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Chapter One
 
 
I fucking hate aliens.
That thought runs through my head with every single step I take through the ankle-deep mud. Hating aliens gets me through the day. Makes me take each and every breath. Hating our alien masters is all that is keeping me alive.
I’m bent nearly double carrying a big load of rice from the storehouse to the transport base. It’s a several-mile trek and the ground is muddy and slushy thanks to the heavy watering the Rathkari systems give it daily. These plains used to be suburbs, but nothing remains of the perfectly maintained houses hedged carefully with little bushes, and yards with their paddling pools and swing sets. Everything has been wiped away. It’s all rice as far as the eye can see. It would be beautiful, if you were to come upon it for the first time. If you didn’t realize that every plant had been put in place by a human hand against her will—and if you didn’t realize that the very fertilizer that made it grow was… I can’t even stand to think about that.
I trudge toward the transport, the weight of the sack making every bone in my body ache. This is hard labor, but it is better than what I could be doing right now. Three years ago, the Rathkari came to Earth in a blaze of fire. We mistook their ships for large comets and as a species, prepared to meet our ends. We were right, but not as we expected.
Large rocks didn’t slam into our world. They slowed as they came through the atmosphere and slid to a halt. And then the purge began. They took the men first. Every male over the age of five, gone. They took the mothers next, those with young ones. And then they came for the women of breeding age. Eighteen to twenty-eight. They breed us like we used to breed animals, an irony that I’d be able to appreciate much more deeply if my womb wasn’t one of the ones they had designs on.
Those who were left, women over twenty-eight, became workers. I’m twenty-four, but I’ve gone out of my way to avoid the capture teams searching for fertile females. When they came to our city, I slipped into the line for workers and that was the end of it.
I don’t look good. I’m covered in dirt from the fields and my clothes are basically rags. The idea is to keep fooling the aliens into thinking I’m older than I am. Past breeding age. Carrying heavy loads helps me to stoop, and so far, keeping my face to the ground has worked well too. If I keep this up for another six years, I might get away with not being herded into a Rathkari freighter and getting inseminated.
I remember a time when my biggest concern was whether I was having a good hair day and if Tony in my Psych 204 class liked me. We don’t know where the men have gone, but there’s no human male left on the planet. In their place are the Rathkari.
Being fucked by a Rathkari male is apparently quite an experience. It’s also one I never intend to have. I hate aliens. I hate what they’ve done to our planet, and to our species. I had a brother and a father. They’re both gone now. My father was old. I doubt they found a use for him. My brother was engaged to marry the love of his life. That never happened. She was taken away to produce babies for the Rathkari.
I slam my sack onto a pallet destined for the stars. The Rathkari sure consume a lot of rice and vegetable matter. They’re not really into eating flesh, but that’s not the good news for the animals that I thought it would be. When hungry aliens compete with animal species for plant products, the animals lose every time. Global deforestation has driven damn near every species that isn’t human to extinction. Dogs are basically instinct. Cats are rare, though the Rathkari tolerate them as hunters. The planet is being pillaged shipment by shipment. Every pallet that leaves the planet depletes the soil. We’re sending the very heart of nature out into space. It can’t last forever. In an effort to stall the complete degradation of the soil, they regularly pump waste over the fields. It falls green and fetid all around us, the stench of it clinging to our clothes and our very souls.
I’m on my way back to the field when one of them stops me. I don’t look at his face. I keep my eyes at his feet. He’s wearing the long black boots they all wear that rise all the way to their knees. It’s not hard to keep your eyes from a Rathkari’s face. They’re so damn tall that you basically have to get a ladder to find them.
“You’re behind your quota,” he says, stopping me by lifting his knee in my path. The overseers don’t like to touch us. We’re filthy. “You should have delivered a hundred pounds of rice by now. You have only delivered ninety-two. You are at risk of correction.”
“Sorry,” I grind between my teeth.
“Apologies are a human custom and have no place.”
They talk like robots when they talk to us. I don’t know if it’s because they’re stupid, or because they think we’re stupid. Probably both.
He stops and points at my leg. I look down and see a fresh smear of red close to my inner thigh. Fuck. My period has started, and the telltale stain gives it away. If he has any kind of brain in his head at all, he’ll know what that means.
“Wounded,” he says. “Slow. Broken.”
He doesn’t know what it means. He thinks I’m injured. Obviously nobody has explained the human female reproductive cycle to him. I breathe a sigh of relief, thinking he’ll send me back to quarters to be ‘tended’ by the others. Finally, some kind of respite from the relentless toil forced on us under threat of lash and worse.
The ground slips away from my feet as he picks me up under his arm and begins to walk toward the refinery. It is a large ugly bulbous building in the corner of the field in which a green slurry floats. There is a large hatch on the side marked in Rathkari script. None of us can read it, but none of us need to. We know what happens when someone is put into that hatch. We don’t like to look, but every single one of the workers has made that mistake once. Usually, only once.
I start to fight for my life. For my brother. For my father.
“Stop it, or I’ll break your neck,” he threatens impatiently.
I don’t care. I have minutes of life left and I’m going to make them count. Each and every damn one of them. We didn’t fight hard enough against these aliens when they came. We tried to broker treaties, make peace. We were like lambs to the slaughter, but I will not go quietly. I kick and flail, lashing out with every ounce of my strength and every part of my body. I will hurt him. He will wear my scar before I am gone.
“Stop!”
The overseer comes hulking to a halt. He pivots toward the sound of the shouted command and we both look in surprise at the unexpected interruption.
A high-ranking officer is striding across toward us. I’ve made enough noise to draw attention from one of the supervisors. They don’t come down to the fields very often. We see them maybe once every six months. I guess today is an inspection day.
The supervisor is built differently from the overseer. He’s taller and his skin is clearer. Overseers are exposed to the hostile Earth atmosphere a lot more than the high-ranking officers. The Rathkari weren’t really made to live here. The air attacks them, like the Earth has an immune system, fighting them off like the invasive virus they are.
“What are you doing?” He growls the question at the overseer. His voice has a low resonance to it that is much deeper than a human male. It runs through my body and makes parts of me quiver deep inside. I can hear displeasure, impatience, a natural dominance that commands obedience from the burly overseer who turns toward him, holding me dangling in front of him, his massive hand fisted just above my ankle as I swing head down.
“She’s broken,” the overseer says. “Her quota is low and she’s bleeding. I’m going to terminate her.”
“No,” the superior says, stepping closer to squint down at me. “That female isn’t broken. She’s of breeding age.”
“She’s a worker,” the overseer insists. “Old. Useless for breeding.”
“She’s been mis-assigned. Let me see her.”
The overseer drops me seven feet. I fall to the ground, and land roughly with a cry of pain as my knees and palms hit the dirt and graze instantly.
“Be careful,” the superior snaps. “They’re delicate.”
“She’s a worker,” the overseer says, sounding almost petulant. “And she’s broken.”
The superior crouches down next to me and looks at me with those eyes that burn like the very sun, the black core at the center of his gold iris drawing me in. His long, strong fingers push the matted hair away from my face, and he rubs the dirt smudging my cheeks with his thumb. The secret I’ve managed to hide for four years is hidden no longer, not under that gaze that sees deep into me.
“What is your name?
“…Era.” I haven’t formed that word in a long time. These aliens don’t usually care what our names are.
“She’s of breeding age,” he says, pulling his gaze from mine to look at the overseer. “Prime breeding stock. I’ll take her.”
“No…” I’d rather die than suffer this fate. I turn to the overseer. “Take me to the recycler!”
He steps back from me and nudges his boot into my rib to push me away, just as the superior tries to grab me.
“No!” I scramble from them both. “Send me to the recycling! I’m old! I’m broken!”
 
* * *
 
The human is babbling utter nonsense. I can see her fear. She is more terrified of me even than death. She has pretty blue eyes, a hue not seen in our species, and highly valued in our mates. It is impossible to determine the color of her hair as yet given the dirt she is caked in.
I step toward her and her lips curl back from her teeth. She lets out a hiss, as if that will stop me from claiming her. She is an angry little thing, and filthy too, but I know good human flesh when I see it, and the structure of her bones is very pleasing. Her attempt to hide herself beneath layers of dirt demonstrates above average intellect for one of their species, though I do not understand her reason for it. Most females do not attempt to avoid their fates. We ensure that the process of being inseminated is highly pleasurable, as the flood of orgasmic hormones is strongly associated with higher conception rates. Those taken as private property, and all those in the greater breeding program are treated well. They are given the best of everything, kept in luxurious surroundings with no work to do but gestate. To choose body-breaking work in the fields and disposal for organic energy generation makes little sense.
This human surprises me with her reluctance. She is a strange little thing, and she piques my curiosity. Humans are a curious species. En masse, they behave with great predictability, but as individuals they can vary greatly. I suspect this one has greater variance than many.
There is no point exchanging words with her. I stride toward her, catch her before she can squirm away, and lift her over my shoulder. The sounds emitting from her are high-pitched and irritating, but she will settle soon enough.
I carry her from the work fields to my private transport. I do not intend to spend a moment more than I have to on the filthy land she has inhabited. I am eager to have her decontaminated and cleaned, to see what treasure I have unearthed. Our ship orbits the human world, high above the toxic atmosphere. It is larger than their moon and has created no small amount of havoc with their tides, but it provides us with a safe base from which to operate.
She is still struggling as we enter. She is too weak to effect escape, but that does not seem to dissuade her. It is a common trait of humans that they are often unable or unwilling to acknowledge a futile situation. They must be bought into full confrontation with it and made to surrender.
I lower my cargo into a seat and strap her in, buckles crossing over her shoulders to her waist on both sides, then another running from between her thighs, splitting at the middle to connect above her shoulders.
I can feel her eyes on me, spitting feral fire. Her heart is pounding. I can hear it beating through her chest. Her fear fills the room. I can smell it. I can even taste it as her pheromones drift on the smallest currents, the sweet tang of humanity triggering an inescapable response.
She has no concept of what she does to me. She looks at me with loathing and my blood boils with the desire to conquer. Rebellion only inflames my desire, and she is the most rebellious little thing I have encountered on this planet. Her hatred, her fear, it is all pure aphrodisiac. I fight the desire to take her, knowing she is in a fragile state and in desperate need of proper care.
“Shhh,” I soothe, making a calming sound. “There is nothing to be afraid of, my little human. You will not come to any harm with me.”
She responds with a string of the most choice local cursing I am yet to hear. The human language is simple, but effective, with great capacity for invention. She puts it to incredible use over the period of a minute or so until her breath fails her and she sits there, trembling with the fear she is trying so hard to hide.
 
* * *
 
I throw every form of abuse at him that I can think of and he just looks at me. It doesn’t anger him. It doesn’t hurt him. It does nothing. When I’m done, he tightens the straps, making them fit even more snugly. I can’t move in this chair, and even if I could, what would it matter? He’s nearly twice my height and more than twice my weight and he has the might of the Rathkari empire behind him.
“I’m not going to harm you,” he says. “No matter what you say. Try to breathe. The first trip through the atmosphere can be unpleasant for humans, especially small females.”
“Don’t worry about me. I don’t care if you eject me into space, as long as I get away from you.”
His face is just inches from mine. He’s handsome. Darkly, dangerously, impossibly handsome. His features are almost Italian or perhaps Greek. He puts me in mind of the beautiful statues that now lie in ruins or submerged beneath what used to be Europe. He has a powerful nose, a strong jaw that is square at the bottom and hard all the way to his neckline. His cheekbones are high, giving him a perpetually alpha appearance, and his dark brows slash down across those golden eyes.
He has three parallel scars on his left cheek, running from about half an inch below his left eye, to the line of his jaw. They look old and deep. They should be disfiguring, but instead they only serve to make him look more dominant. This is a man… no… an alien. I can’t think of him as a man. He’s a creature who has known pain, as well as inflicted it. I wonder what fought against him and left those marks.
“Breathe deep when you start to feel the acceleration,” he says, utterly ignoring my statements of rebellion. “The pressure can force the blood and oxygen away from your brain.”
He stands up and leaves me, moving to the front of the shuttle. I can’t see him anymore. I’m left facing the back of the chair in front of me, strapped in so tight I can’t escape. I try to pull the buckles off, but aliens don’t use simple clips and buttons and for all my fumbling, they stay in place.
The ship starts to rumble and I know we’re about to leave. God. No.
“No! Let me off! No!” I cry out, but my voice can’t be heard over the sound of the thrusters, even if he would care if he heard me. Suddenly, I feel the hand of something more powerful than anything I have ever directly encountered pressing down on my chest, my legs, my arms, my head, my neck. The engines are fighting gravity, and I’m caught in the middle.
Seconds later, the engines win. The acceleration is incredible. I feel as though I’m being pushed back through the chair, the soft foam molding around me as the earth tries to reclaim me from the grip of this alien. I feel like every bit of nature is crying out as it is torn asunder, his craft rendering the rules of our existence irrelevant as we rocket into the sky.
I try to breathe deep, to keep the oxygen flowing through my blood, keep consciousness so that this alien cannot have his way with me, but I can’t. I’m fading. The vibrations are so intense I can barely stand it. I’m being torn apart. I’m sure of it. This is the end.
 
* * *
 
I wake to warm water running over my shoulders and back. I open my eyes to find that I’m utterly naked and floating in a very large tub. At first I can’t see where the water is coming from, but then I realize that a large hand is holding a pitcher, pouring it from behind. As my consciousness seeps through my body and I begin to distinguish water from not water, I suddenly realize that the hard plane behind me is not the tub. It’s him.
He’s in the bath with me. I’m naked. With an alien. This is how it starts. Am I already pregnant? I push away from him with a panicked squeal and drift across the surface of the water. The other end of the tub is only five feet away, but it’s enough to put some much needed liquid between us.
He’s naked like I am. I can’t make out his body completely below the waterline, but I can see his chest and much of his torso, the muscles gleaming with rivulets that run over the hard planes. Rathkari alien males are formed a lot like human men. Similar selection pressures or something. I don’t know. I know his shoulders are broad and well developed, his biceps are thick and powerful, just like the rest of him. When he moves his arms, little shivers of a feminine excitement I really don’t want to be experiencing run through me.
Even wet and naked, he looks powerful and commanding. Master of the bath. He puts his arms out and rests them on the sides of the tub. It fits him perfectly, but it swallows me whole. I am small in the water, bobbing uncomfortably at the far end, unable to sit on the bottom and still keep my nose and mouth above the water line—out of my depth in so many ways.
“What are you doing!” I throw the question like an accusation.
“Cleaning you,” he says simply. “You have not experienced such a procedure in quite some time. I can understand your fright.”
There is no trace of humor in his tone or in his face, so I can only assume his dry wit is unintentional.
“They don’t provide baths in the slave quarters,” I snap at him. How dare he oppress me and then blame me for the dirt. How dare he strip me. How dare he… I feel my world going dark again as I slip into the warm water’s embrace.
 
* * *
 
When I open my eyes, I am lying somewhere soft. It’s dim, and I’m looking at a ceiling of some kind. I can sense him close. Too close.
“If you’re here, I’m going to scream.”
“Don’t,” his deep voice rumbles nearby. “You keep losing consciousness from excitement. You are weak. You need to lie still and be calm…”
I push myself up to yell at him. “I don’t…”
 
* * *
 
When I open my eyes again, I’m lying somewhere soft and there are heavy straps crossing my legs, my arms, my waist, and my forehead. I can’t move.
“You think this is going to save you?” I don’t know what threat I’m making, but I know I need to make a threat regardless. He has to know he hasn’t beaten me. I might be at a total disadvantage. I might be tied up like an animal, but I’ll be damned if I let him see me sweat.
“Hush,” he says, his handsome face coming into my field of vision. “Calm yourself.”



Chapter Two
 
 
She is trouble, this little human. She lost consciousness almost immediately upon takeoff and did not regain it for hours. Fortunately her vitals remained strong, indicating that she was not in any immediate danger. I was in more danger from the stench rising from her filthy body.
She lay quiet as I carried her into my quarters and entered the washing chamber, her eyes fluttering. Her limbs twitched a little and I thought perhaps she was dreaming. No doubt of escape, given the way she reacted to her rescue.
Human females usually do not fight for long against their Rathkari masters. Most of them quickly understand the essential futility of it. I have seen thousands of women before this one, and though some expressed fear, none of them were quite this troublesome. I am sure she is not entirely unique in these traits. I have heard stories of other human females who made life difficult for their masters, but she is certainly unique to me.
Her clothing disintegrated as I removed it from her insensate form and its stench was so incredible that several alarms were triggered and a bio security unit was dispatched to my quarters. Having incinerated her attire, I laid her naked body carefully in the tub and disinfected her fragile form as carefully as possible, showering the dirt from her skin. In the process I discovered that she had several untreated wounds, all of which needed to be carefully cleaned. Her unconscious state was a mercy. Scraps of fabric had clung to some of them, and the local fauna had begun to attempt to use them as places to breed. Had she been awake, the process would no doubt have been painful.
I knew she was beautiful before I cleaned her. I did not realize precisely how stunning she would be when her face was no longer marred by dirt. She has a delicate frame, small features, breasts that are barely a handful, but a hippier shape as her waist flares out. Her hair contains all the colors of a woodland reflected in the strands, which run from reddish to sand brown.
Now she has been medicated and bandaged and soon she will be fed—if I can soothe her sufficiently. Every time she wakes she does so fighting. I cannot tell if she has a particularly aggressive temperament, or if her rough circumstances have forced her to adapt.
“Let me go!” She glares at me as if the very force of her personality might be enough to command me.
“I will loosen the bonds if you calm down and sit up. You need to eat. You are weak and cannot stay conscious long enough to fight me.”
I see a flicker of intellect in her gaze. If she will not behave herself long enough to eat, I will have to keep her strapped down and feed her through a tube. She is painfully thin from hard labor and I am concerned for her life if she does not stop struggling and start taking on nutrition.
“You must stay calm,” I repeat. “If you raise your voice or begin to fight me, I will tie you down hard and you will be fed by a tube. Is that what you want?”
She shakes her head the small amount her bonds allow her to. “No, that’s not what I want. What I want is for you to take me back to Earth, then get the rest of your friends and fuck off.”
Her rudeness is quickly becoming intolerable. If she were stronger, I would punish her severely. As it is, I must be creative.
“You cannot move,” I tell her. “If you wish to regain the privilege of any form of movement, you will refrain from your hysterical shouts and exclamations. You will address me with respect.”
“Respect is earned,” she says, her eyes darting to me with venom.
“It can also be demanded. And enforced.”
My words seem to evoke some kind of reaction. I see the pale skin of her face coloring pink, and she no longer looks at me quite so defiantly. She averts her gaze to the ceiling.
“Fine,” she says. “I’ll be quiet if you feed me.”
I am pleased by her acquiescence.
“Sit up slowly,” I warn as I loosen the straps holding her to the bed. “You are very weak.”
“You’re very…”
She does not finish her sentence under my sharp stare.
I have food waiting for her, crumbled biscuits formulated with the proper levels of protein, carbohydrates, minerals, and vitamins. They are soft and pink in color, and I know she is used to them because they are similar to the rations fed to the workers.
I present a few of them to her on the palm of my hand and she plucks them away with her fingers, stuffing them into her mouth, barely chewing before she swallows. She eats like a starving thing. I ration her portion to a small amount, no more than the palm of her hand. To give her more would be to risk her health. She must be fed slowly and often.
“More,” she says, giving me the look every animal does when it craves nutrition. I sense that the meal has awakened her hunger. Humans and other animals become accustomed to not eating. They can last incredible lengths of time without food, but once they taste it again, they become nearly insatiable. Her blue gaze holds a near feral need.
“You will have more very soon. In thirty of your minutes,” I say. “Your stomach needs time to…”
She has ignored me, grabbed the bag from which her rations came, and is already shoving a half dozen portions into her mouth. In seconds they are gone—and in another few seconds it returns, all over the bedding and her.
“Uhm…” She looks at me, a hint of shame on her features as she anticipates punishment. She is right to do so, but not now. It is not the time.
“Back to the bath,” I say, sweeping her up in my arms. I am accustomed to tending to difficult things, though she may be the most difficult thing I am yet to deal with.
Her nudity makes it easy to clean her off with slow jets of water. The bedding is easily replaced. A press of a button and servants enter my quarters and strip the bed. They move swiftly and quietly, and I do not believe she has time to notice as she squirms in my hands, her naked form slippery in the water as I gently play the flow over her stomach and thighs where most of the food landed.
She has little to say now, I note as I lift her from the bath and dry her off with a soft towel. Perhaps her weakness is getting the better of her. I take her pulse and find it fluttering against my fingers.
I settle her back on the bed and offer her a liquid nutritional supplement. She sips it gratefully, though she is not pleased when I lower it from her lips after a few seconds.
“You will be sick again,” I remind her as she looks to be on the verge of making a complaint.
She falls silent and rests back against the pillows. Her eyes close and I see her breathing deep and slow.
“It feels so good to eat,” she murmurs softly. “They don’t feed workers enough. We’re all starving.”
I have seen what she is talking about for myself. The conditions on the planet are not as they should be. The overseers believe that they will be rewarded for producing as much as possible for as little as possible, and many of them skim the difference between the ration allowances and what they feed their workers for themselves. I have seen ample evidence of corruption during my inspection and consequences are already underway—but that will be of little to no comfort to this girl who has gone hungry.
“That was wrong,” I say softly. “The overseers will be punished.”
She does not react. I don’t expect her to. The likelihood of her believing me is low. She has clearly experienced little mercy at our hands. I cannot expect to be looked upon as a rescuer when all my kind have ever inflicted on her is misery and pain.
I lift the liquid again, but she does not respond. Her breathing has slowed and deepened. Just like that, she is asleep, utterly exhausted by the stress of her ordeal.
I look at her for a few long minutes, all too aware that had I not found her at the very last moment, this beautiful creature would be so much fertilizer. The overseers have failed in their task, and to say that I am displeased is a great understatement. Had I not found this little human when I did, it would have been a very different scene down there on that planet.
It is a simple matter to secure my chambers with my newest possession inside. Before I leave I don my uniform, as I have official business to attend to.
I am Commander Seale Karlo, and I bear responsibility for much of what has happened to her. There are great numbers working beneath me, and I am far removed from the situation on the surface having arrived from Zeta Reticuli just days ago, but that is no excuse. A commander must be responsible for what happens to the least of his charges, no matter how far away they are.
I’m looking for the Rathkari Earth delegate, the man who is responsible for the running of the colony. I find him not at the bridge, or in any of the work spaces, but rather in the bar, which is empty aside from him and a vessel of some kind of presumably intoxicating Earth concoction.
“Fulcron!”
At my entrance he slides up from his seat and snaps to attention. He’s a lanky young man, all arms and legs and too much hair that absolutely does not meet any kind of regulation. Earth is his first colonization project. I can see ambition in his eyes. His uniform still has its first starch intact. He should not be in a position of such responsibility, and likely would not be if his father were not commander of several systems in the anterior quadrant.
“Commander Karlo!” He beams. “It is an honor to…”
“I’ve been on the surface,” I say, not stopping for pleasantries. “Boy, you’ve created hell down there.”
He deflates almost visibly, his shoulders slipping. I wonder at the fact he expected to be congratulated.
“Sir, I’m sorry, sir.”
“You’ve got women of all ages crawling around in the dirt down there,” I growl. “Most of them sick, all of them underweight, some of them starving. That is not how a Rathkari colony operates. I’m ordering full inspections globally—and you will undertake them. Yourself. Workers must be clean, well fed, and in a healthy weight range. And they are not to be used in the fertilizer production vats. Nothing larger than a few pounds should ever be introduced to those machines anyway.”
He nods swiftly, eager for my approval. When he hears my last objection, he has an immediate solution.
“We could chop them up first?”
I take a deep hissing breath and refrain from choking him. He has no concept of the horrors happening in his name, and he has literally zero understanding of the human species.
“Humans are sentient, sufficiently so that they take offense to desecration of their dead. Follow their burial customs.”
A sulky expression crosses his face. He’s thinking of his numbers. “Commander, our production will suffer…”
“There are greater principles here, Fulcron. Longevity being one of them. Production is only sustainable with a healthy population. You are running them into the ground, and you are creating misery en masse. When was the last time you undertook a field inspection?”
His nose wrinkles. “The fields are unpleasant…”
“Yes. They are. Because your overseers have been allowed to run amok. Get control of them, or I’ll get control of all of you. Understood?”
“Understood, sir.”
“Don’t let me catch you resting until this is taken care of,” I add. “If you’re not eating, drinking, or sleeping, you’ll be cleaning up this mess.”
“Y-yes, sir,” Fulcron stammers. “Right away, sir. May I be dismissed to attend to this?”
“Go,” I growl.
He practically flees the room, but before he leaves, I snap his name again.
“Fulcron…”
“Yes, sir?”
“Get a haircut.”
“Yes, sir.”



Chapter Three
 
 
I am trapped with this alien man. There is no way out. There is no escape. As much as my mind attempts to reject what has happened, the reality starts to set in as hour after hour, day after day he tends me carefully. He feeds me by hand, he makes sure that I drink enough, he bathes me when he decides it’s necessary, and he takes me to the toilet when I have to go. I am not as sick as he seems to think I am, but he will not hear that I don’t need his help.
“Easy,” he says as I sit up from the bed in which we have both lain night after night. He does not touch me, but I feel his solid form beside me, and my smallest movements always seem to wake him even from the deepest sleep.
I don’t know what he wants from me. He has done nothing but take care of me, but I can see there is more behind his golden eyes. When he caught me, he made noises about breeding programs, and I can only assume that is what he still intends for me.
I slip away to the bathroom and go to the toilet. Rathkari toilets are much like human ones except they are made for a much larger scale. There’s a real risk of slipping in if I’m not careful. I have to perch at the front of the rim and hope I don’t get hit by a dizzy spell.
When I return, he’s sitting up in bed. His bare broad chest is partially covered by his folded arms as he watches me return. I have been naked with him from the beginning, but perhaps I have been sick after all, because it’s hardly mattered until now. I feel those incredible eyes running over me, appraising me. He does not look at me with the lust of a lover. He looks at me with a certain pride of possession though, carefully inspecting my every curve as I slip into the bed and hide myself beneath the bedding.
Now I am lying prone and he is looking down at me, his lip curling as I pull the sheet all the way up to my chin.
“You hide yourself, even though you know I have seen everything many times.”
“I didn’t have a choice in you seeing it then. I have a choice now.”
His lips quirk slightly. “You have an illusion of choice, because I allow it.”
“Yeah, alright, asshole,” I mutter to myself.
In a second, the covers are torn back and I am bare beneath his eyes.
“You are rude,” he says, holding the fabric I am clawing for away from me. I hate how vulnerable I feel next to him, how small I am, how strong he is. He holds the power of life and death over me and there is nothing I can do to balance the scales. “I will break you of that.”
“I’m cold. I need the covers.”
“I can warm you,” he says, scooping me closer to him. He is naked from the waist up, and as I am pressed against his hard frame I feel his heat. He runs a lot hotter than me and the simple animal part of me wants to snuggle closer for heat and security, while every other part of my mind wants to push him away and assert what very little independence I have left.
In the end I have no choice. His arm wraps around me and locks me in place. He holds me there, against his body. I don’t think he’s wearing anything from the waist down either, because I feel… him twitch against me. The hard part of him. The male part. It seems to be as long as my thigh, though I know it surely can’t be.
I risk a glance at him and see his smirk. When he smiles, his face is very different. He seems more… human? I hate that. He’s an alien and I don’t want to forget it. No matter how nice he is, or how much he does for me now, his species have enslaved mine and I will not be a traitor to humanity.
“You are a disagreeable little thing,” he muses casually, observing me with a gaze bright as the sun.
“You’re a…”
I don’t get to finish my sentence. His mouth comes down over mine, cutting the words off as he kisses me with a demanding passion that makes my mind go blank. Until this moment, he has been a careful caretaker. Now he is something more. A ravaging force flooding my body with heat, a hot tongue lashing inside my mouth, demanding submission and evoking a passion that makes me roil with conflict. I can’t help but want him. He’s everything my most primitive senses desire. He’s hijacked my body’s desire to mate with a strong, capable man. I can feel my hand reaching up to slide over his hard biceps, to his shoulder. I caress his muscle as it ripples under my hand and then—I find the strength to resist my own desire and I slap him. Hard. My fingers meet a cheek like stone and I yowl into his mouth.
He breaks the kiss, seeming amused as I shake and suck on my fingers.
“Soon you will realize that you cannot hurt me,” he says, resting his head on his hand, looking down at me as I clutch my fingers in my other hand and hate him with all my fury.
“Show me,” he says. “You may have hurt yourself.”
“I’m not showing you…”
“Now.”
His loud growl is so sudden that my muscles contract, my eyes widen, and I shrink away from him, frightened by his forcefulness.
He reaches out and takes my wrist gently, his fingers moving softly over mine as his gaze runs over my face, looking for any sign of pain. They do ache, but I can’t express that. I’m frozen, like a rabbit finding herself faced with a wolf. I know what he is. I’ve known from the beginning, but in that growl he showed me a hint of his true self, and it is terrifying.
“They’re swelling. You need coolant. Come.”
He keeps hold of my wrist and I scramble across the bed to keep up with him as he leads me, naked through to the living region of his quarters. I discover that he has a great deal of space to himself, several times the size of the house I grew up in. Tripping after him on bare feet, I stare out into open space. There is a window running the length of the room that lies beyond his bedroom and bathroom, and it looks out into what I guess must be the Milky Way. It is a vast expanse of stars, so much larger and deeper than I could have imagined.
Seeing the stars from space is incredible. For the first time since being taken from Earth, I have the sense of floating very far away, of being somewhere utterly other. When I used to stand outside and look up at the stars, I would feel a faint sense of connection. Here, now, being among them, my body is filled with a lightness that…
“Careful,” he warns as I trip. I would have fallen, but for his strong hand bearing me up. I’ve totally forgotten about my fingers. I can’t stop staring at it.
He stops, sighs, and leads me toward the window.
“Wait here,” he says, parking me in front of all creation.
I wouldn’t move even if an escape opened up right in front of me. Every breath I take, the view seems to swell, and the sense of being part of everything grows. He comes back and takes my hand and starts wrapping some cool gel-type thing around my fingers. I don’t look. I don’t care.
I feel him move behind me, his large hands settling on my shoulders. He doesn’t say a word, but I feel him holding me. For the first time, I feel understood. He’s not talking over the view. He’s not trying to take my attention away. He’s letting me bask in it. He’s giving me… everything.
As I stand and breathe and look, a strange sense begins to fill me. Something I haven’t felt in a very long time. Is this… peace? The fact that he’s taken me doesn’t seem to matter as much now. Nothing matters. How could I matter when there’s all this? When I’m a speck? I barely exist in comparison to all… this. Flooded with perspective, I feel my knees buckling…
“Easy,” he murmurs, sweeping me up off my feet. “You need to rest. You’re still weak.”
“No! Don’t take it away!”
I reach for the stars as he carries me back, a low whine escaping my lips. I don’t care if I fall over. I just want to see the stars and feel their peace and know that everything is okay. Back inside his bedroom, the world becomes small again. Him and me. My weakness. His strength. It’s not fair. Before the stars we are equally nothing.
“They will be there when you are stronger,” he says, sliding me into bed. I try to sit up, but he pushes me back down, his large hand practically covering my chest. The grand perspective is gone. I am small again, and he is once more the biggest thing in my world.
“But…”
I can’t get up. He holds me in place all too easily.
“I haven’t dealt with you yet,” he says in a soft growl, his eyes consuming me. “You hit me, little human.”
“So? It didn’t hurt you.”
“You wanted it to.”
He slides his hand from my chest and moves over me, one hand on either side of my body. I’m aware of his nakedness again—and mine.
“You wanted to hurt me, little human, and you only succeeded in hurting yourself,” he says smoothly. “Apologize. Now.”
“Apologize? To you?”
“I’ll have to punish you if you don’t,” he says, lifting his fingers. He trails them down between my breasts, the touch not quite sexual, but very suggestive. My nipples harden. He’s toying with me, but I’m not going to say sorry, because I’m not sorry.
“I wish I’d hit you harder,” I say, defiant.
“I’m glad you didn’t. You probably would have broken your fingers,” he says, calm. “Punishment it shall be.”
His hand covers my breast, his fingers finding my nipple. He pinches the bud just hard enough make me gasp as a bolt of sensation shoots through me, a bolt of electricity zipping directly to my clit. I hiss, but he ignores the sound and repeats the treatment on the other nipple, teasing my body with little peaks of pain. When I try to squirm away, he keeps me in place easily, toying with me casually, his fingers running down the plane of my stomach to the place where curls protect.
This doesn’t feel like punishment, but I’m sure he has some sick, deviant alien way of making this hurt.
He cups my sex, his fingers curling over my pussy. His touch is possessive and hot and I can feel my body responding again. I am a little meat machine, throwing out responses to his inputs, but this isn’t what I want.
“You truly hate me, don’t you,” he says, smoothing his fingers back and forth over my pussy. “After all the kindness I’ve shown you.”
“It takes more than a few days of food to make up for what your people have done to mine,” I say. “I’m not the forgiving type. And I’m not going to let you have me, not if I have any choice.”
His fingers part my lower lips. I am wet and they slide easily beneath his hard digits.
“This is how it has always been for human women.”
“It really hasn’t. You think we’re used to being fucked by aliens?”
“I mean your history has involved thousands of women over thousands of years being taken by stronger, more powerful men, usually from other tribes, cities, or countries. Capitulation is in your code.”
“No,” I grit out. “It’s not. And even if it was, that applies to men, not… whatever the fuck you are.”
He smirks and shakes his head. “The human species is a blend of earlier hominids. You, with your short memory, think that a human is a static animal, but in truth you are a hybrid creature. This, what will take place between you and me, is one more step in nature’s grand plan of evolution.”
“Not all those women were taken,” I argue as he presses the heel of his large hand against my clit. “Some died rather than be taken.”
“And those women did not procreate and their genetic material was not passed on. You are a species wrought from the fires of conquest. It is in every one of your cells. You believe you are fighting me, but truly, you are fighting yourself—and that is a battle I know you will lose.”
I hate how he knows these things. I hate how his words make sense and yet twist in my gut. He is right, I am fighting myself. I am fighting every impulse I have toward him. But he is wrong in thinking that I will lose, because something greater drives me. I remember those I have lost. I mourn them with every breath. And that makes the fight easier.
He is massaging my pussy now, so sure of himself as he stimulates my sex. There’s probably a manual somewhere, something he’s written up, instructions to seduce a human female.
“What did you do with the men?” I growl the question as I push the pleasure away.
“The men?”
“The males of our species. They were all removed. Where did they go? Did you kill them all? Or did you just work them to death.”
“They were not wasted.”
“What does that mean?”
“A human male can produce a billion sperm cells in every ejaculation. There are vast tracts of the universe where nothing exists. We are putting the human male ability to good use.”
“You mean they’re off fucking alien women.”
“They are enriching the genetics of other compatible species, as we are enriching yours.”
He begins to slide a finger between my lower lips, finding the soft inner flesh that is already slick with unwanted desire. My mind is spinning. If what he is saying is true, then the men got the better end of the deal.
“So this is one intergalactic universal fuck fest?”
“It has been from the beginning,” he says with a rakish smile. “That is the purpose of life, to recreate itself.”
He pushes his finger inside me, spreading me where I have not been spread in a very long time. I had a lover once. He was gone before the Rathkari came, for reasons that strike me as bitterly ironic now that I am being held and probed by this great alien beast of a man.
“You are tight,” he observes. “I will have to work on you here.”
His finger slides slowly into me and then back out again, drawing my inner moisture out, then sliding back in. I know he is intending to punish me still, but he seems to be in no hurry to do so. Instead he works on me gently, patiently, until my tense inner walls start to grip rather than resist his finger.
“I must wrest everything from you,” he says. “You give nothing easily.”
“I’ll never give you anything,” I say, my voice huskier than I like.
“I think you will,” he smirks, drawing his wet finger from my pussy and circling it lightly around my clit. “I think you’ll beg for me.”
I won’t. No matter what he does, I’ll never beg him for anything.
His finger finds my clit and begins a slow circle, which torments me all the more. My pussy is quivering internally, my inner walls clenching, my clit tingling with desire, sending sparks rushing through my body with every swirl. I grit my teeth so as not to moan as he works on my body, his mouth covering my nipple, his tongue rasping against the sensitive bud before his teeth find it too, nibbling gently as he stirs my clit.
Orgasm is building inside me. I haven’t come in… a very long time. Years. I’ve never been one of those women who can come easily on her own, and being enslaved to work the fields hasn’t left a lot of time for erotic self-exploration. He seems to understand my body better than I do, and he’s using that information against me.
I want him to fuck me. I want him to fuck me so hard and so deep I forget everything. I want him to erase every bit of the last five years and give me a full dose of the pleasure he’s teasing me with. He could do it. I know he could—but I can’t let him know I want it. If I do, everything I’ve said and done, my resistance, it’s all been for nothing, because he’s right, dammit. He’s so right. He can use me as he pleases and I’ll spread myself for him. My pussy is aching for his thick alien cock, and there’s not a thing I can do to stop it.
I let out a growl of frustration as I feel him winning, and I bring the last weapon I have to bear into action. Rearing up, I find his neck with my teeth and bite down as hard as I can, sinking into the muscle between shoulder and neck.
He does not make a sound, but his fingers pinch my nipple hard enough to make me yowl. My teeth spare his skin, but he does not offer me the same mercy. His fingertips stay clamped around my nipple, keeping me in place.
“You are not learning your lesson,” he observes calmly while I writhe. When he releases my nipple I fall back, clutching at my breast. The sensitive bud is throbbing in unison with my clit. He controls me so easily. Two fingers are all it takes, whether they’re inside my pussy or over my nipple or clitoris.
I shoot him a rebellious look, which does literally nothing to him. He shakes his head briefly and stands up, leaving me lying on the bed. I grasp for the cover, but he pulls it off completely, leaving me without any defense as he opens a cabinet and takes out something long and coiled. It looks like thick black ribbon or something. He doesn’t say a word to me as he crawls over the bed, his shoulders powerful and rippling, his naked body a hot menace as I scramble backwards helplessly. He catches me by the leg and draws me toward him, my ass and back sliding over the smooth sheet as he takes me beneath him. His cock is rock hard, a thick rod bobbing against his belly. For a second, I think he is going to drive it inside me, fuck me against my will. But he takes the ribbon in his hand and shakes it out. He straddles me, his powerful thighs over my hips, his cock rubbing against my stomach as he holds me down, one strong hand over my neck. The other works to feed the ribbon, which is more like a rubber plastic fabric, around the back of my nape. And he begins to bind me.
His bindings are thick and warm and they wrap securely around my body, crossing over the front of my neck then around and under my breasts, over my arms, pinning them to the sides, then wrapping back around to find my thighs, which are pried apart first by his hands, then held open by his careful application of the strong straps.
He works with a particular concentration, ensuring that every strap lays flat against my skin. As he keeps wrapping me round and round he rolls me back and forth beneath him, always keeping me in the protective, captive space between his thighs. It is as if I am a toy for him to play with—one he is taking very good care of for the moment.
When he is done, I am effectively harnessed, my arms behind my back, my breasts held up for display. The straps serve to pull my rear cheeks open and to keep my legs spread so that I am accessible for him.
He looks at me with those mesmerizing alien eyes, and he is pleased.
“Beautiful,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me.
“Sick,” I growl, more because I think I should say something than because I am angry. For reasons I can’t understand, with every application of his bindings I have felt a little more safe—a little more held. Now that I can barely move, the choice to fight has been taken away. The strapping over my stomach and across my back makes me feel as though strong arms have me in their grasp. I am vulnerable, but I am also protected.
“Stay,” he commands, getting up to leave. His cock is still hard, teasing me with its thick girth. I can’t help but imagine how it would be to have his powerful body pounding inside mine, but that isn’t his plan for me.
I can hear him out there, preparing something for me. In his absence, I try to wriggle out of the bindings, but they hold me securely and there’s really no way out. My legs are lewdly spread in a way that embarrasses me even while I’m alone. I can feel a little trickle of moisture working between my lower lips. They’re swelling with exposure, with the thoughts running between my ears. He has barely said a word to me, but I have mental images of so many depraved, dark things. They don’t frighten me, though they probably should. They excite me. It was worth it, to slap him, to bite him. I would do it again, to assert my small amount of power—and to feel all of his.
He returns and stands in the doorway for a moment, just looking at me. I feel his eyes sweeping over my spread body as I lie on my back, my legs spread, knowing he can see all of me. He emits a deep growl of desire and though I am his captive and I am bound, I feel the sovereignty of femininity coursing through me. He has come across lightyears to have me, to tie me, to make me his. He was drawn here across the stars because of something innate within me. In that moment, I am the very center of his world. I should be afraid, but I feel a perverted pride.
“Now you will learn.”
He has a small tube of some liquid, which he applies first to his fingers as he crawls up on the bed between my bound and spread thighs. I am open to him, unable to do anything at all as his fingers lubricate my pussy and then move to my bottom, applying thick gel to the little bud. I gasp as he presses his finger inside me there, taking that hole as if it is the same as any other part of me. There is no ceremony at all to the way he uses my body.
I begin to squirm as my anus protests his firm handling, doing all I can, which amounts to rocking back and forth, essentially waving my rear like a white flag. My surrender is not accepted.
“Settle,” he purrs gently as his finger probes me. “I am doing you a favor.”
I let out a bitter laugh. His favors are always twisted in the end. This is no different. My pussy is aching with desire left by the few all too casual thrusts he pushed inside me before turning his attention to my ass, which is so much tighter and seems to excite him far more.
“Look at me, Era.”
He so rarely uses my name that I find myself looking at him almost out of surprise. His eyes are locked on my face. He wants my reaction. He wants to see my struggle, my shame as he pushes his thick finger deeper inside the tight ring of muscle, spreading that viscous grease inside.
“You’re ready,” he says suddenly. Ready for what?
He picks me up from the bed and propels me out of the room. I can’t really walk in the bindings, it’s awkward. He makes me walk anyway, though it’s more of a waddle out of the bedroom and into the great room where he keeps the universe. My legs are held out at an angle at which it is just possible to stand and that is it.
Karlo has made preparations. I see them instantly, standing before the great bath of the stars that usually command all my attention. Not right now, not as he leads me toward what I can only describe as a contraption.
It is a stool with two… well… protrusions rising from the seat of it. He places me over it in my awkward all-too-wide standing stance. One of the hard ridges presses against my pussy, the other finds my bottom. The lubrication he spent so much time tormenting me while applying makes them both slide smoothly against my holes.
I look at him and he smiles a dark smile, as if he knows something I still don’t.
“Your punishment is to stand there.”
“But…” I squirm as my legs start to ache. I am more or less in the first few inches of a squat. I won’t be able to hold it forever and when I can’t anymore…
“You can stand there like that, or you can sink down and fill yourself,” he says, making my situation explicit. “The choice is yours.”
This isn’t fair. That threatening probe is right outside my anus. If I sink onto it, I’ll be fucking my own ass and pussy for his amusement. But how long can I keep this position? Not as long as he can keep me in it, these thick bindings locking me in place. The only way to go is down. Down onto that thick probe.
There’s a little part of my mind that suggests I just sit down. Spoil his fun. But that means impaling myself on the equivalent of two thick rubber cocks and I’ve never taken anything like that in my life. I can’t imagine how it will feel.
Do I plead with him? Maybe, but I can’t imagine him taking pity on me now. Not after I have defied him. It wasn’t worth the pleasure I got doing it, that is for certain. It has only been a minute or two and already I am starting to physically weaken. He knows I am not at my full strength. He knows I will have to succumb. He is waiting there, watching me with an expression that I find difficult to read. When he composes himself, he could be thinking anything inside that powerful head of his.
The pussy probe is the longer of the two, and as I begin to tire, it slides inside me, the thick rubber spreading my lips and then stretching my inner walls. I bob up a little to try to save myself, but the forces of gravity are working against me beneath his smirking gaze and my pussy is the first of their victims.
The thick rod is not so terrible in itself. If it were just that to contend with, I would sit and let my pussy be filled. But now that I have given myself to the thick hardness in one hole, I have made the other one vulnerable. It is a game of chess with only two pieces and I am going to be forced to sacrifice them both.
As the second probe brushes my anus, I pucker and start to whimper. “Please… Karlo… I’m sorry. Let me up. I won’t ever hit you again.”
“The time for promises and apologies is past,” he says firmly.
“At least…” I moan softly as my pussy clenches against the thick rod spreading my inner walls. “At least give me some kind of time limit. At least give me a chance…”
He cocks his head to the side, the muscle in his cheek twitches at the idea and I know I have aroused his sporting instincts.
“Ten minutes,” he says. “If you can resist for another ten minutes…”
Ten minutes may as well be an eternity. My thighs are quivering and burning with lactic acid and I have only been in this position for about… what… five minutes so far? I really don’t know.
 
* * *
 
She is struggling so hard to preserve her bottom. It is perhaps a little cruel, because one way or another, I intend to take that tight little hole. Humans have but three fuckable orifices, and I will have her in each and every one of them. We have of course observed that women are usually reluctant to give up their bottoms. Some never have to. Well-behaved compliant breeding stock rarely face the punishments that this little rebel is now enduring.
I can see the effort on her face, the strain in the muscles of her legs. She is bright pink all the way to her breasts, her nipples harder and more erect than I have ever seen them. She may not know it, but her body is thrilling to this treatment. The blush of shame on her face and across her cleavage only makes her more beautiful.
That rear probe will not be far off now. Her pussy is dripping her juices down the shaft of the front probe and I am sure that if I were not here, she would grind herself on it. She is hungry to be mated. Her body cries out for it. Perhaps she would be better behaved if I simply threw her down and fucked her hungry little hole, but that is not the way I do things. She will earn her gratification through submission.
A little whine tells me that she is losing the battle with the bottom probe. Her trembling legs are no longer able to support her as they did and she is definitely sliding down now. Her eyes widen adorably, her lips part, and a long cry of feminine response fills the air as finally she capitulates and lets her bottom spread around the probe.
I should thank her for her disobedience. This is pure ecstasy to me. She is a stunning, rebellious, pouting little thing whose squirming body is emitting so many arousal signals my body is flooded with response. It is hard to stand here, watch her wriggling on the probes, not rush forward and grab her and take her for myself. She has a lesson to learn—and I must be patient. For my sake, and for hers.
She slides down, little by little, fighting all the way until she can fight no more and after eight minutes, she is sitting on the stool, looking almost like a proper lady, if not for her lewdly spread legs, and the bindings that cross her naked body and hold her in readiness for me.
The expression in her eyes is one of erotic defeat—not true submission. I don’t know if she’ll ever submit to me, and I don’t care. If she never follows a single order, this will be more than enough.
“Ride them,” I command. “Fuck yourself for me.”
 
* * *
 
The lubricant made it possible for my ass to open up and take the probe, but it wasn’t a comfortable experience. I could feel my little hole stretching, that hard thing pushing further and further in. My anus tried to close, to shut it out, but it was too late. The invader had made its entry and I was helpless. It took me in slow inches until my burning bottom hole relaxed and now my ass and pussy are stretched so wide I can barely take it—and he wants me to give him a show.
“Do you know how beautiful you are, sweating and moaning?” His smile is predatory as he takes his cock from his pants and holds it in his fist. He brushes the other hand through my hair and pushes his cock toward my lips. I open without being told to, without so much as thinking. My body knows what to do—to give the conqueror his prize and as he pushes that thick rod inside my lips, I feel my pussy and ass both clench the probes harder.
“Ride them,” he growls, pulling his cock from my mouth and holding it against my lips, his hand still fisting my hair, holding my head back, arching my poor sore tired body.
I try to comply, but I am tiring. My hips rock back and forth, pushing the probes in and out a little, but it is not enough, not for either of us.
With an animal growl, he reaches down, takes hold of me by the waist and lifts me from the probes, leaving my holes empty. The world spins as he kneels and lays me face down on the floor, my knees still held up by the strapping, positioning my body perfectly for him. He uses the back strap like a harness to pull me up, my face off the floor as he drives his cock into me.
My pussy is already wet and open from the probe and his cock fills me in one easy stroke. He is larger and far more urgent than some inanimate object. His cock throbs inside me, draws out to the tip and then plunges back in.
I scream beneath him, my need for him greater than the need to resist. I have to have this. Have to have him. He said I would beg for him, but in the end, I didn’t have to. In the end he took me like men have been taking women for thousands of years. I can feel his need matching mine, his growls of pleasure, his breath hoarse against my ear as he takes me.
I couldn’t move if I wanted to, but I don’t. Held in my bindings, and beneath his powerful body, I find a release I have never felt before. I’ve never given myself like this, never let myself go. I’ve always clung to control so tightly, to rebellion and to the idea that nobody—man, alien, or otherwise—could ever have power. But he has it. He has it and I cannot deny it anymore. My pussy floods with desire, making wet sounds as he slaps his hips against my ass, fucking me roughly.
My orgasm erupts through me as I make the most obscene animal cries I have ever heard, desperate and guttural. They are eclipsed by his as I feel what it is to have a Rathkari male climax inside my tender pussy for the first time. His cock swells, thickens all the more and holds my cunt wide as he shoots deep inside me. There is real force to his orgasm, his seed flooding my pussy and spilling out, hot as it slides over my well-fucked lips and clit and then finds the floor. I feel him pull out of me, his thick hardness leaving my tender pussy bereft, but the head of him returns, massaging that cum into my pussy and into my lips, and my clit as well. He is breathing heavily as he plays with me, my sensitive clit sending bolts of post-orgasmic pleasure through my tired body.
Slowly, carefully, perhaps even tenderly, he unwraps the bindings and sets my body free. His large hands massage over my skin, easing the aches away with gentle motions. I curl up in his arms as he picks me up, cradling me like something precious and murmuring soft words to me that I don’t recognize. They don’t seem to be English. They’re lyrical and deep and soothing and as he carries me back to bed I feel a sense of being cared for as I have never been cared for before. With his arms around me, I am safe. The universe itself could turn against us and I would not worry because in this moment, he feels like everything.



Chapter Four
 
 
Hours after our first time, we lie together in the bed we vacated. He has massaged me into a soft, floppy state of relaxation, which combined with long awaited post-coital bliss leaves me relaxed for the first time in years. There is no tension in my body until he runs his hand across my bare belly with a dreamy motion.
“You may already be pregnant.”
“I’m not.”
He doesn’t listen. He’s caught in his own thoughts and he doesn’t understand.
“Likely not,” he agrees. “You will not be in your fertile period for another week or so. Then you will be properly bred.”
His words send a pang through the very core of me. The tender relaxation evaporates as my temper flares, and with it my determination to escape.
“In another week I’ll be so far from here you’ll need a dick the length of the Milky Way to fuck me.”
“You have an amusing grasp of your language,” he says, deadpan. “But you will not be going anywhere.”
“So I have no choice in this.” I look into his handsome, brutish face.
“What choice do you need? What choice is there? Nature does not give us choices. We are made for procreation.”
He’s an alien, but he sounds like every asshole male since the beginning of time. I can’t believe I was letting myself think that he was anything less than an utter monster. I push his hand from my belly and curl away from him, thoroughly expecting to be punished.
Instead, he lets out a chuckle and pats my rear gently. “You are in denial of so many things, my little human.”
I grit my teeth and lie still as the bed shifts beneath me. He stands up, pulls some light pants on, and leaves me alone. I wait until the bedroom door closes before burying my face in the bedding that smells like him and letting out a sob. I am so very frustrated, sad, and alone. He is alien. He does not understand. He has a single desire and a single goal and he intends to use me to achieve it. I have to get away from here. I have to escape.
I cry for what feels like hours, but is probably a fraction of that time and when my tears dry, I am more determined than ever. He thinks I’m a piece of fuck meat. Fine. That works for me. If he underestimates me, it will make it easier to escape.
As I start to feel better and stronger, I get out of bed and go looking for him. A sheet provides me with some modesty as I pad into the room where the stars spin slowly across forever. He is sitting on a couch, a tablet in his hand.
“Feeling better, little human?” He must hear me behind him. His senses are very acute.
I ignore his question and ask one of my own. “What are you doing?”
“I am studying your culture.”
I look over his shoulder to see that he is watching footage of a man putting glow sticks into a blender and turning it on. It’s from 2007, only forty years ago, but it seems like an eternity. I watch over his shoulder with a growing sense of nostalgia. I wasn’t even born when that man pureed a handful of glowing plastic and liquid but I feel connected to that time. Those were the last days of true humanity, a heyday they didn’t know enough to appreciate.
“Your species wastes a great deal of time in superfluous activities. You could have been conquering the stars had you not spent your days blending household items and…” He flicks between video feeds. “Using pressing machines to flatten balls of rubber bands. So much human potential has gone wasted for so long. Did you know that the Rathkari evolved ten thousand years after the first modern humans? Your species could have superseded ours easily. I could have been your prisoner, had your ancestors not wasted time on superfluous notions. By our estimates, humanity has wasted a combined total of more than a million years on mere entertainment.”
“That’s all you care about. Conquest and procreation.”
“It is not all I care about, but our species has goals. Goals every member understands. I do not work for myself. I work for those who will come after me, the millions of Rathkari souls yet to be born. My labors are in their service. Every hour I rest is one that will never be reclaimed.”
“What about the time you’ve wasted on me?”
He doesn’t look up from the screen as he answers. “Time spent on you is not time wasted. You will be the mother of millions.”
I turn away from him. He is so incredibly wrong.
 
* * *
 
I can hear her flitting around in a temper. If she keeps it up, I’ll give her what she needs, but for now I’ll let her have her little moment of churlish display. I keep a quiet eye on her as she approaches the large windows and sits beside them, staring out into space. As she looks, the tension drains out of her body, the clenched muscles of her jaw and neck slacken. She draws her arms around her knees, rests her head on the translucent panel, and settles down.
My affection has grown for her so quickly I have to work to contain it. It has been a matter of days and I find my every thought being of her. It was her fragility and beauty that drew me at first, but every hour that passes I find some new facet of her personality to fascinate.
She has a capacity for wonder that melts me. Since I found her, she has been nothing but a prickly little wretch, fighting me, fighting her own needs, refusing to acknowledge that I may have helped her in any way. I had already begun to love her for her strength, now that I have seen another side to her. The first time she saw the view she was utterly transfixed. I know what she was feeling. It was what I felt the first time I was taken into space, the first time my home world dropped away from my feet and I realized that we all truly live in absolute infinity.
She has a greater capacity for feeling and understanding than I had imagined she would. Humans are sentient and technically intelligent, but they are not our equals. That is what our species analysis strongly suggests, but sometimes she shows capacities that I think might even exceed ours. When she looks at me, I see depths to her gaze. There is an entire world behind her eyes. She arouses my curiosity almost as much as my lust.
I turn my eyes back to the tablet. Many species are difficult to learn about, but humanity has always had an exhibitionist streak so it seems, and they have recorded much of their recent history in text, image, and video records, everything from great events such as the first rocket to leave their atmosphere, to minutiae like eggs on bread. Nothing seems to have been too irrelevant or too mundane to document. Their libraries are incredible, numbering writings in the millions.
We have disrupted their world most terribly, and as I sweep through images of their cities, I feel a pang of an emotion I have not felt in quite some time. Guilt. It sits uncomfortably in my belly. It is not the mission of the Rathkari to preserve other worlds, but this one was quite unlike any other. If the invasion had not been left to the jumped-up son of a bureaucrat, more might have been preserved.
She rises from the window and comes toward me, not directly, but walking in a wide sweeping motion that takes her around the couches and back toward me from the side. I am being flanked by a very cute and still pouting young woman. I do her the service of pretending I don’t notice as she sidles toward me. I keep my eyes on the screen as she sits, at first a few feet from me, then closer and closer. Finally, her curves find my body, curling up against me as she keeps her head away from mine, as if she is in denial of the fact that she has come to me of her own free will and cuddled up like a domestic cat.
I lean over and drop a gentle kiss on her forehead, as a new feeling swells through me. Contentment. I do not know that I have ever felt it so fully before. With Era by my side, all is well.



Chapter Five
 
 
The days pass by and she starts to settle. Her strength is returning and she is becoming ever more active. My quarters are relatively large, but they are not large enough and she begins to pace whenever she is allowed to, walking back in front of the windows to the stars.
I have seen that type of behavior in captivity before, and know it is time to take her out and show her something new. There is a whole world beyond the doors of my quarters. The ship is far larger than any of their Earth cities ever were. There is much to see and explore. All the bounties of the universe. I am looking forward to showing her. If her reaction is anything like the one she had to the windows, she will be a very happy young woman.
“Era.”
She turns at the sound of her name and shoots a concerned look at me, as if she suspects she is in trouble. I wonder if it is because she has done something I don’t yet know about, or if it is because every time I say her name, punishment follows.
“I have a present for you.”
“Unless it’s your head on a stake, I don’t want it,” she sneers, looking at me with curled lips. “Seeing as yours seems to still be attached…”
Her attitude has not yet been fully adjusted. In the hours after I use her, she is polite, but with a short rest she is back to the pretense of hatred. She seems to think it is her duty to hurl scorn at me, as if that changes anything.
I should gag her. It is impossible to do anything with her that doesn’t involve whipping her at least once. That reminds me, I must ensure I have my short whip on hand.
“I see,” I say. “Well, I thought you might like to get dressed and go out, but as you intend on acting like a spoiled little brat…”
“Really?” Her eyes light up with an excitement that does not quite erase her rudeness. “Are you actually serious?”
“I am always actually serious.”
“That’s true,” she agrees. “So, where’s the clothes?”
I take a box from behind my back. It has everything she will need inside it, a complete outfit. It is a reward she perhaps does not deserve, but we will see.
She takes it and opens it. She finds a soft wrap dress in a pretty blue hue that complements her eyes. Such things are not usually within my purview, but when I went to the dressmakers, I knew precisely how I wanted her to be clad. She dives into the dress the moment she discovers it, her body a flash of pale lightning covered in soft blue fabric. She seems happy to be clothed.
“Do you like it?”
“It’s alright, I guess.”
Her words are petulant, but her expression and actions tell a different story. She is running her fingers through the fabric as she sways back and forth, the length of it billowing slightly as she turns. It is long enough to meet the floor, elegant, really. Her face is framed by the low neckline and the smooth fall of her wood-hued hair. She is utterly beautiful, even with her lips set in a deliberate pout. She does not like to show when she is pleased. She seems to think even a moment of happiness is a betrayal to her very being.
“There are shoes too,” I prompt.
“Oh, shoes! My lucky day!” Her spoiled sarcasm is unappreciated. Even if we were not about to make our public entrance, she as my mate, I would not tolerate it. She knows that too. She is looking at me with that intelligent defiance that demands response.
I had planned to give her some incentive to behave before we left anyway. Her behavior will reflect on me, and I am almost certain she will not behave well. She never does.
Time to cut this rebellion short. Apparently even a few seconds of being clothed gives her the confidence to misbehave. I sit on the bed, take her by the arm, and yank her over my thighs in one swift tug. Her dress betrays her instantly, flying up over her head and baring her pretty rear to my gaze. I love the way her cheeks rise in two soft swells ever eager for my discipline. Her body was made to submit to mine and even now as she squirms and makes pathetic little noises in an effort to escape the confines of her clothing, the petals between her thighs are starting to flower. She is aroused by discipline, so it is no wonder that she insists on misbehavior. That is the problem with little creatures who like to be punished—they are forever finding ways to bring ire down upon themselves.
“It is your lucky day,” I inform her. “You are fortunate to ever be allowed out of these rooms at all. I don’t need to take you out. I can keep you here, my little captive who never sees anything besides these walls. Is that what you want for yourself, Era?”
She stills. “No.”
Her voice is small, perhaps I have made some impression on her with words alone, but they are never enough. She does not respond to reason. Not even her own thoughts are enough to contain her behavior.
“So why did you speak so rudely? Why would you risk throwing your chance away?”
“I don’t know.” Her voice is tight now. With regret, or frustration, I cannot quite tell. She is forever in two places, this little human of mine. She hates at the same time she loves. She desires and is simultaneously afraid. A mess of contradictions is squirming its shapely hips over my lap.
I start to spank her, my palm meeting her cheeks with a satisfying slap that makes the flesh turn pink. She deserves every bit of this. Her impudent ways do not please me, and though I am capable of patience, and know that most of her attitude comes from her inability to accept her captivity, that does not mean I will tolerate it.
She twists and squirms, cursing at me in her facile tongue, which at times seems to have been designed entirely to allow for swearing at every juncture. Curse words can be injected into every place in a sentence and the language remains intact. It is a fascinating linguistic quirk, but not one I am interested in hearing demonstrated at this juncture.
Her complaints at least have a real cause now as I swat her deserving cheeks over and over, ensuring that when we are out, every brush of the fabric against her bare cheeks will remind her of this. She will be stinging and tingling for an hour at least.
“I intend to take you out,” I inform her. “I have given you clothing, which I did not need to do. I could have paraded you naked before all. Is that what you want? Shall I strip you and have you on display?
“No!” She gasps the response even as her hips sway with excitement at the idea.
Another challenge in dealing with this human of mine is that she responds to humiliation with pure desire. It is difficult to punish a creature who will quite likely climax if she is to be thoroughly shamed. I still my palm before her bottom starts to bruise. The pink color on her cheeks has become bright red, a beautiful shade I cannot help but admire.
“What shall I do with you?”
 
* * *
 
God, I don’t know. I should shut up. That’s what I should do. If I’d just said thank you for the dress, we’d be out of here by now. Instead I had to taunt him, had to prove that everything he does for me is worthless. I hate showing him any kind of gratitude, and usually defying him feels good, but right now I have a creeping sense that I might sort of be a bit wrong.
He has perfected the art of spanking me, making my ass feel like it’s about to burst into flames. It hurts, but more than hurting, it makes me hot and wet. I press my thighs together to try to hide my arousal, but I know he’s already seen it. He misses nothing, and he is starting to know me so well it is frightening. Karlo is incredibly intelligent, that much I have gathered, and since he took me captive, he’s been treating me like some biological puzzle he can fuck.
He spreads my cheeks, his powerful hands making me vulnerable in my most tender places.
“Open your legs.”
I do as I’m told. What choice is there?
His eyes are there, between my thighs, running over the soaked lips of my sex. I get so wet when he touches me. I can’t help it, even when I try to. I try to think of things that turn me off. I think of the fields I toiled in for all those years. I think of the cruelty of the Rathkari. I focus on all the hatred I have for him and his kind—but when his finger traces down the wet seam of my lips, I let out a soft moan. I am a traitor to all humanity, and to myself.
He is doing something above me. I barely pay attention, caught in my own thoughts—until I feel what is fast becoming the familiar sensation of cool lubricant against my bottom hole. He works it in with short swirls of his finger, making my anus submit.
At first I think he is just doing it to embarrass me more, but then I feel something metallic there. Some kind of… I try to look, but I can’t see. I can feel though. Something smooth and sort of rounded, slipping inside me a little bit at a time, stretching me wider than his finger does. When it settles inside me, a slimmer portion allows my anus to relax a little, flared base holding the contraption in place. I am stretched inside. I can feel it moving as he takes hold of the base and twists it slowly back and forth.
“This is a reminder,” he says. “If you misbehave while we’re out, you will be punished here. You’ve had a probe in your ass before. You’ll take my cock if you don’t do as you’re told.”
The threat makes me blush furiously. I know he’ll do it. I bet he’s going to do it anyway one day. It’s the sort of thing he’d like to do, shame me with his cock, force my body to do things it was never really meant to do. Everything about him is a perversion.
“Do you understand, Era?”
“Yes,” I hiss between clenched teeth.
His palm covers my left cheek, rubbing and making the plug jiggle at the same time.
“Should I do it now,” he muses, more to himself than to me. “Fuck your tight little asshole, then plug you up and take you out while you still remember who you belong to.”
“No…” I speak in a whimper.
“No? You already know who you belong to?” His fingers curl in my hair and pull my head up and back, making me arch for him. “Tell me, Era.”
He is looking down at me, his gaze finding mine. There’s only one answer he will accept. The same answer I really don’t want to give.
His fingers tighten, making the roots of my hair sting. His other palm goes to my bottom. I know what’s going to happen if I don’t say it. He’s going to punish me. He’s going to take me hard. He’s going to fuck my ass, and all I have to say to avoid all of that is that I’m his. It’s just one word, so why won’t it come to my lips?
He’s waiting. Am I going to break? Can I say it?
“Fuck you.”
He smirks, almost as if he is pleased by my response. Almost as if he wanted me to get myself into trouble all along.
“Oh, no,” he growls, his voice low and dangerous as he smacks my ass hard. “Fuck you.”
He pushes me off his lap and onto the bed. The dress makes it impossible to get away, the length of it has flown up over my head and now I’m caught in a blue haze as he grabs my hips and pulls them up. I can’t see what he’s doing, but I feel the thick head of his cock as it finds my pussy and pushes forward in one rough stroke. My pussy. Not my ass. Thank whatever lazy god that let this happen to me in the first place for small mercies.
I’m wet. From the spanking, from his handling, from the thick plug in my ass. His thick cock spreads the walls of my pussy in rough thrusts, my juices slicking his hard member as he pounds me without mercy. The plug in my ass makes everything tighter and more intense. Both my holes are being dominated by him and he’s determined to prove his point in the most primal way possible.
He fists my hair, right at the back of my neck, his hips slapping against mine as he brands me with his thick alien cock. He wants so badly to make me his, to have me surrender to him, and as the pleasure rips through me I can’t fight him anymore.
I scream incoherently as my body is caught in a vortex of pleasures spinning from his cock all the way to my extremities. He is fucking me thoroughly, every part of me. Even the roots of my hair feel the tingle as he breathes on the back of my neck, giving a swift bite as he shoves his cock deep enough to find my cervix. He explodes there, drenching me in his cum. The force of his orgasm turns me into a rag doll jerking around his cock, soaking up his pleasure.
“Mine,” he growls in ragged tones as he slumps against me, pinning me to the bed beneath his body, my tender pussy spread tight around his cock. I come then, a muted orgasm. He hasn’t wrung this one from me. This is incidental to his pleasure. These are the tremors of a soft, well-fucked cunt stretched wide.
He has not gained my submission, but he has tired me out for the moment. I thoroughly expect to be bathed, held, comforted. Not this time. He pulls me up, his cum sliding down my thighs, gives me a quick wipe between the legs and walks with me toward the main door. I am marked by him, covered in his scent. He has made a mess of me, but he does not care. My tousled hair and flushed cheeks and the ample traces of his cum tell the same story as my rumpled dress, which I just barely pull down all the way before we get through the front door.
We leave his quarters and are swept into a stream of people. I have never heard a sound from outside his walls, but he lives on the equivalent of a busy street. Almost immediately we are drawn along to a grand courtyard the size of several football fields. It is covered by vaulted ceilings several stories high. The feeling of space is incredible; it is almost like stepping out into open air.
At first I am so awed I barely take in anything besides the vast space. It is a different feeling than the one I get when I look out at the stars; this is contained, designed. This is an alien beauty that strikes me in a new way. The magic fades when I lower my eyes and among the gleaming walkways and open shops and little eateries and fountains from which water flows in crystal trails are the Rathkari. Hundreds, no, thousands of them.
I am immediately filled with pure hatred, a loathing that not even the reminder punishment I have just been given can stop. I stiffen and stop moving. A low growl begins to make its way up from my throat.
“Enough,” Karlo says, bending down to whisper in my ear. “Settle down, Era.”
“No. Take me back.”
“Easy,” he says, putting his hand on the back of my neck and squeezing. It’s not a rough, dominating touch. It’s an attempt to calm me, and for some biological reason, it works. He knows all the tricks, all the ways to make my body control my mind. When I try to wriggle out, he squeezes a little harder until I settle again and eventually we are standing there, calmly, surrounded by the life forms I hate—and worse than that, human women. Smiling, beatific women with full bodies and bellies. To my eyes it seems that they are all pregnant. Every single one of them. They all seem blissfully happy with the state of affairs, walking beside their Rathkari mates with their arms entwined. I see heads resting on shoulders, lips meeting in sickening kisses. There’s so much love and romance in the air I want to run around and kick every single Rathkari in the shin.
How can these women be so happy? Down on Earth there are others just like them dying in the dirt. Do they even care? Does it matter at all to them?
“You should take me home,” I growl. “Now.”
“We are going to have a meal.”
“We’re not.”
“I make the decisions, Era. Not you.”
“I can’t stand this,” I growl between clenched teeth. “Get me away from these people.”
I’m giving him fair warning, but he’s not listening. He’s intent on proving a point. He thinks the fact that he can torment me sexually means I’ll behave as he wants me to, but that’s because he doesn’t understand any kind of principle. He thinks it all comes down to what’s easy and what isn’t. He thinks it’s about avoiding pain and getting pleasure, like I’m some simple animal.
I cannot stand here and be silent and pretend to be one of these women who have been utterly domesticated and broken to the will of the Rathkari. Humanity deserves better than this.
He nudges me forward, urging me to move through the crowds. I’ve done everything I can to avoid a public scene. This is his fault now.
I feel the anger bubbling inside me, the rage that comes from seeing so many of our species subjugated. They could at least look a little unhappy about it. A couple walk by in front of us. She is practically suctioned to his side. Her eyes do not leave his face as he speaks about something or other. I can’t hear anything besides the blood pounding in my ears.
“Traitor!”
I shout the word at the top of my lungs. She looks shocked and cowers toward the arms of her Rathkari guardian for safety. He looks just as concerned in the seconds before Karlo grabs me around the waist and swings me off the ground.
“That’s enough!”
“You’re all traitors!” I scream and every eye in the place turns toward us. There’s a silence that extends across the grand courtyard. Oh, the Rathkari elegance and decorum has been disturbed. How awful. Oh, dear. I feel just… fucking awesome.
Karlo clamps his hand over my mouth and glowers down at me furiously. “I’m taking you home,” he says, as if it’s a threat. As if that’s not what I’ve been asking for anyway.
He drags me back to the room, half carrying me, half not. My feet touch the ground a few times along the way as he strides along with me in his arms, my dress riding up as I curse and squirm. As soon as we get indoors, he pulls it off completely.
“Pleased with yourself?” He snarls the question as he tears the dress from me. “You won’t be leaving this room for a very long time—and you won’t be getting dressed either. That was a disgrace!”
“I don’t care!” I shout back at him. “Are you stupid? I don’t care about disgracing you! This isn’t about you, Karlo!”
He looks at me as if I just spoke some variant of Swahili. Something just doesn’t compute inside his alpha brain.
“I am never going to be one of them,” I swear. “So you may as well kill me now.”
“Kill you?” He snorts. “Dramatic little thing.”
He doesn’t take me seriously. At all. I am so frustrated I could explode, instead all I can do is cry. I’ve been fighting tears since I stepped out into that courtyard and saw what goes on just outside these walls. There are thousands who have capitulated, so many that my resistance means nothing.
Should I just give in too? Let myself fall for this handsome, dominant alien who desires me more than any man ever did? It would be so easy, and far less painful. The pleasure he gives is so much more intense than the pain he inflicts with his discipline. But… he wants one thing from me. One thing that isn’t going to happen.
The tears are running down my cheeks before I can stop them. Instead of lecturing me, he embraces me, his big strong arms wrapping around me, offering comfort and care, making everything so much worse.
“Why are you so upset?” He pulls back and looks at me, confused and still stern.
I struggle to get the words out. “Because all those women… all pregnant…”
His expression softens. “You are jealous.”
“No, I’m not fucking jealous, I’m furious. They’re all so happy! They shouldn’t be happy!”
“Why?”
“Because they’re prisoners! Because they have no choice…”
“You think they should fight their circumstances, no matter how much they enjoy them, or how fulfilled they are?”
“Yes! I do!”
He laughs and I am made even angrier.
“I hate you! I always will.”
“You want to hate me,” he says. “You are frightened that soon you will be one of those sweet women who clings to her mate and adores him. Maybe you are frightened because you already feel that way.”
“Oh, mind reading. Okay. Need to get that calibrated.” It’s hard to be sarcastic when you have a snotty nose, but I pull it off.
“I don’t need to read your mind. I see your thoughts written on your face. You give everything away, Era. Your scorn, your jealousy, your lust, your need. You have already begun to bond with me. I am already your mate. My seed is inside you. It is only a matter of time before you begin to swell.”
“Fuck off, Karlo.”
His eyes narrow and I know he is angry. I don’t care. I want him angry. I’d rather he hit me than say these things to me.
“You’re a brat. An immature little human who does not want to acknowledge the truth. You were bred to be conquered, Era. You were made to be mine. Why do you think your sex fits mine so well?”
“Coincidence.”
“There are no coincidences in nature. There are things that work and things that do not work. You and I work. You are mine. Make all the scenes you like, that will not change.”
I stick my tongue out at him. Yes, it’s immature, no, it changes nothing, but I’m not going to let him get the upper hand here. I’m not going to turn into some Stepford alien bride cooing over my belly. Fuck this, fuck that, and fuck him.
He picks me up and carries me to the bedroom where he takes me over his knee. Of course. I steel myself for the pain to come, promising myself I won’t cry.
His palm lands against my bare cheeks. It doesn’t hurt. It’s a tap, maybe a little more, but hardly more than that. He makes my skin sting ever so slightly.
“Naughty little girl,” he says, his voice deep. “What happened to you that you never grew up?”
“I am grown up!” I hate the way saying that makes me sound small.
“You’re practically begging me to whip you,” he says, his palm landing again with one of those embarrassingly soft swats. “Your temper is incredible today.”
“This is it? My punishment is having you talk at me? Just beat me already. Gag me. Fuck me, I don’t care.”
“You do care,” he says knowingly. “I think the most effective punishment for you right now is talking to you. Telling you what you don’t want to hear. That you’re mine, and you’re going to stay mine and no, you won’t always be this rebellious little thing. You’re going to be just like one of those women soon, Era. You’re going to be the one thing you don’t want to be.”
“What? Knocked up by an alien?”
He leans down and growls into my ear.
“Happy.”
 
* * *
 
She bristles at the word, as if I just insulted her honor.
If only she knew how much she endears herself to me with these struggles of pride. Her behavior out in the public arena was less than desirable, but she is not the first new mate to act out, and she will not be the last. She saw a few peaceful minutes and decided that it was a mindless utopia. I have, on at least one occasion, seen three Rathkari men chase three different females across the space and back again, only to find they had each caught the wrong mate.
I spank her bottom lightly, making her cheeks jiggle pleasantly beneath my hand. There is no rush to punish her. She is still in training, after all. I can be harsh later. She expects it now, so now is the time to subvert her expectations, show her that she does not know everything.
“Naughty little human,” I lecture, watching her as she squirms in embarrassment. “You’re going to spend the next week grounded, learning to behave yourself.”
“Stop talking to me like that!”
“Like what?”
“Like I’m… like I’m some juvenile.”
“But you acted like one,” I say. “You didn’t want to act with the decorum or dignity of a grown woman. You wanted to yell and kick and curse like a brat with no self-control.”
I keep spanking her, the swats firmer now, turning her cheeks a satisfying deep pink hue. The plug is still lodged neatly in her bottom. I might fuck her there later. For now, I’m enjoying her embarrassment. She is blushing all over her body.
“You’re a naughty little girl,” I scold her. “And you’re being treated like one. You’ll be going straight to bed after this.”
I spank her until her bottom is a perfect pink. Her skin colors so beautifully beneath my palm, but I have to be careful not to mark her. She is delicate, I remind myself. Even in her rebellion I must be careful not to break her.
When I pick her up, there are tears coursing down her cheeks. I do not know their cause, but I know they are a sign that she has had enough for one day. I pull back the covers of the bed and settle her in, just as I said I would. The plug is still in her bottom. It will not do any harm there in the short term. Perhaps it will have a pacifying effect, reminding her who she belongs to even in her sleep.
She curls up beneath the blankets as I pull them over her, refusing to look at me. Her eyes close and I turn down the lights, rubbing her back with gentle motions of my palm, soothing her toward sleep. It feels good to do this. I like to take care of my sweet human, even though she has behaved atrociously.
Sleep does not take long to come. She’s exhausted. Her skin has the pallor it gets when she is at the end of her reserves of strength. She uses everything she has to fight me, and I adore it, but not at the cost of her health. I will keep her contained for the moment, I think. She is too stressed by the wider world and I need her strong for the life that is likely already growing inside her.
 
* * *
 
When I wake up, I feel better. My butt stings a little when I roll over onto my back, and the plug in my rear is a reminder of all the humiliation I endured yesterday, but I am rested and relaxed and Karlo is there almost immediately with food, telling me to eat.
It is nice to be tended in bed. I would not admit it to him, but he has increased the quality of rations and no longer gives me the dry crumbly pellets. Instead, he shares his own food with me. A Rathkari rice and pumpkin stew. It is good, and though the principled part of me tells me that this came from the labors of enslaved women down below, I eat because I am starving.
“Good,” he says, pleased with me. The hard planes of his face can be so handsome when he is pleased. He looks at me with a benevolent happiness, enjoying the simple fact that I am eating. It is so easy to make him happy sometimes.
“Turn over,” he says when I am done.
I do as I am told. Perhaps it is the long night’s sleep that makes me obedient, or the good food, or maybe I’m coming to terms with the fact that there’s no point defying him. Karlo will have his way no matter what.
I feel his fingers on my cheeks, spreading them. Then his fingers on the base of the plug. I had almost forgotten it was there—almost. I let out a little squeak as he twists it slowly, easing it out of my hole with a gentle and patient motion.
When it slides free, I let out a small sigh of relief. It feels good to be free of it. At least, I think it does. There is a small part of me that liked having my anus clenched around the narrow little neck of his plug. It was something to hold onto… no, that doesn’t make sense. I try to push the thought away. I do not like having my butt plugged by an alien man.
Karlo rubs my cheeks gently, his palm running up the small of my back and then down again. His touch is so soothing and pleasant I find myself relaxing all the more. He can be so nice, so gentle.
“I learned a great deal about you yesterday,” he says, his deep voice floating to me through my happy haze.
“Hmmm?”
“You are sensitive,” he says. “It is easy to mistake you for a robust female, because you are so given to displays of aggression, but the truth is, you are a delicate little thing, easily upset.”
“I’m not weak,” I insist, immediately insulted.
“Weak is not the same as sensitive,” he says. “You are undoubtedly strong, but you are also affected greatly by things. That is why you cannot allow yourself to submit to me as other women submit to their mates. You think too much.”
“Maybe the other women think too little.”
“They are happy and you are not,” Karlo says with impeccable logic.
“What do you care if I am happy?”
“It would be easier if you were.”
So he doesn’t actually care. None of this is about my real needs, or what I really want. This is just about how easy it is for him to take me and make me his.
“Why don’t you just lobotomize me then,” I suggest, pushing up to glare at him.
His large palm presses me back down. He holds me in place, glowering down at me. “Era. Does absolutely every conversation have to turn into a battle of wills?”
“As long as you try to own me, yes.”
The hand between my shoulder blades moves up to my neck. I feel his long, powerful fingers curling around the back of my neck, finding my throat as he leans in, his lips next to my ear.
“I don’t need to try to own you. I do.”
I can’t argue with that, because in every meaningful sense of the word, he’s right.
I lie there, utterly subjugated and controlled, and in spite of the fact I’d like to rip his damn throat out, my body is responding very differently. I can feel the slickness between my lower lips. Every time he does this to me, my pussy betrays me. It’s hot. Hot to be taken, to be owned, to have no choice. And there’s even a freedom in it, to be able to throw my very worst at him and have him keep me anyway.
He says nothing, but keeps holding me there, pinned in place as my hips start a slow squirm of their own accord. That’s some small mercy, that he’s not pointing out my hypocrisy. He’s not telling me that a woman whose pussy gets wet when she’s held down might just be more submissive and more happy than she admits. Then again, he doesn’t have to. It’s obvious to both of us.
Karlo is doing nothing besides being there and being himself and my hips are starting to rise off the bed. God. I want him. I want that big, thick cock deep inside me. I want to feel him stretching me wide. I want all of him and I have nothing but the palm on the back of my neck, and goddammit, that’s almost enough as I squirm against the bed, my clit rubbing over the sheets.
“Don’t come.”
His voice startles me.
His fingers close more tightly around the back of my neck. “Don’t come, Era. I don’t want you to come until I’m inside you.”
He’s going to do it. He’s going to fuck me. My body thrills to the thought, my toes curling in anticipation, my hips lifting from the bed, offering my sex to him. He stands up, his hand sliding from my neck to my arm as he pulls me up from the bed, his strength making it easy for him to pick me up like a rag doll.
He swings me against his body, arm wrapping around my waist. He is naked and he is erect, his thick cock spearing toward my pussy as he pulls me down on it, impaling me on his cock. It slides in an inch or so and then he holds me atop it, keeping my wet, greedy pussy open.
“Tell me I own you,” he demands, his eyes flashing gold into mine. “Tell me you’re mine.”
My pussy clenches against his cock, just the tip of him inside me, promising so much more—but not without my willing capitulation. I want to resist, but my body won’t let me. I need him. I need this. I need to be fucked.
“I’m yours,” I whisper shamefully, betraying every ideal I hold just to have him inside me.
There is a light of triumph in his eyes as he pulls me down on his cock, my scream of desire piercing the air as he starts to fuck me just like a toy, lifting me up and down on his cock, my eager pussy slicking his rod, helping him to ravage me.
I wrap my arms and my legs around him and bury my face in his neck as he bounces my ass on his cock, fucking me toward orgasm that starts with the expansion of his cock inside my cunt and ends with my inner walls utterly soaked in his cum. My pussy is so sensitive. I have to come. I have to.
“Please, Karlo!” I beg him. “Please…”
“Come,” he demands, burying his cock deep inside me, his lips crushing mine as I wrap myself around him, my pussy squeezing his hardness desperately. My clit is grinding against his pubic bones, my hips bucking as orgasm tears through me and I am filled both by him and his seed, dripping out of me as he plunges in and out a few more times, drawing out the moment of orgasm, ramming home my shameful submission.
As soon as my climax starts to fade, my rebellion returns. I put my teeth on him, the sharp edges on his neck. It’s more warning than he deserves. His palm cups my bottom and squeezes.
“Don’t,” he growls.
“Don’t what?” I feign innocence.
“Don’t ruin this with a display of temper. Just be here with me, Era. Please.”
It’s the first time he’s ever said please. Maybe I like hearing that. Or maybe I’m just tired. I settle into his arms and leave the fight for another day.



Chapter Six
 
 
Era’s cries of ecstasy ring in my ears. My cock thrusts deep between her wet walls, my balls heavy with cum that rises to fill the creamy tight hole wrapped around my cock in great spurting bursts. Her flesh is perfect for me, the soft but strong lips gripping my cock greedily as I spend myself inside her. She has taken one load already. This is the second of the day—the second of what will be many. She cries out, her pussy quivering around me. She is so much smaller and softer and weaker, but her cunt knows how to handle my hard alien flesh, how to grip and milk it for every drop.
Breathing heavily, I carefully pull out of her, doing my best not to let any of that precious cargo spill out of the soft chalice of her body. As I look down at her, I feel a rush of possessive pride.
I have bound her in place across the breeding bench, a soft surface that tilts down at ten degrees, ensuring that her womb is bathed in my cum every time I spend it inside her. I am leaving nothing to chance with this rebellious human.
“You’re wasting your time, Karlo,” she says, taunting me as she does every time I come inside her. Her cheeks are pink, her eyes sparkling with defiance. She forgets so quickly how she begs me for this, how desperate she is to be taken.
Her insolence makes me want to take her tight little ass—but that would in fact be a waste of my cum. Every drop needs to go deep inside her pussy, and has every day for the last seven. My hydration levels dip dangerously low sometimes due to the sheer volume of seed I have spilled in her.
I have not taken her out into public again since she made such a scene, and I will not until she is heavy with child. I am looking forward to her beginning to swell. She will be even more beautiful then—and she will no doubt be much easier to contain. In her current agile state I must bind her every time I need to keep her still for more than two minutes.
“Don’t move,” I order, just as she clenches her pussy—perhaps involuntarily, perhaps on purpose. My seed comes spilling out over her sex and trickles over her clit.
My palm meets her bottom in a hard slap. “Bad girl!”
“I’m not bad, I can’t help it!”
I fist my cock, which is already at erect attention. I will have to fill her again. That will be no hardship.
 
* * *
 
Karlo breeds me with an intensity like no other. It feels as though every moment of the day I am either filled with his cum, or about to be. The smell of his seed hangs rich in the air between us. My pussy aches and throbs, slick with his load. There’s so much inside me that there’s no way it matters if I push a little out. I am absolutely drenched in it.
That doesn’t stop his palm meeting my lewdly exposed ass, punishing me for wasting his cum.
“Ow! Karlo! It wasn’t my fault! I can’t help what my pussy does!”
“You will help it,” he growls, his fingers landing across my cum-smeared sex. I screech as he punishes my pussy too, spanking every part of me he can reach as I writhe beneath his bonds, my head tossing back and forth as this cruel alien whips my pussy and bottom holes with equal vigor, his cum intensifying the sting with its viscous wet touch.
He is ruthless in his punishments, expecting total obedience. I am not capable of it, but he doesn’t care. I gasp against the bench he’s bound me to, squirming in my bonds as my alien captor punishes me harshly yet again, whipping the tips of his fingers against the same hole he just fucked, wasting far more of his precious cum than I ever could.
“Are you sorry, Era?”
“No!”
He snorts and spanks me again. “You are going to have a very sore pussy,” he observes. “I think you like being fucked in a well-spanked pussy. I think you like it when it hurts.”
“I think you’re an asshole,” I bite back, only to scream out as he slaps my clit.
“Say sorry, Era,” he orders.
“Sorry for what?”
“Sorry for wasting my cum.”
“You’re the one wasting your cum, dumb ass.”
It’s not the right answer. His hand begins to whip back and forth, thrashing my ass hard and fast. My sore bottom swells and stings as I shriek for clemency. The intensity is too much. He can do worse to me than I can bear and we both know it—just like we both know this isn’t the beginning of what he could do if he wanted to.
“I’m sorry!” I gasp the word. “I’m sorry!”
He does not reply. Forgiveness does not come in words with Karlo. It comes with action.
He takes a cream salve that will ease the throbbing in my lower lips and spreads it across my pussy through his own seed, his fingers taking special care to treat my clit. I let out a little groan that is more animal than human. Struggling does no good. My arms are trapped behind my back, my legs cannot close. I am his to fuck and he will not rest until he achieves the impossible.
“Ask me for it.”
He wants me to debase myself. The worst part of this is that I’m going to do it. And not because he’s forcing me, but because I want it. The only antidote to my rage is his cock, deep inside me, giving me what I’ve never had before.
“I hate you. Fuck me.”
I growl, then moan as his thick cock presses back inside my pussy, his hand in the hair at the back of my hand, yanking it back so he can hear my cries as he takes me again and again.



Chapter Seven
 
 
He has no way of knowing it, given that I have been angry since he took me captive, but my mood over the last week or two has been incredibly fractious. My temper is one thing. The cramps are another. I know it’s been coming, but my stomach still sinks when I go to the toilet and wipe to discover a thin smear of bright red blood. I stare at it for far too long, knowing what it means.
“Era?”
He barges in, as he always does. He has no sense of boundaries.
I drop the paper into the hole and push the lever, which dematerializes it in an instant. A second earlier and I might have kept my secret a little longer, but he has seen.
“You are bleeding,” he says, looking almost confused.
“Yeah. Every thirty days.” I push past him and go back to the bedroom. “I’m going to need something to catch it. A pad or something.”
He is still standing there, stunned that he hasn’t managed to knock me up. He was so sure that it would happen. He never made any room for the possibility his hordes of sperm might not find a willing egg. I sit down on the bed and put my head in my hands as the cramps roll through my belly. I hate this reminder of my feminine failure. And having it happen in front of him makes it worse.
I fight tears, but I can’t completely keep them back.
He comes across to me, puts his hand on my shoulder, and speaks gently.
“Next lunar cycle, perhaps.”
“No.”
“Do not give up hope. Some females take many cycles to become pregnant. Human reproduction is not a certainty. You are a fragile species in so many respects.”
“It won’t work.”
“Believe me, Era. It will.”
“No.” I shake my head bitterly as my voice starts to shake. “It won’t work. Not now. Not next month. Not ever.”
He tips my chin up and looks down into my eyes, a slight frown on his face. “What are you trying to tell me?”
“I mean I’m not fertile,” I say, pulling away. “I’m of no use to you. I wasn’t in the fields because I was trying to avoid impregnation. I was there because if your people found out I was useless, they’d probably kill me. I’d rather live in the dirt than die.”
He looks at me in silence. I can feel his thoughts, his confusion, his disappointment.
“You want me for one thing, and I can’t do that one thing. So go on. Throw me back. It’s what Gerald did.”
“What is a Gerald?”
“He was my husband,” I say through gritted teeth. “He wanted to breed me too, basically. It didn’t work. We tried everything. Fertility treatments. Fertilizations. Nothing worked. My womb is inhospitable. We got divorced over it—he left me for someone he could… breed.”
There is silence. A deep, heavy silence that stretches between us. I keep my face away from his because I can’t stand to look at him. I know how disappointed he must be. I have seen that gut-wrenching look on one man’s face before and I do not need to see it amplified on his handsome face. At first I was secretly smug that his plan would fail, but that was when I hated him. Since then, my hatred for him has become something else. Something I can’t name. It’s not love. It doesn’t feel anything like what I felt when Gerald and I walked down the aisle, promised ourselves to one another for better or worse. What I do know is that his rejection, now, would be too much.
“You should have told me.”
I squeeze my eyes closed as hot tears start to fall.
“I could have done something. I could have helped you.”
“There’s nothing to help. I don’t produce eggs. There’s nothing to fertilize. You could shoot loads into me from now until the end of time and nothing would happen.”
“I see,” he says, his tone heavy. “This is… a problem.”
“No fucking kidding.”
 
* * *
 
I should have tested her. Why did I not test her? All females are tested for fertility before being taken into breeding programs. I was distracted by her beauty, and I assumed evidence of her cycle was evidence of reproductive health.
I leave her sitting on the bed and go out to get her what she needs. We have a vendor that sells items for humans, and sanitary items are among them. I should have made sure that I had some available, but it never occurred to me that she would cycle again. I have filled her with my seed so many times, conception seemed like an inevitability.
She has curled up in the corner of the bed where she seems miserable, and likely, afraid. The female cycle can be brutal on some specimens. The bleeding can be quite extreme and cause much in the way of pain. It is a defect in their species that we will breed out over time.
“I’ve failed you, Karlo,” she says, her eyes puffy and red. “Just like I said I would. Just like I fail every man.”
“You have not failed.” I sit beside her and stroke her hair. “It is not your fault. We are all at nature’s mercy. There may still be some treatment…”
“There are no treatments,” she sniffs. “We tried everything.”
“Human technology does not match ours. There could still be…”
“I don’t care,” she says, suddenly fierce. “I tried and I tried and I won’t try again. I can’t have a baby. That’s it.”
There is little point discussing the matter at this moment. She will not be fertile for another two weeks. Her sadness is much deeper than she wishes to let on. I can see it in the taut, pained expression of her face, in the way she holds her body.
“I will retrieve some pain medication.”
“Why? You like me in pain. You’re always inflicting it. Why stop it now?”
“That is pain for a purpose. The pain you feel now serves no purpose at all.”
She curls up tighter, refusing to look at me. The sheets are damp beneath her eyes. Her misery is palpable. I leave her for a moment to get the medication, and when I come back her shoulders are shaking. She is not just sad. She is grieving.
I sit back next to her and apply the medication injector to her neck. A dose of exceptionally effective painkiller is delivered directly into her bloodstream and within seconds, I know she is feeling less pain. Physically, anyway.
It hurts to see her like this. I ignore her protests and pull her into my arms, cradling her body against my own. I can smell her blood. It is rich and thick, going to waste between her thighs. I wish I could do something, but there is nothing to be done.
Her sobs grow as I cradle her, louder and more intense for a time until she begins to tire of misery. The stress chemicals are being metabolized efficiently in her sadness and as the minutes go by, she begins to settle again.
“I thought it might work,” she says softly. “I thought…”
“It is just one cycle.”
“It’s not just one.” She shakes her head. “I tried from eighteen to twenty-one. Those are your most fertile years. Thirty-six cycles. I failed on every one.”
As I hold the woman who has become so dear to me, I wonder what is to be done. If it is true that she cannot produce any of my lineage, then I have a decision to make. Protocol is clear on these matters. I can keep her, of course. My rank allows me to keep as many females as I desire. But I must also find and take another mate. Society demands that I produce an heir. To fail to do so would be to fail the millions who came before me, and deny existence to the many who will come after. It is not a matter of choice, it is a matter of duty.
“Will you send me back to the fields?” Her voice is small as she asks the one thing she must be most afraid of happening. She has not stopped claiming to hate me, but still the thought of being sent away seems to trouble her. Likely because she would lose the comforts a mate is afforded, and find herself back in the conditions that led to her sorry state.
“No,” I reassure her. “I will never do that. You have earned your freedom.”
“What will you do with me? I’m of no use to you.”
“You still please me,” I say, stroking her hair.
“So you will… we will…”
“I will keep you as my own and procreate elsewhere.”
Her eyes darken and her face pales. “Elsewhere?”
“There are many willing wombs,” I comfort her. “Don’t worry.”
 
* * *
 
Don’t worry?
I push myself out of his arms and stare at him, dumbfounded.
Don’t worry that he’s just going to go and fuck someone else? Start a family with her and keep me for, what? His amusement?
Bastard. He’s such a fucking bastard. I hate him as much as I love him, and the warring emotions make me feel like I’m being torn apart from the inside out.
I can already imagine what she will be like. I’ve seen the breeding women. I saw them rubbing their full bellies, attentive mates by their sides. Rathkari men go to their knees for a pregnant woman. As a result, they have a certain aura about them. They are well taken care of, sleek and privileged. It shows in their faces, and in their smug little smiles. They’re so fucking pleased with themselves.
I can see his chosen mate in my mind’s eye. She is likely pretty and graceful and soft—everything I am not. Her breasts are full of milk, indicating that she has already borne at least one Rathkari spawn. She is led to his chambers willingly, a little smile on her face. She is looking forward to being with him.
I am jealous. To the very core of me I loathe her, this woman who does not yet exist. I want to throw myself through time and wrestle her away from him, but I can’t. I know how this goes. All I can do is sit and watch as the man I love against all odds walks away with another woman. Again.
History is repeating, and I can’t bear it. It was bad enough when Gerald left. People pitied me then, and that was just as bad as the grief I felt at losing him. Now nobody pities me. Not even Karlo. He sees no reason not to take another lover, because I was never anything but a means to an end for him. Just like Gerald. Males, of any species, are scum.
“You can’t keep me.”
“Of course I can. It is my right…”
“Even Gerald wasn’t this fucking cruel,” I interrupt him. “At least he let me go. He didn’t make me fucking watch…”
“Is that what you want? To be let go?”
“I want to be so fucking far away from you and everything like you that I can’t remember it,” I hiss, seething with rage and bitterness.
He nods.
He doesn’t say a fucking word. He doesn’t tell me he’s sorry. He doesn’t tell me that he loves me. Silence extends between us and I know there is no understanding. I am alien to him as he is to me. There can be no return from this schism.
I have cried too much. I can’t cry anymore, but I am angry and I will not have him walk away from me without feeling it. It is stupid and impulsive, but I fly at him. My fingers are clawed as I rake them over the skin of his chest, leaving faint trails. If he were a man, I’d be drawing blood, but Rathkari are thick-skinned in more ways than one.
“Enough!” He growls the word and captures my hands, wrestling me down onto the bed. “I do not want to punish you in this condition. You know better than to act this way,”
“I don’t give a fuck!” I shriek at him. “Beat me! I don’t care!”
He holds me so easily. My rage doesn’t matter. Nothing does. I am so weak.
He holds me down until I stop fighting, then he gets up, turns on his heel, and just leaves. I watch him go, the hollow gnawing feeling in my stomach expanding to fill my entire being. This is it. It’s all over.



Chapter Eight
 
 
She may not be able to give me offspring, but I can give her what she desires. She has wanted her freedom from the day we met. Now I can give it to her fully. I can free her from the bonds of reproductive servitude. She will be glad to be free of me.
I push aside my feelings, go cold as I make preparations. It takes a few hours, but it is easily done. A commander’s orders are followed without question. I make the necessary requisitions, check everything myself to ensure that it is in perfect working order.
I felt her hatred like an animal thing. It was real, intense, more than anything between us. There is only one thing to do, one thing that will right the wrongs that have been done to her. Not a single human has ever been set free of Rathkari custody. She will be the first. I have to do this quickly, before I change my mind and keep her locked in misery.
I bring her clothing, Rathkari style: a jumpsuit and long boots.
“Here.”
She looks at it, then at me. “What?”
“Get dressed.” My tone is clipped, my orders short. Doing this is totally foreign to me, but I must do it. Now.
Era does as she is told. Clothing is still a rarity for her. She slips into the suit. I grit my teeth, knowing her swiftly disappearing curves will be gone forever. This is best for both of us. I have to keep that in mind. I am giving her what she wants.
When she is dressed, I lead her to the shuttle bay. Her craft is standing ready, a Rathkari Stinger Starskipper. It is one of the prides of our fleet, and it is hers.
“What is this?”
“It’s a shuttle.”
“For?”
“You,” I say. “You are free. To travel where and how you please. The stars are yours. I have loaded an account with enough Rathkari credits to last you a lifetime. You will not want for anything.”
She stands and she stares and then she looks at me with tears of… what, relief? Gratitude? Welling in her eyes.
“You’re letting me go.”
“I’m giving you what you’ve demanded from the moment I found you. Your freedom.”
“Thank you,” she says, her voice small and shaky. She must be so overcome with happiness that she cannot stop crying. Human emotions are exceptionally complex, and often, contradictory. I doubt I will ever understand them. I will certainly never have the chance to understand her.
 
* * *
 
I knew the moment he didn’t spank me for trying to hit him that it was over, that I had lost him the same way I’ve lost every man in my life. This ship is the final nail in the coffin of ever being anything to anyone. He’s literally paying me to go away. That’s how much he wants to be rid of me. I guess it’s guilt that stops him from just throwing me back into the worker fields.
“The shuttle is hooked to the Rathkari navigation systems,” he says. “And I’ve had it translated into your human script. You can go anywhere within about fifty billion miles before you’ll need to refuel.”
“Uh huh.” I can’t listen to him explain this shit. It’s all I can do to stop from bursting into pathetic tears and begging him to love me even though I can’t make him the baby he wants.
He leads me into the ship, runs me through the systems. Explains how this and that work, tells me that most of it is automated. I just have to choose where I want to be and the ship will take me there. His words float to me through a dull hollow-sounding mush until the very last ones, the only ones that really matter leave his lips:
“Goodbye, Era.”
“Later,” I say with a curt wave. He is standing outside now, looking at me. I feel the intensity of his gaze for the last time before the shuttle door slides closed and I am alone. I set the launch sequence with my teeth gritted together, doing just as he showed me. He wants me to leave? Fine. I’ll go. I’ll fly into the fucking sun for all I care, just to not have to look at him again.
There’s no real sensation of movement, but the stars become a blur for a moment and then I am on the floor, sobbing my heart out. I cry for a very long time, until the shuttle’s system begins to alert me to the dangers of dehydration in very Rathkarian tones.
I can’t stay here. I can’t float through space in this bucket of broken dreams. I’m done. With this. With everything.



Chapter Nine
 
 
It has been three days since Era left me and I find myself agitated in all my interactions. Her loss has struck me even deeper than I imagined it would. I have lain with many females in my time. I have taken plenty. I have left them all behind for one reason or another, and though I have missed them, it has never been a source of pain before. But now I hurt. From the moment I wake to when I fall asleep, there is a pain in the very pit of me.
Unfortunately, my mood has been obvious to those who know me. I have taken to drinking in the bar, vast amounts that leave me numb to the hollowness inside. In an effort to distract me from my misery, the rest of the Rathkari high command has sent me a gift. She is a blended woman from a thousand stars, one of our finest specimens. Her eyes are wide and emerald brown, a color that does not exist in the typical spectrum.
She is trained in the art of submission and pleasure. Her voice is melodic and gentle, her skin is a beautiful blue hue. Her hair falls in a star-shine silver cascade all the way to her perfectly shaped breasts easily visible through the sheer robe.
She is not ashamed of her nudity as Era is. She does not blush as my eyes fall on her. She smiles invitingly as she enters my chambers.
“How would you have me, Commander?”
I gesture toward the seating area. She requires no further direction. Her fingers move to her shoulders and she pushes the sheer robe down to let it fall gracefully over her perfect frame in a manner that I know must have been practiced a thousand times. She spreads herself on the soft surface, her arms above her head, her hands clasped together to present her breasts and her belly and her sex with parted thighs.
Era would not submit like this. I would have to pin her by the hands just to get her to lie down. I would have to growl and lecture her to stop her from squirming. This woman sighs and falls into perfect position, and though I am not immune to her beauty—this is not the same.
Era is gone, however. She chose the shuttle and her freedom. I cannot mope. There is no strength in that. I must move forward, make new conquests.
I look down and admire the way she is flowering beneath me, the petals of her sex flushed with desire. When I look below her navel, I feel desire, but the moment I raise my eyes to her face, I know she is not the woman I want. She is beautiful, but she is not Era.
“Stand up,” I say. “Put your robe back on.”
She does as she is told immediately, but there is confusion on her face as she pulls the gauzy fabric that covers nothing back over her body.
“Do I displease you, Commander?”
“No,” I reassure her gently. “You are eminently pleasing. I will pass on my highest regards and recommendations. I am merely…” I search for words. “Distracted.”
Her glance, for the merest fraction of a moment, is doubtful, but then the trained smile reasserts itself and she bobs her head slightly. “Please call on me again, Commander, if you desire.”
I watch the woman leave, her natural gait a sensual sway that would have driven me into a sexual frenzy before I met Era. I feel nothing. No impulse to conquer. No desire at all.
The moment she leaves, I know I have made the biggest error in all my life. I should never have presented Era with the option to leave. Even if she begged for her freedom every day of her life, I should have kept her. She was mine, and I am going to reclaim her.
 
* * *
 
The shuttle is tracked, of course. It should not be too hard to find her. A simple instruction to our tracking team should lead to her location. I am going to get my girl back.
I dress myself swiftly and make my way to the team responsible for tracking our ships. The young officer is only too keen to assist me. He turns to his monitors and begins to work with them as I wait impatiently. I should be preparing a shuttle of my own, but I want to know where she is first. Depending on how far she’s managed to make it, I may need heavier or lighter transport.
“Well?”
“Sorry, sir. There seems to be some kind of interference with the tracker…”
My heart drops to the pit of my stomach. “What do you mean…”
“I’m sure it’s just background radiation, sir, it can take a few minutes to lock a signal down sometimes.”
I’m making him nervous, I can tell. His palms are leaving sweaty marks on the interface.
“Let me know when you find it,” I say. “I will be preparing transport.”
“Yes sir.”
I go to the shuttle bay to pick out a suitable craft. She has the Starskipper. It is a robust and swift shuttle, but there are faster. I am considering the Ranger or the Warscout when the same young man approaches me, a tablet in his hand and a look of obsequious concern on his face.
“We’ve located the shuttle, sir.”
“Good. Where is she?”
“We don’t know.”
That answer pleases me much less than the one before it.
“What do you mean, you don’t know?”
He cringes visibly, afraid of my ire. “We have found the shuttle. It is part of a Katiri convoy. She seems to have traded it. They have been hostile since contact, and do not seem to be inclined to indicate where she might have gone.”
The Katiri are traders. They’re small, they’re nimble, and they possess ships that are capable of interstellar travel in the blink of an eye. Suddenly, the few million mile radius I could safely assume she had to be within has extended to a nearly infinite amount of space. I have lost her in those stars she once stared at with such wonder.
“Impound the ship, bring me the Katiri captain. I need information.”
“Sir, that will cause diplomatic…”
“Impound the ship,” I growl. Diplomacy be damned. If the Katiri care about diplomacy, they shouldn’t be taking our ships as trade, and they certainly shouldn’t be denying me information.
Unfortunately, the ship is hours away, so for hours I am forced to wait. Every passing minute increases my agitation. I am aware that my impatience will not serve me well, nor will it get Era back any more quickly. Her absence is my fault. I shouldn’t be blaming our crews. I shouldn’t be blaming anyone besides myself.
 
* * *
 
“I’ll sue every single one of you fuckers!”
My orders have been carried out. The Katiri ship has been impounded and the captain taken into custody. Suffice to say, the Katiri captain is not pleased. He comes all the way up to my waist, but that doesn’t make him any less of a fearsome contender. The Katiri are one of the very few species we have not subjugated. In the end, it was easier to make an alliance with them than deal with their constant rebellions, not to mention their natural litigiousness.
He has long red hair covering much of his face, but two bright green eyes peer out from amid it. He is wearing the traditional dress of the Katiri, beaten sheet metal that encompasses his rotund frame. He’s stamping around the room, but stops when I enter.
“You, you’re the fucker who got me hemmed up here!”
“I believe you met a human woman named Era,” I say, getting to the point.
“I believe you can boil your dick.”
His insolence is an irritant, and I have no time for it.
“Did you see her, or not?”
“We saw her. Saddest little thing we ever laid eyes on.”
“Where did she go?”
He shrugs. “Promised not to tell. Was a condition of sale.”
“Rathkari shuttles remain property of the Rathkari empire. You know that. Your leaders signed a treaty agreeing to return all materials and technology that might fall into your hands.”
“Someone somewhere signed it, but I didn’t. I made my deal with that girl, and I honor my deals.”
I could break him in two. I’m tempted to do it. His defiance does not amuse me. I bend down, hands on my knees so I can get in his face. When I speak, it is with icy tones that carry all the vehemence I can muster.
“You are the one thing between me and the woman I love most. You do not want to be that thing, I promise you.”
He snorts. “The Katiri provide fuel to a thousand Rathkari colonies. You really want to jeopardize that more than you already have?”
I straighten and nod. “I see what the problem is. You think this is a rational conversation between two men. You think I’m interested in the bigger picture. You’re wrong. I am a dangerous, irrational male looking for his mate, and I will do whatever it takes to get her back. I will start a war—I will start a hundred wars if I have to—and you will be the first victim. Your head will…”
“Easy.” The Katiri holds up his hands and shakes his head. “Fine. I get it. Dramatic. Okay. She’s on one of our freighters heading for Essinia.”
“Call the freighter. Turn them around. I want her back.”
“They have perishable goods and medications aboard. Can’t turn them around. You’ll have to take a faster ship and overhaul them. Shouldn’t be any real difficulty for a Rathkari commander willing to tear the universe apart.”



Chapter Ten
 
 
“You’re sad.”
A green-hued alien woman sits next to me and makes the statement without any kind of reservation. This freighter is full of people of various species, most of them in similar desperate states to the one I’m in. Anti-Rathkari sentiment is high, so I fit right in. The woman next to me is wearing a brown leather dress of sorts. She has an ample figure and a warm demeanor that is comforting. Her wide brown eyes and easy smile make her seem almost human aside from the fact that she has no nose. I have been on my own since boarding and stayed largely to myself, but we have to eat communally in the cafeteria and this woman has decided that my solitude is coming to an end for the moment anyway.
“I guess,” I barely admit.
“Why?” Her curiosity seems genuine.
“Because…” I shrug and play with a two-pronged fork between my fingers. “A man.”
“A man.” She nods in commiseration. “Useless men.”
“It’s me that’s useless.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean…” I don’t want to say it, but there’s something about her big sympathetic eyes that makes the words come tumbling out of my mouth. “I mean he wanted to make babies with me, but I can’t.”
Her face screws up in disgust. “He wanted…” She shakes her head. “Ugh.”
I shrug, not knowing quite where her annoyance lies. Is she appalled by me too? Am I such an aberration that even on the other side of the universe, life forms so far removed from my own that they breathe from their ears find me abhorrent?
As I crumple in my seat, she leans in conspiratorially. “You know where they come out of? They come right out of your pleasure zone.” She makes a demonstrative gesture with her fist and the fingers of her other hand, along with a grimace.
“So I’d heard,” I say, trying not to smile.
“They feed from your body,” she continues, counting off points on her seven fingers. “They are loud. They smell. Most of them can’t use a bathroom for years. They never kick in for drinks. They’re poor conversationalists. They can’t wield a weapon to save themselves. They cheat at cards. They have no object permanence. Babies are stupid.”
As she goes on, I start to smile, and then to laugh.
“I had three,” she winks. “Biggest mistake of my life. You know how they turned out?”
“How?”
“One’s a tax collector, one’s in prison for tax evasion, and the other one insists he’s a dinosaur.”
“That’s cute though.”
“He’s thirty-five,” she deadpans.
I burst out laughing and she smiles.
“Any man worthy will not see you as an incubator for his seed,” she says more seriously, her fingers running through my hair with maternal touch. “You are beautiful. There is not a male on this freighter who has not shown interest in you. Do not be sad for the man who saw you only as a means to an end.”
I don’t want to be sad for him, but I am. I’m sad for him. I’m sad for everything I’ve lost. I’m sad for Earth, for humanity. I’m sad and sorry for myself most of all.
She nudges me as I sink back into internal misery. “The universe has a purpose for us,” she says in deep knowing tones. “I think you are yet to discover yours.”
“You believe that?”
“I do,” she says with the sort of conviction I need to hear. “You know, there are those who do not submit to the Rathkari. There are those who are making a difference. You could be more important than you realize.”
“I’m not important,” I mutter down at the table. “I’m not anything.”
Her arm snakes around my shoulders and squeezes. “I think you should come with me.”



Chapter Eleven
 
 
“Stay still, Karlo.”
The doctor’s needle works though my flesh, rebinding that which has been torn asunder. I have been injured in the course of my mission, but I am too impatient for this. It is a waste of time, stupid cosmetic mending.
“I will have a squadron come and hold you down if you don’t stop moving,” the doctor threatens as I make another attempt to get up. “This is an inch deep, Karlo. It needs sewing.”
“Do it quickly then,” I growl.
We just boarded a satellite. I thought I would find Era there. Instead we found seven hundred rebel troops who engaged us first with energy weapons, and then with knives, and then with fists. I am fairly certain part of one is stuck between my teeth.
“You are covered in blood,” the doctor continues. “I will call a girl to bathe you.”
“No,” I growl. “It is their blood. I wear it with pride.”
“It’s not just their blood. You’ve lost a lot too. You should have waited for backup.”
“I couldn’t. They might have had Era.”
He looks at me, his brows raised. “You know damn well they didn’t have Era, Karlo. You have a death wish.”
I shut my mouth as he finishes sewing my chest up. It hurts, but I don’t care. I welcome the pain. Every bit of it. It brings me closer to her.
“If I have to keep sewing you up, you’re going to end up looking like a stuffed toy,” he says. “All seams and missing limbs.”
“Can I go?”
“Yes, maniac. You can go. I’d give you painkillers, but I know you won’t take them.”
Damn right. There’s only one way I’ll ever stop hurting. When I find Era.
As I sit up from the medical bed, the door opens. A Rathkari commander is standing there. His name is Porto Mirkallus and he is one of my closest friends. It was he who sent the concubine to me, the one who was supposed to make everything better, but made it all immeasurably worse.
“Again, Karlo?”
I shrug.
“Don’t do that, you’ll tear the stitches!” The doctor curses behind me.
“Your job is to keep law and order, Karlo,” Porto begins to lecture. “I don’t need to tell you that. Commanders are not mavericks with vendettas against the universe.”
“What are you saying?”
“You know what I’m saying.”
He’s threatening me with something he thinks I care about: my rank. He’s wrong.
My uniform lies in tatters on the floor. I get up naked, sweep it up, throw it at him, and keep walking. “Keep it. I don’t need it.”
“Karlo, get back here!”
I stride naked through the ship. There are plenty of stares, quite a number of stifled laughs. A commander displaying himself nude and bloody is a breach of protocol, but none of this matters to me now.
“Karlo!” Porto shouts my name in officious tones. He is not speaking to me as a friend. He is censuring me as a commander. “Get back here and put your damn clothes on!”
“No.”
“Karlo!”
I reply without turning around or breaking stride. “You keep saying my name. Is it supposed to have some kind of effect?”
“Karlo, I will throw you into the brig,” he growls, stamping up behind me. He puts his hand on my shoulder.
I turn.
I swing.



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Three years later…
 
It is three years since I lost the one thing I loved. I set out to find Era the same day the Katiri captain told me of her whereabouts, but she was gone, vanished among the stars. We found the freighter, but she was no longer on it, and by the time we arrived, a new crew had been installed, one who knew nothing of the human refugee. I tried to track down those who had been aboard, found a few of them. They all talked, sooner or later, but none of them had anything of any use.
I lost her. Completely. And then I lost myself.
I am no longer a Rathkari commander. After six months in prison for assault on a fellow commander, I have returned to active duty as General Seale Karlo. I do not dally in the colonies anymore. I have eschewed ever taking a mate. I am on the warpath, and there is plenty of war to be made defending our existing territories. The borders are under near constant attack, from other expansive empires, and often enough, from rebel resistance movements. The latter are easily swatted away. The former, well, they have left new scars on me.
We’re cruising through space, at the very perimeter of our territory. There have been reports of disturbances out here lately and I’ve been dispatched to deal with them. There’s no sign of any trouble as yet and I’m starting to get bored.
Boom! Boom!
Suddenly, the ship rocks with the force of two explosions, one after the other.
Sirens blare and soldiers scramble. I plant my feet on the bridge and take my chair with a gruff bellow. “What in hell was that?”
“I don’t know, sir,” the navigator says, scrambling over the console.
Security officers are running the scans they should have been running already. I grit my teeth and hold back a snarl. We’ve been caught with our pants down, and I don’t like it. Not one bit.
Another explosion rocks the ship, more muted than the first one. We’ve stopped running and have our shields up. We can absorb most of what’s being thrown at us. I see the navigator’s fingers starting to hover over the ultra-drives. He wants to hop out of here, he’s anticipating an order to flee. That pisses me off almost as much as the attack itself.
“Slow down,” I order. “Find whatever it is. We’re not leaving.”
“Sir, those two hits weren’t significant, but they landed close to our propulsion systems. If they…”
“Find. Them!”
The last thing I tolerate in the middle of a combat situation is disagreement. I order, they follow. That’s how this works. I make a mental note to replace the navigator and turn to the scanners.
“What do you have?”
Boom!
The ship rocks again.
“Sir! That was the aft tank!”
Something is sitting just outside sensor range, pounding us. We’re leaking fuel into open space. This isn’t good, but I’m not going to retreat.
“Got them, sir!”
The scanner tech slams a button and the ship hitting us is projected on screen. I breathe a sigh of relief seeing how small it is, a button in the sky, throwing all its firepower at us. They can’t keep that up forever. A ship that size has probably emptied its weapons array already.
“Up shields and come about,” I order as a dark smile passes over my face. “Give them a nice juicy target. Let them keep hitting us.”
The navigator blanches, but does as I say. Maybe I’ll keep him on after all.
Three more explosions hit us, though with our shielding at maximum power, we barely feel a wobble on the bridge, and then… silence. They’re all out of energy. Perfect. We sit becalmed, together. I expect the other ship to make a run for it now, but they don’t. They stay stationary. Maybe they’ve drained everything they’ve got.
“Identify aggressor,” I snap at the scanner tech.
“Unknown, sir. Closest classification is rebel, potential pirate. Scanning indicates goods from multiple territories aboard. Smuggler is also an option.”
Except smugglers don’t pick fights with Rathkari war ships. Pirate or rebel is more likely. Maybe both at the same time. One doesn’t preclude the other, in fact rebels are more likely to be dealing in pirated goods than anyone. What I do know is that it’s someone who wants my attention. And they’ve got it. It’s time to find out who managed to piss me off.
“Open a voice channel.”
“Channel open.”
I clear my throat before I speak. “Unidentified vessel, you are in Rathkari space. Identify yourselves.”
There’s a pause and then a click and a hiss. Static between us.
“Get the fuck out of here.”
There’s interference over the connection, probably as they put their shielding up to full charge, but that fuzzy voice signal makes my heart stop in my chest.
“Get that captain on screen now.”
“Sir, we can’t force a…”
“Now!”
“Requesting video feed,” he says, lowering his head.
There’s another pause while the underlings negotiate. We can broadcast voice across space to our heart’s content, but we can’t demand video. That has to be given. It feels like forever as I wait impatiently, fingers tapping at the panel. I’ve long left my chair, rising to my feet the moment I heard those words. I stride across the bridge, my body filled with an uncomfortable energy. Hope. Is that what I’m feeling?
“Video, sir.”
The screen before our eyes flashes with the colors of the other ship. I see the captain’s face. She is wearing tight black battle armor open nearly to her navel. The rounds of her breasts are visible, held in place by two dark black straps running beneath. Her hair is the color of a woodland, and blue eyes blaze defiantly into my soul.
It is her. Her.
“Hello, Karlo.” Her eyes are ringed with dark cosmetics, making the bright blue of her eyes stand out even more. I have dreamed of the day I would see her again, but I never imagined it would be like this. I thought I would find in her in a prison somewhere. She is too disagreeable to peacefully exist most places where women are expected to obey. But she has carved out something more for herself. She has grown stronger. Her figure is fuller. Her skin is clearer. She is healthy. She is all she was and more.
I have so many words, but they are all stuck in my throat.
“I’ll repeat,” she says with an arrogant little flick of her head. “Get the fuck out of here. This is my territory.”
“This is Rathkari territory.”
“Not anymore.” Her smirk is beautiful, the challenge in her voice makes my cock hard. “Fifteen colonies swear loyalty to independence.” She leans closer to the screen. “I am routing you out, Karlo. Every one of you. In every corner of the universe.”
Her beauty is matched by her fire. It is almost a pity to have to capture her, but these are the last hours of her freedom. Soon she will be mine again. I can almost smell her. Every now and then throughout the years, I feel I have caught her scent, as if she has been in a room before me, or as if her ghost has brushed past me. She has been ever present in my mind and my senses and I am impatient to claim her again.
“We have them in sight, General. Shall we fire?”
“No,” I say. “We will capture the vessel. Tie them.”
My order is followed and seconds later, tendrils extend from our ship, long powerful metallic tentacles that float through space propelled by small charges. They wrap around the smaller craft, catching it by a hundred different points so that when it inevitably begins to fire its engines, nothing will happen.
The best part of the capture is being able to watch it on the live feed, to see her reaction as her ship shakes in our grasp.
“Karlo! Don’t you… asshole!”
She is perfectly furious the moment before she cuts the internal feed. A moment later, their ship begins to buck and squirm, using what is no doubt the last of their thrusters to attempt escape. It is too late. The irony is, if she had simply stayed quiet, we would have floated past, never seeing them at all. It was her impatience, her desire to fire that bought her vessel to my attention. As much as she may now try to fight it, she sealed her own fate.
I watch the drama unfold as their ship is drawn toward ours slowly, close enough to allow boarding. A thicker cable, the main tendril has been deployed. It will dock with her craft, bore through the exterior, and create a passage through which we will board.
Though I have searched for years, and had given up all hope of her, I am not in a hurry now. Impatience is the enemy, as she has demonstrated amply.
“They’re attempting to remove our probes, sir.”
The surveillance hand taps at his screen and the image of her ship expands to show that someone in an exo-suit is out trying to hack at the connectors. It’s a futile effort. They penetrate through the skin of the ship and weld themselves to it with a thermo-kinetic burst. That ship is ours unless and until I sever the connections from our end—and even then, their once-quick vessel will be a wild and flailing thing dangling tentacles from every part of its fuselage, of no use to anyone.
There is just one problem. If that person is her—and I know in my gut that it is—and she severs that connector partially, more voltage than she can stand is going to run through her rebellious little body. That I will not stand idly by and wait for.
“Go get her,” I order. “Now. Bring her back alive or you won’t be for much longer.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
It’s over. All over. I have been taken from my ship and forced into a dark Rathkari cell. Fierce soldiers took me kicking and screaming, stripped me of the exo-suit and left me here in my thin rubber undersuit. I can smell their species here, something in the blend of alloys they use is tangy against the back of my throat. I was free of him for so long, and now I am back in his custody and I can’t stand it.
This was a mistake. I should never have given the order to fire. We were hidden. Safe. And I threw us from the shadows and I blazed hell at this vessel. I had to do it, but I wish I hadn’t. I should have let them float by. I should have left things as they were. Now we are all in danger. I don’t know what’s happened to my crew, but the Rathkari are not known for their mercy. I may have sentenced them all to death with my attack.
Guilt. Fear. Rage, they all battle within me as I struggle to hold back tears. I know he will come for me soon, and the last thing I want is for him to find me sniveling on the floor. I have to be strong, for myself and for my crew. Taking a deep breath, I force the tears back—and just in time. I hear footsteps. Heavy. Solid. Measured. Fuck. I still know him by his step.
The cell door opens and he steps inside. He is wearing Rathkari war garb, black-plated metallic pieces of armor that conform perfectly to the lines of his body. A tremor runs through me. He is darkly handsome and the role of war general suits him. He always was a merciless bastard.
My knees go out from under me. I am too tired, too scared, too awed. I thought I could stand up to him, but I can’t… I can’t…
He crouches down in front of me and looks me over, his gaze sweeping up and down my body. “Era.” That deep voice rolls through me, finds my soft spots and makes them squirm.
Karlo is as I remembered him, but his eyes burn brighter in the dim light of the cell, and it seems to me that they hold more cruelty than they did before.
“I searched for you,” he says, running his fingers over my temple, brushing hair away from my eyes.
“I know. I hid.”
“You shouldn’t have.”
My temper flares. How dare he lecture me for running after he was the one to give me the chance to leave?
“You were done with me. You sent me away.”
“I gave you freedom,” he growls. “And look what you did with it. I’ve looked at your ship’s logs. I know what you’ve been up to. I gave you freedom, and you threw a tantrum across seven solar systems. I won’t make that mistake again.” He takes the front of my suit in his fist and pulls me close, his golden eyes searing into my soul. “You’re mine now, Era. Forever.”
“No, Karlo, you’re wrong,” I hiss as every nerve in my body comes alive. My heart is beating faster, my senses are heightened. My gaze locks on him with desperate intensity. There’s nothing but him.
“Do you ever get tired of lying to yourself?” He quirks his brow and the question seems almost genuine. “You spend so much time in denial of your own feelings, your own desires. It must be exhausting.”
“You don’t know me, or what I think,” I hiss back. “Let me go or kill me.”
He smirks and snorts at the same time. “Spoiled,” he says. “You are so fortunate, Era. Fortunate that I found you. If it had been one of the other war ships, you would have been spread across the stars in a fine vapor by now.”
“I’d prefer that.”
“Stop lying.”
What’s the point of talking to a man who doesn’t believe a word I say? I fall silent as he holds me, his eyes scanning my face intently.
“I missed you, Era.”
Those are words I did not expect to hear. Almost immediately, tears spring to my eyes, because in spite of everything I’ve told myself for the past three years, I’ve missed him too. Terribly. We did not spend long together, but he left a mark on my soul and no man has matched him. Fucking has been pointless. I haven’t managed to muster attraction for anyone or anything. Until now. Now it’s back, a torrent of desire running through me.
He pulls me forward, his mouth finds mine, his lips crushing mine as he kisses me deeply and thoroughly, his tongue claiming me, his other hand wrapping around my shoulders, pulling me against him as we curl on the floor there, and my tears make everything salty.
“I looked for you,” he repeats when he breaks the kiss. “I looked for you for months and months. You hid well, Era.”
“You rejected me because I can’t give you the only thing that matters to a Rathkari male.”
His lips tighten. “I…”
“I wasn’t good enough for you, Karlo. Not then. And I’m not good enough now. So let me go. Please. For both our sakes. I won’t make this easy for you if you keep me.”
“You’re mine,” he repeats.
We stare at one another, my stony gaze marred by tears, his hard glower showing no such internal conflict. He wants me, whether I want him or not. The fact that I do is irrelevant. And that is the problem with Karlo. He is not a man. I can mistake him for being human at times, but he is fundamentally something else, and we do not belong together.
“What have you done with my crew?”
“They are criminals, and will be dealt with according to Rathkari criminal code.”
“You mean you’re going to kill them.”
“The penalty for rebellion and piracy is death.”
“So kill me.”
“No.”
I draw in a deep, shuddering breath, hatred and anger flowing through me as I realize there is only one bargaining chip Karlo is interested in.
“If you spare them, I will be yours.”
“You’re already mine,” he says. “I have no need to negotiate with you.”
“Karlo,” I snarl his name as my voice shakes with anger. “If they are hurt, in any way, I will never be yours. I promise you that. You will be able to take my body, but I will hate you every second, of every minute, of every day.”
He looks at me with those eyes like twin suns and I know he is thinking. He seems to have finally understood something about me.
“Yes,” he says after the longest pause. “You will, won’t you.”
 
* * *
 
I have no intention of killing her crew. However, she needs to understand who and what I am. This is an opportunity to demonstrate mercy, to show her that even though I need not spare anyone, I will do so to make her happy. Era has never understood my care for her. She sees me through a veil of prejudice and fear. Even when she feels desire, it is twisted through hate to become some perversion, something I do to her rather than something she admits to herself. She has lain in wait in this far flung corner of the galaxy like a black widow awaiting her prey—and she struck out at me the moment I came by. I have been hunting her all these years, but in the end, she was the one to lure me in.
“So you will spare them?”
“I will spare them death. They will serve a year’s sentence in the nearest prison colony.”
“No, Karlo. You have to let them go free.”
“Two years.”
Her eyes widen as she realizes that every time she argues with me, the sentence for her crew increases.
“Karlo…”
“I have no intention of letting any one of you get away with your rebellion,” I say, my tone significant. She will pay for this too. Her crimes are extensive, each and every one committed with the intention of some kind of revenge on me, I am sure.
“A year… please…” She lowers her head, feigning some kind of submission. The pretense is good enough for now.
I already have the colony picked out. Antera 9. It is in the process of being built. Her crew will help settle a new world, learn some skills aside from piracy, and perhaps even find a home for themselves on the purple starlit shores.
“A year,” I agree. “If you take your punishment gracefully.”
“That’s not fair, Karlo. You know… you know what I’m like.”
“I do,” I agree, holding back a smile.
She lets out a small whine of complaint, and in an instant she is no rebel captain. She is the little human I rescued all those years ago, curled in my arms.
“I’m not graceful.”
“You can be,” I say, running my fingers through her hair. It is soft like silk. I have missed its touch. I have missed her. Having her in my arms again fills me with a sense of completion and contentment. I doubt she will be graceful, or even remotely well behaved. I am sure she will fight it tooth and nail, but I want to give her a good reason to at least try to access that little sliver of submission that flares when I touch her.
 
* * *
 
He’s going to punish me. He has come prepared, a thick cord is coiled at his waist and even as he embraces me, he begins to strip me. My suit is one piece, close-fitting rubber. He peels it from me, baring my skin, which is marked with little droplets of stress sweat. There is no point resisting. My body is softer than it was when he last saw me. I keep myself shaven now, to make it easier to slip into the suit. The feminine tang of desire is evident to both of us, my shame and his need are equal as he thrusts his hand between my legs and his fingers find my pussy.
“You’re wet,” he says, triumphant.
“The suit is hot,” I say, lying even though it will not help me save face at all.
His fingers slip inside me, twist and pull out again. He lifts them to his nose and then pushes them toward my mouth.
“Open,” he commands as he pushes them past my lips. He makes me taste myself, my desire undeniable. “Does that taste like sweat to you?”
I can’t speak with his fingers in my mouth, but it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t need to hear my answer. He just wants to make me admit I want him as much as he wants me. As he pulls my clothing the rest of the way off, he brings his binding rope into play.
I am nothing but a doll in his hands as he wraps it around me, creating a sling that spreads my legs wide and lets me lie back just a little, semi-reclined as he holds me in place and tosses it around a bar in the roof and ties it again. He stands back to look at his handiwork. I am trussed up so effectively, no part of me can move besides my fingers and my toes. My breasts are presented in a rope brassiere, my arms crossed behind my back. He has used my hair against me, tied the end of it to a piece of rope that pulls it high so I am limited in how much I can move my head without tugging on my hair.
He slides his hand up the ropes, between my breasts and his large, strong fingers close lightly around my throat. He holds me there, his eyes boring into mine and for long moments all we do is look at one another. He has me. I am his captive. He owns me again. It has been so long and yet the years melt now that I am back in his grasp.
Have I missed this? I told myself I didn’t. I told myself that he was sick and I hated him and I never wanted anything he did to me. But now, lashed in his ropes and held in his hands, I know I did. I wanted all of it and more. Yearning makes my heart ache for everything we’ve lost. Everything we’ll never have.
“I’ve missed you,” he says, a rough quality to his voice. He sounds… broken. How is that possible? Karlo is the strongest creature I know. Even in his absence these long years, I have felt him. He is bigger than the sun. And yet now, he is vulnerable in his dark longing. “I will never let you go again, Era. Not ever.”
“I won’t have a baby, Karlo.” I remind him why he sent me away, why any chance of togetherness was lost.
“There are more important things.”
“You said there’s nothing more important.”
His eyes flash at me. “I was wrong. You are more important to me than any person yet to be. You are the one I love here and now. You are all that matters.” His tone is fierce, but his voice nearly breaks and I see for the first time that he loves me. He loves me for all I am, and all I am not. But it is late in our story, maybe too late.
“I don’t understand… you were so… that’s all you wanted…”
“Of course you don’t understand me. You don’t understand yourself,” he says in pitying tones. “I take you and your body sighs for me. I slap you and you grow wet. And yet you declare you hate it, and hate me. You live in a constant contradiction. I made my biggest mistake when I listened to you, when I did what you told me you wanted me to do. I let you go and it was wrong, Era. I won’t make that mistake again.”
His hand slides from my throat and cups my breast. A trickle of wetness slips between my inner lips. I am spread for him and his presence alone is enough to make my body respond. His desire is a physical force I can feel. It infects me, takes me. It makes me his. I cannot resist him, even if I wanted to.
As his hands roam my bound body, he makes soft reverent sounds, caressing me all over. This is not the most tender of places. It is a prison, and I am trussed and bound and swinging from the ceiling. I am his prisoner but this might be the most gentle he has ever been for me. My pussy clenches as his fingers run lightly over my skin, his mouth finding mine as he kisses me. I taste him again as if for the first time. He is unique in all the universe, his tongue slipping against mine, conquering me with a gentle insistence that triggers me to respond.
I love him.
I don’t want to. I’ve never wanted to, but I do.
There’s the sound of fabric shifting and then I feel him pressed against me. That impossibly long rod is gliding over my slit, using my juices to torment me. Karlo has always known how to use my body against me, how to make my desire his plaything. He has lost none of that talent.
 
* * *
 
I have her. She’s mine. I have dreamed of this for so long. I am on the precipice of joining with her again and I will savor this moment, even as she twists in my ropes. I love having her bound. Her sex is wet and flowering, I can see it contracting, willing me inside. The lines between captive and captor are becoming blurred now. I have been hunting her, but she was waiting for me, and now I see the desire in her eyes and smell it between her thighs and I do not know which of us is in control. All I know is that I must have her, must be inside her.
I grab the ropes and pull her onto my cock in one hard thrust, her hot, soft flesh enveloping mine. Her scream of ecstasy is music to my ears as I start to fuck her hard, pulling her on and off my rod, swinging her sweet female form from the ceiling. She has always had difficulty accommodating my girth but as she writhes in her bonds she takes every inch of it, her lower lips gripping me eagerly every time I pull out.
Reunited in flesh, we become one, her sex wrapped around mine perfectly. She was made for me, this woman from another star. She is mine and I will never let her go. My orgasm rushes quickly forward, my body equally eager to reestablish dominion. She must be filled with my cum. She must be made mine again.
Her head falls back and she shrieks as I hold her hips and come inside her, filling that hot little hole. I feel her pussy clenching around me, I can see the spasms of her bound muscles as they strain against the ropes. She comes loud and hard, her tight pussy draining every drop of my cum inside her.
“Mine,” I growl, holding her close, grabbing her by the hair and kissing her deeply. I want to stay inside her forever, to feel her wrapped around me, to know precisely where she is. “All fucking mine.”
She moans softly into my mouth as I stand and hold her just like that, my beautiful bound human, the only one my heart has beat for all these years. If I were to die at this precise moment, I would be happy. There is nothing I want, nothing I need. I have her. I have everything.
Finally my cock softens and slips from her, leaving a trail of my seed sliding down her slit. I go to my knees before her and press my mouth to her lips, cleaning her with gentle sweeps of my tongue. I taste myself and her, joined as we should be as she lets out soft cries of pleasure. I pay special attention to the jewel of her clit, lapping around the little bud as I hold her in place, her bound legs spreading wide as she starts to spiral into a new orgasm. I see it all, her sweet sex trembling, the movements of her inner muscles making her outer lips quake. She comes again writhing on my mouth, sharing her juices and my seed as they flood from her sex into my mouth. I lap all over until I am satisfied that I am leaving her pussy gleaming and clean.
“That’s new,” she says shakily as I loosen the knots and bring her down into my arms.
“Everything is going to be different, Era,” I promise.
“Everything is different,” she agrees. I see something like a flash of regret in her eyes and draw her close again, holding her so tight she squeaks and taps me to get me to loosen my grasp.
“Are you going to let me go, Karlo?”
“Not ever. I’m not letting you out of my sight.” I wrap the rope around her neck, using a knot that will not allow it to slip too tight, but will keep her on a leash of rope. For all the technology we have, a simple rope is by far the most effective with a disobedient little human like her, and having her at the end of it brings me more than pleasure, it brings a deep contentment. This is how she should be. This is where she should be.
I lead her naked through the ship, toward the bridge. I have learned my lesson where she is concerned, I must never let her more than a few feet from me, and clothing, well, I will not see her clothed for quite some time. I want to drink her delicious body in whenever I desire.
“I’m not wearing anything…”
“I know.”
She blushes and looks toward the floor, but does not argue as I lead her onto the bridge. She is my prisoner. Mine. I will keep her as I please. The others look away quickly as she enters, knowing better than to ogle my mate. I feel a rush of pride as the energy in the room shifts. Her beauty is powerful, and it is mine, harnessed.
“Karlo?” Her voice is soft, hesitant. I turn toward her and cock my head.
“You should,” she says, twisting her fingers nervously. “I mean, you should get rid of me now. There’s stuff… there’s something…”
Rathkari war ship, return my child.
A woman’s voice blares over the open audio channel. Apparently the operator didn’t close it. Her strident tones startle everyone on the bridge.
“Who is that?”
Open a video link and find out, Seale Karlo.
Whoever it is, she knows my name. The operator looks at me for his orders. I nod. May as well see who this is. A second later, our unexpected interloper makes an appearance.
The image is of a large Drixi woman. She is mature; the olive tone of her skin demonstrates that. Drixi change color over the course of their lives, beginning a pale puce and slowly becoming more green with time. She has large dark eyes, no nose, as is typical of the Drixi, and a broad smile that broadcasts her glee.
“Hello, General Karlo. My name is Duchess Marchone.”
Airs and graces from another planet and another time do not make her any more noble. I recognize the double diamond insignia she has branded above her cleavage. She is a rebel. Only the most die-hard of them mark themselves in such a way. So there is another rebel ship out here. Very well. I do not understand why this woman has revealed herself. It is a significant error on her part. My appetite for conquest is never sated. She will make as good a trophy before the Rathkari council as any other rebel.
“The crew of the ship we took are being sent to a prison colony. You are welcome to join them if you are unable to outrun us.”
She smiles.
“I see why she likes you.”
A chill runs down my spine. I do not know why, but every sense I have is suddenly acutely aware of danger. This is a Rathkari war ship, one of the safest places to be in the entire universe. Our engines are capable of running down practically any other craft, our shields can guard against radiation from a neutron star, we have a crew of hundreds of highly trained soldiers. And yet, suddenly, I am uneasy. Something is not right here. Where is this woman broadcasting from, and why can’t we see her?
“It’s called phase shifting,” she says, reading my confusion perfectly. “Your Rathkari sensors can’t quite pick it up as yet. You should work on that. It can lead to some nasty surprises. Have a look.”
“Sir! Fuck!” My scanner tech exclaims. He points at his screen, which displays a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of surrounding space. It was empty moments ago, but now all around us, silver stars begin blinking into existence, except they’re not stars. They’re rebel cruisers. Hundreds of them, all with their weapons powered.
“Oh. Fuck.”
Someone on the bridge utters an obscure Earth curse as it sinks in. We have been outmaneuvered and outplayed. We are surrounded by an entire fleet of rebel vessels. We lost this battle the moment we drifted into this bit of space hours ago, we just didn’t know it. I am filled with rage, some level of natural fear—and no small amount of admiration. These rebels constructed a perfect trap and I walked right into it.
“High command will send vessels for us,” I say as the Drixi woman sneers at me triumphantly. “You may have us at a disadvantage now, but soon enough you will be the one at a disadvantage of numbers.”
“Oh, I am sure they will,” she says, her smile broadening. “That’s the best part, General Karlo. You will be right here, and they won’t see you. I think we’ll stay, just so you can watch your last hope of rescue drift by.”
“I still have Era,” I remind her. “And your crew.”
“Touch a hair on any of their heads and I will obliterate you.” She speaks with a chilling smile. “Now be a good boy, General, and lower your shield. We will send shuttles to board your vessel momentarily.”
I consider my options. I could try to blast through the rebel wall, but odds are the ship will be crippled in the attempt and by the time the unscathed rebel ships catch us, they’ll be looking to avenge their dead comrades. That wouldn’t bode well for me, or the crew.
There’s nothing to do. I realize in that moment that I have been played quite expertly, and not just by this Marchone character—but by the woman I love.
 
* * *
 
He turns toward me and I see the betrayal in his eyes. It hits me like a boot to the gut, but I try to stay strong. It has been a long time since I owed allegiance to him. I had no choice but to do this.
“I told you this wasn’t your territory anymore, Karlo.”
He drops the rope that leads to the collar about my neck. That simple action says more than a thousand shouted words ever could.
He’s angry. Seething. He doesn’t like to lose and he just lost. Badly. I used to dream of this moment. I used to fantasize about what it would be like to be the one in control, to have all the power over him. I should feel a welling of triumph, especially after what he just did to me, but instead I feel a rush of guilt. I’ve betrayed him. The man I love. I had to do it, and soon he’ll understand, but right now… right now his anger excites me a little more than it should.
Marchone and our rebel crew soon board the ship. She makes her way to the bridge, where two of our staunchest warriors take Karlo into custody. I expect a battle, but there isn’t one. He seems oddly detached from the proceedings. Maybe he’s unconcerned. Maybe I’ve fucking destroyed him by betraying him. There’s a part of me silently screaming for him to attack the men holding him. He could do it. He’s stronger than them. But he doesn’t. He lets them take him by the arms. Stands there like a mannequin.
“Good girl,” Marchone purrs, running her fingernails down the back of my neck.
Karlo stiffens at the gesture. He does not like to see her touch me.
“Take him away,” she says. “Put him in a cell.”
He lets them take him. I keep expecting him to explode with all the power and venom I know is at his disposal, but he walks between the warriors as if he has been a prisoner all his life. The entire moment is unspeakably anticlimactic and deeply depressing. I knew this was going to happen, but I don’t feel good about it. I should be celebrating turning the tables on the man who made me his captive, but instead I just feel sick.
“Let me take that off you,” Marchone says, her fingers reaching for the rope about my neck.
I keep a tight smile plastered on as she pulls away the last connection I have to him. She can’t know what I’m feeling. It would mean death for us both, and worse.



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
I have never been prisoner in the cells of my own ship before. They are not comfortable. My men are similarly imprisoned, apart from the ones necessary to run certain functions of the ship. They are obeying my order to cooperate reluctantly. I’ve taken them all into a trap, and I do not want to see any of them die. I’ll do what I have to in order to survive, and so will they.
The Drixi woman stalks toward me. There is danger in her eyes as she approaches the bars and stares in at me.
“So,” she says. “You are Seale Karlo. You are the one who hurt my little bird.”
I say nothing. What is there to say. My silence appears to irritate her.
“You say nothing to defend yourself?”
“I don’t need to defend myself,” I say calmly. “This is not your business.”
“It is certainly my business,” Marchone insists, her voice tipping into an acidic tone. “She never recovered from you, you know. And the moment you had her in your power, you took her again, ravaged her. You are an animal, Karlo, and I will treat you as one. You will be a beast of burden for me. I will enjoy using you like the depraved creature you are.”
She’s angry. Interesting. This seems to be a personal mission for her. She has clearly become very attached to my Era. I can’t blame her for that. Era is lovely, though I am not buying that Marchone wants to protect her. If that were the case, she would not have hung her out as bait.
“She cried for weeks,” the Drixi woman says. “And every tear she shed made me declare vengeance on you.”
“Why?”
“Why?” She lets out a shocked laugh. “Do you not understand empathy at all? You Rathkari men are monsters. You will suffer, Seale Karlo.”
If she wants me to worry, she’s going to have to do a lot more than stand outside the cell and make threats at me, but we both know she will not step inside. She will use others, exact her revenge by proxy.
“It will be slow.”
 
* * *
 
Hiding around the corner, I hear the exchange between Marchone and Karlo. He barely says a word to her, but his responses anger her deeply. I can hear the tremor of rage in her voice. I want to warn him not to test her. Marchone is capable of cruelty beyond cruelty. She takes pleasure in hurting her captives.
He does not respond to her threats and in the end she stalks away. I know what happens next. I’ve seen it before and it has sickened me every time. She’s gone to get the psychopaths who torture for her pleasure. It’s whispered in our ship that the only way she can climax is if she sees blood.
The second she leaves, I scurry around the corner to his cell. He is standing there, arms folded over his chest an unimpressed expression on his handsome features. How is it possible for him to remain commanding and dominating even as a prisoner?
I smirk through the bars at him. “Not so much fun now, is it, Karlo?”
“Not for either of us,” he says, his golden eyes on me. “I’m no good to you in here, and you’re nothing but a puppet out there.”
“You’ve never been any good to me anywhere.”
He shrugs. “So this is how it ends? You watch me die?”
He seems detached from the idea, like it doesn’t bother him at all. The Rathkari are known for their bravery, and Karlo is a prime example of it. I don’t think he will give Marchone what she wants. He will not beg, he will not cry, he will likely not scream in pain, and that will only drive her to ever greater acts of cruelty.
I can’t watch what she has in store for him. I just can’t.
 
* * *
 
I would not blame Era if she had come to gloat over my capture, but that doesn’t seem to be her plan. It is impossible to tell what her agenda is now. Three years is a long time, and evidently she has ingratiated herself into the highest levels of the rebellion. This has obviously been a well laid out plan designed to catch quite a trophy—no Rathkari war general has ever been taken by the rebellion. I am sure they will find a range of fascinating pains and humiliations for me.
“You have to get out of here,” she says, fiddling with the lock. “They’re going to kill you. Marchone is vicious…”
“You care?”
“I care, Karlo,” she curses. “Of course I fucking care. I didn’t have a choice.”
“You had a choice,” I growl. “You had a choice not to run from me. You had a choice not to betray me. You had a thousand choices.”
“I didn’t,” she snarls back at me. “And you don’t understand, so just shut up.”
I do not care for her snapping at me, but this is hardly the time for a correction. She has the keys to my cage, and she is about to let me go. Her hands are shaking with adrenaline, and every second she fumbles feels like a year. I fall silent, giving her room to work and soon she swings the door open. I am free.
I take her by the collar and march her down to the next cell. The rebels have not posted guards down here, they are too busy looting the weapons and supplies above. Era makes squeaks of complaint as I have her free each and every one of my men, but she does as she is told. This little traitor who I love… I do not know what I am going to do with her, but I know what has to be done in this moment.
I keep hold of her as I address my men in soft tones. We are still outgunned and outmanned, but now we have the element of surprise on our side. We will not be trying to take back this ship. This ship is forfeit. What we will be doing is disabling its navigation, and taking the escape vessels, fleeing into space in a hundred different directions, calling for the fleet.
Having given my orders for evacuation, I take Era with me as we move through the ship. The rebels made an excellent plan of capture, but they have failed on the follow through. If I were to take a Rathkari ship, every floor would be overrun, but Marchone’s crew want first pickings of the loot, so they are sparse, and nowhere near our emergency shuttles.
There are some instances of contact along the way, but my men deal with the rebels they encounter quickly and most important, quietly. We reach the shuttle bay as planned and they begin to take their shuttles. I am immensely proud of them; they have followed my orders perfectly, from allowing themselves to be taken, to conducting their escape. They will all be rewarded richly if we survive.
Era is by my side, my fist still clenched in her collar. She is compliant, which I do not trust, but we are past trust now. Trust is a luxury. We are in the realm of essential action.
“Karlo.” She puts her hand on my arm just as we prepare to take the last of the shuttles along with fifteen of my men. “We have to go back to Marchone’s ship.”
She’s talking about taking a shuttle across open space. We could take the one we’re on and be out of here before Marchone and the rebels are aware of what is happening.
“Absolutely not.”
“Karlo. We have to,” she says, her tone high-pitched, nearly panicked. She tugs at my arm, making no impression on me at all.
“Why?”
“Because there’s someone we have to save.”
“We can’t take anyone else.”
“I’m not leaving without him. If you won’t take me back there, then leave me here.”
She speaks with total determination, which puzzles me. If I leave her, Marchone will surely know that she was the one who effected our escape. And if the woman is as cruel as she seems to be, that will not go well for Era.
I could simply drag Era onto the shuttle, ignore her wishes. That is my strong preference. She’s mine. I’m not helping her rescue another man. There’s something in her eyes though, something that sways me.
“Him?”
My jealousy flares. She has taken another lover in my absence, and now she dares to use me to rescue him? I want to refuse, but I want to see this man too. I want to see who she loves so much she’s willing to put her life and freedom on the line.
“Fine,” I grind out. “We will go to Marchone’s ship. The rest will take their shot at escape first.”
I take control of the shuttle, Era beside me, my men lined up behind. A few of them have managed to find side arms. They may come in useful.
My men fire across space, a swarm of shuttles. We have two hundred of them in total. The moment they blast out of the belly of the ship, the surrounding rebel ships give chase. Lights spear across space, the thrusters of several hundred ships dancing in chase and evasion. There is a vicious beauty to it. My men are drawing most of the danger away, and Marchone’s ship hangs in space, presumably largely empty.
“He better be worth this,” I snarl as I take hold of the controls.
“He is,” she says softly, and a look of such tender lovingness comes over her features. I feel as though I have been punched hard in the gut. Whoever he is, she loves him. Dark thoughts enter my mind. Plans for revenge. I will not share her.
We travel across open space, in great danger and in silence. She is utterly fixated on that ship. We cruise right up to it and discover the shuttle dock open. They were so cocky and sure of their triumph that they have left nothing in the way of defense whatsoever.
“There’s still some people aboard, I think,” Era whispers. “I don’t want trouble here.”
I order my men to stay with the shuttle and follow her lead. If this gets us captured again, at least they will have some means of escape. Curiosity and jealousy are driving me as she moves toward an access hatch. Most all ships have them, maintenance tubes that run between floors. She removes the hatch, climbs up, and gestures for me to climb in behind her. It’s a tight fit. My shoulders are too broad and I am not the most nimble of creatures. I was made to rage in battle, not hide myself away in little tubes.
“This way,” she insists. She has developed so much more confidence over the years. She speaks with an air of certainty that borders on authority. Interesting. I wonder what else has changed for her, and what role this man has played in it. She moves quickly through the tubes, but quietly. I have to move much more slowly, earning her impatience. The view is quite pleasant, her shapely rear displayed to excellent effect in the tight rubber pants. Mine become tighter too as I remember how it was to claim her again.
I want her. I want her so badly it is a physical craving. It makes me sick to think that we are working toward freeing some other man of hers.
She stops and my face meets her cheeks rather abruptly.
“I know I’ve told you to kiss my ass before, Karlo,” she whispers over her shoulder. “But now’s really not the time.”
She is loosening another vent. I restrain the urge to swat her cheeks and a second later she’s dropping down and I have no choice but to follow. I find myself in a very small quarters. Before I can really take the room in, she reaches up and clamps her hand over my mouth.
Scowling down at her, I raise two questioning brows. She stands up on her tiptoes, obviously trying to get closer. I dip down a little to allow her closer.
“The reason we’re here,” she whispers, breathing heavily, her small hand still clamped over my mouth, “is him. Be quiet, Karlo. He’s sleeping.”
So this man we have risked our lives to rescue must not be disturbed from sleep? I am utterly confused as she turns from me, pulls back the blanket on the bed and I see a small boy lying there, swaddled in space-themed pajamas. He is curled up on himself, pillows arranged around him as if he has been snuggled in a soft little nest while all around him battle raged.
“Wake up, Kes,” she says softly, rocking his shoulder gently. He stirs and I stare as he wakes up. His eyes meet mine. They are pure gold. My gaze runs over his features. I have seen similar before, a strong chin and jaw, high cheekbones, even in his young rounded face. I am looking into a little mirror of myself.
For a moment, I cannot speak. I know what… who I must be looking at, but his existence seems to be impossible. And yet he is there, blinking and staring at me with a quiet curiosity that belies his age. He can’t be much more than two years old, and yet he seems to know this is a time to be quiet. My boy has good instincts. My boy.
“Is he…”
“Yes, Karlo. He’s yours,” she says, gathering the child into her arms. He rests his head on her shoulder and looks at me with those great eyes, so large in his small face.
“I thought…”
“So did I,” she says. “Turns out, I was wrong. She knew, though. Marchone. She knew when she met me, before I did, even. And that’s… I was alone, Karlo, I was scared and she had me right where she wanted me. She told me we’d do good things together. That he’d have a life worth living. But she doesn’t care. Not about me, and definitely not about him. He and I, we’ve been prisoners for…” Tears fill her eyes. “We have him. And now we have to go.”
She’s right. We have to get the hell out of here. She hands him to me as she jumps back up to the hatch. I feel the weight of the boy in my arms. My son. We look at each other, he and I and I worry for a second that he might start to cry at being held by a large stranger. Instead, he smiles and points toward my eyes. He’s not said a word, but we’ve recognized each other the same way. I put my finger to my lips, indicating he should be quiet. He nods sleepily, but quickly and I feel my heart swell with pride. He is smart.
“Here,” she whispers, holding her arms out from above. “Let’s go.”
I hand him over, a part of my heart I never knew I was missing until this very moment.
We scramble back to the ship and board it hurriedly. Kes stays quiet as we power up and make to leave. Is this it? Have we escaped? I use Marchone’s ship as a screen between us and my captured vessel, making it harder to spot as we jet away. We don’t have the same advantage the first flurry of ships had. There are not hundreds of us to chase, there is but one, and as we accelerate away, I see a set of lights that can only be one thing: the rebel ships returning.
Outnumbered, outgunned, I do not care. I will not be captured again. I push the shuttle to full power and scream toward them as they open fire. There is no way out but through. Next to me, Era and Kes are securely belted in, the boy with my eyes and my blood sucking his thumb as the ship slides back and forth. It’s about to get rough, but there is nothing I can do about that.
A bolt passes dangerously close. I throw the ship onto its side, everything becoming horizontal for a second before we spin around level to our previous trajectory. The wash of the engines of the passing rebel ships makes the shuttle judder furiously.
Kes lets out a cry, not of fear, but of pure excitement. I grin as I hear it. I know that sound. That is the sound of a Rathkari boy who welcomes danger. The crew takes up his cry and we cheer our way through the volley of fire and destruction.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Days later…
 
By the time I knew I was going to have Kes, it was too late. I had been taken into a camp of rebels fighting against Rathkari domination. Leaving was not an option. Marchone looked after me after his difficult birth, and the others were like aunts and uncles. Every time I looked into his eyes, I knew Karlo needed to know of his existence, but to ask the rebels to let me take Kes and go to the Rathkari was worse than unthinkable. It could have meant all their deaths. So I waited, until Marchone’s plans intersected with my own.
This hasn’t been easy. I didn’t know if he would still want me. I didn’t know if I wanted him. I hated him for so long that I thought hate was all I’d ever have, and when he first captured me, all those feelings came rushing back. I was a captive again, he was my tormentor. My world had been a whirl of confusion, but when I saw him inside that cell and knew that Marchone would not let him live, my muddied thinking suddenly became clear.
Our escape from the rebels was not easy; most of his men had already escaped and we met a lot of the rebel fleet returning to the Rathkari ship, but Karlo flew that shuttle like a man possessed and he got us back to a Rathkari freighter utterly unharmed. It was an incredible experience—one I hope I never have again.
Now I sit wrapped in a blanket in the same quarters in which he was conceived, watching as Kes tries to play with his father.
“Bang!”
Kes points a piece of plastic at Karlo and makes shooting sounds. For a second, I am worried Karlo won’t know how to respond. How does a battle-scarred Rathkari general deal with a small boy?
“You’re dead!” Kes makes the declaration in determined tones.
I wait for Karlo to either laugh at him or lecture him on respect. Instead, the great burly alien clutches at his chest and makes a long drawn-out groaning sound as he slides from the chair and crumples to the floor.
Kes leaps atop him and shrieks victory as my eyes fill with tears. I have never been so happy. They love each other already.
“Cut my throat,” Karlo encourages, showing Kes where the jugular is.
“Okay, I think that’s enough play,” I intervene with a dark look at Karlo. “Kes, it’s time you ate something.”
“He doesn’t need to know that,” I say, once Kes is settled with some food, happily watching old Earth videos salvaged from the Rathkari cultural collection.
“Everybody should know that,” Karlo says unrepentantly. “All play is practice killing. That is the evolutionary purpose of games in every species…”
“Karlo!”
“Very well,” he agrees, bowing his head. “As you say.”
 
* * *
 
She has blossomed as a mother. I defer to her not because I am any less in control, but because even a Rathkari war general knows a mother’s domain over her young is to be trifled with at one’s peril. She has raised a good, strong boy and I am more proud of both of them than I can begin to express.
My time with her has yet to fully come, but I am patient. Soon Kes will go to sleep in a little chamber very well soundproofed from mine, and then I will have her as I have yearned to have her since I discovered her many layered deception. She has a reckoning coming, and she will not escape it.
I bide my time, past our little meal, the bath that Kes insists on turning into a naval battle much to his mother’s chagrin, and then to bedtime. I share her with him gladly, but when his eyes close and he falls asleep, she is mine again. All mine.
I take her by the hand and lead her to the bedroom we shared in her rebellion. She is tired from tending to him. She stretches out on the bed as if she is ready to nap, but I have no intention of letting her rest tonight.
I open a drawer and take out the coil of rope that has been waiting for her since she left. She glances over to it and instantly she is more awake, sitting up, looking at me and the rope.
“Karlo…”
“You and I have a reckoning yet to come,” I purr. “Take your clothes off.”
I can brook no fabric between us. There has been too much between us for too long, distance upon distance. Now I cannot stand so much as a sliver of cloth between her and me. She senses my intensity and slips the robe off. As her beautiful body comes into view, I can do nothing but stare. This is the most precious view in all the universe.
Her gaze is curious, beautiful. “Am I in trouble, Karlo?”
I go to one knee next to the bed, reach out and caress her cheek gently. “Always.”
She shivers beautifully. All is not forgiven between us. I sent her away, gave her the means to run across the stars. She tricked and trapped me, denied me knowledge of my son. All is not well yet, but I intend to make things right tonight.
I loop the rope gently around her neck and use it to urge her into a standing position. From there I pull it slowly so it runs across her skin, the rubbery twists stimulating her as I bring it down between her breasts then around her back, capturing her arms as I walk behind her. I work with reverence as she stands patient and obedient. We share guilt, she and I, but tonight we will both be absolved.
“I missed you,” I say, speaking softly. She is trembling a little, anticipating what I will do to her. There will be pain.
“I missed you too,” she whispers. Finally she is safe enough to make that admission. She is not the same woman I captured out in rebel territory.
“You betrayed me.”
“I had to.”
I twist the rope and walk around to face her, brow cocked. “Oh?”
“I was desperate, Karlo. Marchone would never have let me leave, and I couldn’t exactly send a letter to Rathkari high command, could I? I had to come up with some way to get you close, so I talked to Marchone. I told her I wanted revenge. She agreed to that. She found you, Karlo. She sent spies. It took almost six months, but she hunted you down.”
“So you tricked me and Marchone,” I say, running my fingertips down her spine, watching as goosebumps rise over her back and down her arms. “You played a master manipulator, and a general of the Rathkari war wing.”
“I did what I had to do,” she says, her rebellious tone making me smile.
“You wanted to come back to me.”
“I wanted Kes to know his father. I didn’t want him growing up with Marchone. And I’d had him so I knew you would want me. I just didn’t know… if I could want you.”
Her words are painful for her to speak, I can see. They’re also painful for me to hear, but they are every bit deserved. I take her chin in my fingers and look deep into her eyes. “I need you to know this, Era. If you had not had him, I would still have wanted you. I was looking for you regardless. You are not a womb to me, and I am sorry I ever allowed you to feel that.”
Her pretty eyes widen in shock. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”
“That I love you?”
“No, I mean, I never thought I’d hear you apologize.” She flashes a bright impudent grin and my heart melts for her.
“I owe you a world of apologies. I owe you a lifetime of joy.”
“You have a weird way of showing it, Karlo.” She glances at the rope in my hand.
“This brings us both joy, Era.”
A little smile appears on her lips. “It does,” she admits. “But, Karlo. I am not your prisoner. I never will be. I learned a lot with Marchone. I know every way you know out of this ship, and a lot you probably don’t.”
“Oh, I am sure you do,” I smile, a growl deep in my throat. My little human has always been brave and bold; now she has years of rebel training under her belt. I have no doubt I will see the fruits of that very soon.
She is not sorry for what she has done, nor should she be. This punishment is not because she has done wrong. It is because we both need it. I need to feel her again, take her as mine. I need her to do what she has never done. I need her to give herself to me. I need her to submit.
I start working the rope around her body, the dark lines of it emphasizing her pale curves perfectly. Soon I have her bound simply enough, her hands behind her back, her breasts presented in two rope triangles, and a double strand running between her thighs, right over her sex and between her cheeks. I know it will be rubbing her lower lips and brushing the tight little bud of her anus.
She arches into the ropes, accepting them, wearing the harness I have fashioned for her with pride. She is beautiful.
Sitting down, I use the harness to pull her over my lap. The bindings leave the part of her anatomy I most wish to mark vulnerable to me: her bottom. Two sweet round cheeks presented perfectly to my gaze, held up for my inspection and punishment by the ropes that secure her straining flesh.
Era makes no complaints as I settle her into position and rub my hand over her rear. She knows she needs this. I need this. I start to spank her, my palm landing on her soft cheeks, making them bloom a pretty pink color. Every part of her is perfect as she begins to moan softly and wriggle. The harness will be doing its work, keeping her pussy held nice and snugly as I punish her naughty human body.
We are back where we started, but everything is different. She doesn’t hate me. She’s not fighting me. She’s accepting my discipline, sighing softly and taking each and every slap. Between swats I let my fingers trace over her heated skin, curl them around the ropes and tug so she lets out little gasps as the rope rubs against her clit.
“You’ve been a very bad girl,” I growl softly. “A very, very bad girl.”
 
* * *
 
As Karlo lectures me gently, I hear the depth of his affection in his voice. He is not the same man who first captured me. Or perhaps he is. Maybe I could never see it or feel it before. I was so angry back then. I was filled with rage that made love utterly impossible. It took Kes to break me of my anger.
The moment I held my boy, half human and half Rathkari, I knew I couldn’t hate the Rathkari anymore. To do that would be to hate my own son, and to hate a part of myself. Karlo is in me. I am in him. We are joined.
I have missed him with every part of me. Nothing has been the same since I boarded that shuttle and threw myself across the stars. I have been missing something I didn’t know I had. Karlo is not just a dominating commanding Rathkari male. He is the first and only man to ever look after me. I could not appreciate him in those early days. The tender care he showed me when I was sick was nothing to me.
We were torn apart by what we imagined the other was, and in our separation we finally saw what we truly were. Three years of regret are ending, and I could cry with joy as his ropes caress and cradle me, my sex riding against the ridges of the rubberized material while he spanks me, his palm biting my skin with swift slaps that do not hurt. I have known real pain, and this is not it. This is the sting I have craved, the firm touch of my lover’s hand stoking my desire.
Just as the intensity escalates, a thin cry sounds from the other room, floating through the monitor Karlo has sitting beside the bed. We stop and I crane my neck around.
“He needs me.”
I’m worried that Karlo will be impatient, or refuse to let me go. To my relief Karlo lifts me up and presses a kiss to my lips as he picks up my robe and puts it on me, sliding the sleeves over my arms and belting it around my waist so I am covered completely, transformed from wanton love slave to simple mother.
“Go to him,” he says with a light slap to my bottom. “I can wait. We have forever.”
Forever. Happy tears fill my eyes as I hurry to settle Kes. We have forever.
 
 
The End
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