.” Damn. He sounded determined.
 
   “Please?”
 
   “No. The sooner you relax, the quicker it will be over.”
 
   Andi huffed at his insistence. Grumbled while she forced herself to let him hold her steady. 
 
   Her mind slid backward in thought. Remembering the pain of her body twisting. Feeling like it was being broken and ripped apart from the inside out. Ohlen’s unwavering presence. The soothing calm of his voice. Then the unbelievable assault to her senses. All the smells. The sharper vision. The fact that she’d had a tail. And whiskers.
 
   “What about the others?”
 
   Ohlen’s lips jumped in a bemused little grin. The kiss he touched to her lips made her skin tingle. And not from the gel.
 
   “They are well. As soon as they wake, they too will be submerged into the regeneration chambers. Until Ga’rae releases us we are to stay in the medical bay. At this point, my one, what has happened is truly a miracle.”
 
   “A miracle?”
 
   He rubbed his nose up and down the side of hers. His voice dropping to an intense whisper.
 
   “Never, in the entire history of our people, has a Sarazen taken a mate of another species and converted him or her into a Sarazen beast. A cat, as your commander calls us. Furthermore, never has a female Sarazen been able to fully transform. They take on a half form that is even more monstrous than the males. Yet you, my one, you and the others change into smaller, yet no less lovely versions of a male beast. It is unprecedented. Miraculous. Stunning.”
 
    
 
   Andi would have thought harder about that. Except she noticed out of nowhere that she was naked. That Ohlen was naked. He was holding her in the giant white tub full of the pink goo. Naked.
 
   Nay-ked.
 
   She thought she would have felt fear. Waited for it to rise, being vulnerable and at his mercy. But it never came. It was like her change, however it had come about, had taken away that weak and frightened part of her. Replaced it with something else.
 
   Something that had fangs, fur, and claws.
 
   Something powerful.
 
   Andi felt that something stretch inside of her. Felt it sniff the air. Sensed its contentment as only the sensual scent of her mate and the fruity odor of the gel lingered. It was so strange. Her nose was a thousand times more sensitive. Able to detect the nuances of Ohlen’s scent. The muskiness of his cat, laying quiet beneath the hard surface of his skin. The fresher scent over that. The goop. 
 
   She could hear the pounding of the blood in his veins. Andi heard herself give a purr. Jolted because of the sound of it. The feeling of it vibrating in her own chest. Wow. What a weird sensation. It made Ohlen smile and reach up to move a gooey lock of her hair from her brow.
 
   “Alright?” he sounded amused.
 
   She thought about it. Flexed her fingers and toes. Wiggled just a little, pressing her lips together when he groaned softly. Andi was rather baffled by her complete lack of fear for the intimidatingly large feeling shaft, pressing into her hip. Out of nowhere, an intoxicating scent reeled across her senses. Something sweet. Thick on her tongue like the honey she remembered tasting as a child. It took her precious moments for her mind to formulate what the scent was. But it wasn’t her that named it. It was the animal that now lived inside her. The one making her see streams of heat. Making her feel this unshakable confidence in herself. Feel…powerful.
 
   Desire. Our mate feels desire for us. The beast purred.
 
   Not the kind of desire that he would force on her. She could feel that now too. Her new senses stretching out to feed her all kinds of information.
 
   “Andi?” Ohlen’s voice was gruff.
 
   She wondered if it would have been like this if she’d known him before. If she would have been so at ease and comfortable, knowing this massive male desired her. Feeling the evidence of it pulsing against her skin. Feeling her own body responding with eagerness to know how it would feel to be desired by someone who cared for her.
 
   “Yeah. I feel really good.” she answered.
 
   “The pain has eased?”
 
   “It has.”
 
   “Good, I will take us to the enzyme shower then. Are you hungry?”
 
   Their skin slipped and slid as he stood. His hold on her didn’t falter in the least. She felt the strength in his body like she never had before. Her skin heated. Her womb tightened. For the first time in her life, she felt true desire of her own. Felt it burning through her body without a hint of shame or disgust.
 
   “Ravenous,” she murmured. But food was really the last thing on her mind.
 
    
 
   Ohlen looked at her and did a quick double take. His pupils stretched up and back down for a moment while his nostrils flared. His tongue stroked out over his lips like he could taste something on his skin. But he said nothing. He carried her into the enzyme wash and cuddled her while the foam bubbled over them. Covered them both while it ate away the gel and left them squeaky clean. She made a girly little eep when he stepped out of the wash, then immediately snarled and shoved her behind him.
 
   “Apologies. Ga’rae has ordered a final scan for your mate before releasing you to your quarters.” an unfamiliar voice said.
 
   Andi peeked around Ohlen to see a warrior staring resolutely at the ceiling. Delivering his message to it, instead of to Ohlen’s face. Thereby taking no chances that he would see her naked. She could smell his interest. Not sexual interest, so much as curious. And Ohlen’s scent of possessiveness on top of that. Acrid and sharp. Making her feel like there was pepper up her nose.
 
   “Out,” Ohlen snapped.
 
   The warrior spun on his heels and marched out without saying another word.
 
   She found herself rolling her cheek up Ohlen’s arm. Her nose up his spine. Felt him go rigid when she boldly wrapped her arms around his waist to hug him. She heard him swallow at the spread of her palms on his abdomen. Scented the surge of that sweet, musky smell of his desire as she traced the tight ridges of those taut muscles. Saw the lust on his cheeks when he glanced over his shoulder at her.
 
   “We must…ahem. Once the scan is complete we can return to our quarters.” he rasped gruffly. Muscles quivering with what she could only say was restraint.
 
   She smiled at him slowly.  “Sounds good.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ten
 
    
 
   The change in her was markedly apparent. Andi walked taller. Confidently. More gracefully. As though she was taking each step atop clouds. She even went so far as to sensually glance at him upon returning to their quarters. The way she walked, he could picture her beast, twitching her tail at him enticingly.
 
   Ohlen almost stumbled over his own feet when the scent of her desire flooded the entire room. The aroma so powerful that his own beast surged forward eagerly. It hurt to keep from changing. From pouncing on her and taking her to the floor. He fought off the fog of lust. Getting hold of himself before he dropped the tray heaped with nourishing foods he’d carried up from medical. His hands shook, hearing the rough growl of his beast filling his voice when he invited her to sate her hunger. She took a berry from the tray and wrapped her lips around it. Staring at him while she bit down. Licked the tart juice from her mouth. Tilted her head to look her fill of him.
 
   “I feel strange.” Andi told him huskily.
 
   He gave a distracted thought to why it was a bad idea to give in to the lust surging like tidal waves between them. Her beast was putting off enough heat to set an entire forest ablaze.
 
   “Strange? Strange how?” he circled her. Stopping to stand behind her. To run his nose up the side of her throat where she tipped her head to expose it to him.
 
   “Hot. Very, hot. Hot like I’ve never been before.”
 
   She relaxed back into his hold. Her lashes fluttering when he spread one hand on her belly. Pushed the other up between her breasts to gently cup her throat. He tugged her head back against his chest so he could see her eyes.
 
   “I will take you back to medical immediately.”
 
   She gave a growl. Kicking back with her little foot to catch him in the shin.
 
   “You know that’s not what I mean. If I can smell how much you want me, I know you can smell me too.”
 
   He could. Beast’s Teeth, could he smell her.
 
   “Andi, it is undeniable, the depth of my desire for you. Even if it were not permitted until the festival, I cannot in good conscience give you what your beast is demanding of me. Not one day past, you were terrified by the very idea of bearing my touch in any way remotely hinting at intimacy. You have just now become comfortable allowing me to hold you. Sharing your kisses with me. I would be no better than-”
 
   Andi rocked up on her toes to reach him. Caught his lips with hers. Wrapped his hair in her little fist to keep him from pulling away. He could taste the tart sweetness of the berry she’d eaten on her tongue. Followed by the tang of blood when her little fangs punched down in proof of her arousal.
 
   The surprise of it made her draw back with a little sound. Made her touch her fingertips to her mouth. The taste of her blood spurred his beast forward. Head spinning, Ohlen had only enough control to keep himself perfectly still and wait for her to speak. He stood frozen, his hand still curled around her throat, fingertips pressed hard into her belly. He caught not a single scent of fear or uncertainty from her. Watched while she licked the smear of blood from her mouth and sensually touched her tongue to the point of one of her fangs. Testing the shape of it. Speaking with the slightest lisp as her mouth learned to move around them.
 
   “I can smell the truth in your voice. I feel you, here.” she took his hand from her belly and pressed it between her breasts. Spreading her little hand over the back of his to keep it there.
 
   “I know you would never hurt me, but I know I could stop you now. If I needed to.”
 
   “With a word, my one.” he made it a vow. Watched her lips curve up in a little smile.
 
   “With a word,” she agreed softly, “I believe that. I could stop you if I had to, because of the piece of your beast you gave to me. I feel different. Good different. Stronger. Like you gave me some kind of magic spell to take away my fear.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen tried one last time to do the right thing. To be strong for her as she adapted to the power of her beast. Her words made him feel like a god. He was tempted to allow her to think he was responsible. Let her believe he had done this intentionally, or with the foreknowledge that it would make her feel strong.
 
   “Andi-“
 
   Her eyes flashed at him. Her strength enough to catch him by surprise. She pushed back using a maneuver he had purposefully downloaded into her mind. Kicked his legs out from beneath him and send him crashing to the floor. Gracefully, agilely, with perfect execution to get him on his back so she could straddle his chest. So she could curl her fingers around his throat.
 
   “Careful,” he warned. Taking hold of her wrist just in case her beast released her claws. Grinning up at her with pride.
 
   “If you don’t want me, say so.” she snapped.
 
   “You know that is not why I-“
 
   She leaned down until they were nose to nose. Until he could see her beast, pacing restlessly behind her eyes. 
 
   “I burn. I need. I need you. I’m not afraid.”
 
    
 
   This was his test.
 
   Not the Breeding Festival.
 
   Now. This.
 
   Andi’s heat was growing and he could feel it slapping at him. Clawing at his control. His test was to give in to her demands and retain enough control to impress upon her beast that he was her mate. Her match. And keep from hurting her or frightening her at the same time.
 
   His beast was slavering for this chance. Frothing at the mouth, readying himself for the pounce that would take her down. He had to fight that impulse with every ounce of his being. Fight himself to carefully take her hand from his throat. To kiss the center of her palm and not drag her forward.
 
    Andi gasped when he flipped her over and reversed their position. When he took her other hand and slowly raised her arms up to cuff them in one hand. Pressed them firmly to the floor to hold her still.
 
   “With a word,” he repeated hoarsely. She licked her lips, her expression slumberous and sensual. The scent of her heat a siren song calling to him,
 
   “With a word.” she repeated back.
 
   “Take hold of the lounge. I am not quite ready to feel the kiss of your claws.”
 
   She tilted her head back. Looking to see that the lounge was just within reach. Obediently curling her fingertips into the underside of the seat. He knelt over her. Pulled his hand down over his mouth while he looked at her. Stretched out beneath him like a tiny little offering to the gods.
 
   Ohlen thought he would like it. 
 
   Thought it would be easiest to position her this way. But now that he had her all stretched out like this, she looked helpless. It sat so ill with him that he reached down and pulled her up to hoist her against his chest. 
 
          Their mouths clashed, battled for supremacy. Just as he was about to surrender to her, she made a soft, feathery little sound and melted. She let him command her. Let him guide her lips open so he could taste her. Lick at the still sharp points of her fangs and suckle softly on her tongue.
 
    Andi moaned when his hands found the hem of her dress. Sought out the soft skin of her calves and stroked slowly upwards. Pushing the material out of his way. She wiggled, tore her mouth from his and for a gut-clenching moment he feared he had pushed her too far. The fear passed when she whipped her dress off and launched herself back at him with a hungry little, rawr.
 
    
 
   Ohlen laughed, unable to contain his joy. Hissed to feel her soft little body mash against his and how tightly she clung to him. Rubbing all over him like she was every bit as starved for touch as he was for hers. He couldn’t rush and miss a single moment of this. Deprive either of them the pleasure. He forced himself to soften the grip he had on her. To touch her with the reverence she deserved. His beast rumbled for her, left his scent on her when he rolled his cheek over hers. Felt her sigh and ease the death grip she had on his shoulders.
 
   “I love that,” she murmured.
 
   “Love what?” he marked her other cheek, wanting to imprint her scent onto his soul,
 
   “How you purr like that,”
 
   “Purr?”
 
   She rumbled back at him. Laughed a little at the sound, then did it again while she returned the scent marking of her cheeks over his throat. 
 
   “We call that a purr. I love the sound of it, the way it feels against my skin.”
 
   Did she now?
 
    
 
   He flipped her around to haul her back to his chest. Wrapped his arm across her body. Cupped her shoulder in one hand, her belly in the other. She shivered for him when he touched his lips to her throat. Felt to her pulse leap against his mouth at the careful scrape of his teeth. Felt her catch her breath. Smelled the rise in her desire when he gave her his rumbles. His purrs. 
 
   Ohlen touched kisses to every inch of her soft skin. From the delicate shell of her ear, to the curve of her shoulder. Along the back of her neck, up into her hairline. Her head twisted this way and that. Her ragged little murmurs guiding him to where his touch gave her the most pleasure. Andi brought her arm up to twist around the back of his neck. Smiling softly when he brushed a feather light kiss over her cheek. He rolled his face down her throat, licked at the sweetly scented hollow behind her ear. Listened to her shattered breath when he cupped the soft weight of her breasts. Gently rubbed at the tightly furled peaks of her nipples,
 
   “I have never in my life, held something so precious in my hands.” Her husky laughter filled the cabin. That, more than anything, made his heart sing. He would crave that sound for the entirety of his life.
 
   “Are you honking my boobs and calling them, precious?” she giggled.
 
   Honking her boobs? His one had such strange vernacular, but her amusement was plain. Until he rolled with her. Got her to her back. He gave her his purr while he stared into her eyes and touched his lips between her breasts. He could feel her heartbeat against his mouth. Rubbed his cheek against the unbelievably soft curve of her breast.
 
   “All of you is precious, but your…boobs, are beautiful. Sarazen females only gain such softness when they carry cubs. Otherwise, they are lean and hard. Always ready for battle. But you, my one. Everything about you is soft.”
 
   The scent of her heat was rising again. Her need intensifying. He could smell her desire. Looked carefully to see only trust in her eyes. No fear. His breath on her skin made it prickle. Made her shiver with anticipation. His tongue swiping across the sensitive point of her nipple made her gasp. Made her arch up to push more of the sweet, tender flesh into his mouth. He licked again. Suckled until the pink tip became a dusky red. Flushed and swollen with blood. The smell of her heat, her arousal burned hotter with every tug of his lips.
 
   Her arms wrapped around his head, holding his mouth to her flesh, urging him on with ragged little moans. Undulating and writhing beneath him to gain the most pleasurable contact. His hands curled around her tiny waist. His fingertips almost touching because she was so small. She panted, her chest rising and falling with the string of kisses he touched down the middle of her body.
 
   A squeak of sound was torn from deep inside her when he caught her by the hips and rolled to his back. Taking her with him to set her knees on either side of his face. Bringing the slick, sweetly scented treasure between her thighs, right to his mouth.
 
   “O-Ohlen?”
 
   Her voice shook with shock. Still no fear, uncertainty perhaps, but the smell of her heat was intoxicating. He could taste it when he turned to kiss the inside of her thigh. The sweet, slightly salty tang hitting his tongue like a sip of the finest ale. Heady enough to muddle his thoughts,
 
   “If you wish me to stop, you have only to say so. Otherwise, I would taste every inch of you, my one. Give you my kisses. Teach you the feel of them so you never confuse them for any others.”
 
   He licked her skin, licked that sweet fluid from her thighs. Staring in hungry fascination at her pink center. So close and yet just out of reach. At the dark curls that tried to hide her from his gaze.
 
   “I told you, no one has kissed me before. And definitely not there.”
 
   “Then let me give you this, my one.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen stroked her hips in an effort to soothe her. His beast riding him hard to grip her tight and haul her down over his mouth. To make her give him what he wanted.
 
   Her thighs quivered. He could feel it where he’d rested his cheek against the tender skin. Rolled his eyes up to meet hers as she combed her fingers through the stripe of his mane. It would be her choice. Her right to always, at any time tell him no, and believe he would honor it.
 
   “With a word,” he repeated. Promised. 
 
   She nodded, saying it back to him softly. Staring down at him while she lowered her glistening sex to his mouth and gave him what he wanted. He purred against the sensitive flesh. Watching her lips part on a shocked cry. How her eyes flew wide, so surprised. Held her steady while he feasted.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Andi hadn’t ever conceived this kind of pleasure to be possible. Ohlen hadn’t stopped purring from the moment his lips hit her pussy. Licking and suckling, kissing her there between her legs like he was kissing her mouth. Her entire body was electrified. Trembling while she held on to his hair for dear life. Her flesh prickled with sensation. Pleasure striking her over and over with every lick of his slightly roughened tongue. The textured feeling rasping over her clit with the perfect amount of pressure to have her hovering, toes curled over an unknown precipice.
 
   She cried out as she teetered, about to go over that edge. Ohlen growled in answer. Thrusting his tongue inside her to rasp against her drenched tissues. He sent her over with his lips wrapped tight around her clit.
 
   Pleasure.
 
   It blasted through her like a power surge. Fried every circuit in her system. Leaving nothing but melted muscles and ligaments as her body danced and writhed on his lips.
 
   He pushed her over once, then again. The intensity doubling in strength each time. Flashes of heat lightning arcing through her veins without anything to ground her but his arms and the strength of his hands. It was shocking enough to throw her back. Like he knew it was coming, he had lifted his knees in preparation to catch her. To let her brace herself and grind down harder on his tongue. She moved purely by instinct. Rolling her hips to meet the furious suction. The rumbling purrs. The muscle twisting ecstasy of what he was doing to her. She sobbed out as she plummeted a third time. Free falling as heat raced up her thighs. 
 
   Like he knew she was careening into unknown territory, his fervor eased. His suckling kisses turning to soothing licks. His tongue gently bathing every trace of her release from her flesh. Bringing her slowly back down. His big hand reached up to curl around her back. Effortlessly carrying her when he rolled again to lay her down on the floor. He kissed her belly while it convulsed. Kissed her heaving chest. The pounding pulse in her throat. Held his weight off of her by planting his elbow near her ear. Blinking down at her with a satisfied grin on his face.
 
   “I could feast on the taste of you, my one, and never go hungry.”
 
   She laughed stupidly. Tasted herself on his lips when he kissed her. A sweet tang and a musky scent uniquely hers, spread all over his face like honey. Delicious. Her hand shook when she tried to lift it. She’d heard women speak of ‘muscle liquefying orgasms’ before. Hadn’t ever had any desire to experience one, let alone three. But Ohlen had pushed her through every single glorious one.
 
   Now she knew what they meant.
 
   She’d been startled at first. That breathless moment when he’d whipped her around to hold her back against his chest. Immobilized. His soft lips finding every erogenous zone from her shoulder to her ear and ensuring he kissed it. Licked it. Took little nibbles and suckling bites. She hadn’t ever been so aroused, or so relaxed in her entire life. As inexperienced as she was with intimacy, all she could do was follow his lead. It had been incredibly worth it. His mouth was truly magical.
 
   She caught his strong jaw in her fingers and held him steady. Right in the perfect spot for her to touch an open-mouthed kiss to his chin. She licked the line of his jaw, purrs escaping her without any effort or thought. Soft little rumbles while she cleaned the taste of herself from his face. From his mouth. Slowly, more for her own peace of mind than anything else, Andi drew him down to lie on top of her.
 
   He was careful like he always was. Kissing her with just enough passion to make her feel it, but not enough so she couldn’t think. Not yet. She had thought that maybe she would be afraid once he lay his weight on her. Once he crushed her to the floor under his considerable weight. Thought maybe she might have a flashback or some kind of panic attack.
 
   It never happened.
 
   He let his weight ease down over her and all she felt was safe.
 
   “More,” She demanded softly.
 
   His brow arched teasingly. His big palm spreading over her belly as the last little tremors rocked through her, “More?”
 
   She squealed when he hitched her up. Hoisted her up off the floor to carry her to the bed. Rubbing his cheek against hers the whole way.
 
   “Ga’rae explained how you must rest. I would not wish to overtax you, else we would be forced to spend the night in the regeneration chamber.”
 
    
 
   He was being playful in order to try and keep her at ease. Did he not know she could smell how aroused he was? The sheets were clean and soft beneath her. The mattress cradling her as he pressed her down and carefully rolled to take them both to their sides.
 
   “So long as the night was spent together, I wouldn’t care where we were.”
 
   All traces of teasing drained from his expression. His fingertips slipped up the edge of her cheek. Right as the wave of need came rushing back towards her, full steam ahead.
 
   “Unless ordered elsewhere by my commander, you will never sleep a night without me near. The heat grows again.”
 
   Andi brushed that same lock of pale blond hair from his brow. It was adorable how that one unruly lock, always fell across his eyes. She scooted closer, wiggling up until they were nose to nose, 
 
   “I know. I feel her clawing at my insides.”
 
   The tips of their noses rubbed together in the oddest, sweetest way,
 
   “What would you have of me, my one?”
 
    
 
   They were whispering now. Like they were in some kind of holy place and dared not raise their voices any louder. His hand stroked up and down the length of her spine. Making her arch and rub against him to gain more contact. More touch.
 
   “Everything. Make me belong to you.”
 
   His eyes darkened to deep pools of violet.
 
   “Such a gift,” he murmured. Touching kisses to her cheeks. Her nose. Her eyelids. “My one,”
 
    
 
   The heat was scalding her skin. Her beast starting to rise and growl in displeasure, snarling her hunger loudly. But Ohlen wouldn’t let her rush him. It felt like he spent hours kissing her, caressing her, learning every curve and dip of her body. Letting her do the same to him. His skin was tough. Smooth though. Not a single hair on his body to distract her from the tight muscles that quivered in reaction to her touch. When she came across a spot he particularly liked, his lips would firm on hers. His kisses hungrier. Like tracing the dip of his spine where it met his hips. That made him growl. When she dug her fingernails into the taut muscles of his ass? His entire body flexed. If she caressed the rounded curve where those powerful mounds gave way to the backs of his thighs, he moaned. He rocked over her. Sliding his way between her spread thighs, catching her throat in his hand to tilt her head back,
 
   “Open your eyes,”
 
    
 
   Andi struggled to obey him. Struggled to focus on his features, panting for air, trying to ignore the insidious slide of darkness. Memories that wanted to surface at the feel of his hand around her throat. The human part of her brain trying to remind her this way only led to pain. Eventually, she got her lashes up and looked into his bright eyes. Watched how they searched her face. She relaxed with a sigh. His hand wasn’t strangling or gripping tight. Just resting there, feeling her pulse. 
 
   “You are certain, my one?”
 
   His hesitation made her adore him that much more. Her cat hissed inside her, demanding satisfaction. Demanding strongly enough to have her flipping Ohlen over onto his back. In a move that would later surprise her. Now it only gave her access to his gorgeous body. Gave her the ability to scoot herself back and catch the head of his cock between her thighs. He froze beneath her, his big hands spreading to hold her hips, staring up at her with a grimace of pleasure,
 
   “Yes. I see you, only you.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen struggled with his beast. Forced the damned creature to heel and let his mate take this for herself. There would be many chances for him later to impress his dominance upon her. Andi needed this. Needed control this first time between them. To know that even in thrall to her heat, she could tell him to stop and he would honor her word.
 
   But the words she gave him, I see you, struck so deep even his beast understood the importance.
 
   He slid his palms up her back to draw her down for a kiss. Scooping her soft hair off her brow, crying out with her as she sat herself down on his shaft. For a breath-stealing moment he was sure he would be burned alive inside the tight grip. She was soft, softer than anything he had ever known and twice as hot. He didn’t know how she could possibly take all of him. As he thought it, she gave a wiggle of her round hips, a little mewl and pressed back to swallow him whole.
 
   Ohlen gulped down the howl that wanted to burst out of his lungs. Not wanting to startle her. Not wanting a single thing to make her withdraw from him. A deeply tormented groan escaped anyway. She rose above him in a sinuous arch. Blood trickled down her mouth when she bit down on her bottom lip. Cutting herself with her fangs. He watched the red line roll down her jaw. Drip down onto the quivering mound of her breast with a little splash.
 
   So vibrantly red against her pale skin.
 
   Unable to stop himself, he sat up and ducked his head to lap up that little drip. Curled his tongue around her nipple to give it a gentle tug. Smiling when she cried out. His smile turned into a grimace at how that wet vice of her sex pulsed and clenched around him. Like a fist,
 
   “Ohlen…”
 
   He licked the line of blood from her chin, “I’m here,”
 
   Licked the blood off her lips, shuddering to feel her fingers claw at his shoulders. Her little nails were still blunt. He knew at any moment the passion would rage. If he was not prepared she would tear at him with her crystalline claws. Claws sharp enough to shred the metal of the warship.
 
   She gave a little whine of sound, “I…I need…I don’t know what I need, but I need. Burns, I’m burning,”
 
   Her heat came in waves. Ebbing when he gave her a tiny nibble of pleasure. Surging forward when the small meal wore off. Each time he did not sate her fully, it returned twice as strong. Her hunger turning ravenous. She would be fed or she would find a way to sate the lust.
 
   Body or blood.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The room spun around her in a dizzying swirl. Her back hit the mattress but Ohlen’s eyes never left her face. His palm came down near her cheek, his other hand caught her knee, pulling it up to hook over his hip.
 
   “With a word,” He reminded her hoarsely. At her nod, he moved.
 
   A slow withdraw made her lashes flutter. A whimper ease past her lips. Not from pain or fear, but amazement. Andi never knew this could bring so much pleasure. He murmured her name. A soft, tender question that made tears brim and tremble on her lashes. She reached up for him and drew him down to her. Luxuriating in the feel of his skin sliding on hers. Inside her, not a single inch of her spared from his touch.
 
   “I need you,”
 
   His warm breath touched her lips as he huffed. Swallowed her gasp when he twisted to fill her again and again. Carving a place for himself inside her, making her forget every single moment in her life that he hadn’t been part of her.
 
   All night, neither of them rested. He was tender, gentle, rough, and ravenous. Tirelessly attending to her demands until the animal inside her was sated and all she could feel was…starlight.
 
   Not once, did his touch make her think of Ethan.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   One standard Earth week later….
 
    
 
   Andi watched the surface of the pink and green planet getting closer. Every surging pound of her heartbeat brought her and the others that much closer to their new home. Ohlen was on the command deck piloting the ship for the last time. Through their bond she could feel his eagerness.
 
   Eagerness to be home.
 
   Eagerness to share his world with her.
 
   Eagerness to see her reaction to feeling the wind on her face and the grass under her feet.
 
   The other humans were crowded at the viewing window with her. She couldn’t help but think about what they had all seen together last time at this window. Their home, the Aria, being blown to smithereens along with the attacking Na’ah vessel. This time, they were seeing a whole new world coming towards them. Hope. A chance to flourish and live. 
 
    
 
   The ocean of their new home was green. Not blue like Earth. Green and gorgeous. She could see the white-capped waves as they got closer. Her stomach churning with nervousness as all that water just kept getting closer and closer. She immediately felt Ohlen’s presence become stronger in her mind. Over the last week the bond had only gotten stronger. It had started out as those feelings from him. Happiness, amusement, sometimes awe. Then it had been his thoughts. Good thoughts. All of them revolving around her comfort or his fixation with her breasts.
 
    She’d laughed out loud at one of his mental comments. Laughed out of nowhere and she had had to explain why. What she’d heard. From there they had sat together on the floor the holo-room, surrounded by trees and actively focused together to make that last link. Where thoughts, became words. 
 
   Andi blushed while she remembered that session. Sitting in his lap with her back to his chest. Meditating almost. Following his directions to breathe deeply and slowly. To focus on the scent of him and on the rhythm of their hearts beating. His voice had gone from being warm and electrifying along her throat. To deep and sensually filling every corner of her mind. Ohlen had changed the scene in the holo-room from the forest to a cozy room with a fire burning in a stone hearth. They had spent the night celebrating their bond. 
 
    
 
   -There is no need for your fear, my one. We will land on the platform shortly and I will come to you as soon as I am dismissed.
 
    
 
   She smiled a secret smile as she returned to the present. Shot a glance at Gwen and Cassie. Wondering if they were able to hear their mates’ voices yet. If not, she wasn’t willing to share the secret of how she could hear Ohlen inside her. It just felt too special. Like a gift for her and her alone. Something she could hug around her like a warm blanket when he wasn’t right beside her.
 
    
 
   They landed on some kind of ocean platform without so much as a bump. Everyone watching in awe as the ship submerged. As water slid up the outside of the viewing window and blotted out the sky. A curtain of bubbles couldn’t hide the spectacular sight of the expansive underwater city. She’d never seen anything like it. Not even in her wildest dreams. She and the handful of other engineers were enthralled. Hands and noses pressed to the glass as though that would get them closer to the subject of their fascination.
 
   I wish I had my sketch pad, she thought.
 
   She thought it, having not intended to send it to Ohlen, but his voice immediately came back to her. Asking what a sketchpad was and why she hadn’t asked for one sooner.
 
   Paper. Something to draw on. I used to do it when I was little and could steal sticks of charcoal from the schoolroom. The city down here is so beautiful, I want to draw it.
 
   Andi could feel his affection, tingling down their bond.
 
   -You will have as much paper as you want, my one. I will see to it immediately. This is not a city. It is a staging area and launch bay for all ships assigned to this planet. The water protects the ships from orbital weapons fire. Makes it difficult for any enemy to accurately determine just how many ships we have ready to deploy.
 
    
 
   It was unreal. She could not tear herself away. Even when the group was told that it was time to move to the docking bay to prepare for the disembarking procedure. Ohlen’s amusement filled her.
 
   -There is so much more to see and I cannot wait to show it to you. Wait for me where you are.
 
    
 
   Wait where she was?
 
   No problem.
 
   Andi had an unbelievable view. Could have stood there for hours, staring at the way the light from the sun sparkled down through the water. The patterns flashing and shimmered as the currents moved, refracting in golden rainbows. Bubbles dancing and sliding up the surface of the viewing window.
 
   It was breathtaking.
 
   Mesmerizing. “Andi, it is time to surface.”
 
   She jolted at the soft murmur in her ear. Settling immediately at the scent she pulled into her lungs. At the familiar touch on her arms. She leaned back against Ohlen and sighed, almost disappointed to have to leave.
 
    “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen tucked her under his arm as he drew her out of the viewing room. Dropping a kiss on her hair when she gave the underwater view a final look from the door. 
 
   “If it pleases you, there are no vessels in the fleet I am not authorized to pilot. I can take you to the very bottom of the sea at any time. This will not be your last sight of it. Not if you are so fascinated.”
 
   She looked up at him with a smile. Curled her hand in the material of his tunic to knead at the fabric. Wondering how mysteriously the universe worked. Bringing them together days before she would have killed herself and never gotten to see all this.
 
   Never gotten to be with him.
 
   Never changed into something greater, stronger and more special than she ever could have imagined.
 
   “Thank you,” she murmured. 
 
   Hoping he knew that she wasn’t just thanking him for his offer to show her the sea. He purred softly for her, walking tall and proud beside her, towards their future.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thirteen
 
    
 
   After some weirdness with the primary elders of the ruling council, she and the other humans stepped out into the sunlight. Their feet on solid ground, for the very first time in their lives.
 
   Andi didn’t know how the others were feeling. She could guess, but she herself was half terrified, half exhilarated. Her body felt heavier. The air she drew into her lungs a little thicker to breathe. The smells and sensations overwhelmed her for a minute. The heat of the sunshine on her skin. The tug of the wind in her hair. The experience of the holo-room paled in comparison.
 
   Ohlen stood beside her the whole time. She could feel him inside her thoughts. Intently focusing on her feelings. His beast attuned to hers. Attuned to their bond and seemingly thrilled to experience his world through her eyes. He held her hand, gave it a squeeze and urged her forward to the open transport ship waiting for them.
 
   “Ohlen, at the controls.” Ohlen nodded sharply in response to Tarek’s commanding bark, handing her up into the rectangular transport. Silently asking if she would rather sit or stand with him.
 
   She turned her face up to smile at him. 
 
   
  
 

With you. Always.
 
   Her answer had him grinning. 
 
   He moved to situate her between his body and the console. Allowing her to stand securely and still able to see everything. Her stomach flipped when the transport lifted off, but Ohlen’s body behind her was steady. Holding her as it moved forward and the wind rushed over her body with more force. She lifted her hand. Let the air roll between her fingers. Fascinated, excited, so much so that she was trembling. When Ohlen bent his head and asked her if she was alright, she opened up her side of the bond as much as she knew how. Flooded him with just how alright she was. She felt him stiffen against her back. His low growl rumbled up her spine, straight through her. Her nerve endings sparked with delight.
 
   The terrain was just like Andi had expected after hiking and running through the simulator. She glanced at the others behind them. Mildly surprised by the way their heads were whipping this way and that to take it all in.
 
    
 
   When she asked, Ohlen silently explained that not everyone had been given clearance to view the holograms.
 
   Not even Clary got to use the simulator? she questioned.
 
   Ohlen cleared his throat, bending slightly to touch a kiss to her temple.
 
   -As I told you, only the primary squad leaders have access to the downloads. I was given special permission to allow you to receive my memories.
 
   She jumped like he’d pinched her on the ass. Her head whipping up to stare at the underside of his clenched jaw.
 
   YOUR, memories?
 
   He nodded, glancing down at her quickly.
 
   -It would have been impossible for me to breach the security protocols. For you to receive such knowledge directly from the armada’s database. But there is nothing off limits between mates.
 
    
 
   Andi froze as the depth of what he’d done sunk in.
 
   Ohlen had given her knowledge of his training maneuvers. His memories. His experience. Every fighting technique that ran through her brain. Like a library of books she was able to take down and thumb through. Hundreds of years’ worth of training. Hand to hand combat. Weapons. Stealth maneuvers. Missions he’d been on.
 
   The dreams she’d had of running through the trees, of snow? They’d been his memories. With ease, she was able to access the knowledge of how to take an opponent to the ground. How to track someone through the woods. She knew she would be able to access those memories of him when he was a cub. Alone and wild. Andi had felt at the time like he’d been giving her a gift. It didn’t sink home until right now how truly monumental a gift it had been. Ohlen’s words came back to her, the night after Ethan’s death.
 
   All that I am, all that I have, belongs to you. 
 
   She snuggled back against him and turned her face to the wind. Let it dry the tears of adoration that welled.
 
   Andi tore her eyes off the plains and the approaching forest, to watch what he was doing with the controls. He had both hands on the console, fingertips pressed into some kind of gel pad. She could see minute muscle movements along the backs of his strong hands. The muscles in his forearms working, twitching really. The transport responded almost as though it was hooked directly into his mind via his hands. He had given her that too. His memories and the knowledge of what it was to fly.
 
   Will you teach me to fly, too?
 
   He leaned down briefly to nuzzle at her ear. Letting her feel the way his lips were curved into a smile.
 
   -Your curiosity is joyous, my one. I will teach you anything you wish to learn.
 
    
 
   Her curiosity to learn about how their technology worked was put on hold. Her jaw slackened at the sight of the giant opening in the mountainside. The gate Ohlen flew through to take them into the city beyond. As an engineer, she was blown away by the time and the skill it had taken to carve such an expansive, beautiful city into the stone. Ohlen proudly told her that this particular fortress was five times the size of the warship they’d just left. It was the primary residence for most of the people on this continent. The planet had five major continents, each with their own unique stronghold. This one was the seat of their ruling body. The seat where every other one of the fifteen planets was governed from.
 
   There were couples and groups of Sarazens moving around the stone city. Most of them stopped to look and stare, but she was too busy gaping at the multi-tiered levels to give them much attention. Beautiful stone stairways connected each level. Looking like they had been hand carved by master masons. Despite the majestic beauty of the city, like the warship, every building was meant to function as a defensible perimeter. One layer at a time, all positioned to provide maximum protection for the inhabitants.
 
   Ohlen flew the transport higher, straight for the far side of the huge cavern. The residence of their ruler, where they were to be housed. The five stories each had a balcony, three Sarazen’s high. Each one more intricately carved than the last. There appeared to be no other access points except for the one Ohlen was currently flying them into.
 
   He took a deep breath once he touched down. Removing his hands from the controls to smooth over her. Like he was physically checking her to make sure she was alright. She beamed at him, eager to see more and he smiled right back.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fourteen
 
    
 
   They were shown to their quarters by an elder man, Ne’tare. She later learned he had been one of commander Tarek’s caretakers as a child. 
 
   Unsurprisingly, she was stunned by the space provided for her and Ohlen. He told her it was only guest quarters. Only temporary until it was decided where they would be placed permanently. Guest quarters or not, they were beautiful. The stone walls sort of…sparkled. The lights seemed to have grown right out of the rock. The glow having caught the surface of the walls, the crystals embedded into the stone, to make them shine and flicker in the light.
 
   Soft rugs covered the floors. There weren’t chairs so much as lounges. Plush pillows to recline on the ground with. Spaces to stretch out and be comfortable. There was a large bathing room situated off the main space. Instead of an enzyme shower, there was a huge pool sunken into the floor. Big enough to comfortably fit at least four. Ohlen told her it was meant to be filled with water.
 
   It intimidated her for some reason.
 
    
 
   Their bed was twice the size of the one aboard the warship. A glance back at her mate showed him to be standing at the threshold of the room. His shoulders propped up against the wall while he watched her move curiously around. A soft smile on his face. The wardrobe, she opened just out of curiosity. Andi gasped when she saw that it was filled with dresses and clothing obviously meant for her,
 
   “When did you…where did all this come from?” she breathed. Reaching in to touch the softest material she’d ever had her hands on.
 
   “Ga’rae’s medical scanner took your measurements when you first came aboard. When the commander, the Asha, briefed the mated males on where we would be housed I sent a request for items to be bought for you. They are just enough things to make you comfortable. It would please me to take you to the market place for anything else you might desire.”
 
   Ohlen shifted in the doorway. The sound of it pulling her away from the beautiful sight of all the very thoughtful, very generous gifts. Gifts almost overflowing from inside the wardrobe. Ohlen was still intently watching her.
 
   “I never said, thank you.” she whispered.
 
   “For the clothing? My one, it is my honor, my pleasure to provide you with anything-“
 
   Ohlen stopped speaking when she shook her head. She took a deep breath, making herself walk forward towards him. His hands reached for her before she even got close enough to touch. “Not for the clothes. You found me on the Aria. Gave me your blood. Saved me even when I fought to die.”
 
   His expression melted into one of complete, utter tenderness. It permeated his smile, his scent. Softened the rumble of his purr. He pulled her in, touched his lips to her brow and folded her into his embrace.
 
   “The god’s were not yet ready to take you into their keeping. For this, I will be grateful every day.” Tears pooled in her eyes, but this time, they were happy tears.
 
   Tears of relief. Such unbelievable relief.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen watched her during the evening meal. Noticing how she smiled more readily. The confidence her change had brought, marked. Where before she had shied from making eye contact with anyone, now she did so with ease and calm. Every now and again, he could sense niggles of uncertainty from her along their bond. He silently asked her about it and she cast him a little look. Her fingers curled around his under the table.
 
    
 
   I made myself invisible as possible for so long, it’s just hard to let people see me.
 
    
 
   He did his best to lock down his side of their bond. Not wanting her to feel the backlash of his rage. Ohlen would never not feel that searing fury when she made mention of anything pertaining to her previous life. He hoped that one day he would be better able to control it. For now, it simply caused him to see red. He wondered how many of his brother warriors would take a human mate and suffer such fury. Suffer knowing that their mates had not been honored or protected. Had been made to suffer such unspeakable pain and fear.
 
   He wondered how many potential mates had been lost because they had not been strong enough to endure as his female had.
 
   He wondered how many…
 
   Ohlen?
 
    
 
   He drew a deep breath and forced it away. Forced such morbid thoughts that drug him towards allowing feral snarls to break free, deep down where they belonged. He looked to her, to his one, and made plans to hunt down an offering of thanks to the Beast for having delivered her into his keeping. He lifted her hand to his mouth, rubbing his cheek across her palm to leave his scent there.
 
   -Thank you, my one.
 
   For what?
 
   -Waiting. Enduring. Surviving.
 
    
 
   She rumbled, purred, so softly that had he not been sitting right beside her, he never would have heard it. Lifted her lips to touch a soft, sweet little kiss to the corner of his mouth. Cuddled up to his side and stayed there throughout the rest of the night.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen shut the door to their quarters, asking if she was interested in experiencing a bath. Andi surprised him with her answer. She jumped on him. A quick little leap that had her in his arms. Knees clenched around his hips. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders with a playful, bashful little smile.
 
   “It was worth it.” she told him softly. Rubbing the tip of her little nose to his,
 
   “What was worth it?”
 
   Andi scraped her nails against his nape. Curled into the fine little strands of his mane she found there. Made chills race up and down his spine. Made a hungry growl roll up from inside him,
 
   “Waiting. Enduring. Surviving. It was worth it to have this. To have you.”
 
   Ohlen felt as though she had ripped the rugs out from under him. A free fall through space with no inertial dampeners to cushion him. No way to say which way was up. He struggled to even draw a full breath. To keep on his feet. She nuzzled him again, her words coming out in a breathless, hurried rush,
 
   “I can tell some of the others think I’m crazy for giving in so fast. Trusting you without question. But this thing inside me. This beast you gave me, it’s like…I don’t know how to describe it. I can taste your sincerity. Hear it. Feel it when you speak to me. The sensations are almost overwhelming. Whenever I get frightened or uncertain of something, you’re right there. She’s there, feeding me information. Strength. Protecting me.”
 
    
 
   He managed to make it the few feet to the lounge. Managed not to let her move so much as a fraction as he knelt down on the plush floor mats. Kept her curled up in his lap. He stroked his hands over her hair. Her body. Swallowing thickly because he couldn’t force words out past his thick lips.
 
   Luckily, the gods had seen fit to grant him the miraculous gift of their bond.
 
   -I wish I could claim in truth that I had done it on purpose. Given you my beast on purpose. I would have, without hesitation. I would give you anything, anything, my one, to make sure you never feel frightened or hurt ever again.
 
    
 
   Andi rubbed her cheek against his, licking her lips so she could press a string of kisses over to his ear. Kneading at his shoulders with her little hands.
 
   “I don’t care if you did it on purpose or not. You gave me your blood knowing it would heal me. Knowing it would save me. You just didn’t know how much it would save me.”
 
   Ohlen could feel a deeper, stronger emotion dancing down through their bond. A sensation that he would have wanted to feel a little longer. Unfortunately, she stood up and ignored his growled objection. 
 
   His displeasure didn’t last long.
 
   Andi pushed her dress off her shoulders. He watched with surprise as the heavy fabric slid down her body to puddle at her feet. Left her gloriously nude before him. He was sure that he was staring with his mouth open. Frozen to the spot, shocked that his mate continued to be so…fantastically bold.  He licked his lips, a rumble vibrating through his entire body as she started to back away. A sensual smile curving her sweet mouth.
 
   “I need a bath,” she murmured. Her nipples peaking in the cooler air. Her skin shimmering in the low light of their quarters. “Will you join me?”
 
    
 
   Ohlen pounced before he could stop himself. Catching her up to toss her over his shoulder. She shrieked with laughter. He hadn’t heard such joy pass from her lips before. Hadn’t been expecting it and he had to see her face even as he could feel her happiness bubbling inside him. He pulled her down the front of his body. Watching her face as she wound up with her arms and legs around him again. Still laughing, smiling so wide that her eyes were shining.
 
   “What?” she giggled. Wiggling when he gave her ample backside a squeeze.
 
   “You are always beautiful, my one. But your laughter is stunning. I wish more of it,”
 
   She made a serious face at him. Flirtatiously rubbing her bare breasts against his tunic,
 
   “Are you ordering me to laugh, warrior?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   Her hand raised to her brow for a snappy little salute. “I will comply as often as possible, sir.”
 
    
 
   His eyebrow slid up when she took her hand from around his shoulders. Frowning intently at her hand for a moment. Then triumphantly when only one claw slipped from her index finger. Even with the crystalline tip extended fully, her finger was still half the size of his.
 
   “I am proud of the control you have gained already. But what is your intent with only one claw, my one?” he teased.
 
   Andi’s chin went up with a mock air of superiority. Her eyes dancing with playfulness as he carried her deeper into the bathing chamber. 
 
   “You’ll see. Put me down!” she commanded. Making him chuckle in turn as he obeyed.
 
   “Don’t. Move.” she told him. Wiggling her finger at him. She touched the edge of her tongue to the corner of her lips and concentrated. Very, very carefully set the tip of her claw to the seam of his tunic sleeve.
 
   “I was thinking about how much you seem to like clawing my clothes off. I wanted to try it.” her eyes danced with mischievous intent.
 
    
 
   He swallowed thickly. Forced himself to stand still as her claw hissed through the seams of his clothing until it was in a pile at his feet. She was smiling, her smug excitement freely moving through their bond. She flexed her hand to tug her claw back inside her finger. Proceeding to curl those delicate fingers along his shaft. Her touch tore a groan out of him. The firm grip she took made his skin pebble up and ripple with excruciating delight.
 
   “I don’t have control of my teeth yet,” she had the barest hint of a lisp. Smiling just enough for him to see the tips of her canines, “But when I do…” she let the statement hang in the air between them. Giggling when he growled low in his chest.
 
   “If you wish a bath, my one, I suggest you release me.”
 
   She tugged at her lip with her dainty little fang, giving his cock one last pump before she let go. He wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved. Her touch so profound he hated to lose it. But once in the water he could introduce her to all manner of sensual enjoyments. Saliva pooled in his mouth at the idea.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Ohlen showed her how to work the bath. The tub was so deep, it looked like if she stood flat on her feet in the middle, the water would come up to her chin. Frankly, now that she saw it full of water, saw where it hit Ohlen at just below his sternum? She wasn’t so sure this was a good idea. In fact, of all the things that had happened to her recently, this terrified her the most. Ohlen thought it was funny.
 
   “Andi, you know that I would never allow any harm to come to you. Least of all in our bath. Come. Sit on the edge and put your feet in.”
 
   He held his hands up to her. Urging her closer to the edge with a wiggle of his strong fingers. She was somewhat ashamed of herself. It was just a giant vat of hot water. Right? Approximately seven feet by fourteen feet. That was only seven by fourteen feet wider than any sort of bath she’d ever been in. What could go wrong?
 
   “You will take great pleasure from the water. I know it. Come.” Ohlen sounded so certain.
 
   Her knees shook as she took his hands and sank to her knees beside the tub. Sat on her butt and put her feet over the edge, gasping at the heat. The silkiness of the water surrounded her legs up to her calves. The sensation so strange when she moved her feet side to side, wiggled her toes,
 
   “Alright?” he chuckled.
 
    
 
   She nodded, fascinated by this feeling of warmth and wetness. Of pressure. She let him pull her forward, arms curling around his amazing shoulders. Let him take her waist, squeaking when he picked her up. Taking her backward with him into the water. He kissed her cheek while she clung to him. Held on tighter as he moved back to the far side of the bath to sit on the ledge sunken below the water line. He sighed with pleasure. His eyes closing in bliss when his shoulders sank under the water and lay his head back on the rim of the tub.
 
   “I confess, my one. I missed this luxury above most.”
 
   Andi tilted her head to watch him. Taking more pleasure in feeling his enjoyment, than in the bath itself. It wasn’t uncomfortable. It did feel really good on the few sore muscles she had. It was just so odd feeling.
 
   “You will enjoy the heat of the water after a long run. Or a particularly vigorous training session. Or in the wintertime when you feel as though your whiskers will freeze from the cold of the ice and snow.”
 
   She kneaded harder at his shoulders, at the nape of his neck as she tried to imagine ice and snow. What it would feel like. His deeply contented purr brought her back to the present.
 
   “You’re really happy to be home,” she commented softly.
 
   He cracked open a violet eye to smile at her, “I am very happy. Though this is not the home I would share with you. When you and the others have acclimated to our way of life, the home I would share with you will be much different.”
 
   She smiled back at him. Enjoying the feel of his wet hair sliding through her fingers while she pulled it free of its braid.
 
   “How so?” His hands moved up and down her back. The water made it feel much different, though she couldn’t say how. Maybe her skin was more sensitive?
 
   Pleasant, very pleasant. Especially how the movement of his arms made the water flow in a slight current around them. A current that swirled over her relaxed nipples with a sensual tug. Sort of like how it felt when he licked her. Only without the rough edge of his tongue to add more stimulation.
 
   “I do not like living within the confines of the citadel.” he grunted.  “There is no free air, no sound of the wind through the trees. It is fortified, well defended, but often it still feels as though I am on board the warship. No windows. No fresh scents. You will see when we run tomorrow. I would like for us to live in the forest. Though I expect for some time it may make you uncomfortable. So many new things. New smells. New sounds for your beast to process.”
 
   “You’ll be with me?”
 
   He made a face, like that was the most ridiculous question she’d ever asked him.
 
   “Of course. Always.”
She shrugged. “Then I’ll be fine.”
 
   Ohlen sighed deeply. Tugging her forward to hug her close, touching a kiss to her bare shoulder while he cuddled her. “My one,”
 
   Andi loved how reverently he always said those two words. How they strung together to make the sweetest, sexiest, most endearing sound his lips formed. She couldn’t get enough of hearing it. She discovered, she really liked the taste of water on his skin.
 
   She licked and sucked the little droplets from his throat. Her cat stretching inside her with a little growl. Hunger rising with a slow burn. He turned to meet her for a scorching hot kiss. His growl vibrating between them. Chaffing her nipples on the smooth hardness of his chest. The water added such a strange element to the way their skin slid and slipped.
 
   Her appreciation for the bath was definitely rising.
 
   She loved how quickly Ohlen had decided he enjoyed kissing. How it was a first for both of them. Something that would always be theirs alone. He nipped at her lips. Lapped at the tiny sting and shifted his head to better seal their mouths together. Deep, drugging kisses that made her feel dizzy. On the verge of being overheated.
 
   Andi thought it and Ohlen stood. Carried her to the edge of the pool without taking his mouth from hers. Lay her back on the cool stone floor and eased himself away after dozens of short, hungry kisses. He prowled down the length of her body. Making her hiss and arch with every kiss to her skin. He licked her nipple into his mouth and sucked hard. His hands were hot on her body, weighing her breasts in his hands. Laving at her nipples until they were hard, tight points. Flushed with blood and tingling. She could feel his satisfaction before she saw it in his expression. Feel the stretching of his own beast in answer to hers. The water did nothing to diminish the musky scent of male desire.
 
   Of her male’s desire.
 
   Ohlen’s breath huffed over her belly. His hands cupped her waist, almost able to touch because they were so big. It made him smile. Made him lick his lips when she spread her legs wider with invitation. She shivered when he drew back to stare at her pussy. Reaching out with the tip of his finger to trace the edges of her sex. Swirling through the patch of curls with this expression on his face that she couldn’t quite decipher.
 
   “Some humans um, trim or shave that away. I can if you don’t like it,” she murmured.
 
    Pulling her lip through her teeth. Andi hadn’t done it before because she cared very little if…anyone else hadn’t liked it. She refused to think of anyone or anything but Ohlen. Not when she lay spread so vulnerably. 
 
   Ohlen shook his head, continuing to stare at her hungrily. His touch was whisper light, almost maddeningly so, like he was teasing her.
 
   “I like your fluff. It’s soft. It retains the scent of your pleasure,”
 
   She made a face. Looked down and admitted to herself that she’d let her bush get out of control. Which just for cleanliness reasons was kind of embarrassing. Ohlen wasn’t upset at all. He was hungry.
 
   “You will leave it for me, my one. I like the feel of it on my face.” 
 
   So saying, he went to his knees in the water and rubbed his cheek against her pussy. Rumbling softly with steadily growing intensity. 
 
   Andi loved his mouth on her. The roughness of his tongue that was a constant reminder he wasn’t human. How he purred the entire time he licked at her. Constantly vibrated the sensitive tissues. She hissed and thrashed. Tangled her fingers in the coarse stripe of his hair. Tried to pull herself closer. Push him away. Arched her hips this way and that to find that one perfect spot. Giving a yowl of displeasure when he smiled and eased up on the pressure,
 
    “Ohlen! Don’t you dare stop!”
 
   He answered her demand with a renewed vigor. Grabbed her hips in both hands to lift her off the floor. Rolled his shoulders to catch and spread her thighs wide enough to make the muscles bite with the strain. Ohlen’s eyes glowed like jewels as he looked up the length of her body.
 
   Air got harder to take in. Arching in his hands, undulating in time to the rhythmic lick of his tongue, she tried to get closer. Crying out because she just couldn’t keep the sounds inside her a second longer. He nudged his tongue into her. His mouth a seal around her entire sex it felt like. Sucking to flush her pink parts with blood, making them ultra sensitive to every lick. Every nibble. Opening her, stretching her for the thicker push of his fingers.
 
   He pushed and thrust with his hand. Pushed her right up and over into bliss. Scraping his teeth over her thigh when she cried out to the ceiling. Holding her steady as she convulsed, her body shaking with the release. She tugged weakly at his hair. Shivering, whimpering softly when he pulled his fingers from inside her. Moaned to watch him lick them clean. His lips glistening with her juices. She tugged again, pleading with him silently for more. Needing more, needing him inside her.
 
   Andi watched the play of muscles across his chest when he bent over her. Did a one-armed push up to take her mouth. Hungrily swallowing the sound of her moan. Sharing the taste of her pussy with her. He notched his cock at her entrance, pushing hard to fill her in one lunge. Chuckled at her strangled scream of shock.
 
   “The sounds you make for me, my one. Grrrr…”
 
   She was wet enough to take him to the root but she still felt split in two. Impaled. Holy hell, she loved it.
 
   Ohlen gave her no quarter. Fully embedded in their bond, not a single barrier between them to keep him from feeling her pleasure. Her joy. Her hunger. The cavern of the bathroom made their growls and groans echo loudly. The slap of skin on skin seem harsher, sexier.
 
   He held her ass in one big hand at just the angle he wanted. His lips peeling back over his canines when she hitched her legs tight around his waist. Raked her nails over his bulging, sweat slicked muscles and fought to not let her claws out.
 
   “Do it.” he snarled harshly. Growling when she shook her head and tightened her legs around his waist,
 
   “No,” she gasped out. Panting harshly.
 
   “Yes, Andi. Give me your claws,”
 
    
 
   She was in love with the bath at this point. Loved how he had let go of his restraint, his fear of hurting her, fucking her like their lives depended on it. The orgasm building in her belly was going to ruin her. She thrashed. Pushed her hips as high and hard against him as she could. Bracing to take every jarring thrust. A feline, inhuman sound filled her mouth when the orgasm hit. Her vision slipped. Turned red and orange as her cat rolled close to the surface in answer to his roar. She felt his skin give way to her claws and knew come morning he would have more deep rake marks on his body.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Much, much later, she lay curled up against Ohlen in their big bed. Guilt pricked at her thoughts while she stared at one of the long rake marks on his chest. He told her again to not feel bad about it, but how could she not? She had clawed him almost all the way down to the bone. Sarazen’s were fast healers, but she knew she’d hurt him. Her beast didn’t like it either. Odd, primal thoughts actually crossed her mind. Like if he was injured, he would be too weak to hunt. Or to protect himself from challenges made by other cats. She was on her knees beside him licking at his wounds before she could process why.
 
   Andi’s eyes rolled up when he grunted, looking down at her with one violet eye open. A curious, sleepy expression on his handsome face. She tasted his blood and took a moment to wonder why she liked the flavor of it so much. Wondered why she wasn’t grossed out by the fact that she was licking his cuts. Possibly contaminating them with her saliva. He just watched her. Glanced down at his chest with that one eye. His fingers never stopped stroking up and down her back. The precise, knife-like cut she’d licked, looked like it was knitting back together before her eyes.
 
   Her butt hit her heels when she sat back, dumbfounded. She pressed her tongue briefly to the roof of her mouth.
 
    “Is that normal? I don’t know why I did it. I just…did.”
 
   Ohlen made a careless, content sound. He was distracted by the sight of her bare breasts long enough for her to have to whack his hip to get his attention. He shot a careless grin up at her.
 
   “It is not uncommon for a female to soothe the sting of the marks she has left on her mate. Some, not all of them, have healing agents in their saliva. Don’t lick it again.”
 
   “What? Why not? It’s helping!”
 
   He chortled at her outrage. Catching her hair in his big fist to stop her from leaning back down. To keep her from licking at him until all the cuts and slashes on his body were healed.
 
   “You are still cresting the edge of your heat cycle. Ga’rae has not yet told me if it is because you are so newly changed, or because of a surge in hormones due to my blood having repaired your womb. Until your body passes through this fertile time we will mate frequently. I wish to carry the marks of our first cycle, always. If you lick them away, they will not scar and I will have to wait until next season when the heat comes again.”
 
    
 
   Andi chewed on her thumb. Recalling something Gwen had said to her and Clary when they’d been back on board the warship. The first day, after they had all apparently “gone after their mates like horny junkies in need of a fix.” Gwen’s description of the event. 
 
   Tarek, Ga’rae, and Ohlen had all gone around shirtless for the whole day. Every warrior they had passed had looked at her with respect. At Ohlen with no small bit of envy. Like they were jealous she’d cut him up so badly. Gwen had said something about coming up with birth control. Now that they were all “sporting a uterus again.”
 
   “What has you frowning, my one? Truly, I want your marks so that I may admire them later. Surely you can sense the truth of that through our bond.”
 
   She nodded, because yes, she could feel it. His need to have evidence of their mating. Evidence that could not be disputed later.
 
   “I was just thinking about something Gwen said. She’s going to want to know that my saliva does…this,” she waved at the one healing line that she’d licked. Her mouth literally watering to finish and lick the hurt from all of them.
 
   “Will you let me take the sting out of it at least? Please? I don’t like it that I hurt you every time we have sex. It upsets me even though I know it heightens your pleasure. Though I don’t understand how that’s possible,” she grumbled. More to herself than him. The hand he’d held her back with, loosened immediately.
 
    
 
   Ohlen opened both eyes. Combed his fingers through her hair. His expression was slumberous, content. Happy even. “If it pleases you to ease this tiny hurt-“
 
   “Tiny hurt? Ohlen, I saw these things shred through metal. I know, I was there. I saw me do it. They’re freaking dangerous!” she held her fingers up and wiggled them menacingly. 
 
   It made his lips twitch in amusement. Clearly fighting not to laugh at her. She could feel it. He took her hand. Used his strong fingers to rub up along her index finger until the cartilage shifted. Out came one wicked, dangerously sharp claw. It had been fun to cut his clothes off. But cutting through his skin nearly to the bone? Not fun. Not fun at all.
 
   Ohlen looked at her claw for a long time. Moving finger to finger, massaging and tugging gently. Until each was tipped with the razor sharp, crystal colored claw. He studied them. Lacing their fingers together until the tips lay along the back of his hand. 
 
   “Your claws are lovely. As unique as you are, my one. When they press through my flesh the slice is so sharp, so precise, it is almost painless. It had been many, many of your earth years since I had felt the touch of a female. And the pleasure between mates is in no way comparable. It has no equal. We are told this from birth, but I did not believe it in truth. I can say now with absolute certainty it is so. The pleasure of mating with you is so intense, so foreign and unknown to me, it doesn’t seem real without pain. Does this make sense?”
 
   She nodded. It certainly did make sense. She had no other frame of reference as to what sex with someone who cared for you was like. All she’d known of it was pain and fear. A revulsion for the idea of ever experiencing it again. With Ohlen, it was exactly what he said. Intense, amazing and such a foreign feeling that she could barely process it all.
 
   However, “I don’t want to hurt you. I get it, that you want everyone to know just how strong our bond is. How well you’re able to pleasure your mate into submission. Could we find some other way to do that? One that doesn’t involve me almost cutting you to the bone? Please?”
 
   He hummed with warmth, watching her flex her hand to retract her claws back. Reached up to cup the back of her head. Pulled her down to touch a kiss to her brow, rubbing it in with his mouth, “As you wish, my one. Take the sting away,”
 
   Andi shifted to immediately put her tongue on his chest. Pausing when his hand tightened in her hair again,
 
   “Only the sting. Leave the scars.”
 
   She rolled her eyes up to meet his. Her body heating with an almost instant reaction to the commanding growl in his voice. 
 
   “Only the sting,” she murmured in agreement.
 
    Smiling to herself, Andi threw a leg over his hips. To gain a better angle of course. He groaned in agony. It was weird, and it should have been gross. The way she could feel the smooth edges of the slices she’d made in his skin. Instead, all it made her want to do was purr. To comfort him, soothe his hurts. If he was turned on as a result? More the better. She licked slowly. Taking her time, making him hiss. His muscles turned to iron beneath her when she wrapped her lips around the flat disk of his nipple. Sucking the way he did to her. He lasted all of maybe a minute before he flipped her onto her back.
 
   They didn’t leave their quarters until it was time to leave for the festival.
 
   Sixteen
 
    
 
   Ohlen was commanded to pilot the craft from the main Sarazen planet, S1, to the planet where this season’s festival was to be held on S3. He did so with great displeasure as it meant he would be separated from Andi for most of the flight. It helped that they were already able to communicate along their bond. Falken was having difficulty doing so with Cassie. He said it was intermittent, that Cassie had to be experiencing an extreme emotion for the connection to become clear. Ohlen suspected that Falken and Cassie still were struggling together to find balance. The fair-haired female was in possession of a fiercely independent beast. One who did not appreciate the idea of taking second place to the much stronger male.
 
   It was unkind of him, but Ohlen was insanely relieved that he did not have such an issue with Andi. Her little beast was cunning and extremely intelligent. Didn’t just give in lightly. But she trusted him completely and without question. However, he was certain if he ever did anything to upset his little mate, she might not be so content to follow.
 
   With every rising of a new day Andi grew more confident. Settled into her new surroundings with an ease that surprised him. He had attentively watched her for any signs of discomfort after some of their more fierce bouts of mating. Tuned into their bond to carefully study her emotions and feelings. Relieved beyond belief that thus far, all seemed well. She rarely closed herself off from him. Demanded no privacy when he dipped into her surface thoughts to listen in on what it was she was thinking.
 
   He had asked her why, just this morning. 
 
   “I ask, not because I wish for you to close yourself off from our bond. But you never deny me access to your thoughts.”
 
   Andi had been sitting at what she called her vanity, brushing out her hair. He took great pleasure in watching her feminine rituals. The pleasure she took in using the oils procured for her on her arms and legs. He took even greater pleasure when she asked for his assistance in rubbing the softly scented liquid on her back. He had already made plans to take her to the market for other things that might please her. After the festival. 
 
   She smiled at him in the mirror, “Even if you aren’t in the same room with me, I can feel you. It makes me feel safe. Having that constant connection.”
 
   Ohlen had never received so great a compliment.
 
    
 
    
 
   He had literally taken his hand off the command screen, having just input the codes and coordinates for their journey to S3. When a sudden acceleration in his heart rate made him pause. Made him touch in on Andi’s thoughts at the same moment she was reaching for him.
 
   Ohlen? Can you hear me?
 
   His brows slammed down at the worry in her tone. The fear he could feel shivering through her body.
 
   -Of course I can, my one. You are afraid. What’s wrong?
 
   The surge of her relief that followed was instant.
 
   I’m with Clary and the other human crew in the observation room. Clary asked us all to come because she overheard two different warriors talking about having poisoned our food. It’s some kind of toxin meant to cut off our ability to speak to one another telepathically. Clary, Cassie, and Gwen all tried to get hold of their guys, but they can’t. I didn’t eat breakfast, so it hasn’t affected me yet. Can you come-
 
    
 
   He was already up and running to her. Throwing the order for the other pilot to take the controls over his shoulder. Luckily, Tarek was with Falken and Brennaugh in the nearest meeting room. He was able to relay what Andi had told him, quickly. Ohlen and the handful of warriors with human mates blew into the observation room like a maelstrom. Andi was the only one who didn’t leap to her feet to run to him. She stood up calmly and let him wrap her up tight in his arms. Reassuring him that she was alright with a murmur.
 
   He held her precious little body to him. Pressed her face into his chest so he could rest his lips on her brow. Ohlen breathed in the scent of her hair while around them voices rose and fell in furious arguments. Even when it was boldly stated that the reason behind the traitorous act, the reason that Clary and the other hybrid females had been poisoned, was because of their unknown strength and allegiance to Tarek. To the rightful ruler of the Sarazen pride.
 
   Ohlen was in complete agreement when Tarek made plain his intention to hunt down the traitors on board and strip the fur from their carcasses. Clary talked her mate out of it. Ohlen was not so ready to simply allow Andi to return to their quarters like nothing was wrong. To be alone while unknown traitors freely roamed the ship with the intent to harm his mate.
 
   It was an absolute fact, that to be protected by their mating laws, he would have to locate her in the chaos of the breeding festival. At its end, they would have to physically bond together. His beast prowled as plans for the festival were made. His body starting to tremble with the physical fight to keep the enraged animal contained.
 
   He knew, had known the entire time, he would be separated from Andi during the hunt. It was the whole purpose of the festival. Now with the threat of an unknown enemy potentially lying in wait to take her down…
 
    
 
   Ohlen, I’ll be with Tarek. Nothing will happen to me. 
 
   Andi’s voice was like a cool wind through his mind. Under normal circumstances, it would have been enough to calm him. It did not this time. Until this moment, he hadn’t ever thought of the festival as an antiquated and ridiculous practice. What other proof did he need? They had bonded. Andi was his mate. Irrefutably. Participation was now just a formality.
 
    
 
   Hey,
 
   Andi reached up to touch his jaw. Turning his face back her way so he could see her smile.
 
   It’s going to be alright.
 
    
 
   Fury continued to rise. It was his job to reassure her. He was the warrior. He was the one who had too many cycles to be counted of experience fighting an unseen enemy. Yet here she was, his mate, reassuring him that everything was going to be fine. Andi made this assumption that he was somewhat civilized. She had no idea what a struggle it was at this moment to not allow his beast to return to its feral state. She laughed, concealing the sound of it against his chest.
 
   Ohlen? I have every idea. I’m inside your thoughts. I feel what you feel. You’re just too pissed off to notice that I’m not scared.
 
   He took a deep breath. Then another. He listened to the plan with one ear, his attention torn between it and speaking to his mate.
 
   -You will not leave our quarters until we land. Not for any reason. I will give you the security control code to bar the door and you will stay there unless I personally come for you. Understood?
 
   He could offer her no comfort or kindness. Not with the gravity of this treacherous situation. He would take no chances, allow no opportunities for her to be hurt.
 
   Understood. Small problem.
 
   -Name it.
 
   I’m hungry. I didn’t eat anything this morning when I woke up.
 
   He sighed, thankful she had not. She would have ingested the toxin meant to silence their bond. And that was the root of his fury. Their bond made her feel safe. Feeling his presence constantly within her, made her feel safe, and these traitors intended to take that from her. If he discovered who the traitors were on board, there would not be anything left of them for Tarek to punish.
 
   Ohlen?
 
   Why did she sound amused?
 
   -What?
 
   Did you forget that you gave me every memory you have on how to defend myself? In my human form or on four paws?
 
    
 
   Ohlen narrowed his eyes at her, scowling. He had not forgotten. He was immensely grateful that Tarek had granted him permission to utilize the information transfer. That was not the point and he told her so. The point of giving her his memories had been to ensure she was able to protect or defend herself until such time as he was able to get to her.
 
    
 
   Isn’t that what’s going to happen now? And I won’t be alone. You know that.
 
   That she was correct, made it not one iota less infuriating.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Andi had not been wrong about the forest. It was every bit as primeval as she had thought it would be. Only more intimidating because it was so dark under the canopy. According to Tarek, the festival went on for the equivalent of three weeks. Thereby giving everyone an opportunity to locate their potential mate and…it was unmitigated chaos.
 
   If she hadn’t already had a bond with Ohlen, she could see how finding him could have been more than just difficult. Honestly, she didn’t understand how anyone could find anything in this much disarray. It made a little bit of sense now why it took so long for any of the Sarazen’s to find a mate.
 
    
 
   Tarek had shifted into his beast form and of the three other warriors who did the same, he was by far the largest. The top of his head stretched up a full two feet over hers. Golden fur covering every inch of his muscular body. Ohlen had demanded that she shift into her beast form too. Wanting her to have every advantage possible while out of his sight.
 
   So here she was, trotting alongside Tarek on all fours. Looking at the world in streams of heat and vibrant color. Assaulted by an overwhelming number of scents and sounds. Twitching with every twig snap or rough growl in the distance. So low to the ground that her belly fur brushed the grass.
 
   Grass. What a strange feeling that was. Spongy, sometimes sharp. Every step releasing another burst of smell. God, there were so many scents to smell!
 
    
 
   -Andi, relax. I can feel how overwhelmed you are. Take a moment. Take a breath. Focus on the sound of my voice. Imagine your nose turning to my throat as it did last night and breathe deeply. Find my scent. I have yours already. I will be with you soon.
 
    
 
   Ohlen’s voice filled her mind. Brushed away all the other sounds cluttering everything up like the sweep of a broom. She did what he said and pictured last night. Remembered how she had sat spread across his lap with her face buried in his throat. Chest to chest, discovering the pleasure of riding his cock in that position.
 
   Her entire body broke out in sensual chills. Made her fur ripple all the way down to the very tip of her tail. The next deep breath she took, she caught a tiny tendril of that musky scent unique to her mate. Joy flooded the mind of her beast. Made her leap forward towards it, her paws silently bounding over the forest floor. She didn’t make it far before the golden beast behind her roared. The bone-rattling sound had her dropping into an immediate crouch. Her cat swallowed nervously. Lowered her head in submission as she looked at the larger beast that was Tarek.
 
   He jerked his head at her. Smacking the ground with his paw like he was commanding her to fall back into line. Andi whined, crawling a few more steps in the direction she knew Ohlen was. Tarek’s ears flattened to his skull. His growl made leaves actually fall from the trees above them.
 
    
 
   -What’s wrong? What happened?
 
    
 
   At the worry in Ohlen’s demanding tone, she hung her head and moved back over to where Tarek waited with the others. He chuffed, lifting his muzzle to scent at the air and turned in the direction she’d wanted to go in the first place.
 
   Nothing, Ohlen. I caught your scent and wanted to follow it. Tarek um, barked at me.
 
   -Don’t you dare leave his side!
 
   But I can smell your-
 
   -Do. Not. Leave. His. Side.
 
   Andi grunted derisively at Ohlen’s snarl. Earned herself a dirty glare from the golden beast, too. 
 
   She wasn’t sure how long it actually took for both groups to meet, but it felt like endless hours. Even at a slow pace her beast was beginning to tire. Until Ohlen’s scent strengthened, then it was all ahead full. Tarek perked up too. Nudging at her with his nose as though giving her permission to take off.
 
   Andi made it a whole foot before Ohlen’s ginger beast leaped off the small overhang to her left. Flying through the air above her with a victorious snarl. He hit the dirt on silent paws. Claws digging furrows into the ground to stop his forward momentum. Feeling playful, overjoyed to be reunited, Andi shot out of his reach. Jumped up when he lunged for her. Hissed playfully at him when his paws met nothing but air. She teased him with a smack of her tail across his furry face. Her beast was enjoying this.
 
   His head hung low, watching her circling him with glowing eyes. His whiskers pulsing with his heavy pants like he was out of breath or something. Had he run the whole way to her? With no warning, Ohlen’s beast pounced. Wrapped his strong legs around her to wrestle her to the ground.
 
   Andi could feel him in her thoughts. Feel him searching through her emotions. Testing her scent while they grappled and played. Even rolling around on the forest floor, Ohlen was making certain he didn’t push her past her comfort zone.
 
   That alone, caused her beast to submit. To relax beneath his heavier body and let him snuffle at her throat. Exposed the vulnerable underside to him with the certainty it was safe. He didn’t disappoint her. He rubbed his cheeks over her throat. Chuffing his victory as he left his scent on her fur. Licked his chops with satisfaction when she was thoroughly marked.
 
   He nipped at her haunches to get her on her feet. Earning himself another smack of her tail across his face. The ginger beast stayed right beside her, almost on top of her while he herded her towards the rest of their group.
 
   Exhausted, Andi slumped to the forest floor. She was a small distance away from where Clary was snuggled up to Tarek. Smiling at her from her human face as she sat between Tarek’s enormous paws. Ohlen stood over where Andi had collapsed for a while. Lifting his nose to scent the air. His eyes touching on every shadow until Tarek turned his head and barked a short sound. Jerking his golden head up.
 
   He keeps doing that. What does it mean? Andi asked. Yawning so wide she felt her jaw pop.
 
   Ohlen lay down half over her, grunting when she went belly up. All four paws in the air.
 
   -To settle. Rest, my one. We will be here until the sun rises.
 
   So long?
 
   -Yes. If any potential mates are in this forest, they will come.
 
   You sound really certain, Ohlen.
 
   -I am certain. The scent of humans is not a difficult trail to follow.
 
    
 
   He grunted and lay his chin on her shoulder. Resting, but alert to every single bit of movement in the trees around them.
 
   Are you saying humans are easy to smell because we stink?
 
   She teased him. Thumping him with her paw. He thumped her back.
 
   -First, my one. You are no longer human. Evident by the fact that you lay here in your fur. Second, no. Humans do not stink. The scent is simply unique. No Sarazen has ever smelled the like.
 
   Oh. Gottcha- Andi yawned again, turning to better curl into Ohlen’s fur. - I’m so exhausted after that hike. Can I sleep?
 
   -Of course you can. The altitude is different on this planet. I am not surprised you are fatigued. I will stay right here with you and wake you when it is time to go.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen stayed curled around his dainty black beast until the sun came up. There was not much light under the canopy of the trees. Barely enough to tell that it was morning. Andi had slept deeply throughout the night despite the constant cacophony. The trust it took not only for her, but for her beast to have allowed her to sleep so deeply, was immeasurable.
 
   Ohlen nudged Andi’s shoulder, calling to her softly to wake. She groaned, uncurling from the little ball she’d made of herself. Stretching out from whiskers to tail. Languishing for a moment before opening her eyes. He got lost in staring at her. At the deep brown of her eyes. Her pupils enhanced by the jagged ring of purple. Unique. He almost wished that somehow in the exchange of blood, that dark brown of her eyes might have ringed his pupils. Some visual sign that he belonged to her too.
 
   What? she grunted.
 
   He bent and bumped her muzzle with his. Rumbled for her softly.
 
   -Nothing. Just looking at my mate. D’anick has blankets and gowns in his pack if you wish to change back.
 
    
 
   Andi grunted at him and rolled over to wrap her smaller paws around his neck. Nuzzled at the underside of his jaw before she lay back to yawn again.
 
   Nope. Walking back on four legs will be easier than two.
 
   -Pity. I had intended to carry you back.
 
    
 
   She paused in her grooming. Tilted her head over to where Tarek was shrugging into a pair of trousers. Clary was already standing on two legs, wrapped in a blanket. Andi looked back at him, blinking her long lashes over her feline eyes.
 
   It’s a long way.
 
   His beast chortled, -You are very small, my one. I could carry you across half this planet and not tire. If you remain in your fur, I will show you how to hunt down breakfast.
 
    
 
   She made a strangled sound of disgust and pushed away from him. Swatting him with her tail when his laughter echoed along their bond. Despite the desire of her beast to hunt prey, Andi found it distasteful.
 
   I’ll change back.
 
   After making a short stop, Ohlen carried his mate out of the forest with a smile on his face. They returned to the ship and passed the officials waiting with the scent of a very successful mating fresh on their skin. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Seventeen
 
    
 
   Andi did not like waking up alone. She was so used to Ohlen’s big body curled around her now. It put a serious knot in her tail when he wasn’t. Locked in the cabin on their interplanetary transport. Alone. No mate to keep her warm. Having to eat the weird, Sarazen version of MRE’s because some asshole might have poisoned her food.
 
   This trip sucked.
 
   -Good rising, my one.
 
   She scowled at the warmth of his voice. In her mind, and obviously not in the room with her. He was back to flying the transport because Tarek didn’t trust anyone else with their safety. That sucked, too. She knew it was bitchy of her, but she couldn’t help it. Ohlen had spoiled her.
 
   It would be a better rising if you were still in bed with me.
 
   Andi could practically feel the smugness rolling off of him. Picture the look of it on his face, despite the regret in his tone when he answered.
 
   -It would be a better rising if that were so. Perhaps I can offer something to cheer you up?
 
   Like what? she grumped. Heading into the enzyme wash.
 
   -I was thinking. Instead of attending the celebration at the citadel we might visit the territory where I grew up. Would you like that?
 
    
 
   She stood froze with her hands up in her hair. Enzyme wash all over her, staring sightlessly at the blank wall of the shower stall.
 
   Just us?
 
   -Just us. he confirmed.
 
   Andi didn’t question if he was serious or not. She was pretty sure he wasn’t able to make a joke. But she was shocked. After how he had acted about them being separated during the festival? She had truthfully been expecting him to keep her locked away in a tower until the villains were vanquished.
 
   -Andi?
 
   I would love to see where you grew up. How will we get there? How long will it take?
 
    
 
   Ohlen’s chuckle filled her thoughts. She thought about the forest he had shown her, her very first time in the holo-room. The beautiful forest so much more peaceful and serene than the one they’d just been in. A memory of running through the snow played through her mind. But she’d never seen snow, so it had to be Ohlen’s memory. His experience of running through the snow and the trees.
 
   She thought about how amazing the information download was. It was like she was standing in a library. Her mind the library itself, his memories stored on the shelves in front of her. Hundreds of thousands of books. All waiting for her to explore. She wasn’t constantly overwhelmed with images or scenes that belonged to him. His memories didn’t overlap hers. She had to purposefully take down a book and open it to look at his memories.
 
   -I have purchased us a transport. It will take only a few hours to reach our destination.
 
   She spluttered. Coughed a little as she sucked some enzyme down her throat on accident.
 
   You bought us a ship?
 
   -It was the most logical option. Transports linked to the military channel can be compromised. A privately owned transport is much more difficult to tamper with.
 
    
 
   But…you bought us a ship.
 
    
 
   She had no idea how expensive that must have been. She was certain it wasn’t something to just be picked up at the corner market.
 
   -Every warrior is paid a stipend once his required term of service is met. That term ended several hundred of your Earth years ago, my one. I assure you purchasing the cruiser will in no way limit my ability to take care of your needs.
 
    
 
   Andi winced at the edge of pride that bled into his tone. Pride that had been pricked by her reaction. Crap. She hurried to explain what she meant, not wanting him to be upset with her.
 
   I know you can feel that I’m just shocked. Not doubting you or your ability to take care of me. You keep doing the most unbelievably thoughtful things. It catches me off guard and I don’t know how to react. I’m sorry if I upset you.
 
    
 
   The huff in Ohlen’s voice was easy to hear.
 
   -You did not upset me, my one. You tell me that I spoil you. Thank me for things I have done. Or say that I am being thoughtful. When in truth it is my duty, my honor, to ensure your health and happiness at all times. I forget this is not commonplace behavior among your people.
 
    
 
   I’ll um, I’ll find a way to get used to it. 
 
   She ducked her head into the whirl of warm air. Unable to hold back her smile.
 
   -See that you do.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The cruiser he had purchased was the perfect size for two to travel in luxurious comfort. Ohlen led Andi through the corridor, showing her the large cabin at the center of the craft. The bathing facilities. The cockpit designed to be flown by one person. Or two. She seemed rather baffled by the interior. Not disappointed, but delighted.
 
   “I thought perhaps we would travel a little bit at a time until you decided where it is you would find the most happiness.”
 
   Her head whipped around to look at him in shock. A rush of fear and uncertainty, hurt, flooded their bond. He realized in a heartbeat what that must have sounded like. He swept his arm around her waist to hoist her up into his arms. Touched a soft kiss to her lips,
 
   “Our home, my one. I mean for you to decide where it would bring you the most happiness to live. I told you, if you would allow it, you would never be farther from me than this. It is small enough for you to learn to fly, but not so small that we will feel confined.”
 
   She shook her head slowly at him. Her fingers combing through his mane while she stared.
 
   “You bought us a ship, so you could teach me to fly.”
 
   The reverence in her whispered words made him feel like puffing up with pride. He had pleased his mate.
 
   “It was a deciding factor in the purchase, yes. It is a multi-functional fighting class vessel. Created for space travel, interplanetary travel, aquatic submersion, and carries a rather impressive armament system. So, my one, we can safely fly from stars to the seabed and everywhere in between. Anywhere you like.”
 
   Andi rolled her lips together. Touched her tongue to her teeth and rubbed at the still flat edge of her canine. He could smell her rising desire. See it flush across her cheeks. Hear it in her husky voice.
 
   “Anywhere?” she asked softly.
 
   “Anywhere, my one.”
 
   She hummed, giving her hair a shake off her throat. Lifted her chin to indicate at the space behind him. “Then how about, you take me to our bedroom? There are some things I would like to explore in there.”
 
   He immediately secured the ship and obeyed his mate. He and his beast eager to see just what all she had in mind to explore. 
 
   “Oh, and Ohlen? I think I have control of my teeth now.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   This time, Andi woke to her mate’s lips pressing soft, slow kisses up her spine. Every single one sent a ripple of pleasure through her. Her lips, still swollen from last night’s intensely pleasurable discoveries, curled into a crooked grin. No matter the act, no matter the intensity of it, all she felt was beautiful. Cherished. Utterly adored. Safe.
 
   “We have arrived in my home territory, my one.”
 
   Ohlen’s voice was an intimacy all on its own. It held a softer edge than when he spoke to Tarek or any other warrior. A rumbling purr in his tone one he used only with her. She wasn’t quite sure how to describe it in its entirety. She just loved the way it sounded. Loved the way he spoke to her. 
 
   His lips touched the ultra sensitive patch of skin right where her nape met her hairline. Right over her spine. Her muscles screamed at her for mercy as that kiss created a chain reaction of pleasure filled shivers. Her entire body was deliciously sore. Like she’d spent all night running uphill. Or being ridden hard and put up wet.
 
   “Oh, good.” she groaned. 
 
   His lips curve in a smile on her throat. “I also have good news and bad news.”
 
   She groaned again. “Bad news first.”
 
   “I have been recalled to duty. We must return to the citadel by the next rising.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes snapped open immediately. Flipping over onto her back to stare up at him in disbelief. Sore muscles totally forgotten.
 
   “Recalled to duty? What does that mean?” she sounded panicked. Even to her own ears.
 
   He soothed her with a sound. Shifted to curl himself around her. Propped his head up on his elbow to look down at her.
 
   “That would be in part, the good news. It seems we missed quite a celebration last night. In the wake of the treachery aimed towards the potential human mates, T’mai has stepped down and given his place as Asho, to Tarek.”
 
   Andi frowned harder. Still not sure what that meant for them. Ohlen sort of petted her. Stroked his hand down over her back again and again like he was smoothing her imaginary fur.
 
   “Tarek is placing only those he trusts around us. I have been ordered to assume the position of liaison to the humans. It is a very great honor but it means we will only have today to explore the territory. I am sorry, my one.”
 
   That was it? That was the bad news? Ohlen was sorry that their trip was being cut short because he’d been given a promotion? Her sigh of relief felt like it was pulled up from her toes. Jesus. She’d almost had a heart attack thinking he was going to be pulled back into active duty as a pilot.
 
   Andi pushed her knee between his thighs and scooted closer. Folding her arms up between them, her hands pressed over his steadily thumping heart. He continuously searched her expression. Testing her emotions from his side of their bond. She wasn’t upset that their trip was cut short. Not even a little bit.
 
   They had time. Plenty of time now that Gwen had confirmed their new metabolism. The mutation of their base DNA meant a much longer life expectancy. Much longer. By about several hundred years.
 
   “Don’t be sorry,” she murmured. Stretching up just a bit to press her lips to his jaw. “There will be other days to explore.”
 
   “Many others,” he agreed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   For the last three months, ever since Ohlen’s promotion, Tarek had been on a rampage. Working like a mad man to get to the bottom of the very serious, very intricately woven plot to weaken or destroy the pride.
 
   Every day there was some new task Ohlen was asked to oversee. Some duty that required him to work in conjunction with Ne’tare and Te’sha. Even between the three of them, it seemed like Ohlen was gone all day. From the time the sun rose to well after it had set.
 
   Andi had not expected the position of liaison to the humans to have been such a time consuming one. Especially since there was only one human currently not mated.
 
   Andi tried not to bother Ohlen with tons of questions. Able to sense that his mind was occupied during the times when they were apart. He never shut her out of his thoughts completely. There were times for certain that he did put up a door between their minds. Though he warned her immediately beforehand so she wouldn’t be shocked or worried.
 
   She still missed him anyway.
 
    
 
   Today Clary had been the one on a rampage. Insisting, as it had been three months with very little progress made, it was time for a break. Andi had watched Clary give Ohlen a huge list of what a ‘break’ meant to her and expected him to see it fulfilled. Everyone except Falken, Brennaugh and their women, were to leave the fortress on a three-day vacation.
 
   End of story.
 
   Ohlen politely informed Clary that Tarek might not be too receptive to the idea.
 
    
 
   Clarylaughed. “I don’t care if he’s receptive, so long as he goes. I want the two best pilots you have in a transport by the time the sun starts to sink. Understood?”
 
   Ohlen cleared his throat and inclined his head. “Understood, Asho’na. Your destination? I will have the transport cleared and packed before-“
 
   “I’ll take care of that. I just need the pilots and the transport from you. When you’re done, take Andi someplace warm. She looks cold.” With that, Clary marched out to go yank the beast’s respective tail.
 
   Ohlen turned to her and looked her up and down. Tilting his head at her curiously,
 
   “Are you cold, my one?”
 
    
 
   The winter season was beginning to hit and never having experienced snow before, yeah. She was freezing. Ne’tare had been very courteous to all of the hybrid humans. Making sure their clothing reflected the changing of the season. Enough to keep them warm and help them adapt. Even still, the cold was pervasive.
 
   “I’ve just never experienced winter before. I’ll get used to it. If we’re going to go on a little excursion, I’d really like to see your forest.”
 
   Ohlen’s violet eyes darkened to amethyst at her eagerness. “Then you will see it. Go and pack up while I arrange the particulars. Mm?”
 
   Bouncing to him on her toes, Andi stole a quick kiss and ran from his office to get packing. Before something else happened and they had to cancel again.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen’s home territory during the wintertime was breathtaking. The golden tree trunks had darkened to almost a copper color. The vibrantly red leaves were mostly stripped. Leaving room for the fat flakes of snow to fall through. It was even more beautiful than she’d thought it would be. More fun too. He had introduced her to snowball fights. Chasing her joyfully through the trees on two legs and four. His laughter, his roars, and her shrieks while they played echoed loudly in the trees.
 
   They stayed out until the sun started to set. Ohlen declared her to be far too cold and whisked her back to the village. To his favorite taproom to warm up by the roaring fire.
 
   Andi was sitting close to the hearth, her cold fingers wrapped around a mug of deliciously spicy ale. It was made from some kind of fruit that was grown locally. It left a radiating feeling of warmth in her belly. Though that might have been the feeling she got while watching Ohlen speaking to the oldest looking Sarazen she’d yet seen.
 
   Andi had literally been shocked speechless to learn that the male, the warrior, was over ten thousand years old. His wrinkles had wrinkles. His hair had probably once been dark as hers. Now it was solid white. Though his eyes were a little cloudy, age hadn’t dimmed the shine of intelligence.
 
   Ohlen knew the elder warrior from the days when Ohlen had lived in this territory as a feral cub. Her mate kept looking her way. Trying to politely extricate him from the elders clutches. She could tell he respected the warrior and was enjoying the conversation.  Andi smiled back at him and assured him that she was more than content to sit where she was.
 
   The taproom was a lovely long house. The thick wooden beams supporting the ceiling were all very intricately carved. She could have spent hours in here just staring up at them. Marveling at the detail. The space itself was large enough to comfortably hold well over a hundred warriors. Though at the moment the bar was only perhaps a third full. It was rustic. Lounges and low tables made up most of the decor. Thick rugs on the floor by the fireplaces. What she imagined a hunting lodge on earth might have looked like. It was a comfortable place intended for families and friends.
 
    Despite the warmth of the interior, every now and again the hairs on the back of her neck would twitch. Like a little tickle. She couldn’t say why it was happening. She saw no one staring at her or paying her much mind at all. Ohlen was not far away, so she didn’t bring the tiny discomfort to his attention.
 
   She should have.
 
   All it took was for him to turn his back. Just long enough to order himself and her another ale.
 
   Her back had been to the wall, but there must have been a door or some kind of panel. Rough hands gripped her from behind and jerked her back. The stab of something in her neck made her go limp immediately. She couldn’t cry out because of the meaty hand over her mouth. Couldn’t scream at Ohlen through their bond because her thoughts were as weak as her body. Right before she lost consciousness she felt the slap of the snowy air. 
 
   Then nothing.
 
   Nothing at all.
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Tarut was taking great pleasure in recounting his memories. Specifically the time Ohlen had been drug out of the forest, like a cub, by his scruff. Chuckling with him over how Ohlen had howled and screamed in protest. Biting at any hands that got near his face.
 
   “I had to thump you between the ears twice, to convince you to quit biting my ankles.” Tarut hooted. His body bent with age, his fingers no longer agile enough to hold a weapon. His mind still stayed sharp. Even as ancient as he was.
 
   “Thump me? You nearly split my skull open, you ragged old beast.”
 
   Tarut shook his gnarled fist at him with playful menace. “This ragged old beast can still split your thick skull. Don’t think I won’t, just because your beautiful mate is watching.”
 
   Ohlen’s cheeks warmed at the old male’s proud tone. Like he was proud that Ohlen had finally found his mate. He glanced over his shoulder to look at Andi, at his one. Going still with alarm.
 
   She wasn’t sitting beside the hearth.
 
   She had just been right there. He looked around the taproom for her. Shouted her name aloud. Through their bond. But there was no answer.  He turned tables over in his hurry to get to where she’d been sitting. His beast howled in rage when he saw the mug she’d been drinking from, overturned on the rug. He reached for her along their bond and doubled over when he felt…nothing.
 
   Not the glow of their connection.
 
   Not her emotions.
 
   Not anything.
 
   He ignored it when Tarut called out to him from the bar. Concern plain in the elder male’s voice. Ohlen ran out into the snow and drug in lungful’s of the frigid air to seek out her scent. He had to find her. Had to find his mate before his enraged beast turned feral and killed anything, anyone that stood between them.
 
   Before he succumbed to his blood-lust.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Nineteen
 
    
 
   Andi opened her gritty eyes. Throwing her hand up to shield herself from the harsh glare of the light shining down on her. Her head was pounding. Her tongue felt swollen because of how dry her mouth was. Where the hell was she? What happened?
 
   Her first instinct was to reach for Ohlen through their bond.
 
   The second she tried, she screamed. An excruciating spike of pain lanced through her head. Like a burning hot brand had been brutally shoved between her eyes.
 
   “Excellent. You’ve awakened.”  The voice was unfamiliar. Electronic. Like it was coming through a speaker. “As you have discovered, it is impossible for you to contact your mate at this time. Our initial tests of the flurra pollen revealed it to not be strong enough. I believe this time, however, it will be quite sufficient.”
 
   The pain radiated down her spine. Very effectively discouraging her from attempting to seek out Ohlen’s presence. Without it, all she could do for the moment was curl into a little ball on the floor and suck in desperate gasps of air. She didn’t ask them if Ohlen was still alive or not. She had no idea if they would tell her the truth and she would be damned before she begged for information.
 
   The electronic voice asked how she was feeling. If she was hungry. Cold. Asked her to describe the sensation of her absent bond. Asked her the most stupid, mundane, doctor like questions. Like she was some kind of lab experiment. Andi just lay there on the floor. Forcing herself to breathe. To calm down and not make any assumptions. She didn’t answer a single question asked of her and could hear the unknown male becoming agitated by her lack of a response.
 
   “If you are hoping that your mate will come for you, abandon such thoughts. He has no idea where you are.”
 
   Andi almost smiled. Almost let the relief the disembodied voice brought show in her posture. Her silence and this bastard’s impatience had already led him to make a mistake. He’d just told her Ohlen was alive. Which meant that she only needed to wait for the effects of the pollen to wear off to reach for their bond. Whoever her kidnappers were, they were dead already. Living on borrowed time. She just had to be strong. Be patient. Ohlen would find her.
 
   “Perhaps the pain has left her unresponsive.”
 
   That voice made her pause in her bit of gloating. Why did it sound so familiar?
 
   “Doubtful,” The original speaker said. Clearly having left the system on. “You can see her vitals here are normal. No elevation in her pulse or the pain receptors here.”
 
    
 
   The pounding going in her head was messing with her ability to call up any of Ohlen’s memories. The throb was so distracting. Agonizing. She had to think. Had to be smart and not fall apart. Andi breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth. Trying to filter through the sterile scent of the room to identify any familiar notes. Anything to recognize and describe later. All she got was a muddied mix. Ale from the taproom. The varied smells of the other people from the rug she’d been sitting on. Smoke from the fire. Ohlen’s beast on her hands. 
 
   She slowed down in the furious building of that mental list.
 
   Ohlen. Ohlen’s scent on her hands.
 
   The very thought of him, his scent, made one singular emotion rise above all the others. Love. Of course she loved him. How could she not love him? Regret slid right on in to mingle with her joy. How could she have been so stupid? Relying on their bond to let him feel it. Relying on the same feeling he pushed towards her anytime their eyes caught. How could she not have told him?
 
   Andi curled her hands closer to her face for a minute, drawing Ohlen’s scent deeper into her lungs. Drawing it around her like a hug.  
 
   She was pulled from the comforting moment by that damned familiar voice. Where the hell had she heard it before?
 
   “This one is the smallest out of all the mutants. I overheard it being discussed how she is unable to function without the constant presence of her mate. Perhaps she is just…too weak without him to do anything but lie there sniveling on the floor.”
 
   Andi wanted to snarl and come up off the floor. Shove her claws through that second speaker’s throat. He sounded so damn condescending. Whoever he was, he was doing her a favor by underestimating her.
 
   “My warriors reported that this one was the easiest to procure. Her mate was not watching her closely enough.” the first male grunted. “Would you like us to throw her back, Amaro?”
 
   Amaro. A name. Yes!
 
   “Have you also been able to procure the data we need from Ga’rae?” that asshole asked. Amaro. She had to remember that name.
 
   “Regrettably not. Ga’rae has all the testing records we require on his personal encrypted data pad. He gives no access even to his own mutant. I have tried to acquire the data pad itself but both times I was interrupted.”
 
   Amaro sighed at the failure of his subordinate. Like he had been seriously inconvenienced by Ga’rae’s protectiveness of his data pad.
 
   “Unfortunate, indeed. This one’s mate has already made contact with the citadel and is quite distraught. Tarek’s mutant was so helpful in getting them all out in the open like this. Kill her. Even with the flurra pollen silencing their bond, Ohlen will feel her death. Make it painful. The more crazed he is, the better our test results will be. Contact me when you are through. I have to get back before I am missed.”
 
   Andi’s heart stopped beating. These two bastards were discussing the painful murder of her mate. For test results? Who did these people think they were? Were they seriously thinking she would just lay here and let that happen? Let them kill her mate? She and Ohlen might be experiencing some drug induced radio silence, but her bond with her beast certainly was not silent.
 
   Andi felt the animal stretch inside her. Fury rising and building, until all she could feel, was the thundering of her blood being pumped through her veins. Sounds became sharper. Smells. Her vision. All of her senses enhanced as her beast pushed forward. Thought she was a mutant, did they? Thought she was too weak to protect her mate?
 
   She’d show them a mutant. Oh yes.
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty
 
    
 
   Old as he was, Tarut was still the best tracker on S1. Tarut had scented the nearly imperceptible discharge of a molecular deconstruction pad. Scented the two males using outlawed Adiveeze technology to try and disguise their scent. Located Andi’s sweeter scent.
 
   Together he and his old friend had followed the thread thin tendrils of Andi’s scent. All the way to an empty clearing in the woods. In his woods where only a few short hours ago Ohlen had chased Andi through the snow. Shared his joy of the winter season with her, tasted the sound of her laughter in her kiss. Ohlen held his breath, his muscles bulging with the effort it took to restrain himself.
 
   Andi had been missing now for almost eight hours. Every warrior and their mates had been recalled to the citadel. All accounted for with the exception of Tarek and Clary. The two pride rulers had gone completely radio silent and would not be due to check in until tomorrow. Thanks to Clary, they had been ordered not to contact the pair on the emergency frequency. Unless it was a legitimate emergency.
 
   Like impending invasion, kind of emergency. Brennaugh had decided to hold off on calling the pair back prematurely. Hoping to have found Andi several revs sooner.
 
   His beast was constantly throwing himself at the bars of his fleshy prison. Relentlessly seeking freedom. If Ohlen released him, the snow would run red with blood. Friend or foe, it didn’t matter. As long as it brought his mate back. He bent his head. Bent forward to suck in stinging breaths of cold air. Struggled to stay sane. Andi needed him to stay sane.
 
   Tarut gave a raspy roar. 
 
   Ohlen jerked upright to see the old beast circling a place in the snow. Digging at it with his paw before bending to sniff the slush. The mottled gray beast had uncovered some kind of trapdoor
 
   His hand shook when he lifted it to touch the com in his ear.
 
   “Brennaugh,” Ohlen’s voice sounded as though it had been shredded.
 
   The commander responded immediately. “Here. Have you located Andi?”
 
   “Not yet. Tarut has located some kind of hatch in the middle of my old territory. I am preparing to enter.”
 
   “You will hold!” Brennaugh’s order had him giving a coughing roar into his comm.
 
   “I will not hold if my mate is here. Mark my position. I will update you-“
 
   “Ohlen. Wait for us to follow. That is an order!”
 
   “Would you wait to find Tara?” Brennaugh didn’t answer immediately. 
 
   Ohlen knew the former commander would act exactly the same if it was his mate missing. Tarut moved out of his way so he could lift the hatch. Both of them nearly fell back at the overwhelming reek of blood and death that whooshed up from inside the dark hole. It was so thick, he choked on it. Choked back the urge to roar for Andi.
 
   “Wait here. Your old bones will break at this height.” Tarut slapped him with his paw in reprimand. 
 
   Ohlen sucked in one more breath of clean air, touched the side of his torque to activate his armor and dropped down into the hole.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Ohlen had to breathe through his mouth, the scent of gore so thick it was almost solid. The ventilation must be damaged in some way for it to be this bad. Bad enough that it made his eyes water. The underground den appeared to be some kind of abandoned military post. One that looked to be from before his tenure in the military. He passed one, then two bodies in the darkened hallway. The lights flickered, most of them broken to reveal the carnage in horrific relief. One of the bodies in the hall had a laser pistol lying beside his lifeless corpse. Ohlen scooped it up, noticing there was only one pair of bloody paw prints on the floor. Claw marks raked down their backs, down the walls. The warriors had been running from a singular beast. Counted ten warriors so far, scattered in pieces throughout the post. Shredded to ribbons. None of the faces were ones he recognized.
 
   What he did recognize was the scent of his mate.
 
   “ANDI!” his roar echoed down the hallways.
 
   He waited, paused in an open doorway with the laser pistol in front of him. Waited to listen for her answer. All he heard was a low, vicious snarl. It didn’t sound like the familiar rumble of Andi’s cat, but he followed it anyway. 
 
   “Andi? Answer me! Where are you?”
 
   The snarl came again, louder. Guiding him down a hall and into what remained of a once sterile laboratory. There were monitors splashed with blood. A scanning table with sinister equipment in pieces nearby. Everything in the lab was meant to be used for experimentation. Injectors with unknown substances in them, restraints. Blades waiting to be used to cut open the subject. The warriors in the hall were lucky they were already dead. Lucky, all of the instruments scattered around the room, held not one single bit of his Andi’s scent. The viewing window directly in front of him had been smashed from the inside. His boots crunched on the glass when he moved forward, the smell of blood thicker here. Recently spilled. He looked down into a small white room. Or rather, it had been white. Now it was crimson.
 
    A female Sarazen in her beast form was crouched over the remains of what he assumed had been the traitor responsible for using the equipment. The coward responsible for monitoring the female’s vital signs from the safety of the room above. The female had leaped three times the distance of what she should normally have been able to. Busted through glass meant to stop laser cannon fire. She must have grabbed and thrown the traitor down into the cell before having gone on her killing rampage.
 
   “Andi?”
 
   The female’s head swung up to him. Her truly horrific visage made a shudder ripple down his spine. She had grown to be even twice his height. Her muscled body covered in short black fur. Her crystalline claws flexed in the flickering light. Red and wet with blood. Her face was that of her beast, her lips peeled back to show him her gore spattered fangs. Her eyes were…savage. Bright orange with only a sliver of pupil left.
 
   She was crouched possessively over her kill. Snarling at him in a low, warning rattle to keep him away. Her tail lashed back and forth, sending viscous arcs of blood through the air. One look and he knew what had happened. He had seen females in the grip of blood-lust before. Feral. Unreachable once their beast so fully took over. Something about their primal nature to protect what they claimed as theirs, a cub, a mate, a kill, made it impossible for them to be brought back. Every female who had succumbed to blood-lust that he knew of, had been put down.
 
   Not this time. Not his mate. Andi was a hybrid and had thus far exceeded every expectation of what that might mean. She was strong enough to overcome this. He believed it with every fiber of his being. Ohlen put the laser pistol down. Released his armor and put his hands out to his sides. He spoke softly to her, remembering how Tarut had done the same to him when he was a feral cub. It didn’t matter what he said to her. In this state, she wouldn’t understand the words. Just the tone. His scent.
 
   “Please, forgive me. I promised you no one would ever hurt you again. I gave you my promise in blood and look what happened. I am so sorry, Andi. I should never have let you out of my sight. We were in plain view of so many. I thought you would be safe there. Safe with me. I failed you. My heart, you can come out of there now. I’m here. I’m here. Please come back to me.”
 
   The creature that was Andi made an odd sound. Half growl, half whine. Moving a few steps away from her kill towards him.
 
   “That’s it. It’s safe now. You can come up. Come up to me, Andi.”
 
   Quick as a flash, she leaped up to dig her claws into the opposite wall and launched herself off. Diving through the hole she’d made in the glass. It was an impressive move. One he recognized. He had given her that memory. That specific maneuver through the information download.
 
   She hit him like a battle cruiser. Took him to the floor hard enough to drive the breath from his lungs. Hard enough to make the glass shards beneath him, slice up his back. He forced himself to ignore the pain.
 
   “For so tiny a thing in your human form, my one, you are impressively large. Ga’rae will be beside himself with curiosity to know you can take a half form.”
 
   At the sound of the medic’s name, he saw the barest flash of his mate inside the feral female’s eyes. She recognized the name. His words. He moved slowly, easing his palms down the fine hairs on her arms. Turned his head to let her snuffle at his throat. The blood on her muzzle was beginning to congeal. Sticky. Cold.
 
   “Gwen will be quite jealous. To know you can shift half way and completely? All of the Sarazen females will be jealous. You have made a mess of our enemies and left none for me to dispatch, my heart. Once word of this is spread, perhaps these traitors and their accomplices will think twice about attempting to take our mates. It would please me very much if you would change back. I need you in my arms, Andi.”
 
   Her throat rattled with a soft whine. The beast turned her cheek to rub it on his chest, her claws digging into the floor on either side of his head. So sharp they made barely any sound at all as the metal gave way. He wasn’t afraid that she would hurt him on purpose. He wasn’t even afraid that she might harm him unintentionally. All he cared about was that at the end of all this, she was alive and alright.
 
   “Can you do that? Can you shift back? No? I can help you. Do you remember when you changed for the first time? How frightened you were. You trusted me to guide you. You let me in, Andi. Can you trust me again?”
 
   “Ohlen!”
 
   Brennaugh’s voice, booming down the corridors had Andi crouching over him. The same way she had over the corpse in the cell below. Her roar was more of a shriek. An ear piercing sound that made the broken glass vibrate on the floor around them. Bounced several monitors off the table to the left. Brennaugh would see her like this and know she was in thrall to the blood-lust. See her crouched over him and assume the worst.
 
   “Shh, it’s our friends. Our pride, Andi.”
 
   He shifted his head farther to the side, activating his com with a nudge of his shoulder.
 
   “Brennaugh, don’t come any farther.” he kept his tone calm and smooth. No change to his voice. Hoping the sound of it continued to soothe Andi.
 
   “Report! What’s going on?” the commander barked.
 
    
 
   Andi picked him up off the ground like he was a cub. Carried him into a corner with her to…to protect him. Gods, if only she could feel him through their bond. He would have stood a chance of reaching her then. If Brennaugh and his team advanced, there was no guarantee that Andi would be able to keep from trying to kill them. And they would be forced to kill her. Then him soon after.
 
   “Andi has shifted into a half form. She is responsible for the carnage in the halls. You need to stay away until I can reach her.”
 
   His warning came too late. Brennaugh and three other warriors spilled into the room. Andi lunged. He threw himself in front of her, arms spread wide.
 
   “No!” 
 
   Ohlen was uncertain why Andi stayed behind him. He knew his body was not enough of a shield to protect her, but if Brennaugh ordered his warriors to fire, he was going to die with his mate.
 
   “Ohlen, she’s a slave to her blood-lust. You know as well as I do there is no return from that for our females.” Brennaugh spoke with sorrow. Like Andi was already dead. Already lost to him forever.
 
   “Then you may as well shoot us both now. She’s protecting me,”
 
   The words left his mouth and her tongue stroked across his back. Across the bleeding wounds where she’d pressed him into the glass. Brennaugh grimaced with pained understanding. Shook his head and all four of the warriors lowered their weapons.
 
   “She is too far gone. Look at what she’s doing, Ohlen.”
 
   He braced his feet at the rasp of her tongue along a particularly deep cut. Felt the sting ease immediately. Hope surged almost savagely at her gentle trill.
 
    “She’s cleaning my wounds. Healing them. She doesn’t want to hurt me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty One
 
    
 
   She doesn’t want to hurt me…
 
    
 
   Andi’s ears popped. Like someone had stuck a pin in a balloon. Sounds came rushing back to her in a boom of overwhelming noise. Ohlen’s voice. Brennaugh’s voice. The smell…oh god, what was that smell? She gagged. The scent of blood and decaying flesh was so thick. Oh god! It was all over her…
 
   “Andi? Easy, don’t panic. I’m right here, shh, you’re alright.”
 
   Ohlen put his hands on her, but that didn’t make the panic ease by much. She tried to tell him something was wrong. She felt wrong. What came out instead was an inhuman, garbled, whine.
 
   “If you let your beast loose again, my one, there is no guarantee you’ll come back to me. Calm, just breathe. Can you change back?”
 
   What? Change back? Why did he look so short? What was going…Another inhuman sound of terror came out of her. Something huge and hideous had just passed by her. She saw its reflection in the mirror. Blood all over its grotesque face. Blood all over everything. It took her a moment to realize that grotesque creature was her. Andi looked down at herself and saw all the blood. The short fur that lay so flat to her hideous body, covered in gore. Thick. Sticky. Disgusting.  Ohgodohgodohgod!
 
   “Andi. My one, look at me.”
 
   She tore herself away from looking at the disgusting thing she’d become. Looked at Ohlen and saw none of the same disgust she felt in his expression. He was relieved. She could see that. Smell it.
 
   “Change back. Come back down here to me. I’m getting a crick in my neck looking up at you. Is this how you feel all the time?” humor danced in his eyes. Crinkled the skin at the corners.
 
   He thought this was funny? She was hideous! He just kept talking her down. Promising her everything was alright. Told her how much he wanted to take her out of this terrible place. Take her home. She wanted that desperately. Needed to get out of here. Needed to not smell everything with such precision.
 
   “I know the smell is awful, my one. But you must breathe to center yourself. Focus on me. On my scent. Let me take you out of here. Let’s go home.”
 
   Andi groaned as her beast finally retreated. As her bones twisted and crunched loudly to take their previous human shape. It was agonizing. Almost as bad as the very first time she’d changed. The taste in her mouth was so disgusting she gagged. It was so horrifyingly awful, she dropped to her knees and heaved her guts up in the corner. Until all that came up was bile.
 
   “Find me a blanket!” Ohlen roared at someone. His arms came around her to pull her back into the heat of his body. Pressed her face tight to his shoulder.
 
   “Here,” Something soft and warm was wrapped around her. Something with Ohlen’s scent all over it.
 
   She didn’t know if she was hurting him, clinging to him as tight as she was. He didn’t say if she did. He just stood up and carried her away from this terrible place.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
    
 
   Ohlen hurried through the hallways. Kept Andi’s face pressed tightly to his shoulder to prevent her from seeing the carnage her beast had created. The open hatch sent a gust of fresher air towards them, blowing the stench of death farther back into the installation. Someone had activated the stairs, allowing him to take them two at a time to get up to the surface.
 
   Brennaugh’s cruiser was waiting for them in the snowy clearing just beyond the open hatch. Waiting and surrounded by ten more warriors. Tarut was nowhere to be seen but he gave the old beast little thought. Ohlen ran up the ramp, sagging with relief to see Ga’rae and Gwen both waiting. Ga’rae’s nostrils flared, his brows slamming down as the scent of blood from the handful of dead warriors, hit him in the face.
 
   “Where’s all the blood coming from? Is she hurt?” Gwen demanded, rushing with him towards the med bay on board.
 
   “She is physically unharmed,” Ohlen answered.
 
   Andi struggled as he tried to put her on the table. Clung to him so tightly he could feel her muscles trembling with the strain. He tried to soothe her with his rumble. Rubbed his cheek on her hair and bent to whisper in her ear.
 
   “I have you. I will not leave you. Likely not ever again. I can’t sense you through our bond. I need you to allow Gwen to examine you.”
 
   “You can’t feel your bond?” Gwen gasped, “Moose, need the anti-toxin.” Ga’rae slapped a vial into Gwen’s outstretched hand. Growling under his breath to his mate about her unflattering endearment.
 
   “Andi, honey, I’m going to give you an injection on your thigh. Okay? It’s antidote to that pollen shit.”
 
   Gwen’s warning garnered no response from Andi. The tiny human looked at him for permission before moving the blanket away from Andi’s thigh. Pressing the injector into her leg.
 
   “How quickly will it take effect?” Ohlen wanted their bond back. Now.
 
    Gwen lifted her shoulder. “Within a few hours. I made Ga’rae test it on me.” Gwen cast her mate a little smile, getting a narrow glare from the medic.
 
   Ohlen guessed Ga’rae had not voluntarily participated in that test. It mattered little at this point, so long as it worked. He asked Andi again to allow Gwen to scan her. Needing to know that nothing had been done to harm her physically.
 
   “Shower,” he had to strain to hear what Andi said,
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want. A shower.”  he raised his brows at the fury still edging her voice. Of course she wanted to bathe. No doubt she could smell the reek of her kills all over herself. What a fool he was.
 
   “Honey, I know how you must feel-” Andi’s head whipped up off his shoulder to pin Gwen with such a hot look, the smaller female took a step back.
 
   “Do you? Do you, Gwen? Have you morphed halfway into a hideous monster and spent the night snacking on entrails? Pretty sure you have no ideahow I must feel. I want. A shower.” Ohlen bit back a wince. Andi remembered what she’d done during her blood-lust.
 
   Gwen stared back at Andi. The redheaded medic struggling with whatever she wanted to say. In the end, Gwen was blunt and to the point.
 
   “I hear you. But you might have physical evidence on your body that we can use to identify the people trying to kill us.”
 
   Andi shuddered and made to respond. He beat her to it. He had mistakenly thought Andi was too frightened to listen to reason. Clinging to him like she had been, he had thought she was afraid and relieved to be out of the underground lab. It was no good excuse, but her scent was just so muddied. Had their bond been in effect he would have known. His mate was angry.
 
   “There is plenty of physical evidence in the abandoned installation. Feel free to collect as much as you want. Andi, you will allow an exam once you are clean. Understood?”
 
    Ohlen made sure there was no confusion as to his intention. He was ordering her to allow the scan. Thankfully, Andi nodded. Turning around to put her nose back to his throat. To take in his scent. Used the smell of him to block out the scent of anything else. Ga’rae was still staring at Andi with his brows furrowed. The medic’s confusion was plain. No doubt wondering how it was possible that a female had come back from blood-lust. Ohlen didn’t care. So long as Andi was alright.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   As soon as he got them into the enzyme shower the knotted muscles in Andi’s body started to release. He could feel her relaxing, shivering intermittently. Ohlen’s heart dropped to his toes when she flinched away from the kiss he touched to her cheek. His immediate thought was that she was angry with him. Blamed him for her abduction. She should blame him, he had failed her, but it still made his chest ache to be faced with her reaction.
 
   “Don’t. I’m hideous,” she whispered.
 
   Relief hit him so hard, he almost burst out laughing. He rubbed the enzyme into her skin, into her hair. Gave her no choice but to lean on him.
 
   “Were you able to sense my feelings you would know I think you are still the loveliest thing on two legs or four.”
 
   “I turned into a monster. I think…I think I ate people.” her voice hitched on a little sob.
 
    The scent of her shame was clear now that the blood was being washed away. He remembered well the feeling of such shame. The horror of waking up to find proof of his fury littered in pieces around him. The taste of death in his mouth. He sighed softly, making sure no part of her was untouched by his hands or the enzyme.
 
   “You are no monster, my one. You have not seen a female Sarazen in her shifted form. Your half form is much more attractive.”
 
   “Ohlen,” her tone was a warning. As though she thought he was being untruthful.
 
   “I vow it to be truth. What you experienced was blood-lust and I do understand how it feels. That, my heart, is a memory I did not share with you. Commander Brennaugh will have questions, as will Ga’rae and Gwen. So I will not ask anything of you now. You will speak of it all at once, and only once. After that, we will not speak of it until our bond is no longer silenced. Alright?”
 
   Andi nodded quickly, letting him hug her close. He might not ever let her go again. He activated the enzyme wash a second time. Smiling when she did her familiar shifting dance, still holding onto him. Her soft body rubbing against his uncontrollably hard cock. Just like the very first time. She must have caught the scent of his desire because her head lifted to meet his gaze.
 
   “Don’t kiss me until I can sanitize my mouth.” she ordered. Glaring at him when he smiled slowly at her.
 
   Andi must have forgotten that was the purpose of the enzyme wash. He gripped her thighs and hoisted her up. Right into his kiss. Pressed her back against the stall of the shower to do his best to kiss her soul. She fought to pull back for all of two seconds. Even if she’d tasted like death, it wouldn’t have mattered to him. So long as she was alive for him to taste. But because of the enzyme, she tasted like…Andi. Like his mate. Her struggle to stop kissing him ended and she was suddenly ravenous. The scent of her need exploded in the narrow stall. Going straight to his head like an entire alehouse full of brew.
 
   “I can’t feel you inside me. I need that, I need you,” she panted insistently. Her fingers scratched at his shoulders. Her legs hooked around his waist to pull him closer. Rubbed the wet heat of her sex on his belly. The action made his beast rabid to have his mate.
 
    
 
   Andi could feel that fury rising in her again. Feel her beast, the other one. The one who had tasted blood, pushing at the boundaries of her mind. Ohlen wasn’t inside her, his thoughts, his warmth. Gone. She felt empty. Out of control. That dick scientist was right, she needed Ohlen to function. She tried to articulate why. Despite it being mostly inarticulate sounds of need, he understood.
 
   His arm banded around her hips, lifted her higher. Looking into her eyes when he dropped her down hard on his shaft. She was so wet that he was in to the hilt in less than a heartbeat.  The rush of pleasure was instant. Her neck tipped back to give the keening growl room to escape her throat. Ohlen’s breath washed over her shoulder. Goosebumps broke out on her skin. Despite how roughly he had filled her, he stayed still. Like he was savoring the feeling of their bodies reuniting. He touched a kiss to her throat. To the soft hollow behind her ear. Tracked a string of kisses along her cheek until he got to her mouth. 
 
   The tenderness and the passion in his kiss made her melt. The panicked need eased. The furious roaring of her beast quieted enough for her to think. To feel Ohlen inside her. It wasn’t their bond, but his heat, his heartbeat. She could feel that where the thick stalk of his shaft pulsed inside her. 
 
   Need forced her to move. To curl her arms around his shoulders. Tighten her thighs around his hips to pull him closer. To slide up and back down again. Slowly, savoring the stretch of her muscles and the way his thickness nearly split her in two. His eyes flashed indigo, such a deep purple they were nearly black.
 
   “I need you.” she repeated.
 
   The sound of his beast filled his mouth. Vibrated between them so roughly that it made her nipples pebble up. Chaffing against his chest as he picked up speed, bouncing her roughly on his cock. Pushing her back harder against the wall, like he was trying to fuck a hole through it. Like it had been months instead of hours since they’d been together last. She was making incoherent noises at this point. Ridiculous screams and moans. She didn’t even care. Ohlen caught her mouth in a quick, rough kiss. The tension building inside her growing to a fever pitch. The sounds they both made echoed loudly in the narrow stall. So erotic she could barely stand it. He nipped at her lip, a quick little sting and that was it. All it took to set her off like a rocket. Her pussy rippled around his cock, her orgasm pulling him into his own. 
 
   He let out a wild roarthat vibrated her bones. A vibration that acted as a trigger to loop her right back into the swell of ecstasy. They clung to one another as the fervor eased. Shivering, panting as they tried to catch their breath.
 
   “Ohlen?”
 
   “Did I hurt you?” she loved how he always took care with her. Even when it seemed, felt like, he was out of control with desire. He wasn’t. 
 
   “No. Not at all. I just wanted to tell you, before we go back out there-”
 
   “My one, if you can speak, I have done you a disservice.” she couldn’t help the giggle that bubbled out of her. He sounded wrecked. Groggy. Groaning when her pussy weakly fluttered in reaction to his beloved voice. She struggled to focus.
 
   “It’s important.”
 
   “I’m listening.” he murmured gravely. 
 
   Andi turned her lips to his cheek. Twisted her hands in his hair, pushing that adorable little lock out of his eyes. “While I was in that cell, before I went crazy. I realized how much I relied on our bond to tell you how I feel.”
 
   He tilted his head, his brows pulling together in confusion.
 
   “It is the purpose of the bond, my one.”
 
   “No, I know. But just because you know I feel something, doesn’t mean I shouldn’t tell you what it is. I love you, Ohlen. I have from the minute you programed grass into the holo-room and explained to me why you wanted to give me the ability to protect myself. In case something else goes wrong, I needed you to know.”
 
   His expression softened. A tender smile curled his lips. One that he shared with her in a kiss. “I knew all along, my one. I could feel it. You have had my heart from the very first moment I caught your scent. My love. My one.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Two
 
    
 
   Ohlen watched his mate and Gwen, bickering back and forth over how it was all Andi’s fault that Gwen’s vacation got cut short. If not for the teasing in Gwen’s tone, he’d have snarled furiously at her. While the two females bantered, Ga’rae caught his eye and looked pointedly at the scans of Andi’s internal organs. Specifically to the shadowy area of her brain. His heart rate kicked up into overdrive. He was not trained as a medic. He had no idea what he was looking at. But by the gravity on Ga’rae’s face, it was not good.
 
   “How bad is it?” Andi asked from the table top. Getting a look from both medics.
 
    Ohlen moved closer to her to smooth his hand down her hair. Like his touch alone could heal whatever had gone wrong inside her. Ga’rae did his level best to soothe Andi, but his female had grown to be braver. Stronger than he could ever have imagined.
 
   “I’m not a doctor and even I can see something is messed up with my brain. Is it because I got caught halfway in that hideous monster form?”
 
   He and Ga’rae started talking at the same time. Ga’rae trying to reassure Andi that she had not sustained any damage from her shift. While he was trying to reassure her that he did not in any way, find her hideous. Gwen stopped them both by clapping her hands together and ordering them to be quiet.
 
   “Sheesh. Both of you. Calm your tits. Hon, we haven’t even taken blood yet. And the shadowy stuff up there in your noggin is from the pollen. It screws up the electromagnetic firing of our brains in that specific area. Keeps us from accessing the telepathic link to our mates.”
 
   Andi took a deep breath, staring at the scan above her. Eyes tracking back and forth over the shadowy images showing on her brain. Ohlen could smell the rising fear in her and wanted to order the scan banished. Holding her hand with both of his, waiting for her to say something.
 
   “There were two of them in the observation room. The first said they had increased the strength of the pollen. Something about it not being effective enough before.”
 
   Gwen and Ga’rae shared a tight look, no doubt conferring silently. It infuriated him. Ignited an acidic burn in his gut that felt shamefully like envy. He looked down at Andi, curving his palm over the top of her head. The scent of her uncertainty, her fear, her sorrow, wafted up in the air between them. Her lips jumped in a quick, sad little smile. Defeat. He could see it on her face. She was his whole world, his heart, and she was unable to feel the depth of his love for her. Unable to feel anything but his physical touch. He fought to keep from crushing her against him. 
 
   “How long before the anti-toxin takes effect?” he demanded. The medic made to speak, but a beep from his wrist had him glancing down. Grunting softly.
 
   “Commander Brennaugh requests your presence. Both of you.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
    
 
   Andi stayed curled up in Ohlen’s lap for the entirety of her recounting of the abduction and her time spent in the underground lab. Falken was on a view screen, listening in from the citadel. Something about how it was easier to secure the communication lines between the ship and the citadel this way.
 
   No one interrupted her. When she faltered or struggled to explain, Brennaugh would ask her to describe what she had felt or scented to get her back on track.
 
   It was unnerving to be alone in her own head. Even wrapped up in Ohlen’s arms and surrounded by his scent, more than anything, that lack of their connection was the hardest part of the whole thing. Brennaugh had explained, as Ohlen seemed to be seething silently, the males who had abducted her had used banned technology. Molecular displacement, he called it. Some kind of machine that made any solid surface turn to a gel-like consistency. Easy to pull someone through a wall with that sort of thing. An enemy of the Sarazens used it as a way to steal females of many different species, right out of their beds to be sold as pleasure slaves. The tech left a unique energetic signature. The two traitors had used a pill also banned from the territory. It was intended to disguise ones natural scent.
 
   Which explained why she couldn’t describe the way the two had smelled. What was driving her crazy, was the hazy memory of the second speaker’s voice. How familiar it was. She couldn’t put her finger on it and knew if Ohlen had been able to dip into her thoughts the way he should have, he might have recognized it.
 
   “Andi, do you know what triggered your blood-lust?” She looked up from where she’d scowled down at the table top. Blinking to focus on what Brennaugh had asked her.
 
   “Yeah,” she rubbed at her temple. The light overhead straining her eyes suddenly. “I don’t know if they did it on purpose or not. But the intercom got left on. There were two of them talking. One sounded more like the guy in charge, Amaro. I don’t know if that was his actual name. The other one was more like the scientist. I think I was um, chewing on his spine when Ohlen found me.”
 
   Her mortification about having not only killed at least a dozen people but feasted on the body of the final victim? It made her stomach churn with the desire to vomit again. She might have if there’d have been anything left in her belly.
 
   “The two of them were speaking to one another about some kind of testing. The one whose voice I recognize was frustrated by his inability to get into Ga’rae’s room or his med lab to collect Ga’rae’s data tablet. They want something on there, some specific test results. But I lost it when Amaro told his friend to kill me and make sure Ohlen knew. To wait to kill Ohlen until he was in agony. That it would make their test results better. Things went a bit…fuzzy after that.”
 
   Ohlen’s arms tightened around her. His lips turned to rest right over the pounding of her pulse. A lance of pain spiked behind her right eye and made her flinch. Hiss. Made her press her fingertips to her temple. Ohlen barked at Ga’rae to help her, but she held her hand up and waved everyone back down.
 
   “I’m alright. I must have accidentally tried to touch our bond.” she tried to smile. Tried to keep the tears watering in her eyes from spilling over. Ohlen was having none of it.
 
   He pushed roughly to his feet and took her back to medical. Ga’rae hot on his heels.
 
    
 
   Scanned for the second time in so many hours, the results weren’t any better. In fact, it looked like the shadows on the area of her brain responsible for the telepathic link had darkened. It wasn’t a very big area, maybe the size of an ancient Earth coin. Small, but so very important. Gwen gave her a second shot of the antitoxin however, the grim look on her face and on Ga’rae’s didn’t give Andi much hope that whatever had been done would be fixed anytime soon. Or ever.
 
   Desolation overwhelmed her. Made her feel like a warship was sitting on her chest. Ohlen slipped his arm under her shoulders to help her sit up. To help her off the table and protectively, lovingly curled her against his side. Ga’rae and Gwen were both speaking alternately. Both trying to persuade her and Ohlen into believing, that whatever had been done to intensify the effects of the flurra pollen, would just take time to diminish. It felt like vertigo had just spun her around and was still making her reel. 
 
   “You’re not sure it if will cycle out of my system, are you?”
 
   In answer to her question, there was nothing but silence. Telling silence. This time, when Ohlen picked her up, she went willingly. Turned her face to his throat and clung to his shoulders.
 
    
 
   Ohlen took them back to their quarters. Locked them in and tumbled with her down into the unfamiliar bed. He surrounded her in his arms and legs, his body rumbling with the comforting purrs he made only for her.
 
   “With or without our bond, all that I am belongs to you.”
 
   Andi didn’t have to fight the tears here. Didn’t have to be tough or try to put a brave face on it. She was safe with Ohlen.
 
   “They poisoned our bond. Took it away from us.” her voice broke and out poured the tears.
 
   She cried until she had no more tears to cry. Ohlen held her tight enough that it was almost too difficult to draw in a good breath. He didn’t try to stop her, just held her until she was wrung out. He tipped her head back and kissed away her tears. Eyes tracking back and forth over her face. Waiting until she was wallowing in her misery, too tired to speak.
 
   “You were right. We do rely too much on our bond to tell one another how we feel. What we are thinking. What I am thinking is that I am filled with guilt for having taken my eyes off of you long enough for you to have been taken. But my one is fierce, you gave in to your beast and let her protect you as I could not. They took nothing from us, Andi. Our bond is here,” he pressed his hand over her heart. The warmth of his skin bleeding into hers.
 
   “And while it devastates me to be unable to touch your thoughts, it changes nothing of what I feel for you. You are my one. My only. That will never change.”
 
   A few more tears dripped off her lashes. Tears filled with relief. With love.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Three
 
    
 
   Andi jumped in her sleep. Her soft sound of distress waking him instantly. Ohlen had just opened his eyes, scanned the room for an intruder when she sat bolt upright in the bed. Gasping for air, shaking, seizing when he said her name.
 
   “I need paper.” he frowned at her odd demand, calling up the lights.
 
   “Andi, what were you dreaming that frightened you? The lab-” she waved her hands in front of her face and pressed her fingers to her temples. Closing her eyes tightly.
 
   “I saw his face. I remember. I need to put it on paper before I forget it.”
 
   Her urgency had him up out of the bed, hurrying to fetch her what she needed. Unfortunately, all he could find was a blank data pad and a stylus to use. Andi grabbed it from him and furiously hunched over to sketch.
 
   “He ran when I broke through the glass. He was so surprised! I could see his face. His markings. Everything. The first time I heard his voice…it was so familiar. I just don’t know where I’ve heard it before.”
 
   Her frustration was clear. Her anxiety evaporating completely when she handed him the final product with a whoosh of relief. His stomach slipped and flipped all the way down to his toes. There was no possible way this was the male Andi had seen. He told her so, but she was adamant that was exactly who she had seen.
 
   “Andi…my heart, this is a dead warrior. Long dead. I tore out his throat myself.”
 
   She frowned and scooted closer to him. Reached out to rub her hand over his chest and clenched her teeth down on her lip to worry at the tender flesh.
 
   “I swear, Ohlen. That’s him. And I think I remember his voice because you remember it.”
 
    
 
   Ohlen walked into the command room with Andi’s little hands clenched around his. He was glad for the fact that their bond was damaged. He wouldn’t have wanted Andi to feel his disbelief, or how his gut was clenching with unease. Unsurprisingly, Brennaugh was still on deck. He looked up when they entered, eyes tracking over them with a curious blink. Ohlen swallowed the feeling of bile down and forced himself to speak.
 
   “Andi had a nightmare. She recalled the face of the second male.” he held out the data tablet to the commander. Struggling to make his fingers release the pad into Brennaugh’s hand. The other male frowned seriously and studied the image carefully.
 
   “This is the male you heard say that he had access to Ga’rae’s room? The one who was instructing the other to steal his data pad? His research notes?” Andi confirmed that to be correct. Looking up at him nervously. Which made Brennaugh look at him.
 
   “What else?” The commander asked.
 
   Ohlen shook his head and raked his hand through the stripe of his mane. “I believe this is who Andi saw. But it is impossible. He is dead.”
 
    Brennaugh’s brows shot up incredulously. Wiggling the pad at him, “You know this male?”
 
   “Yes. I ripped his throat out.”
 
   Brennaugh frowned intently, looking back at the sketch. “Who is he?”
 
   “My sire.”
 
    
 
   It was the very last thing in the universe he had ever wanted to admit, especially in the presence of his mate, but she needed to know. Brennaugh needed to know. Hell, when Tarek found out, Ohlen would be lucky to retain his position within the citadel. The Asho wouldn’t want such a male anywhere near his pregnant mate.
 
   Ohlen was secretly glad the heat of the breeding festival had not made Andi’s womb quicken. He had forced himself not to think of it. Not wanting her to have caught the shameful thoughts and feel as though he did not wish to father cubs on her. Ohlen would have had to explain he feared because of his weakness and the evil of his sire, he might pass such genetic defects to his cub.
 
   Andi let go of his hand. :ong enough for him to consider that having kept such a shameful secret from her, she would decide to spurn him. A foolish moment where he forgot just how loving humans could be. Where he’d forgotten she had succumbed to blood-lust because of an instinctual need to protect him. She wrapped her slender arms around his waist and snuggled up to his side. Giving him her support. Her love. Right there in front of the commander.
 
   “There was a good reason for this.” Brennaugh wasn’t asking a question. He was stating it as fact. Believing Ohlen must have had a reason for what he had done. It made him lift his chin a notch, knowing his commander had that kind of faith in him.
 
   “It was during the wars. I remember very little of the circumstance, only that I watched my sire snap the neck of my younger brother. Watched him drive his fist into my mother’s chest to remove her heart. I was young, but not so young as to not understand what was happening. When he came for me I attacked. I gave in to the blood-lust and didn’t return from it until Tarut pulled me from the forest.”
 
   Andi hugged him harder, as though waiting for Brennaugh to condemn him. The commander just stared, his eyes narrowed with thought.
 
   “Did you witness your sire’s death?”
 
   “I tore his throat out,” Ohlen was uncertain how that was unclear.
 
   “Yes, but did you see your sire take his last breath?” Brennaugh pressed. Staring him down.
 
   After a time, Ohlen had to admit he had not in fact seen his sire die. He recalled the hot taste of the blood in his mouth. The gurgling sounds his sire made as he dropped to his knees. But because of the rage, the blood-lust, Ohlen had turned and run into the night. Into the forest.
 
   It was some time before Brennaugh spoke, but when he did, there was a note of triumph in his tone.
 
   “You were not present the night of the celebration.”
 
   Ohlen tilted his head, frowning at his fellow warrior. “No, we were not. I was told it was a spectacle.”
 
   Brennaugh’s lips quirked slightly. “It was. Especially the moment when Tarek’s sire tore the heart from T’mai’s false mate. With his bare hand. I must contact Falken. We are nearly to the citadel. Return to your quarters. I will contact you when we are clear to disembark.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
    
 
   Ohlen was still looking a little shell-shocked by the time the door to their quarters closed. He sat down on the end of the bed and hung his head. Elbows braced on his knees, his hands clasped behind his skull. His posture screaming his discomfort and disbelief. Andi supposed it wasn’t every day that someone told you the person you’d spent your entire life thinking you’d killed, wasn’t dead. She didn’t know what to do. Leave him be? Try to comfort him?
 
   “I cannot tell if you hesitate there because you no longer wish to touch me. Or for some other reason.” Ohlen’s voice was a hoarse rasp. 
 
   It jerked on her heartstrings to hear her immensely strong warrior sound so low. Andi was across the room within seconds. She pushed on his shoulders and hopped up to straddle his thighs. Sitting astride his lap so she could hug him and have them eye to eye at the same time.
 
   “I hesitated because I don’t know what to do. How to comfort you. I didn’t hear you say a single thing that would make me not want to touch you.”
 
   Ohlen gave a soft grunt, closing his vibrant eyes to rest his brow on hers.
 
   “Did you not hear me say I tore out my sire’s throat?”
 
   “I did. How old were you?”
 
   He drew in a deep breath, swallowing thickly. Thoughtfully quiet for a moment.
 
   “To be honest it has been so long I am not certain. Twelve, perhaps thirteen of your Earth years.”
 
    
 
   Twelve or thirteen years old. By Sarazen standards, he would have been a baby still. A cub. One who had just witnessed his father brutally kill his even younger brother and his mother. She stroked her hands over the markings on his skull. Touched her lips to his brow and sat there like that for a minute.
 
   “What I heard you say, was even as a boy you had the heart of a warrior. Is that one of the memories you didn’t share with me?”
 
   He nodded. Lifting his face again so he could rub his nose up alongside hers. 
 
   “After my sire, after I thought I had killed him, I ran into the forest. I let my beast take over. Let the blood-lust consume me. There would be days of lucidity. Days I would wake with the remnants of smaller animals, sometimes larger animals in pieces all around me and no memory of having massacred them. Tarut was once the most sought after tracker. He would go into the wilderness for days at a time to hone his skills. He caught my scent on one of these excursions. Tracked me for weeks before he finally caught me and brought me back. I did not share these memories for fear that you would think less of me. Or perhaps prevent you from trusting in my control. My ability to protect you from anything, even myself. I see now that my fears were foolish.”
 
   Andi hummed a soft sound of amusement, glad when his hands started their familiar roam of her body. 
 
   “Very foolish. Why do you think Brennaugh was so thrilled to hear that your father and Tarek’s father used the same method to kill someone?”
 
   “I don’t know. I suspect we will find out soon.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Four
 
    
 
   Upon returning to the citadel, she and Ohlen were asked to accompany Brennaugh and Ga’rae up to Tarek’s office. Falken was waiting for them, looking grim, yet morbidly delighted. It was a truly scary expression to see on his handsome face. One that made her swallow nervously when the door shut and loudly locked behind them. Ohlen pushed her down into a chair, standing right behind her with his arms crossed over his chest. His feet braced like he was waiting to take a hit. Falken looked at her and gravely inclined his head to her.
 
   “We are very glad you are unharmed. Your ordeal was not in vain. Brennaugh and I believe that with what you saw and heard, we are closer to identifying the conspirators’ intent on harming our mates.”
 
   Andi made herself smile a little. Thanked him, and then it was like she suddenly became invisible. Brennaugh, Ga’rae, Falken and Ohlen started to discuss what had been done. Right over her head.
 
   “As a result of Andi’s sketch, we have identified this male as a primary player.” Brennaugh brought up her sketch onto a view screen. “The one Andi heard called, Amaro? Is in fact Ohlen’s sire, Ma’ta. He was believed to have been dead. I looked up his service record and it is reported by his superiors many times, his preferred method of killing an enemy was removal of the heart. Using only his hand.” Brennaugh reached out and made a fist.
 
   Falken grunted and nodded. “Because of our growing suspicions and in light of Andi’s abduction. The information we have gained, I gave the order to take T’kalis into custody. I suggested to him that if he was innocent of any involvement in the attacks on our females, he would have no objections to further questioning. Regrettably, he did not go quietly. Ga’rae, you will scan the former Asho. I want to know every inch of that male, inside and out. Any abnormalities, I want them dissected down to cellular level if need be, until a definitive explanation is provided.”
 
   Ga’rae gave a tight nod, biceps bulging as he too took a wide-legged stance.
 
   “You suspect some kind of impersonation or deception?” The medic asked.
 
   Falken’s brows jumped up suggestively. “Each of our beasts has a unique killing blow. It is well known that Tarek’s sire most often used his teeth to rip out the throats of traitors. There has been speculation over the years as to how T’kalis was able to overcome the madness after having lost his mate.”
 
   Brennaugh nodded and picked up the story. “We are old enough to remember how crazed with vengeance T’kalis was for the first two revolutions after his Asho’na’s death. Then suddenly the rage calmed? It is not unheard of, but neither is it normal. I assumed that it was just further evidence to prove the strength of the unbroken line of our pride leaders. That his madness was vented during the wars. I would like to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that is the truth.”
 
    
 
   The warriors all nodded. Each deep in thought until Ohlen sighed heavily.
 
   “We know the traitors who took my mate have used banned technology. It is obvious they will go to any length they must, to gain their desired results. I for one am most curious about what they are seeking from Ga’rae’s data tablet. What research they are willing to kill a mated pair to achieve. Andi heard the males discussing how their attempts to acquire the research data from Ga’rae’s quarters had been foiled. The traitors are still within the fortress.”
 
   Her mate looked to the dark haired medic. Ga’rae simply shrugged, frowning darkly at the unit on his wrist.
 
   “This is the only data tablet I have recorded research notes onto. There is nothing on it save what I have devoted to the study of our unique bonding with the humans. How our blood affects theirs. What abnormalities and differences are present. I have disabled the up-link and all programs that could possibly be used to steal or transfer the data. It is protected and encrypted. Each file. I will not allow Gwen to keep notes of her own on any other tablet. Any research we do, it is together, and on this unit. Knowing the traitors are so bent on gaining our data, I will review it more thoroughly. After scanning T’kalis, perhaps I will have an idea of what it is they want from the research. Has Tarek been notified?”
 
   Falken snorted, lips curving in an amused little smirk.
 
   “No. Clary was quite clear on her desire to have no contact with anyone in the citadel. Not unless the territory was being invaded, or in danger of exploding. Our ruling pair will be returning this evening. Brennaugh and I will update Tarek then.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later it was confirmed that T’kalis was the one responsible for the leak of information to the traitors. Responsible, due to the intricate web of technology implanted in his brain. It was created and used by the same race of aliens responsible for having created the molecular displacement tech. The Adiveeze. 
 
   The implant in T’kali’s brain had in effect, turned him into a drone. The Adiveeze were known for implanting similar technology into slaves and selling them to be used as spies. Organic material surrounded the implants filaments, thereby making the tech nearly invisible to initial scans. Implants that controlled speech, emotion, movement, basically made the person into a puppet. The person on the other end of the strings could be in the next room, or across the solar system. It didn’t matter. So long as the person implanted was alive they were able to be manipulated. Giving the traitors the perfect way to infiltrate the citadel.
 
   It was impossible to say how long ago T’kalis had been implanted. After having examined Niora’s remains once again, Ga’rae discovered an implant inside her mind as well. Which explained why, when T’mai had gone to his father with his concerns about their mating, T’kalis had brushed them off as no real concern. One spy, protecting another. 
 
   Ohlen had told her all of this and immediately Andi had freaked out that she might have been implanted. She had no idea how long she had been unconscious for. What could have been done to her without her ever knowing. She practically ran into Ga’rae’s lab and demanded he check her for an implant. The total lack of surprise on Ga’rae’s face clued her in to the fact that he had been working up to asking for a scan for the very same reason.
 
   She was practically vibrating with tension, waiting for the holographic rendition of her body to form in the air above her. Ohlen stood close to the table, trying not to look as tense as she felt.
 
   “There is no implant. However,” Ga’rae’s sigh had her throwing her hand out towards Ohlen. Needing to touch him, needing him to help her prepare for the worst.
 
   “Even after three days and three injections of the antitoxin, I see no substantial improvement to the area of your brain damaged by the flurra pollen.” 
 
   Ohlen helped her to sit up. Standing close enough to hold her, while Ga’rae continued.
 
   “With your permission, I will take another blood sample. I am attempting to determine the exact components used to create the toxin. Once that is done I may be able to create the antitoxin specific to the potency of the pollen and counteract its effects. I cannot say with certainty that it will fix anything. The damage may be permanent.”
 
    
 
   Ga’rae was gentle in his delivery of that news, but it did little to diminish the blow. Though Andi had already suspected it would be that way, deep down, she grieved the loss of that telepathic link. The closeness their bond brought. Her mate helped her up off the table, dropping a kiss to her hair once she settled at his side. She smiled up at him with all the strength she could muster. He was right there. Alive. His arms around her. Everything would be alright.
 
   “What will happen to T’kalis? Does he know anything about who is behind all the intrigue?” she asked Ga’rae. Wanting to know if they were any closer to an end to the danger. Any closer to finding the rest of their enemies.
 
   Ga’rae cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Unfortunately, when I removed the implant T’kalis reverted almost instantly to a state of feral madness. The Asho and Asha are conferring with one another to determine their sire’s fate. It is my opinion-“
 
   The medic stopped speaking when a trill sounded in the room. He muttered darkly and reached over to activate the view screen.
 
   “Speak!” Ga’rae barked. The image they were seeing was one of a warrior’s face as he ran through the citadel streets below. Using his wrist unit to have directly made the call.
 
   “Ga’rae, we have reports coming in throughout several sections of the citadel. Five warriors have without warning gone feral. Ten others have dropped to their knees screaming, clutching their head and bleeding from their ears. Three of those ten are dead. The Asho commands you to be ready for triage.”
 
   Ga’rae confirmed he would be ready. Snarling while he called for Gwen and several other trusted medics to join him.
 
   “It seems our traitors are cleaning up their mess.” Ohlen rumbled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty Five
 
    
 
   It was another three days before Ohlen was able to tell her what was happening. From what Ga’rae was able to determine, all fifteen warriors triaged to medical had been implanted with the banned technology. Four of the five who had gone feral, had previously been assigned as guards in the five-story fortress of the Asho. They had been dismissed from their posts as soon as Tarek had taken control of the pride.
 
   None of them had survived despite attempts to subdue and calm them.
 
   The fifth who had reverted to a feral state was the head of the council, T’farro. He had attempted to kill three of the council members he had been in a meeting with and had died as well.
 
   Andi insisted Ohlen be checked, terrified his sire had maybe implanted Ohlen with one of the sinister devices. He admitted he had already asked Ga’rae to perform the scan and that it was clear. She went directly to the temple within the fortress and spent the afternoon on her knees. Praying to the Sarazen’s beast god. Giving thanks for small miracles.
 
   The ten warriors who had dropped to their knees in pain and bled from their ears had died almost immediately. The implant was placed in just such a way as to swell up and block the major blood vessels in the brain. It caused a pressure build up and eventually something resembling a cerebral hemorrhage. Only four of those warriors had been in positions to gather information. The rest had flown private transports or had access to the fortress itself.
 
   Ga’rae reported the implants had been programed to cause the hemorrhage on command. Triggered by some kind of frequency or command phrase from whoever controlled them. One of the warriors had been guarding T’kalis in the cells. Before his brain had basically exploded, the warrior had murdered the former Asho.
 
   There were no loose ends or people to answer questions. The traitors had indeed, cleaned up their mess.
 
   Tarek had ordered every single Sarazen across all fifteen planets to report to the nearest medic to be scanned for the implant. Ohlen told her that reports had come back from several medics across the Sarazen territory. Reports of mysterious deaths due to random traumatic brain hemorrhage or a sudden onset of feral behavior.
 
   Several more reports of the same, from every warship commander. In total, over six thousand males and females across the territory, and another five thousand from aboard the fifteen warships had died. Eleven thousand Sarazens used as spies. The traitors had been at the implanting process, placing their puppets here and there, for a very long time for it to have spread so far. The exact reason, why the presence of the humans had been a catalyst for the traitors to come out of hiding, was yet unknown. At least it was now that it wasn’t just the humans being targeted. A larger game was being played and had been for quite some time. For now, with Ga’rae’s specific scanning protocols, the traitors would have to find new ways to infiltrate the pride.
 
    
 
   On a happier note, Clary’s pregnancy had been announced to the entire pride, as a metaphorical thumbing of the nose to the traitors. A territory wide celebration was actually still going on in the wake of the happy news. Clary was four months along with twins and was refusing to share the sex with anyone. Not even Tarek. If she wasn’t with Tarek, Clary was constantly shadowed by Ne’tare and Te’sha. Something the new Asho’na was not thrilled with. But as she was less thrilled by the idea of putting herself in danger, she found a way to settle with it. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   In the weeks following Andi’s abduction, there had been no progress in repairing the damage made by the concentrated flurra pollen. Ga’rae had not given up on finding a treatment, but as busy as he had become overseeing the scanning of every warrior on the continent, Andi wasn’t surprised. Gwen had taken over, getting daily scans and blood samples from her. So far, no luck. Gwen had asked her to try and purposefully do a half shift, laughing at the horrified expression Andi had made in reaction. 
 
   “I don’t know why you’re so freaked out. Other than the whole snacking on entrails bit, you’re a badass. Mama always said it’s us little ones you gotta look out for.” 
 
   Andi was starting to think perhaps Gwen was deranged. Purposefully asking her to go berserk? Yeah. Not happening. She hadn’t even shifted to her full cat form since the incident in the bunker. Ohlen had taken her to a secured area to run, but she hadn’t been able to shift so much as a claw, terrified if she let her cat out there would be no putting her back. 
 
   Ohlen hadn’t pushed her. 
 
    
 
   Ohlen was helping in any way he could with the aftermath of so many deaths, spending the majority of his time at Tarek’s beck and call. Which meant unless she was escorted by one of the other mated warriors, Andi spent a goodly portion of her time holed up in her rooms. Alone, coming to terms with the fact that she and Ohlen would never get their mental bond back. Accepting that from now on, all that would bind them together was the love they had for one another. It was enough. It would have to be enough. 
 
   As observant as her mate was, Ohlen noticed her struggling, and had asked for a few days to themselves. He must have caught Tarek in a good mood to have gotten permission. 
 
    
 
   She lay now in the circle of his arms, in their bed on board their little cruiser, looking up at the play of moonlight spilling through the water above them. The ceiling of their cabin was equipped with some kind of holo-tech. Cameras on the outside of the hull reflected images directly into the interior of the cabin, so it looked like they were laying in a glass bubble on the bottom of the ocean. It was just the two of them, hidden in a grotto on the other side of the planet, completely submerged. Some kind of fish were swimming lazily over the hull. Their scales glowing, pulsing with every swish of their tails. It was a magnificent view. Made better by the aimless patterns Ohlen was tracing across her belly. 
 
   “I would discuss something with you, my one.” 
 
   It took some effort, but she tore herself away from the view and turned onto her side to face her mate. Stretched languidly with a little moan.
 
   “Listening,” She murmured. Admiring how gorgeous he looked in the spill of moonlight through the water. 
 
   “You haven’t shifted to let your beast free since you were taken from me. I think because you are afraid.” 
 
   A dull thud of pain, pressure against the back of her eye, was the result of her trying to feel him through their deadened link. Andi had to take a deep breath to push the sorrow and the pain away. Ohlen must have caught the scent of it and assumed the worst. He curled himself tighter around her, as though he worried she was going to push him away. Silly beast. 
 
   “Allow me to explain, please.” his eyes were so bright. Such a lovely, deep purple. Far more fascinating to stare into than even the ocean above them.
 
   “Go on,” she urged softly.
 
   His throat worked loudly in the quiet. “I think you fear your beast and her power now. Fear the damage you could do in that form. The loss of control. The loss of your own mind. Yes?”
 
   Andi nodded. Trusted he was going somewhere with this.
 
   “Blood-lust is a horrifying feeling. More so for one such as you, who has a hard time bringing even small game down for dinner.” 
 
   She huffed a little laugh. Because she did hate hunting the cute little animals that Ohlen called ‘food.’  He stroked his hand over her shoulder. Moved a lock of hair aside to rub at the scar on her skin. His mating mark. Ohlen went so far as to lean down and kiss it with a reverent sort of smile on his face. A smile that dimmed to seriousness when he met her gaze again. 
 
   “You don’t need to be afraid of your beast, Andi. Changing into your fur, whether you go into full shift or half shift, will not cause you to lose control.”
 
   “You can’t know that. Our bond-” 
 
   He shushed her gently. “It doesn’t matter if we are never again able to speak silently or feel one another inside our thoughts. Without our telepathic connection, without anything but the sound of my voice, you came back to me from the true depths of blood-lust. Proof that the bond we share goes far deeper than any mental link. If ever you doubt it, remember you are the only female to ever have come back from blood-lust. And you did that, for me. Because you trusted me. Because you love me. That, cannot be taken from us. It cannot be diminished or destroyed. It cannot be poisoned. Our bond is stronger than anything.”
 
    
 
    Andi reached up, smoothing back that one lock of unruly hair that fell over his brow. He was right. About all of it. He couldn’t feel the love that made her feel like she was glowing from the inside out. He couldn’t feel her trust, her absolute and unwavering trust in him. But she could tell him. Show him. Andi took a deep breath and sat up. Let the sheets fall away from her and smiled when her mate frowned at her in confusion. 
 
   “I do trust you.” she murmured. “I love you more than anything. And you’re absolutely right.” 
 
   He blinked at her, a laugh rolling out of him when she let her beast free, and changed into her fur almost right on top of him. Andi quivered for just a second. Glad she had managed to shift fully, and not into the grotesque half form. Ohlen was still chuckling when he sat up and kneaded his hand deep into her scruff. 
 
   “I had not intended for you to shift right at this moment, my one.” 
 
    
 
   Andi heaved a sigh and relaxed. Nothing bad happened. She didn’t feel the urge to tear into his flesh or sink her teeth into something to make it bleed. She rubbed her furry cheeks over his throat, purring as her eyes fell shut in relief. He set his brow to hers and whispered loudly. 
 
   “How do you feel? Any desire to hunt down breakfast?” the teasing in his tone made her growl. Made her thump him in the shoulder with her paw.
 
   “No? What would you like to do then? Hm?” 
 
   She leaned into him, pushed him down to the mattress, and lay her head on his chest. She wiggled around to get comfortable and looked up the line of his body. He was smiling softly at her, the scent of his love, his adoration, filling her senses. He bent one arm under his head and used the other to stroke through her fur. Over and over again until she was purring. 
 
   Ohlen had taken his vengeance and claimed her as his mate. Now she had done the same for him. Telepathic link or not, their bond had been made. Andi realized she would spill all the blood she had to, to protect that bond. A sense of relief bled through her four legged body. Made the last of her tension release in a fur tingling ripple. 
 
   “We will have to return to the fortress soon, my one.” Ohlen rumbled. 
 
   She didn’t care where they went. So long as they were together.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Happily, but not the end...
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