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        All it takes is one disastrous space patrol for Trixa’s life to change forever.

      

        

      
        After an unfortunate injury and long medical grounding to the SOS Space Station, Captain Beatrixa Faust finally gets her next patrol. Filled with excitement, she sets out on her newest mission for the Orion Intergalactic Safety and Security Corp.

      

        

      
        But when things take a turn, she finds herself not only stranded on a strange planet, but a prisoner to the Carth Rowdu. Can Trixa convince the leader and his two brothers that she’s no threat to them and leave the planet’s surface or will one accidental touch and a curious set of glowing tattoos keep her within the brothers’ grasp?
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        The SOS Space Station Series is an alien romance WhyChoose/Reverse Harem collection of standalones featuring MFMM meaning the female main character doesn't have to choose between her love interests. Please note, there is no reading order between the three standalones.
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    Contents


    
    
      
        Note

      

      
        Alien Guide & Index

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Want More?

      

      
        Also by A.J. Macey

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2021, 2020, 2019 by A.J. Macey

        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        Cover: Jodie Leigh-Plowman at JodieLocks Designs

        Editing: M. Stewart

        Formatting: A.J. Macey at Inked Imagination Author Services

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to:

      

      

      

      
        
        My daughter, Evelyn Rose.

        Rise and conquer.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is one book of a three book shared universe. They all can be read separately and there is no reading order. There are some elements that match, such as the SOS Space Station, but the writing styles and journeys are different.
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        And make sure to check out Jade Waltz’ Healed by the Stars and Jarica James’ Chosen by the Stars here:
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        Bionic Artificial Oculus (BAO): artificial eyeball equipped with a scanner and database of information, relays information about visual stimuli to the user. Looks silver and blue between the mechanics and blue circuitry. Trixa has one installed post-battle injury

      

        

      
        Carth Rowdu: this specific tribe of the Rowdu. Gold in coloring. Live on planet: Yarilia Trorlis 3X9

      

        

      
        Yarilia Trorlis 3X9: home planet for the Carth Rowdu. Including several forests and large mountains including Ostea forest, the largest Doccore forest in this sector of the galaxy

      

        

      
        Draatov: Carth Rowdu’s Chief/tribe leader 

      

        

      
        Sagrolla: shit

      

        

      
        Brars: fuck

      

        

      
        Brarsi Sagrolla: fucking shit

      

        

      
        Bonerth: asshole/idiot

      

        

      
        Cao boria: alright/okay/term of agreement

      

        

      
        Sollo: greetings (hello/morning/night) 

      

        

      
        Qix’i: species living on the nearest planet to Yarilia Trorlis 3X9, want to take it for themselves for the sap when I’Yriel refused to allow them to harvest on their planet

      

        

      
        Doccore: a type of tree made with golden bark and purple leaves, produces a very sought after sap used in delicacies/wine and fuel making (if distilled a specific way, it can be potent fuel)

      

        

      
        Muhiri: pink and purple flower, round bud, used in sleeping draughts and the essence used for sedatives

      

        

      
        Rfnari: a deep plum-y fruit with a rough skin and sweet milk within, used in conjunctions with Muhiri for sleeping draught and other medical tinctures

      

        

      
        Paffita Taffy: sticky taffy treat from the Exodus V1 sector, well known as one of Trixa’s favourites  

      

        

      
        Igral: a Qix’i pastry delicacy 

      

        

      
        Caestroik: snake-like creatures known for being mysterious and withdrawn from outside societies
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      One, two…

      One, two…

      The rhythmic thud of the ball launching from the machine and hitting my racket calmed me, but despite my zoned-out haze, I felt my lips curl into a frown. No matter how much I tried to exercise and work through the previous injury, the slight ache always started to form in my shoulder.

      “Ugh,” I grumbled, storming off to the side and smacking the neon button on the wall. The whirling sound that filled the room ceased when the machine was turned off, leaving my huffing breath the only noise to fill the narrow sports hub. “You were supposed to help,” I muttered to the machine as if it was the cause of all my problems. As if the sleek, white monstrosity I’d stared at the last five months was the reason I’d been grounded from flights… and not the eye injury, torn muscles, and dislocated shoulder from my  last patrol.

      In my defense, they had long since healed thanks to the SOS Station medbay doctors and tech from the bioengineering department.

      Sighing in defeat, I turned from the room and dropped the racket in the chute for sanitizing. The hiss of the hydraulic seal made my lips curl even further into a scowl, the sound haunting me after being in the room so many times. Shoving the annoyance away, I started through the halls to my quarters.

      I’d come down to the gym that morning in hopes I’d be able to make it through an hour of my designated physical therapy exercises without pain. Then I’d march up to Orion Intergalactic Safety and Security Corp. (OISSC) on the top floor to show I’m fit for duty, and my commander would let me return for the next available flight.

      My plan clearly didn’t work.

      “Heyo, Cap!” was hollered at me as I reached the bank of elevators. Glancing through the crowd, I found a fellow OISSC patroller weaving his way over. “Looking pretty cranky today.” Lieutenant Davies’ bluntness made me chuckle, the irritation from the morning slowly seeping out of me. He may have been a rank below me, but that never seemed to stop him from shooting shit. that may have been because he was three years older or possibly because his ship’s captain was a bit more of a hardass than me.

      Which is why I flew solo—no crew, no hassle.

      “Yeah, still trying to get flight-ready after that diabolical scrimmage with those damned pirates. Should be soon.  I just hope Commander Monaco is open to the doctor’s stamp of approval,” I explained, eyeing the lift as it came down from the upper levels of the station.

      “Ah, yes, the ‘you must be in tip-top shape to run any OISSC missions under me.’” Davies’ voice deepened in a mock impersonation of our outpost commander, every patroller having heard the speech a hundred times over the years. “I’m sure it’ll all work out soon enough. We’re running a bit thin after Captain Monaco and his crew were grounded. Repairs are supposed to take at least a month or two at the earliest.”

      My brows rose sharply as we stepped into the lift, my head angling to look up at Davies. His shoulder shook with laughter when he saw my surprise. The engineer and repair crews of OISSC were some of the best of the best, and if it would take them that long to fix, then it must have been bad.

      “Don’t look so surprised. You know what it’s like to go toe-to-toe with the crews out there. Busted their ship to hell and back. Honestly surprised they even made it back in one piece—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, my holotablet buzzed and dinged. Flashing him an apologetic smile, I dug it out of my pocket and checked the screen.

      
        
        Commander: Captain Faust, report to HQ ASAP

      

      

      “Hm, well... guess we’ll see if it’s going to be a good meeting or a bad one,” I said, holding up the tablet screen for Davies to see.

      “Hey, could be approval to go out.” He clapped a hand on my back when we reached his floor before stepping out of the lift. “Keep me up-to-date, and if you’re still grounded, call me up, and we can hit up some of the usual haunts.”

      “I don’t go to the strip club!” I called out, teasing him. His laughter slowly faded as he walked out into the hustle and bustle of the retail spaces in the business sector of the station.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm the anxious nerves building in the pit of my stomach. I wanted more than anything to get the hell off this station and back on my ship, but I knew there was no way I could before I’d been cleared by my boss. I missed the solitary quiet, the homey peace, and the ability to get away when I was on patrols. The station was nice enough, but it felt as though a piece of me was missing. The best I could do was to hope and pray.

      Without getting my hopes up.

      The lift thinned out as we passed the final few floors before the top levels, and I soon found myself alone in the metal and glass elevator. Thankfully, it was a quick ride to the floor where the patrol outpost was stationed.

      When the little bell dinged to signify reaching my floor, I took one final reassuring inhale. Striding down the hall, other patrollers and crewmen nodded respectfully to me. I returned all the silent greetings, not trusting myself to open my mouth and not have my voice waver with my building excitement. Reaching Commander Monaco’s office, I hit the communication panel to the left of the door and waited. After a brief moment, I heard the door unlock. My boss’s voice filtered out of the wall panel.

      “Come in, Captain Faust.”

      Commander Monaco sat behind his desk, his broad shoulders spanning beyond the width of his chair. As always, the outpost top boss’ office was neat and tidy, and the white metal walls were polished to a near shine. I wanted to glance around at the various objects in cases or on the commander’s bookshelves to see if there were any new objects or finds since I’d last been there, but I kept my eyes forward, looking at the back wall directly above Commander Monaco’s greying buzz cut.

      “You wanted to see me, Commander?” I asked, clasping my hands behind my back. With a nod, my boss gestured to the chair in front of his desk. Obliging him, I stepped forward and sank onto the hard plastic of the seat.

      “Yes, Captain,” he started, shuffling papers. The commander had always preferred physical copies over digital records, so his desk was covered in several neat stacks of information he needed to reference at a glance. He opened a folder to his left, his eyes trailing quickly over whatever was inside before continuing. “It says you’ve completed the physical therapy necessary for your shoulder?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered, trying hard to not nod my head frantically.

      “And your eye?” he asked, finally looking away from the manilla folder to me.

      At the mention of the newest addition to my body, my eyelids fluttered. In addition to my long and tedious recovery for my arm and shoulder after the last patrol had gone awry, my right eye had been severely damaged. There was no way to save it, so the doctors came up with a different idea. The smooth machinery in its place felt odd, my body extra aware of the missing eye.

      “Functioning at optimal levels, Sir,” I relayed, not wanting him to think there was anything wrong with the Bionic Artificial Oculus. “Though I have not yet had the chance to operate the BAO’s additional functions outside of initial tests to ensure they worked.”

      “That’s alright, Captain.” He waved a hand at me. “How are you coping with your grounding orders?”

      I nibbled the inside of my lip for a moment.

      “Permission to speak freely, Sir?” He smirked before nodding. “I’m going utterly insane,” I stated bluntly. “I miss my ship and my patrols. Being stuck on a godforsaken station for months on end isn’t my idea of fun.” I regretted letting everything tumble out, but when a humorous smile curled his lips, my worry eased.

      “Well then, I suggest you prepare, Captain, because you’ve been reinstated for your next patrol run.”
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      A new patrol! I barely contained my urge to scream in excitement as I left the commander’s office and strode down the hall to the lift. I needed every moment of my one-hour prep time. Not to get my flight suit on or get my bag packed for the trip, but to visit the best part of patrols.

      Galactic Goodies.

      Dhara had the best treats and snacks, and it had quickly become a tradition for OISSC crewmen to snatch up a bundle before departing. When I was grounded, I had refused to go in and buy any, knowing it would make me more stir crazy not being able to fly or make it impossible to fit into my suit.

      And I certainly can’t have that.

      The trek to my room was a blur of a sea of faces lost among my giddiness. When I reached my door, I couldn’t type in my code and swipe my ID card fast enough. The room wasn’t anything special, a small living space that led into a kitchenette with my bedroom behind a plexiglass divider. The galaxy swirled across the panels, giving me some privacy whenever I had anyone over—which, if I was honest was almost never—but now that it was just me, I snatched up the remote and turned it off. The panels became clear, revealing my impeccably made bed and tidy space.

      Making a quick stop in the kitchen to brew a pod of my favorite pre-flight tea, my lips curled into a wide smile. My pre-patrol routine had been the same for the last five years—unless it had been an emergency run or attack dispatch—and it was like coming home after a long day, calming yet enticing.

      The scent of mint and sweetness filled the air as the machine steeped the leaves. I stepped back from the counter into my room, digging out my duffle from the closet. It was already packed with my essentials, always prepared in case I was called in during my medical leave.

      I showered quickly, braiding my long russet strands before dressing in my uniform. The dark grey-and-black material was new. The previous suit I’d worn was too damaged from the attack that left me injured. I missed the worn look from years of wear but reluctantly gave it up, knowing it was useless with a damaged shoulder.

      “Here’s to hoping nothing happens to this one,” I muttered as I glanced down to buckle and secure the various pouches and armor pads across my body. Grabbing the final piece to my uniform, I wrapped the thin golden-yellow material around my shoulders, the Captain’s Cape draping down my left bicep to where it cut off at a point behind my left leg. It was a silly piece of cloth that did nothing more than signify rank, but it was required, so I secured the straps under my right arm and looked in the mirror.

      Same fighter pilot captain, same uniform—one only a few other women had the rank to wear. The only difference one could see after my accident was the bionic eye. Ever since Commander Monaco had brought it up, it felt odd and out of place in my skull. It was the same proportions as my previous body part but stood out against the normal green iris of my other eye with the silver and blue mechanics. There were natural materials used within the BAO to keep the body from rejecting it, as well as medicated eye drops for irritation or other side effects of the device. I’d had it for nearly half a year, but it still shook me. It was a stark reminder of what could happen out in space.

      Shaking away the melancholy train of thought, I stepped out of the bathroom and grabbed my bag on my way to the kitchen. The to-go mug was steaming as I put on the lid, the soothing smell of the brew chasing away the remainder of the negativity that had filled my mind.

      I locked up my unit as I left, making sure the long-term alarm was set. My flight was planned to be a week long, and I didn’t want issues with anyone trying to break in while I was away, nor did I want my food deliveries to arrive, only to spoil.

      Now that I wore my uniform instead of civilian clothes, people on the station eyed me warily. Not that we were a threat or dangerous, but OISSC’s reputation preceded them. We did safety patrols in and around stations, worlds, ships, and transport convoys, but we were also the first line of defense in any form of attack—well trained for fighting in flight and hand-to-hand. After the years of corrupt military and governments, vicious pirates, and petty thugs across the universe, people had the right to be wary.

      As an extensive yet neutral third-party security crew, OISSC had a wide range of reach. Outposts were scattered across the universe but not tied to or associated with any government or group, meaning while there would always be some hesitation, they were still protected from any threats. That right there is why I became a patroller in the first place. A sense of pride and happiness grew the closer I got to my departure time.

      “Excuse me,” I stated as I reached the hall just outside Galactic Goodies. The business sector was packed with shoppers coming and going, this hall in particular filled with people nibbling on their treats and talking. I gave the group that had stopped to chat right outside the door a polite head nod when they glanced over.

      “Sorry,” one said sheepishly, shifting out of the way. As soon as the door was clear, I barely kept myself from skipping into the delicious-smelling bakery.

      The interior looked the same as it had the last time I’d been here, the whites and silvers of the tables and display cases sparkling under the overhead lights. It was busy, Dhara and her employees hustling behind the counter to serve customers as quickly and efficiently as possible. Beelining it across the bakery, I hopped into the line to wait my turn.

      It took a little while, but soon enough, there was only one more alien ahead of me, who thankfully was only grabbing a purple pastry. From the its metallic glint, I assumed it wasn’t safe for human consumption. When Dhara saw me, her eyes lit up, and a bright smile spread over her face.

      “Captain Faust! You’re back! It’s been too long since you’ve been in. Where have you been? Out on a long patrol?” she questioned rapid fire. Chuckling, I shook my head.

      “Unfortunately, no. I was injured and needed recovery time,” I explained. Her lips curling into a tiny pout at my explanation. Not liking her hurt expression, I leaned forward and whispered behind my hand. “I knew I wouldn’t fit into my flight suit if I came in for treats. I’m sure you can imagine how that would go over with the guys up in OISSC.” My teasing confession seemed to placate her, and she nodded conspiratorially. She glanced around before putting her own hand up to her mouth to whisper back.

      “I have seen it happen more than once.” When she pulled away, she used her normal tone. “The usual care package? How many in the crew this time, or is this a ‘hide it away for yourself’ type of box?”

      “Still just me on patrols, but I’ll definitely take some extras to make up for lost time.” I was practically buzzing with hunger.

      Her brown eyes lit up as she grabbed a big cinnamon roll from the display and handed it over with a wink. “Here, have this while I get the rest together.”

      I took the ooey-gooey snack and didn’t waste time before shoving an unladylike bite into my mouth, the icing and stickiness melting as it hit my tongue. A soft moan worked its way through me as I devoured the sugary snack.

      “Pallas, pack up a few of the pastries for early in the flight while I grab a care package from the back.” She rushed off as her employee took over, washing his hands in the sink next to the kitchens before grabbing a few things.

      “Any preferences, Captain?” He gave me a friendly smile, his fangs showing through.

      “Nothing I can think of, but…” I drew out the word, trying to finish my bite. “Can you toss in some extra sweet treats? I need my sugar fix, and I need it bad. Please,” I tacked on with a playful pout.

      Dhara came back with two large crates, walking out from behind the counter and dropping them on the table.

      “You want us to meet you in the docking bay, or are you taking them now?

      “Now please. Departure is in,”—I glanced at my watch—“fifteen, and I still need to make my way up to the flight deck and ensure my ship’s in working order.”

      “Perfect. This one has the usual dried fruits and longer-lasting goodies. I have the usual paperwork describing what you’re getting, and obviously, it’s all human safe. Since you’re one of my more adventurous customers, I dropped in a new line of intergalactic goodies, so let me know what you think the next time you’re in. The other has the usual cooling system. Just plug it in when you’re on the ship, and you’ll have plenty of pastries and breads to last you a while.” She jumbled so much together, I hoped I could remember it all later, but with ingredient list and instructions inside, it wouldn’t be a guessing game.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I expressed happily, taking the two large crates. “I’ll stop in when I get back and let you know about all the yummies, okay?”

      She nodded happily.

      “Have a safe trip, Captain!” Dhara said, waving enthusiastically and turning to the next wave of customers coming in the door.

      With my bounty in hand, I made my way to the OISSC flight deck. The hustle and bustle of the engineers, mechanics, and other patrollers was a welcome sight as the scent of propulsion and grease filled my nose.

      “Captain,” one of the mechanics said, saluting me as I walked by. I bit back the urge to frown at the overtly formal greeting and nodded in response. Thankfully, no one else saluted me on my way to the bay where my ship was being prepared for launch.

      My heart leapt in my chest when I saw my ship repaired and being fueled. The metal hull was a dark grey, with black markings from various repair work over the years adorning the surface. The bridge casing and half of the right wing were the only things that looked new since my visit a few weeks ago. They had been too damaged to fix when I’d returned to the flight deck originally and had taken months to fix. The SS Relentless wasn’t fancy or painted anything special, like a lot of the other OISSC ships, especially the larger crew vessels, but it was mine.

      And before me, it had been my mother’s, who’d gifted it to me when she retired.

      Guess the name truly fits, I thought with a smirk before walking the final distance to my bay.

      “How’s she looking?” I asked my main mechanic, who was waist-deep in one of the exterior panels.

      “Tiptop shape, Cap, and ready to go once the team finishes fueling,” Thompson relayed, his voice muffled and distorted from the alcove.

      “And... what exactly are you doing?” I questioned, setting the crates down at my side and kneeling to look at him. “I hope you don’t expect me to take off with you leeched onto the belly of the Relentless.”

      “Psh, of course not,” he huffed in mock offense. “I’m finishing one more check of everything. Need to make sure you come back in one piece this time.”

      “Ha-ha,” I deadpanned, half-glaring at him as he slinked out from the panel. He flashed me a smartass smile and closed the panel. “Though I suppose it’s a fair shot. I’ll try to make sure to be whole this go around.”

      “Good, ‘cause I have to be honest, Cap...” Thompson’s tone was solemn, his voice no longer holding its usual lighthearted banter. “It was sobering when you came back.”

      “Sobering?” My brows creased at his choice of words.

      “OISSC, at least out here in the middle of nowhere, doesn’t tend to have too many run-ins, at least it hasn’t in the decade I’ve been out here, but lately, it’s been gettin’ bad. You were the first one to come back mangled and in a half-functioning ship. It’s all fun and games here in the pits and with the crewmen when they come and go... but that? It was a sobering reminder of what we truly do here.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and my eye burned with the urge to tear up at his emotional words, but I blinked them away. Nodding, I held out my hand, and he clasped it tightly, dipping his head—a silent moment of comfort for both of us and a promise to come back in one piece. It was easy to forget there were more who cared when it was just me out there.

      “So,” he started, clearing his throat. “You best take care of yourself, or I’m sure Lieutenant Davies and Captain Ulma, or hell, even Commander Monaco, will come scavenging the stars for you. I wouldn’t want to be on the other end of Monaco’s search party.”

      I shuddered at the thought. Monaco was loyal to his crewmen to a fault, but with his care came intense lectures, definitely something I didn’t want to experience.

      Again.

      “Aye, aye, Head Mechanic Thompson,” I exclaimed in a deep voice, giving him a salute. It was his turn to glare at my smartass remark, but his twitching lips gave him away. With one final bout of laughter, I stepped away from Thomson toward the entrance to my ship, one thought filling my head as I made my way into the SS Relentless for the first time in almost half a year.

      Space, ready or not, here I come.
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      The flight had been smooth, nothing out of the ordinary, as I maneuvered through the route Commander Monaco had assigned. The lack of anything exciting so far helped me breathe easier. It was good to be back on my ship, but I couldn’t deny I’d been worried after the last time I’d been in the captain’s chair. I tucked the quickly reducing nerves away and scanned the barren expanse in front of me.

      There wasn’t much in the way of large debris to watch out for, but I kept a keen gaze for rogue pieces of rock or trash. My ship had just been fixed , and I wasn’t willing to let her be damaged by easily avoided objects floating through space. What there was, however, was a large asteroid off to the left. Its path was stagnant, but as I inspected it, I noted something odd.

      “Hm, what are you two ships doing in the middle of nowhere?”

      This area of space wasn’t typically used for meetings, cargo transfers, or anything else legal. It was solely an empty pocket ships flew through to get from wherever they came from to the SOS Station. I navigated my ship toward them, slowing to a near crawl, so I could investigate before choosing a plan of action.

      They were docked together, hovering fairly close to the asteroid. Probably using its mass as cover, I noted with a frown. They were fairly small but not out of the realm of possibility for smuggling ships. Flipping several switches on my console, I readied to approach and board.

      “Captain Faust to OISSC Outpost 42279,” I stated, opening up the comm line to the station. “I’ve located two suspicious ships at these coordinates, docked near a stationary asteroid. Readying to board and search, requesting backup on standby.”

      “Outpost to Faust, there are two patroller ships within range. Alert has been sent,” a male voice relayed. “Back up is en route. You are clear to approach for boarding.”

      “Copy. Captain Faust out.” I hit the button on the console, and my engines flared to life. Opening a new line of communication, I patched into the ships, allowing me to announce myself.

      “Unknown ships, this is Captain Faust of the Orion Intergalactic Safety and Security Corp. Be prepared to be boarded and searched. Have all papers and identification ready for inspection.” Silence met me as I started forward. I never really expected anything in reply, but it never failed to make me grumble.

      The closer I got, I committed to memory more details of the ships. Both were well worn with damaged and chipped paint. The one nearest the asteroid was a deep red, the exterior so scuffed, it took a few tries to figure out if it had actually been that color or if it was a trick of the limited light. The second one didn’t have any coloring, but the hull was dented and clearly fixed with haphazard patch jobs. Is that... I started to question when I saw a large marking on the side of the first ship. At first, it looked familiar, but the closer I got, the more I realized it might have been an old company logo or shitty repair that had been completed. I made a mental note to investigate once my search was complete. Tearing my gaze away from the odd marks, I continued my initial scan. Any little thing I noticed, I relayed out loud to the ship’s computer to be recorded for my report.

      Just as I neared them,  I was jostled sharply as my ship was shot with a blast. The warning alarms sounded loudly, and my adrenaline pounded through me. I reacted almost instinctively, assessing for threats from the two ships and preparing my ship for possible fight conditions. When I determined the attack hadn’t come from the two docked ships, I started an evasive maneuver away from the asteroid. My eyes fell to my console to show where my ship had been hit.

      “Captain Faust to Outpost, S.O.S.,” I yelled out as soon as I had the comm line to the station open, a pained grunt leaving me as I sharply steered out of the way of a large beam of blinding green. “I’m under fire… I repeat, I am under fire!” When I found a large ship behind me on my radar, I hissed under my breath, “Fucking assholes.”

      How the hell such a massive ship slipped past me during my initial scan of the situation and approach? Another shot smashed into the side of my ship, making me focus on getting out of the fight zone. I could inspect the previous recordings and computer scans later. Before I could be hit a third time, I sped away from the three ships. Swerving and swooping out of the way of the rapid-fire took every moment of my focus, my adrenaline keeping me calm amidst the chaos.

      “Outpost to Faust, backup is en route. Backup is—”

      The rest of the transmission from the station was cut off when another blast smashed into the hull, the hit damaging my ship’s computer and comm line. Before I lost all control and either got myself killed or captured, I typed in the sequence necessary to escape. As soon as the final stroke was entered, the deafening hum of my ship’s drive overpowered the alarm. Holding tight to my chair’s arm, I braced before being propelled faster than light. The force was jarring, but I was thankful to have jumped before the situation had deteriorated any further. The farther away I got from the attacking ship, the easier I breathed.

      As I dropped out of the escape velocity and back to normal patrol speed, I gasped. A large, beautiful planet was to my right. Lush forests of various colors covered large swaths of the surface, alternating with jagged mountains and purple oceans. It was gorgeous, but I tore my eyes away.

      “Save myself first… appreciate the planet when a patroller unit is on the way.” I tested various functions of my ship to see what was operational or salvageable. “Captain Faust to Outpost,” I tried, but there was nothing coming back in transmission.

      The warning alarm from the attack had stopped blaring when I had jumped, so the only sound on the deck of my ship was the clicking of switches and my fingers against the sleek console panel. The quiet set me on edge, so I continued talking, hoping it would keep the suffocating silence at bay.

      “Alright. Well, if that’s not going to work,” I muttered. Unbuckling, I strode out of the cockpit to assess the damage to the rest of my ship. The limited interior seemed unaffected by the attack, the oxygen levels at optimum levels, but only a portion of my engines were functional after the jump, none enough to power my ship in any way, shape, or form.

      Here’s to hoping the backup engine power system is fucking working or at the very least, the tracking system. I continued grumbled as I entered the back area of my ship. The small electric room was hot, the air stinking of fried electronics and wiring. Things had been displaced during the attack, and as I looked at the mess of everything, I realized there was no way to know what piece of equipment went to what.

      “Guess it’s time to try out this new eye.” I sighed, closed my eyes, and tapped my right lid three times as I’d been shown when the tech was installed.

      When I opened them again, it was disorienting. My left eye saw things normally, but the right held a digital screening of everything before me. It rattled off information about each object—make, model, if it was damaged beyond repair—as it all swirled in my vision, making me dizzy. Groaning, I stumbled until I was leaning up against the metal wall. I swallowed the acid creeping up my throat from the nauseating disorientation and closed my left eye, so all I was seeing were the scans and workups of the electronics.

      “Probably should have worked on that.” I frowned, realizing it would have been smart to learn how to work with the bionic eye so I could function with both eyes open. I shoved back the hindsight and reluctantly started to sort through everything.

      “Ugh, first patrol in ages and I’m potentially fucking stranded,” I muttered in annoyance.

      After twenty minutes, I realized there was nothing salvageable on the backup computer. Standing, I turned away from the equipment.

      “S.O.S. signal it is.”
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        Beatrixa

      

      

      With the decision to send out an S.O.S. in mind, I opened my left eye and carefully made my way back to the bridge. It took a lot of effort, but I made it without tripping or injuring myself. By the time I was seated in my captain’s chair, I was slowly growing used to the dual vision.

      The beauty of the planet once again caught my attention, my new optical wiring showcasing different facts from the massive amounts of information that had been embedded and fed through from the eye’s database, but I forced my focus onto the holotablet I always carried. The screen was cracked, but after a moment of struggling with it, I was able to type in the necessary sequences on the remaining working components. My S.O.S. was successfully transmitted on repeat to whoever was nearby.

      As soon as the first batch of signals was sent, my ship jolted. The adrenaline that had subsided in my time working surged once more, my attention shifting sharply out the front of my cruiser.

      “What the...” I trailed off when I saw some sort of beam emanating from the planet’s surface.

      Encompassing my entire ship.

      A sense of dread filled the pit of my stomach, knowing I’d somehow caught and triggered the planet’s defensive systems. Working quickly, I dropped the holotablet on the nearest surface and tried to fire up my engines, to no avail.

      “Come on,” I hissed under my breath, trying my set of backup boosters. Nothing—not even a damned sputter of power to evade being pulled toward the surface.

      “Work, damn it,” I muttered, typing furiously on the flickering console. Following the instructions next to my artificial eye, I was able to open one comm line to the planet with a sketchy connection at best, but it was all I had.

      “Planet Yarilia Trorlis 3X9, this is Captain Faust of OISSC. I come in peace, bearing no ill will or intentions of landing. Cease firing your defense beam.”

      Hearing only static, the dread grew to panic as I neared the edge of the atmosphere. If they continued to pull me in until I was trapped within its gravitational pull, there was no way to slow my descent.

      “Plant Yarilia Trorlis 3X9, this is a patroller captain with the Orion Intergalactic Safety and Security Corp. I have a damaged vessel and will crash if you continue to pull me in. Please cease,” I practically shouted, scrambling to buckle into my chair. When there was no response, I tried to open one more line of communication to anyone within the vicinity. “S.O.S. to any and all vessels near my coordinates.” I rattled off my location as quickly and clearly as possible. “Descent into Planet Yarilia Trorlis 3X9’s gravitational field is inevitable. I will crash without an assist. I repeat, will crash. S.O.S.”

      Silence.

      Foregoing the distress call, I reopened to the planet, hoping one final plea would somehow work when the last two had failed. It didn’t disappear until after the beam finally pulled me past the edge of the atmosphere.

      I sank fa back into my chair, a sickening sense of calm numbing me as my ship fell at upticking speeds toward the planet’s surface. There was no panic, no dread—only acceptance. Closing my eyes, I muttered a soft prayer, one my mom had always whispered to me before tucking me into bed.

      “May hope rise in your soul as the sun rises in the sky. May joy dance in this day and lift your heart up high.”

      I tried to keep my eyes closed, half-convinced I didn’t want to see it coming, but I couldn’t help myself. The surface was truly beautiful, the waters a sparkling amethyst and lush foliage a rich collection of jeweled tones. It would have been nice to enjoy—if I wasn’t facing certain death.

      Closing in on impact, I felt a wayward tear leak from the corner of my eye, the signature burn of wanting to cry building. Just before I reached the edge of the trees, the beam reappeared, slowing me immensely.

      I cried out at the jarring change of pace, and something behind me broke. A sharp pain radiated through my head at the impact, darkness swallowing me whole just as I broke the treeline.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ugh.” My body ached, and my head pounded. I was secured to something, but with grogginess still clouding my mind, I couldn’t remember what. Slowly, I pried my eyes open, squinting against the bright sunlight. It took a moment, but everything came into focus around me once I’d adjusted.

      I was on my ship, still strapped into my chair. Everything was off or damaged from what I could see. A wave of nausea rolled through me at the digital readouts in my vision, so I closed my left eye and swallowed the bile creeping up my throat.

      This is no time to panic. I surveyed the right information about my ship and its computer.

      “Fuck me,” I half-groaned, half-whined as worked on the buckles holding me. “Something has to be salvageable. My eye must have missed something. I cannot be stranded on a planet that almost let me die via descent.”

      A sharp stabbing sensation radiated through my right shoulder, and I had to bite back a cry. Damn injury. I took more care to nurse my right arm until I could assess the damage to the muscles and joint.

      As soon as the straps were unhooked, I got up steadily, scanning the area in front of my ship. It was fairly quiet, at least from where I was situated inside of the bridge. The only noise was the metal of the buckles clanking against the floor as I stood.

      “Plan,” I rattled off absentmindedly, “I need a plan.” Working quickly, I didn’t allow my emotions to overtake me. Worry and fear would be of no use if I wanted to ensure survival and eventual rescue.

      I gathered anything usable, including the medipack, rucksack, and my plasma weapons that had stayed secured to my thighs during the crash.

      “For real? How in the hell...” I exclaimed in shock when I found my crates of Galactic Goodies somehow intact. “Guess I should count my blessings.” I chuckled and snatched up the crate that wasn’t still connected to the ship’s power. Quickly emptying it, I transferred the food into my pack, knowing I would need all the essentials available. I was sad to have to leave the other crate behind but knew it would continue to stay fresh for its full lifespan as long as it was plugged into the ship’s remaining power. It’s not as if the ship’s using it for anything else, like flying.

      If everything goes according to plan, I shouldn’t be here more than a day or two.

      Hopefully.

      With everything in hand, I finally turned my focus to the landscape surrounding me,  taking in every piece of information my digital directory spit out.

      
        
        Plant: Yarilia Trorlis 3X9

        Race: Rowdu - Tribe Carth

        Population: Unknown

        Terrain: forests, hills and valleys, vast oceans

        Climate: moderate, humid, chilly rainy seasons 2 months of the 18-month rotation

        Hours of Daylight: 12

        Nightspan: 4 hours

      

      

      Sighing, I realized it would be safer to  find high ground or a safe camping location with minimal hiking distance to my ship in case a rescue party came. As much as I wanted to stay with my ship, I knew it was a target for the Rowdu, and I definitely didn’t want to garner anymore of their attention. I scoured my memory for information on the Rowdu people but came up blank.

      “I’ll be back, girl,” I murmured, patting my ship’s metal interior as I reached the hatch. “Don’t move while I’m gone, okay?”

      The machinery obviously didn’t respond, but it had just been her and me since I started at OISSC. I pushed away the sentimental emotions and started into the Yarilia Trorlis 3X9 wilderness.
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        X’Annon

      

      

      My brother and I swiftly moved through the thick underbrush of the forest toward the wreckage. Our eyes were honed in for any movement of the female pilot who’d transmitted her pleas via our central command. Derwox may have been excited to learn more about this outsider, but I was not. Tensions in our tribe had been high enough, and I’Yriel needed no more distractions. I shook away the worrying train of thought as we spotted a thick plume of smoke not far ahead of us.

      “I guess it’s time to learn if this captain is truly who she said she is,” I mentally communicate to Derwox. My brother flashed me a smirk, the sharp points of his doubled canines peeking out from under his upper lip.

      “I cannot wait,” he responded, the barely restrained giddiness in his tone filling my mind.

      “She is a threat, Derwox, not a pet,” I reminded, trying my best to channel what our older brother—and tribe leader—would have said if he’d been here.

      “Why can’t she be both?” he countered with a soft chuckle. Just as I started to reprimand him, he took off, his tall and lithe form disappearing behind another thicket of trees and roots.

      “Brarsi sagrolla,” I muttered before dashing after him.

      The remainder of the forest between us and the downed ship was easy to traverse. Our tribe knew every root and rock that covered our planet as well as we knew our own bodies, which helped us reach the pilot in a matter of minutes.

      Joining Derwox on the edge of the wreckage, we stayed hidden among the golden bark of the Doccore trees. Plumes of smoke wafted into the air from one of the ship’s wings, but overall, the machine seemed to be relatively in one piece. Scanning the crash site for signs of movement, I tallied any and all details that we would need to report to our eldest brother.

      “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” my brother asked, his eyes never leaving the back end of the ship,  where large scotch marks and holes had been blasted into the metal hull. “Do you think that is why she sent out the S.O.S.?” he continued when I didn’t answer.

      “We must not assume,” I chided, even though I was inclined to believe so. “Do you see her?”

      “No. Do we approach or wait until we see if there’s any movem—”

      “Down,” I commanded sharply, tugging on my brother’s arm until we were nestled against a thicket of roots and bushes. The sound of the ship’s door opening filled the quiet forest, the hiss of the mechanics giving away the pilot was up and moving. We peered through the iridescent leaves, watching with rapt curiosity. My hand shifted to hover over the handle of my weapon, but I didn’t grab it—not yet. I wanted to survey before making a move. We’d been instructed to bring her back alive and—relatively—unharmed, so we would wait until we had a chance to grab her.

      “Huh,” Derwox murmured out loud.

      “What?” I questioned, my eyes never leaving the woman.

      “I guess I wasn’t expecting a human,” he revealed, his head tilting slightly.

      “Were you hoping for a Caestroik?” I taunted, knowing he’d always had a soft spot for the snake-like creatures. Not that any of us got off the surface much to socialize in recent months, I noted. My remark earned a harsh glare, but he chose to focus on this Captain Faust, so I did as well.

      She was lean, at least from what I could tell, her outfit slightly bulky and almost military with dark greys and blacks. Bags, weapons, and pads were strapped to various parts of her, including her waist, forearms, shoulders, thighs, and knees, which set me on edge. My fingers brushed over my own weapon when I spotted two plasma guns in holsters. Pulling my gaze away from the weapons, I continued my scan. There was a gold gauze cloak strapped to her shoulders, the fabric barely longer than her torso, which led me to believe she was, in fact, a captain for the OISSC. Or a very good disguise.

      She shouldered a large pack, her face scrunching in pain. The movement caught my attention, noting she may have been injured in the crash, but I didn’t see any open wounds . My brother and I stood utterly still as she scanned the surrounding landscape, then after a long, tense moment, she disembarked through the open ship door into the thick underbrush of the forest.

      “We follow and wait until there’s a moment to strike,” I instructed. “I would like not to get shot today.”

      “Do you think she has a concussion or head injury?” Derwox questioned.

      Turning my focus from him to the woman, I saw her stumble. I didn’t reply as she stopped and took a deep breath, the movement piquing my curiosity despite knowing she was a threat and not a pet. Take your own advice, I commanded myself, tucking away the building wonderment of the captain.

      “Guess we’ll find out when we take her back to the village,” I told him firmly. “For now? Let’s follow at a distance until we know where she’s going.”

      With a nod from my brother, we set off after her.

      
        
        Beatrixa

      

      

      The landscape of Yarilia Trorlis 3X9 was difficult to maneuver with such a large pack strapped to my back, but slowly, I made it a decent amount of distance away while still being close enough to return when the search party came to get me. It took almost the entire trek to adjust to my eye spouting out information about each plant, flower, bug, and animal I passed. So much so, I almost turned it off, but I was determined to learn how to function with it. The thought of being attacked by some killer creature on a random alien planet sounded horrible, so I continued on with it running until I finally found a small flat alcove between a section of trees.

      “Guess here is as good a place as any,” I muttered, barely holding back a groan as I took the pack off. My shoulder throbbed and ached, and I needed to assess the damage before it potentially became permanent. Knowing the night was coming, I quickly dug out the flameless heat-and-light stick from my emergency bag, lighting it by yanking off the starter cap and shaking until the warmth started to seep into my palm. Setting it among the rich blue moss that coated the forest floor, I sank onto a downed tree, the golden hue of the truck bright against the deep coloring of the ground. Unbuckling and unzipping my flight suit, I peeled the material away from my shoulder and surveyed the area, and frowned.

      “Well, shit.” I was bleeding from a slice running across the curve of my right shoulder. was paper-thin, but somehow the amount seeping from it was extensive. In my adrenaline-fueled escape, I hadn’t realized there had been any additional injury besides my previous pain. Picking at the suit, I realized I also hadn’t known because there was no hole or cut to the thick fabric, nor was I able to see the blood on the dark material.

      Applying pressure awkwardly with my right hand, I dug through the medipack until I found all the materials needed to clean and bandage the cut. It was a slow process to clean and ensure it was sterilized with only one working arm, but I finally got it clean enough to patch it. Grabbing hold of a leather strap typically used for tourniquets and slings, I stuffed it in my mouth and popped off the cap to the Insta-Bond healing stick.

      Taking a couple deep breaths to ward off the encroaching panic, I reminded myself this was not like my last patrol, and the pain would be over quickly. With that in mind, I readied myself, and before I could chicken out, I pressed the nozzle to the cut. I chomped down on the leather and cried out at the searing pain that flowed through my shoulder and arm, the Insta-Bond fusing my skin back together via medical soldering. It only took one pass, but that single use nearly had me blacking out from the pain.

      A bead of sweat rolled down my temple as my eyes prickled with unwanted tears. Spitting out the leather strap, my body relaxed, and the searing pain dulled quickly but not fast enough. Digging through the medipack once more, I grabbed a roll of gauze and a numbing spray. I sprayed the medicine over the afflicted area and wrapped it in a thin layer of gauze before pulling the sleeve of my flight suit back on.

      Slumping to the grass, I leaned back against the rough bark of the tree, my gaze growing unfocused as I stared at the soft glow from the heat stick. As the adrenaline faded and my body finally relaxed after the last few hours of disaster, I wanted to sleep for the next day and a half but knew I couldn’t afford to take one of the sleep shots provided in the pack.

      At any moment, I needed to wake up alert and ready, so as I stared into the glow, I let myself doze, knowing any loud sound or movement would wake me.

      As much as it sucks on the station, sometimes, it pays to be a light sleeper.
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      “She’s asleep. Now what?” My body was slowly growing stiff from crouching in the shrubbery, my tail uncurling from where it had been tucked under me. “We take her now?”

      Not as if she’d put up much of a fight with that injured arm, though healing it herself was pretty impressive. Maybe she’s not as fragile and useless as she looks. Much to my surprise, my brother hesitated, his pause pulling me from my internal musings.

      “Hm.” His gaze narrowed on her before looking back the way we came. “I don’t foresee her waking anytime soon. I want to investigate her ship. We need to know exactly who she is and why she’s here.”

      “Snoop around? Count me in,” I smarted, turning to start back toward the ship next to X’Annon. Since we weren’t pacing ourselves to her shorter legs and stumbling movements, we reached the downed ship in moments.

      “Not a fancy ship, is it?” he questioned, speaking aloud now that we were far enough away from the woman. The two of us stood there for a long stretch, eyeing it curiously. It looked nothing like one of our ships or any of the ships caught scouting the planet over the last few months, but just because it didn’t look like the others didn’t mean it wasn’t.

      “Ready?” I asked, starting forward. She’d made sure to close the door before setting out on her trek, but it was easy to open as soon as I attached the tethers from my wristband. I watched the symbols scroll and blink across the smooth metal surface as it hacked into the door’s locking mechanism. A smirk spread across my face when I heard the click and hiss when it opened. “Let’s see what Captain Faust brought with her, shall we?”

      “No destroying or taking anything unless it’s to show I’Yriel or of use for our investigation,” he commanded in a low tone, the guttural growl in his words making me toss my hands up.

      “You’re never any fun,” I muttered, stepping onto the ship.

      It was sized for humans, so at our seven-foot height, we had to hunch to avoid hitting any of the toggles, switches, or storage spaces as we walked through. There was nothing of notice as we searched each section and crevice of the room.

      Until we reached a crate currently looped into the ship’s backup power.

      “Why would she use such an essential function for something like this?” X’Annon mumbled as he inspected it, clearly as confused as I was.

      “Let’s open it and see,” I offered, my statement sounding more like a question, but my brother agreed with a grunt as he pried the lid off.

      “Ah, that might be why,” he said, looking at the bounty.

      “That’s a lot of food for one pilot,” I noted. “Is that... is that what I think it is?” As I pointed into the crate, my brother’s gaze hardened.

      “The delicacy of our friends?” X’Annon hissed in contempt, spitting at the word. “Yes, yes, it is. Unhook it, and we’ll bring it with us to show I’Yriel. It may be nothing, but with our current situation, we cannot be too careful.”

      I unplugged the crate and situated the lid back on before I picked it up with ease.

      “Time to go get her?”

      My brother nodded, and we quickly evacuated the ship, being sure to close the door behind us.

      The crate was slightly awkward to hold and run with, but I managed as we returned to the captain’s makeshift camp. Setting it down just within the trees, I made sure the lid was well secured. There were many critters in the Ostea forest, and I didn’t want to risk a swarm as they tried to pry their way in. As I did so, my brother gathering a few tiny pink and purple flowers. Once he had a couple of them in hand, he smashed the round bud into a sliver of fabric.

      “I don’t want to get shot, remember?” he thought to me when he saw my curious expression.

      “So... drugging her with Muhiri essence is your solution?” I countered wryly, trying my best to hide my surprise. Drugging a grounded pilot back to the tribe was something I only expected I’Yriel to do, though. He took the safety and protection of the tribe and all that nonsense way too seriously. X’Annon may have had a rebel streak, but he’d also always been the most reasonable between the three of us.

      “Can boria, drugging it is,” I said when he only glared. “Lead the way, Bonerth.”

      He didn’t bother to counter my insult as he focused on approaching the makeshift camp. I followed carefully, ensuring I didn’t step on branches or vines, alerting her.

      She didn’t stir despite my caution. Her head was slightly angled away, which gave me a good look at the sharp jawline and fair skin of her neck. Now that we were closer, it was easier to get a good look at her flight suit, the OISSC patch embroidered into the breast of the dark grey fabric. My lip curled. The outfit and all of its pads, bags, and holsters looking uncomfortable.

      “Ready?” X’Annon asked when we reached her, his question cutting off my internal thoughts. Nodding, I stayed silent and still, preparing to subdue her if necessary.

      As soon as he got within a foot of her, her eyes popped open, and she moved swiftly. Lunging forward, I grabbed her arms, pinning them to the bark. She was stronger than I anticipated, wrestling one arm out before I could stop her.

      “Sagrolla!” my brother shouted when her fist collided with his cheek. I snatched her loose limb once more, picking her up and putting her on my lap so X’Annon could press the cloth her to face.

      After a second of inhaling the essence, she slumped unconscious against me. X’Annon continued to mutter a string of curses as he straightened.

      “At least she didn’t shoot you,” I prodded.

      “Just grab her while I carry her pack, and let’s get back,” he commanded, picking up her bag with ease. “For such a small female, she sure has some fight in her.”

      I chuckled at his surprise, looking down at the woman curled up in my arms. Her hair was twisted and tied together, the long braid soft against my skin where she rested. Her body was thinner than I anticipated, the suit making up a majority of her bulk. It was hard to look away now that she was so close. I’d met humans over our holo-communications equipment, but never in person, and I found myself more intrigued than expected.

      Standing, I started to follow my brother, splitting my attention between trailing my eyes over the planes of her face and not tripping over the forest’s foliage.

      “You’re staring,” X’Annon noted without turning around. When I didn’t respond, my brother turned to face us. It wasn’t until his eyes widened and his jaw dropped, I realized something had happened while I was too busy examining her to notice.

      “What?” I questioned sharply.

      “Your markings...” He pointed at the patterned Rowdu tattoos covering my body.

      “Brarsi Sagrolla,” I exclaimed when I found them glowing. My body reacted instinctively, tossing her forward as if she was sick or dangerous before I realized what was happening. Thankfully, X’Annon was able to catch her before she hit the forest floor, his own golden tattoos glowing as soon as she was in his arms.

      “Do you know what this means?” I asked quietly, ignoring the warring panic and awe in my gut.

      “That we shouldn’t bring this up to I’Yriel?” he hedged, looking at his own glowing tattoos.

      “Exactly,” I agreed.

      If he knew this human was who she was—to us specifically—there was no telling how he’d react.
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        I’Yriel

      

      

      “Draatov I’Yriel,” I heard called behind me as I strode through the tribe’s main outdoor gathering area. I didn’t stop or slow, knowing I still had half the tribe to scout. Pa’Roth caught up to me as I left the large open outdoor area that centered this camp. “Have you heard anything from your brothers? They’ve been gone for a few hours. May I suggest a search party to assist?”

      I growled, turning to look at him. He may have been one of the fighters of the tribe, but I was the one who knew my brothers.

      “No,” I commanded. “X’Annon and Derwox know what they’re doing and how to handle themselves in any situation. They will return when they’ve secured the female and scout her ship. I will not risk more, Carth Rowdu.”

      “Draatov—”

      “Enough. I have made my decision. Or would you continue to question it?” I challenged, standing straight and eyeing the Rowdu.

      Pa’Roth bowed his head with no further argument before turning and striding away.

      Tamping down my annoyance, I continued my rounds, scanning and tallying every member of my small tribe, ensuring they were safe before returning to the command center. Only now, with my brother’s absence brought to the forefront of my mind, it was what I focused on.

      “Sagrolla,” I muttered, shaking my head as if it could physically dislodge the worrisome thoughts. What I had told Pa’Roth was the truth, but I couldn’t squash the kernel of concern that had been sparked.

      “Maiter,” I called as I approached the perimeter of the camp. “Any signs of X’Annon or Derwox?”

      “None as of late. Would you like me to alert you as soon as any of my men or I do?”

      “As soon as possible, yes.” With one final nod, I continued on, not wanting to dally. If I hadn’t heard anything by the time I finished this last portion of my round, I could scan the planet’s surface once more from the command center. Soon enough, I was seated in front of the wall of feeds from across the planet’s surface. My eyes never strayed as I scanned for intruders or threats as I also looked for my brothers.

      The buzz of the intercom filled the space a little while later, pulling my attention from the wall of holo-screens.

      “Draatov, your brothers are approaching,” Maiter stated, his voice crackling through the speakers. “They have the female, knocked out and laid out on some bark as a makeshift stretcher. Have her gear as well.”

      “Set her up in the hold. I’ll meet them there,” I instructed, shoving off the seat and striding from the room.

      The only sound accompanying me through the halls of the building were my footsteps and the soft hum of our technology, both making me grind my teeth. I was too on edge, even after my round throughout the tribe, and every small thing was growing on my nerves. I remembered all the reasons to be suspicious of a small human female who played off as an OISSC captain. If that’s what she really was.

      Must ensure the tribe’s safety.

      Leaving the command center, I strode down the path toward the makeshift prison we’d constructed at the beginning of our conflict with the Qix’i. It hadn’t been used much as of late, but on the rare occasion we needed it, it came in handy.

      The walk was brief, my confident steps the only sound around me as I entered the building. Despite the short trek, by the time I reached the room where my brothers were, they’d already secured the woman to the chair. Scanning her, I noted she was indeed unconscious—hopefully uninjured—and slumped forward with her red hair hanging around her pale complexion.

      Must not have been too much of a struggle if only a few tresses came loose from her plait, I noted with a hint of a smirk.

      “Report,” I commanded once I’d finished taking her in, my brothers knowing not to press while I was focused.

      “Not much. Was slightly injured during her crash, as was her ship, which may have been the reason for the S.O.S.,” X’Annon explained. He continued when I looked at him expectantly. I wouldn’t rule anything out, not when we were on the precipice of war. “Blasts littered the back end, relatively fresh. The rest of the ship’s been patched.”

      “And her belongings?”

      Derwox took over, nudging her pack with his elbow. It was a large, bulky object, almost half her size. “There’s also that.” My attention shifted from the bag to the crate, my head tilting in confusion.

      Why would they take a simple crate?

      As if reading my mind, X’Annon pried off the lid. Inside there was an assortment of goods, some foreign to me but several I recognized—including the igral.

      “Qix’i delicacy.” My tone was deadly cold, my lip curling to snarl at the sight. “I see why you’ve brought this with you.”

      “Do you think it puts her as one of their scouts?” X’Annon questioned.

      “I do not want to say for certain, but it is suspicious.” Suspicious was an understatement, but I kept my internal raging to myself, forcing rationality to take over.

      Nothing would risk my people faster than brash action.

      “You said something about injury?” I pried my eyes away from the wretched food and stepped closer to her. I wouldn’t approach fully, not until she woke, but at the inquiry, I wanted to identify where it was located if possible.

      “Right shoulder, but she healed it with the medipack she brought from the ship. I recommend having the healer look her over.”

      “As soon as it’s safe to do so,” I murmured. If it came down to her health or my tribe’s safety, there would be no contest. “What did you do to incapacitate her?”

      Derwox shook his head, my curiosity piquing at the troublemaker of the three of us showing his disapproval.

      “Muhiri essence,” X’Annon explained, waving a hand at the weapons lining the table next to the bag. “I didn’t want to risk being shot.”

      “Nope, you just got punched,” Derwox taunted.

      “Bonerth,” X’Annon cursed. “Because someone couldn’t hold on to such a tiny figure.”

      “Hey! You—”

      “Enough.” I sliced my hand through the air. “If you gave her Muhiri essence, she’ll be out for a while longer. Have we searched her bags yet?”

      “Does it look like it?” my youngest brother snarked, waving a golden hand toward her possessions. Biting back the urge to snap, I took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Then that’s our first task. When she wakes, we will question her.”

      “Do you want to notify OISSC of her crash?” X’Annon murmured as if she could hear them speaking despite being unconcious.

      “No.” My brothers’ expressions conveyed their surprise, but I ignored them, unzipping the first of many pockets. The unspoken words filled the space. If, and only if, we determined she was not a threat, we would contact OISSC about her whereabouts. It was clear they did not agree with my decision to keep her prisoner, but I was the eldest, the tribal chief, and they knew better than to argue.

      Thankfully.

      With that loyalty, we might just get through this in one piece.
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      I felt as if I was floating, no grogginess or pain, no hard surface of the ship’s cot or lumpiness of my couch. Despite the blissful, serene nature of wherever I was, something felt off, felt suspiciously… calm—the silence before a storm. My lips curled down into a frown. As if there was a little warning bell going off somewhere, but I was unable to determine if it was just a whistling of wind that swirled around me in a gentle breeze or something more. The longer I floated, the more I heard it. My body reacted after years of training, jolting sharply at the high-pitched ding.

      I was no longer suspended.

      Everything ached as I registered everything. I was in the middle of a stark white room, my body bound to a hard surface similar to a chair, except I could feel the back had a cutout, and my feet didn’t touch the ground. It was disorienting, my thoughts trying to catch up with I was seeing, including the information spitting out in front of me from the BAO.

      “Ugh.” I squeezed my eyes shut against a wave of nausea. I knew I should have gotten used to the damn thing before going on patrol.

      It wasn’t until I heard the hiss of a muttered curse, I realized I wasn’t alone. Fighting off another bout of sickness, I opened my eyes to find three aliens—three Rowdu if my BAO was correct—standing before me. All of them stared with an expression I could only register as guarded. Adrenaline to pooled in my veins, swirling in a wash of near panic. Forcing it down, I kept my face blank and took them in.

      Tall and lean, golden skin that seemed to be covered in a swath of tattoos. They seemed humanoid with similar body structures, at least what I could see since they were wearing some kind of breeches and tank. Black boots that reminded me of old Earth horse riders were laced to their knees. Or what I assumed would be their knees… do aliens call them knees? I shook away the distracting thought. Focus.

      I held my breath and continued to take in as much as possible, committing it to memory, knowing any information might be the difference between life and death. Their arms were exposed, as were their hands and neck. A pair of horns curled from the top of their heads, each pair slightly different from another, be it a tighter coil or slight curve of the point. All three looked similar, making me think they may be related, but since I knew nothing about the Rowdu outside of what my directory had told me, I couldn’t be sure.

      Outside of their golden skin and rough horns, the part of them that caught my eye the most was their eyes. Almost dragon-like, if the stories I’d read as a child were correct. Bright vibrant green with striations of gold watched me, the vertical slit that was their pupil never leaving my face. When one turned to look at something hidden behind a wall, I noted their inky black hair was tied back away from their stony expressions. It had only taken a moment to take in all the information, but it seemed to stretch on for ages. Until finally, one spoke.

      “Name,” he demanded, white teeth flashing in a harsh snarl. My eyebrows shot up at the richness of his voice, an odd contrast to his cruel expression.

      Thank God the OISSC had offered a universal translator at the end of completed academy training. Otherwise, I’d be even more fucked than I am.

      “Name,” he stated again, his tone growing harder.

      “Trixa,” I finally said, my voice cracking. I coughed slightly to clear the dryness before continuing. “Captain Beatrixa Faust.”

      “Of OISSC.”

      A statement, not a question.

      I nodded, feeling it would be easier to reassure than let them assume.

      “Why are you here?” he continued his sharp questioning.

      “Someone on the surface decided to bring my ship down,” I snapped. “Thanks for that, by the way. It wasn’t as if I wasn’t already stranded.”

      The Rowdu to the left of the one questioning me coughed, seeming to smother a laugh. It was odd to witness, not because I hadn’t lived with or been around hundreds of different species, but because it seemed entirely too human.

      Guess that’s what I get for assuming because it was a native planet. The various species of aliens back on S.O.S. have similar tendencies to humans due to close quarters, not sure why I expected the Rowdu to be any different here.

      The middle one glared over at him while the one on the right shook his head slightly to convey his irritation with the two of them.

      “Why did you come to our planet?” he continued after turning his focus back to me.

      “It wasn’t intentional,” I explained, no longer snapping. “I was running my assigned patrol when I encountered two ships docked suspiciously. When I approached with the intent to board and search, a third ship attacked from the rear. I had to retreat.”

      “And you came here, what... by accident?”

      From his tone, it was clear he didn’t think such a thing was possible. My irritation cranked up at the insinuation, but I bit my tongue. I wanted off this planet, and fighting with the inhabitants was a surefire way I’d stay tied to the chair... if not worse.

      “Yes, I jumped into warp as far as my ship would allow. I didn’t realize there was a planet where I was stranded until I got here. Yarilia Trorlis 3X9 isn’t on my patrol.”

      Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say. The middle alien stormed over to tower over me. It hurt to crane my neck back far enough to look at him, but I did so, nonetheless. I did nothing wrong, and I was telling the truth. I wouldn’t be intimidated.

      “If what you said wis true, you wouldn’t know the name of this planet,” he nearly growled.

      “I didn’t. I knew fucking nothing about it,” I snapped, my mind slowly losing control of my decorum after the day’s events. “But the BAO has a directory of information stored in it, including the basic information on the planet.”

      “The what?” One of the others finally spoke. I wasn’t sure which because I had been too focused on the one who appeared to be the leader, but the new voice was melodic, almost soothing in its lilt.

      “Bionic Artificial Oculus,” I explained, leaning as far as I could to look around the leader at the aliens behind him.

      “You have a fake eye?” the one who laughed at my sarcasm earlier asked, his head tilting. His voice matched the soothing one.

      “Yes,” I stated, halfheartedly shrugging. The motion sent a scorching pain down my arm, and I cried out. “Fuck. Ow,” I whimpered, hoping I hadn’t just torn the soldering. With everything since waking, I’d forgotten about the injury.

      “Is that how you’re transmitting information to the Qix’i?” the leader questioned coldly, unaffected by the fact I was trying to breathe through my urge to cry.

      “The what?” I asked honestly. “It’s not transmitting anything. It’s a receptor unit. Any and all information that it has access to is incoming, and that’s only when the station tech geeks need to update it. From what I hear, anyway.”

      “What does that mean?” the third alien finally spoke. His voice was different from the others, deep but not rough.

      “It’s fairly new, only a few months, so I haven’t needed diagnostics or updates. And to be quite frank, if just those are as painful as it was to have put in, I’ll avoid it as much as possible.”

      “We’re off-topic,” the leader hissed, glaring at the two behind him before stepping back, no longer crowding me. “So, we’re to believe your fake eye is telling you things about this planet you didn’t know before?”

      “Yes.” I ground my teeth at the incredulous tone. “Just like how it told me you are Carth Rowdu, and there’s only a four-hour night span. There was some information on the Doccore tree and all the random plants, animals, and the like, but I don’t recall any of them. It gets overwhelming. So once again,” I reiterated, “I didn’t come here for some weird-ass reason. I needed to send an S.O.S. to OISSC, so they could come get me, and I ended up being pulled to the surface.”

      All three stared at me, and I refused to look away. Without warning, the leader turned and strode from the room, and the two followed without hesitation.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “You can’t just leave me here!”

      Silence met me as their footsteps faded.

      Well, fuck.
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      I’Yriel was silent, pacing when we stepped into an unused cell. It would work for what we needed—privacy. Neither my brother nor I spoke, waiting for the oldest to start. It was easy to see he was working his way through every nuance of the conversation with Captain Faust. I couldn’t blame him, though my reasonings were entirely different.

      Not that I planned to tell I’Yriel about the tattoo glow until I absolutely had to, which hopefully would be never. No matter how many times I reassured myself it didn’t matter, I couldn’t stop the worry from nearly strangling me as I impatiently waited for him to talk.

      “Do you think she’s telling the truth?” he finally said, his voice barely above a whisper as he stared at the far wall in contemplation.

      I shrugged. “I don’t see why she’d need to lie. There were a couple instances of coincidence, like the food and knowing about the planet, but I’d like to think there were logical explanations.”

      “Such as?” he continued.

      I glanced at X’Annon, curious about his thoughts, but he kept a bland mask over his expression, so I sighed and explained.

      “The crate of food had an assortment of different foods, and the Qix’i delicacy wasn’t the only non-human food. It’s reasonable to think it was just another addition to her food supply.”

      “Reasonable?” I’Yriel stated coolly, glancing at me briefly before turning to X’Annon. “And you?”

      “I am neutral. It is still too early to make an assessment.”

      “How diplomatic,” I muttered, taunting him. The comment earned me a glare, but X’Annon quickly deflated.

      “I’m not saying it’s not possible, but I’m still trying to piece things together. Like how do we know this... BAO is truly what she says it is?” he questioned quietly, his hand rubbing his jaw absently. I had to smother a laugh when I realized it was the darkened bruise from where she’d punched him.

      “It’s difficult to say,” I’Yriel added unhelpfully.

      “Did it look different?” I found myself asking. When I was met with confused silence, I continued, “The eye. Did it look different from her other one, or is it something you wouldn’t have noticed?”

      “It’s definitely noticeable, silver metallic, with hints of blue circuitry. It’s a sophisticated piece of technology,” the eldest explained. He spun around to face the two of us, his arms crossed tightly over his chest. “It is a curious sight to behold, but we are off-topic.”

      “What do you think?” X’Annon took over, his question directed to the tribe’s leader.

      “I do not wish to believe there was a scout coming to our planet, but it is hard to deny the timing when their reconnaissance patrols increased in at the same time she comes into our orbit. I’m reluctant to release her and risk that S.O.S. being a coded communication to the Qix’i.”

      The three of us lapsed into a tense silence, contemplating what to do with our unwitting house guest. Part of me wished to convince I’Yriel to let her go, have her leave the planet’s surface before it came out what she meant for the three of us. The other portion wanted to be selfish—and most likely—irresponsible. I wanted to get to knowCaptain Faust, an insatiable curiosity growing since she awoke. Whether that had anything to do with the tattoos was yet to be seen, but I felt as if there was something unique about her, regardless.

      “Before we return to question her, do you think it wise to keep her from the healer?” X’Annon’s inquiry pulled me from my spiraling train of thought. “Not to risk the tribe’s safety, but she would be no use to us if she became sick, infected, or worse.”

      “She wouldn’t be able to report to the Qix’i if she did,” I’Yriel muttered petulantly, earning a shocked glare from X’Annon.

      “You cannot tell me in your pursuit to keep us safe you would risk the death of a human when you don’t know if she is even working for Qix’i. Do you really want the OISSC to come raining down on us? They’re the intergalactic military force for a reason, I’Yriel.”

      The tone conveyed X’Annon’s feelings on I’Yriel’s disregarding comment, questioning his audacity. It caught me by surprise. Based on his expression of indifference, I hadn’t expected X’Annon to take so quickly to the female.

      Glad I am not the only one thinking about her in a capacity outside of ‘prisoner.’

      “Of course not, but I will take precautions,” I’Yriel snapped. “We will speak with her at least once or twice more and see what we can learn. Only then will I consider a healer. Understood?”

      We nodded, knowing there was no changing his mind.

      “You both have been away long enough. Go eat and rest. I will stay and question her, then go from there.”

      I wanted to argue, but there was no use knowing my brother. X’Annon and I nodded, then exited the small room and out of the hold toward the rest of the tribe. It was odd leaving Captain Faust, even though we weren’t leaving.

      “Please tell me you’re feeling the same thing I am,” X’Annon questioned in a huff when we neared our shared home.

      “A weird sensation, a pull almost, to go back?” I surmised.

      He nodded.

      “How do you think he’d handle it if he found out?” I murmured, slowing my walk. I was unsure about my inner turmoil when just minutes ago, I wanted to send her away as quickly as she came.

      “Not well,” X’Annon stated simply.

      No, I’Yriel would surely overreact to know what she was.

      Our mate.

      
        
        I’Yriel

      

      

      I stood in contemplative silence for a long while after my brothers left. I hadn’t lied when I said I would take precautions, but my brothers had reacted differently to the captain than I thought they would. It was subtle and never more than for a brief moment, but I could see their facial expressions shift and the way they questioned or spoke about her and her situation. It was peculiar, and I wondered if there was something they knew that I did not or if it was because of her story of being attacked and subsequent injury.

      Tucking the thought away for further study, I walked out of the room and returned to the location where the captain had been secured. I stopped just outside the door, listening keenly for any signs of dangers, escape attempts, or communication.

      Silence.

      Figures, she wouldn’t be stupid enough to risk giving away her position by making such silly mistakes.

      I froze. How the brars would I know such a thing? I know nothing about her!

      Straightening, I entered the room. Captain Faust’s head was bowed, but as soon as she heard my steps, it snapped up. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, anger burning in her left eye, the emotion making the deep emerald sparkle dangerously.

      “You left me in here, tied to a chair,” she enunciated sharply. “I did nothing to you… to any of the Rowdu!”

      “I have my reasons,” I stated coolly, willing myself to not be swayed by her biting tone. “I must ensure the safety of my tribe, and a strange ship appearing in orbit is quite suspicious.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you I’m with OISSC?” she huffed, her shoulders deflating. It was hard, but I fought the urge to grin at the slight pout that pursed her lips. I doubted a captain would appreciate having a pout pointed out.

      “Am I supposed to trust your word, Captain?” I emphasized.

      “Did you consider reaching out to OISSC for verification? Or looking at my ship? It’s clearly OISSC standard issue for solo captains.”

      “Easy enough to fake, I’m sure.”

      That seemed to be a hot button topic, her eyes narrowing once more.

      “You think I’m playing a façade? For what? Gain access to Yarilia Trorlis 3X9?” After a moment staring, an expression of dawning blanketed her features. “You’re concerned I was here to gain access to the Rowdu. You’re in the midst of a conflict of some sort. Something has put your tribe at risk. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be so suspicious.”

      “And have you?” I ground out, not allowing my surprise to show. Whatever side she may be on, Captain Faust was certainly not naive or moronic.

      “For the love of…” She shook her head sharply. “No!”

      “Then why did you have Qix’i delicacy within your food crate?” I finally revealed.

      “A what?” she questioned, seemingly genuinely confused.

      “The food crate that was connected to your ship’s power source. It contained a unique item. Only the Qix’i eat it.”

      “You guys raided my ship?” she asked aghast before sighing. “Of course, you did. It’s from a bakery, one that’s quite popular on my base station. Dhara, the owner, knows that while most humans would rather not stray into... exotic foods, I have no such qualms. She likes to add new recipes into my crates to try while I’m on patrol. It’s a tradition to stock up on her goods.”

      I mulled over her words. Truth rang throughout her entire explanation, but I was still hesitant to fully trust. She didn’t look away, and I felt something stir within my chest at her determination. Not wanting to question my own emotions, I nodded.

      “I understand you were injured during your... landing?” I redirected the conversation.

      “Uh, yeah. Cut to my right shoulder. I think that’s it, though I haven’t really had a chance to do a full medical analysis,” she admitted, absently looking at the affected joint. “Got it all sealed up, though.”

      “How?” I found myself asking, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Insta-Bond.”

      A pained grumble escaped me, my mind once again losing control of my body. “That stuff is horrid.” Much to my surprise, Captain Faust laughed.

      “Yes, yes it fucking is, but I didn’t want to bleed out all over the forest floor if I could help it.”

      “My brothers insist on our tribe’s healer looking you over.” I ignored the slight surprise that lit up her face. “Would that be alright with you?”

      “You’re asking?”

      “That is what a question typically means,” I countered with a frown.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound unappreciative. You’ve just got me tied to a chair after bringing down my ship followed by loads of demanding interrogation questions.” She shrugged with her left shoulder. “I would be a liar if I say you asking didn’t throw me. So... does this mean you’ll untie me? And contact OISSC for them to come get me?” My eyes narrowed, and the captain seemed to understand. “No rescue parties. Got it.”

      “I am... sorry... if it seems I have kept you against your will,” I stated. “But I must ensure my tribe is protected.”

      “So, you’re what? The chieftain?” Her fair skin turned slightly pink as she looked away quickly. It was an odd look, and I wondered what it meant.

      “It might be better to discuss this once you’ve been looked over and had proper sustenance.”

      Despite my internal warning that this was a horrible decision, I couldn’t stop myself from stepping forward. Something about her thin frame and tired gaze called to me, her lack of anger piquing my curiosity until I couldn’t refrain from kneeling down to unlock her from her restraints. The bonds holding her to the chair were simple to unlock. I only needed to press a finger to the simple oval shape on each cuff. Once it recognized me as the tribe’s Draatov, it gave a soft click and opened.

      “This way,” I insisted, leading her from the room. It may have been a poor decision to lead, but she had been stripped of all weapons before I arrived, and if I was to discover the truth of the captain’s loyalty—if any—I would need to know her better.

      “Thank you,” she murmured from behind me.

      You are welcome, I thought to myself, choosing only to give a nod.

      Please let this not go to brarsi sagrolla.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Beatrixa

      

      

      I stared in awe at the alien in front of me. I knew they were tall, but now that I was standing, it hit me just how tall. I should have been concerned he released me so easily, but I held back my questions. There was no way I wanted to go back to that chair, so I sealed my lips and followed.

      Now that I was no longer tied up, I was able to process more. Not only did they have curved horns and dragon-like eyes, they also had tails. It took most of my power not to stare at the long thin limb as it swept back and forth with each step, but I couldn’t help glancing every so often. It had bumpy ridges, but the bulk of the uneven surface was emphasized at the end where it came to a soft point.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      We approached what appeared to be the front of the building. I knew what the planet looked like, at least the forest portion, but I couldn’t stop nerves from building as the chieftain put his hand against the wall. A soft glow encompassed his hand, and after a brief moment, the door seemed to dissolve.

      Taking a deep breath, I followed the alien before he could question my hesitation. Unsurprisingly, with his height came long legs. I had to jog to keep up with him as he strode confidently across the tribe’s main camp. I wanted to stop and gawk, take in everything to satisfy my own nosey curiosity. Hopefully, I’ll get more time to poke around later. I tucked the thought away, not wanting to give the tribe more of a reason to suspect me of being a spy.

      Just as quickly as we entered the main tribe area, we reached another building, though this one was much more... rustic. I pursed my lips, knowing it wasn’t the right word to describe the building, but it wasn’t made of sleek metal and modern finishes like the building where they’d kept me. Large stones and various rocks were the main material in the exterior, and when we stepped inside the large building, I was met with wood-beamed ceilings and somewhat smooth walls, but I couldn’t place what they’d used.

      When I pulled my gaze away from staring at the architecture and was met with stares.

      Lots and lots of stares.

      Oh Lord, help me. I gulped, trying to smooth my worried expression into a look of calm confidence, but I wasn’t sure how well I did. These weren’t like the stares I was accustomed to on the station, the wary eyes and slight frowns. This was out of my element. The amount of intrigue surrounding me at being the center of attention was suffocating. I felt like a new exhibit in a zoo or a toy to be played with, and I didn’t like it. Straightening my back, I kept my head held high. I was an OISSC captain. Curious onlookers wouldn’t rattle me.

      At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      “Come, Captain,” the man insisted, his head tilting toward the group of Rowdu, who were seated at various tables. I felt my stomach tighten further. “You are safe. None will hurt you while under my protection,” he continued as if recognizing my biggest fear.

      “Of course,” I murmured, dipping my head slightly in acknowledgment before following.

      “Sit,” he instructed, his hand gesturing to a chair at a table on a raised platform. “I’ll ensure food is on its way and fetch the healer.”

      “Thank you.”

      He nodded, turning and talking with another member of the tribe, too low for me to hear. I wanted to have my gaze glued to the top of the wooden table, but I knew it would be safer to take in everything I could.

      The BAO information was limited, mostly reading ‘Identification and Information: Unknown,’ but it was easy enough to identify which aliens were male and which were female. The former had broad shoulders and large curled horns while the latter was long and lean, their horns not curving completely around.

      It was much more to take in than I had processed when I stumbled off my ship to find camp. I was getting a dull thud in my head that made me wince. It only worsened when whispers and murmurs started up once more, the sound creating a low hum in the background.

      “Captain, may I introduce Healer Gn’ar. Healer, this is Captain Faust from OISSC. She was injured during her landing,” the chieftain introduced another male. This one had a leaner frame, thinner horns, and a gentle smile.

      “It is wonderful to make your acquaintance, Captain. It has been quite some time since I’ve had contact with a human.” Gn’ar’s voice was warm and welcoming, his smile growing as he bowed. It didn’t escape my notice the chieftain was eyeing me intently, but I refused to let it bother me.

      “The pleasure is mine. Thank you for taking the time to see me,” I remarked, suddenly dizzy. Strong hands gripped my shoulders to steady me as I swayed, but the shooting pain cleared the haze, and I cried out.

      “You must eat,” Gn’ar stated firmly. “I suspect you have grown weak after your injury.”

      I was too busy blinking away the dots in my vision to see the look he gave the chief.

      “It will be here shortly. Would you prefer to wait until she has eaten?”

      “No, Draatov, I can do an initial assessment while we wait.”

      “Draatov?” I mumbled, woozy from the pain. The word wasn’t translated by the universal implant, and it sounded odd on my tongue. “Is that your name?” Soft laughter filled my ears as hands worked on my flight suit, but at that moment, I couldn’t find it in me to care. Too much pain filled my head, and it took all my energy to keep from falling over.

      “No, that is my title as the tribe’s leader,” the Draatov explained.

      “Then what is your name?” I couldn’t help but ask. There were a few gasps from the Rowdu crowd. Was it that odd to ask such a simple question?

      “I’Yriel,” he finally told me, his tone soft.

      “I’Yriel,” I tried it out. It was similar to the pronunciation of Uriel, and I liked it.

      “Alright, Captain, do you have any pain other than your shoulder?” Gn’ar questioned.

      “Head. Throbbing.”

      “Ah, this might help.” The healer pressed a smooth vial into my hand.

      “This isn’t going to poison me, is it?” I may not have fought him on checking my shoulder, but I hadn’t lost all self-preservation skills.

      Another laugh, this time from both I’Yriel and Gn’ar.

      “No,” the healer emphasized. “It will make the pain lessen.”

      “Well... bottom’s up then, I guess.” I downed it in one gulp. At first, the flavor was somewhat sweet, but it quickly transformed into something that made my stomach turn. “Ugh,” I groaned, biting back the bile rising in my throat. “That was horrible. A little warning next time would be nice.”

      “I figured if I warned you ahead of time, you wouldn’t have taken it,” Gn’ar stated in what I could only guess was a teasing tone. “Besides, I would hope there won’t be a next time for you to take a healing draught.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      After a few minutes of Gn’ar poking and prodding my arm, the throbbing pain receded, and the nausea subsided. Feeling well enough to open my eyes, I cracked the lid of my real eye, praying the light in the room wouldn’t make the headache flare up. When I determined it was okay, I blinked a few times, willing my eyes to adjust.

      “Better?” Gn’ar questioned.

      I glanced over and nodded. “Yes, thank you. How’s the arm look?”

      “You’ve had previous injury to it, yes?”

      “Uh... yeah,” I muttered, surprised he would have known.

      “Major reconstruction, it seems. You almost lost your arm based on the number of tissue fissures I can see on the scan. When did it happen?”

      It was still hard to hear just how injured I had been. A fresh surge of gratefulness filled me. I was alive and well—and almost completely intact. “Five months ago.”

      “Is it the same time you had to have your eye... installed?” I’Yriel asked, pulling my attention from the healer.

      “Yes,” I answered truthfully.

      “What happ—”

      “Ah, it seems we’ve missed some of the party,” said one of the two aliens from the interrogation earlier. Glancing behind I’Yriel, I found them stepping up on the platform to join us.

      “Captain, these are my brothers Derwox and X’Annon,” I’Yriel introduced. I determined Derwox was the one who’d laughed at my sarcastic comment earlier that day. The other had been the one to shake his head at the two.

      Their eyes widened slightly, looking at him in a curiously, but the expression was gone before I could determine what it was.

      “Nice to meet you,” I started. “Even though you tied me to a chair and ransacked my ship.”

      All four aliens were stunned silent, and even more from other places in the room were eyeing me with surprise. I smirked, and Derwox laughed, taking a seat to my left.

      “Glad to see our less than gracious introduction didn’t taint your views of us,” he stated happily.

      “Back to the topic at hand,” Gn’ar redirected. “What occurred to require such extensive medical processing?”

      Before I could start talking, a cart of food was rolled out, my eyes widening at the amount of food. My stomach growled, but only one thought filled my head as I’Yriel and X’Annon took seats across from me.

      I really hope they don’t expect me to be able to eat that much. Otherwise, we’ll have problems.
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      Captain Faust’s eyes opened comically wide at the trolley, and I bit back the urge to chuckle. Derwox, on the other hand, felt no such qualms and burst out in a fit of laughter, earning a half-glare from the captain. Her cheeks darkened to a pink flush, being the center of my brother’s humor.

      “Do not worry, it is for all of us, and it is quite safe for human consumption,” I’Yriel reassured as Saairu, one of the tribe’s cooks, placed the dishes on the table. The captain nodded, a sheepish smile curling her lips.

      “Good, because while I am starving, I could never eat all of this, and I didn’t want to be rude or insult Rowdu customs,” she mumbled, clearly embarrassed. It was endearing, but I put a stop to the warmth filling me, reminding myself while she may not be kept in the hold any longer, she still was an outsider. “Fuck!” she yelped when Gn’ar poked her shoulder with a Twennth needle.

      “Apologies, Captain. The dew within the bush needles will aid in pain management and healing. While the Insta-Bond is a solid foundation, I do not want to risk you permanently injuring your newly reformed shoulder.”

      “It’s alright, just... a little warning would be nice.”

      I glanced at I’Yriel for an explanation, clearly having missed much of their conversation, but he didn’t look at either Derwox or me. Bonerth, I thought to myself in irritation.

      “Are you really not going to tell us more?” Derwox asked, directing the thought to our older brother and me.

      “You will find out soon enough, and if you’re still confused, we can discuss it after the captain is secured in her room.” I’Yriel’s tone was unyielding. I bit my tongue to keep from snapping at him.

      “Well, I guess I’ll just start at the beginning,” Captain Faust explained, blushing once more as I scooped some of the food from the platters onto her empty plate. “Thank you... X’Annon?” She looked at me in question.

      “Yes, X’Annon,” I reassured, warmth once again filling my chest at her attempt to say my name. A tentative smile overtook her hesitant expression. She turned to her food and picked up a pastry.

      “Mmm,” she moaned, her mouth full of the Oera Firilish. I ground my teeth at the sound, my body reacting and my cock hardening beneath my pants. “This is delicious.”

      “You weren’t kidding about being willing to try more... exotic foods,” I’Yriel teased, and once again, I felt as if I was missing something.

      Another blush and I narrowed my eyes on her.

      What exactly had my brother and the female discussed while Derwox and I had briefly rested?

      “If I never tried anything, how would I know I don’t like it?” she said with a halfhearted shrug. “But back to your original question. I was on patrol just outside the Reninth P7 sector and was called in for an emergency extraction. Apparently, a simple transport ship holding the son of the royal family of Wanadu was caught in the midst of a skirmish between two very expansive and wealthy families who ruled the sector’s governing bodies. A few other OISSC ships and I were called in for retrieval and mediation. Things were already well out of control by the time we arrived.”

      All four of us listened intently, though Gn’ar was still working on her shoulder and scanning for other injuries. Captain Faust paused to take a bite, and another moan left her as she chewed. It was inconvenient, but I held my tongue from saying she shouldn’t make such seductive noises. Not because it was taboo within our tribe’s culture, but because it was distracting when I needed a clear head.

      “Fight broke out, and my ship took extensive damage. I wasn’t sure I would make it out as two other OISSC ships, larger with crews, escorted the transport out of danger. But flight fighting was always one of my better skills, so I was able to disable several of the attacking ships before my ship was rendered immobile.”

      “With such extensive damage, how did you escape?”

      “One of the other ships tethered me just as they were reaching the safety zone. I held out until we docked. Unfortunately, my shoulder and eye had suffered too much damage to jump to warp on my own.”

      “What happened then?” Derwox prompted when she paused, her haunted eyes on the table.

      “Honestly? I don’t remember much once I was out of the fray. The commander of another ship said I had been stabilized on their ship until they could get me to the medbay on the S.O.S. Extensive surgeries and healing were performed to put my shoulder and arm back together, and I found myself with a brand-new mechanical eyeball. I was grounded from patrol until my physical and mental health was deemed suitable for work.”

      “When did you go back to patrol?” I’Yriel took over, the four of us taking a bite after his question.

      “This is my first patrol.” Captain Faust chuckled ruefully. “I’d only been in flight for a day before I was attacked once again, and voila, here I am… resident prisoner to the Carth Rowdu.”

      “You aren’t a prisoner.” As soon as I said the words, I wanted to curse myself, knowing she was, in fact, a prisoner, at least temporarily.

      She gave me a flat stare. “Don’t bullshit me. I know what I am, and while I hate it, I understand the need. I assure you, I wish to avoid battle and confrontation.” My eyes flicked to I’Yriel again, and once again, I questioned what had been discussed before we arrived.

      “Alright, Captain, you’re all set. Let me know if you have head pain or other symptoms. I want to ensure there’s no long-term damage,” Gn’ar explained, packing up his materials in his bag.

      “Trixa,” she murmured. “You can call me Trixa.”

      “Of course, Trixa. Thank you for allowing me to assess you.” The healer stood and bowed to I’Yriel before striding away.

      “Trixa,” I heard Derwox murmur, almost as if he was trying out her name as she had done with mine. “I like it.”

      “Thanks. It’s not like I picked it, but it could be worse,” she countered with a laugh. “I don’t know if I can eat anymore. I’m stuffed.”

      “Would you care to rest?” Derwox asked. “I’m sure sleeping against a downed Doccore tree, then being drugged by my brother has done little for your exhaustion levels.”

      Her eyes landed on me and narrowed, but I refused to look away. I had done what I needed to. I wouldn’t apologize, and she seemed to pick up on that, choosing to forgo a comment.

      “That sounds wonderful... is there somewhere other than a chair I can rest?”

      “There is an extra room in our quarters. Come,” I’Yriel offered. I couldn’t hide my surprise.

      The four of us stood and started out of the communal hall, Derwox choosing to hang back with me while Trixa walked next to I’Yriel.

      “Do you think he knows?” Derwox mental words whispered as if he worried I’Yriel would overhear.

      “I don’t think so, but I question why he would trust her in our home,” I admitted just as quietly.

      “I know you two are talking about me,” I’Yriel’s voice filled my head with a hint of laughter. “Neither of you are subtle. There is a reason I have chosen to house her where I have.”

      “Care to share?” I challenged.

      “If she’s in our home, it will be easier to monitor her and any possible communications,” I’Yriel explained with an edge of finality.

      And what I’Yriel wanted, I’Yriel got.

      Guess Trixa was moving in. I chose to ignore how pleased that thought made me and followed.
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      Their quarters were more of a house, I realized as we walked up to the front. It was odd to once again see the rocky face contrast with a more modern interior. The contrast of rustic touches with wooden beams and sleek finishes of a kitchen and living space was inviting. I knew I probably looked like a fish out of water, staring at everything with wide eyes, but there was a lot to take in, and it didn’t seem the brothers were too concerned with rushing my scans.

      It was roomy, far larger on the inside than the exterior would have led me to believe. The ceilings were high, no doubt a normal occurrence with the Rowdu’s seven-foot height, and a bank of windows let the warm sun filter in. The living space was as large as my entire apartment on the station. Chairs and a couch littered the space, and much to my surprise, a fancy television hung on the wall.

      “We enjoy the advances of human and alien cultures,” X’Annon explained when he saw my shocked expression. “And it’s a suitable way to relax.”

      “There’s an unsuitable way to relax?” I chuckled when he smiled. It was a small grin, only the corner of his lips quirking up, but something coiled tightly in my chest. I’d spent a lot of time with various species but had been so focused on work, I’d never lingered on any of them. X’Annon’s smile barreled through those barriers, and I found myself wanting more.

      “Come, let’s show you to your room so you can rest,” he instructed softly, his hand coming out to wave me farther inside.

      “Can I... uh... have a change of clothes? Or my pack? I don’t exactly think my flight suit would be good pajamas,” I stuttered, blushing in embarrassment when he cocked a brow.

      “Pajamas?” he questioned, confusion creasing his golden features. I stifled a chuckle, watching his tail twitch and fidget behind him when it had been calm just moments before.

      It’s cute. His tail gives away his emotions as much as his expressions.

      “Sleep clothes?” I explained.

      “You do not sleep nude?”

      Coughing, I choked on nothing and shook my head fervently, feeling the warmth of my flush move to the tips of my ears and down my neck.

      “Alright, I shall have Derwox or another member of the tribe retrieve your bag.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured, picking aimlessly at the sleeve of my suit to focus on something other than his intense gaze. I wanted to ask where they kept my bag and what else they’d taken from my ship, but I forced the curiosity away.

      With a nod, X’Annon led me to a wide set of stairs to a second floor. I followed behind, struggling slightly with the steep incline and height of the steps, but I refused to show it. I’ll be resting soon, and if it requires one silly staircase, then I can definitely do that, I told myself firmly. Turning to the left, I was directed into a simple room, with a bed, a small nightstand, and what I could only guess was a desk.

      “One of us will bring your bag up when it arrives,” X’Annon explained, turning to head back down the stairs but hesitated on the top step. “I’m assuming I don’t need to tell you wandering into the other rooms may not be the best idea.”

      I smirked and nodded. There was no way in hell I would snoop around. I wasn’t that curious.

      “Alright then, is there anything else you need?”

      “Just some sleep clothes... oh, and the bathroom?”

      “Around the corner, there is a door to an attached bathroom you can use.” He pointed into my assigned room, his finger curving to signal around the small hall that led farther into the room. I hadn’t stepped in far enough in to realize there was a bathroom. I gave him a grateful smile.

      “Thank you, I’ll, uh, leave the door ajar until my stuff comes.” Another blush formed, the heat pooling on my cheeks as I stumbled over my words. Come on, Trixa, get yourself together, you’ve held enough conversations with other species, this should be no different.

      Yet somehow it was, though I chose to ignore that little detail.

      “As you wish.” He turned and headed back to the main level.

      Now that I was alone, I felt exhaustion settle on me, and my eyes drooped as I walked further into the room. Before going too far, I knelt down and unlaced my boots, then quickly undid my various pouches and straps. I knew I shouldn’t take the suit off until I was safely secured without the chance of someone entering, so I settled on undoing the top half and tying the arms around my hips. Once I was only in my makeshift pants and tank top, I headed into the bathroom.

      “Ugh,” I groaned when I looked in the small mirror. Caked in mud and dirt, my fair skin looked dirty beyond belief, and my red hair was almost brown, coated with a layer of dust. Thankfully, there was a small standing shower tucked in the corner, but I frowned when I realized I had no idea how to turn it on.

      “Trixa?” I heard called out. Poking my head out, I saw Derwox clutching my bag in one hand, his eyes falling to me. My brows furrowed when I thought I saw relief flash on his face. “Here’s your stuff.”

      I left the bathroom and took the bag. “Thank you,” I murmured with a smile. “I... uh...”

      “Yes?” he prodded when I trailed off. His lips twitched, trying not to smiled, and I rolled my eyes. The brothers may have looked similar, but it was easy to determine who was who. Derwox seemed to always be close to a laugh.

      “I can’t turn the shower on, and I don’t want to sleep with half the forest nestled in my hair,” I explained, bending over and digging out a fresh pair of clothes.

      “Oh, simple. I’ll show you,” he told me, heading into the bathroom. It was a tight fit with the two of us, but somehow, we managed to not touch.

      Until he leaned over and pressed a few buttons, his arm brushing against mine, and I gasped.

      “Holy shit, you glow?” I whispered.

      His tattoos and horns were glowing greenish-yellow. His eyes widened sharply, and he snatched his arm away. Derwox opened and closed his mouth a few times before finally forcing out a simple, “It’s nothing.”

      My brow rose sharply, confused why he seemed concerned about me knowing, but I didn’t push. Maybe I’m more tired than I thought. He nodded one final time and practically sprinted from the room.

      “Well, that was interesting, but I’m certainly not going to waste any more time dirty, not with the bed calling my name,” I muttered as I stripped the rest of the way.

      Let’s just hope I can make it to the bed before I fall asleep.

      
        
        I’Yriel

      

      

      “Go get some rest,” I instructed the next morning, eyeing X’Annon where he sat on the couch. He hadn’t moved all night, ready to stop Captain Faust from running off, but it proved unnecessary.

      “Did you get rest?” he challenged, getting up from the cushion.

      “Of course, I did,” I scoffed. “Though it may not have been the most restful, it was rest. Now, go.”

      My brother rolled his eyes but didn’t argue before going up to his room. I shook my head in exasperation and made my way to the kitchen. Derwox would be sleeping for a while longer, always choosing to stay up late, then sleep in when he could. I wasn’t sure about the captain’s routine and wanted to make sure there was food ready if she awoke early.

      My hunch was correct, the female coming down midway through breakfast preparations. I paused when I saw her, my cock stirring beneath the fabric of my pants. She was no longer covered in dirt and moss, her fair skin much lighter. Her hair was a vibrant russet, pulled into a high ponytail. However, that wasn’t what held my attention the most. The tank and skintight pants hugging her legs emphasized how lean she was. The worn leather jacket folded over her arm, she set down on the back of one of the chairs pushed in at the counter.

      “Good morning,” she greeted, bashfully tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

      “Sollo,” I greeted. Her head tilted, and her brows knitted together. “What?” I questioned at her curious gaze.

      “My universal translator must not understand what that means. Hopefully, nothing horrid,” she joked.

      “It is a tribe... slang?” I struggled to explain. “A simple greeting.”

      “Sollo,” she murmured, brightening when I nodded at her proper pronunciation. Her expression shifted quickly, turning to confusion. “How is it you can understand me when I require a translator?”

      “You are not the only one with them. Everyone in the tribe has them. It is easier to ensure their safety if they can communicate if necessary,” I explained, turning back to the Iq’oks meat that was slowly cooking.

      “Ah, smart.”

      “You can have a seat. Food should be finished soon,” I offered without turning around. I heard the stool scrape against the floor and the rustle of her jacket as she sat. We lapsed into a comfortable silence as I cooked.

      “Uh, this may be an odd question, so feel free to ignore it if it’s too personal,” she started, her wavering tone betraying her hesitation. When I didn’t immediately turn her away, she continued. “Do all Rowdu glow, or is it just Carth Rowdu?”

      I froze.

      “Where did you hear such a thing?” I questioned sharply, trying my best not to growl. My body responded to my shock, my grip on my utensil tightening until the wood creaked beneath the pressure.

      “Oh, I saw it… or thought I did last night, but I wasn’t sure if I was just imagining—”

      She stopped talking when I whipped around and stalked over to her. Her eyes were wide in fear when I reached out and grabbed her good arm. Much to my horror, my tattoos lit up. We were both silent as I stared at my arms, my mind whirling with the realization of just who Captain Faust—a human—was to me.

      “Who was the other who glowed?” I bit out, my fingers tightening around her forearm, but she didn’t flinch. A possessive wave filled me at the thought of another, and as much as I tried to dispel the notion, it wouldn’t lessen.

      “Uh... Derwox?” she stated, making it sound like a question. She didn’t sound frightened, but her expression gave her away.

      I growled, the deep sound rumbling through my chest and the back of my throat. She shifted and leaned away from me, but I refused to let her go.

      “Derwox! X’Annon!” I bellowed sharply, earning a scared squeak from the captain.

      They had much to answer for, and after that, I would decide what to do about the female.

      About my—our—mate.
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      I was frozen with fear. I’Yriel’s hard gaze and tight grip kept me pinned in my seat when all I wanted to do was run. I wasn’t sure what the glow meant, but whatever it was, it wasn’t something I’Yriel wanted to hear.

      Ugh, fuck me. I silently groaned when I heard the other two running down the stairs.

      “What is it…” X’Annon exclaimed, trailing off as he and Derwox rounded the corner to the kitchen, eyes falling on I’Yriel’s glowing tattoo and horns.

      “Brarsi sagrolla,” Derwox cursed slightly, his fingers rubbing his eyes.

      “Care to explain?” I’Yriel questioned, his tone cold and harsh. “I assume the two of you knew?”

      “Uh, yes,” X’Annon muttered, looking chastised. It didn’t escape my notice none of them looked at me, much to my irritation.

      “Can you let go?” I finally mustered courage to ask. “The three of you can... work out whatever this is,” I emphasized, my hand waving slightly at them, my muscles shifting beneath I’Yriel’s rough skin.

      “I will let go, but you cannot leave.” The chieftain finally turned his attention back to me.

      “Why not?” I snapped, snatching back my arm. He hadn’t hurt me, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified of him at that moment.

      “Because it pertains to you,” he answered, glaring at his brothers. “Would you two like to tell her, or shall I?”

      Neither of them spoke, the golden hue of their faces turning ashen, and I felt my stomach twist with worry.

      “Very well.” He sighed as if expecting their reactions. “Captain, this glow you asked about happens to all Rowdu, but it wouldn’t be all of them.”

      “What?” That made no sense, I noted sourly.

      “It means if you went out to the tribe and another member made contact with you, they would not glow.”

      “Why not?” My head throbbed with the roundabout discussion, and I regretted letting my curiosity get the better of me to ask.

      “It only happens when a Rowdu is aroused... or in contact with their mate.”

      Now it was my turn to freeze, my brain short circuiting.

      “I’m sorry... what the what now?” I expressed in horror.

      “Mate.”

      ”Mate...” I stated numbly after a long pause.

      “Yes,” I’Yriel answered simply as if unbothered that he just said mate in reference to me, but I could tell by his rigid posture he was as thrown as I was.

      “Me? But... I’m human.” I struggled to understand as my brain finally caught up.

      “It is not unheard of in the Carth tribe, nor is it unheard of for siblings to share a mate,” X’Annon took over, startling me since I had nearly forgotten they were in the room. “I know that is the case for a few other of tribes like the Vatis Rowdu.”

      “When did you find out?” I’Yriel questioned, glancing at his brothers.

      “When we brought her from the forest,” X’Annon answered flatly. “It was why she was laid out on two logs and carried between the two of us when we arrived.”

      “So no one would find out,” I’Yriel surmised with a scowl. “I am to assume neither of you was going to tell me?”

      “No,” Derwox admitted carefully, avoiding my gaze as I glared.

      Gone was the confusion, replaced with anger as I stood abruptly.

      “I’m going to get some air,” I snapped, grabbing my jacket. I felt a hand grab hold of my good elbow, but I shook it off. “I’m not going to run away. It’s not like I have any fucking choice in the matter, with a downed ship and no way to communicate with my commander. I just... need a bit.” I was breathless by the time I finished my rant, my cheeks burning with my irritation.

      Nobody stopped me when I started toward the door again, and I left without looking back. The word ‘mate’ blared loudly in my thoughts as I walked back toward the tribe, tangling with my frustration with Derwox and X’Annon’s secret. They knew, and they didn’t say anything. Derwox lied to me.

      Why I was so affected, I had no idea. I didn’t know them. Hell, I was a prisoner on their planet, yet I was stomping around like a thirteen-year-old throwing a tantrum. Stopping halfway to the tribe, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It took a few tries, but I calmed enough the anger cooled to a manageable simmer.

      They aren’t required to tell me anything. I continued on to the village. I would be leaving at the first chance, so it would have been better not to know, right?

      Why then did that thought make my chest squeeze painfully?

      “Sollo, Trixa,” Gn’ar greeted when I reached the edge of the tribe.

      “Sollo,” I murmured, dipping my head. What I planned on doing when I stormed out of the house was a mystery, but it seemed Gn’ar knew and paused what he was doing.

      “How are you feeling?” he questioned, setting down a mortar and pestle.

      “Tired, but the pain is minimal,” I explained, leaning closer to see what was in the stone bowl.

      “Muhiri flower,” he told me.

      “Ah, the one whre the essence turns into a version of chloroform,” I stated flatly, recognizing the name.

      Gn’ar chuckled. “Yes, but when the bud is ground into a fine powder and mixed with the milk of the Rfnari fruit, it creates a sleeping draught. I always like to have a stock of various tinctures and salves on hand.”

      “Do you... want some help?” I offered, wanting a distraction and learning—or at least trying—to make things was a good out. “My skills mostly consist of flying and fighting, so I’m not sure how much help I’ll actually be, but you know…” I trailed off, embarrassed at my rambling.

      “I would be delighted to have some company as I deliver this batch to one of the females and her family,” he exclaimed, exuberant at my offer. He stood, heading into what I assumed was an apothecary before reappearing with two baskets. Holding one out tp me, I took it with a smile, thankful it wasn’t overly heavy, and I could carry it with my good arm.

      “So, do you do most of your work outside?” I questioned as we walked, my eyes glancing back at the small fire pit and collection of glasses and ingredients.

      “When I can. I certainly enjoy it more, but some work requires fire to cook properly, and the stove within the apothecary is run on a different power source. It can render some ingredients inert,” he explained, unbothered by my constant questioning. “But enough about me. I assume the Draatov and his brothers have been hospitable?”

      “Uh... yes,” I stumbled over my answer, nervous at the thought of them. I can’t believe I’m their mate.

      “Hm,” was all he said.

      “What?” I asked before I realized.

      “Is there something you wish to ask?” He looked down at me with a knowing glimmer in his dragon eyes.

      I blushed. “You know... don’t you?”

      “I had a feeling. I’m well trained in identifying pheromone scents and body physiology, but this confirmed it. I’m to assume you know now?”

      “Yeah.” I dragged the word out with a whine. “I’Yriel was... not pleased to know his brothers hid it.”

      “I am not surprised. Loyalty is very important to the Draatov. Though I suppose the most important question would be, how do you feel about it?”

      Staying silent as we continued down the path, I thought about it—truly thought about it. A whirlwind of emotions sliced through me. Part of me thought it was utterly ridiculous, not that their physiology would select a mate, but that I was actually responding to it. The other part, the one I was too scared to think about, was curious.

      “I...” I started, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth. “A lot, to be honest. I feel a lot.”

      “Understandable,” Gn’ar stated simply.

      I waited to see if he would push and prod, but he was content to continue our trek in comfortable silence.

      But I wasn’t.

      “It’s... different,” I struggled to explain. “Not in a good or bad way, necessarily, but mates aren’t an inherent human trait, and... I’ve never been with anyone for any significant amount of time.” My statement glossed over the fact the last time I’d had any comfort—relationship or otherwise—had been my first year of OISSC, and it had only been a few stolen moments between training missions.

      “Would you classify yourself as lonely?”

      “I haven’t been.”

      “And now?” he questioned, picking up on my carefully constructed words.

      “That’s the real question, isn’t it?” I mumbled half-heartedly as we finally reached the tribe’s main area. There were clusters of Rowdu talking, eating, and going about various tasks. Two men were working on constructing what looked like an odd version of a planet rover, while another was fiddling with a weapon that was large and looked lethal. Kids ran about, chattering and laughing without a care, and I felt my heart tighten at the sweet sight.

      “Healer Gn’ar, wonderful timing,” a woman expressed brightly.

      Turning my attention from the tribe as they turned to stare, I focused on the woman who took the basket from Gn’ar’s outstretched hands. She was slender with a lean and angular face, her horns slightly smaller than the brothers. It wasn’t until I looked down at her clothing, I recognized the large belly straining her flowy dress.

      “Ah, so it seems the rumors are true,” she turned to me with a mischievous smile, her eyes brightening when I held out the basket. “I am Vendai.”

      “Trixa,” I introduced with a smile. “And yes, the rumors are true.”

      Her brow cocked, and she chuckled. “Do you know what the rumors are?”

      “Uhm...” I blanched, realizing I had no idea, and based on her expression, I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      “Play nice, Vendai, or you’ll scare the nice captain away,” Gn’ar teased with a shake of his head. “Trixa, this is my sister.”

      “Oh,” was all I could say.

      “Come, sit for a while and keep a pregnant Rowdu company, won’t you?” she offered, glancing at both of us. Gn’ar glanced at me, accepting when I nodded. Following her, I stepped over to a small bonfire lightly flickering in the middle of the dark rock circle containing it. Vendai and Gn’ar took a seat on smooth stones that created a semi-circle around the fire. I followed suit, situating myself next to Gn’ar and across from his sister.

      “So, how do you like your stay so far?” she asked, her attention on both me and the baskets. There was a light tinkling noise of the various jars and containers clinking together as she dug around.

      “Surprisingly pleasant,” I admitted, earning a warm laugh from both aliens. “It definitely could have been worse.”

      “Oh, I’m sure the Draatov and his brothers are well acquainted with mischief and trouble and know how to handle it in turn,” Vendai revealed, her sneaky smile reappearing.

      “I’Yriel? A troublemaker?” It was impossible to imagine the stiff and stoic chieftain getting into any mischief.

      “Oh, yes, one of the worst in the village. Frequently, their father was not pleased handling the aftermath of their most recent ploy, but you could always tell he didn’t truly mind. Always a little twinkle of humor in his expression,” Gn’ar took over, flashing me a smirk as if able to imagine what I saw versus what they had.

      “What happened?” I immediately regretted the words. “I mean... with them getting into stuff...” Ugh, I nearly groaned at my inability to keep my curiosity contained.

      “Security duty, forced to help around the tribe, the usual,” Gn’ar told me as if he hadn’t picked up on my slip.

      “As for the original reason you asked, there was a war, and as I’m sure you’re well aware…” Vendai continued with a soft smile, no longer prodding or teasing, but in a maternal manner that made me miss my own parents.

      “War has casualties,” I murmured. There was a pang of sadness, but she was right. I had experienced it.

      “Yes, Trixa, but I’m sure you know what it’s like. Am I correct in my assumption?”

      “More than I care to admit,” I whispered, refusing to pry my eyes away from the flickering flames. “But that’s what it’s like when you’re in OISSC, a possible outcome of what we… I do.”

      “Do you ever wish you didn’t?” she asked tenderly and without judgment.

      “No, not for one moment have I questioned what I do. The number of lives I’ve had the ability to know, to save for lack of a better term, make it worth it.”

      There was a long silence, and I finally forced my gaze to Vendai and Gn’ar. They were sharing a knowing look, both smiling slightly before turning to me. Vendai gave me a slight hum and nod but didn’t explain what it meant. I didn’t press.

      “Fne’ra, you be nice to your siblings!” Vendai hollered abruptly, her fierce eyes looking at something behind me. I couldn’t stop myself from twisting to see what was happening. “Forgive my children. They’re quite rambunctious.”

      “It’s no worry,” I assured, smiling at the three kids running around, the tallest looking properly chastised.

      “My apologies,” the tallest, Fne’ra, said sheepishly to her mother. “I’ll behave from now on.”

      “See that you do,” Vendai commanded firmly, continuing in a soft huff when her kids went back to their game. “They’re going to send me into early labor at this rate.”

      I burst out laughing, relaxing the longer I was in their company.

      The brothers may have been an issue for future me to worry about, along with a slew of other things like my commander and how the hell I was going to explain being out of contact, but now, I was more than willing to enjoy these moments of laughter.
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      Irritation slowly grew as I tromped away from the house, having grown too frustrated with my brothers to stay. The farther I walked, the more my anger transitioned to worry.

      What the hell would Trixa think about everything right about now?

      I tried to shove the unwanted thought away but was unsuccessful. The panic and concern swirled tightly into a lead weight in my stomach, a wave of nausea washing through me as I neared the tribe. If she wasn’t there, I had no idea where she would have gone... Hopefully, she wouldn’t be stupid enough to traipse through the forest on her own, fancy eye or not.

      Much to my surprise—and relief—I found Trixa sitting with Gn’ar and his sister around Vendai family’s fire pit. A sense of warmth filled me, and a smile spread across my face. It wasn’t that I had expected Trixa to be ostracized by the tribe, but it was nice to see her fitting in. As I approached, the three were laughing at something I couldn’t make out. Five children, three Vendai’s and two others from their neighbors, were sitting nearby and looking at Trixa with rapt attention, a few with awe as she spoke.

      “Then just as Davies jumps to reach the next platform, it shifted out of the way, and he proceeded to face plant into the goo pit,” Trixa explained with a burst of laughter, the rest of the group following suit.

      “Did you ever end up in the goo pit?” the youngest of Vendai’s kids asked.

      “On more than one occasion, and I don’t recommend it. It’s stickier than Paffita Taffy and not nearly as tasty.”

      “Derwox, dear, come join us,” Vendai announced over the laughter. Trixa turned, glancing up with wide eyes and a soft smile.

      My body stiffened with worry, but after a forced smile and a deep breath, I got the surge of nerves under control.

      “Who am I to deny you, Vendai,” I teased, stepping forward, but instead of taking the only empty spot left, Fne’ra got up and shifted over, leaving the space next to Trixa open. notice Vendai’s shared smirk with her daughter didn’t escape my. Getting situated, I glanced tentatively at the captain, who was blushing bright pink. “I just... wanted to apologize,” I whispered, low enough no one else would hear.

      “I accept your apology, Derwox, and I’m sorry for storming off,” she reassured, laying a hand on my arm. Gasps from the children filled the air, and a few whistles from other Rowdu reached my ears, but Trixa yanked her hand back with a nervous chuckle. “Sorry, I keep forgetting about the glow thing. It’ll take some getting used to.”

      “You’re her mate, Derwox?” Fne’ra exclaimed in excitement.

      “Fne’ra, that’s not appropriate question,” Vendai chided lightly.

      “It’s alright, Vendai,” Trixa countered before turning to Fne’ra. “Actually, all three of them are.”

      Her statement garnered more attention—whoops, hollers, and excited clapping. I couldn’t stop my smile from growing as she ducked her head bashfully. My concern about how the situation had been handled melted away as she looked at me from under her lashes.

      “Derwox, dear, you’re glowing again,” Vendai explained, and I groaned at the snickers.

      “But... we’re not touching?” Trixa asked in the most adorable, confused tone.

      “That would indicate something else,” Gn’ar explained smoothly, but I could tell he was trying to not laugh.

      “Oh God,” Trixa exclaimed, her hands covering her face.

      “I assume you were informed?” Gn’ar was unable to keep his laughter contained.

      “Yes, but please stop talking. I don’t want to... acknowledge it in front of children,” she groaned in embarrassment.

      “Why not? It’s a natural process of Rowdu physiology—”

      “Gn’ar,” Vendai warned, shooting her brother a glare. He held his hands up in defense but stopped prodding her.

      I watched the exchange, trying my best to tamp down the desire coiling in my veins and slow the hardening of my cock, but I was struggling when my mate snuck glances at me from behind her hands—most notably at my pants, which thankfully hid the growing erection.

      “Now that we’ve regaled with Rowdu anatomy, who is hungry?” Vendai asked brightly, hobbling up with a hand on her belly.

      All the kids exclaimed in joy, sticking their hands in the air. Gn’ar and I followed suit, and with a defeated sigh, Trixa joined in, raising her own hand. Vendai beamed and shuffled into her home, which was tucked between two Doccore trees.

      The meal went smoothly. I chose to stay quiet and listen as Trixa told stories of her OISSC adventures. As we ate, more and more tribe members joined in, and before we knew it, everyone who had been outside joined us to listen.

      “You’re amazing! I hope I can be as cool as you when I grow up,” the youngest child exclaimed, looking at my mate with eyes filled with adoration.

      “I have no doubt you’ll be even cooler.” Trixa’s cheeks were pink from the attention.

      “Now that we’ve eaten, would you like to go for a walk with me?” I asked her softly when Vendai and Gn’ar collected the dishes.

      “I would enjoy that,” she murmured, tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Shall we?”

      Nodding, I stood and bid everyone a quick farewell, then guided Trixa to the forest trail. Neither of us spoke for a while, content with our mutual silence, but I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was beautiful and relaxed, her gaze taking in everything around her. Her natural eye was glowing in wonder while her bionic eye minutely shifted and adjusted as it scanned the surrounding foliage. The contrast of blue and green was captivating, especially with the rich red coloring of her hair.

      “You’re staring,” she teased without looking at me. I coughed, hoping it would cover my embarrassed chuckle.

      “Sorry, it’s hard not to.” My words caught her off guard, and she looked at me with a slight tilt of her head. “You’re beautiful.”

      “Really?” she breathed, the single word barely audible, then shook her head and smiled. “Thank you, Derwox. You are also quite attractive.”

      I felt another burst of lust flare through me, my tongue darting out and swiping at my lips. Her gaze focused on the motion, heat building in the emerald iris, but before I could make a fool of myself, I smirked. Leaning down, I scooped up some of the fallen Doccore leaves and tossed them at the captain. Her eyes lit up as the bright purple and rich plum leaves spun gracefully around her onto the forest floor.

      “Wow,” she breathed. “Are you trying to have a leaf version of a snowball fight?” she teased, cocking a brow at me.

      “A what?” I thought hard on the word but came up blank. During my internal musings, I missed her leaning down and scooping up her own handful of leaves.

      “Snowball fight. When it gets really cold on Earth and on several other planets, the rainwater freezes into delicate flakes that come down in swaths of white crystals. Once there’s enough to gather on the floor, you can pack them together into a ball and throw them at others. It’s a fun winter game. This kind of reminds me of that, just with leaves, and instead of falling apart on impact, it’s much prettier.” She chucked her fistful at me and laughed as a few tangled in my hair, one balancing on the tip of a horn. “Aha, that’s skill right there.”

      “Think you can do it again?” I taunted.

      Both picking up on the playfulness, we moved together to scoop up leaves. The two of us hurled purple handfuls at one another, our laughter mixing in the small clearing. My body relaxed the longer we played, the worries and stress from my brothers and the talk about the mate glow long forgotten. When she turned to find a fresh patch of fallen leaves, I bolted forward, snatching her up by her waist and trapping her arms, so she couldn’t retaliate with yet another bundle of leaves.

      “Cheater,” she murmured breathlessly, but when she looked over her shoulder, I could see in her expression the happiness negating her faux insult.

      “What? I couldn’t let you win now, could I? My hair already looks like I’m becoming a Doccore tree from the number of leaves you managed to get into it.”

      She looked up and cackled at her handiwork.

      “Guess my aim is better than I thought. Here, let me,” she offered, wiggling in my embrace. I set her down, confusion blooming in my chest. It became clear when she reached up and plucked the foliage from my hair. With the height difference, I had to bow slightly once she cleared the front and length of my hair, needing to reach the top of my head.

      As she worked, she neared my horns, and I felt a shiver work down my spine in anticipation. When she finally made contact with one, my muscles tensed with the intense desire that wracked my body, and I couldn’t stop the moan from escaping.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed in surprise. “Did I do that?”

      “Yes,” I murmured. “Our horns are... sensitive.”

      “Did I hurt you?” She looked adorable as she worried, but when I shook my head, she relaxed. “Did it feel… good?”

      “I’m glowing, am I not?” I teased, holding my arm out. Her cheeks darkened with a fresh blush, and her eyes started to sparkle. “It is not… bad sensitive. More erotic than anything.”

      Her eyes blew out wide as she processed my words, but instead of jumping back and pretending this conversation didn’t happen, she surprised me.

      “Can I do it again?”

      Nodding, I dipped my head a bit lower, closer to her face as she reached up. My gaze never left her face, watching her curiosity play across her pretty features. A guttural groan ripped through me as she traced the curved edge with a single finger, my cock hardening painfully, aching to be the thing she was playing with instead of my horn.

      My legs trembling, I reached forward and gripped her hips to steady myself, so I didn’t risk falling and embarrassing myself. We were so close, her clean scent filled my nose, the slight hint of sweet sugar mixing with the fresh smell making me want more, but I held fast. If she wanted this as I did, she would be the one to make a move.

      Closing the distance between us, she leaned into my chest and angled her face up. Petal soft lips brushed against mine as her finger continued its teasing ministrations. My fingers tightened around her lean frame, my body jerking forward involuntarily with the desire pounding my veins. She brought her arm down, her hands brushing over my chest, smoothing the fabric taut over my muscles.

      Now that she was no longer teasing me, one hand released her hip to cup her jaw. Angling her head just so, I deepened the kiss, letting my tongue brush across the seam. I was hard as a rock and wanted to devour her, to taste every piece of her if she’d let me, and more.

      But she was the one in control until she said otherwise, so I waited, hoping she’d be willing.

      
        
        Beatrixa

      

      

      Derwox’s tongue was rough against my lips, the texture making me tremble in his arms. Tentatively, I opened, meeting him halfway until our tongues passionately tangled together. Standing there in the middle of the colorful forest, I felt my worries melt and my inhibitions leave. I wanted this, wanted him, even if it was on a soft bed of blue moss.

      I nearly yelped when I felt something coil and trace my leg. Breaking the kiss briefly, I looked down to see his tail teasing my thigh with a featherlight touch. I felt him pull away as I watched his appendage, but I fisted his shirt and yanked him back to me.

      “Don’t stop,” I instructed breathlessly, my heart pitter-pattering a harsh staccato rhythm in my ears. Derwox chuckled, nodding before capturing my lips in a searing kiss. This time, he understood I wanted this and no longer held back.

      Swift fingers worked my jacket from my shoulders, the garment falling in a discarded heap at my feet. Both of us were frantic, eager to get the remaining fabric between our chests out of the way. A moan rumbled deep in my throat when he palmed my chest, fingers tracing the lacy edge of my bra.

      I tingled everywhere, hyperaware of each movement, every breath, and all the nuances of Derwox’s sculpted body beneath my fingers as I traced his now-bare chest. My mind, muddled with lust and desire, focused solely on the man before me.

      “If you want to stop, all you have to do is tell—”

      I pressed a finger to his lips. “I don’t want to stop, but I appreciate the gesture.” He chuckled, the deep sound sending a new surge of slickness to my core. With my go-ahead, his hands dipped lower, caressing my ass and thighs.

      “Would you be more comfortable on the ground?” he asked softly. “I don’t want you to strain yourself and make your shoulder worse.”

      At the mention of my injury, I realized I hadn’t noticed any pain or throbbing since Gn’ar’s weird needle medicine. I nodded, knowing we’d no doubt end up on the ground, anyway. Scooping me up, Derwox cradled me in his arms and knelt on the soft mossy forest floor, which was cool against my exposed back. Before I could relax fully, he made quick work of the clasp and removed the final piece of clothing on my upper body.

      “You truly are beautiful,” he murmured, kissing me deeply. My breath caught as he trailed his lips down my jaw and neck, then nestling between my thighs. Despite being seven feet tall to my shorter frame, I felt his erection pressing against my core where it was trapped behind his pants. Curiosity burned almost as hot as my desire. I wanted to know what his cock looked like… what it felt like.

      Derwox distracted me, sucking a nipple into his mouth, his tongue swirling around the pert peak. I arched, softly whimpering at the teasing touches and licks. I wanted more, but he was content to watch me writhe beneath him as he focused on one nipple, then the other.

      Running my hand through his hair, it was silky against my fingertips, a delectable contrast to the rough, hard surface of his horns. An idea popped in my head. Smirking, I watched him intently as I palmed both horns. He groaned, bucking against me, his entire body lighting up and shivering at my touch.and I quite enjoyed the reaction.

      He took the hint and shifted down, pressing kisses along my stomach as he traced the edge of my pants. I was burning up, the cool breeze doing nothing to tame the fire kindling in my body. The only cure was the teasing man before me, who thankfully peeled my pants and underwear away in one fell swoop after my boots were unlaced and discarded in a heap behind him.

      “You are overdressed,” I said breathlessly, trembling under his palms as they ran over my exposed thighs.

      “Then I guess I should rectify that,” he murmured with a smirk. Standing quickly, he undressed faster than I thought possible and returned to the space between my parted legs.

      Leaning down, he licked my slick entrance. I gasped and clawed at the moss beneath me. I wasn’t sure if it was because it had been so long or if it was Derwox, but my first orgasm crashed down with little warning over his swirling and probing tongue.

      “Holy fuck,” I mumbled incoherently, coming down from my high as he shifted to cover me.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment ,” he whispered, nestling his face in the crook of my neck. Suckling my skin, Derwox showered me with affection, but I wanted more.

      Wanted to reciprocate.

      Nudging him back, I silently guided him to lie back, my legs straddling his trim waist. It was still a new sensation to me when his tail traced against my skin, but I didn’t startle this time. Mimicking what he had done only minutes before, I kissed down his muscled torso, nearing his hard length pressing into my belly.

      He undressed too quickly earlier to admire what his species’ cock looked like. Golden at the base without balls nestled beneath it, toward the tip, it shifted to a green that matched the same glow as his tattoos. Ridges swirled around each side, leading to the tip that was bulbous at the bottom before tapering into a soft point. It was large and girthy, certainly bigger than I’d been with before. I absently wondered if all Rowdu had similar anatomy but quickly dismissed it, too busy salivating at the mental images of him stretching me.

      Derwox’s gaze never left my face as I took him in, his breathing shallow with anticipation. Smirking once more, I folded over and licked the curved tip. He hissed as his head fell back against the moss. When I wrapped my fingers around him, the ridges weren’t painfully hard, and with a tentative pump of my hand, they shifted slightly along the vertical S-curve of his cock.

      Sucking the tip into my mouth, I stroked, watching him intently. A fresh surge of wetness pooled in my core when his muscles tensed. It was intoxicating—empowering—to watch him fall apart at my hand.

      “Brarsi sagrolla, Trixa,” he groaned, moving swiftly. He scooped me from between his legs and laid me on the sapphire moss. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his broad shoulders. “Are you sure you—”

      “Derwox, if you don’t keep going, I might scream.” Bucking my hips up, I ground against his cock. He chuckled, nodded slightly, and lined up.

      Biting my lip, I held back a pleasured cry as he slowly inched in. I was so deliciously full, nearly painfully so, as I adjusted to his size. The curve and ridges only added to the pleasure, my anticipation almost palpable in that forest clearing.

      When he was fully seated inside me, he shuddered. Warm breath washed over my cheek as he dropped his head. We stayed like that for a long moment, letting our bodies soak in the shared desire before he pulled out almost as slowly as he entered me.

      I could feel each ridge, every bump and curve of his cock as he fell into a rhythm. It was heady and exactly what I wanted—what I needed. My moans grew louder as he increased his pace, my nails digging into his back. I had no idea how long we laid there, bucking together and breathing heavily, but it was dizzying. I didn’t know what was up or down, only the scorching fire blazing through me as I neared another release.

      Crying out, I shattered beneath him. Everything was electrified as I rode through wave after wave of my orgasm. Stars sparkled in my vision, and my skin slicked with sweat, but Derwox didn’t slow. Just as my high started to subside, he yanked his hips away and growled. I didn’t have to look to know he reached his own release, but I was thankful he hadn’t finished still buried in me.

      Probably should have brought that up beforehand, I thought with a breathless chuckle. He pulled his head back and looked at me curiously, so I quickly explained, earning a warm smile.

      “Might have been a good idea, but I wasn’t thinking about anything but you,” he admitted, kissing me softly. “It might seem out of place, but am I to assume it was pleasurable for you?”

      I laughed again and nodded. “Yes, Derwox, it was absolutely amazing.”

      He beamed. “Good, I hoped so, but first time and everything.”

      “Wait...” I exclaimed in surprise, which he seemed to find hilarious.

      “It’s not an urge that comes upon Carth Rowdu unless it’s their mate.” His fingers gently brushed wayward hair from my forehead, and my cheeks burned in a bashful blush.

      Come on now, there’s no need to be bashful. You literally just fucked him in the middle of a forest, I chastised myself dryly.

      “Oh, okay then,” I said stupidly, unsure where my brain had gone post-sex. He chuckled again and shifted, holding his hand out for me once he was standing.

      “Let’s get dressed. I want to continue our walk.”

      Me too, Derwox, me too, I thought happily as I took his hand.
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        X’Annon

      

      

      The door slammed shut after Derwox, my older brother and me standing silent in the kitchen. All three of us had been fuming, shouting obscenities at each other before Derwox couldn’t handle it, leaving with a muttered statement about going to find Trixa.

      It was a tense quiet between the two of us, breathing in harsh pants in an attempt to calm before speaking. As Derwox and I had anticipated, I’Yriel had not taken well to Trixa being our mate and even more so the fact we’d hid it from him.

      “Were you ever planning on telling me?” I’Yriel finally questioned in a cold whisper.

      I shrugged. “You don’t trust her… none of us did. It felt irrelevant in light of the situation, especially knowing we’d eventually need to let her leave.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.” My brother’s eyes glowed with anger, but at least he was no longer yelling at me.

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” Derwox, and I hadn’t wanted to tell him for this exact reason, but I might have, depending on how everything turned out.

      I’Yriel groaned, rubbing his eyes and his shoulders sagging. At that moment, he looked older than he was and startlingly like our father at the height of his command.

      “What do you think we should do?” I asked after a long moment.

      “Not much we can do. The information is out—to all of us. Outside of hoping she doesn’t try to stab us while we sleep until we release her, there is nothing,” he explained, finally dropping his hand.

      “We could talk to her or at least see how Derwox does with her.” I hesitated, mulling over if I wanted to ask the next question.

      “Go on, I know there’s something else rattling around in there,” my brother said flatly. I rolled my eyes but obliged.

      “Do you want her to be our mate?”

      “She already is,” he ground out, glaring at me.

      I returned his hard stare. “You know very well that was not what I meant. Do you want to be with her?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes.”

      Another tense bout of silence filled our home as he considered my question, as I did the same. The captain had been an unexpected anomaly in our lives, and while there was still the threat of the Qix’i looming over us and suspicion between her and us, I wasn’t opposed to the idea. She was physically attractive, intelligent, and based on her job, courageous, all traits I found appealing, but there was more to Trixa than those initial findings, and I was curious to know more.

      “I... don’t know,” I’Yriel finally admitted softly. There was no harsh edge to his voice, no contempt or anger, only resignation.

      “She is not what I expected, either, but are you opposed to trying to... court her, I believe is the correct phrase?”

      “My first priority is our people’s safety,” he admitted, then tilted his head as if struggling to make himself admit what he said next. “I had never expected to find my mate since it was clearly not any of the tribe members. I accepted that, especially with my role of Draatov and being unable to leave the planet’s surface over the years, but now… I would not be opposed to it. I find her quite intriguing.”

      A smile curled my lips. It was hard for him to admit something so personal, something selfish when he was—at his core—selfless, but I appreciated his honesty.

      “I do as well, and as I’m sure you could tell, so does Derwox.”

      I’Yriel chuckled, remembering how Derwox exploded in Trixa’s defense before leaving to seek her out. The air of animosity dissipated as laughter filled the space, and we finally relaxed.

      “Hungry?” he asked, waving a hand at the forgotten breakfast he’d been making.

      “Yes, starving.”

      “Same, so let’s get some food in us before they return. Otherwise, I’m sure it will be a disaster.”

      Now that, I agree with.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours and a restful nap later, I was back in the kitchen with I’Yriel assisting to make dinner. Both of us were slightly worried at that Derwox and Trixa had yet to return, but midway through meal preparations, the front door opened.

      “Seriously?” she questioned, not taking her eyes off our brother. “There’s no way that’s possible!”

      “You have a fake eyeball that spits out information like a digital index, but you draw the line at artificial trees?” he countered with a laugh.

      “Not artificial trees. The station has plenty of those, but what you and Rewd were discussing is creating a living clone of a tree, modified to function however the person in charge wants. Living things like trees, flowers, and the like don’t function like that. You can’t just wave a magic wand, and it produces as much sap as you wish, not unless it’s semi-artificial, and a clone is not artificial.”

      I’Yriel and I didn’t interrupt because we were too preoccupied with their easy conversation and close proximity to one another. My eyes narrowed when I realized Derwox’s clothes were rumpled and dirty, and Trixa’s hair was disheveled.

      “They clearly have been busy,” I noted mentally to I’Yriel.

      “I would like to say I’m not surprised, but I am. I hadn’t expected her to... interact with us on that level,” he replied, awed. “Especially after this morning’s proceedings.”

      “I can’t say I’m disappointed at the turn of events, though.”

      “You’re not jealous?” he asked, glancing at me briefly. I shook my head.

      “She is all of our mates. I only feel lust.”

      “I can tell you’re starting to glow,” he noted with a smirk.

      Bararsi Sagrolla.

      “Oh, hi, guys,” Trixa greeted when she finally realized they weren’t alone. “I mean... Sollo?” The statement went up at the end like a question, her cheeks tinting pink.

      “Sollo, Trixa,” I’Yriel returned with a smile. His tattoos and horns started to glow as he looked down at her.

      “Oh, God, you’re both glowing,” she muttered, eyes wide. A pulse of desire thrummed through me as she tucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “So... I’m assume you... know?”

      “Yes,” we stated together. Derwox flashed a cocky smile from behind Trixa, earning a glare from the two of us, but he stayed silent, not responding with a witty retort.

      “That’s not at all embarrassing,” she whispered to herself. “Well, does that mean there won’t be any more yelling?”

      All three of us cringed at the reminder of how we behaved that morning.

      “I would like to apologize, for my reaction and behavior, as well as scaring you in the process. It was not what I had intended, and I will do my best to reduce any possible outbursts in the future,” I’Yriel admitted, his tone sincere as he bowed to her.

      I felt my eyes widen in shock. The Draatov didn’t bow to anyone, and if one did, it meant he saw the person as above himself.

      Derwox mimicked my reaction with a slight jaw drop. Trixa seemed to understand the gravity of what he was doing, her eyes watering slightly before walking over to him. Without warning, she wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged tightly.

      “Thank you. I accept your apology,” she mumbled against his shoulder. I’Yriel was shocked for a split second before wrapping his arms around her.

      “Where’s my hug?” I countered as she pulled away, hoping to lighten the mood, and it worked. Trixa burst out laughing, swiping at the tracks that wetted her cheeks. She closed the distance between us quickly, hugging me just as tightly as she had my brother. Something in me shifted, almost clicked, and I felt my heart thump in joy.

      “So, what did the two of you do today?” Derwox finally said, sinking onto a stool next to where Trixa had tossed her jacket.

      “Talked, rested, ate,” I outlined with a shrug. “I would ask you two, but we already know.”

      Trixa blushed even more, and Derwox shook his head at me.

      “Well, that wasn’t all we did. Trixa met most of the tribe who were out and about today. Helped Gn’ar with one of his deliveries,” he explained.

      “Well, I met Vendai and her kids. Everyone else kind of just... flocked as I was talking,” she admitted bashfully.

      “Talking about what?” I turned back to finish the task I had been in the middle of when they returned home.

      “Different stories about OISSC, training and different missions I’ve been on. I hadn’t even realized everyone had joined around. Apparently, everyone thought it was fun.”

      “Vendai’s children want to be as cool as Trixa,” Derwox explained with a bright smile, proud of our mate, and I was proud of her as well.

      “I’m not that cool,” she tried to argue.

      “You’re a solo flight captain for the Orion Intergalactic Safety and Security Corp., have a bionic eyeball that can tell you things about stuff you see, and were awarded a Glaoupront Award of Valor when you were nineteen,” Derwox emphasized. “How is that not cool?”

      “I don’t do much outside of work. I video my parents once or twice a month and shoot the shit with some of the other OISSC members. If I’m not training or out in my ship, I’m doing next to nothing. How is that cool?” she countered with a brow raise. “What I do is lonely, but it’s worked for me until now. Both my parents were OISSC, so I knew what I was getting into, but to achieve everything I have, people have to give up a lot. I saw how everyone was today, close and tightly knit, and I think that’s cool in and of itself,” she murmured.

      The three of us looked at her, then with a collective sigh of awe—once again. She’d surprised us.

      “What?” she asked when none of us spoke. “It’s the truth.”

      “The fact you don’t see how amazing you are is... astounding,” I’Yriel said. His statement might have been taken as insulting if it hadn’t been for his soft, wonder-filled tone.

      “Oh...” she murmured, fidgeting nervously as her cheeks tinted red at the statement. “Thank you?”

      We laughed at her awkward ‘thank you,’ which sounded more like a question, the sound lightening the room almost immediately.

      “So,” I’Yriel started after we’d finished preparing the meal and took our seats around the dining table in the adjoining room. “I know it’s probably not proper mealtime discussion, but Pa’Roth told me he’d intercepted another movement on the satellite.”

      My grip tightened on my silverware.

      “Is it Qix’i?” I stabbed the piece of cooked meat on my plate. I may not be able to show the Qix’i exactly how I felt about them sniffing around our planet, but I can take out my building frustration on my dinner.

      “Yes. The image shows it has the same markings as the other ship.”

      “A circle with a lightning bolt?” Derwox asked, his gaze on our brother.

      “Unfortunately,” I’Yriel informed him with a stiff nod.

      Trixa had been silent since our previous conversation about the tribe and her job, but now she was frowning, deep in thought as she stared at the table. The sight concerned me slightly, so I reached over and placed a hand over hers where it rested next to her untouched silverware.

      “Are you alright, Trixa?” I prodded, hoping our conversation wasn’t an issue for her.

      “Do you have a photo of the symbol?” she finally said, looking at I’Yriel with a stoic mask.

      He nodded, shifting out of his chair and heading up to his room. When he returned, he held a small stack of photographs and scans taken by our satellite. Trixa took them and sifted through the pile. With each flip, her frown grew, and her gaze hardened.

      “What?” Derwox asked when she sighed.

      “Remember how I explained I was attacked during my patrol?” We nodded, not daring to interrupt. “Well, one of the ships I intended to board for suspicious docking in the middle of fucking nowhere had this symbol on it. I was attacked by the Qix’i,” she revealed.

      Brarsi Sagrolla.
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        Beatrixa

      

      

      A lead weight had settled in my stomach, overwhelming what little appetite I had. The three men stared at me in surprise, and a sense of worry built when I realized they may suspect I was purposely hiding something from them. I really don’t want to go back to that chair, I thought with a whine. Thankfully, I’Yriel seemed to keep a level head this time.

      “You’re positive?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Originally, I didn’t know what it was. I just assumed it was an old company logo since the ship had been patched up to hell and back. Thought it was a junkyard salvage since that’s not uncommon for smugglers. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner.”

      “It’s alright, I wouldn’t expect you to know everything about all species,” I’Yriel told me honestly.

      “I may have known if I had the BAO turned on,” I muttered, irritated with myself for possibly missing valuable information, not just for them but for my patrol as well.

      “You didn’t have it on?” Derwox asked, surprised.

      “I hadn’t turned it on until after I was stranded just outside your planet’s orbit. I needed to assess the damage to my ship and determine if there was any way to fly. When there wasn’t, I sent the S.O.S.”

      “So, that’s why you were stumbling all over the forest,” X’Annon whispered to himself.

      “You were watching me?” My brows shot up. I wasn’t sure if I was affronted or impressed.

      “We wanted to ensure you weren’t a threat,” he explained, waving a hand between Derwox and himself. “We thought you had a head injury.”

      “No, nothing like that, though I wouldn’t have been surprised. It was disorienting to adjust to the information filling my vision as I tried to walk. That’s how I knew so much about the planet in just a short period of time.”

      “Do you have it on now?” Derwox continued.

      I nodded, but before I could say much else, I’Yriel spoke.

      “What else did you see?” he asked, guiding us back on topic.

      “It’s hard to describe, but there should be footage and transmission recordings, as well as coordinates back on my ship if they weren’t damaged during the attack.”

      “Would you be willing to show us?”

      I couldn’t stop the surprised smile from curling my lips that I’Yriel asked instead of demanded.

      “Yes, I just need someone to take me to my ship since I have no idea where it is in relation to the tribe.”

      “First, we’ll eat and rest. Trekking through the forest at night, while not inherently dangerous, is probably not the best idea.”

      With I’Yriel’s instructions, the four of us dug into our food with renewed vigor. By the time I reached my guestroom, I was sagging with exhaustion. I had so many questions I wanted to ask them about their tribe and the bond and had so many happy thoughts and memories about the day, but once my face hit the pillow, I was swallowed by pleasant darkness.
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      “Ready, Captain?” I’Yriel asked the next morning as he bent over and secured his boots. He wasn’t looking at me, but I could hear the teasing tone.

      “Yes,” was all I could say, my eyes too busy trailing over the chieftain’s muscled body, which was clothed in a fresh tank top.

      “Alright, we’re ready,” X’Annon announced as he and Derwox joined us in the living space of their home. All three wore similar outfits, though instead of blacks and creams, they wore deep blues and purples. “Prefer to blend in with the forest, just in case,” he explained when he saw my confused frown.

      “Ah, camouflage, good idea. Not that I blend in, but that’s alright,” I said with a chuckle, glancing down at my black skintight cargo pants, black boots, and deep grey tank that matched my OISSC uniform. I realized most of my clothes were neutrals or matched my flight suit. Huh... wonder if I should start incorporating some color into my wardrobe. Thinking back, I realized most of the Rowdu had worn colors that matched the forest or surroundings but hadn’t thought too much about it at the time.

      “It shouldn’t take too long to reach the ship,” Derwox assured as we headed out. Instead of heading toward the village, we looped around the side of their home into the forest. He was right. It hadn’t taken long to reach the downed ship, but I couldn’t help but groan when we did. It had been a few days since I had a decent workout, and my muscles were stiff from my.... activities the day before.

      “Alright, come on,” I instructed once I unlocked the docking door and stepped inside. There was nothing different from the last time I’d been on the ship, save for the missing food crate from Galactic Goodies, but it felt different with the three of them there. With their height, they had to duck their heads, and I couldn’t stop the chuckle at the odd scene.

      “Ha ha, yes, very funny,” X’Annon noted dryly when my giggle grew into a full laugh, seeing the three of them smashed shoulder to shoulder at the opening of my ship’s cockpit.

      “Sorry,” I said unhelpfully. “Alright, shouldn’t take too long. Just need to turn on reserve power quickly and get it pulled up.”

      Once the information was on the screen, we watched and listened to the recap of how the events transpired. It was difficult, and a weird sense of disconnect filled me as I heard my hard voice, with an underlying hint of panic. Risking a glance over my shoulder, I found all three Rowdu glaring at the screen. If their tense stances and clenched fists were anything to go by, they were angry, but I wasn’t sure if it was because their enemy was meeting someone they didn’t know or if it was because they’d attacked me.

      “Those bonerth,” Derwox seethed. “I’m sorry you were put in that position because of our feud with them, Trixa.”

      “I wasn’t,” I reassured. “I was put in that position because that’s my job, and I know the risks when I approach ships.”

      “Why do you do it solo?” I’Yriel asked, and my eyes shifted to the eldest brother.

      “Because I don’t want to risk any other OISSC members,” I said quietly, finally admitting the one thing I had never told anyone.

      “What do you mean?” X’Annon glanced at me in confusion.

      “She doesn’t want to subject anyone on her ship to dangerous situations because if things go bad...” I’Yriel answered for me, sounding resigned and tired. Until that point, I hadn’t realized he may have understood the guilt of any other OISSC members getting hurt, or worse, under my command was too much to bear.

      “Ah,” was all the brothers said.

      “Do you have a plan?” I asked them, redirecting the conversation. “I should probably ask what your issue is with them.”

      “The Doccore tree sap is a very sought-after product. It has a variety of uses, depending on how it’s used, a unique wine and other delicacies, but it can also be a very potent fuel if distilled a specific way,” I’Yriel explained. I had to bite my tongue to keep my surprise from showing on my face. I hadn’t expected him to tell me, but I was pleased he trusted me enough with the information. “There have been many a skirmish for it over the years.”

      “And the Qix’i want it,” I surmised.

      “They want control of the planet, so they can farm and harvest the forests and control the export of the sap, something the Carth Rowdu have long since fought and died to protect.”

      The solemn note hung over us, and I nodded, recognizing the gravity of the situation.

      “I should contact OISSC. They can help avoid any possible bloodshed.”

      “No.”

      I gaped at I’Yriel’s venomous refusal.

      “Why not?” I challenged, getting up from my chair and shutting my ship back. “You want to protect your people, and that’s exactly what OISSC does, literally our entire purpose!”

      “We handle our tribe as we see fit. We don’t need outsiders meddling,” he snapped, and I bristled.

      Before I could put my foot in my mouth, I disembarked from my ship and shut the door behind them once they joined me in the forest.

      “Trixa,” X’Annon started softly, and I waved a hand, too irritated to listen.

      “I don’t want to hear it. If you wish to risk the people of your planet for your own pride, go right ahead, but make it clear I think it’s a stupid decision to decline help,” I snapped, turning sharply and storming away from them.

      I didn’t slow the entire way back to the house, my fuming fueling me as I tossed open the door to my borrowed room. I had planned to flop into bed and think of a way to convince them that being in contact with OISSC would be better than leaving it completely to themselves, but I was too fired up to sit.

      So, I paced.

      Everything in me screamed that it was stupid for them to put their people at risk, but I’d only been there for two days. They may have a well-trained military for all I knew. While their village and tribe seemed primitive on the outside, with buildings made from rock and wood, the inside was well equipped with advanced technology. So, why wouldn’t it be the same with defense systems? I tried to work through why I’Yriel would put their tribe’s individualization above their safety.

      “Ugh.” I loosed a frustrated groan, running a hand through my hair that was down for the first time in ages. “Fucking stubborn man.”

      “That he is.”

      Jumping, I glanced at the door, where X’Annon leaned against the door frame, watching curiously.

      “How long have you been standing there?” I asked with a huff.

      “Since we got back, so basically, since you started. You were deep in thought, so I didn’t want to interrupt your angry ritual of putting a hole in the flooring.”

      I deflated and slumped onto the bed. X’Annon seemed to understand I was no longer raging mad and stepped farther in the room, closing the door behind him. Glancing at him, I sighed, struggling to figure out what to say as he knelt in front of me.

      “My brother is… difficult.”

      I snorted.

      Understatement of the universe right there.

      “Did you know he once dyed our father’s uniform bright pink?”

      “I heard he was quite the troublemaker, but Vendai and Gn’ar seemed to have left out the best bits,” I told him with a soft smile. It was difficult to imagine the stoic and hardheaded leader sneaking into their parent’s room and dying fabric fuchsia.

      “Yeah, he was a handful. Actually out pranked Derwox and me when we were younger, if you can believe it. He’s grown since then, both in physical aspects—obviously—and maturity. Taking on the role as Draatov was a big change for him, a lot of responsibility, but I know there’s a funny bone in there somewhere… even if it’s hard to see.”

      I smiled, enjoying the sentimental and wistful look taking over his expression.

      “I’m sure it was wonderful,” I reply softly. “I’m sorry for my outburst. It’s not my place to assert OISSC’s services. I just... worry.”

      “I know, Trixa. I do, too, but we’re far from defenseless,” he reassured, reaching up and gently brushing my hair from my face. “I’Yriel may not agree with bringing in OISSC, but he should not have been so harsh. Can you forgive us for our stubbornness?”

      Chuckling, I nodded, purposely ignoring the slight sting of anger that still filled me.

      “I figured if you could bring down my ship, you weren’t defenseless, but it’s still difficult to separate that part of me that wants to protect whoever I can.”

      “That’s something I quite like about you,” he admitted. Leaning forward, he rested his free hand on my thigh, his other cupping my neck and jaw in a soft grasp. It was difficult to not notice the soft glow emanating from him, but I looked him in the eye instead of at his tattoos. “Thank you for caring about our tribe.”

      “I care about you too, X’Annon, not just them. I know you care a great deal about them, and I’d be lying to say I’m not worried about the situation with the Qix’i. I don’t want anyone to be hurt, least of all you or your brothers.” My voice cracked at the emotions filling me. It was odd to feel so protective of three near-strangers, and I wasn’t sure if it had to do with the ‘mate’ aspect or if I was truly growing attached. Either way, I didn’t question it for long.

      X’Annon leaned forward and softly kissed my cheek. A surge of need wound through me at the gentle touch, mixing with the frustration from earlier, the combination making me tense. Before he could pull away, I took his face in my hands and kissed him, hoping to convey everything I couldn’t put into words.

      His fingers dug into my thighs as he kissed me back. Unlike Derwox, who waited for me to give my vocal go-ahead, X’Annon shifted forward to guide me to lie back against the bed, knowing what I had in mind. Our tongues brushed together in a leisurely but confident tangle as he slipped his hands under the hem of my shirt.

      I arched into his exploring fingers, sighing happily when his rough palms cupped my breasts and squeezed lightly. Mimicking his movements, I reached down and pulled his shirt up his chest, letting my fingers trail over his back.

      “Wait,” I mumbled, pulling my head back before looking over his shoulder. “I didn’t realize you guys had spinal ridges.”

      Along his spine was a range of small ridges over an inch high. They were narrow, only half an inch wide, but the tallest of the ridges were along the middle to upper back, growing smaller until they were barely noticeable on his neck and lower back. Running a finger over them, I found them hard as bone but smooth beneath his skin.

      “What, too distracted with Derwox to notice?” he teased. I blushed and stuck my tongue out at him. He smirked, darting forward and nipping my tongue before I could pull it back into my mouth. At the sharp bite, all teasing left my mind, replaced by growing desire. Kissing X’Annon, I fell back once more against the soft mattress, letting his hands trail over my curves.

      Our locked lips broke apart, so we could tug off our clothing. I leaned down when X’Annon stood to take his pants off, quickly undoing my boot laces and kicking them into the corner. He was already naked by the time I got them off. His fingers curled into the waistband of my pants, peeling them off. His eyes never left my body, drinking me in as he worked the tight fabric down my legs.

      As soon as I was bare, he slipped between my thighs, his hand dipping between us to tease the crest of my slick skin. X’Annon groaned as he slipped a single digit in, his teeth nipping at my jaw and neck with each thrust of his fingers. Biting back a moan, I arched into his cupped palm as the heel of his hand ground against my clit.

      “More,” I whimpered, nearing my release, but I didn’t want only his fingers. I wanted something more.

      I wanted him.

      X’Annon obliged with a breathy pant, adjusting me until I was on my hands and knees at the edge of the bed. After a long moment, he didn’t move. Glancing back, he was eyeing me with intense hunger and desire, making me shiver in anticipation.

      “Tell me if it hurts, or I do something you don’t want,” he murmured. His calloused palms rubbed against my back before gripping my hips tightly.

      There was no way I could open my mouth—words and coherent thought had escaped me as soon as he flipped me over—so I nodded. Absentmindedly, I pushed back into his warm body, giving him a not-so-subtle signal to hurry before I combusted.

      A warm chuckle filled the quiet room, but he took the hint and pressed the soft point of his cock against my entrance. At this angle, the ridges and the curve felt different but no less delicious. I couldn’t hold back my moan as he thrust in and out, inch by inch, until he was buried.

      Fisting the sheets, I held as steady as I could when X’Annon withdrew. Knowing his brothers were somewhere in the house, I stifled yet another pleasure-filled cry as he sank back in. The thought made me hotter, sending another surge of arousal through me, knowing if I was louder, they’d know what we were doing.

      “Don’t be shy,” X’Annon growled, thinking the same thing. Leaning over to brace his hands on either side of my torso, he kissed my back fervently. “I want them to hear you screaming for me.”

      “Fuck,” I moaned, not holding back the breathiness or volume. Goosebumps pebbled my skin at his deep rumbling growl as he fucked me, my body responding to every movement, sound, and nuance from X’Annon.

      My arms trembled at the effort to keep myself upright, and when my need for release built to unbearable levels, I let myself relax into the bed. I let myself go, no longer concerned about being quiet or staying steady, and enjoyed the near painful tingles.

      When it hit, I spasmed hard, thankful for being face-first in the comforter. My vision dimmed, and my breath whooshed from my lungs as X’Annon continued his ruthless pace, my body quickly becoming overstimulated, but I didn’t dare tell him to stop.

      His grip hardened on my hips as I rode through my lusty fog. The tremors of my orgasm quickly became another sharp build-up, and this time, there was no long drawn-out crescendo of pleasure. I came hard and fast, barely having time to catch my breath between releases. X’Annon roared, yanking his hips away from me and pulling out.

      As I quaked, frozen in place with my hips in the air, I felt warm spurts of slick liquid coat my back and thighs. I didn’t think I could move, my body locked up and spent from the day’s activities, but when X’Annon finally let go, I slipped to the side. I glanced down when I felt quickly cooling shimmering-gold liquid slip down my skin. I chuckled—of course, it looked as warm-hued as their skin.

      “Here,” X’Annon offered, coming back from my bathroom when I hadn’t even realized he’d left. He knelt, brushing a clean towel over my back legs. “I apologize for this, but I didn’t think you would appreciate it on the bedding.”

      I burst out laughing and nodded. “I think you’re right and thank you.”

      “What for?” When he glanced up, his head tilted, and his lips curled in a cute, confused frown.

      “Cleaning me up. And you know... helping me feel better,” I murmured, sinking down on the bed to look at him.

      “Of course, Trixa. I never want you to be angry with us, even though I know that’s bound to happen more often than I’d like.”

      “You mean it’s bound to happen because of your brother’s stubbornness,” I teased, earning a smile.

      “Too true, but I’m going to discuss things with my brothers and see if there’s something we can agree on when it comes to OISSC, alright?” He shifted from his crouched position, and it was hard to pry my gaze away from his naked body, but following suit, I got dressed.

      “I think I’ll go into the village. My arm may not be hurting anymore, but I would like Gn’ar to look at it to ensure it’s healing properly,” I explained, not letting it be known I wanted time away from the three of them to think.

      “Of course.” He finished securing the final piece of fabric, then leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Please stay safe. I don’t want I’Yriel to lop my head off if you get into anything.”

      Despite the swirling emotions, I burst out laughing and nodded. With a final smile, X’Annon left me to finish getting dressed. It only took a few minutes before I was back outside, heading down the well-worn path to the village. When I reached the edge, my eyes trailed over everything—the families, the sense of love and security between everyone, the bright and joyous laughter of the children playing—and I couldn’t stop the stab of worry in my gut. I’Yriel may believe OISSC couldn’t help, but all I could see were the innocent lives at risk of the Qix’i. A renewed sense of purpose filled me with the worrisome sensation.

      I could and would help them… whatever it took.
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      “Should be in here,” Vendai’s mate, Pa’Roth, informed me. I’Yriel hadn’t been in the house that morning when I woke up, and with Derwox and X’Annon busy or sleeping, I’d searched out Vendai and Gn’ar, asking where I could find I’Yriel.

      “Thank you,” I told him with a grateful nod. He returned the motion before walking away. Where here was, was a mystery to me. I stepped up to the door, determined to talk to the chieftain about what they’d discussed yesterday.

      When I walked in, I was taken aback by the grand size of the room. From the outside, it looked as though it was a small structure, but it appeared to have been built into the small mountain. The ceilings were high overhead, rough stone encompassing the space, showcasing that it had been hollowed out to accommodate whatever this room was. On the far side of the space sat an intricate throne, which nearly dwarfed I’Yriel’s seated form.

      As I approached, I realized he was hunched, looking at what appeared to be a spear in his lap. Everything about him screamed the tired and resigned air he had yesterday at my ship, and I felt a pang of sadness at his forlorn expression.

      “I’Yriel?” I murmured, unsure if he’d realized I’d even walked up to him. My boots made noise, but he hadn’t stirred, so I couldn’t be positive. “Are you alright?”

      “Do you know what this is?” he questioned softly, turning the spear in his hands and inspecting the long handle. My BAO focused on the item, then showing me a generic definition.

      “Ceremonial spear, I’m assuming passed down from Draatov to Draatov,” I answered, wondering where the question had come from.

      “I received this the day my father, the previous Draatov, was killed.” A wave of nausea threatened, but I swallowed the burning acid. “It’s not you personally I struggle to trust, not even OISSC necessarily, though there is some... bad history there.”

      “Will you tell me about it?” I asked, even though I probably shouldn’t have.

      “The Qix’i were not the first to take what they wanted from us. When my father was the Draatov, there was a species that inhabited a few planets over. We had a decent trading system with them; we’d provide them sap, and they would provide other goods and wares that were difficult to obtain. It worked for many generations, no matter how many issues we had with others.

      “Until the ruthless and cruel son of the Queen took over. I was fifteen, my brothers were thirteen and twelve, respectively, when he decided he didn’t…appreciate…the amount that had currently been provided. At first, it became difficult to negotiate the terms of the trading pact, and when he was unhappy with what my father was willing to provide, he escalated. Scouting ships appeared, and small rogue crews were caught every so often deep within the Doccore forest, harvesting the sap illegally.

      “Eventually, tensions became too much, and things snapped, for lack of a better term. We had a defense system and a well-curated security team, but they were few in number. It wasn’t nearly enough to handle what was coming. When they attacked, we fought, and my father contacted OISSC via the emergency channels.”

      I felt my gut twist painfully, my eyes burning with the unshed tears. I’Yriel swallowed and took a shuddering breath. I had never expected to see him so downtrodden.

      So broken.

      It made my heart sink.

      “Well over half of the Carth Rowdu were slain during the battle, our lands pilfered and destroyed. By the time OISSC arrived, it was too late,” he explained quietly. “They couldn’t pin the attack on the Queen’s son directly. He’d been smart. So, everyone beneath him took the fall for the attack while he continued to rule. To OISSC’s credit, he was physically bound to his planet, and any of their ships or contacts that tried to come in our space would be arrested for violating the Yarilia Trorlis 3X9 safety treaty.”

      We were silent for a long time, both lost in thought. It was difficult to stomach, but I knew no entity was foolproof. I could understand his struggle to trust OISSC again, much to my disagreement. He finally raised his head to look at me, his cheeks wet with tear tracks.

      “You wish to continue solo in your work as a captain, and I find that commendable. Losing people you’re meant to protect is something I hope you never have to contend with.”

      “I have,” I admitted softly, shame filling me at the memory flaring in my mind. It was the only regret I had about my time with OISSC, one I tucked away in the deepest parts of my mind, intent on forgetting. He looked taken back at my statement, so I continued before I could chicken out.

      “I work alone because I once had a crew, only for a short while until their commander returned from medical leave. There were five of us, and we were assigned to one of the main OISSC stations. At any given point, there were more OISSC members, more patrols than anyone else on the outpost stations, but much more spread out because of the area that needed to be patrolled.

      “There was no sign of an attack, only been official transports in and out of the station where we were patrolling, but one was hijacked by a political extremist group. We stopped them, but not without loss of life.”

      “How many?” he questioned quietly, letting me tell my story as I had done for him.

      “Two crew members critically injured, my temporary lieutenant, and five innocent members of the transport ship died.” I felt hollow and sick to my stomach, but I continued. “Everyone said it wasn’t my fault, and we were lauded as heroes for our quick thinking. But the feeling still plagues me that if I had called for backup sooner, instead of jumping headfirst into the offensive, people might have survived.

      “I requested a transfer to the S.O.S. station, and since then, I have worked solo. I... I suggested so strongly calling in OISSC yesterday because I didn’t want to wait, to risk valuable time,” I whispered. “I don’t want anyone else to suffer because I didn’t do what I thought was right.”

      “Trixa,” he murmured, shifting the spear from his lap and setting it in a stand to his left. Reaching out, he beckoned me forward. Without hesitation, I took his hand and let him guide me onto his lap. “At this point in our conflict with the Qix’i, there is nothing OISSC can do, but if it would make you feel better, I will contact them to inform them.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, sinking into his chest. He was solid and warm as he held me, and my body relaxed, my tremulous emotions seeping out of me, leaving me tired and drained. “I assume that’s why you were so suspicious of me in the beginning?”

      He nodded, his jaw brushing against the top of my head. I’Yriel hooked a finger under my chin and angled it to look at him.

      “I will do whatever necessary to protect my people, but I apologize for my actions when you arrived.”

      “I believe you’ve already apologized,” I teased. “Actions speak louder than words, you know.”

      He smiled slightly. “Is that so? Well, then I guess I better show you just how sorry I am.”

      Dipping his head, he pressed his lips to mine. It was different from Derwox or X’Annon, full of sorrow and understanding. Two people who’d sacrificed, who had guilt, who wanted nothing more than to protect everyone they could, held close to one another as if it was the only thing keeping us from drowning.

      Winding my arms around his shoulders, I turned to take the kiss deeper. I clutched him even tighter and let the worries of the past fade until there was only us.

      His lips were softer than I expected, and his skin was smooth and hot against mine as I rubbed my thumb against his neck and jaw. Taking the lead, I brushed my tongue against the seam of his lips. With a soft groan, he opened for me.

      Nipping his lower lip, I sucked it into my mouth before returning my attention to our tangling tongues. Our movements were leisurely and tentative, testing and teasing until I’Yriel shifted, his hands moving from around my waist to my ass. He lifted and guided me to straddle him. The throne was hard against my knees, but it paled compared to his hard cock pressing deliciously into my core through my pants. I ground down, watching him.

      His dragon eyes were half-lidded and glowing as he looked back. The muscle in his jaw tensed with each roll of my hips, his hands gripping my ass possessively as I worked him up. I knew it would be better without clothing, but I was too enraptured by the cold expression worthy of the Draatov warring against the desire filling his gaze.

      Finally, he couldn’t take anymore. With a growl, he captured my lips in a fiery kiss, not filled with sorrow or heavy shadows weighing on us. It was passionate, desperate almost, and I matched I’Yriel’s fervent movements with equal enthusiasm. Our lips didn’t pull apart as he slipped my jacket from my shoulders, his hands wandering over every inch of newly exposed skin.

      Our frantic licks and nips only stopped when I tugged at his shirt, silently requesting it off. I’Yriel smirked and pulled back slightly, releasing his hold to allow me to pull it up and over his head. Without prompting, I did the same with my own, letting it fall to the floor with my jacket. Now that I had my chest bared, I could see his increasingly hungry gaze trailing over my body. I slipped off his lap and made quick work of my boots and pants. I heard rustling as his clothing joining mine in a heap.

      He was gorgeous, looking the part of a leader on his throne, and there was a piece of me that enjoyed seeing him naked and hard on the regal surface. Okay, way more than a piece. I gulped and tried to not drool as he beckoned me forward, pulling me back onto his lap as soon as I was within reach. The throne was cold against my heated skin, but I didn’t care, too busy enjoying I’Yriel’s hands returning to my ass.

      At their possessive grip, I could wait no longer. I needed him above all else. I popped up and grabbed his hardened cock, where it had been nestled between my pussy and his muscled body.

      Bearing down on him, I gripped the back of the throne on either side of his head and stared at him. Our gazes never wavered, the lust in his eyes making me nibble on my lower lip. It was intense to see his focus completely on me as I worked on stretching around his cock. The times with Derwox and X’Annon had been amazing, but this was something else entirely—something deeper as if he saw into the very depths of my soul and knew every piece of me. It was a heady sensation. By the time my ass met his hips, I was panting with need.

      Releasing my body, I’Yriel cupped my jaw and silenced my moan in a flurry of kisses and brushing tongues. I held to the ridges of the throne behind him and rolled my hips. A surge of pleasure lanced through me, feeling the curve of his cock hitting me in all the right places. My nipples peaked from the friction of our chests rubbing together, begging him to pinch and lick, but I was too focused on bouncing faster to ask.

      Thankfully, he seemed to know what I needed. His attention shifted down my neck to my collarbone, and one hand returned to my ass while the other cupped my chest. My moans grew louder the more I rocked and moved, every muscle tensing as I rode him. I’Yriel’s groans became guttural, his hips jerking up to meet mine in a clash of slick skin.

      “I’Yriel,” I gasped, collapsing against him as my release surged through me. I was tense yet relaxed, shuddering through each wave of pleasure, letting him take control. His pace didn’t slow as he fucked up into me roughly, chasing his own orgasm.

      “In or out,” he bit out, sounding on the edges of his control.

      “Out,” I mumbled. Barely after the answer was out, he lifted me off his cock, holding me tightly to his chest in a warm embrace. I came down as he shook. My limp body against his made me aware of each shifting muscle, and a soft sigh escaped me. Sated and tired, I nuzzled his neck as he sat me on his now sticky thighs.

      As I slumped against him, I felt a bead of sweat drip down my back as I’Yriel—who was abnormally hot compared to me—held me. His fingers traced lazy circles over my exposed skin, content to stay there with me. With my sex-addled brain having quelled the negative spiral of our previous conversation, I felt random questions pop in my head the longer we relaxed together.

      “So,” I started, making no move to leave his lap. “There’s Carth Rowdu. Does that mean there are more Rowdu out there that aren’t Carth?”

      He laughed, his chest radiating against me. “That’s certainly an odd conversation direction, but yes. There are several tribes of Rowdu, several colors with their own traditions.”

      “So, they’re not all golden-hued?” Something about the thought made me giggle. Picturing a purple I’Yriel was impossible.

      “No, nor are they all governed like us or have the same slang. We’re the same species, but there are very few similarities. One tribe is matriarchal, another run by a collective of Rowdu. The Carth isn’t one way or another. The only deciding fact is parent to child in the Draatov family. If something were to happen to my brothers and me, the person I’d selected as the backup Draatov would take power. You know, I hadn’t quite thought about the other Rowdu tribes in quite some time. Would you want to meet some of them?”

      My eyes widened, even though he couldn’t see it. “No, not right now. I feel like I know a lot about Vendai and Gn’ar, as well as some of the other tribe members, but I don’t know much outside of what my BAO index has told me about your species. I was just curious,” I admitted, sitting back, so I could look at him.

      “Any questions you have, don’t hesitate to ask me. Alright, Trixa?” he offered, smiling down at me.

      “If that’s the case, then you wouldn’t object to answering some questions about how your horns work. Derwox refused to give me a straight answer.”

      And just like that, the two of us fell into a comfortable conversation, and I grew more and more attached to the three Rowdu brothers the longer we talked.

      Attached to my three mates.
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      It had been a restful night. Noting the rising sun in the distance, I glanced at the clock. I’d slept off and on over the course of the afternoon and night, the events the last few days finally catching up to me, but it seemed to do me well. I had a bounce in my step as I descended the stairs. As I turned the corner, I found the three brothers lounging in the living space, stretched out and relaxed as they watched something on the T.V. It was so natural, so normal, I stopped in my tracks and watched them with a soft smile curling my lips.

      I probably should have been worried about OISSC and getting in contact with my commander or wondering if they’d approached my original S.O.S. coordinates. Tonight. I would ask if they would at least let them know I was safe, but at that moment, all I noticed was the warmth bubbling in my chest.

      “Trixa!” Derwox called out happily, waving me into the room. “Come sit.”

      “Yes, we have some good news,” X’Annon told me as I came closer. Not until I was in the room with them, I realized while they were happy and exuberant, there was an underlying tension that set me on edge.

      “Oh, yeah? And what is this good news?” I teased, settling with my hands crossed over my chest as I eyed them with a smirk. If they were determined to ignore the air of something wrong, I would too.

      “We’re having a ship fueled and prepared for you,” I’Yriel explained. “Your things will be packed and secured once it’s ready.”

      It took me a moment to process what he meant, and I felt three intense gazes as I worked through his statement. At first, I was excited to no longer be considered a prisoner on their planet, but a bittersweet pang lanced through my chest.

      “So, I can head back to the station.” A statement, not a question.

      “Yes, we determined you are clearly not a threat to us or our people, and it would be inconsiderate to keep you here by force,” I’Yriel told me.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, a burning sensation building in my eyes. I willed the unwanted tears away and smiled. “Does that mean... I can come back when I have time?”

      “You want to visit?” Derwox asked, his face full of hope. The T.V. was a dull noise in the background, none of us paying any attention to it.

      “What?” I chuckled. “You thought I would cut and run? Wait... will distance bring any negative side effects?” The three of them looked contrite but shrugged as their answer to the first part of my question.

      “Distance no, our bond transcends that. Over the years it may, but that’s decades, not only a few days,” I’Yriel explained.

      After I nodded, acknowledging I’d heard, I figured out what to say to the original line of questioning. Sighing, I dropped my arms from their nestled position across my chest.

      “While I may not have been here by my own volition, I have quite enjoyed myself, and... I would like to come back. Though I’m not sure when Commander Monaco will let me out of his sight after this.” I frowned, envisioning how pissed he’d be when I contacted him.

      “Commander Monaco?” I’Yriel’s tone was cool, and his lips pinched as he stared up at me. The hard expression shocked me until I realized why he was acting the way he was.

      I’Yriel was jealous. It was silly, but I felt my heart leap at the notion.

      “He’s my boss,” I stated firmly, flashing him a look to convey I knew why he asked. “And if you forgot, he had me grounded to the station for five months after the last patrol, so I can’t imagine what he’ll do after being out of contact for the last few days.”

      “He wasn’t out of contact,” X’Annon explained with a grimace.

      My eyes widened. “You told me you weren’t in contact with OISSC.”

      “We weren’t at first, but... we figured it would be best to let them know you had been injured and would be provided a ship when recovered enough to fly,” Derwox clarified.

      All my frustration and panic about OISSC dissipated at their thoughtfulness, and I felt a bright smile transform my sullen expression. Darting forward, I launched myself at the three of them, where they were seated on the couch. It was awkward wrapping them in a hug, but I didn’t want to stop as they converged on me.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled against I’Yriel’s shoulder.

      “There is one thing we wish to do with you before you leave,” he said, and my mind went immediately to the gutter. It was hard to ignore the sinful thoughts when the three of them were wound around me. I knew if I pulled my face away from his muscled chest, my face would be pink.

      “And that is?” I asked, cursing my breathlessness.

      “The tribe would like to have a feast, a celebration.”

      Ah, of course. I chastised myself for where my head had taken the conversation.

      “It should be ready shortly if you would like to accompany us. Vendai and Gn’ar would not be pleased if you left without one more meal together,” he continued, completely and utterly unaware of my current mortification.

      “I would love to.” Finally getting hold of my rampant emotions, I pulling away from my mates. “Let me grab my jacket and get my boots on.”

      The four of us stood, albeit awkwardly, and finished getting ready to head to the tribe. The walk was peaceful, the sounds of insects, animals, and the wind filling the space with a dull hum of calming noise. I found myself back in the large dining hall I had seen my first day here, only this time, it was full of Rowdu. My brows shot up. I hadn’t realized there were so many since I’d only seen a group at a time.

      They were talking and laughing. As we passed, their heads bowed respectfully to I’Yriel, who looked every part their chieftain. We reached the head table and took our seats, I’Yriel in the middle with me on his left, Derwox and X’Annon bookending us. As we settled, I noticed I’Yriel still stood. Without prompting, the crowd quieted. It was awe-inspiring to see him in his element, and I couldn’t look away.

      “As many of you know, Captain Faust came to us under an unusual set of circumstances, an injured outsider, but she will leave as part of the Carth Rowdu. I would like to thank everyone for coming to see that happen.” His voice was neither cold nor harsh, but the commanding undertone sent a shiver down my spine. I shifted to ignore the growing pool in my core. “Let us celebrate!”

      The applause and reverie from the tribe were thunderous, startling me with the booming sound. Smiling, I looked out at everyone and found several friendly faces whooping and hollering. It was surreal, but I wouldn’t change it for the world.

      Over the course of the next few hours, we ate, laughed, and walked around the room. I was introduced to everyone, not that my brain would remember all their names, but they didn’t seem too put-out. I felt as though I was floating as the feast wound down, but when everyone cleared out, a sinking feeling filled my stomach. Soon enough, it was just the brothers and me, along with Vendai, her husband Pa’Roth, their three children, and Gn’ar in the now empty room.

      “It truly was a gift to meet you, Trixa,” Gn’ar told me. I held my hand out for him to shake, but he batted it away and wrapped me in a gentle hug. “Contact me if your shoulder acts up or the next time you find yourself injured. I want to ensure the safety of my favorite patient.”

      “Excuse you,” Vendai countered playfully. “I thought I was your favorite patient, dear brother.”

      Gn’ar laughed, stepping back when Vendai shoved him out of the way, so she could squeeze me tightly. It was awkward with her large belly, but I could feel her motherly love in the embrace and bit back the urge to cry.

      “Don’t forget to reach out to your favorite Rowdu. Can’t let you flounder with these four fools,” she teased, waving a hand at the brothers and Gn’ar. I chuckled and nodded, promising I would do just that, silently thankful that interstellar communication was possible via holo-technology.

      “You three stay out of trouble,” I mumbled as I wrapped Vendai and Pa’Roth’s kids in a hug. “Listen to your mother.”

      “Aw, what’s the fun in that?” Fne’ra countered with a soft whine.

      Leaning over, I whispered in her ear. “Have fun playing pranks on the brothers instead.” We shared a conspiratorial smile, and I felt three narrowed gazes on my back.

      “Do we even want to know what you just told her?” Derwox asked with a smirk.

      “You know… girly things.” I shrugged, then stepped away from the children and over to the brothers. “As Vendai said, nothing you four fools would understand.”

      They gasped in mock offense before giving in to their laughter. With one final goodbye, everyone but my three mates left the room.

      “Shall we?” I’Yriel finally said, sounding opposed to the idea.

      “Sure, but, uh... where exactly do you have ships? I’ve never seen anything floating around,” I told him as we walked out of the building and down a path I hadn’t taken before.

      “Tribe secret,” he told me, his gaze sparkling with mirth. Rolling my eyes, I didn’t press, knowing I could find out on one of my future trips. Going around a bend in the trail, I came face to face with a long patch of bare soil, which had been packed down to create their own version of a runway or parking lot.

      In the middle sat a small but obviously well-maintained ship, not all that different from mine. It was less bulky and more angular, painted in rich blacks, plums, and blues, reminding me of the Doccore forest at night. My heart squeezed painfully once again.

      This really is goodbye. I frowned, shoving the thought away. It wasn’t a forever goodbye, but it certainly felt that way.

      “So,” I started, turning to them.

      Words escaped me, so instead of standing like an idiot, I stepped up to the first brother. Popping up on my toes, I pressed my lips to his. Derwox cupped my cheeks and returned the chaste kiss, letting me pull away. When I kissed him, X’Annon took my hands, his thumb brushing my knuckles in a gentle caress. Finally, I stepped up to I’Yriel, who stood ramrod straight, his stoic mask in place, but I could see the sadness swirling in his dragon eyes. Reaching up, I brushed my fingers over his cheekbone and kissed him. He didn’t touch me, but I heard him softly sigh at the contact.

      “I’ll let you know when I’ve dropped out of warp, okay?” I promised, knowing the ship was connected to their tribe’s communication system, no matter how far away. I willed the tears I felt building not to fall as I boarded the ship.

      This is not a forever goodbye... now, if only I could make myself believe that.
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      The ship and travel had been quiet, leaving me to my thoughts, which was the worst thing. My brain swirled about the brothers and the Rowdu, my emotions going up and down at the drop of a hat. I wanted to groan at my self-pity. I had wanted to leave, to get back to my life—this time, with Rowdu friends—and do my job.

      So, why do I feel so hollow?

      Shaking away the melancholy, I focused on my flight. I hadn’t jumped to warp yet, finding while I hated the loneliness, I wanted the time alone.

      “Come on,” I muttered to myself with a huff. “Make up your mind, Trixa. Be happy or be sad, want to be alone for a while or hate it.” Leaning forward, I busied myself warming the warp drives, so I could stop dwelling on the rollercoaster ride known as my emotions. “Oooh,” I cooed in excitement when I saw a stealth option on the control panel. Curiosity got the better of me, and I toggled it on. It didn’t seem much different from inside the ship, but based on the readouts on the dashboard, I could tell I was flying nearly invisible to other ships.

      “Pretty nifty there, Rowdu,” I praised, not that they could hear me. Maybe I could convince Commander Monaco to let me make this a personal backup ship... if they let me keep it once OISSC collects my ship and fixes it.

      Something moved out of the corner of my eyes. Surprise seized my chest when I saw numerous ships dropping out of warp. Bringing my ship down, I avoided being hit, knowing they couldn’t see me. Which, if I was honest, was a blessing.

      “What the hell are you all doing?” I mused aloud, wondering if there had been a large transport I had missed getting the details on while I’d been grounded on the alien planet.

      I started to patch into the OISSC line when my hand froze over the screen. Oh God, I thought in fear when I was close enough to a ship to see its paint job.

      The Qix’i symbol was splashed on all of them.

      They were headed right for Yarilia Trorlis 3X9.

      
        
        Derwox

      

      

      I didn’t move for a long while. Neither did my brothers as we watched the captain leave. I wasn’t sure how long we stood there, but I finally took a shuddering breath and turned. My movement broke the others out of their own statuesque stillness.

      We didn’t speak, going about our day as if nothing had changed. Pretending—and failing—the captain had never been brought down to the planet’s surface, but the thick air surrounding us was filled to the brim with frustration and gloom. It wasn’t until that evening, after several long hours of bitter silence, we sat down to discuss what the next step for the tribe’s security would be.

      Unfortunately, we were cut off before we started, the planet’s defense alarm blaring loudly. Adrenaline pounded through me as we shoved away from the table and out of the house, sprinting toward the command center. The tribe was bustling with activity as families were ushered to the bunkers as the security members armed themselves for the intrusion.

      “Pa’Roth, update,” I’Yriel commanded sharply as we entered the command center. Pa’Roth, along with one other security member, was scanning the wall of screens. I felt my blood run cold when I saw the number of ships descending into our orbit.

      “Qix’i, Draatov, I don’t know numbers because the ships keep moving in evasive maneuvers,” he detailed, his voice cold.

      “Of course, they are,” I bit out, my fingers curling into tight fists.

      “The men are arming, and the flight deck is in full battle-ready order, pilots waiting on your command,” Maiter, the second security member, reported.

      “Good, send them up. I will not lose our home,” my brother ground out. “Maiter, stay here, update as needed. Pa’Roth, you’re with us until I tell you otherwise.”

      The four of us moved to the armory, arming ourselves. A numb blanket fell over me as I buckled the various holsters and ensured each weapon was secured. I kept one gun in my hand as I shoved a large knife into my boot, mentally preparing for what was about to happen. It wasn’t my first fight like this, nor would I believe it would be the last. I was ready—all of us were ready.

      When we emerged from the armory, the night sky was lit up with shots being fired from both sides, and loud shouts filled the air from where the Rowdu had sprinted into the forest to defend our home.

      We didn’t wait to jump into the fray. A flurry of fists, yelling, and weapons firing quickly engulfed us the farther we moved into the trees. Adrenaline coursed through me, fueling me onward with each new Qix’i I encountered. A sickening thought filled my head as I dove behind a tree trunk to avoid being shot.

      Had Trixa run into them on their way here? None of us knew what direction she would head to or where they came from and when. I shoved that thought from the forefront of my mind and hoped she was safe and far away from here. Clutching tightly to the remaining anger and fear that surged when I considered the possibility of her capture, I sprinted from my cover and fired at my attacker. I ground my teeth when my shots went wide, the Qix’i knocking my arm away before the gun was fired. Kicking out, I stunned him.

      “I’Yriel!” I heard X’Annon shout from somewhere to my right. Without further delay, I smashed my fist into the face of the Qix’i I’d been fighting, knocking him unconscious, then ran as fast as possible to where I’d heard my brothers.

      “Everyone alright?” I questioned breathlessly when I found them alone in a small alcove, free of trees and other foliage. Both nodded, pointing to the sky. At first, I saw nothing outside of the two sides battling.

      Until I found a solo ship with a very distinctive paint job—one only three ships in our fleet had—diving directly to the planet surface, shooting anything in its way.

      “Trixa!” Panic filled my voice when two pilots closed in. From where we were, it was nearly impossible to tell if it was Qix’i following her, the fray of the ships too interconnected to know for sure. We watched in horror as their firing hit their target despite her best attempts to evade. Smoke bloomed in a dark wave behind her as she barreled to the ground.

      I looked to X’Annon and I’Yriel, expecting to find the same scared expression, I knew I wore, but only the former looked terrified about what happened to her. The Draatov wore a mask of fury. When I glanced at the middle brother, the two of us realized what he may have been thinking, and it wasn’t good.

      With a low growl, I’Yriel took off in the direction of the fight, refusing to go toward her ship. The two of us scrambled to catch up, and soon enough, my focus was on the Qix’i quickly advancing toward the village instead of our mate, who may be injured somewhere deep within the forest.

      
        
        Beatrixa

      

      

      “Fuck!” I shouted, ripping at the belts holding me to the chair. The ship was damaged beyond repair, but I didn’t care about that as I practically fell from the damaged vehicle. When my footing settled under me, I ran. My guns were a welcome weight in my hands, holding the frantic need to be with the brothers in control. Scanning the forest, I tried to find someone—anyone—who could help me, but there was no one. Based on the noise, the fighting was to the far right, but before I could shift my trajectory, I burst into the village.

      “Captain!” Gn’ar shouted, his hands bloodied as he tended to an injured Rowdu sitting before him.

      “Where are they?” I yelled, barely slowing.

      “That way!” I heard Vendai answer, and I balked.

      “You’re fucking pregnant! Why the hell are you in the middle of a fucking battle?” I exclaimed, running to where she was guarding a door with a large gun. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, I might have laughed at the sight of a very pregnant Vendai holding a rifle.

      “Don’t you start with me, Trixa,” she argued, pointing toward a thicket of trees. “The fights that way. The Draatov and the others are there. Stay safe.”

      “You too,” I echoed, gripping her shoulder reassuringly. I may not agree with her choice to fight, but I wouldn’t argue with her on it. Without a moment more wasted, I sprinted, focused on my goal.

      It had been a while since I’d been in full hand-to-hand combat, but it was almost second nature as I fired off shots. The Qix’i were pale white, almost translucent, with long pointy ears sticking up over their head and long pointed faces. It was terrifying to see the hatred on their sharp features, but I refused to let myself be shaken as I continued to fire.

      The farther I ran, the closer the shouting became. At first, I didn’t see any sign of I’Yriel, X’Annon, or Derwox, but when I veered to the right to avoid a stray stream of firing, I found them through another thick line of trees. The Qix’i they had been fighting fell as I broke through the trunks, my heart leaping in relief when I found them unharmed. I shouted their names and ran closer.

      Only to skid to a stop when I found the barrel of I’Yriel’s gun aimed at me. This time, the fear that filled me wasn’t because I was worried for them but because of the pure and unadulterated rage on I’Yriel’s face as he looked at me.

      “You,” he bit out. “You betrayed us.”

      “What?!” I exclaimed, shocked. “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “Oh, so it’s a coincidence as soon as you leave, we’re attacked by the Qix’i?” he accused.

      “Yes! I was trying to enjoy my flight… well, I may have been moping about leaving, so I put off jumping to warp. Then I saw them. As soon as I realized what the hell was happening, I came back to help you!”

      Tears poured down my cheeks as I screamed, my gut twisting when I saw Derwox and X’Annon standing silently behind their brother. The happiness I’d found here with them cracked when I’Yriel shouted to another Rowdu.

      “Take her to the hold,” he instructed, never lowering his weapon as two hands grabbed my upper arms in a painfully tight grip. I struggled against whoever was maneuvering me back toward the village, shouting obscenities all the while. In my futile attempts, a cloth was pressed over my face, the sickening scent of Muhiri essence filling my nose. I was unsure who had drugged me as I fell into the darkness.

      
        
        I’Yriel

      

      

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” X’Annon bellowed at me as soon as I dropped my arm from the captain’s now unconscious form, letting the soaked fabric fall to the ground. “She didn’t do this! You know she wouldn’t have!”

      “All I know is the unnatural coincidence of our enemy approaching our doorstep the moment she’s gone,” I snapped, feeling out of control and too angry to think logically.

      “X’Annon’s right. She wouldn’t do this. You’ve gone too far this time, I’Yriel,” Derwox challenged.

      I felt another burst of blinding rage at their questioning loyalty.

      “We will determine that after the battle is over,” I commanded. “If any of us live through it.” Before they could stop me, I ran toward the fight.

      If she didn’t do this, I would deal with it later. Now, I must protect my people at all costs.

      Even if it means losing my mate’s trust.
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      When I woke, I was groggy. What the hell happened? What the hell am I lying on that’s so hard? Blinking my eyes to adjust to the bright light of the room, I groaned and shifted on the concrete floor, ignoring the aches from being in a weird position. As I looked around, I tried to remember what had happened.

      “Those fucking bastards,” I cursed, my anger resurfacing at the memory of I’Yriel’s cruel words. Standing, I went to the smooth door and tried to pry it open. I wasn’t in the same room where I’d been kept before. This one was much smaller, with two frosted windows on either side of the door. Kicking out, I hissed in pain when the glass didn’t give, and a jarring shock radiated up my leg from the force I’d used.

      No matter where I looked for an escape, I came up empty. Each failed attempt only made my warring emotions grow. The anger became rage, the hurt turned to heartbreak. Finally, after twenty minutes of trying, I leaned back against the far wall and sank to the floor in a heap. I’d never felt this way, but sitting in that solid white room, all alone with no way out—no idea if anyone even knew I was there, other than the brothers and the asshole who carried me here—I felt nothing but the despair of helplessness.

      A sob threatened to overtake me, but I swallowed it. I refused to cry, knowing it would do no good, but after a few deep breaths, the urge didn’t ease. Despite my best attempts to calm and center myself, fresh tears pooled at the corner of my eyes and trickled down my cheeks. The floodgates opened, and I shook with the force of the sobs that wracked my body.

      “Trixa! Where are you?” I heard shouted not long after I succumbed to crying. My eyes flew open, my arms loosening from around my legs where I had them clutched tightly to my chest.

      “I’m in here!” I called out. I wasn’t sure who was calling, the sound distorted by the thick walls and door of the cell. As I moved to stand, the opaque frosted windows shifted, the foggy screen becoming clear. Vendai and Pa’Roth were on the other side. “Vendai!” I couldn’t help my relieved sob as I approached the window. Pa’Roth hit a button on the outside, and I could hear them clearly.

      “What the hell happened?” she demanded, looking at me with horror.

      “I’Yriel and his stupid pigheadedness,” I huffed, stamping my foot in frustration. “He thought I did this.”

      Her gaze hardened, and for a moment, I panicked, worried she’d agree.

      “That has to be the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. You would never do such a thing!”

      The panic eased but not completely as her husband eyed me cautiously.

      “That’s what I said! But neither Derwox nor X’Annon felt the need to argue in my favor. One of them—yet again—drugged me with Muhiri essence, and I was deposited here. Please tell me everyone’s okay. Is the fight still going on?” I spouted off the worrisome thoughts one after another.

      “As of right now, I don’t think we have any fatalities. We’re holding strong.” She looked to Pa’Roth for confirmation.

      That means the battle is still going on. I can help!

      “Let me out of this hellhole. I need a ship,” I demanded, looking at her husband. “I can fight. This is literally my job.” He didn’t move, assessing me, and my blood boiled. “Every moment you waste judging me is another moment that puts your people at risk. Is that really something you’re willing to do?” I snapped.

      “How can I trust you?” he said, earning a glare from his wife.

      “You can’t, but it would be stupid not to use all the help you can get,” I challenged, refusing to look away. “It’s your choice, but if you don’t let me go and something happens from this point forward, know it may have been prevented. I’m a soldier.”

      The tense silence stretched on for what seemed like forever when in reality, it was only a few moments before he nodded. Typing on a keypad off to the side of where he and Vendai stood, the door opened, and I ran out.

      “Ship, now,” I commanded. He didn’t bristle at my sharp tone, turning to his wife with a soft kiss.

      “Get back to the village,” he instructed her. “I’ll take her to the flight deck.”

      “You very well will, Pa’Roth,” she commanded with a pointed finger jabbing into his chest. “Petty arguments have no room in a war… despite what the Draatov believes.”

      He dipped his head in agreement and grabbed my arm, tugging me in the direction he wanted us to go. I may have been shorter than the Rowdu, but I was able to keep up with Pa’Roth as we sprinted through a hallway leading away from the hold.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed when we burst into a large, cavernous room. I realized we must have been inside the small mountain near the village, the tallest of the few hills nearby, but it wasn’t the size that got my attention. It was the number of empty ship slots, enough to rival the S.O.S. station’s flight deck in size and number.

      “Come on, this one is the same as the one you were given earlier.” Hurrying down the aisle toward a duplicate night-sky painted ship at the end of the corridor, he keyed in something to the side, then grabbed my hand and pressed it to the surface. It was warm as a soft glow scanned my fingers and palm. “There, she’s officially yours.”

      “Wicked,” I breathed in excitement, climbing aboard. “Do you want to catch a ride? I’ll drop you where the battle is thickest.”

      “No, I need to return to my sniper post,” he explained, and I nodded.

      “Stay safe… and thank you.”

      “You, too, and I don’t need your gratitude. Just hold your word. Alright?” he questioned sharply.

      I nodded and shut the door behind me. Pa’Roth hit a button to open the bay doors as I got situated in the captain’s chair. Snatching the headset, I forwent the communication stream over the speaker system. Once I was strapped in and the headset was in place, various voices spouting out short commands and updates, I left the slot in a loud roar from the engine.

      Taking in everything the Rowdu were saying, I determined where the battle was wearing them thin and shot into the air. Behind the figurative wheel of the ship, all previous emotions faded away, and a cool, collected calm descended on my mind as I neared the battle.

      Before I reached them, I switched my comm system to the OISSC emergency system. The brothers may hate me later, but I wouldn’t take any risks, not with their safety on the line.

      I can’t lose them. Not now.

      “Captain Faust to OISSC Outpost 42279,” I relayed in a steady voice. “S.O.S., requesting immediate battle-ready ships to Yarilia Trorlis 3X9. Full combat in action between Carth Rowdu and invaders, Qix’i. I repeat, S.O.S. requesting immediate battle-ready ships to these coordinates.”

      “OISSC Outpost 42279 to Captain Faust,” central command replied, “emergency response units readying. Battleships en route.”

      As soon as the confirmation came through, I switched back to the Rowdu stream and joined the mass of ships.
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      My lungs burned from the expended energy and panting breath. Dirt and grime coated my skin and clothes as we advanced, but we held strong. This was our home, our territory. We used our knowledge of the forest’s terrain to our advantage.

      The fight continued, blurring together in a wave of anger, focus, shooting, and hand-to-hand. My brothers never strayed far, and I ensured I could see them at all times. I refused to worry or panic, my years of training like second nature. Soon enough, the clearing where we were fighting stopped. There were more shouts and gunfire in other areas of the forest, but I took a moment to take a deep breath and gather my strength.

      “What the hell?” Derwox exclaimed in surprise when one of our ships dipped low, nearly grazing the tops of the Doccore trees. My eyes narrowed before widening sharply.

      “That’s—” I started

      “The same ship Trixa was in!” Derwox finished, his wide smile brightening. I’Yriel yanked his gaze away from the aerial fight and pressed his hand to his ear. Following suit, I turned up the volume on the comm tucked into my ear to listen to the feeds.

      “On your left!” Trixa’s voice filled my ear. My eyes followed her to see her barrel sharply to the left, shooting at a Qix’i ship nearing another Rowdu’s ship blind spot.

      “Thanks, Capt!” I heard, but was unsure who it was. I felt an irrational surge of jealousy at the camaraderie between the pilots and Trixa, but I squashed it.

      This is a battle, not the place for boyhood concerns.

      “What are you doing!” I snapped when she flew straight at a Qix’i ship, shifting out of the way at the last moment, her guns hitting the Qix’i hull.

      “What the fuck does it look like?” she snapped, not questioning the sound of our voices. “Oh, no, you don’t,” she muttered as we watched her maneuvered her ship gracefully toward another Rowdu ship taking fire. It became clear in the few moments we watched, she was indeed on our side, but I couldn’t bring myself to chastise my bonerth of a brother.

      “How did you—”

      “Get out of the fucking cell you stuffed me in?” she finished Derwox’s question with a biting tone. “Doesn’t matter. Now shut the fuck up and focus before you get yourselves killed, you idiots.”

      A smile spread over my face, and I felt reinvigorated and ready for more. With a quick glance at my brothers, they emotions mimicked mine.

      For the moment, I ignored I’Yriel’s remorseful gaze as we charged forward.
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      My adrenaline was flowing freely, surging with every dip and turn as I flew through the aerial battle. Taking in everything, I tried to keep track of the Qix’i ships, but it was difficult, although one stood out. Not small and agile like the other ones, it was bulky and looked new, a slight shine to the metal hull glowing in the moonlight. It wasn’t fighting, just flying.

      “Wait...” I whispered, realizing it wasn’t just flying around for the hell of it. It was slowly descending toward the planet’s surface, far from the ground fighting. No one else seemed to be focused on it, too busy with their own foes, so I adjusted my flight path toward it as it reached the tops of the trees. Dropping to the forest floor a ways away, I used the ship’s scanner to determine the number of people disembarking.

      Making sure the comm was secured in my ear, I left my ship. My breathing was shaky as I traversed the trees, but with each deep inhale, the blackness threatening to tunnel my vision settled. The closer I got to the Qix’i ship, the more static sounded in the comm. Kneeling behind one of the thick trunks, I pressed my hand to it and whispered.

      “What’s going on?” I hissed under my breath, not wanting to catch the Qix’i’s attention.

      No response.

      Grinding my teeth, I looked around the golden bark toward the three extremely pale, long and lithe, yet oddly creepy aliens standing just outside their ship. The BAO spouted out some factoids, none particularly helpful, so I ignored it. I was so close but knew it would be stupid to continue without backup or communication with the Rowdu. Making my decision, I shifted, readying to head back to my new ship.

      “I do not think so,” a hiss snapped in a low whisper, hands grabbing my upper arms in a vise-like grip.

      Pain throbbed in my shoulder from his hold, keeping me from tugging too hard. The needle medicine may have numbed the pain to bearable levels over the last few days, but that didn’t stop the injury from being aggravated by the iron grasp jostling me into the small clearing.

      In the middle of the clearing stood three Qix’i, two wearing black uniforms similar to the soldiers I’d fought earlier. One stepped forward and yanked my guns from my white-knuckled grip, his cold gaze staring down at me. The solid black orbs taking me in were disconcerting, but I refused to look away.

      The one in the center wore a rich red cloak, with glimpses of matching pants and a shirt peeking out from under the luxurious material. He stood regally, eyeing me with disdain, and I knew I was looking at the leader of the Qix’i.

      “A human...” he spat, his thin upper lip curling into a sneer. His voice was deep, deeper than I thought possible, but something about it had me clench my teeth. It may have been because it was coming from the Qix’i leader or because there was a gravel note to it that reminded me of nails on a chalkboard. “Tell me, why would a human female be on Yarilia Trorlis 3X9?”

      “Go fuck yourself,” I snapped, kicking out to emphasize my point. It definitely wasn’t my smartest moment, but something in my gut told me I was of some use, or they would have killed me outright.

      “Eloquent,” he muttered flatly. “But I believe I already know. It takes a lot of surveillance to invade a planet and tribe as impenetrable as the Carth Rowdu. Wouldn’t you agree, Captain Faust?”

      My blood ran cold at his mocking tone, but I refused to show my surprise. I won’t be rattled that easily. When he didn’t get the reaction he was hoping for, he hummed, the sound rough and grating to my ears.

      “Release her,” he commanded, glancing between two of the three aliens. “You two, go join the rest of the legion.”

      The thudding of my racing heart was loud in my ears as I watched the two standing with him leave without a word. As soon as they disappeared into the forest, the grip loosened on my arms. I nearly sighed in relief, not realizing how painful the hold had been until it was no longer there. I swallowed the sigh, but couldn’t stop myself from rubbing the aching limb.

      My mind raced, thinking of ways to get out of this or to stall long enough for the brothers—someone—to find me. It wasn’t far to the nearest tree, but without my guns in hand and with the Qix’i soldier behind me, I realized I needed to stall long enough to break for cover. I had two more guns and a knife strapped in various places, but none of them would do much good if I couldn’t get to them.

      “You do me a disservice,” I started, catching the leader by surprise. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.” A shiver slid down my spine at his smile. It was wide, taking up the majority of his long and lanky face, and was filled with malice.

      “I am Crecuid, King of the Qix’i,” he explained proudly before leaning into my personal space. I had to fight the instinct to step back to put more room between us. “Which means you will show me the respect I deserve, female.”

      I ignored the way he said female and stared back. “And if I don’t?”

      The slap came before I realized what was happening, the pain radiating through my right cheek and jaw. Stumbling, I fell to the forest floor in a heap, trying to blink away the stars that flared in front of my eyes.

      “Would you like to continue to test me, Captain?”

      I groaned in pain. It took a few moments to clear my vision and wrangle the nausea and disorientation. I felt the warmth of blood leaking from the corner of my mouth as my faculties came back. I stay curled on the ground and tried to listen to the two Qix’i who stepped a small distance away to murmur between themselves. Shifting as slowly as I could, I reached a hand under my jacket to grab the holstered weapon strapped to my chest.

      “Oh, good. It looks like you are still conscious. That will work well for us,” Crecuid stated in a sickeningly gleeful tone. I braced myself for the ache and dizziness as the other Qix’i closed the distance between us and bent down to yank me to stand.

      I swallowed the bile rising in my throat at the surge of pain and tugged the weapon free from its leather home. I took a few shots, hitting him point-blank in the shoulder and chest. Sticky grey material spurted out of the wounds and speckled across my skin. His screeching made my ears ring, but his hold loosened, and I sprinted toward the closest tree.

      Diving behind the golden trunk, I took cover only a moment before his own weapons were fired. I took a few deep breaths, fighting to stay conscious. Cursing the fact my hits hadn’t been lethal, I risked a glance back when the firing ceased. The one in black was stumbling, struggling to reload, so I took my shot, not stopping until he collapsed on the floor in a grey-bloody heap. I scanned the clearing, panic clawing at my chest when I didn’t see the king.

      When I finally did, it was too late to get away.
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      “Draatov, this area is clear!” one of my men shouted.

      “You three, go back to the village. Stay alert and help Gn’ar with any injured,” I instructed the group of seven, looking to me for directives. “You four, continue to scour the forest, but do not separate. Stay vigilant.”

      “I’Yriel.” Derwox’s short tone pulled my attention to my brother. “I don’t see Trixa’s ship.”

      X’Annon and I looked to the sky. It seemed there were fewer Qix’i ships, but I felt my throat tighten when I realized Derwox was right.

      “Do as you’re instructed. We’ll join you after we complete our scan.” With my final command, the group split up, my brothers and I running to the command center. We had already planned to scan the planet’s surface and air space for numbers since Maiter was having difficulties keeping track, but now we had to scan for something more important.

      Where the hell Trixa was and if she was safe.

      “Do you see her?” I demanded harshly when we barreled into the command center, my eyes glued to the holo-monitors.

      “No, she was in the fray, but she’s no longer in the sky. I’ve scanned the village, but I don’t see her. The forest was next,” Maiter explained, his voice tight.

      The three of us stepped up behind him, the tension growing thick the longer it took to find her.

      “Wait! I found her,” Maiter exclaimed, pointing to the far corner screen. “Give me a moment to determine the location.”

      “Oh, God,” X’Annon breathed. If we weren’t in the middle of a tense battle, I might have laughed at such a human phrase, but I had to agree when I saw what Trixa was up to.

      Or should I say who she was up against?

      “That brarsi bonerth,” I seethed, seeing the Qix’i king flinging her around a small clearing like a doll.

      The three of us didn’t wait once Maiter identified where they were located in the forest, pushing our weary bodies as fast as possible with a new surge of adrenaline. Our mate was in danger. Trees blurred as we ran, the sounds of the battle fading the farther we moved from it. A deep shout ahead of us made the adrenaline flood my system.

      “Not so pleasant, is it?” I heard Trixa shout. “No! Fuck you!” Another scream, this one distinctly female, and a level of rage I’d never experienced made me see red.

      The three of us broke through the tree line, an instinctual growling snarl leaving the three of us. The seething Qix’i king stood tall and proud over Trixa, who was half-sitting, half-leaning against a tree trunk. Her arm was tucked over her chest as she glared up at the king.

      “Look who it is,” Crecuid called tauntingly, seeing us entering the clearing. Before we could raise our weapons, he yanked Trixa up from the forest floor and held her tightly to his chest. Her eyes widened as the Qix’i’s sharp claws dug into her jaw and throat. They didn’t puncture, but it was an obvious threat, making my brothers and I pause. “The three Rowdu I wanted to see. Now, savages, drop your weapons, or the captain will learn just how difficult it is to fly with her throat torn out.”

      We hesitated a moment too long, and Crecuid tightened his hold. She didn’t cry out, but I saw the pain flash over her battered and bloody face. Red pooled at the tips of his claws, dripping slowly from where he’d punctured her skin. The three of us dropped our weapons and stepped away from them, knowing there was no other way to ensure our mate’s safety.

      “That was not difficult, now was it?” he taunted, a cruel and sharp smile coiling over his bony face.

      “What do you want?” I bit out, thinking as quickly as possible. Only one idea seemed plausible. It was a risk, but one I was willing to take.

      “I think you know what I want, I’Yriel,” he challenged, still refusing to release Trixa.

      “I challenge you,” I spoke clearly and with as much authority as possible, ignoring the glances my brothers slid. “No assistance from outsiders, just the two of us. Survivor will have claim to Yarilia Trorlis 3X9. My only condition, if you are the victor, is you allow my tribe safe passage off the planet.”

      “And?” he questioned, clearly intrigued.

      “You will not harm Captain Faust. Not now, not after winning. Never. Is that agreeable?”

      His laughter was boisterous, the sound making my skin crawl.

      “You refer to your mate by her official title?”

      I kept my mask in place, not allowing him the pleasure of knowing my surprise at his knowledge.

      “Do you agree?” I said, my tone cold and sharp.

      “Only under the conditions I wish to set. Your brothers stay on the treeline, opposite of the female. No interference of any kind.”

      “That is agreeable.” I had to bite back the urge to leap at him and pry Trixa from his arms.

      “I do quite enjoy the idea of being the victor and winning the one thing so many have sought before—to take from the great I’Yriel and his formidable Carth Rowdu. You two, step back, and once you have done so, I will release the captain.”

      Derwox and X’Annon complied silently, glaring at the king with blatant hatred. Moving forward a few steps, I created a wide berth between them and me. At first, Crecuid paused, and I worried he would retract his agreement, but after a long tense silence, he released Trixa.

      “Do be a good female and wait on the treeline there,” he commanded her, looking down his pointy nose at her. She flashed a snarl worthy of a true Rowdu.

      “Fuck you,” she hissed before limping to the opposite side of the forest clearing. I could see Crecuid’s fingers twitch, no doubt wanting to hurt her for her blatant disrespect, but he held back.

      “We will protect her, protect them all, if you fall,” X’Annon’s whispered in my mind, but I didn’t respond. They knew the challenge vow and the honor it held. They wouldn’t interfere, no matter how much they wanted to.

      Taking a deep breath, I readied myself, with only one thought as I eyed the Qix’i king.

      One way or another, my mate and tribe would be safe, even if it meant losing my life.
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      As I watched, a mix of horror and fear twisted my gut as the two leaders faced each other, determination and grim acceptance coating I’Yriel’s expression. I wanted to call out, to tell him I believed in him.

      That I forgave him.

      But I didn’t, not wanting to distract him as Crecuid unclipped his cloak and tossed it off to the side. I had never witnessed a challenge before, but it wasn’t hard to imagine what it entailed. I braced myself, standing at attention, as I had been trained at the academy. The shoulder-width stance and hands clasped behind my back were the only way I knew to keep myself from rushing forward, no matter how much it hurt to stand that way. Swallowing the bile that crept up from the pain, I watched and waited.

      Derwox and X’Annon split their attention between their brother and me. I could feel their eyes on me, but I didn’t look back, knowing if I did, my nearly non-existent resolve would dissipate. I’Yriel needs no distraction, and I’ll give him that, I chanted as soon as the two aliens started fighting.

      Crecuid was the first to attack, launching himself at I’Yriel with claws aimed for my mate’s face. I bit my tongue, panic filling my worn and battered body, but I stayed rooted to my spot as I’Yriel countered gracefully.

      It became clear they were evenly matched, both blocking and striking with ease, but I’Yriel knew the terrain and used it to his advantage. Crecuid stumbled, and I’Yriel tackled him into the foliage.

      The sound of fists hitting muscle and bone mixed with grunts and growls. Each hit had me tightening my hands behind my back until I could feel my nails threatening to pierce my skin. When kick I’Yriel in the side, the only consolation I clung to was I’d wounded Crecuid with my knife before they arrived. The long slash crisscrossed his chest, which the Draatov continued to strike.

      When Crecuid got a solid hit to the side of I’Yriel’s head, my panic grew to new levels. Everything slowed, my breathing grew shallow, and I nearly collapsed at the blood I saw seeping from the cut on his cheek. He stumbled, hands shifting to catch himself, but it left him open, and the king didn’t miss the opportunity.

      A sob choked me as I’Yriel crumpled to the ground beneath Crecuid’s relentless assault. I couldn’t see him from where I was, the moss and foliage concealing his body, so when a gravelly, ear-shattering screech sounded, I nearly jumped.

      Crecuid’s movements ceased, and I felt my heart jump into my throat when I saw a sharp Doccore branch jutting out from his back. Grey blood oozed, coating his ruby clothing in a quickly growing dark spot. Slumping to the ground, I realized he was no longer moving. I held my breath, one... two... and on the third count, I’Yriel’s horned head rose from the ground.

      I didn’t remember moving, but I was sprinting toward I’Yriel, collapsing to the ground next to him and throwing my arm around his shoulder. I didn’t care about the searing pain pulsing through me at the sharp movement. All I noticed was his arms wrapping around me tenderly, his lips pressing into the top of my head.

      “I thought—” I choked out, no longer able to keep the tears from leaking from my eyes.

      “I’m safe, Trixa,” he murmured.

      Derwox and X’Annon crouched on either side of me, the two embracing their brother and me in an odd group hug. I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that, but after I got my crying under control, we shifted to stand, but all three still had a hand on me.

      “The king has fallen,” I’Yriel announced, looking to Crecuid’s lifeless eyes.

      “Does that mean it’s over?” I asked.

      “I do not think so. Just because their leader is dead doesn’t mean they know or care. They were willing to invade, intending to slay my people. I would not be surprised if they continued their attack out of spite,” he told me quietly, sounding resigned and tired.

      “We need to get back to the others,” X’Annon said gently, but as soon as we turned to move toward the fight, all four of us looked up at what was happening above us.

      OISSC ships flooded the sky and outer orbit, taking control of the situation as quickly as it had started. A wide smile spread across my face. The sting of my facial injuries made me wince, but didn’t dim my relief. I pried my gaze away from the ships and noticed the brothers looking at me with small smiles.

      “What?” I huffed with a shrug. “I thought it might be useful to have some help.”

      “Thank you, Trixa,” the three of them stated, making my bloody cheeks burn with a blush.

      “You’re not the only ones who care about the tribe,” I mumbled. The three of them grimaced, no doubt remembering that they had accused me of being a traitor.

      “I know, and I am truly sorry for how I reacted when you came to help us,” I’Yriel told me empathetically, stepping forward and taking one of my hands gently. “You have gone above and beyond to show us how wonderful you are, and we couldn’t have wished for a better mate.”

      I looked between the three of them, and sincerity shone in their expressions. The anger and heartache from early faded, and I nodded.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, stepping forward to kiss each brother briefly to show I no longer held it against them. “As much as I care about the three of you, I would very much like to check on Vendai.”

      “What happened with Vendai?” Derwox asked as we walked.

      The shouting from the battle had fallen silent after OISSC’s arrival, no doubt now under control of my colleagues, so I didn’t move too quickly. Not that I could with the pain coursing through me. I tried not to cringe at every stick and hole I had to step over.

      I rolled my eyes at his question and sighed.

      “Crazy woman decided she was going to play guard. It was an interesting sight... and absolutely terrifying.”

      “What was?” X’Annon wondered.

      “Seeing a raging and pregnant Rowdu carrying a rifle. Remind me to never get on her bad side.”

      Their stunned looks didn’t fade the entire walk back to the village.
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      The walk to the village was slow, my brain in a fog now that the battle was done. My adrenaline seeped from my system, or maybe the pain had finally caught up to me, making it impossible to focus on any one thing for too long. One minute I was walking with my mates, and the next I was seated in front of Gn’ar. The healer was inspecting me, poking and prodding, but I couldn’t remember what I said to his questions or even if I tried.

      “Drink,” he instructed amid my confused haze, a small cup clutched in his golden hand. I took it and eyed it curiously. It was bright silver, so metallic, I could see my reflection.

      “Looks like a liquid mirror,” I mumbled before downing the tangy, yet sweet liquid. After a few moments, the fog cleared from my mind, and I quickly became aware once more. “Wow, that stuff’s powerful.”

      “It’s a local pick-me-up. I save it only for dire occasions,” he told me with a soft smile.

      “And that included me?” I challenged, knowing he was probably right.

      “You were practically a dead human walking since the four of you came back from the forest. So, yes, that includes you.”

      “Is everyone okay? What happened?” I rattled off, finally able to string thoughts together. Glancing around as I spoke, I took in the chaos. Rowdu and OISSC worked together to tend to the injured, escort newly bound Qix’i to the OISSC ship holds, and other post-fight tasks she had been too out of it to realize were happening. I felt a sigh of relief when I saw Lieutenant Davies and a few other close members safely working among the crowd.

      “We are very thankful there were no Rowdu fatalities. Several intense and critical injuries, but they have been treated and are currently resting.”

      I opened my mouth to ask more questions when I saw two glowing arms wrap around me from behind.

      “How is she, Gn’ar?” X’Annon asked, his eyes trailing over me as I looked up. Worry lines creased around his eyes, and his lips were curled into a soft frown. I had no idea what I looked like, but based on his expression, I assumed it wasn’t good.

      “Bruised ribs, cracked bone in her hand, several internal bruises, a concussion, various cuts, scrapes, and other skin level abrasions. There is no internal bleeding, from what I’ve determined and somehow, no broken bones. She’s been given several anti-pain tinctures, slathered in antiseptic potions, and bandaged the best I could. Though it was difficult with her being practically asleep sitting up. Whatever you did out in that forest, you took a hell of a beating, and I’m surprised you’re no worse off,” the healer rattled off, turning his final statement to me with a glare.

      Huh, guess that explains the lack of pain, remembering how much I ached on the walk back.

      “I think the pain was the reason I was so out of it,” I explained softly. “My brain shut down, the same way it did after the encounter when lost my eye.”

      Gn’ar opened his mouth but was cut off.

      “She fought the king of the Qix’i,” X’Annon told him. “Alone for who knows how long.”

      Despite the bustle of post-battle activities around them, several Rowdu and OISSC members stopped and looked at me in surprise.

      “Only you, Cap, would go up against a fucking king of an alien race, one-on-one,” Lieutenant Davies exclaimed with a loud laugh, as if he couldn’t believe my audacity, as he always referred to it. The noise caught even more attention, including Derwox and I’Yriel, who started toward us with narrowed eyes.

      “You know me, Davies,” I teased, smirking the best I could. “Always down for a good fistfight.”

      “One of these days, you’ll take me up on the offer to find less violent means of entertainment.” He waggled his eyebrows, and I groaned, my face scrunching up at the thought of going to the strip club with him. The lieutenant’s face paled, and I realized something was off.

      Glancing over at the brothers, I found them glaring at the man, and...

      “Are you three growling?” I asked, shocked. “My God, you three are insufferable. Davies likes to jest about the strip club. I apologize for his ridiculousness. He knows I will never go, actually has known that for several years. He’s just a dick.”

      “A loveable dick,” the man in question spouted, regaining his composure at the Rowdu’s possessiveness. The other OISSC members burst out laughing and joined in the conversation instead of just staring.

      “Don’t even. You know Faust loves me more than you,” another captain spouted, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Yeah, loves beating your obstacle course times,” Davies countered. “Besides, I don’t think your husband would like to share you with this runt.”

      “Excuse you!” I balked. “It’s not my fault your genetics are inherently taller than mine. Just for that, I’m going to whip your ass on the obstacle course on top of beating Captain Weller,” I sassed.

      “You are not doing any such sort until you are healed, Trixa,” Gn’ar commanded, pointing at me. “Or would you like me to enlist the Draatov and his brothers to keep you in line?”

      The OISSC members ooh’d in a taunting tone, making me frown. I knew it was our usual camaraderie, but after the day, I didn’t want to be any more on edge with I’Yriel, X’Annon, and Derwox, and I didn’t think their prodding would help—even ‘in good faith.’ They quieted when the healer and the brothers glared, but it wasn’t until Vendai came up, they looked contrite.

      “You better listen well to my brother and respect her recovery plan,” she chastised them. “I understand you all have a level of respect and banter, a level of code between the lot of you with being OISSC, but Trixa could have diedout in that forest. She did that for us, and I will not allow you to risk her physical, mental, or emotional health because you wish to joke and prod without thought.”

      It was hard to hold back the blush that burned over my cheeks and nearly impossible to stop the stupid smile from breaking out. In the end, I failed and beamed at Vendai.

      “Wow, I should kidnap you back to the station to put them back in order whenever they start acting up.”

      That made everyone laugh, including the brothers, and the tension dissipated. Vendai waved a hand, tsking me.

      “It’s not my fault I’m so protective. Blame the baby!”

      “Hey, now, that’s no way to talk about your innocent little bump,” Derwox teased, his fingers brushing over my shoulder blades now that he was no longer glaring at my OISSC friends.

      “You’re okay, though, right, Cap? Or you will be?” Davies asked. The question sobered everyone, all eyes turning to me in silent injury. I nodded, choking up at their sincerity.

      “We’ll make sure of it,” I’Yriel announced, looking down at me with a soft smile. “Won’t we, Trixa?”

      I nodded, too surprised at the low tone—which I’m sure wasn’t missed by anyone—to say anything. When I looked back at the five OISSC soldiers, they were smirking, and Davies’ eyebrows were once again waggling at me.

      “Do you have something you would like to tell us, Cap?” he prompted in a happy murmur.

      “They’remymates,” I mumbled. I wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed by the bond with them I’d been gifted, but it was embarrassing to explain that to five very rowdy men, who would no doubt rib me. All in good fun, of course, lest they risk Vendai’s wrath.

      “I’m sorry, what was that?” Weller’s statement pulled me from my random swirl of thoughts, and I sighed.

      “They’re my mates.”

      There was stunned silence before they erupted into boisterous and embarrassing cheers.

      “Faust finally got a man!”

      “Three of them!”

      “We’re so proud of you,” Davies expressed, wiping away a fake tear. “Our little captain is all grown up.”

      “You do remember I outrank you, right?” I growled without real venom.

      “And?” was all he said as the congratulations continued.

      “Oh my God. All of you, fuck off!” I shouted with laughter, finding their ridiculous antics entertaining. It didn’t escape my notice that Vendai, Gn’ar, and Derwox were laughing as well, and X’Annon and I’Yriel were smirking at me. “Now, go back to work. You have Qix’i to process and statements to take.”

      “Yes, but that’s not your job right now, Captain,” I heard a familiar brisk voice state. I felt my back straighten.

      “Commander Monaco,” I stated in greeting. I stumbled to standing, but Gn’ar and I’Yriel caught me midway and forced me back down to the bench. “Then what is my job?” Panic worried its way into my stomach, and I fidgeted.

      My boss gave me a soft smile and chuckled. “You’re not fired, nor are you in trouble, if that’s what you’re concerned about, Faust. Your job right now is to heal. Let me sort out this lot. You’ve earned a vacation.”

      “I was just on vacation for five months, remember,” I huffed, trying not to sound bitter. I was surprised when my boss burst out laughing.

      “Yes, yes, I am well aware. You pestered me about your status and the mechanics about your ship’s condition the entire time.”

      “Sorry,” I murmured.

      “See, Trixa. Rest, just like I said,” Vendai cut in, not caring that Commander Monaco was clearly someone of importance.

      “No, I believe I said rest,” Gn’ar corrected.

      I didn’t look at them, too focused on the commander. He watched them with a smile and a slight shake of his head before returning his focus to me.

      “You stay here until you’re good to fly. Rest and relax. It seems you’re in good company.”

      I was struck by the soft, sentimental tone he used. Commander Monaco wasn’t closed off or harsh with his OISSC members, but it was rare to see him express something other than his stern commands.

      “We’ll be bringing the SS Relentless back with us to start repairs, but don’t rush back to work, or I will medically ground you until you’re one-hundred percent back-to-work condition. Understood?”

      Ah, there’s the stern commander we all know and love.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      “Good. I’ll let you continue your medical exam. As for you men, back to work,” he ordered, waving the others back on task.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Derwox said as soon as the four of us were alone. Gn’ar and Vendai were searching through his bag and stash of medical supplies a short distance away out of earshot.

      “What was?” I shifted to face them. They sat on the bench nearby, looking thoughtful.

      “Seeing you outside of the tribe,” Derwox explained.

      “It was nice,” X’Annon added.

      “I quite enjoyed it, although not so much the original topic of conversation with the Lieutenant,” I’Yriel muttered with a growl.

      “Jealous?”

      “Yes.” No hesitation, no apologetic tone.

      My heart squeezed with happiness.

      “Well, I am your mate. No need to worry about them,” I assured.

      All three looked at me with such hopeful expressions, it made me smile.

      “I wish to truly apologize for how I acted earlier,” I’Yriel stated, taking my hand in his.

      “Us as well, for not telling him he was being stupid when you were standing there.”

      I quirked a brow at X’Annon’s phrasing. “You believed me?”

      “Of course, we did. We just didn’t want this idiot to fly any further into a fit than he already was. We gave him a thorough talking to as soon as you were passed out and safely away from the fighting,” Derwox said.

      “We care about you, Trixa, and we would like you to stay with us for the next few weeks during your healing. We won’t keep you from communications or travel, but... we’d like you to stay. To make sure you’re safe and healthy.”

      “And we want to spend time with you now that the conflict with the Qix’i is over,” X’Annon added to I’Yriel’s statement.

      A new sense of warmth filled me, and all I could do was nod. There was no way I could leave immediately after that adorable sappy speech.

      Especially because I wanted to spend time with them, too.
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        Three Weeks Later

        Derwox

      

      

      “Got everything?” X’Annon questioned, his words muffled from where he was half-buried in his pack.

      I glanced over my items to make sure I did, in fact, have everything I would need for the trip.

      “Yes, I believe so. Trixa said the station would have anything we need if necessary. Don’t really want to bring everything I own when I could just buy a second one.”

      “Second one of what?” Trixa asked, stepping through the open door and leaning against the door frame.

      “Anything we might forget,” X’Annon explained, standing upright to look at her. “Derwox wants to buy seconds of everything, so he doesn’t have to transport stuff back and forth.”

      She chuckled when my jaw dropped, my gaze swinging to my brother.

      “Excuse you! Why are you trying to get me into trouble before we even leave?” I turned back to Trixa, happy to see the mirth sparkling in her eyes. “I said everything I own, not essentials. Which I clearly have ready to be packed.” I waved at the items neatly stacked on my bed.

      “I believe you, Derwox,” she assured, shoving off the wall and walking over to me. She popped up on the tips of her toes and snaked her arms around my shoulders as I wrapped an arm around her trim waist to hold her off the ground slightly.

      “Feeling better today?” I asked out of the newly formed habit.

      “Yes, Gn’ar’s healing abilities might just rival the doctors on the station, though don’t tell them I said that. They might leave me hanging in the future,” she muttered the last to herself. Shaking my head at her antics, I leaned down and kissed her softly.

      “You ready to head out today?” I asked, our lips brushing with each word.

      “Yup.” She glanced around then. “I’Yriel still talking with Pa’Roth about everything while we’re away?”

      It pleased me to no end, she said ‘we’re’ away, not ‘I’m,’ but I tamped down the urge to beam and dance like a teenage Rowdu.

      “Yes, should be back any time. Gives this one a chance to actually, you know, pack,” X’Annon teased, nudging my arm with a laugh. I rolled my eyes, shoving him playfully when he turned away from me.

      “You’re mean,” I told him before looking back at Trixa. “Do we have any more goodies from Dhara left?” I whined as I stuffed my items into my pack.

      “Nope, someone ate them all,” she told me with a brow cocked.

      “All of them? What a bonerth,” I murmured before bursting out laughing, unable to keep up the charade. Sobering, I looked at her seriously. “You all packed up? Any stiffness or pain?”

      “Yes, I’m packed.” Her eyes sparkled with warmth. “I left anything I don’t need to bring back with me in the closet for when I’m back.”

      It filled me with such incredible happiness to hear her say those simple words. We were together, the four of us, but Trixa had made it clear in the days following the battle, she’d never truly been in a meaningful relationship and wanted to take it slow. We all agreed, of course, but I knew over the last three weeks... well, since she’d first punched X’Annon in the face that day in the forest, I was already falling for her.

      I wouldn’t say it, not until she was ready, and I knew the others felt the same. The way X’Annon smiled as he watched her when she wasn’t paying attention or how I’Yriel slowly was more playful over the weeks, anything to get a laugh out of our mate.

      It was amazing, sharing her attention with the two closest people in my life. It felt like coming home, and this was only the beginning. We’d discussed going to the station when Trixa had been given a timeline of when she’d be likely able to fly again, and the three of us jumped at the opportunity when she asked if we’d go with her, although wasn’t ideal. Her work was on the station while would need to be here, but it would work out. How I knew was a mystery, but I was willing to have a little faith.

      After all, she’d stuck by us so far.

      “You alright?” she asked, pulling me from my thoughts. I pried my eyes away from the pack clutched in my hands to her, flashing her a confused frown. “You were just really quiet, lost in thought.”

      “I’m excited to be going to the station,” I told her honestly. “If only I’Yriel would hurry the hell up.”

      “I’m right here, you bonerth,” I’Yriel huffed, turning the corner and stepping into the open doorway. “Sorry for taking so long. Everything’s in order.”

      Trixa was buzzing with excitement as we headed to the ship, and I couldn’t stop myself from feeling the same.

      “You three stay out of trouble, got it? See you in a few weeks.” Gn’ar clapped all three of us on the shoulder as we boarded. We’d already said goodbye that morning at breakfast, but I knew he wanted to look Trixa over one more time.

      “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine. No pain, no dizziness. Yes, I have the pain potions and all the other things in the first aid kit you made for me. It’s right here, see?”

      Round and round, the two of them went, the three of us stifling our laughter from inside the ship. When she joined us a short while later, she glared, knowing why we were covering our mouths.

      “Everyone ready?” she asked once she was seated in the captain’s chair. After we all gave her an affirmative, she looked back at us. “Good. This trip will be much better with the three of you along.”

      
        
        Beatrixa

      

      

      The flight back to the station went much smoother than I could have hoped. After we were docked, it took only an hour to get off the flight deck. Everyone wanted to meet the brothers, who looked incredibly out of place, but they played along as I introduced them to the mechanics, flight crews, and other OISSC members.

      I saw a flicker of disdain in their gazes when Davies and Weller found us, but thankfully, they kept the conversation polite—well, mostly polite—and we continued into the station and away from the OISSC headquarters. After a quick check-in with Commander Monaco, the four of us were on the lift, heading for the first place I knew they wanted to visit.

      Galactic Goodies.

      Dhara greeted them with open arms before stockpiling them with enough treats and goods to last them for the next month. We carried our hauls back to the residential floors and made our way to the guys’ new S.O.S. Station apartment.

      Thank God Davies had secured a larger apartment with multiple rooms, I thought with relief when we walked in. They were quiet as they looked around, curious and excited.

      “You know what?” Derwox announced randomly. “I quite like this place.”

      “Me, too,” I’Yriel agreed with a nod.

      “I do as well,” X’Annon added. “I can see many trips here in the future.”

      I knew without a doubt, I was smiling like an idiot, but none of them said anything.

      “Good, I want you to feel as much as home as possible here, just as I do at Yarilia Trorlis 3X9.”

      They turned to me, converging in a hugging bundle of Carth Rowdu. I sighed happily in their arms, relaxing into their combined warmth.

      “We do, Trixa,” Derwox murmured as X’Annon kissed my head in silent agreement.

      I’Yriel nodded before speaking softly.

      “Wherever you are, is home.”
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