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Introduction
Enemies multiply on Cruna, forcing an unexpected alliance.
Maren, a voluptuous spitfire, doesn’t trust easily. Her past experiences with men have seen to that. So, she’s keeping her head down and working hard to establish herself as an intergalactic medic. She’s doing her best to ignore the one who watches her from the shadows but he’s impossible to ignore. Not to mention unconventionally sexy. Really, really sexy.
Kraal, a powerful dhevieth warrior, has fought this inconvenient attraction since he set eyes upon the curvy, brown-haired human. He’d force himself to forget her if he didn’t carry so much guilt for what the females had to endure while on the sky island of Bameh. He’ll make it up to her by making sure she’s safe on Nedruinia while she finishes her studies…no matter how many times she tells him to leave. For now, he’ll watch her and try to keep his thoughts of claiming her to himself.
Meanwhile, battle lines have been drawn on Bameh. The humans aren’t safe and they’re attracting unwanted attention on Nedruinia as well. After an attempted kidnapping, an injured Kraal finds himself away from the healing core of Bameh too long. He needs Maren’s help if they’re going to survive but she’s going to need to trust him. But she doesn’t trust anyone—not even herself.
The Alien’s Bounty is the second book in the Dhevieth Warrior Series. Each book is a standalone though it is recommended to read them in order for the best reading experience. Bounty is a steamy sci-fi romance, no cheating, no cliffhanger, HEA guaranteed!
Chapter 1
Maren
“NOW, combine the othreaf and atrort, and the resulting paste acts as an antibiotic. Both plants can be found in nature, so it’s a solid alternative when injuries occur away from medical facilities.” Healer Vinkreil stands at the front of the small room, crushing the vibrant leaves with a stone mortar and pestle. Her long purple hair is tied back today, the bangles that decorate her wrists clinking loudly. Her skin is a shade darker than her hair, her face fixed in concentration—even the third eyeball that takes up most of her forehead. It has taken me a while to get used to it, but it’s starting to grow on me.
Trinity, Willa, and I sit cross-legged not far from her demonstration table. The rest of the class does the same because, unlike classrooms we’d find on Earth, these don’t have chairs. Here we sit on raised benches like a small theater while the presenters teach us all about the herbal remedies unique to Cruna.
Healer Vinkreil is my favorite. She reminds me of my grandmother who took care of me when I was little. She’s nurturing and provides guidance in the way she teaches. And she lets us try making the pastes and creams once she’s finished showing us, which is way more fun than dozing off while someone prattles on about it all day long. A hands-on approach works the best for me at solidifying what we’re learning.
We’re dismissed to small stations around the room so we can create the paste. Trinity holds the black and green leaf to her nose, giving it a good sniff. “Smell this, it’s rancid.”
Willa giggles as I hold up my hand to keep her from shoving the leaf in my face. “I’ll pass. We could all smell it when she was smashing it to bits, Trin.” The room still has a distinctly sour lingering scent.
Healer Vinkreil appears beside us like she’s some sort of ninja. “The smell isn’t ideal,” Vinkreil says, “but we can add better smelling herbs to the paste to mask it.”
“That’s not a bad idea. If you’re stranded in the wilderness and treat a wound with this concoction, an infection won’t kill you but any animal within a five miles radius would.”
Vinkreil laughs lightly and clasps her hands in front of her chest. “You aren’t technically wrong, Maren. Though the scent is natural, already found in the forests. So, you wouldn’t need to worry about the scent of the paste attracting animals. If anything, they’d be drawn to you by the scent of blood.”
“That makes sense. I’m not a survivalist by any means. I’ve never been camping or roughed it like some of my friends. This flight from Earth to Cruna was the most adventurous thing I’ve ever willingly signed up for. You’ll have to be patient with me if I lack common sense when it comes to the ways of the wilderness.”
“All three of you are intelligent women,” Vinkreil says. “I am not worried.”
For the last hour of class, we work on perfecting our concoctions. To take away the sour scent of the atrort leaf when it’s crushed, we add ploom root, which gives the entire concoction a floral scent. Once we’ve bottled it, we’re finished for the night.
There are only twelve of us in this particular class and we’re the last three to file out of the room. This intergalactic medical station on Nedruinia is similar to a campus on Earth. We study here and our sleeping quarters are here, too. Close enough that we walk wherever we need to go. Tonight, like every other night, as soon as we leave the building, my skin tingles with awareness the moment we’re on the path home. “Shoot, my room card must’ve fallen out of my bag. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.”
“We’ll wait for you,” Trinity says.
“No, go ahead. I won’t be long.” I’m already moving, in hopes they’ll keep going and give me a moment to myself. After a quick glance back and a wave, they’re moving again, and I release the nervous breath I’ve been holding. As soon as they’re out of sight, I turn toward the trees that line the path. “You can come out now.”
The red and yellow leaves shake on the tree before a massive silver body emerges from the shadows. His wings are tucked tightly against his back, his chest bare and gleaming in the chilly night, the many healed scars a much darker gray. He’s wearing the same black pants that are tight around his thick thighs but loose by his bare feet. Even though I fight it every time, my heart rate increases when I see him, while butterflies flutter around my belly.
“Maren,” he says, his voice a deep rumble that makes my pussy pulse.
“Kraal, I thought we talked about this. You can’t be here. Someone could see you.” I step closer to him, trying to keep him in the shadows by the trees. I’m busy glancing up and down the path to make sure no one approaches when his finger touches my temple and gently traces down the side of my face.
“I will continue to watch over you.”
The determination in his voice pulls my attention back to him. Our eyes meet and I’m pulled in by the shockingly bright neon blue that makes them glow in the dark. I finally look away when something draws my attention to his hands.
“What’s that?”
“It’s for you.” He holds it up so I can see it better in the light. My breath catches in my throat when the lights along the path catch the colorful swirls of blue and gold in the smooth stone attached to the bracelet.
“You’re giving this to me?” Without thinking about it, I reach for it, the beauty of the rock mesmerizing. “Why?”
“The blues match the color of your eyes, my Maren.”
I slip it onto my wrist before his words register. The gold band fits perfectly, the rock laying against the top of my hand. His possessive claim sends shivers through me before my need to flee kicks in.
“Kraal—” Before I can tell him that what he wants is impossible, a crunching of boots along the path stops us cold. “Someone’s coming!” I push him back toward the trees while I’m glancing down the path. It’s cold tonight, and every night once the sun goes down, but I’m breaking out in a sweat. Kraal and his kind are still secret to everyone here on Nedruinia. He may have delivered us here from Bameh to get us somewhere safe when things went bad a few months ago, but we don’t talk about it. We keep the secret like we were never there.
A familiar figure appears along the path a few moments later. When I glance back, Kraal is gone. “Maren? What are you doing out here all alone at this time of night?” It shouldn’t surprise me that it’s the night guard Elxad walking the path. He’s built like he was made to be a guard—much shorter than Kraal, he’s shaped like a muscular barrel; all arms, legs, and chest. He waddles more than struts because of the thickness of his body compared to his height. Unlike other species I’ve encountered, he has a short stubby tail with fringed black fur that swishes from side to side when he walks.
“I’m heading home from class,” I finally answer, my voice sounding much higher pitched to my ears.
“Alone?” He steps closer, his expression souring. “If you ever need an escort, I will walk you back to your quarters. Not that it’s unsafe here, because it isn’t. We’re diligent about the safety on campus…but I don’t like to take chances.”
He puts his hand on the back of my neck and guides me away from the trees. It could be my imagination, but I swear Kraal makes a deep agitated rumble from somewhere in the shadows. I don’t like to be touched and I don’t like being bossed around, but I go along with Elxad because I want to give Kraal a chance to get away without being noticed.
I should take some time to examine why what happens to Kraal matters so much to me. The dhevieth are to blame for our confinement and unwanted experimentation when we were held on Bameh. But they’re also the reason we’re now free and fulfilling our wish to study medicine on Nedruinia.
Elxad’s hand tightens on the back of my neck before sliding down to my back. He never takes his hand off me even though we’re walking along the path. I pick up my pace when I spot the building where Trinity and Willa will be waiting for me. “Here we are!” I say, much too chipper for the situation. “I can take it from here. Thanks, Elxad.”
He stays at the bottom of the steps while I hurry to the top. “Yes, well…Good night, Maren.” I have the door open with my foot nudged inside to hold it while I take another quick glance around. When Elxad doesn’t leave right away, I let the door close and lock behind me. It isn’t until I’ve turned the light on in my room and pulled the curtains closed that a silver streak marks the dark night sky, leaving me with an empty feeling inside. I rub my thumb over the smooth stone on my wrist until it chases away the chill left behind by the guard, Elxad.
Chapter 2
Kraal
THE CHIMU NAMED Elxad desires Maren.
The stench of his hormones saturates the air until it takes all my control to remain in the trees. He’s always around, always watching for her.
And tonight, he put his hands on her.
Once she’s safely locked away in her building for the night and the chimu guard has left, I take off into the sky, heading for my home. It isn’t safe for me to linger during the day. Someone could see me and it would be difficult to explain what I am and why I’m here. For years, my species has lived on the secret sky island of Bameh. And until recently, it has been peaceful.
There are a lot of reasons behind our secrecy, but the main one is our kind relies on the core of Bameh to give us strength and healing energy. Without it, we would die. If we were ever invaded and our home taken from us, we’d die. But even with all of this, it doesn’t stop me from desiring Maren and watching over her on Nedruinia, regardless of the danger.
The flight back to Bameh takes time but it’s cathartic. I’ve never been able to fly such distances or so openly before. After stalking through the trees for the majority of the night, stretching my wings for a few hours is just what I need. It’s inevitable that I run across other creatures in the night, but they keep their distance, flying in wide arcs from my trajectory. My annoyance at the chimu guard surrounds me like a cloud, acting as a deterrent to anything that might otherwise bother a creature like me flying alone at this time of night.
My thoughts are full of Maren, and they only grow stronger the further I fly from her. Like so often, I remember the first time I felt her presence.
WE BROKE THROUGH THE TREES, smoke swirling into the black sky. It singed my nostrils with an unpleasant sharp scent but as we walked closer, something else on the air made my hackles rise.
Blood.
It saturated the air, even thicker than the smoke that seeped from the fallen ship. We were moving through the dark, twisted corridors when I sensed her pain, throbbing like a dull heartbeat. Vah’all broke down the door to high-pitched screams and then we were standing at the back of the room while his female greeted her friends.
“Four females,” I said to my brothers. “Let’s give them the language implants and return to Bameh.” I sounded insensitive even to my ears, but we needed to work quickly before anyone saw us and before the female with the vibrant blue eyes bled out on the floor of this room.
“Kraal is correct,” Drocrek said. “We must not linger in case someone discovers us.”
Both Drocrek and I watched while Vah’all put the language implant behind his woman’s ear. My fingers twitched at my side while I waited impatiently for the opportunity to step forward and provide medical care to the injured women I now know as Maren.
She stared into my eyes, the blue dulling from the pain. “Will you take us to Nedruinia? They’re expecting us.” The wound on her temple bled through the bandage. Her skin was pale, tinted green…but it was her eyes, her shockingly blue eyes that called to my soul from the beginning. I was hypnotized until her eyes began to close and the temporary trance snapped. She told me they needed medical attention while I moved forward, attaching the language transmitter so I could treat her.
The bandage on her forehead was useless now that the blood had seeped through, so I removed it and tossed it aside. My fingers brushed against her skin. It was soft but moist from sweat and hot to the touch. She was feverish. The healing plaster worked quickly once it formed to the wound and dried, but the scent of blood still saturated the air around us.
“Any other wounds that need to be dealt with now?” I asked her.
She moved her arm away from her torso, lifting the soiled gauze, revealing a deep, wide cut. It was in that moment she captured my full attention. Not only was I drawn to her because of her physical features, but her strength.
She’s a fighter.
When it was finally time to go and I held her in my arms, something shifted inside me. And I knew, because of this strong, blue-eyed female, I wouldn’t be able to go back to how things were before she crash-landed into my life.
ALL IS quiet when I make it back to the military compound on Bameh. It’s late, past the time when most of our warriors have retired for the night unless they’re on security detail. Drocrek will still be messing around on the security feeds, though. And he’s the one I need to see.
“You returned without incident?” he asks when I enter the room.
“Always.” I take the chair next to him as he switches the feed on one of the screens. Because I’ve made this my routine for so many nights, my confidence isn’t arrogance. It is a fact. I’ve become expert at keeping to the shadows so no one sees me when I leave Bameh. “How are things here?” Drocrek’s plate is still resting on the edge of the panel from dinner. It’s cold and picked over but I help myself to his leftovers anyway. After such a long flight, I’m hungry and tired.
“The kitchens are closed but you could find something more appetizing than that.” Drocrek rubs his hands over his face, his exhaustion showing.
I brush off his suggestion and get to the reason I’m sitting next to him at this hour instead of heading off to bed. “She accepted the bracelet tonight.”
“Ooh, excellent.” Drocrek sits up taller in his chair because having a task will take priority over sleeping, any time. His fingers move over the panel as he clicks buttons while the screens shift and change.
Maybe I should feel guilty for installing the tracker on Maren’s bracelet, but I don’t. She’s too far away from me during the day when she’s studying at the school. I’ve made it my priority to make sure all three of the women are safe while they’re there, but I can’t sit in the trees and watch over them from sunrise to sunset. Stux’an would have a serious problem with that.
“This is the moment where we find out if we can truly get the signal from this far away.”
“It’ll work,” Drocrek says, not an ounce of doubt anywhere in his demeanor. His confidence gives me confidence. The anticipation of seeing the signal on the screen and knowing it’s Maren’s location gives me a sudden rush of adrenaline. While Drocrek works his magic, my fingers tap with nervous energy against my legs, this last burst of energy bound to burn out before long. “Here we go.”
Sure enough, a small, flashing red dot appears on the screen. It’s tiny at first, but as Drocrek works, it becomes larger and larger. “I’ve zoomed in on the campus. This is the building where she stays when she’s not in class. Makes sense, she’s sleeping now.”
“Yes, she’s sleeping.” I exhale, my body relaxing. The rhythmic flashing of the red dot becomes soothing in a way, because it’s connected to Maren and her safety.
“I’ll send you the link, so all the updates will go to you. You’ll receive notifications if anything unusual or out of the ordinary happens. She might leave it in her room sometimes too, though. But at least you’ll be notified if all of a sudden she leaves Nedruinia.”
“Thanks, Drocrek. I’ll feel better knowing she’s safe on campus when I can’t be there.”
“It’s something, even if it doesn’t give us much information to go on. Anyway, I’m glad it worked out.”
Now that I have that out of the way, I make my way to my sleeping quarters in the lower level of the compound. This much travel is hard on my body and not something I’m used to, but I’d do it every day without complaint. She senses me now. She knows when I’m near and she always makes a point to find time with me alone. Most of the time we’re together includes Maren telling me I shouldn’t be around her. It doesn’t bother me that she’s always pushing me away because it just shows she cares. Even if she’s really good at hiding it.
Chapter 3
Maren
“WHO ARE THESE GUYS?” The three of us are walking into the woods next to campus when we come across a group of males I’ve never seen before. Even though the campus is large, I would’ve noticed these burly, intimidating guys. They look like the guard, Elxad, who’s always patrolling the grounds at night; only these guys aren’t wearing the uniform. But they’re short for males, about the same height as my five-foot-five and built like burly linebackers.
“No clue,” Trinity says. “Let’s keep moving.”
The men aren’t shy about staring. They stop and linger, their intense gazes burning into our backs as we walk away. “Geez, obvious much?” I say, not bothering to keep my voice down. After hoisting my bag further onto my shoulder, we move faster. The rest of the class is with us, and after the way these strangers didn’t bother to hide their blatant stares, we catch up and blend in.
“They’re like oompa loompas on steroids,” Willa says.
We all burst out laughing, drawing strange looks from the rest of our classmates. Not that it’s anything new. We’re the only three humans that we know of on Nedruinia which means we draw attention whether we mean to or not. But this medical program is an exciting opportunity for all of us. We’d be the first humans certified as intergalactic medics, meaning we’d have the ability to travel anywhere on Cruna and practice medicine. Escaping my past has been my goal all along, so the idea of staying here and pursuing a career is exciting.
We’re following a familiar path into the woods so we can collect the popular leaves and berries we use for the remedies we’ve been practicing in class. The distinct fire-red of the trafole bush stands out against the cooler shades of the forest, so I pause to collect a few branches. As I reach down, the bracelet from Kraal sways on my wrist, catching my eye. My pulse increases to a steady thrum while a flush moves over my skin.
“Everything okay?” Willa asks.
I’m gripping the bracelet and my wrist with my other hand, holding it against my chest. Now that I’ve been caught, I’m turning an even darker shade of red.
“Fine,” I say, my voice sounding too light and breathy to my ears. “Just about to grab some trafole leaves.”
“That’s great! Grab a bunch and I’ll split them with you.”
“You got it.” She moves on ahead while I pull myself together, annoyed at myself for being so flustered in the first place. This is why I’m trying to convince Kraal to keep his distance. But instead of doing what I ask, he continues to show up every night…and last night with a gift. My heart beats erratically when I think of it. My skin tingles when I know he’s watching me, even if I can’t see him. The heat of his gaze brings other parts of my body to life and that’s what scares me the most.
I collect a decent amount of the pointy red leaves and seal them in a small bag inside my larger backpack, all the while trying to convince myself that what I’m feeling for Kraal is simply the lack of being with a man sexually for so long. Maybe if I had sex with him and got it out of my system, I could move on and focus on the rest of my studies.
The rest of our group is up ahead, spread out off the path, as they search for the supplies we need for class. Not only does Healer Vinkreil encourage us to gather supplies we know we’ll need, but we’re also free to collect unknown leaves and berries and bring them back to class so we can make new discoveries. It doesn’t happen often because she has spent so much time combing through these woods, but every now and again, someone brings back something new that’s growing that never has before.
“What about you, Maren?” Trinity asks.
“Sorry. I didn’t catch the beginning of your conversation.”
“Willa said the front door to our building was open this morning when she went for her morning run.” Trinity is crouched down in the middle of a patch of dastetta, a dainty plant with wide leaves that smells amazing and offers a cooling effect similar to aloe.
“Open as in unlocked or the door was actually not closed tightly?” I ask to clarify.
“Both, I guess. The security door was cracked open. Have you ever noticed that before?”
“I’ve never noticed but I’m never the first one out the door. It’s either Willa when she goes on her morning runs, or you when you head to the cafeteria for breakfast.”
Trinity seals her bag of leaves and walks closer to me. “I’ll mention it to someone.”
“We can talk to the night guard after class tonight. He’s not my favorite guy around, but he seems to take the security of this place seriously.”
Satisfied, we finish collecting and head back to campus along the same path. We’ve just emerged from the wooded section of the path when I notice that same group of men still lingering around. From what I can tell, they’re not really doing anything in particular. Just standing in a group, talking quietly. When our group walks past, they watch us go. Customs might be different here, but it’s still a situation that causes us to feel unease.
“We should ask about these guys, too,” Trinity says once they’re behind us. “Their behavior is strange.”
“Tonight,” I say, confirming our plan.
Of course, the rest of our day is so busy that the open security door and the group of strange men doesn’t cross my mind again. After our morning in the woods, we spend the rest of the day on campus, in our classes. Our days have become routine enough that this all feels normal…like we belong here, even though there’s no one else around like us. But the healers who lead our classes don’t treat us any different than the other students, and we work just as hard as everyone else to learn what is expected of us.
“So again,” Healer Vinkreil says, “the combination we created today is extremely effective against head pain. For the more extreme instances of stubborn pain, we’ve had success utilizing a patch that releases the mixture gradually throughout the day.”
I’ve finished storing my own mixture in a small jar so now I’m taking diligent notes to be sure I remember the exact measurements when I make it again as well as different options to apply the balm.
“I love the smell of this one,” I say to Willa who’s sitting right next to me. We utilized the dastetta leaves today, a slight change to Healer Vinkreil’s usual concoction, but not only is the smell more pleasing but it makes the skin tingle from the cooling property associated with the plant.
“Me too. And it really works, especially if applied to specific places on the body.”
A quick glance outside shows the shift in the sky, indicating it’ll soon be time to head back to our rooms for the night. I immediately think of Kraal, anticipating if he’ll be somewhere lingering around when we begin our walk along the path. My stomach flutters like usual but I resign myself to giving him another stern talking to…just to make sure he doesn’t get the wrong idea about us. Kraal’s kind likes to claim a mate and live happily ever after, but that isn’t a scenario I can get behind. Not where I am in my life right now and not after what I saw on his home of Bameh.
We all assume that Sarah is doing okay, and that’s what Kraal tells me when I ask, but that’s not the life for me. I want to be able to travel around and practice the medicine I’m working so hard to learn. I don’t want to hide away and get involved in alien politics that have nothing to do with me. These are all of the rational things I tell myself. But then he shows up and before I even see him, I forget all the reasons being together is a bad idea.
“Are you ready to go?” Trinity and Willa stare down at me, their bags packed up and ready to go.
“Yes.” I snap into action, grabbing my things that are spread out around me and tossing them into my backpack. I’d be embarrassed by this flighty behavior, but the girls don’t seem phased by it. Once we’re outside, I sense Kraal like I used to be able to anticipate an impending storm back home. He’s close. Now I must decide if I want to continue to keep our meeting a secret from the girls, or if I want to confess what’s been going on and make this easier on all of us.
I can’t explain it, but in the end, I chicken out. It isn’t until we’re all back in our rooms that I sneak back out to go in search of him.
Chapter 4
Kraal
I’M HIDDEN in a tree close to Maren’s room, watching from the thickest branch that towers over the building. When she’s near, the air around me begins to crackle like a charge of energy, and I grow restless until she appears. Tonight, she’s laughing with Trinity and Willa and they’re all so absorbed in their conversation that they’re unaware of the lurking men…of the eyes that track them from the shadows.
More chimu, just like the night guard.
Their scent is unique, following them as if they walk surrounded in a cloud of it. It’s strong enough that I have the urge to scrunch my nose in distaste but that could also be from my reaction to seeing the way they watch the three females.
The secrecy behind their actions is concerning. And if I wasn’t here in the trees watching over Maren, who knows what their leering could lead to.
The three of them disappear inside the building, the security door locking behind them. Then, the quiet of the night fills the spaces they’ve left behind. My eyes are on the other side of the path where the six chimu linger, their intentions unclear. At some point, Maren will emerge and come to me. Regardless of how many times she tells me to leave, she never fails to meet me. I’ve never been more worried for her safety than I am at this moment.
Two of the chimu move forward, approaching the building boldly from the shadows. With noses in the air, they pause, and sniff. My muscles are bunched tight while I anticipate their next move, wishing more than anything that I could show myself and demand to know their intentions. But I’m here because I gave Stux’an my word that no one would ever see me. No one would ever know about my existence on Nedruinia.
When I flew the three women from Bameh to Nedruinia, I got them as far as I could before I had to bail, and Trinity took over. She flew the ship the rest of the way into the space station where they were checked in and forced to repeat the story we had come up with on the flight.
Secrets are a burden. Falling for Maren has only solidified this belief for me.
I lower into a crouch, prepared to move if I must when they approach the door to the building. They haven’t been lingering for long when one of the men jumps over the side of the steps while the other flattens himself against the wall. The door flies open, almost smashing the one trying to blend in with the wall, as Maren jogs out. She takes the stairs at a quick pace, heading directly toward the trees where I’m hiding.
My eyes flick between her and the men. They watch her and I’m curious if they’ll follow her into the trees. I move down quickly, keeping my eyes trained on them all the while. I pick up the rustling to my left, indicating she’s close, and swoop in and scoop her up, pressing my hand over her mouth so she’ll keep quiet. With her body flush against mine, I move us deep into the woods where the others can’t find us.
“Kraal! What are you doing?” She’s not happy when I finally put her down in the middle of a copse of trees.
“Taking you somewhere private.”
“Okay, well…you didn’t have to scare me like that!” She takes a moment to straighten her clothes as if I messed them all up by carrying her into the woods. We’re standing close together, though, the heat of her body is a clear sign she’s more affected by me than she lets on. The bright flush of her cheeks distracts me from what happened only moments before and I can’t stop myself from reaching out to touch her soft, pleasing skin.
“I did not mean to scare you.” My voice deepens from the intensity of my desire. Now that she’s safe with me, it’s too easy to become distracted from the way she makes me feel. It’s impossible to keep my hands off her as I let my fingers slide along her jaw. My nostrils flare, taking in her familiar rich scent.
“Do aliens do casual hook ups?” she asks suddenly.
This isn’t a term I’m familiar with, but from the way she wrings her fingers together and struggles to meet my eyes, I assume it’s something that causes her to be uncomfortable at the mere suggestion of it. “I do not understand this term of hook up.”
She laughs abruptly and covers her face with her hands, staring intently down at her feet. “I don’t know why I asked you that. Just forget I ever said anything about it.”
She’s lowered her hands but still can’t meet my eyes. We’re alone, in the middle of the dark woods together, and I refuse to leave her tonight until she confesses what’s on her mind. “I want to understand. Do not hide yourself from me. Do not feel embarrassed or ashamed because I do not understand.”
She glances up at me with shy eyes, her arms and hands still fidgeting. “It’s a way of asking about being sexual with someone without a commitment.”
My head tilts while I take in this information and process her words. “Where I am from, some have casual sexual encounters. You refer to the act of sex without intentions of becoming mates?”
“Yes. I wondered if that was something that happened among your kind.”
“Pleasure mates are taken only for the pleasure of the act. There are no feelings involved beyond that.”
“Exactly. That’s what we call a hook-up on Earth. It’s the experience. Like scratching an itch, and then going on about your life.”
I cross my arms over my chest, unease settling in the pit of my stomach. Now that I understand the concept, there’s no way I could willingly participate in something like this with her. My feelings are involved. She’s a part of me in a way I’ve never experienced before. Adding sex will only make what I feel combust into a full-on raging fire.
“What is it you are asking for?”
“There’s definitely an attraction between us. I thought we should try having sex to get it out of our system.”
“And then what? You’d expect me to return to Bameh and stay there? Leave you alone to live your life?”
“It’s not like that.” Anger isn’t productive at this moment, but it’s my initial response anyway. “I can’t give you what you want, Kraal. I’m not going to move back to Bameh with you and become your mate. Studying medicine to become a medic is really important to me.”
“I haven’t asked you for anything, Maren. I’m here watching over you, keeping you safe, asking only to see you at night. I would never ask you to give up your studies when I know how important they are to you.”
“You’re right,” she says after a minute of silence. My heart is pounding against my chest, uncertainty a foreign substance filling my veins. “You’ve been really great and I’ve been projecting. Assuming Sarah’s situation is similar to what you’d expect from me.”
“We’ve never discussed it.”
“I know! I thought you deserved to know that I’m not ready to be claimed—not like Vah’all claimed Sarah. But it doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings for you.” She exhales a loud breath before covering her mouth with her hand. “I’m so confused.”
Confused is something I can deal with. If she told me to get lost because it would never happen between us, I’d do it because I respect her wishes, but it would gut me. Giving her time to figure things out—well, I’d wait as long as she asked me to.
“I don’t wish to cause you added trouble. But I like keeping an eye on you.” Finally closing the distance between us, I pull her into my arms in a satisfying embrace. I stroke my hand over her hair while her arms wrap around my waist. Regardless of how she interprets our relationship, we have a bond, a strong one, that has been growing since I carried her from her crashed ship.
I visited her every day when she was in the medical center on Bameh with Trinity and Willa. Her wounds were severe and took longer to heal. So, the innate pull brought me back every day to make sure her healing was moving in the right direction. Until the day I showed up and she was gone, taken to the research labs without our knowledge. I’ve never felt helplessness like I did that day.
“I like knowing you’re keeping an eye on me,” she says, her voice quiet against my chest.
“Then perhaps we keep things how they are and not worry about the future? Can we do that for now?”
“Okay,” she agrees, and it’s as if a heavy burden has been lifted. I get her back to her room, sticking to the trees when we reach the area of the campus where someone might see me. It isn’t until she’s walking toward her building that I remember the chimu sneaking around in the dark. I was so distracted by our conversation that I forgot to mention it to her.
Chapter 5
Maren
ALL THREE OF us leave the building together the next morning. I’m the first one to the door and don’t think anything of it when I push it open until Trinity asks if it was locked.
“I think so? It was definitely closed today. Here, let’s test it from the outside to see if it’s locked.”
We’re all standing around the top step at the front door. From the outside, it’s locked. The inside turns easily but that’s to be expected with this type of door. The security isn’t fancy, just a simple key card. There is no dead bolt on the front door because residents can come and go as they please.
“We forgot to talk to the guard last night,” Willa says.
“I know. It was a long day. I wasn’t even thinking about it by the time we got home. This time, I’ll make a note.”
The rest of the day moves along like all the others, but we don’t spend any time in the woods. Since we picked fresh ingredients yesterday, there’s no need for us to do it again so soon. As the day moves toward evening, I’m calmer than I’ve been since the conversation Kraal and I had last night. It relieves some of the stress, knowing I’m not leading him on by allowing him to come every night. In my head, it was only a matter of time before he threw me over his shoulder, declared me his, and flew us back to Bameh. Now that he’s content with how things are…keeping things as they are, I’m able to relax.
“So,” Trinity says on the walk back. “We’ve been waiting you out, wondering if you’d dish on your own. But you haven’t so we’re going to be nosy and ask you ourselves.”
This sudden shift in conversation surprises me so much that I stop dead in the middle of the path. “What are you talking about?”
“You and what is going on when you leave us every night. Have you met someone? What’s the big secret?”
I shouldn’t be surprised. My girls aren’t stupid, and I’ve been thinking of excuses to get time to myself for so long it’s comical at this point. “It’s Kraal,” I say, not bothering to hide it from my friends any longer. “He’s been keeping an eye on us. I find time to talk to him and I’ve been secretive about it because he can’t let anyone from Nedruinia know he’s here or he’d be in big trouble with Stux’an.”
“He’s like our own private security detail?” Trinity asks.
I laugh and start walking again. Neither of them seems at all surprised by this information. “You could say that.”
“Okay, but wait…Kraal likes you likes you. We’ve known this for a while. Are you two dating or something? Or whatever the alien equivalent of dating would be?” Trinity asks.
“No. It’s just like I said. He comes to watch over us to make sure we get home safe each night. Then he flies back to Bameh and does what he needs to do.”
“How is that possible?” Trinity asks. “Isn’t that a ton of travel time?”
“They don’t need as much sleep as humans,” Willa says.
We both look at her, surprised and curious as to where she got that information.
“Anyway…” Trinity says. “No expectations?”
“We talked about it yesterday and he’s good with how things are. I told him I’m serious about this training and I’m not going to up and quit.”
“Good. As long as you two are talking about this stuff.”
“I love your bracelet, by the way,” Willa adds.
I lift my wrist and gaze at the piece of jewelry that I haven’t taken off since Kraal gave it to me. I may be confused, but the gesture was sweet, and I like the way it makes me feel when I look at it. My insides come alive like lightening bugs on a warm summer evening. “Thank you.”
“Is he here now?” Trinity asks.
I stop talking and focus in on our surroundings. Usually, I don’t have to search for the feeling…it’s just there. His presence is significant and hangs heavy when he’s close. Tonight, so far, there’s nothing.
“Not yet. Or at least he’s not close enough for me to feel him yet.”
Trinity and Willa give each other a look, swallowing their giggles.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’ll understand it one day.”
“First, I’d like a lesson in their mating routines,” Trinity says. “Why don’t you ask him about that?”
“I kind of did.”
“Really?” Willa asks, getting excited about the idea of it.
“I asked about a possible hook up.” I shrug my shoulders because I’m trying to downplay the significance of what it means. Though he said a lot of things, he wasn’t interested in having casual sex with someone he had feelings for. I’m assuming that means my hook-up idea is off the table.
“Good for you! Asking for what you want.”
“I tried.” I leave it at that now because we’ve reached the building. It’s unusual that Kraal isn’t here yet, but maybe he’s running late. Or maybe he decided to stick around Bameh tonight after our conversation yesterday.
There’s a funny feeling in my chest at the thought of him not being here. I unlock the door and step inside the building. It takes a moment to realize that the foyer is dark, an unusual, pungent smell surrounding me within seconds.
“What’s—" Impossibly strong arms grip me from behind, a wide hand closing over my mouth and nose until I can barely breathe. My instincts kick in as my body jolts from the unexpected contact and I turn to try to see who’s holding me. The foyer is dark but crowded with thick bodies. Even though their faces are in the shadows, their height and stockiness give them away. I shout for him to let me go but it gets muffled behind his hand.
I squirm, trying to wiggle free, kicking my legs. When they connect with my captor behind me, he’s unaffected. His arms don’t loosen. He’s too strong for me. There’s a crash behind me and more shuffling. Somehow I move my face enough to make his hand shift until I’m able to dig my teeth into the fleshy part of his hand. He growls when I bite down, pulling his hand free, before striking back at my face. He wasn’t even trying that hard and I’m seeing stars from that quick hit.
“We need to move quickly before we’re discovered,” one of the men says.
Then I’m lifted off the ground and I’m helpless to stop it. We’re carried through the door and back out into the quiet night. Hope swells inside of me while I wait for Kraal to appear above the trees. This is why he’s been hanging around all these nights…for this exact reason. But a large gray vehicle appears in front of us and we’re tossed in the back. I’ve never seen anything like it around here. It’s massive with wheels as big as me, something like a mix between a van and a camper. How the hell it’s here without drawing all sorts of attention is beyond me. And now we’re in the back. Before the doors slam shut, they secure our hands and feet and wrap a cloth around our mouths, so we can’t make noise. Then it gets dark when the doors slam shut, and the vehicle starts to move.
The instant rush of adrenaline mixed with panic is immediate as I thrash around in an attempt to free myself of the ties. A ray of light appears from the other direction. Craning my neck around, a pair of eyes appear through the slat separating us from the drivers. “Be quiet, be still,” our captor says.
Past my tolerance of being taken against my will since I came to this planet, I raise my hands, still tied together, and flip him the bird. The significance is no doubt lost on him but at least it makes me feel better.
Suddenly, there’s a big gasp of air and Trinity speaks, “Got it! I’ll have my hands free soon.”
“What’s going on back there?”
I follow Trinity’s lead and work at getting my mouth free. We’re still moving which is clear from the bumps we hit every few seconds, causing us to fly up and land back onto the hard interior with pained thuds.
“What the hell? Learn how to drive!” I shout as soon as I get my mouth free.
“They’re getting loose. Pull over!” he shouts.
“Doesn’t matter. They can’t get out,” another one says.
“Anyone know if picking a lock with a credit card is a real thing?” Trinity has freed her hands and ankles and she’s pulled her key card out of her pocket.
My hands are free now too and I’m working at my ankles as Willa moves over to help Trinity with the lock at the doors. Unexpectedly, the doors fly open and they both fall out the back when we hit another bump at the same time.
“Wait for me!” I shout. Panicked, I give up on my ankle ties and scoot toward the doors but before I can throw myself out the back, the momentum from the bumps slams the doors shut again.
Chapter 6
Kraal
I’M LATER than usual tonight.
As I near Nedruinia, my muscles begin to tire from how hard I pushed myself, knowing I’m behind when I would usually arrive. A typically quiet shift along the mountain pass was anything but tonight. An enemy ship blasted through the electrical poles we’ve established as our barrier, causing a huge explosion and leaving a section of the mountains vulnerable to attack. Because of this, I couldn’t leave when I normally would. For a while, I thought I’d have to skip the trip all together tonight and go tomorrow. But something wouldn’t let me skip a night.
All is quiet when I arrive and because it’s so much later, I fly over the building in order to approach from behind, where I know her room is located. Not that I want to scare her by suddenly appearing in her window, but there has to be some way to get her attention. Except when I float up to the third floor, the lights are already out in her room. My disappointment is palpable, enough that I’m willing to anger her by knocking to wake her up. Until I’m struck by the fact that her window coverings are still open.
I move closer to the window and peer into the darkness. The room is empty, causing the scales on the back of my neck to tingle. My senses are on alert as I move cautiously back around the building, moving a further distance away so I’m no longer visible if anyone decides to look out her window. From the safety of the closest trees, I find the front security door is locked. But this is way past the time the women would’ve arrived.
Then, after ridiculing myself for taking so long to think of it, I pull up the link on my wrist comm to see if the tracker will be helpful. I’m waiting for the application to load when there’s a strong breeze that carries through the trees. The familiar, pungent odor hits me like a blow to the face while the scales over my entire body begin to vibrate from my anger. My comm links up and I’m staring at the flashing red dot on my wrist, only it isn’t sedentary. It’s moving, away from campus. In the direction that leads straight out of Nedruinia toward distant cities.
Without wasting another second, I press a few buttons to synch up with the tracker before bursting out of the tree so fast an explosion of leaves trails behind me. Considering I’ve spent most of my life on Bameh, I don’t know much about the chimu, but I’ve been suspicious of Elxad’s intentions from the beginning. He’s involved in this, but I don’t know his end game yet.
Night’s darkness blankets me, allowing me to fly closer to the ground than usual. It’s because of this that I’m close enough to make out two forms on the road. I almost fly right past them, so fixated on reaching the flashing red mark, until their yelling catches my attention. They’re stumbling to get to their feet as realization hits and I make quick work of turning around.
“Trinity, Willa,” I say, landing in front of them. They look okay at first glance, no obvious signs of injury aside from their dishevelment.
“Maren is still in the truck,” Trinity says, pointing frantically down the road.
I’m instantly torn between getting these two safely back to campus or going after Maren before they get too far away.
“Help her,” Willa says.
I nod. “Can you get back to campus? I don’t like leaving you like this.”
“We’ll be fine,” Trinity says. “Go. We’re wasting time.”
“Make your way back to campus and wait there.” They hurry in the opposite direction at the same time I take off after the truck. Knowing Maren, she’ll never forgive me if anything bad happens to her friends, but I’ll never forgive myself if anything happens to her.
Adrenaline fuels me so it doesn’t take long before the gray of the truck appears on the road ahead. There’s only one truck but it’s substantial in size. Military grade from the quick assessment before I land with a thud on the top of the cargo section. My talons automatically extend, piercing straight through the metal as they curl and grip to keep me from falling.
Maren’s scent is strong…she’s so close. Fear intermingles with her usual rich musk and it sets me off. I take a minute to focus my senses, listening for sounds of a struggle that will indicate where she’s being held. I zone in on a constant click against the back doors to the cargo hold and make my move. I’m almost to the back when my spine begins tingling, my scales vibrating. I turn in time to see two chimu guards climbing onto the roof behind me. Just as they fire the first shots from their flux shooters, I flatten myself against the roof before kicking off so I move over the side.
I take to the sky while they aim at me, all too aware of my presence. So much for a stealthy rescue mission.
“Help!” Maren’s voice cuts through the sudden chaos as she pounds on the locked metal doors.
“Maren!” I shout, to let her know I’ve come for her.
“Kraal…I’m locked in here!” She bangs against the doors again as another round of weapon fire comes my way. I take evasive maneuvers, twisting and spinning higher into the sky to avoid being struck. More of the chimu have crawled onto the roof, determined to bring me down.
Pulling my plasma blaster from my waist, I fly around in a huge arc, trying to catch them off-guard so I can approach from behind. As soon as I’m close enough, I fire. Two of the guards are hit but they’re wearing armor, so they don’t go down. We continue to exchange fire while I fly closer, the ultimate goal to knock them off the truck so I can gain access to Maren.
I land on the top of the truck, kicking my wings behind me to knock a few of them off balance while I put my weapon away and switch to my talons for such a close battle. They react faster than I expect, swarming as soon as they regain their balance. I slice at the first one’s armor with my sharp claws, cutting the straps of the black material at his shoulders. As soon as it drops low enough to expose actual flesh, I impale him, straight through his chest. He falls off the side of the truck, disappearing from sight.
Three more fill the empty space as I’m struck from behind. I spin out, shaking my attacker loose. My wings are pinned with a heavy weight that keeps me from lifting off the truck, so I grab my weapon again and fire some more shots.
“What is this thing?” one of the chimu shouts, his voice betraying the uncertainty he’s experiencing from my sudden appearance.
I have the element of surprise even if it’s already fading. They’ve never seen something like me before. So while they’re occupied with fighting me off, at least Trinity and Willa will escape. And somehow, I’ll find a way to get Maren free.
Using my power reserves, I throw the men from my wings, freeing my confined wings and lifting back into the air in the process. “Shoot it!” they shout.
“Bring it down!”
I fly to the back with another attempt to open the doors to free Maren. All the while we’ve been fighting, the truck is moving, taking us further and further out of the city. I grab the handles and pull before I’m grabbed from above, a blade slicing down into my shoulder. My weight shifts, all of it falling onto one side of the locked doors. Without thinking about the pain, I reach up and grab the one who stabbed me, pulling him over the side and sending him rolling behind the truck.
“Back here!” another one shouts.
I’m growing tired of their interruptions at this point. To catch them off guard, I burst upward, catching a few of them unexpectedly. They fall backward as my arm slams across their chests, leveling them out. One falls, sliding from the motion of the truck with nothing to hold on to. Before I can pull a blade from my waist and finish one of them, I’m hit with a blast from one of their weapons, cutting into my waist.
I fall, hitting the metal roof with a bang before recovering. Moving with purpose, I slide off the back and grab the handles one more time. With the last of my strength, I yank the door open, snapping the metal lock in half during the process.
At first, the inside of the cargo area is black, nothing moving inside. Until bright blue eyes appear, glowing like neon orbs in the darkness.
“Kraal?” Maren asks.
“Quickly,” I say, motioning toward her with one hand.
She flings herself into my arms as another round of gunfire erupts around us.
Chapter 7
Maren
KRAAL WRAPS his body around me like a cocoon, so instead of taking flight like I expect, we land on the ground—hard.
“Oof!” I say, not expecting to hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. My head knocks into his chest, which is the equivalent of smacking into a rock. We roll from the momentum, his body absorbing most of the friction.
As soon as we stop, he pulls us to our feet, releasing me from his tight grasp. “We need to hurry,” he says, searching our surroundings for somewhere to go. He’s breathing heavily, his eyes wide and frantic when I finally zone in on the liquid slipping down his shoulder and coating his chest.
“You’re hurt.” I sound like an idiot, stating the obvious when we have pressing matters at hand.
“It is not fatal.” He grabs me by the arm and hurries me away from the path so we’re not standing in the open. We’ve both noticed by now that the truck stopped up ahead and the chimu have spread out to look for us.
“What about Trinity and Willa? They’ll find them again!”
He covers my mouth with his hand and pushes me into the shadows of the trees. His body dominates me, his masculine scent of nature mixed with blood and sweat a heady combination for my senses. This is what happens anytime he puts his hands on me. Anytime his body is this close to mine. It’s why I suggested a hook up in the first place. We’d be fire together even if I can’t commit to it all the time.
“They have a significant head start. They’ll be back on campus soon and they can report the abduction. They’ll be given security. Campus security will be increased. They won’t gain access to them again as long as they’re there,” he whispers into my ear so our pursuers don’t hear him. His hot breath on my skin sends shivers down my spine.
“Okay,” I manage to say. “Should we go back too? I can fix you up in my room, so you’ll be able to fly home.”
The crunching of branches and the rustling of leaves snaps me out of the hypnotizing trance of his eyes. Kraal reacts quickly, slamming me flush against his body before moving me deeper into the woods. The chimu don’t move quietly. They’re stocky, cumbersome creatures, easily outmaneuvered and outrun by a creature as graceful and powerful as Kraal.
“Maren!” a deep, familiar voice rumbles through the otherwise quiet around us. My blood runs like ice through my veins as hair stands up on the back of my neck. I glance up at Kraal, his expression knowing and hardened. “No one will hurt you, Maren. It isn’t safe for you out here,” Elxad says. “Show yourself.”
Kraal gives me an almost imperceptible head shake. Then his arms wrap around me and we’re moving again, even deeper into the dark forest.
“If Elxad is involved, the girls aren’t safe,” I say, once we finally stop again.
Kraal is winded, favoring his side. He’s going to need medical attention soon, but for the time being, we’re stuck in the woods, neither of us knowing where we really are.
“There’s nothing we can do for them right now, Maren.” Kraal leans against the closest tree, his hand pressing against his side while he’s diligent about scanning our surroundings. It strikes me in this moment how our situations have shifted. Now he’s the injured one who needs my help if we’re going to get out of this alive.
“Let me look at that.” I push his hand out of the way, giving me an up-close look at his wound. It’s a clean slice through the skin, but it’s deep, so it won’t stop bleeding without help. “We need to treat that.”
“Soon. But not until we get to somewhere safe.”
I’m not sure about that plan because if he loses consciousness and passes out on me, we’re screwed. But I go along with it so as not to waste any more of the little energy he has left. “Will we be okay in the woods tonight? I have no idea where we are.”
Kraal checks his wrist where he wears a sleek, black band with a square screen full of changing images. “It is too far to travel before the next city so this will have to do for tonight. Don’t worry, though, we’ll camouflage into our surroundings. The chimu will never find us.”
Now that Kraal is running out of steam, we walk quietly even further into the woods. As we go, I watch the ground, checking for familiar plants that I’ll be able to use to help treat his wounds when we finally stop. The lack of light works against me, but I continue to bend down and grab leaves off the plants and bushes we pass, in case they turn out to be something useful. My backpack, full of all the things I could really use right now, is on the floor of the building where I was grabbed.
“What are you doing?” Kraal asks. My pockets are full of leaves at this point and now I’m looking for a stone that’ll work as a makeshift mortar and pestle.
“Helping you.”
“I don’t understand.”
He’s still alert, but we’ve been on the move for a while now and there has been no sign of the chimu. “When we stop, we can treat your wounds with some of the tricks I’ve learned from Healer Vinkreil.”
“These tricks involve leaves?”
I finally lift my eyes from the ground, pausing my search for the perfect rock, to look at his expression. It’s the only way I’ll be able to decipher if he’s making fun of me or not. “The remedies involve crushing the leaves and mixing them together.”
Without answering, he grabs onto me and lifts me into the air. But this time, we don’t break through the canopy of the trees above. He settles us on the top branches of the thickest tree. “This should do just fine for the night. The chimu will never spot us this far into the air.”
“Some warning would’ve been nice.” My heart is about to fly right out of my chest from the unexpected jolt. Once I’ve recovered, I arrange myself the best I can on the branch and dig some of the leaves out of my pocket. “Let’s see if I grabbed anything that’ll be useful.”
Kraal is exhausted by this point. He takes the leaves out of my hands and releases them, letting them float away.
“Why did you do that?”
“Because I have this.” He pulls the small device from his waist that I recognize from when I was injured the first time we met. It creates a film of healing plaster over wounds, allowing them to heal quickly and without infection.
“Then why didn’t we stop so we could use this an hour ago!” He begins with his shoulder, covering the wound with the white film until it dries and seals.
“We needed to keep moving. I couldn’t fight them all with my injuries and afford to sustain any more wounds.”
I wrap my arms around myself and sit back, miffed at him for some reason for not making his health more of a priority. It shouldn’t bother me. He’s a warrior so this can’t be the first time he’s been in a situation like this. But I don’t like thinking about what it would be like without him. He put himself at risk because of me. He saved me from a kidnapping and he’s injured…because of me. And here I am, filling my pockets with leaves, like that’s the best I could do to save him.
I go from miffed to upset in two seconds flat. Kraal finishes closing his wound and I have to look away, so he doesn’t see the tears I’m brushing away. Now I just feel like an idiot, while at the same time, it’s finally hitting me that I was kidnapped.
“Come here, Maren.” Kraal’s voice is already gaining more strength now that we’re resting and he’s taken care of his wounds. He’s commanding even when he’s tired and it makes me tremble.
We’re not sitting far away from each other so all he has to do is reach out and pull me into his embrace when I ignore his command. His wings flutter before settling around me and all I can think is I hope he’s going to be okay. “Rest now. We’re safe here.”
“We’re not going to fall out of the tree?” I can’t even bring myself to glance down because of how high up we are. But I know enough that if we fall, we’d never survive our injuries.
My question makes him laugh, even if it’s just for a moment. “You’ll have to trust that I won’t let you fall.”
He doesn’t know how much he’s asking for with that statement, but right now, I’m exhausted and out of options.
Chapter 8
Kraal
DAWN LINGERS over the horizon when I jolt awake. It wasn’t my intention to sleep straight through the night, but my wounds are significant on top of my already tired body. Maren still sleeps in my arms, just as exhausted after everything that happened to her last night. But now I’ve caught a scent on the air, making me regret the decision to remain in one place for so long.
“The blood trail ends here,” Elxad says. The only positive that the chimu are still on our trail is that they haven’t circled back after Trinity and Willa. At least they would’ve made it back to campus by now.
“I still smell it in the air,” another one says.
We’re high enough off the ground that they won’t see us from down below, even if they’re standing directly below looking straight up to the top. The silver of my body from this distance is dark enough to blend in with the branches.
“It’s a lot of blood to lose but we haven’t found a body yet.”
“We haven’t found the girl either,” another chimu says.
“By now the forest got her if that creature didn’t.”
There are at least five of them circling the area below the tree, probably more, but I’m going on how many voices I can distinguish. My protective instincts kick in, causing my muscles to tighten and my scales to vibrate. I’m on high alert now that the woman I hold in my arms is vulnerable to the chimu once again.
Maren begins to stir in my arms, groaning softly as she slowly emerges from sleep. “Kraal?” she says, her voice thick and raspy as she moves against me, causing an unwanted reaction in my pants at this moment in time.
“Shhh.” I press my hand against her mouth as her eyes go wide. She glances around, immediately remembering our situation and why we had to sleep on this tree branch last night. Her eyes grow wide when the voices from below finally reach her ears.
“What do you want to do? Keep searching or turn back?” a deep voice asks from down below.
Maren’s body stiffens, her fingers digging into my scales. She’s holding onto me with all of her strength as if I would ever let her fall into the hands of the chimu again.
“We will continue for another few miles. If there is still no sign of either of them, we’ll turn back.”
“And try for the other two again?”
“It’s the only way to collect the gold we seek in Tradeshade.”
Maren shifts her body, and while I’m concentrating on remaining still so we don’t draw any unwanted attention, she’s distracting me even if she isn’t trying. I’ve spent too many nights fantasizing about what I’ll do to her when she finally gives herself to me. Our proximity now is a test of will and patience. Our faces are only inches apart. Instead of reminding her to remain quiet with my hand, I want to use my mouth, pressed over hers while my tongue explores.
We stay quiet, holding onto each other until their voices fade further into the forest. I’m absentmindedly stroking her cheek with my finger when she finally speaks, “What are we going to do now? We can’t let them go after Trinity and Willa again.”
“We won’t,” I say, my voice matching the quiet tone of hers. “We’ll wait until they circle back and show ourselves. Once they see we’re both alive, they’ll continue their pursuit and forget about going back to campus.”
“Okay, that’ll work.” She nods vigorously like she’s trying to convince herself of this plan. “And you’re okay to fly? How are your wounds?”
“Better than yesterday but still sore. My body doesn’t heal as fast when I’m away from Bameh’s core.”
“But your injuries will heal—right?”
“I’ve never sustained injuries like this off Bameh before. It’s not the same. I could tell last night when I ran out of energy so quickly. Sleep helped, but I’m not at one-hundred percent like I would normally be.”
“Should we take the plaster off to see how your cuts have healed?”
“Not today. I can tell it’s not ready to be removed.”
Maren shifts her body again in an attempt to put more space between us. “Then I don’t know about this plan. You can’t put yourself in danger if there’s a chance your body can’t handle it.”
“It’s okay, Maren. Once we draw the chimu away from Trinity and Willa, I’ll return to Bameh so I can heal. Then we’ll figure out what to do about this problem for good.”
“What do they want with us anyway? Elxad was always around but I never thought he’d do something like this. Not when he was supposed to protect us! I thought he took security seriously.”
“He watched you often. He wanted you for himself, but from what I could hear them saying, you’re worth a high price in gold in Tradeshade. My digital map shows it as a city to the North of Nedruinia. I’ve never been there so I don’t know what purpose you would serve once you’re sold.”
“Well, that’s awful and disturbing. It figures it’s about the money. It always is, isn’t it?”
She moves off me so she’s sitting directly on the branch, like being so close is suddenly unappealing after hearing this information. “When I signed on for this trip, I didn’t take into account how dangerous it would be. I assumed since this program was offered through an official capacity on Earth that I wouldn’t have to worry about safety.” She makes a strange sound like she finds it all amusing. “Now I’ve been kidnapped twice since arriving on Cruna, and if I let myself stop to think about it, I’m lucky I’m not dead.”
I shake my head and lean closer, forcing her to look at me. “I will not allow that to happen.”
“We can’t stay in this tree forever. And you need to get home so you can heal properly. We’ll distract the chimu long enough so you can get me back to campus and then return to Bameh. The three of us will just have to be extra careful of who we trust.”
“No way. I’ll return to heal but then I’ll be back. I’m not leaving you alone with the chimu.”
“Well, now that we know their intentions, we know to look out for them. They might not bother returning after their failed kidnapping attempt. There’s no way Elxad could show up on campus again, right? We’ll find someone else through campus to keep an eye on things.”
“How? Elxad was in charge of the security on campus. You don’t know who you can trust. For all we know, he had help.”
I want to take her with me back to Bameh. I’ll take Trinity and Willa too if it means not having to worry over her safety while I’m gone. Things are a mess on Bameh, but at least she’d be in a place where I control who gets in and out, and I have backup from my warrior brothers. In Nedruinia, I’m out of my element. The lands and dangers are as foreign to me as they are to Maren. That’s what happens when the majority of someone’s life is spent hiding away in secret.
“We’ll figure something out,” she says, rubbing her hands over her face. “I don’t know what else to do…maybe leave? That can’t be our only option.”
The events of the past twelve hours are catching up with her. I can see it in the exhaustion on her face, even though we’re just waking up from a few hours of sleep. It’s the mental exhaustion of dealing with this after everything they went through on Bameh before we got them out. We’ve stabilized things since they left, though, which is why all I can think about is taking her back there.
“We’ll get through this first and worry about everything else after.”
She thinks about that and then calms a bit. “There’s one more thing I’m going to add to the list of things to worry about.”
“What’s that?”
“We’re going to need food and water soon. Water sooner than food. We haven’t had anything to drink since last night, and I’m so thirsty.”
“You’re right. I’ve thought about that too. We don’t know how long the chimu will be gone but I don’t think it’ll be long. They weren’t planning on searching much further without any signs we’d passed that way. We wait them out, and once we get them on the move again, we’ll fly to the next city for food, water, clothes…whatever you need while we’re on the run.
“That works. I just hope they backtrack and come through here again, so we don’t miss them.”
“They will. They’ll follow the blood trail to make sure they didn’t overlook anything. It’s what I would do.”
“Then I guess all we can do for now is sit and wait.”
Chapter 9
Maren
WE END up waiting a long time but our patience is eventually rewarded. For a while, the only sounds in the forest are the interesting squawking of creatures I can’t identify along with the rumbling of my stomach. We have bigger things to worry about than my hunger, but my body doesn’t know that apparently. Kraal keeps giving me looks while he scans the forest, and I can’t tell if he’s annoyed or curious about what’s going on inside of me.
He opens his mouth to say something, but closes it again, suddenly intent on something happening below us. My lack of food makes me cranky because I can’t hear or see anything and I want to know what’s going on. Have they come back? What is it that’s caught his attention? It’s like when someone is having a heated conversation on the phone with the other, but you can only hear one side of it, so it’s impossible to know what’s really going on.
“What is it?” I ask, trying my best to be quiet.
“Rustling,” he says.
Without thinking, I move closer, seeking his protection. I can’t hear a thing so I’m relying on his senses to guide us.
“It’s almost time, Maren.” Kraal shifts his body so he’s perched on the edge of the branch like a massive bat. He’s laser focused on the ground below but it takes a few more minutes before the chimu come into view. They’re trudging along, their previous banter nonexistent now that their search has proved unsuccessful. Kraal reaches for me and I climb across his lap, attaching myself to his torso. My only warning that we’re about to take off is the slight tremble of the branch beneath us and then Kraal bursts from the tree like a cannon shot. We accelerate so quickly it takes my breath away and I don’t register anything except for the air pressing against my body.
The sensations quickly fade, though. After this burst, we slow until we’re lingering above the trees and our surroundings come into focus again. Shouts break through the canopy of leaves followed by weapons firing.
“They spotted us,” Kraal says.
He’s breathing hard, like it’s taking all the strength he has to keep us suspended in the air. We drop down below the tree line, giving the chimu another look, before moving off in the opposite direction. The stocky brutes pursue us through the trees while Kraal stays closer to the ground to conserve his energy. Blaster fire surrounds us, hitting the bark off trees, causing the trunks to splinter and spray shards.
Kraal swerves in, out, and around the trees until I’m dizzy and motion-sick, hoping this whirlwind of a terrifying adventure will be over soon. Then something sharp pricks the skin of my leg just as Kraal grunts. His momentum slows, his grip on me faltering. I tighten my arms around his neck as my legs slip from around his waist, scraping against the rough dirt of the ground. Seconds later, I’m free from his grasp completely, rolling over the hard rocks and sticks. I stop when I hit something hard, too dazed to be able to focus on anything besides the images swirling around me.
“Kraal?” I manage to croak out his name as the ground vibrates beneath me, signaling the impending arrival of our enemy. They don’t know what Kraal is. They’ve never seen anything like his kind before which is why they’d rather shoot first and ask questions later. Now I’m caught in the middle, and they don’t seem to have any problems with taking me out in the process.
“Maren!” Kraal is close but that’s all I can hear before there’s another erupting blast of gunfire around me. I’m still too disoriented to do anything besides cover my head and tuck into a ball to keep from getting hit.
My body is jerked off the ground and I’m moving again. Without opening my eyes, I know it’s Kraal who has me. The familiar roughness of his scales and hardness of his body calms me as his unique musky scent fills my nose. It’s heavily masked with dirt and blood but it’s still his scent. We remain close to the ground even so managing to put distance between us.
“How far to the next city?” I ask after a short time has passed. My leg is throbbing and my body aches from the fall. We still haven’t had food so if this keeps up much longer, we’re going to be in a bad place.
Kraal stops flying, setting me on my feet so he can rest. “We’ll reach it by night fall.”
We’re out of the forest now, traveling on an exposed road, even though we haven’t come across anyone else so far.
“Are you okay? We can walk if you need to rest.”
He glances down at my leg so for the first time since I felt the sting, I follow his gaze. “You’re injured. I will carry you.”
My leg is bloody and caked with dirt but until I inspect it closer, it’ll be hard to know what even happened. Maybe I was hit with one of their weapons but it could’ve been shards of the tree bark, too.
“You’re hurt, too. Come on, I can walk for a while. I’ll just need your arm to lean on.”
He extends it and I grab onto it so we can keep moving. Our pace is slow but steady, and it’s while we’re so exposed in the open like this that I start to think about what’ll happen when we reach the next city.
“Will you wait for me somewhere outside of the city, so no one sees you?”
He glances around, remaining diligent about our surroundings before answering, “I don’t want to leave you alone. Not when we’re being pursued like this.”
“I could find a cloak or blanket for you to cover yourself with and take you along.”
“Let’s see what it’s like when we get there. It’ll be dark, and if the chimu are still pursuing us, we can’t stay somewhere obvious where they’d think to look. We need to stay hidden until it’s safe to make our way back to Trinity and Willa to warn them.”
“Why are they so determined, Kraal? I’m scared for what this means for our future here.”
“I only know what I heard them talk about—handing you over in exchange for gold. Either human females or females in general are commodities where they plan on taking you.”
“So just like on Bameh, we’ve become a target here, too.”
Kraal is quiet with that comment. It isn’t fair to put the blame of what happened to the four of us on him but it’s the elephant in the room, so to speak. On Bameh, some of his kind wanted to use us as surrogates so they’d be able to continue their lineage without mixing their DNA with another species. This created huge division among his people: some of them realizing how unethical it was, some not caring. Kraal is one of the good ones and he’s been trying to make it up to me ever since he saved us from the research lab and worked to secure us a flight to Nedruinia. Unfortunately, I’m beginning to realize that our safety isn’t guaranteed. Our uniqueness makes us more vulnerable, which leaves our future uncertain.
“Perhaps you should consider returning to Bameh with me while I heal. All three of you.”
An exhausted, frustrated sound escapes me. “I don’t think Bameh is any safer for us.”
“That’s not true,” he says, more animated than he’s been in a while. “We’ve secured our borders. Sarah and Vah’all live together now. They’re celebrated on our side of the mountain pass, and the elders are the ones pushing for them to have young.” He stops walking and turns to meet my gaze, lifting my face so I’m forced to look into his eyes. “What you experienced was awful but we’ve worked hard to amend our ways, so nothing like that will ever happen again.”
“Kraal, I can’t have this conversation with you right now. I’m exhausted and so thirsty I don’t have any spit left to continue speaking.” He’s frustrated but so am I. For a bit, it doesn’t seem like he’s going to give in. “Look at us,” I say, motioning between us at the state of our clothes and bodies. We’re both dirty, bloody, exhausted, and we need to find food and shelter before the chimu are back on our asses. “One thing at a time.”
He nods and holds out his arm for me to take. At this point, we need each other to keep going. He wants commitment from me, but right now, I’m not convinced we’re going to survive this.
“One thing at a time,” he says.
We trudge toward the next city, hoping we have enough distance between us and the chimu. “And the next thing better be food.”
Chapter 10
Kraal
WE REACH the city of Taloblol by nightfall. Once we grew closer, the area wasn’t deserted anymore and we had to seek shelter, so I didn’t risk exposure. I’ve never been away from Bameh this long and I’m feeling it. My energy isn’t regenerating like it usually would. My wounds haven’t healed yet, either. This entire journey is an experimental adventure to see how long I’ll last before things get bad.
Maren’s ready to drop when I spot the perfect solution to our problems for the night. “Come.” I grab her arm and lead her toward the stable with renewed energy. It’s massive in size and when we slip in the back, we find it’s two stories tall and full of animals.
Our entrance creates an initial stirring of the beasts but they calm down when they realize we’re not going to bother them. “What are they?” Maren asks as I lead her toward the loft. Being from Bameh, I’m not sure, but they look similar to some of the animals we have on my home island.
“They remind me of sarutou—with their curly horns and long, shaggy hair,” I say. “I can’t be certain because I’ve never spent time here before, but I’d assume they’re from the same family.”
“Are they friendly animals?”
I manage a brief chuckle even though I’ve never felt this type of exhaustion before. “Considering they’re kept in the stable, we can assume they’ve been domesticated. On Bameh, they’re useful for their fur and their milk which can be used for many different purposes.”
“That’s a relief. I don’t have the energy to do anything besides eat or sleep tonight.”
She mentions food again and it’s going to be necessary for me to sneak out and find something for her. Humans can’t last as long as my kind before their bodies need nourishment. She lays down on the wood of the loft, spreading her limbs wide and closing her eyes. “I’m going to find food and water. Stay here, stay quiet. I’ll return soon.”
That gets her attention. She immediately sits up, her eyes going wide. “I’ll go with you. No, I should go, not you. It isn’t safe.”
“I have a lot of practice sticking to the shadows. Especially after these last few months.”
“But what if someone sees you? You’ll be all the talk if the chimu show up.”
She tries to get to her feet but struggles because of the state of her leg. “You need to stay here. The chimu will be tracking the scent of your blood. I’m counting on the stench of the stables masking it. While I’m out finding food, I will also look for a water source so we can clean your wounds.”
“Why don’t you just leave your plaster thing with me, and I’ll take care of it?”
I tap the spot on my waist where the healing plaster mechanism is normally kept. “I lost it when I dropped you by the trees. We both hit the ground and it must’ve come loose.”
“That’s okay.” She waves away my concern. “We’re in luck because I have some skills with natural medicine.”
“Yes, and we are lucky because of this. But do not leave to go in search of anything until I return.”
“Yes, sir.” She flops back onto the floor, letting her hands fall against her chest. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was already asleep.
I bend down on one knee so I can reach her when I extend my hand to brush my fingers over her bruised and dirty cheek. “Be safe. I’ll return shortly.” After soaking in the sight of her even in this traumatized state, I leave her, hoping I’ve chosen well when it comes to her safety.
The noise of the city intensifies as soon as I leave the thick, wooden walls of the stable. We’re just outside the main section of the city where the bars, eateries, and shops are located. We have no money, not that it’s an option for me to walk into one of these establishments and ask for food. So I do what I do best—linger in the shadows, watching and waiting.
Eventually, a large man stumbles out of one of the doors at the end of the brick-laid road. He doesn’t make it far before falling into the wall of the next building and then landing with a thud on the ground. As soon as the door slams shut behind him, the shouting and laughter dulls considerably. A few minutes pass and the man still hasn’t moved or made any attempt to get off the ground. No one that passes notices him there. He’s left to the shadows now and I’ve come to learn that people tend to ignore the things that go on around them, unless it happens right in front of them.
So I take the opportunity I’ve been waiting for and slowly make my way toward him. The alley is dark, coated with a stale smell from the rotting garbage nearby. No one else has entered the alley since he collapsed so it’s safe to work the cloak off his body. The sound he makes is an ear-splitting snore when he flops onto his back. Wrapped in the protective cloak, feeling more secure knowing my identity will remain a secret, I continue on my way in search of food and medical supplies.
Instead of using the main road where the patrons of the city roam, I stick to the back of the buildings and the alleyways. I need to return to the stable before Maren starts to worry and decides to go against my orders to remain in the stable. But I can’t return empty-handed.
Something that smells so much better than the sour, stale garbage of the alley catches my attention. I follow the trail, using my nose to lead me until I’m not far from two cloaked figures holding a bag of something delicious smelling. Out of options and out of time, I swoop forward, grabbing the containers before disappearing into the shadows.
With food in hand, I head back toward the stable before doubling back to grab the drinks out of the hands of two more patrons laughing as they stroll down the road with something wet sloshing in their mugs. I’m in the shadows, trying not to spill as they shout after me. Now I hurry back to Maren, feeling amused from my antics even after the stress of the last day.
“You had some luck!” Maren sits up as I reach the top of the stairs, her eyes lighting up at the sight of my bounty. “Oh man, my mouth is watering like you wouldn’t believe.”
“I have no idea what it is. I stole someone’s dinner for the night and then someone else’s drinks. Not my proudest moment but I’ll do what is necessary until I can get you back.”
She opens the container and lifts it to her nose, closing her eyes for only a moment before taking a bite. “What is this?” she asks with her mouth full. She lifts the half-full mug of amber-colored liquid and sips it before I can answer. Then, when I still haven’t answered, she tips it back and drinks it down in long pulls.
“Not so fast, Maren. You’ll make yourself sick.”
She sets it down and switches back to the food. “I can’t help it. I was so thirsty.” She pauses for a moment, covering her mouth as a rumbling sound comes from her throat. “Excuse me.”
I smile at her enthusiasm and pass my mug to her while flipping open the second container of food. The animals below bellow, smelling our dinner and wanting a sample. “Is it any good?” I ask.
“It is, but I wouldn’t care if it wasn’t. That’s the stage of hunger I’m at. I don’t even know what this is that I just chugged.” She points at the mug, still eating so fast I’m worried she’s going to be sick. “Aren’t you going to eat?”
“I am, but I want to make sure you have enough first.”
“No,” she says, shaking her head. “You need to eat. You’re still healing, and you need to replenish the energy you’ve lost.”
She nudges my container closer to me so I humor her and take a bite. She’s right, it’s just what I needed.
“I’ll talk to you when I finish this.” My chest swells with pride as I watch her devour her food. It’s a good feeling to take care of her needs, and they’ve been neglected too long.
When we’re both finished, it’s time to deal with her leg. “Tell me what you need for your injuries, and I’ll go back out to find it.”
She shakes her head, color already returning to her face. “I’ll go with you this time. It’ll be easier than trying to explain it all. Besides, maybe we can find somewhere to bathe.”
I nod, out of the energy needed to argue. “Let’s go.”
Chapter 11
Maren
ONCE AGAIN, we stick to the forest, and since it’s late, I have to rely on the moons above to give me light to find what I need. Kraal stays close even though I told him I’d be fine if he wanted to venture off further to see if he could find somewhere for us to bathe.
“I won’t let you out of my sight, Maren. The chimu could arrive in the city at any moment. They won’t give up so easily.”
“Okay…then help me search. We’re trying to prevent an infection so we need to find othreaf and atrort.” This is one of the pastes we made a while ago, but thankfully, it was easy enough that I can remember it without any notes. All of the plants are foreign to me but we’ve worked with them enough in class that they’re beginning to stick.
“How will I know what they look like?” he asks.
He’s crouched by a clump of bushes, his cloak pulled tightly around his body. It’s endearing how invested he is in helping me find what I need right now, and my heart squeezes strangely in my chest. I’m not used to this feeling related to men. Ever since my ex-boyfriend screwed me over so spectacularly that I never believed I could trust the male species again, I’ve been shut off from believing real love could happen for me.
In fact, I was on a hike with Zander, my ex, walking through the woods similarly to what I’m doing now when my world shifted and flipped upside down in an instant. It was a warm Saturday, the kind of day with such perfect weather, I’d finally agreed to go on a hike even though it wasn’t my favorite thing to do. But I was promised a picnic at the Devil’s point, which made everything else worthwhile.
I MADE it to the picnic even though I felt like dying most of the way. Not that I was out of shape, necessarily, but hiking is a different beast altogether. Zander and I took a picture of ourselves when we reached the top of the bluff, looking down over the rest of the city where we lived. It wasn’t until after our food when I was getting ready to post the picture of us online that he grew agitated.
“What are you doing?” he asked as I reclined on the blanket and let my muscles relax.
“I’m adding my first post to my new account.”
“What do you mean? I thought you didn’t believe in any of that.” He was sitting up now, leaning closer so he could watch me from over my shoulder.
“I know, but my friends said I should join the rest of the world. And I realized they were right. I don’t want to miss out on things because I’m not connected through the social networks like everyone else.”
I added a cute caption at the bottom of our picture and posted it, proud of myself for taking the jump. For the rest of the afternoon, Zander’s mood wasn’t as carefree and relaxed as I was used to, but I figured it had something to do with the heat or too much physical exertion for the day. It wasn’t until he dropped me off at my apartment later that night that I had another opportunity to check my new account. What I found changed the course of my life.
A lot of my friends had liked my post and congratulated me on joining the rest of the world. But it was the confused messages from the account of another woman asking me how I knew her husband and what we were doing together at the bluffs that sent me reeling. She attached their wedding photos in case I needed any further proof that the man I was dating, and had been for almost a year, was in fact married.
AFTER BEING DECEIVED for so long by someone I loved and I thought loved me, how could I ever trust someone with my heart again? How could I trust myself when my judgment was so poor that I trusted someone as untrustable as Zander?
“Have I lost you?” Kraal’s voice cuts through the memories that have clouded my mood. I look up from a clump of small purple flowers that I’m staring at but not really seeing.
“Sorry, I zoned out for a minute there.” I stand up, my leg stiff and sore from crouching but I don’t want Kraal to ask me what’s going on in my head. “Othreaf and atrort are fairly abundant in the forest, so I bet we’ll be lucky and find some. Othreaf is a bright, neon green leaf that almost glows, and atrort doesn’t have anything obviously identifiable but it has a strong powdery smell that always makes me sneeze.”
As soon as Kraal has a few identifying features, he begins searching again. I push all the thoughts from my past back down and focus on the task at hand. The last thing we need to do tonight is find something to treat my wounds and then we’ll be able to get some sleep. We could both use some rest at this point.
“I found some othreaf,” Kraal says.
“Perfect. Then I’ll wander around until I have a sneezing fit. It always worked back on campus.”
About ten minutes later, I sneeze for the first time. As I collect the leaves with the powdery scent and stuff them in my pockets, it causes a sneezing spell until I walk away from the bush.
“Let’s head back,” Kraal says. “It’s late and time for you to rest.”
There’s still plenty of noise coming from the main section of the city when we reach the stables again. The animals bellow when we sneak back inside but quiet down quickly as if they already recognize us. Up in the loft, I grind the leaves together to create the healing paste. Once it’s ready to apply, I have to slip my pants off in order to get a better look at my wounds to make sure there isn’t anything stuck under my skin.
I’m examining my wounds so I’m not giving Kraal any attention until it’s been too quiet for too long and I glance up to find him watching me—intently. “Turn around!” I’m not one to normally be shy about my body, but the look on his face gives off the impression he’s seconds away from devouring me.
“Let me help you,” he says instead of listening to me. “We need to make sure the wounds are clean.”
“Yes, I’m taking care of that. You’re ogling me, Kraal. This isn’t the time or the place.”
“I do not know what that means.” He fixes me with an intense glare before turning his back to me. While I finish with my wounds, all of which are fairly superficial, he busies himself with preparing a comfortable place for us to sleep.
Aside from some bruises and lacerations, some more severe than others, my leg will be fine. The rest of my body has additional bumps and bruises from hitting the ground before, but I’ll heal. All in all, it could’ve been much worse. When I rejoin Kraal, he’s spread his cloak over some of the hay from the loft, creating a makeshift bed for us to sleep on.
“This looks like heaven. Thank you, Kraal.”
“Lay down and get some sleep. I’m going to keep watch for a while to make sure we’re safe.”
“You need to sleep, too. I’m sure we’re safe up here, hidden away above the animals. Even if the chimu make it into the city, they won’t find us up here. Get some sleep. The animals will let us know if anyone comes into the stables.”
“Okay,” he says, lying down next to me. “I’ll lay with you and rest. But I won’t sleep for a while. Not until things settle down outside.”
Kraal’s cloak is warm, the hay underneath surprisingly comfortable. And when he pulls me against his body and wraps me in his arms, the comfort he gives is enough that I drift off instantaneously.
“MAREN! MAREN, WAKE UP!” Kraal’s voice finds me in the depths of sleep, pulling me back to the surface. He’s shaking me to get me to respond faster, his face close to mine as he frantically whispers my name.
“What is it?” I glance around, disoriented at first. A loud bellow shakes off the last haze of sleep as a wooden clang below makes me jump.
“They’re here,” he says, already gathering the few things we have. “They’re at the doors trying to get in.”
“How do you know it’s them?” I jump to my feet as Kraal gathers his cloak and wraps himself in it. Taking his hand, we hurry from the loft toward the back door.
“Who else would try to break into a stable in the middle of the night?”
He has a point.
I clutch onto his arm, fully aware that without him, I would’ve been caught and sold a long time ago. Kraal slides the back door open the smallest bit, listening, before leading me into the night.
Chapter 12
Kraal
“I CAN’T BELIEVE they found us. What the hell?” Maren whispers as I hurry her away from the stables into the darkness.
“The chimu have been a mystery to me but they have better abilities than I originally thought. Their determination is what has me worried. They’re obsessed with you.”
Maren is quiet now. We trek quietly through the woods. It’s the dead of night and now that the chimu have shown their dedication to tracking us down, this isn’t going to be an easy escape.
“Maybe they’re just as obsessed with you,” Maren says quietly. “The huge flying creature they’ve never seen before.”
I never considered that. I’m so obsessed with Maren and all my thoughts revolve around her that I automatically assumed the chimu are pursuing her. But she’s right, maybe they’re after both of us now.
She’s not in the mood for talking. Neither of us are. We had to abandon the warmth and security of the stable for the chill and vulnerability of the wilderness. Somehow we trudge ahead until I no longer sense anyone around. It’s unclear if the chimu actually followed us out of the city but I’m not willing to take chances with Maren’s safety.
“At this point, I’ll risk capture if I can just lay down for a little while,” Maren says.
Not one to disappoint her, I find a suitable place, pull her into my chest and wrap my wings around us like a cocoon so we can sleep.
A SMALL-WINGED CREATURE wakes me the next morning. It sits above us on the lowest branch of the tree we’ve settled under for the night, its bright red plumes sticking straight into the air every time it squawks. Its black beaded eyes are fixed on me in such a way that I shake Maren awake so we can move on.
She rubs the sleep from her eyes and gets to her feet. “Time to go?”
“We shouldn’t linger.”
Within the hour, we reach the border of the forest and just beyond is a massive canyon, impossible to pass on foot. Maren glances down at the wide divide. The steep rock walls lead down to a thin stream that winds through the cavern. An old bridge lies broken and rusted, no longer a useful tool at allowing anyone passage. In our situation, it’s perfect. I’ll fly us across, but the chimu will be forced to find another way if they’re even able to follow our trail once we’ve crossed the chasm.
“Come, I’ll have to fly us across.”
She hesitates, glancing around. “Do you have any idea where we are, Kraal? Are we heading back toward Nedruinia?”
“We’re taking the long way, but yes, we’re going to circle back now.”
She steps close and attaches herself to me, knowing how we’ll cross without having to discuss it. We lift off the ground, my strength still not back to normal, and as soon as we begin to cross over the cavern, a loud buzzing intensifies from below. “What is that?” Maren asks, craning her head so she can get a glimpse below.
“Something’s moving above the water.”
The buzzing intensifies as whatever it is moves toward us like a black cloud with impressive speed. “Kraal…” Maren’s nerves travel straight into my body. The unknown is the same for both of us but she’s more vulnerable. At least my body is built for the unexpected. As they get closer, I make out the buzzing balls the size of my fist. Wings on their backs seem to be what is creating the buzzing as they move as a mass. It isn’t until they’re too close that hundreds of tiny eyes become visible, and mouths lined with serrated teeth.
One darts forward away from the rest, sinking its teeth into the vulnerable flesh of Maren’s thigh. She screams at the same time her limbs tighten around me, holding on with all of her strength. I pick up speed while reaching down to crush the creature with my hand. It makes a crunching sound before oozing a green liquid.
“Ow, ow, ow, it burns!” Maren shouts. Seconds later, my hand gets hot where the creature’s insides have touched. But there’s nothing we can do about it right now. The rest of the swarm is about to overtake us and we’re still flying in the air, trying to make it across the chasm.
“Hold on!” One of the creatures tries to attach itself to my leg but its teeth can’t penetrate my scales. Three more suction themselves onto Maren as a few attack my wings. My heart pumps furiously in my chest. I’m overwhelmed with Maren’s cries and the deafening roar of the collective buzzing in my ears. But somehow, we make it to the other side, and for whatever reason, the swarm doesn’t follow us beyond the chasm.
As soon as we land, I drop Maren to the ground so we can both get the small vicious creatures off her. I have to squeeze their heads to get their jaws to unlock and their teeth to unhinge before I can squish them under my foot.
“There are some on my wings.” She immediately returns the favor of ridding them from my body where I can’t reach, ignoring her own pain. Once we’ve both had a chance to look ourselves over and make sure we’ve killed the ones that were attached, I inspect her wounds closer. These things were attempting to tear her flesh from her body. Bloody bite wounds remain, but only one place where her skin began to burn from the green goo.
“Are you okay?” she asks while I’m looking her over. She’s in a rough shape. There’s no question she’s in an incredible amount of pain, and yet, she’s asking if I’m okay.
I nod, still trying to catch my breath from pushing so hard to make it across the cavern before we were taken down by whatever those things were. “Minor flesh wounds. They couldn’t get past my scales.”
“You’re lucky.” She tries to laugh but it fades before it materializes. She’s hurt and in need of medical attention. For the first time since I saved her from the chimu, I consider making a call through my comms to my brothers back on Bameh. It’s risky which is why I never considered it prior to right now. I thought I’d be able to get Maren back to safety and then get myself home, but things aren’t working out that way. “They disappeared back into the cavern. It’s so strange.” Maren’s eyes are beginning to glaze over so I act quickly, lifting her into my arms so we can put as much distance between us and the skin-devouring creatures with burning insides as possible.
We’re out of the forest now. The terrain is rocky with sections of larger hills but the vegetation that grows is more of a nuisance than anything. It’s lush and thick, scraping against our skin when we’re forced to walk through it. Some of the leaves on the tall branches are soft but like the rest of our luck, we’re eventually forced to walk through a stretch of tall stalks with tiny thorns protruding from the edges. By the time we make it through, our skin is covered with cuts and scrapes.
Maren isn’t reacting to the pain anymore which causes my sense of urgency to find help become overwhelming. The chimu have technically seen me but they don’t know who or what I am. Intentionally allowing others to see me will directly go against Stux’an’s orders but it will be necessary if I can’t find the help Maren needs soon.
Up ahead, once I reach the edge of a rocky incline, something shimmers not too far in the distance. At least if it’s a cool water source, Maren could soak her wounds while I call my warrior brothers for assistance. It’s better than nothing and the water should at least help clean out her wounds.
“It looks like there’s some sort of water source ahead. Hold on a little while longer, Maren.”
Her eyes are closed and her body is completely limp in my arms. But she still manages to answer me so at least she’s conscious. “Let’s hope there isn’t another flesh-eating alien beetle waiting to devour us when we arrive.” When I don’t say anything, she adds, “We can’t be that unlucky, right?”
Together, we plow ahead, through the deserted wilderness of a land that neither of us recognize. All in an attempt to flee Maren’s kidnappers so we can get back to her friends to warn them. Now we’re both injured, and unless I want to show myself to the next stranger we come across, I’m going to have to make the call to Stux’an.
When we finally reach the pond, Maren is unconscious. As soon as I lay her next to the water, I use my comm to connect with Stux’an. His voice comes through, unclear, as if he’s speaking through a tunnel, but at least we’re able to communicate.
“Stux’an,” I say, speaking fast in case we lose the connection. “We’re in trouble.”
Chapter 13
Maren
MY BODY FEELS DELIGHTFULLY NUMB. Cold but numb, like I’m floating in one of those water tanks fully submerged while I’m hooked up to oxygen. I don’t know if those are a real thing, but I’ve seen them in enough movies to make me wonder. When I finally open my eyes, nothing looks familiar. There’s a rocky ledge to one side making it impossible to tell what’s behind me. Ahead of me is full, colorful vegetation. Strange looking plants with massive leaves, purple and orange flowers with some sort of flying insects eating from the center. Further back, a small patch of trees grows, the branches curving toward the water with an oval yellow fruit hanging heavy not far from my head.
I’m taking this all in when a slight shift behind me reminds me that I’m not alone. My body is limp, resting against something that could be a rock ledge. Then a thick arm wraps around my bare waist, muscular legs bending outside of my own.
I glance down into the water to find I’m naked with Kraal holding me from behind. “Kraal?”
He exhales heavily, his breath hot on my neck. “I’m relieved you are finally awake. You’ve been unconscious for a while from your injuries.”
“What are we doing in the water?” I try to move out of his hold, but he won’t let me. Considering I’m naked, I rethink moving and stay where I am.
“I wanted to clean out your wounds. And then, the longer you soaked, the better your skin began to look.” He leans forward and gently lifts my leg out of the water so I can take a look at how well it has healed. Three red spots are visible but there are no open cuts or infections. “Those were all bleeding when I put you in.”
“Did you treat the wounds with something?”
“No, I didn’t want to leave you when you were unconscious so it’s just from the water. It must have healing properties.”
“I’ve never heard of anything like that before. Do you really think that’s possible?”
“It must be. The water is regenerating you.”
“What about you? Have your wounds finally healed?”
“I haven’t taken the plaster off, but I wouldn’t be surprised.”
Without thinking, I shift in his arms so I can pull the plaster from his shoulder and take a look. Except as soon as I move, we’re inches apart and neither one of us is wearing anything. My bare breasts sway between us, drawing his attention toward them. A hunger burns there like he’s been fighting his urges but he’s reaching his breaking point.
Abandoning my initial plan, I cover myself and pull back. “I’ll get dressed and then check to see how you’re healing.”
He doesn’t let me go, though. He grabs onto my arms and forces them to my sides, holding me on his lap. His cock presses against my thigh, the blue of his eyes flaming as he takes in my body. I’m not used to having someone stare at me with such blatant desire and want the way he’s doing right now. I’ve always been curvy with wide hips and breasts so big they’re an inconvenience. I’m confident about it, believing thick thighs save lives and all that…until I’m naked and under the microscope, like I am right now. But nothing in the way Kraal is looking at me says he doesn’t like what he sees.
His lips part as his tongue slips out. The tension grows thick between us, my nipples pebbling into hard peaks under the fire of his gaze. “Kraal—” I’m trying to clear my head so I can think clearly, instead, my pussy starts to throb as I begin to wonder what it would feel like to have his massive hands all over my body.
He shakes his head when he sees I’m fighting this. “Look at you.” His voice is thick and raspy, full of heady desire. One of his hands moves from my arm and shifts so he’s palming the weight of my breast, his thumb brushing over my nipple as I suck in a sharp breath. His other hand dips below the water and cups my mound, rubbing back and forth until I lean forward and grab onto him, completely invested in seeing through whatever he wants to do to me.
His eyes study my face as his fingers spread me, exploring the softness of my sex as well as all the dips and folds. “Exquisite.” My breathing grows heavy as his fingers slip through my arousal. Occasionally he hits my clit and I groan, pressing my hips into his hand for more pressure. “My beauty, look at you.” His eyes never leave me as he touches me, so when he finally pushes one of his thick fingers inside me, I lean forward and take his mouth.
“Yes, like that,” I say, our mouths crashing together. He pushes a second finger inside and I’m riding his hand like a woman possessed. He sits up straighter, his second arm wrapping around my back, his hand gripping my neck. “More,” I practically pant. “I need more, Kraal.”
I don’t remember the last time I’ve had sex but he’s working his fingers inside me against my G-spot in a way that has given me tunnel vision for what I want. Every other thought that inhibited me in the past is gone. After everything that happened in the past few days, I deserve to experience a little pleasure.
He growls and lifts me out of the water. My legs wrap around his waist as he carries me to the side of the pond, my body feeling the loss of his fingers. Our lips press and slide against each other, our tongues twisting together as we both give in to our basest urges. His hands squeeze my ass cheeks, kneading the skin until he sets me down on dry land, his body following mine down.
His lips move over my skin as I spread my legs to accommodate his body. He’s frantic with his mouth and tongue, licking, sucking, and biting his way across my skin. I try to keep up with him, rubbing my hands over his back and shoulders, feeling his scaled texture with my fingertips as my arousal spikes.
“I’ve been waiting for this moment for months, my beauty.” He uses his fingers to comb his long hair out of his face, the perfect example of a shit-eating grin on his face as he catches his breath before moving between my legs.
At first, he seems to be nuzzling me with his nose and I have to cover my face from embarrassment. Then his enthusiasm ramps up when he grabs my thighs with both arms, holds me wide, and begins to feast.
“Oh!” I slam my hands down on the ground for purchase as his tongue snakes out and begins to lick. He sets a quick and steady rhythm that launches me right back to the edge of ecstasy. His arms grip me tightly to his face, only allowing me the slightest range of motion, but it’s just the right amount so I can rock my hips against his mouth. “Fuck, yes! Don’t stop. Just. Like. That.”
He listens and doesn’t stop. He continues to lick me in the same rhythm until I come with my hand holding his head to my pussy. He takes my command seriously, not stopping even after the last jolts of my orgasm stop. He still doesn’t stop even after my hand slips away and my body relaxes onto the ground. “Again, my beauty.”
His licks are slow but steady and it doesn’t take long before the tingling grows again. I’ve never been able to orgasm twice in a row, but I can already tell he’s about prove to me that it’s possible.
This time he slips his fingers inside me again. I’m so wet my body sucks him right in without any resistance. As soon as he curls his fingers and starts to stroke, I explode again with a much longer, more drawn-out orgasm that grows with intensity the longer he rubs. When I look down, his lips release my clit with a gentle pop before he tucks his fingers straight into his mouth to suck my juices from them.
“Holy shit,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. My body feels like jelly after two of the greatest orgasms I’ve ever experienced in my entire existence.
“I’m not done with you yet, my beauty.” He raises up so he’s on his knees above me, his cock straining tall and thick from his body. He’s wrapped his fist around himself, pumping a few times when a stream of thick liquid spurts out, running down his cock, over his hand, and onto my belly. I instantly sit up, curious and intrigued to finally see for myself what I’d heard so much about when Sarah would tell us stories about her sexual experiences with Vah’all.
“So this is the lube I’ve heard so much about.” I rub my fingers through it so I can get a sense of what it feels like on my skin. It instantly tingles, creating a warming effect where it has touched. “I probably won’t need it after you did such a good job getting me ready.”
He smiles again, staring down at me with an expression I’ve never seen on his face before. “It will prevent you from experiencing any pain. Only pleasure.”
“What if I like a little bit of pain?” I don’t know why I ask him that question. It’s not normally something I’m into, but sex with an alien has suddenly opened my eyes to endless possibilities. We could have a lot of fun together while this lasts.
He tilts his head and holds up his hand, his talons suddenly growing longer and sharper. “I think you’ve had enough pain for now, but I’ll give you whatever you want.”
Chapter 14
Kraal
“THOSE WON’T BE NECESSARY,” Maren says, her eyes going wide.
I retract my talons and continue to pump my cock slowly while gazing down at her beautiful naked body. There’s no one like her, and I’m obsessed. It confuses me why she seems shy when I stare at her nakedness. If she were my mate and I could have her with me all the time, I’d want her naked in our home so I could gaze at the perfection of her body at all times of the day.
I’m obsessed with her large tits because I’ve never seen a female with anything quite like them. The urge to put them in my mouth and jiggle them in my hands is strong, and I’d also like to rest my head on them when we lay down together to sleep at night. She has thick curves, giving me something to hold onto, and I don’t have to worry that I’ll be too rough and hurt her when we’re intimate.
She takes my breath away, and I could stand here and stare at her for the rest of the night, but my cock is too eager to feel her warmth.
“Do you feel good?” I ask.
She’s watching me closely, her fingers dipping into her mouth. It turns me on even more when I see her pink tongue dart out against her skin. She nods in response to my question, spreading her legs wider for me, bending her knees. I rub my thumb over her soft, pink cunt, her arousal soaking my finger. Now that I’m seconds away from taking her, a flicker of worry causes me to hesitate. I am so large compared to her and I don’t want to cause her any pain after everything she’s been through.
“Kraal,” she says, getting my attention. “I’m ready.” Her hand trails down between her tits and over her belly until she touches the hand that still rests against her heat. “Do you feel how wet I am?” With her hand over mine, she presses my fingers against her entrance. My cock strains painfully with the urge to thrust inside her. She starts to squirm as we both use our hands on her cunt. “I need you, Kraal. I’m empty without you.”
With a growl, I grab her hands and push them over her head, pinning them to the ground as I line up my cock and thrust into her heat. She cries out at the same time I groan from the incredible way her body sucks me in and tightens around me. “Fuck!” she shouts. I lift up just enough to be able to hold her hands down but free her body so she can move with me. I pump my hips a few times and her tits jiggle with each thrust, making me wonder if I’m going to last long enough to make her come again.
I slide my cock out and thrust back in, grinding my teeth from the delirious pleasure it brings every time I move through her slick, silky channel. “Kraal!” she screams my name as I give her everything I have. Our mouths meet over and over again as we kiss and share each other’s gasps of pleasure. When I release her hands, she throws them around my neck and pulls me to her, kissing me like I’m giving her the air she breathes.
“You feel so good, my beauty. I’ve never felt anything as good as this. You going to come again for me?”
She nods and stares straight into my eyes. “I’m close,” she whispers.
I lean back on my knees in order to change the direction of my penetration. She moans deeply then, her hands searching the ground for something to hold onto. I grab onto her tits and palm them while I continue to pump into her heat. Seconds later her channel starts to spasm around my cock.
“I feel you, Maren. That’s right…come for me again.”
She tilts her head back and cries out, her body shaking from the intensity of the orgasm. I thrust through it, moving my hands to hold her hips, and pumping until my balls draw up and I shoot my seed in hot, strong streams.
When I finish, I grab her and roll us so she’s laying across my torso, my hands holding her squeezable ass. For the longest time, neither of us say anything. The longer the silence drags on, the more I want to speak. But the last thing I want is to hear Maren tell me she regrets this, and it should never happen again. She’s fought our mating for so long and this happened quite suddenly. We’re on the run, surviving together, experiencing the highs and lows of it which can be enough to mess with anyone’s emotions.
“Fuck, that was amazing,” she says after the silence has dragged on for a while.
I exhale a huge sigh of relief.
“I understand amazing. Is fuck a good thing or a bad thing? You’ve said it a few times now.”
“In this situation, it’s a good thing. I don’t swear often but you had me so worked up I couldn’t help myself.”
I nuzzle into her neck and tighten my arms around her. “And you feel okay? You are not in any pain?”
“I’m not. And to be honest, I don’t understand how that’s possible after everything that happened to us along the way. But I’m glad…I won’t question it. That reminds me…weren’t we going to check your wounds?”
We sit up. Maren straddles my lap as she begins to remove the plaster from my shoulder. Under normal circumstances, an injury like this would’ve healed within hours of me returning to Bameh. But because I haven’t been back in days, it’s taking much longer. “Not too bad. You can see where the wound was but it’s closed now. Mostly a scar.”
She does the same thing with the wound on my side. Once the plaster is removed, she looks it over, touching it with her fingers but declares it to be healed with only a scar left behind.
“How do they feel? Any lingering pain?”
“I don’t feel a thing.” I reach out and grab her around the waist, pulling her into my chest. She giggles as I kiss the sensitive skin along her neck, my hands automatically finding their way to her tits.
“You’re such a boob guy,” she says, sliding her slick pussy against my cock. One of my hands grips her ass and moves her against me until we’re both moaning and panting from the friction.
“What does that mean?” I ask, pulling one of her hard nipples into my mouth. I suck her hard, making her gasp. She likes it when I use my teeth on the skin just around the nipple.
“It means you really like my boobs.” Her voice is growing breathy, her body responding already to me. “Some guys are into butts…some boobs. I gather you’re a boob guy.”
“I’m just really into you. Your boobs. Your butt. Your sweet cunt.” She moans when I press my thumb against her pleasure nub near the top.
“I want you again, Kraal. Can you do it again already?”
“I’m a dhevieth, my beauty. I can do it as many times as you want me to.”
She places her hands on the sides of my face and presses her lips to mine. We kiss for a while. It’s slower than before but filled with the same hunger and passion that causes me to fight back the desire to devour her.
We’re still kissing when her heat slides over the tip of my cock. She hovers there before sitting down on my lap, slowly taking me inch by inch into her body. My lubricant makes it easy. There’s no resistance as she stretches to accommodate my girth.
We groan at the same time, clinging to each other. I kiss her again, holding her in place so I can enjoy the feeling of being wrapped in her silky warmth, experiencing the bliss of our bodies becoming one.
“You okay?” she asks after a minute. Her beautiful blue eyes study my face while I hold her so she can’t move. “You feel so good. Does it feel good?”
I nod, unable to put it into words at first. “I want to memorize this feeling…before I burst.”
We kiss again and when she pulls back, she says, “Grab my ass, Kraal. Move me. I need to fuck you now.”
After her desperate plea, I ease my grip so she can move. She starts rocking her hips, her head dropping forward to lean against my forehead. She kisses me gently on the lips before adjusting her position so she’s leaning back.
“Hold on, baby. I’m about to give you a show I think you’re going to love.”
She has me lean back on my elbows before she starts bouncing on my cock. Her tits are on full display, bouncing and jiggling inches away from my face. She laughs after getting a look at my expression, but it doesn’t take long before they change to a different sound entirely.
Chapter 15
Maren
“DO you think they’re safe to eat?” Kraal and I are back in the cool water, this time as a way to clean ourselves after our sex marathon and to boost our energy. Neither of us know for sure, but we’re convinced this is some sort of healing pond. Both of our injuries have improved significantly since we entered the water and we’re both feeling more like ourselves even though we’re low on food. Kraal is currently standing under the fruit tree about to pick the oval shaped yellow fruit to give us sustenance.
“I’ll try it first to make sure it isn’t poisonous.” He reaches up and snatches one off the low-hanging branch. His wide, muscular back is on full display, his wings tucked away down the middle of it. When he stretches to reach the fruit, I almost get a glimpse of his bare ass…and it’s spectacular. Silver and muscular with those dips in his back that are like a road map to deliciousness.
“That’s a horrible idea! If it’s poisonous, I’m on my own. And I’m convinced if it was just me, I would’ve been kidnapped or dead long ago.”
He wades back toward me, this unique fruit held in his hand like an offering. My stomach betrays me and begins to rumble when I catch a whiff of the sweet scent. It has been too long since I’ve eaten.
“You’re strong and resourceful, my beauty. And the chimu are cowards who prey on vulnerable women. Not because you’re helpless but because this environment is not familiar to you like it is to them. They have the advantage.”
My heart flutters in my chest as he goes about sniffing the fruit before cracking the peel. A stark realization hits me in this moment. I may be resourceful and capable of making it on my own, but I’ve come to rely on Kraal. And I like having him around.
“What is this look?” He gently brushes his finger over my cheek like he does so often. Goosebumps break out over my bare skin as my pussy begins to flutter again.
“Nothing. Just thinking about how I don’t want to do it on my own.”
“You don’t have to.” His gaze lingers while his fingers pull the flesh of the fruit apart. It’s almost clear in color but it smells so sweet my mouth begins to water. “Does this smell like poison to you?”
I’m starting to wonder if it’s an aphrodisiac. Everything about this place makes me horny. From the water to the fruit. “It would be a good disguise.”
Kraal chuckles, the white of his teeth practically glowing against the blue of the pond. He takes the small piece of fruit and holds it just over my breast, squeezing it over my nipple until the juice trickles out. I open my mouth to protest, but before I can say anything, he leans down and closes his mouth over my nipple, sucking away the juice. He lifts his head with a smile, licking his lips as he says, “You’re right, I am a boob guy.”
I can’t help but giggle at his antics. And I’ve reached the point of hunger where I’ll take the consequences as long as my stomach is full, so I grab a chunk of the fruit and pop it into my mouth. My eyes roll back in my head as the sweet juice explodes over my tongue before trickling down my throat. “Mmmmm, that is soooo good. Do you like it?”
He grunts his agreement while we both stand in the middle of the pond, pulling at the fruit. When it’s gone, he tosses the peel aside and picks another one.
“What is your favorite thing to eat when you’re back home?” I ask, realizing I know very little about Kraal.
“When my mother was still alive, she used to make a traditional dhevieth dish. It’s made from the onnaro root and it’s considered traditional, because onnaro root is found everywhere on Bameh so it was always available, no matter the season. It isn’t particularly flavorful, but it reminds me of how I would feel every time I returned home. It made me feel like we were celebrating.” He glances away, almost sheepishly. “It made me feel special.” He tosses the last piece of fruit into his mouth and chews it slowly, his eyes having gone distant.
“Was it just the two of you?”
“Yes. I never had any brothers and sister because my father died right after I was born. My mother chose not to be mated again after that.”
I want to ask more questions but it’s clear from his demeanor that he’s not thrilled to be talking about this. “Do you want more fruit?” He tosses the peel off to the side of the pond. I scoop some of the water into my hand and pour it over my skin, sensing the time is coming where we’ll be forced to move on.
“I’m good for now. We should take a few pieces with us in case we get hungry later, though.”
“That is a clever idea.” Kraal steps closer to me, fixing his attention back on me again. He swipes my wet hair off my shoulder and places a gentle kiss on the top of my shoulder.
“Do we have to leave this place? Or can we stay the night?”
He glances around even though we both know what we’re surrounded by. Who knows what he’s thinking? After the effort it took to get across the chasm, I’m not worried about the chimu at this point. I’m thinking about getting back to Nedruinia before they double back and reach Trinity and Willa.
“We should be fine to stay the night. I’m going to try to start a fire by the rocks over there.”
“I can help you search for sticks and anything else that might burn.”
By the time we’re dry and pulling our clothes back on, his sad mood about his mom seems to have passed. Maybe it was wrong to ask about his life on Bameh, but I know so little about him. From the sounds of it, he’s alone. His only family includes the friends he has whom I’ve met through circumstance when I was on Bameh for a short while. Once again, my heart squeezes at the thought of him not having anyone.
But what can I do about it? Trinity, Willa, and I will find a way to protect ourselves while we finish our medical program. Before then, I can’t make any promises to Kraal. Instead, I’m trusting the plan I started out with. The plan that ensures my success for the future.
I have an armful of small branches, nothing substantial, but it’ll be enough to get the fire started for now. It’s ironic that the first time we want to make a fire, we’re no longer in the forest where wood was prevalent. The fruit tree is the biggest one I’ve seen but we’re not doing anything to that. I’ll be feasting on that fruit for as long as I can.
Kraal already has a small fire burning when I make it back to the rocks. “Look at you! I should’ve known you would be resourceful.”
I drop my pile of sticks and leaves next to the fire and prop my hands on my hips so I can watch while Kraal crouches by the fire. He’s stoking it to really get the base of it hot, and I’m enjoying the view. His biceps pop and flex every time he pushes the stick against the pile. His thigh and calf muscles so strong and defined as he stays perched in one place like he could stay that way for hours. I’ve been attracted to Kraal from the beginning…that has never been the issue between us. Now that we’ve had sex, though, that attraction is like the fire he’s working at his feet. It’s only growing to keep growing until it’s a full-blown bonfire.
“We’re not as protected out in the open like this. The fire will keep any creatures away that might be curious about us and venture in for a look while we sleep. At least we have the rocks at our backs and the water in front of us. We’ll be safe, there’s no need to worry.”
Surprisingly, I wasn’t worried. Not in the slightest.
The fire is already kicking out a nice amount of heat when I lean against the rocks to settle in for the night. We’ve lost the light of the day. All that remains is the light from the fire and from the moons above. The water creates a nice reflection, like a night light with the gentle sound of waves lapping against the sides.
Kraal moves next to me once the fire is crackling away, pulling another piece of fruit from his pocket.
“Hungry?”
Wrapped in his cloak, we share another piece of fruit. “I’ll take it as a positive sign that neither of us has dropped dead from fatal poisoning yet.”
He hands me the last piece before tossing the peel into the fire.
Chapter 16
Kraal
MAREN IS CURLED into my body when the first signs of morning wake me. It’s the best night of sleep I’ve had for months and it’s because I’ve finally claimed her.
Yes, she’s mine now. No more back and forth. Her body can’t lie. She wants me as much as I want her and there’s no living without her now that we’ve become one. Just thinking about the sounds she makes while I’m inside her makes my cock thicken in my pants. Her cunt squeezes me tightly, trying to hold me inside her heat while she screams for me to give her the pleasure she seeks.
My body begins to warm, anticipating being inside her again before we start our travels for the day. Her full ass is pressed against my cock, her back against my chest while I’m wrapped protectively around her. Now that I’m awake I need her more than I need my next breath. I nuzzle my nose into her neck, breathing in the clean scent of her skin as I slide my hand around, working down into the front of her pants.
She moans and shifts, pressing her ass harder against me as I slip my fingers through the moist curls covering her mound. When I finally get my fingers into her slippery heat, she’s soaking for me. “You dreaming of me, my beauty?”
I rub her swollen nub with my finger before pushing two fingers inside her. She groans, her hand gripping my arm so tightly her nails dig into my flesh. My mouth moves over her skin, sucking it into my mouth as her cunt grips my fingers.
“More,” she says, moving her hand long enough to tug her pants down her legs. Once she’s able to open her legs, I stroke her fast until her juices run down my hand.
I release her long enough to pull my own pants down. She grumbles until I position myself and thrust into her from behind. “Mine,” I say, growling as I fill her up. “You’re all mine now, aren’t you?”
I thrust hard and fast, the sound of our skin slapping together spurring me on as much as her moans and cries for more.
“Yes,” she says. “Give me more, Kraal.”
One of my hands wraps around her chest to hold her in place while the other holds her mound, flicking her pleasure bud while I pump.
“Tell me you’re mine. I want to hear you say it.”
“I’m yours.” Those words are exactly what I want to hear. My cock explodes, pulsing inside of her with her confession that she’s mine. She follows right after me, coming all over my cock.
“My beauty,” I say, kissing all over her skin.
“Good morning.” She giggles, snuggling deeper into my arms. “I could get used to waking up like that.”
“Every morning that you’re in my arms, this is the way it will be.” The sun is slowly rising, chasing the chill of the night away. “I’ll pick more fruit and then we need to be on our way.”
We erase all traces we’ve been here before leaving the healing pond behind us.
“Does that device on your wrist tell you where we are?” Maren asks.
“Yes. It uses local signals as we move. According to the map, we should make it back to Nedruinia within two days.”
“That’s not too bad. As long as Trinity and Willa are safe…we can handle two more days. I hope.”
“I have enough energy after swimming in the healing pond that I’ll be able to fly us some of the way.”
“Really? Even though you haven’t been close to Bameh’s core?”
“I can’t explain it, but this is what happens after spending all of our time in one place. We’ve come to believe we can only survive on Bameh because we rely on the core. But this pond helped both of us. It’s impossible to know how long the effects will be beneficial, but it’s an exciting development. Maybe we won’t always need to remain on Bameh. Not if there are other things out here that’ll work to regenerate our energy.”
“That is promising. Why don’t we try out your theory?” Before I have a chance to prepare myself, Maren launches herself into my arms. With my arms locked around her, we take off into the sky. My wings stretch wide while my energy is strong enough to hold the weight of both of us. This is as close to the feeling of being home as possible as we float in the sky high enough to look down on everything below. There’s more to see this time because the majority of the dense forest is behind us.
For a while, it’s easy to forget the predicament we’re in. There’s a sense of peace that comes from the seclusion of the skies. I didn’t realize how much I missed it until I went days without it.
“How did you get into medicine, Kraal?” Maren has been so quiet that I assumed she fell asleep. Instead, she’s turned inward to all the questions and thoughts that I’ve come to recognize as a part of her that she struggles to turn off.
Instead of powering ahead, I slow down so we’re floating but still moving while we talk. “Just before I began training to enter our military program, my mother became sick. It isn’t uncommon to get sick on Bameh but at the time the females were suffering severely than the males and the strain of the disease was more fatal to the females. So when my mother became sick, I put everything on hold in order to take care of her and ensure she had the best treatment available.
She was given the best treatment we had. Our scientists were doing all they could do because the decline in the females of our species affected all of us. We were all invested in solving this problem. But I was affected personally. My mother died even with the treatments…it didn’t seem to matter.”
“I’m so sorry, Kraal. It’s horrible to lose a parent. Something you never truly recover from.”
“Yes. So when the time came to join our military, I also made the choice to specialize in medicine. I saw it as a way to honor my mother’s memory by having the knowledge to help someone someday who might need it.”
“And you’ve done that. She would be proud of you.”
“I don’t think I deserve much credit for healing you this time.”
“Only because we’re lacking the supplies. And we got lucky by stumbling upon the healing pond. Otherwise, I trust you with my life, Kraal. And it takes a lot for me to be able to say that.”
Knowing she trusts me does something strange to my insides. My chest gets tight at the same time my blood heats. I’ve been trying to work my way into her heart for months, so to hear her confess her trust in me makes me feel like the most powerful of dhevieth warriors in the galaxy. And all it took was saving her from a kidnapping and protecting her as we venture across the wilderness of Cruna.
“Thank you.” I stop flying, instead choosing to hold her so I can look into her eyes when I thank her for putting her trust in me. I claim her lips with my own as a way to show her just how much she means to me.
“You don’t have to thank me. I’m the one who should be thanking you. You’ve done so much for me, Kraal. It took me a long time, I know it did, but it’s difficult for me to trust because I’ve been fooled before. Especially by those in my life who’d claimed to love me.”
“I won’t always make the right decisions and there will be times when I make you mad. But know now that everything I do is to keep you safe.”
We kiss again, deepening it this time. There’s an added thrill to making out in the sky with nothing but my arms locked around her to keep her from falling. But we don’t keep it up for long because there’s a lot of ground to cover before night falls.
“Are you good to fly or should we land and walk for a while?” she asks.
Before I can answer, the low trumpet from an animal horn sounds from somewhere below. Seconds later, more horns sound into the air.
“Let’s go, Kraal.”
I’m about to agree with her when the first volley of arrows is released into the sky, aimed in our direction. Without hesitating, I shoot us higher into the sky in an attempt to avoid the arrows, spinning so my back will protect Maren like a shield.
We make it but then another echo of horns sounds seconds before the arrows whistle through the air, straight at Maren and me for a second time.
Chapter 17
Maren
THE ARROWS MOVE toward us in slow motion and it looks like they’re going to miss us, but at the last second, they splinter apart, small metal shards exploding like clouds. Kraal turns his body to shield me, but he can’t avoid the tiny pins. Suddenly, we begin to fall, my stomach lifting like I’ve hit the drop off on a rollercoaster.
“Hold on!” Kraal shouts, even though I’m clinging to him like a spider monkey. He’s able to slow our descent somewhat, but we’re still falling when we hit the ground. He takes the brunt of the collision, protecting me with his body.
My panic is instantaneous when Kraal lands with a thud and struggles to move. “Where were you hit?” I throw myself off him, my body shaking with adrenaline. His chest heaves like he’s struggling to breathe as my medical training kicks in. “Roll over for me, Kraal.” I’m trying my best to do it myself but he’s dead weight and too heavy for me to move on my own. He’s able to shift onto his side and that’s when I see the small metal pins protruding from his flesh.
“They must contain some sort of poison,” Kraal says, his speech strained like he’s in a lot of pain. “It is difficult for me to move my legs.”
Without wasting another second, I pull the metal pins one at a time, but to try to remove the poison from his blood, I suck from each wound.
“What are you doing?” Kraal asks.
“I remember seeing this on a survival show. If you’re ever bit by something poisonous, you have to suck as much of the poison out as possible if there isn’t immediate access to medicine. Hopefully, this will work. Your skin is so thick I’m crossing my fingers nothing got too deep.”
I make quick work of pulling the metal pins and sucking the poison from the wound. When I finish, I count seventeen wounds.
“Ugh, what I wouldn’t give to be able to take you back to the healing pond right now.”
I brush Kraal’s hair off his face. His skin is hot to the touch and sticky from sweat. My lips and mouth tingle from sucking the poison from his body so there’s no doubt in my mind that he’s been affected by a foreign substance.
At this moment, I’ve never felt so defeated. It’s been one thing after another and I’m tired. But then Kraal opens his eyes and focuses on me. His expression is sharp from the pain he’s in but he manages a smile, just for me. So, I pull myself together. “I need to go look for something that’ll pull the poison from your body.”
“Did you learn about that with Healer Vinkreil?”
Even in this moment of feeling so defeated, he puts a smile on my face. “You remember her name.”
“I remember everything that is important to you, Maren.”
I take his hand in mine and bring it to my lips, kissing his fingers one by one. “I don’t know what to do. To find some of the supplies, I’ll have to leave you. But I don’t want to do that while you’re so vulnerable.”
I stand up and take a look around. It’s still fairly open with occasional sections of rocks or vegetation that could be used to hide his location. It’s while I’m trying to decide what to do with him that a colorful cluster catches my eye in the distance. At first it looks like a mirage, the colors and images shifting in the sunlight. But the longer I stare, it comes into focus. They are figures approaching from the distance.
“Kraal, I don’t have good news.”
His eyes snap back open and he tries to sit up, but his body won’t cooperate. “What is it?”
“A group, approaching from the hill.” I’m pointing in their direction while crouching down on the off chance they could see me from this distance.
“Maren, I want you to run. You need to get as far away from here as you can.” He’s propped himself up on his elbow, a sense of urgency overtaking him.
I glare at him like he’s lost his mind because I’m convinced he has. “I’m not leaving you here, Kraal.”
“They’re the ones who shot us out of the sky! They’re coming to collect their kill. I will not let them take us both.”
“And I won’t leave you here alone. It’s out of the question, Kraal.”
He grumbles in frustration, but after everything he’s done for me, I’m not leaving him here alone. I probably should be scared as the unknown mass of aliens move closer and closer, but I’m focused on the fact that Kraal’s condition isn’t getting any worse. For the time being, he’s stable and I choose to focus on that.
“You are a stubborn woman,” Kraal grumbles, his mood darkening.
I remain by his side, nonetheless, crouched protectively over him as we’re slowly surrounded. My nerves make me want to stand up and pace or fidget while we wait to see what these warriors are going to do to us. But my instincts are stronger, so I fight against the urge to bolt, and I make myself remain still and silent.
I have so many questions as we’re surrounded by a tribe of alien males equipped with fancy mechanical bows and metal arrows for weapons. They’re as tall and muscular as Kraal but they’re not winged and their skin is a shade that helps them blend in with the trees versus Kraal’s distinctive silver. They are wearing brown leather chest plates with ropes of twine that hang from their necks, some sort of massive, clawed tooth or talon strung up as a decoration. Their pants match, the same brown leather with protective boots on their feet.
White paint streaks their faces and add shocks of color to their dark green hair. Their facial features are humanoid but more exaggerated. Their mouths, eyes, and noses so much larger than you’d ever see on Earth. I’m trying not to stare but the variety of species on Cruna continues to amaze me. Whoever these aliens are, I’ve never seen their kind before.
Kraal pulls me closer to his body while we’re studied like we’re under a microscope. At least they didn’t storm toward us and open fire. They seem more curious as to who or what we are than anything else.
“Bring them.” The leader of the ground makes an indication for some of the others to restrain us. They pull me away from Kraal, the two strangers taking an immediate interest in examining me. They move close, sniffing me and turning me around so they can look me over.
“Oh, okay…” It seems harmless enough so I don’t fight it, but it angers Kraal. He begins to growl and fight, the energy quickly shifting from calm to agitated. “Stay calm, Kraal. I’m okay. Just…be calm.”
They lift him off the ground, gasping when they get their first look at his wings. They’re fascinated by them even though he was flying when they shot him out of the sky. “She’s my woman,” Kraal says to them. “Don’t take her away from me.”
The one who looks to be their leader glances between the two of us but doesn’t speak. Finally, he motions again for the others to bring us along. The two who take me continue to sniff me, but they don’t make it as obvious.
Kraal is practically dragged because he still doesn’t have the full use of his legs. We know nothing about this tribe but if I’m thinking about the positive, maybe they have the antidote to the poison Kraal is suffering from. Otherwise, we’re in trouble.
We end up traveling much further than I expected. Over the rocks, we cross another river and eventually reach a village. The same horn sounds when the men approach so by the time we enter what must be the main part of the village, it’s empty.
They drop Kraal roughly on the ground. “Hey! Be careful with him, he’s injured!” I try to go to him but the two warriors on each side of me prevent me from doing so. Instead, they grab me by the arms and begin pulling me toward one of the houses. “What’s going on? Let me go!” Now I start to fight. Maybe it’s too little, too late, but I don’t want to be separated from Kraal. We’re a package deal.
“Stop!” Kraal’s deep voice echoes through the empty space but he’s helpless because he can’t move. “Do not take her from me.”
I kick my legs and flail my arms in an attempt to get free. One of the warriors simply lifts me over his shoulder, locks his arm across my legs to keep me from kicking, and stalks toward the small brick house. When he reaches the door, he kicks it open and tosses me inside before stepping back out and locking the door behind him.
Chapter 18
Kraal
THEY LOCK Maren into one of the brick houses before the men of the tribe surround me. “You have no right to take her from me.”
One of the males crouches down next to me, studying me with a blank expression. I still haven’t figured out if they understand me or not. Obviously, they’ve never seen anyone like my kind before. So my greatest concern is figuring out if there’s any chance of getting out of this situation alive.
“Who are you?” my captor finally asks.
“My name is Kraal. I’m of the dhevieth species, not from Cruna.”
The green-skinned creature gives one slow nod of understanding, but his expression doesn’t change. He gives nothing away.
“Who are you?” I ask. “What is your home called?”
I push down my anger now that they’ve taken Maren out of my sight. My only consolation is that I saw where they took her and she isn’t far.
“I am Nilzuk and we are the Daldrid tribe.”
“Okay. Now I’d like my woman back, Nilzuk.”
Aside from the tribesmen who surround me, there’s no sign of anyone else in the village. I’d expect to see the rest of the villagers doing whatever it is they do during the day but there’s no one. My scales begin to tremble from the unease settling in my bones.
Nilzuk stands tall and stares down at me. “You were struck by the poison arrows and yet, you are not dead. Because of this, I consider you to be a worthy opponent.”
“Perhaps, though if you hadn’t noticed, your poison has slowed me down. Why shoot poison arrows before knowing what it is you’re shooting at?”
He eyes me with distrust, debating whether he should answer my questions or not. In the end, he can’t resist. “We initially thought you would be dinner over our fire tonight. A massive penarak flying in the daylight. But when we tracked you down, you are not what we thought.”
“Do you have the antidote to the poison?”
“Of course,” Nilzuk says. “But I believe an exchange is in order.”
The trembling of my scales intensifies. I’m at a disadvantage, unable to fight them all off, steal Maren away, and get back to Nedruinia. Another setback in our attempt to get back to where we started. Now I’m forced to negotiate with an unfamiliar tribe with no back-up. Stux’an plans to meet me in Nedruinia. That was the plan when things looked dire before we found the healing pond. He’s still coming so all three women can go back to Bameh where they’ll have protection until it’s safe for them to return.
Regardless of whether they like the idea or not. After all of this…I’m getting Maren somewhere safe. And I’m not leaving her friends behind.
“What did you have in mind?”
“I will give you the antidote but, in exchange, you will fight me.”
“I don’t understand…I can’t fight you until I have the antidote. What is the purpose of fighting you at all?”
“Whoever wins the fight gets the female.”
He crouches in front of me again, signaling toward the house where they locked Maren away. “If I don’t agree to this?”
“Then I let you die and take the female anyway. A fight is the honorable way.”
There is nothing inside me that wants to agree to anything with this man. But I have to do what is necessary to get Maren out of here. In order to do that, I’ll need my strength back.
“How do I know you’ll keep your word?”
He stands tall again, his hands resting on his waist. He turns his head from side to side, addressing the rest of his tribesmen. “My men as my witnesses will hold me to my word.”
“If I defeat you in a fight, the female and I will be allowed to leave and continue on our way. Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
He accepts my conditions a little too quickly for my comfort, but there’s nothing more I can do. Nilzuk barks orders at his men until I’m in some sort of healing hut, laid next to a fire. For the first time since we’ve arrived, a female enters, surrounded by four males. The females have the same rich, green skin and dark green hair but they’re much smaller and more petite. She approaches me carrying a tray of supplies, the men staring me down like I’m a rabid animal about to attack.
She kneels next to me, stealing shy glances at my face. She’s never seen anyone like me before either, but she’s curious.
“What is your name?” I ask, just trying to be friendly. She seems terrified of me but there’s no reason to be. There’s no reason for the four guards, either.
“That is not your concern,” one of the guard says.
“It’s Gavve,” she says, ignoring the guard.
“Thank you for helping me.” She smiles and nods.
“This will work best if we can roll you onto your stomach. And remove your pants,” she adds at the end.
“Gavve,” the same guard scolds.
“His wounds are on the back of his legs.” She turns and gives the guard some sass.
“Then roll them up.” The two of them just stare at each other for a moment until I break the silence.
“My woman rolled them when she tried to treat them. It should work fine.” I struggle to shift myself onto my side but once I’m there, rolling the rest of the way onto my front is easy. From here, I close my eyes and let Gavve do her thing. Once my pants are rolled to my knees, she coats the wounds in a cold, thick paste, before covering them in heavy, ice-cold cloths. For the first time since I felt the sting of the arrows in the sky, my legs begin to tingle. It isn’t painful but promising, like I really will regain the ability to walk and fly again.
For the briefest of moments, I was truly worried. I was ready to send Maren away in order to protect her, in case I was going to die right there where I landed. Instead, the feeling in my body is returning.
“Rest for a while. I’ll return in a few hours to see how you’re responding to the creams. If it works well, you’ll be walking again by tonight. Your strength should return by the following day.”
“Thank you, Gavve. Can you tell me…is Maren okay?”
“Your woman? She’s fine.”
“Gavve!” the guard shouts, scolding her.
“She’s being kept in one of the village houses. She’ll be fine, though. No need to worry.” Gavve ignores the guard and tells me what’s going on with Maren while I’m in here. Now that I know she’s okay, I let myself relax further into this mattress, my eyes drifting closed while the medicine works its magic.
THE NEXT TIME I have any recollection of anything, Gavve is cleaning the cream from my legs. “I know you are groggy, but can you try moving your legs for me?”
Still working away the fog of sleep, I lift my legs behind me and rotate my ankles. “Excellent!” Gavve says. “Would you like to try standing up?”
I roll onto my back easily, much fresher and lucid after my nap. I stand without assistance and walk a small circle around the small hut. “This is amazing. I can’t believe the antidote works so well.”
“Your body was already doing an impressive job fighting the poison from what I’ve seen before. I’m not surprised.”
Gavve stands near the fire, smiling, while I walk around the hut, making sure I have my strength back. “This inevitably means Nilzuk will want to fight me sooner rather than later.” I prop my hands on my hips and let myself rest so I don’t overdo it.
“I have overheard that it will be tomorrow. But you’ll be ready by then. Look at how well you’re already walking! Tonight, he has planned a feast for the village to come together. Tomorrow, you will fight.”
“What is the purpose of the feast?”
Gavve’s happy expression drops for a moment before she plasters it back on. But I caught it and she can’t fool me. The guards haven’t accompanied her this time, which gives us both the confidence to say things we wouldn’t say when they’re lingering around.
“Gavve? What is the purpose of the feast tonight?”
“Well, don’t get mad.” She plays with the hem of her shirt, suddenly nervous as she glances around like she wishes the guards would appear.
“I won’t get mad. Never at you. I’d never hurt you, Gavve. You’ve helped me so much.”
My words give her confidence, so she nods and forces herself to tell. “Nilzuk celebrates because of the possibility that he’s found his mate. He’s waited a long time for a female to come along that he desires to rule the tribe with, at his side. He believes he’s found her.”
Chapter 19
Maren
I’VE LOST track of time when the door to the brick house finally opens again. It’s dark inside, except for the small window at the back and there’s a chill in the air that would be taken care of with a nice fire. Instead, I’ve been sitting under the window, staring at the door, willing it to open.
Now that it has, all of my questions pour out of me like a burst pipe in the middle of a cold spell in winter.
“Where is Kraal? What do you want with us? What do you think you’re doing locking me in here all damn day?” I rattle off plenty more to the green alien standing in front of me with a fairly blank expression. He’s the one who must be the leader of the tribe because he’s the same guy who gave the orders when they found us in the wilderness. His thick green hair is pulled away from his face, one of his ears pierced with a sharp canine tooth dangling from it. His eyes are black but so smooth they’re like glass. But it’s the lack of expression or feelings radiating from him that make me wary.
“I am Nilzuk,” the alien says, ignoring all my other questions.
“Great. I want to see Kraal. Take me to him, please.” I plant my feet on the floor, trying to look confident even though I’m hiding the way my fingers tremble in his presence. He’s intimidating, not overly friendly, and he stares with an intensity that borders on crazy.
“I have come to take you to the feast. You will see him there.” He holds out his hand, an offering for me to accept. I’m trying to be brave but it’s just the two of us, alone, in this dark room. At least the door behind him is still cracked open, so I take advantage of the opportunity and walk past him toward the door. My breath is caught in my throat while I anticipate that he’ll grab me and pull me back, but he doesn’t.
I hurry outside to find more of the green tribesmen preparing for the feast. Two huge bonfires burn tall in the center of the village. They’ve brought out tables and set them up throughout the open space for the feast. A few women hurry around, placing various things on the tables while others prepare food. Above each bonfire, a creature roasts above the fire, scenting the air with cooking meat that makes my mouth water.
“There is nothing to be so frightened of,” Nilzuk says, suddenly standing so close behind me. His hand touches my hair, his spicy scent surrounding me.
“I don’t see Kraal.” I step away from him so he’s no longer behind me. Nilzuk’s intentions are clear which is why Kraal’s absence is making my discomfort grow, and I’m determined to let him know I’m spoken for…even if it isn’t official.
“He’ll arrive soon. Come, let me show you around the village.”
At the risk of angering him, I shake my head and stay where I am. “I’ll wait here for Kraal. I wouldn’t want him to worry.” What I really want to tell him is that my mama didn’t raise a fool, but I keep that comment to myself. Nilzuk is intimidating, not only because of his size but the power of his presence. He’s a man who’s used to getting what he wants, and men like him are dangerous.
I finally take a breath when he doesn’t push it, but he doesn’t leave me alone either. So being the awkward woman I am, I opt for small talk. “What kind of creature are you roasting over the fire? I’m curious because it’ll be my first time trying the fresh meat since I’ve arrived on your planet.”
When I glance at him, he’s watching me with his dark, expressionless eyes again, and it sends a chill down my spine. “It is veling. My men came upon a pack of them along our borders. They are fast and usually difficult to kill.”
I don’t know what to say to that. Where I grew up, a lot of people hunted but it was never something I was interested in. I understand what happens to animals in order to eat the meat, but I don’t want to be the one doing the killing or anything else.
“There are more people here now than when we arrived. Do you have a fairly large tribe?”
He steps closer to me again. His head tilts and his nostrils flare before he leans into the crook of my neck and inhales deeply. “You have such a unique scent.” His nose brushes against my skin, and in my hurry to back away, I trip over my feet and land on my ass. Trying not to be too obvious, I scoot back to put space between us again. This is a tricky dance between being polite so as not to anger him and keep him hospitable while at the same time letting him know I’m not interested in a booty call.
He leans down to lift me up but then Kraal is finally there, bending over my body. “There you are!” I say, my tone full of excitement. “You’re back on your feet! You must be feeling better.”
“I am,” Kraal says. “I was given the antidote to the poison. By tomorrow, I’ll be like myself again.” I link my fingers with Kraal’s as he turns to Nilzuk. “Thank you for keeping an eye on her for me.”
Before he can answer, Kraal leads me away toward the tables. “Gavve told me to find a seat now that the feast is starting.”
“Okay,” I say, “who’s Gavve?”
“She’s the healer who treated my wounds.” The rest of the tribe is beginning to find their own places at the tables, so Kraal chooses a place where we’ll be able to sit together.
“I’m so glad you’re okay. I was really worried about you.”
“And I was worried about you.” He directs his gaze at Nilzuk who has made his way to the tables. To my disappointment, he chooses the same table we’re at, sitting straight across from Kraal.
To avoid being overheard, I lean in and whisper in Kraal’s ear, “This feast is nice and all, but will we be able to leave after this?”
“Unfortunately, we cannot leave until tomorrow.”
He answers me like he’s already had this discussion with Nilzuk so I press him for more information. “Okay, well…will we be able to stay together tonight? I really don’t want to be alone tonight.”
“We will have to ask but I have a feeling it won’t be allowed.”
Nilzuk and Kraal continue to exchange stares but they’re not making conversation. The growing tension is sending my nerves through the roof.
“Can you tell me what’s going on? I feel like I’m going to be sick with worry.”
Finally, Kraal breaks the staring contest he’s got going on with Nilzuk to look at me. His hand moves from his lap to my thigh, his strong fingers massaging me in a calming way. “Trust me when I tell you there is nothing to worry about, my beauty. By tomorrow afternoon, we will be on our way back to Nedruinia.”
I wrap my hand around his under the table, desperate for some sort of connection. I’d give anything to be able to kiss him right now, but there’s no way I’d do that with so many eyes on us.
“You have to try to relax. The tension is coming off you in waves.”
I grip his wrist while he continues to rub me to try to calm me. The food is being passed around to the tables now, the goblets filled with wine. When everyone’s attention is on their plates, Kraal takes a bite of his food at the same time he unbuttons my pants with his other hand and slides it down over my mound. My eyes fly up to check to see if anyone is watching while I force myself to take a bite of food.
My legs automatically spread wider while his fingers slide back and forth over my pussy lips. Somehow, he continues to eat his food like he’s completely unaffected while I almost choke on my wine when I take a sip. He pushes his middle finger inside me, pressing his palm against my clit and rocking his hand back and forth.
I should push his hand away because my core is starting to tingle, a noticeable flush coloring my skin. The overwhelming desire to pound the table and scream hits me, but instead, I have to force another bite of this meat into my mouth and pretend everything is normal. Nilzuk stares at Kraal again, both of them taking bites of their dinner. I whimper when he adds another finger and fucks me harder with it. The hardness of his palm pressing just right against my clit gets me off as I press my legs closed around his hand, my scream swallowed down and disguised when I press my hand over my mouth.
He rubs me gently for a few more strokes before pulling his fingers out. He looks Nilzuk right in the eyes, licks his fingers clean of my juices, and says, “This feast is delicious, Nilzuk. I’ve never tasted anything so good.”
Chapter 20
Maren
THE VILLAGERS DANCE after dinner while Kraal and I sit by the fire, enjoying the show. We can almost blend into the background while they go on about their celebration. For the first time all night, no one seems to be overly concerned about what we’re doing.
“This would be the time to make our move. No one would notice if we sneak out now.”
Kraal’s muscles tighten against my body, his hand moving to grip behind my neck. “Nilzuk hasn’t taken his eyes off you since he let you out of the locked house.”
“Yes, I noticed that, which is why I’d feel so much better if we just got out of here.”
“It isn’t possible, my beauty.” He begins to massage the back of my neck in an attempt to calm me, but I won’t really be calm until we’re back in Nedruinia with Trinity and Willa.
“Okay, but you can’t leave me alone tonight, Kraal. I don’t trust Nilzuk.” I move closer to him, seeking his protection. There’s no question at this point that I’m completely reliant upon him.
“We’ll do what we have to do. They’ve been accommodating and hospitable. I don’t want to do anything to change that. The last thing I want is for you to end up locked away again tonight.” I find Nilzuk across the fire from us. He’s had plenty to drink tonight but he’s in good spirits, laughing with his tribesmen, showing expressions on his face I didn’t know he was capable of making.
“Is there something you’re not telling me, Kraal?” When they first found us, they were so suspicious of us. Kraal was so hurt I worried he wouldn’t recover, and they also forced me to spend most of the day in a cold locked room. Now we’re sitting around a fire while they dance, drink, and tell stories like it’s a special holiday.
“You have nothing to worry about, Maren,” Kraal says, clearly avoiding the subject.
“That’s not what I asked, Kraal.”
Before I can push him to explain himself, Nilzuk appears in front of us, his large goblet of wine gripped tightly in his fist. “I’ll show you where you can sleep for the night. Follow me.” He takes a drink while waiting for us to stand and follow. Kraal grips my hand tightly, pulling me along behind him so we don’t get separated. Nilzuk leads us along a dark path away from the fires and music. There’s a row of smaller huts at the back of the village, all unoccupied.
“You can each have one of these huts tonight. You won’t be bothered. We patrol the borders overnight, you’ll be safe and protected as long as you remain in the village. Don’t think about breaking our agreement.” Nilzuk steps into Kraal’s space and something passes between them. My hackles are rising as well as my temper, knowing Kraal is keeping something from me.
“I will honor our agreement and then I expect you to honor yours when we are ready to leave your village tomorrow.”
Nilzuk nods and steps back, his black eyes drinking me in from head to toe before he disappears down the dark path. Kraal stands as still as a statue watching him until he disappears, his body coiled as tight as a spring. “What the hell was that all about?” I ask, unable to keep the anger from my voice.
He doesn’t answer, instead opening the wooden door to the hut and stepping inside. I follow him instead of choosing my own. I take in the small bed against one wall, the taller rectangular table against another. Kraal turns on a small lamp and the room glows. Now that we’re inside, it’s bigger than I thought, with a second door that leads out the back.
“Kraal!” I reach him and grab his arm, forcing him to look at me. “What are you hiding from me?”
“I’m fighting Nilzuk in the morning. It was the only way he would agree to giving me the antidote to the poison.”
My mouth drops open and I stand still, staring at him in stunned silence. “What happens if you lose?”
“The fight is for you.”
“Me?” My voice cracks as it reaches a pitch higher than ever before.
“I won’t lose.”
“That’s not the damn point. How could you bet me?”
“I had no choice! I never would’ve done it if there was another way, Maren. Nilzuk wants you. And I didn’t want to die because then there was no way I could help you. I promise you, I won’t lose.”
The room starts to spin as my insides become so agitated I could explode. My rational thoughts are trying to fight their way through my raging irrational emotions, but my emotions are winning. Unsure what to do right now, I choose distance. Storming from the room, I make a dash for the next hut to give myself time to calm down.
But I don’t make it.
Kraal grabs me from behind, locking me in his steel embrace. “Don’t, Maren. Don’t let him divide us. It’s you and me, it always will be.”
I squirm against him even though it’s useless. Before I can yell and call him names like I want to do, his hand moves up and covers my mouth. And then his mouth is on me, his lips moving over my neck when he forces my head to the side. “You’re mine. No one else will have you. Ever.” His hand leaves my mouth only long enough to pull my shirt over my head. Then he pushes me against the wall, his mouth taking mine as his hands squeeze my breasts, his fingers plumping and pinching my nipples.
“Are you wet for me, my beauty?” His shirt disappears along with my pants. He’s kissing me again, pressing his body against mine, his leg spreading my thighs. “I’m going to make you scream tonight, Maren. You’re going to beg me for more and I’ll give you everything you want. Everything.” His fingers find my soaking core, rubbing me until his fingers plunge deep, making me cry out.
“Take off my pants, Maren. Take me out while I stroke your sweet cunt.”
My fingers tremble as I do what he commands, all the while his fingers working me up until I struggle with multitasking. He takes my mouth again, his tongue slicking against mine as my body starts to combust and I’ve forgotten what had me worked up in the first place.
Our mouths pull apart and we’re both gasping for breath. He strokes his glistening cock, rubbing the lube over his girth while taking in my naked body while I wait for him to give me what I need. “Are you ready for me, my beauty?” I squeeze my breasts, lifting them and tugging my nipples while nodding. His eyes are hooded as he stares, his cock thickening before my eyes. He lunges forward, lifting me so I’m perched above his cock, when movement in the corner of the hut catches my attention. The back door closes, Nilzuk already sitting in the shadows. His black eyes reflect the glow of the lamp next to the bed.
“Kraal…”
With a growl, he thrusts to the hilt, and I scream as he bottoms out inside me. He covers my mouth to keep my screams from carrying, but it prevents me from telling him we have company. Kraal thrusts like he’s possessed, staking his claim on me. My fingers dig into his arms and when I look back at Nilzuk, he’s pulled his cock out and he’s pumping himself while he watches Kraal fuck me.
I groan loudly behind Kraal’s hand, squeezing my eyes closed because I don’t know what to do. My body is responding just as much as it would if we were alone. “Don’t close your eyes, Maren. I want to see how good I make you feel.”
When I open them, I fix my gaze on Kraal. “Beautiful,” he says, taking my mouth again. He lifts me off the wall and carries me to the bed. I wait for the moment Kraal sees Nilzuk in the corner, but that moment never comes. He tosses me on the bed face-down, lifting my ass so I’m on my knees. When I look to the corner, it’s empty. Nothing but the chair. Before I can say anything, Kraal thrusts into me from behind, using one hand to hold my shoulders on the bed while his other hand grips my hips.
The stretch is exquisite, his cock so thick as it plows into me, rubbing against my G-spot. My hands fist the blanket underneath me, my toes curling as my orgasm hits. Stars explode behind my eyes as I scream into the mattress. My muscles tighten as he continues to pound into me like I’m being punished for trying to walk out on him. When he comes, he pulls me up on my knees, holding me against him, not allowing an inch of space between us. His hot seed slides down my thighs as his hands grip me possessively.
“Mine,” he says, his voice a growl in my ear.
My anger has dissipated, and I believe every word he says. He’s possessive and bossy, but he’s mine just like I’m his. He won’t allow anyone else the chance to take what he’s already claimed for himself.
Chapter 21
Kraal
THE BLARING of horns wake us the next morning which sends us both shooting out of the bed to dress. Maren is quiet and reserved, not her usual cheerful self in the morning. My eyes are drawn to her, constantly watching her to make sure she’s okay.
“Everything will go as planned today. Trust me, Maren.” I pull my shirt over my head while she does the same. She uses her fingers to comb through her hair, fidgeting while looking everywhere but at my face. It isn’t until I take her in my arms and force her to stop for a moment that she reluctantly meets my eyes. “What has you worried?”
“Do you think Nilzuk will keep to the agreement if you win today?”
"When I win, and yes…I believe he will.” She looks down at my chest, worry etched across her face. “You don’t believe he will?”
She shrugs her shoulders and looks away again. Gripping her chin with my fingers, I force her to look back into my eyes. “I don’t know.”
I lean down and kiss her, soft and sweet. Doing what I can to take away her stress and worry about what’s to come. “We’ll deal with whatever comes.”
The horns blare outside again. They’re still muffled at this distance but it’s our beckoning call to make our way to the fight. “I think he was in here last night,” Maren says, catching me off guard.
“What are you talking about?” My scales begin to tremble along my back with her words. Now I’m whipping my head around the room like it’ll give away its secrets.
“I thought I saw him sitting in that chair.” She points to the far corner by the back door. “But maybe I was seeing things.”
“While we were sleeping?” I’m crouched in front of the chair in two long strides, examining the area for signs of Nilzuk’s creeping.
“No, while we were doing other things.” Anger simmers in my belly as I stare at the chair. His scent lingers which tells me she wasn’t imagining it. Nilzuk crept in to spy on us last night and I was too caught up in my passion to notice.
“Come,” I say, taking her hand as we leave the room. “It is time to get this over with and be on our way.”
The center of the village is full when we arrive. The tables are gone, the fires nothing but ash and the villagers are lively, ready for a show. The women that were hidden from us when we first arrived are here now, including Gavve. It’s still strange to me that Nilzuk is the leader of the tribe, capable of choosing any of the women here for himself, and instead he’s intent on fighting me for mine.
As soon as we enter the space, Nilzuk’s eyes find Maren. His gaze darkens when he takes in the sight of her. It turns my simmering anger into a full-on boiling rage. I don’t know anything about the daldrid tribe, but as a dhevieth, we are honorable. The last thing you’d find one of my brothers doing is spying on a sex act between two lovers so brazenly. If I had seen him instead of Maren, our fight would have taken place right then and there.
“Be safe, okay?” Maren says, squeezing my hand.
I press my forehead against hers and rub my finger against her soft cheek. It calms the storm brewing inside of me long enough to give her peace between us in this moment. “We’ll be out of here soon.”
With a chaste kiss, I leave her with the villagers and approach Nilzuk. “What are the rules to this fight?” I ask.
“We each choose a weapon, we fight until one of us can no longer continue.”
His rules are vague, but I fully anticipate ending this quickly. “What types of weapons are we choosing from?”
He picks a long staff with an ax on one end and a thick sword on the other. I’m more comfortable with my talons but choose the same type of weapon to start. For me, it’ll just drag this out longer than it needs to be, but I’ll humor him while getting a feel for his fighting style.
“Oh, and no using your wings. Let’s keep the fight fair.”
“As long as you stick to the rules, I will as well.”
We move to the center of the open space. The villagers surround us, the ground firm but coated with a slick layer of dirt. This reminds me of all the times my warrior brothers and I would practice fight on Bameh just to stay fresh with our skills, even though the only conflict we’ve had has been with each other.
Nilzuk strikes first, raising the ax end of his staff and swinging down with a swift hit, breaking my weapon in half. He smiles, but this was intentional on my part; I prefer to have my hands free to move separately. He pushes me backward, attacking with quick strikes of his weapon. I block each one, pushing the blades to the ground, my reflexes so much faster than he’s anticipating.
Maybe he thought his push would tire me out but as soon as he stops, I do my own attack, striking quickly with the ax, one hit after another. His grip falters causing him to drop one side of his weapon, exposing the left side of his body. I dart to the side, striking quickly and causing the first cut in the process.
Green blood oozes from the wound in his arm. His chest heaves as he looks at it with surprise, the fight not going the way he thought it would. From his expression, he expected to be the one making me bleed today. I stand back and fist the two sections of the staff tighter, breathing deep to prepare for the next round.
I’m laser focused on him because my everything is at stake. I was forced to bet Maren, something I would never do under normal circumstances. Failure isn’t an option for me today. The hurt on her face when she found out the agreement will forever be burned into my memory. I can’t change it, so I have to make sure I win.
Impatient, I attack. Our weapons collide, vibrating with the power of our hits. To ease some of the work load off my arms, I strike again above before kicking with my legs. His pained “oof” is more than satisfying as I keep the pressure on and refuse to let up. Strike after strike and then he’s on the ground, his weapon lost and discarded with his hands to the side in surrender.
He’s strong, I’ll give him that, but he was never going to win this fight. Not when he wanted something that was never his to ask for in the first place.
“Do you accept defeat?” My chest heaves from exertion, my muscles straining because I pushed myself fast and hard today.
“I accept it,” Nilzuk says.
I remove the pointed sword tip from him and stand back, dropping the weapon to the ground. The villagers have been loud and boisterous throughout the fight, but their enthusiasm has died down. They wanted their leader to win but I took the glory from him today. I don’t need any of the celebration, though. All I need is Maren.
I make my way toward Maren, sweep her into a hug, breathing in her scent before kissing her. As soon as I set her on her feet, we walk together toward Nilzuk.
“If you plan to honor your word, I will take my prize and we will be on our way.”
Nilzuk stands defeated before me. He takes one last look at Maren, indecision flickering. I can’t blame him…I’d never let her go. In the end, he nods and allows us to leave the village. We hold hands and walk quickly and quietly, both of us of the same mood, wondering if this is too good to be true. Wondering if before long, we’ll hear the thunder of footsteps on the path behind us as Nilzuk and his men pursue us to take Maren back by force. We’re anxious to get as far away from the daldrids’ village as possible because we don’t know them well enough to trust them.
“You did so damn good back there,” Maren says eventually, once we’ve been on the path for a while.
We’re still moving at a fast clip, anxious to return home. “He lost the moment he made me bargain for you.”
She looks up and smiles at me, and I hope that means she’s no longer upset that I made the agreement in the first place. Hopefully, all is forgiven.
Chapter 22
Maren
WITH KRAAL HEALED ENOUGH to be able to fly, we make it back to Nedruinia by nightfall. We’ve wasted enough time with all the obstacles in our way while we tried to get back to Trinity and Willa. Now my anxiety peaks, hoping they’re okay.
“I want you to wait here,” Kraal says when we land just outside my building on campus. “I’ll take a look around and make sure it’s safe.”
A quick glance at the windows in my building show the lights are on, indicating they’re in their rooms. But I’m uneasy when there’s no sign of added security at the main doors of the building or even around campus. Normally that would be Elxad’s job, but he was too busy pursuing me to worry about what was going on around here.
Kraal is about to leave me in the shadows under the trees when I grab onto his arm and pull him back. “Wait! Just…be careful.” My confidence has taken a significant hit over the last week. I never used to worry so much about my safety but everything that could go wrong, has. Now I don’t want to be left alone in the trees while Kraal checks out the building. “Maybe I should just come with you.”
“What if the chimu made it back before us and are waiting inside the building?” He steps into my space, speaking close to my face. His warmth surrounds me, fighting off the chill of the night. I’ve grown so used to this intimacy between us that I can barely see straight anymore. There’s something about being back on campus that’s messing with my head, though. Does everything go back to normal now? Do I go back to my studies like the past week didn’t happen? Like I don’t crave him all the time and need him next to me even now?
“You’ll smell them inside the foyer, won’t you? Can you wave me over if it’s all clear?”
He smiles and brushes my cheek in the soft, gentle way of his. “I will signal you if it is safe.” We kiss in the shadows then and it’s the connection I was seeking. His big hands squeeze my cheeks, lifting me so I’m on my toes. When he pulls away, I’m dazed and gasping for breath as he streaks off toward my building.
I’m watching the building intently and I’m impressed with his ability to sneak around without being seen. The daldrid tribe knows about his existence now, but I can’t see anything coming of that. Not that it really matters anymore. They’re not sticking to the elder’s strict rules of secrecy anymore. Kraal is still careful, but it isn’t the same for them as it was before.
Not long after he left me, the front door to the building opens and he’s beckoning me inside. I take off at a run, excited to see my friends and make sure they’re okay after such an ordeal.
“Everything is good?” I ask.
Kraal nods so I hurry up the stairs. I burst into Trinity’s room first only to find she’s not alone. Willa is with her but so are two of Kraal’s warrior friends from Bameh. Shock has me frozen in place as Kraal steps around me.
“Maren, my warrior brothers: Drocrek and Ondin.”
He introduces us like it’s a perfectly normal occurrence to find them sitting with my friends. “I remember,” I say, waving awkwardly because I’m caught off guard. As soon as I recover, I hurry to Trinity and Willa and the three of us hug, glad to be reunited again. “You’re both okay?”
“We’re okay,” Trinity says. “What about you? You’ve been gone for so long! We thought it would take a few hours. It’s been days!”
“We ran into trouble along the way.”
“That’s why Drocrek and Ondin are here,” Trinity says.
Kraal interjects before she can say more, “I called for help before we found the healing pond, thinking we were in trouble. The plan was to meet them here in Nedruinia for medical assistance if necessary.”
“We kept an eye on the women since you weren’t back. They informed us about the events of the kidnapping. We’ve recommended taking all three of you back to Bameh until security on campus can be guaranteed.”
“I also believe this to be the best course of action,” Kraal says.
I’m stunned into silence for a moment. This is the first I’ve heard about Kraal calling for assistance or wanting to take us back to Bameh. “Did you talk to anyone on campus about what happened? Were they willing to beef up security?”
“We did. Not that night but the next day. We relayed our experience to campus security and told them about Elxad. They said they’d question him if he showed up on campus again.”
“Question him? Like they didn’t believe you?”
They both look defeated and exhausted, mirroring the exact way I feel.
Willa shrugs. “I don’t think they’ve ever had to deal with anything like this before. That was my impression of the situation at least.”
“So they’ve done nothing?”
Drocrek, Ondin, and Kraal look so imposing in this small space. Their expressions are serious like they’re about to throw around a list of orders they expect us to follow. With my arms crossed over my chest, I’m doing my best to think about what to do next, but Kraal’s intense stare is burning through me like a laser beam. When this all started between us, I had the illusion of control, but now, it’s gone.
“Drocrek and Ondin have made sure we’re safe. They’ve kept watch while you’ve been gone,” Trinity says.
“Did you bring a ship?” Kraal asks them.
Drocrek nods. “Fully equipped. Hidden not far from here.”
“Then I say we leave tonight. Why waste any more time? I need the core to fully heal, it has been a long time. We all do. The women will come with us for now.”
I’ve reached my limit with his sudden bossiness. Now that he’s with his brothers, he’s switched his tone and it’s making my blood boil. “Or we can just stay here. You three head back and recharge. We’ll be just fine now that we’re together again.”
“You weren’t just fine when the chimu took all three of you to trade for gold,” Kraal snaps back. “You’re coming with us so we know you’re safe.”
“You don’t get to make that decision for us!” I glance frantically at Trinity and Willa who both look uncomfortable to be stuck in the middle of our argument. Shame makes my cheeks flush because I’m not usually one to create a scene, but I’ve been under a lot of stress, and I don’t like how Kraal hasn’t been completely honest with me.
“Not to upset you anymore, Maren, but Trinity and I agreed to go with them before you got back. Not forever, just until we figure out the security situation on campus. Neither of us were feeling very safe when we returned and then when it took you so long to show up, we didn’t know what was going on.”
I snap my mouth shut, suddenly a mixture of confusing emotions overwhelming me. Maybe I overreacted? But it doesn’t feel like I did. From the beginning, I’ve been adamant about finishing my medical license, not being dissuaded by anything, especially not a man. I want to trust Kraal…I think I can, but then we get back here, and I find out he’s making decisions behind my back. Suddenly everything is moving too fast, and I don’t have a moment to just stop and think.
“Yeah, sorry about that, hon. Shit’s crazy around here right now. We didn’t know what else to do when campus security didn’t take us seriously,” Trinity says.
“I’ll go pack,” I say. “Do I have time for a shower?”
My two friends stare at me with wide eyes, presumably confused that I’ve succumbed to an agreement so quickly. “Yeah. Shower, pack. We’ll leave when you’re ready.”
Without looking at Kraal, I leave the room. I can’t articulate why the sudden events taking place tonight are affecting me in this way. My emotions are all over the place. I should be grateful we’re safe after everything we’ve been through but, really, I’m so pissed that I’m forced into these life-altering decisions.
I lock the door to the showers so Kraal can’t follow me inside. I’m not in the mood to hash anything out right now. He made the choice to force me to accompany him back home so I’m making the choice to get angry about it.
I pack a backpack with clean clothes and toiletries for the flight back to Bameh. Then the six of us slip out into the night making our way toward their ship. Trinity and Willa said the chimu never returned to campus or at least there was never any sign of them once they made it safely back. I still want to know what happened to them. Did they just give up or are they still trying to track us down?
Maybe we’ll never know.
Chapter 23
Kraal
MAREN WON’T TALK to me.
She locked me out of the bathroom. Refused to let me into her bedroom while she packed and now that we’re on the ship back to Bameh, she’s gone completely silent. It isn’t a big enough ship to avoid her hostility. I’ll take her anger, though, as long as she’s by my side and safe. I can appreciate her need for independence. To pursue her career since she traveled so far to do so, but it can’t be at the risk of her own safety.
“Did you discover anything about the chimu?” I ask Drocrek. He’s flying the ship while Trinity sits next to him, learning all she can about how to fly the dhevieth vessel. I’m sitting behind them both while Maren and Willa are down in the cargo area. Ondin is on the other section of the ship where there are a few small beds that hang from the walls. It’s taking all of my self-control not to stalk down to the cargo hold and force Maren to forgive me and get over her anger. So to distract myself, I’m choosing to think about the chimu.
“Nothing exceptional,” Drocrek says. “The night guard’s file was easily accessible because he worked security for the campus. His associates worked miscellaneous jobs throughout the surrounding cities. My assumption is they saw the women as an easy way to earn quick money.”
“I had a feeling that was the case. Elxad seemed obsessed with Maren. Perhaps he mentioned her to his friends and then their plan was formed.”
“Nothing stands out and I couldn’t find any evidence to support their plan. The women had no evidence to give to campus security which is why they didn’t take the situation as seriously as they should have.”
“Unfortunately,” I add.
“Yes, unfortunately.”
“Thank you for using your skills to look into the matter, Drocrek. I still don’t have an answer to the problem because it’s impossible to know if they’re still planning on pursuing the women.”
If I knew without a doubt the chimu were out of the picture, never to cause Maren or her friends any harm again, I’d have no problem with leaving them behind to finish their studies. But as the situation stands now, we have no way of knowing what it is they’re planning. And I’m not willing to take the risk that something could happen to Maren when I’m not around to prevent it.
My mind wanders, full of thoughts. I’m gazing out the window at the sky zooming past us when Ondin joins us from his nap. He sits next to me and doesn’t waste any time getting on my nerves.
“So you still haven’t succeeded in making her your woman?” Ondin asks.
“She is my woman.” I glare in his direction, only to find an amused expression on his face. He’s feeling refreshed after his nap. Unfortunately for him, I’ve reached a new level of exhaustion.
“Does she know that?”
“Are you trying to anger me, Ondin?” My hands grip the armrest of my chair until they strain under the pressure. I’m not in the mood to be played with. Not when Maren is avoiding me and my body aches to be near her.
Ondin chuckles and shakes his head. “No, Kraal. We don’t need any more anger on this ship. I’ve watched your obsession grow over this woman for months. I agree with your tactics. In fact, if she were a woman I desired, I would’ve thrown her over my shoulder and carried her all the way to the ship if needed.”
Trinity whips around from in front of us, glaring at Ondin. “You’re a brute. Don’t listen to a word he says, Kraal.”
Ondin tosses his head back and laughs, enjoying antagonizing Trinity.
“You humans are feisty,” he says. “If you get bored on the flight, I’m sure we can find somewhere to be alone. Make the time pass faster.”
Trinity rolls her eyes before turning around in her chair again. “Keep your thoughts to yourself, Ondin. And Kraal, if you need advice about women, don’t listen to that oaf.”
Ondin leans forward to get Trinity’s attention again, his flirting making me yearn even more for Maren. “I’m going to go find Maren.” I stand abruptly, making my way to the stairs that lead to the cargo hold.
“Sounds travel on this ship,” Ondin says. “Remember that.”
Ignoring him, I ask Drocrek, “ETA?”
“Thirty minutes to the cloud barrier.”
I have to open a massive metal door to access the stairs to the cargo hold. Thirty minutes isn’t a lot of time but I hate being away from her, especially knowing how close she is. I may be bossy and possessive at times, but it’s because I can’t survive without her, and it’s instinctual to want to keep her protected and safe.
I begin the descent down the stairs but pause when I hear Maren and Willa speaking.
“Can you pinpoint what’s causing the turmoil inside of you?” Willa asks.
“It’s really hard for me to trust. This is something I’ve known since I had the wool pulled over my eyes by my ex-boyfriend. So I need transparency. As soon as it feels like there are secrets or plans being made behind my back…I panic, whether it’s justified or not. I mean, Zander had a whole freaking wife behind my back. I still wonder to this day how long his lies would’ve continued if I hadn’t decided to join the rest of the world and get on social media.”
“But Kraal isn’t like Zander. At all. In fact, his fault is that he probably cares too much. I mean, can you imagine getting to Bameh and finding out that Kraal has a whole family there?”
Both women giggle and I don’t understand the humor of it.
“You’re right,” Maren says. “If that happened, I’d give up on men for good.”
Starting to feel like a creeper, I continue down the rest of the stairs until I enter the cargo space, showing myself to the women.
“Hi, Kraal,” Willa says. “I can give you two a minute.” She looks to Maren to make sure she’s okay with that. When she nods, she hurries away up the stairs.
“Are you still not speaking to me?” I ask, approaching her with caution. She’s sitting on a long bench, security buckles in place around her body. I tower over her like this, imposing…intimidating. I stroke my fingers through her hair a few times, over and over again, grabbing a handful the last time, forcing her head to tip up. Finally, her eyes stare up at me, her lips parting when I brush my thumb over its softness.
She doesn’t answer me at first, but she doesn’t break eye contact either. I put my knees on the bench so I’m hovering over her lap and lean down so my mouth is inches away from her. “Don’t you know I would do anything for you?”
“Well, not anything. You won’t let me stay on Nedruinia.”
She challenges me with her stare so I growl into her mouth, growing tired of her defiance. “I didn’t intentionally keep anything from you. A lot happened when we were trying to get back to Nedruinia. We didn’t conspire against you.”
“How can I trust you if you’re not honest with me?”
I press my body into hers, cupping her face with my hands. “Haven’t I proven to you that you can trust me by now? What more do I have to do to make you believe in me?”
She shakes her head, squeezing her eyes closed as tears drop down her cheeks. Leaning down, I absorb them with my lips, trying to take away the pain she’s experienced in her past. Eventually she opens her eyes again, the blues shimmering and bright. “I’m trying, Kraal. There’s just always a part of me waiting for the let-down.”
She may be struggling to trust me but at least she’s back in my arms, confiding in me again. It gives me hope that we’ll work through our differences and somehow come out on the other side together.
“With time, you’ll see how good it can be when we are together.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Maren says. “You’ve already done so much for me.”
She lifts her lips and I take them with my own, nibbling on her bottom lip until she opens so I can dip my tongue inside. “I like you strapped down like this.” My hand slides from her jaw over her shoulders. When I lean back, my mood shifts at the sight of her immobile and completely at my mercy. It’s a fantasy I’d like to explore at another time, when we’re not on a time limit about to land. My hands grip the straps across her chest and tug, her eyes flashing with desire. Moments later, the red light above the door in the cargo hold flickers to life at the same time the alarms begin to blare.
Chapter 24
Maren
“WHAT IS IT THIS TIME?” Nothing is going our way so the fact that the alarms in the ship are going off is not surprising. Still, I’m ready for something to go right.
“Quickly, let’s get to the cockpit and find out,” Kraal says.
My hands shake as I try to unbuckle my safety belt so Kraal does it for me, practically tossing me over his shoulder as we fly up the stairs of the cargo bay.
“What’s going on?” he asks Drocrek as soon as we join the others. The four of them are buckled in but there aren’t any more seats in here so I start to think we should’ve stayed down in the cargo hold.
“We broke through the cloud barrier and as soon as we did, a missile locked on to our position,” Ondin says, answering for Drocrek so he can concentrate.
“Why are they firing missiles at us?” My voice shoots up a few octaves as I’m about to move toward the window to get a look at what’s going on out there before I think better of it. “They know it’s you guys, right? Shouldn’t you guys be able to identify your own ships?”
Kraal leans over Ondin’s chair, searching through the windows I’m too scared to look through when Drocrek shouts, “Evasive maneuvers!”
Kraal lunges for me at the same time the ship dips sharply to the side. It isn’t an issue for the four passengers belted in, but Kraal and I go flying into the wall of the cockpit. He manages to take the brunt of the impact, shielding me as best as he can with his body.
If there’s any lesson I’ve learned from my short time on Cruna, it’s that human bodies are woefully unprepared for this environment. The creatures that survive are built like Kraal—muscular, thick skin covered with hard scales, adaptable to variations in temperatures, and able to exist without food for longer periods of time. I could get a paper cut and it could get infected, causing me to die out here.
Not comparable.
But for some reason, this amazing, strong warrior alien wants me. Even though everything in his environment is designed to kill me. Drocrek makes another few quick movements, changing directions to avoid the missile locked on us and bearing down with intent. To keep us from sliding from wall to wall, picking up a set of bruises in the process, Kraal pulls me to the ground and covers me with his body.
“Are we close?” Kraal knows what I’m asking. Are we going to make it to where we need to be before this missile connects with the ship? When is it necessary for all of us to evacuate in a situation like this?
“Drocrek!” Kraal shouts.
My head pounds from the onslaught of noise. The alarms are still blaring, there’s a loud whistling outside the window that’s only getting louder, and the pressure inside the cockpit is closing in on me.
“We’re twenty clicks from the mountain pass. If we can make it, the missile can’t pass the electronic rods,” Drocrek says.
I’ve never been in a position where I’ve been so scared. Yes, this is the second time I’ve been in a spaceship when there’s a possibility it could be shot out of the sky, but the first time I had little to no warning it was going to happen. One minute I was drinking tea with Sarah before bed, and the next minute we were pulling ourselves out of the rubble.
Now we’re trying to outrun a missile. The pressure of Kraal’s body against my back doesn’t give the comfort it normally would. The cold metal of the floor presses into my cheek while the blood coursing through my veins runs like ice. My breathing slows and the noise falls away until it sounds like I’m hearing everything through a long tunnel.
“We’re not going to make it!” Ondin shouts, and suddenly, it’s the only thing I can hear. I’m paralyzed with fear, pressed into the floor of the ship. Now that I’m down here, I can’t will myself to get back up.
“Maren!” Kraal’s voice reaches me through my panic that’s like a weighted blanket covering my entire body. “It’s time to go!”
When I finally lift my head to look around at the rest of the cockpit, the others are preparing to get out of here. Everything happens in slow motion: Ondin grabs onto Willa, Drocrek takes Trinity at the same time the incessant whistling grows more and more obnoxious outside the ship. It’s in this moment when Kraal lifts me into his arms that I never questioned that he’d get me out of this. I gave in to my panic because I knew Kraal would handle everything. I knew he’d take care of me even when I was helpless to save myself.
Ondin smashes a large button in the side wall of the cockpit and a rectangular door flies out, disappearing into the void. One at a time, we all drop out of the ship, the dhevieth’s wings extend to take us away from the ship as the missile finally makes contact. The impact of the explosion throws us backward, and Kraal almost loses his grip on me. But I’m clinging to him with everything I have, so somehow, when he rights us again, we’re still holding onto one another.
Before we have time to catch our breath, the skies fill with more aliens like Kraal, but they’re not here to help us get over the pass safely.
“Whatever happens, Maren, don’t let go of me.” Kraal doesn’t wait for my response before he accelerates at a speed I’ve never experienced from him before. Now that we’re on Bameh, he’s performing at his peak physical abilities.
Kraal, Ondin, and Drocrek meet together in the sky and we’re all bolting toward the mountain pass. Somehow, it’s like they knew Trinity, Willa, and I would be arriving on the ship today, and we broke through the cloud barrier into an ambush.
Flying warriors surround us in the sky. If I thought I was in a panic on the ship, I was wrong. It’s nothing like the helplessness of our situation now. There are three of us, against a sky peppered with them. They’re overtaking us now, moving in front, trying to block our path to the mountain. The three of us are forced to separate. Kraal drops sharply. I assume it’s a maneuvering technique until he shifts to the side and realize there’s a warrior on his back.
Without thinking, I grab the blade he keeps attached to the belt at his waist and jab it at our attacker. I manage to cut him but his skin is thick and the scales are difficult to penetrate. It surprises him enough that he detaches and we’re twisting through the sky again, moving and shifting however we can to avoid capture.
Then, we’re surrounded like bees swarming in a hive. We all know who they want and why they’re pushing so hard to get to us before we cross the mountain. Flashes of when they had us hooked up to IV’s in the research laboratory enter my mind at the worst time. It makes offering myself up to save Kraal harder than it should be. After everything he’s done for me, this is an easy decision.
“Just give me to them, Kraal.” I have to shout to be heard over the noise surrounding us but he hears me because his arms lock tighter around me.
We’re forced to stop once we reach the wall of warriors blocking our way. We could fly around but they’re behind us too. We’re trapped, closed in with nowhere to go.
I pull my arms away from his body, but his arms are like steel traps. “Don’t even think about it, Maren.”
“Hand me over and they’ll let you go. I’m not going to watch something happen to you. Not when I can do something about it.”
After pushing so hard to make it this far so fast, he’s not even breathing heavily. His strength has fully returned, determination overflowing from his expression even though our situation is hopeless.
“Trust me, Maren.” His expression softens for a moment before he fixes his stare back on the warriors who have us surrounded. Trust is all he’s asked of me from the beginning. And it has been the hardest thing for me to give. I can’t think clearly in this situation. All I know is I don’t want anything to happen to him.
The swarm around us closes in but then, loud shots that sound like gun fire fill the air. Kraal remains still while the warriors scatter, some taking hits and dropping below us. When the path forward is clear, he tightens his hold on me and flies us straight over the mountain where his brothers are firing at our pursuers.
Chapter 25
Kraal
I DON’T STOP FLYING until we land on the roof of the military compound. My heart still pounds like it could beat right out of my chest and most of that is because of Maren. I set her down and look her over, making sure she didn’t sustain any injuries.
“What were you thinking, Maren? Offering yourself as sacrifice?” My chest heaves with anger. The mere suggestion of such a thing makes me want to rage. She glances at my face then quickly looks away. But I want her to see how angry I am that she would ever put herself in danger like that again. So I grip her chin with my fingers and force her to meet my fierce gaze. For the first time in a week, my strength is back and I’m home. Everything else was a minor setback that I had every intention of surpassing.
“I didn’t want to see anything bad happen to you. And everything that was happening was my fault.”
“None of it is your fault. They are to blame for the way they think.” I point my fingers aggressively at my head to emphasize my words. “It is their fault if they believe they have the right to take a female against her will and use her as they please. I will not associate with them anymore. They are not considered my brothers. I will kill every single one of them if they try to take what is mine again.”
There’s no hiding the venom in my words because she needs to understand the truth of my world now. What we were when she first arrived on Bameh is no longer. We’re divided by this mountain now, existing as separate people. I will fight to keep what is mine from them every time it is put at risk.
Her eyes moisten and her bottom lip begins to tremble. “I didn’t know what to do and I thought they would kill you and take me anyway.”
“You have such little trust in me?”
“No!” Her volume rises and her voice cracks as she tries to either convince me or herself of this truth. “I don’t know how to explain myself, Kraal. These types of situations aren’t normal. I’ve never been in one life threatening situation after another so many times, and then been expected to have normal fucking mental clarity about it. I came to this planet because I was running away from my life when I was played for a fool. Right now, I feel like a bigger fool thinking this would be an easier solution.” She waves her hands around her, motioning to the environment that surrounds us. “I’m sorry I disappointed you.”
She breaks down, covering her face to hide her tears from me. I hate that I’ve made her cry, all because she still doesn’t seem to understand how much she means to me. I pull her into my chest, stroke her hair, and kiss her head. “You didn’t disappoint me, Maren. You just don’t understand how much I love you. How much I can’t live without you, and it frustrates me to the point of anger.”
She chokes on her tears and pulls back so she can look into my face. “You love me?”
Her voice is soft with surprise and I tilt my head with confusion. “Of course I love you. I want to be with you all the time which is why I flew to Nedruinia every night just to see you. I want to see you fulfill your dreams, Maren. I’ll help you any way I can.”
She tilts her head up and I have to kiss her. Our lips press together, moving sensually until my blood heats to the point I need to pull back.
“We need to go inside and check in with the others.” I brush the streaks of tears from her cheeks before taking her hand and leading her toward the doors. The corridors are quiet but when we reach the main control room, everything changes. The room is full and Stux’an is behind the monitors. Without wasting time, I stride up behind him to see what they’re following on the monitors. “Have Ondin and Drocrek made it back yet?”
Stux’an doesn’t turn around. He presses a few buttons on the console and points to two red dots on the screen, moving fast. “They’ve both made it over the pass. They’ll arrive soon.”
I exhale, breathing a sigh of relief. Maren squeezes my hand, also relieved her friends will be here shortly. The monitors show we’ve successfully squashed the attack because the rest of the warriors at the pass are retreating.
“Come.” I lead Maren from the room, taking her somewhere less crowded where she can wait for the others to arrive. A room a few doors down is empty so I sit in one of the oversized chairs, pulling her onto my lap.
“Where will I stay while I’m here?” she asks.
“With me.” I don’t hesitate. It was never a question.
“And where do you live?” She curls into me and I hold her like this, in the quiet of this empty room after such a chaotic experience outside. My hand strokes up and down her back while her muscles slowly relax.
“There are rooms here on the compound where we can stay but I also have a small place not far from here. It isn’t much but it’s mine—well, it was the house I grew up in with my mother. I live there now most of the time.”
“That sounds nice. I can’t wait to see it.”
We sit in silence a little longer, waiting for the others to arrive. Never before in my life have I experienced this kind of peace—holding my woman in my lap, knowing I’ve finally gotten her home safe after so many things stood in our way.
“I’d like to see Sarah now that we’re here. You said they’re not too far from here?”
“No, not too far from the compound. Their cavern is private and fairly secluded, but they’ve come to love it there. Vah’all said Sarah is able to find plenty of ingredients in the surrounding woods for her creams and teas. You two could work together with all the remedies you create.”
“Yes, we could.”
“Anything you want to do, Maren. I’ll make sure your dreams come true.” I nuzzle into her neck, licking and sucking the soft skin that I love to play with so much. My cock thickens in my pants even though this isn’t the time for it. My intention was to be sweet and hold her after everything she’s been through, but my body responds to her closeness, nonetheless.
“Right now, I want you to relieve all the pent-up stress inside of me, Kraal.” She slides her hands over my torso, cupping my cock through my pants.
“Are you sure? We don’t have a lot of time. Trinity and Willa will be back any time.”
She climbs off my lap and pulls off her pants before I can finish my sentence. “Then we have to be quick.”
I yank my own pants down to my ankles, my cock springing free. She climbs over me, hovering as she bends down and fists my cock, pumping me fast until I lubricate for her. She devours my mouth, sinking onto my cock as we moan together. I grip her ass, pulling her up and back down slowly, just for another chance to feel her heat wrap around me and suck me in.
With her arms locked around my neck, she starts rocking her hips forward and back, taking me seriously when I said we didn’t have a lot of time. I thrust forward, meeting her movements with my own as the stress of almost losing her consumes us both. I wasn’t lying when I told her I’ll do anything to fulfill her dreams but I won’t let her go. That’s something I’m incapable of doing. Now, in the desperate way our bodies seek pleasure together, my soul aches to know if she feels the same.
I sit forward and make her ride me hard. Her mouth drops open in a silent cry as her eyes lock onto mine. I’m going to get her there. We’re going to give each other what we both need. This connection, this closeness…this pleasure.
“So good, Kraal.” She comes hard, choking on her words as she cries. I’m relentless, spurred on by her moans.
I come just as fast, my muscles seizing up as mind-numbing sensation overwhelms me. Flopping back in the chair, Maren stretches over me, pressing our bodies together before claiming my mouth. We kiss slowly, languidly, like we have all the time in the world to come down from the high we’re both experiencing.
It’s disorienting when bright lights flood the room, the door slamming back against the wall.
“There you are.” Maren jumps up, trying to disguise what we’ve been doing when her friend hurries into the room. “Get dressed, for fuck’s sake. We need to go find Willa.”
Chapter 26
Maren
TRINITY TOSSES my pants in my face as I scramble off Kraal’s lap. She’s not alone. Behind her, Ondin and Drocrek waltz into the room like Kraal and I don’t have our pants on the floor stinking of sex.
“Close your eyes!” Kraal barks at his friends when I’m still standing with my ass out.
Trinity doesn’t care about any of it. She’s worked up with worry, ready to start a fight with someone and we still don’t have any details.
“What’s going on, Trin? What are you talking about?” Finally, Kraal and I are fully clothed. My face is flushed red from embarrassment at literally being caught with my pants down but I push those uncomfortable feelings aside so I can focus on her last statement.
“The big oaf let those bastards take Willa.” Trinity fixes a death glare at Ondin. It’s a good thing Drocrek is standing between them or there’s a very good chance she’d launch herself at him and claw at him with her impossibly sharp nails.
“I didn’t let them take her. She slipped and fell out of my grasp during the confusion. I went after her but as soon as one of them grabbed her, they swarmed. I couldn’t see a thing. It was like she was swallowed up and sucked into a void. She disappeared before my eyes.”
“We need to go after her,” Trinity says, planting her fists on her hips. “You must know where they would take her.” Now she turns to talk to all three of them, her agitation only growing the longer we stand here.
“What are the odds they’d take her right back to the research lab?” I ask.
“You two aren’t going anywhere, so get those thoughts out of your heads right now,” Kraal says.
“A rescue mission takes time and plenty of planning. We’re not going to turn around and go after her tonight,” Drocrek says.
“Stux’an wouldn’t approve it anyway. If anything—I lost her, I find her,” Ondin says.
“By yourself?” Kraal asks.
“Why not? They wouldn’t expect it. I could sneak in, find her, grab her, and sneak out again.”
“You’re making this sound much easier than it would be.”
“Oh, yeah? You snuck into a city for months without anyone knowing so you could spy on your woman. This wouldn’t be so different.”
“If they catch you, they’ll most likely kill you,” Kraal adds.
“It could’ve happened on Nedruinia to you too,” Ondin says.
“He’s right,” I say. “We made it back but not from a lack of numerous attempts on Kraal’s life.”
Trinity bursts out in tears, and I’m frozen, unsure what to do because I don’t think I’ve ever seen her cry before. It’s a strange mix between anger and tears so I’m trying to decide between giving her a hug or keeping my distance. Then I hurry forward and pull her in for a hug. “Don’t cry, Trin. We’ll get her back.”
“We will,” Kraal says, echoing my sentiment. “But we can’t rush out of here making impulsive decisions. It could put all three of you in danger.”
“It was a bad idea coming here,” Trinity says. She pulls away from me and hangs her head. It’s easy for me to understand her frustration because I’ve experienced all of it too. The ups and downs of everything that happened to us since we arrived on this planet have been unlike anything we could’ve ever prepared for or anticipated.
After the kidnapping, who knows how long I would’ve stayed on Nedruinia if I didn’t have Kraal. He’s worked his way into my heart and my life, making this crazy planet feel like home. If not for him, I might have abandoned all of this, thrown in the towel, and booked a flight home.
We’re all standing in silence, waiting for Trinity to pull herself together when Stux’an walks in. He looks at Kraal first, inspecting him since it has been a while since Kraal has been back to Bameh. “You’ve finally returned.” He seems pleased but it’s difficult to tell when we’re dealing with Stux’an. His expressions are guarded, his emotions even more so. “We will get your friend back,” he says to Trinity.
“Soon?” she asks, sniffing her nose while wiping away her tears. Her face betrays her emotions but her voice is in control again. Trinity has always been the strongest of all of us so it’s strange to witness her breakdown.
“As soon as we have a lead on where they’ve taken her,” Stux’an says. “Until then, I’d like the two of you to remain at the compound. It’s the most secure and we can have eyes on you at all times.”
“Are you worried there will be another attack?” Kraal asks.
“There hasn’t been any indication they’re planning anything. But then again, we didn’t anticipate this ambush either.”
“If we could get at the rubble of the ship, we could scour it to see if they tracked us,” Drocrek says.
“We can discuss the logistics once we get the women to their rooms and settled,” Stux’an says.
This is quickly agreed upon by all of the men, so Trinity and I are led from this level of the compound to where the sleeping quarters are located. There are four rooms on this floor of the compound with attached bathrooms and a shared kitchen area. It isn’t at all what I expected for this kind of military facility.
“We’ll take this room,” Kraal announces to the others when we’re all standing in the kitchen. Trinity walks to the room right next to it and claims it as hers before shutting the door. Kraal and I share a concerned look but moments later, the water turns on in the bathroom.
“She must be taking a shower. Don’t worry, she’ll be okay.”
Ondin and Drocrek surprise me by disappearing into the other two rooms. I assumed they both had homes to go to like Kraal, but apparently, they’re staying here for the time being.
“Are you hungry?” Kraal asks.
I shake my head, too exhausted to do anything much more than flop into bed. “I’m on board with Trinity. Shower, followed by bed.”
The small room doesn’t have any character, but it has everything we need. The beds are large, most likely to accommodate the size of the dhevieth, but it makes for a comfortable sleep for me too. No windows, which isn’t surprising, since it’s a military compound and security is a huge concern. There’s a small closet for clothes and other storage items and then a cushioned bench against the opposite wall. Maybe their version of a couch?
I’m exploring the tiny bathroom when Kraal steps inside and flips on the shower. He gives me a quick lesson on what all the buttons are for as well as the foaming soap dispensers. Everything I packed for the trip back to Bameh blew up with the ship so I’ll be living on borrowed items again until I can acquire some new things for myself.
“Do you have any clothes I can borrow?” I strip out of what I’m wearing to shower but I don’t want to put the same dirty things on to sleep. “I lost everything in the crash.”
“I’ll go find the both of you some clothes. Shower and I’ll be back soon.”
Kraal slips out of the bathroom just as I step under the hot water. This reminds me of my cozy room on campus but it’s even better because Kraal will be here with me. The foaming soap makes my hair as soft as silk. I’m obsessing over the clean scent when thoughts of Willa hit me like a mack truck. I’m in the shower acting like this is a spa day for me when who knows what’s happening to her. She’s alone and no doubt terrified because of what they did to us the last time they captured us.
I was alone for only a short time in the truck when the chimu kidnapped us and it was terrifying. When the door slammed, leaving me behind while Trinity and Willa got out, I was beyond panicked. I wonder if that’s how Willa feels at this moment…wherever she is.
Hitting the button to turn off the water, I dry off, determined not to enjoy any more of these amenities. Kraal isn’t back yet, so I bolt naked through the room until I reach the bed, slipping under the covers and burrowing into the warmth.
When Kraal finally returns, he’s carrying a few things, but instead of handing them to me, he sets them on the dresser.
“Can I have a shirt or something?” Instead of answering, he begins to strip out of his clothes. “You know…to sleep in?”
“No, my beauty. You won’t be needing any clothes tonight.”
He joins me under the covers by starting at my toes and kissing all the way to my mouth, pausing longer at some places than others. Soon, I can’t remember what I was worried about in the first place.
Chapter 27
Kraal
“I’D LIKE to visit Sarah today. Can you take me to her cavern or do you have business here?”
“I’m not letting you out of my sight so I’ll take you.” I search through the cupboards in the kitchen for a quick breakfast. We’re meeting later this morning to map our plan to go after Willa.
We’re eating at the counter when Trinity joins us. “Hey, Trin. Did you sleep okay?” Maren asks.
“Not really. I couldn’t stop thinking about Willa all by herself. Who knows what they’re doing to her.” There are dark circles under her eyes and she’s not nearly as animated as she usually is. “And the walls are really thin in this place, by the way.”
Maren’s face flames from embarrassment, her mouth opening and closing when she doesn’t know what to say.
“Ondin or Drocrek will switch with you tonight if we kept you awake.” Maren and I finally had a bedroom with a closed door last night so things got a little out of control. I won’t apologize for it, though. Even if Maren hasn’t admitted it yet, she’s my mate. It’s instinctual for me to want to be inside her, giving her my seed until she’s ripe with my child.
“Kraal is going to walk me to Sarah’s if you want to come,” Maren says, changing the subject.
“Not today. I don’t want to miss out on the plans to get Willa back.”
“You will not be allowed to go on the mission.” She glares at me, even though I’m only reminding her of what Stux’an will tell her. “I understand the helplessness of being forced to sit here and wait. But there is no other way for it to be done.”
Trinity takes her bowl without a word and disappears back into her bedroom. Maren stares after her, sadness touching her expression before she focuses on her breakfast again.
“We should go. There isn’t much time.”
IT’S STILL EARLY when we reach the cavern but Vah’all is up and about, wading through the stream with a spear. “Look at you!” I say, happy to see my friend. “You look more like an adventurer than a warrior these days.”
“I’m merely working on a fresh catch for my woman before I leave to protect our people.”
We greet each other while Maren continues on toward the cave. I fill him in on what happened yesterday since he wasn’t at the compound when we entered the cloud barrier.
“The women can stay here while you recover Willa. We can keep them safe.”
“I don’t plan on accompanying them either. Too much has happened to Maren. She’s been put in danger too many times since she’s come into my life. I’m not going to leave her alone anymore. Even if that sounds selfish.”
“You don’t have to explain yourself, Kraal. I don’t leave Sarah. I leave her during the day when I have a shift to work, but that’s it. I’d much rather be here with her all the time.”
“It’s unexpected…this overwhelming, all-consuming desire for her. I never thought it would happen in my lifetime, much less with a human.”
“It caught me off guard too. I was set to take down Sarah’s ship and destroy them all. Instead, she became the most important thing in my life.”
Sarah and Maren emerge from the cave holding baskets. “We’re going on a walk for some supplies,” Maren says, wandering off after Sarah.
“Don’t go far!”
“I won’t!”
She waves again, already disappearing into the trees with Sarah. My anxiety spikes as soon as she’s out of sight. “Does Sarah often go into the woods by herself?”
Vah’all chuckles, his focus back at the water and the creatures swimming within. “She doesn’t venture far. It was hard to slowly give her these freedoms, but it was necessary to make her feel like this is her home.”
“I’ve never worried so much in my life.” I brush my fingers through my hair, retying the rope so it’s tighter.
Vah’all throws his head back and laughs even louder this time. “I enjoy seeing you this way, my brother. I’m no longer the only one who’s a mess over a woman.”
I scowl at him while he continues to fish. “Do you have another spear?”
He points to a tree not far from the stream. Once I grab it, we both spend the next twenty minutes fishing. I’ve managed one catch but the women still haven’t returned.
“Is Sarah usually gone this long?”
“Some days she’ll spend half the day in the woods. When she’s not collecting, she’s planting. It makes her happy and in turn I’m happy.”
“She’s settling in, establishing this as her home. I’ve tried not to push Maren toward that even though it goes against every instinct I have. She’s been clear with what she wants from the beginning.”
“And what does she want?” Vah’all asks.
“She wants to finish her studies on Nedruinia. Beyond that, I want her by my side.”
Vah’all ponders this while we continue to fish. “She could always work as a medic here on Bameh. Sarah spends her days creating her supply. Maren could do something like it.”
“I agree. After we have Willa back, I’ll talk to her about it.”
“Come on. Let’s take our catch inside. We should head back to the compound soon. Stux’an wants to meet.”
We’ve roasted some of the fresh catch over the fire when Sarah and Maren return from the woods. After a second breakfast, we all head back to the compound together. The three women stay together while Vah’all and I join the warriors for the mission debrief.
Stux’an addresses the packed room of warriors. “As many of you have heard by now, the others captured the female Willa again. Ondin volunteered to go in after her. We’ll monitor him from here and have back-up ready to go. Trinity has asked that once Willa is rescued, a ship be made available so they can all return home.”
“Home? As in Nedruinia?” I ask.
“Earth,” Stux’an replies. “Cruna has proven it isn’t safe for the females. We thought they’d be safe on campus at the medical program and they were kidnapped. They’re not safe here because of the others. Trinity believes it is best they return to Earth, so I agreed to her wishes.”
My chest squeezes tightly until it’s difficult for me to breathe. There’s no way he’s asked Maren if she wants to leave because she just arrived with me. But he’ll ask her. He’ll give her the choice and it terrifies me that she could decide to go with her friends instead of staying by my side. How can I blame her after everything she’s been through? But she’s mine and I don’t want to let her go, no matter what she decides.
The plan is for Ondin to venture across the mountain in two days to give us time to organize backup and air support if needed. Once the details are worked out, I’m desperate to find Maren. She’s been with Trinity all this while, giving her plenty of time to talk her into returning home with her.
“Hey, how did it go?” Maren asks when I enter our sleeping quarters.
Trinity, Sarah, and Maren are all sitting together in the shared kitchen. Vah’all isn’t far behind me because the two of them will head back to their cavern soon. I’ve never felt such a sudden flare of jealousy as I do in this moment, knowing Vah’all gets to take his woman home tonight without worry that she’ll leave him in a few days.
I hate myself for it. I have no right to be jealous of what Vah’all has with Sarah. He deserves it. Out of all of my warrior brothers, he deserves it the most. But I’m still reeling from the news that Stux’an will offer the women a ride out of here.
“Ondin will leave in two days,” I say.
Maren seems relaxed. I’m the one who’s agitated and eager to get straight to the point that matters the most. But Vah’all collects Sarah, and the women say their goodbyes. So I hold my tongue until it’s the three of us. Trinity disappears into her room like she can sense the tension. Or maybe it’s the expression on my face. There’s no hiding my scowl.
“Are you going to leave with Trinity?” I ask, folding my arms over my chest. My anger buzzes under my skin at the mere thought of her leaving. I’ve confessed my love for her and all this time, I’ve been waiting for her to reciprocate. Instead, she might be done with me completely.
“I wasn’t planning on it. But, Trinity thinks we should, after everything that’s happened.”
I drop my head back and close my eyes. I’ve put my life on the line multiple times for this woman. I’ve been stabbed, shot, poisoned, forced to fight to keep her out of another man’s bed; and I’d do it all over again before feeling this twisting pain in my heart at the thought of her leaving me.
Chapter 28
Maren
FIVE DAYS HAVE PASSED and Ondin still hasn’t returned. There’s been no communication from him, no sign of Willa either. Trinity has her mind made up, though, and she’s putting the pressure on me, too. I get her point. She reached her limit and isn’t willing to risk her safety or her life any longer. But the decision isn’t so easy for me. At first, I thought a lot about going back to Nedruinia and eventually finishing my medical license, but that isn’t what’s keeping me from going.
It’s Kraal.
At first, I told myself we were just having fun. Casual sex between two consenting adults. But it became so much more than that.
Tonight, he slips under the covers with me, just like every night before. And like every night when we’re together, we can’t keep our hands off each other. Unlike most nights, however, his usual intensity is replaced with softness.
His kisses are slow, like he’s memorizing the lines and softness of my lips. He draws out our usual urgency, like he’s going to pleasure me all night long. When his fingers caress inside me, his eyes lock onto mine, his expression unreadable.
“Are you okay?” I whisper.
He doesn’t answer, but he kisses me long and slow, his fingers picking up speed. Normally, he has so much to say when he’s inside me. Compliments, how good it feels, whatever thoughts pop into his mind come out of his mouth. But he’s quiet and contemplative tonight.
I’ve done this to him, and it kills me inside. Instead of giving him an answer about staying or leaving, I told him I had to think about it. And that’s what I’ve been doing since Trinity brought it up. It isn’t fair to him to drag it out and leave him drifting in this sea of uncertainty, but I’ve been unsure too.
When it comes down to it, the only reason to stay at this point is Kraal. My pros and cons list would be dreadfully uneven if I took the time to write it out. Kraal and Sarah being the positive to staying on a planet where everyone wants to use you for reasons out of your control.
He slides into me slowly, inch by inch, my body stretching deliciously for him. When he pulls out, he thrusts back in with a rock to his hips that presses against my clit perfectly. His rhythm is slow but steady, hitting me at just the right spot every time he sinks in to the hilt. Even when my fingers dig into his ass and I try to rock against him for more friction, he still doesn’t speed up. He’s drawing it out, taking his time…torturing me.
Because the build-up takes minutes, and when I finally come, it begins as a hard pulsing throb deep in my pussy before it blossoms into something so intense I cling to Kraal and writhe.
Finally, he groans, burying his face in my neck as he comes. His seed warms my insides, sending another tremble through me as we hold each other tightly. His weight presses me down into the mattress, but I don’t want him to move. I copy his signature move, nuzzling my nose into his neck, enjoying the familiar scent of him while we both catch our breath.
He lays his head on the pillow next to me, sliding the bulk of his body to my side. Our faces are so close, only inches away. My heart expands with overwhelming affection for him. He’s this unexpected surprise after everything else that I planned on this journey. “I love you,” I whisper, my fingers tucking his hair behind his ear. He was dozing but as soon as the words leave my mouth, his eyes snap open like he’s trying to decide if his ears are playing tricks on him.
“What did you say?” He palms my cheek, pressing our foreheads together.
“I love you, Kraal.”
It feels so important to say it in this moment. No matter what happens in the future, whether I stay or go, he deserves to know that my heart belongs to him.
He kisses me, long and deep. When he pulls away and we’re breathless, he says, “I love you, Maren. Always.”
We doze off in each other’s arms, like every other night since we’ve arrived on Bameh.
At some point in the night, our door opens, light from the shared space shining in. We both wake at the same time, confused and disoriented, automatically assuming something’s wrong. But it’s Drocrek, waking us with good news for once. “Ondin has returned with Willa. I thought you’d want to know.”
We dress in a hurry and rush out to find Willa wrapped in a thick blanket, sitting in a chair. Ondin talks quietly with Drocrek. Trinity runs out of her room, throwing her arms around Willa, and I do the same. We drill her on whether or not she’s okay, looking her over for injuries, but she insists she’s fine. Willa is always the quiet one out of the four of us. So, it’s understandable that she’ll need time to adjust, but there’s something off about her tonight and it isn’t just that she was rescued from another kidnapping. She seems sad…or maybe she’s traumatized, but I want to know what happened to her while she was gone.
Kraal is speaking with Drocrek and Ondin, the three of them standing in a close circle together. He’s intensely focused on what Ondin is saying; his brows are furrowed, his expression severe. It’s completely inappropriate for this situation, but a smile breaks over my face while I watch him. I hide it behind my hand, but it’s there, nonetheless.
“Now that you’re back, Stux’an will have the ship ready to leave tomorrow if you want,” Trinity says, filling Willa in on what has happened since she’s been gone. “I think we treat this whole trip like a Band-aid, get on the ship and get out of here instead of dragging it out any longer.”
I stay quiet, waiting for Willa’s response because ultimately, she deserves the right to say whether she’s ready to get the hell out of here. But again, instead of crying like I would expect, claiming she wants to go home, she just looks sad. “I’m really tired. Ondin and I haven’t slept in quite a while. Can I sleep now, and talk later?” Willa asks.
“Take my room,” Ondin says suddenly. I wasn’t even aware that he was listening to our conversation. He strides over to the room he’s been staying in and opens the door for her.
“We’ll talk more in the morning.” Willa gives Trinity and I one more hug before she takes Ondin’s room without hesitation. He follows her inside but doesn’t close the door, emerging a minute later.
“We should all sleep,” he says. “It has been a long few days. I’ll give you all the details tomorrow.” Then Ondin walks into the room next to Willa’s where Drocrek had been staying and closes the door.
“I’ll go find somewhere else to sleep for the night,” Drocrek says.
He leaves without making a scene and this is all so anticlimactic to what I expected it would be like when Willa finally made it back. Still, it’s a relief that she’s home safe and she must be exhausted from evading the enemy for five days with only Ondin to get her over the mountain safely.
It isn’t until Kraal and I are back in bed that I try to get a little more information from him. “Did Ondin say anything about where they had her or what they planned to do with her?”
“He didn’t elaborate on the details. Only mentioned she wasn’t injured, and it took longer than he hoped to get her back.”
Kraal pulls me into his arms but I struggle to fall back asleep. Now that Willa’s back, Trinity wants to leave tomorrow. Will I be able to say goodbye to Kraal when the time comes? How do I send my two friends off alone after everything we’ve been through? Why can’t Trinity give me more time? I guess this is one of those situations where my grandma used to tell me I can’t have my cake and eat it too. I never really understood what that meant, but now it fits my current situation perfectly.
Eventually Kraal falls asleep and his rhythmic breathing calms me. I’ve been stressed over my decision, but when I stop thinking so hard and let my heart decide, the answer has been right in front of me all along.
Once I come to that realization, I’m finally able to fall asleep.
Chapter 29
Kraal
MAREN and I are the first ones up and about the next day which gives us time to ourselves before everyone else filters into the shared space of the living quarters. I make breakfast and serve us both, but before I can take a bite, Maren turns with her attention completely fixed on me.
“I wanted to talk to you while it’s just us.” She doesn’t look nervous, only confident and determined which means it’ll be more difficult for me when I need to try to talk her out of leaving. “After Willa and Ondin got back last night, I spent a lot of time thinking. Time I should’ve spent sleeping but my thoughts wouldn’t stop.”
“There has been a lot to think about lately.”
“Yes—and no. I’ve made this so much more difficult than it ever needed to be. I do that though. That’s one thing you’ll come to find out about me. I can worry about things and blow them out of proportion like no one you’ve ever met before.”
“From what I have seen, you’ve had good reason to worry.”
“I have, you’re right. But then last night I realized something important. You’ve always been by my side, Kraal. Whenever I’ve been in trouble, you’ve been there to help me. I haven’t had to do any of this alone.” She turns herself so she’s fully facing me while her breakfast goes cold on the counter. “Last night, I listened to you breathe and it calmed me. Having you beside me, calms me. Makes me feel safe. Knowing you’re close, watching over me, gives me confidence, even though we’re surrounded by dangerous things. I don’t think about that all the time, even if I should. But when I’m with you, it doesn’t feel like I’m in any danger because you protect me from it.”
Her eyes burn with the passion of her words, and it fills my heart and makes me smile. I’ve been so worried about whether or not she would choose me or choose her home. Well, right now, she’s explaining to me how I’ve become her home…on this strange planet.
“I told you I love you last night because I couldn’t bear not saying it for one more moment. And I know this situation hasn’t been fair to you because I’ve been indecisive and uncertain about what I should do. And then last night, I realized I’ve known the answer all along. I’ve just made everything more difficult like I tend to do.”
“What is it?” I ask, interrupting her when she starts to go off in another direction.
“What do you mean?”
“You said you’ve known the answer all along. What is the answer, Maren?”
“You’re my home now, Kraal. I can’t leave you. I don’t want to leave you.”
Those are the words I’ve been waiting to hear for too many days. I pull her off her stool and into my lap, crushing her body to mine.
“You’re not leaving?” We both look up when Trinity’s voice cuts across the kitchen. She’s stopped just outside her bedroom door, shocked from overhearing Maren’s confession.
“No, Trin. I thought about it a lot and I can’t leave with you. I’m going to stay here with Kraal.”
I start rubbing her back because disappointment is wafting off Trinity as she stares at both of us with disbelief. “Well, that’s the wrong decision,” she says. “I get it, the sex is good and you’ve created an unhealthy dependency on Kraal because he’s saved you from trouble so many times. But this is our chance to put it all behind us and go home, Maren. You’re going to let Willa and me go by ourselves?”
“I’m not going either.” We spin around to look at the other side of the room where Willa is standing just inside the bedroom doorway. She looks just as exhausted as she did last night.
“Sorry if we woke you, Willa,” Maren says.
“It’s okay. I’m glad you said your truth, Maren. A few weeks ago, I would’ve been all about going home. But now, I’m not going either. If Maren stays, I stay. And I don’t want to talk about my reasons right now, so don’t ask.”
Without another word, she closes the door.
“Well, since I won’t be flying by myself back to Earth, I guess we’re all staying,” Trinity says. She turns around and walks back into her bedroom, closing the door behind her.
“I’m happy,” Maren says, wrapping her arms around my neck, “but I also feel guilty that I let Trinity down.”
“This all started when Willa was kidnapped again. Now that she’s back and she’s safe, maybe she’ll get over the idea of going back to Earth. Give her time.”
Maren kisses me and I reciprocate, rubbing her back while she squirms on my lap. “Your breakfast is cold,” I say a few minutes later.
“I’ll eat it.” She moves it over so she can reach it while still sitting on my lap. We’re almost finished with our food when Ondin strolls out of his room.
“Has Willa been out yet?” he asks.
“Only long enough to tell Trinity she’s not leaving. Then she went back to bed,” I say.
“She decided she’s not leaving?”
“That’s what she said. And she didn’t want to answer any questions about it either.” Ondin scrunches his forehead like he doesn’t know what to make of that while he fixes himself breakfast. “Can you watch her today?” I ask. “I want to show Maren my house off the compound now that we have Willa back.”
“I’ll keep an eye on things here. You two go,” Ondin says.
We both get ready and then for the first time since we arrived back on Bameh, we’re leaving the military compound together. Bameh is a beautiful sky island, full of lush vegetation, sparkling ponds, hills, and meadows. But Maren hasn’t really been able to see any of that. Now that she’s agreed to stay, she’s going to be my mate. We’ll move into my house and she can study medicine at the medical center if she wants to. She can spend her days in the forest with Sarah if she wants to. Anything that will make her happy.
My house isn’t far from the military compound which is why I still stay at it so often. It’s convenient but it also holds memories of my mother from when I was young. Now I’m bringing my mate here. Not only my mate, but my beauty and my love. More than I could ever have hoped for in this life.
“Oh wow, it isn’t far.” It only takes five minutes on foot and we’re there. “It’s so tall! How many floors is it?”
“It’s tall, not wide, so while there are multiple floors, there isn’t much on each of them.”
“Okay, sure, but I can already imagine how incredible the view must be from the top floors!”
I lead her inside and give her a tour. “You can choose any of the bedrooms to be ours; we can then decorate it however you want.”
She just smiles and waves me off, taking the stairs higher until she’s almost reached the top. The view is amazing from the highest floors. Depending on the season, it’s possible to see across Bameh.
“This is gorgeous, Kraal. So unique. I can see why you wanted to keep it in your family.”
I wrap my arms around her waist while she stares out across the landscape. “Maybe one day we’ll be able to fill it up with children of our own. Make our own family.”
“I’d like that.”
“You would?” I nuzzle into her neck, nipping the lobe of her ear.
She nods, giggling when my kisses tickle her skin.
“Maybe we should get started trying.”
“Haven’t we already been doing that?” she asks.
“Hmmm, you have a point. Maybe we should start trying out the rooms in the house. You know…to see which one is your favorite.”
“That’s a good idea. I won’t know which room I’d like to make ours unless we can test it out first. We should probably lay down on the bed or lean against the walls to see what kind of light we’re working with.”
“Yes, I never would’ve thought of that. Why don’t we get started on that right now?”
“Let’s. Show me what room you’ve been sleeping in first, though? I think I’d like to start there.”
“I can do that.” I lift her up, and she wraps her legs around my waist, and I carry her to the top floor of the house. It has always been my favorite room because the windows make it easy to see in any direction around Bameh and the stars look amazing from the center of the bed. But from now on, this will be my favorite room because Maren will share it with me. “Welcome to my room, my beauty.” I toss her in the middle of my bed, following after her.
“Welcome home.”
Epilogue
Maren
ONE MONTH Later
“WHY DO SO many of these concoctions smell like death?” I ask, trying not to gag when I remove the cap and the smell hits my nose. Trinity, Willa, Sarah and I are sitting in a small, sterile room in the medical center on Bameh. While we were studying about unique remedies with Healer Vinkreil, now on Bameh, we’ve been given the chance to study the medicines and procedures already used to treat injuries and illnesses. It was Kraal’s way of making sure I didn’t have to give up my studies completely while still making sure he could keep an eye on me. He arranged for a few of the doctors who trained him to spend time teaching us about the medicines they use.
“Oh man, that’s really bad.” Sarah waves her hand frantically in front of her face, her nose scrunching as she hurries away from the table. Her hands clutch her stomach and for a moment, I worry she’ll really get sick all over the floor.
Willa surprises us both by grabbing the container from the middle of the table and holding it right up to her nose. “I don’t think it’s that bad. What’s the matter with you two?” She gives us a questioning look but screws the lid back on anyway. It has been about a month since Ondin saved Willa from captivity. So far, she doesn’t want to talk about it except to tell us that nothing happened. The only thing she tells us before shutting down the subject completely is that Ondin rescued her before the others could do anything bad to her. I’d give anything to find out what happened between Ondin and her but she’s not dishing about that either.
“Yeah, I think I’m going to be sick.” Sarah bolts from the room, leaving us all to stare after her in shock.
“I’ll go check on her to make sure she’s okay.” Trinity gets up to follow her. She’s slowly getting over the chip on her shoulder after we decided against leaving, forcing her to stay behind too. Well, she could’ve left but she would’ve had to do it on her own. Truthfully, that isn’t an option when traveling across the galaxy.
While we wait, Willa takes the jar and returns it to its spot on the shelf. “We’ll get this out of here for when Sarah gets back.”
I catch another whiff of the medicine when she moves it and it makes my stomach shift uncomfortably. “It really doesn’t bother you, Willa?”
“It really doesn’t. Do you still feel sick too?” She takes a closer look at the jar, reading off the ingredients one by one. “Oh my gosh!”
“What? No, wait. Don’t tell me if it’s gross.”
“Well, one of the ingredients is allipek dung. I mean, I could be wrong but if I had to guess, I’d say that’s where the smell comes from.”
“Oh man, I’m going to be sick too.” I hurry from the room, hoping I make it to the bathroom before I lose the contents of my stomach.
WHEN I GET BACK to Kraal’s house, I’ve beat him home from the military compound. I’m trying to change my mindset to “our home” but it’ll take time. Tonight, I wish I didn’t have to wait for him to arrive. Sarah confessed in the bathroom when she was doubled over the toilet that she’s pregnant with Vah’all’s baby. No one really knew if a pregnancy could happen between our two species. But now Sarah is pregnant, proving it is most definitely possible.
“Maren?”
Kraal’s voice echoes through the house, reaching me all the way upstairs where I’ve decided to take a quick shower.
“Up here!”
Within seconds he’s entered our room, striding toward me with purpose. “My beauty,” he says, lifting me in his arms while he devours me with the kind of kiss I would expect if we hadn’t seen each other in a few days. But Kraal’s passion runs hot and he’s always eager to show me just how much he missed me while he was at the compound.
“Guess what I found out today?” I ask as soon as we break our kiss. “Sarah’s pregnant!” I say before he can answer my question.
“Really?” Kraal’s expression transforms from shock to awe. “Then it is really possible? We could have a child together?”
I nod, throwing my arms around his neck. This is something he’s wanted from the beginning but neither of us knew if it would ever be possible.
“We should start practicing for our own,” he says, tossing me down on our bed.
I shriek as he launches himself over me, pinning me to the bed. The air thickens around us, a low, intimidating growl rumbling in his chest as he tears my shirt from my body. He latches onto my nipple, pulling it deep into his mouth. I gasp and arch upward as sensation peeks quickly and sharply.
“Ahhh.” I push at his shoulders in an attempt to ease the bite of pressure. “Not quite so hard,” I pant.
He lifts his head and stares into my eyes, settling the rough scale of his cheek against my overly sensitive, swollen nipple. His skin cools the ache while his other hand caresses the weight of my other breast.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you. This news excites me.”
He shifts his weight, his cock pressing against the place I need to feel him the most. “It’s okay. They’re just sensitive tonight.”
He places soft kisses along my chest, switching techniques so he doesn’t hurt me. “Tell me how this feels instead.”
He shifts his body, sliding between my thighs and propping my legs over his shoulders in the process. The anticipation of his tongue on my pussy makes me quiver because he enjoys feasting on me as much as I enjoy having him do it. The first light brush of his tongue causes me to arch my back, pressing forward in search of more friction. Then his tongue flattens, and he licks long, up and down, making me tingle.
My fingers tangle in his hair in a tight grip, tugging him even closer. “Just like that,” I cry, closing my eyes while I drift, suspended in anticipation right before I hit the peak of pleasure. His fingers plunge inside of me, working in rhythm with his lips to get me where I need to be. I start to shake when my orgasm finally breaks, crashing through me with unprecedented strength, my whole body reacting like it’s too much to take.
Kraal’s expression is one of pure, raw hunger when he settles between my legs. “Wait.” I place my hands on his chest to stop him, my voice lacking any conviction. “I want to try something.”
We shift our bodies on the bed, so Kraal is lying on his back. And then I lean down, wrapping my fist around his girth, pumping up and down. Before I lose my nerve, I lean down and lick his cock head. When he groans, I do it again. Licking around the top until he’s slick so I take him as far as I can into my mouth.
“Oh, my beauty. You have a wicked mouth.” He fists my hair, guiding my head as he helps me set the pace. My mouth is stretched wide, spit slipping down his cock as I bob up and down. Then, he fists my hair tighter, stopping me from going back down. “No more, Maren. I want to come in your hot cunt.”
We stare into each other’s eyes for a moment. His cock is inches away from my face. It’s dark silver with thick ridges that could be veins. I snake my tongue out and slide over his cock one more time. “One more taste,” I say with a smile.
Kraal moans, releasing my hair so I can crawl up his body and straddle him. A few quick pumps of his cock and his lubricant gushes over his cock and belly. He uses his hands to hold my thighs and position me over his cock. His eyes fixate on where our bodies meet, an inferno of desire about to combust as his cock sinks into my heat. “Maren…” His voice sounds pained but his expression is one of wonder. “Ride me, my beauty. Let me watch you take your pleasure.”
He’s all the way inside me now, stretching me to the point of near pain. This fullness is heaven, though. And when he finally starts to move, sliding his massive cock along my tight channel walls, nerve endings zing and pressure builds. How did I ever entertain the idea of leaving this man? It’s never just been sex between us. From the first time we were together, it was so much more than that. It just took me longer to finally open my eyes to see the truth.
“I love you, Kraal. You’re my everything.” I use his torso as leverage as I move my hips, taking my pleasure. With my confession, he sits up, the sudden shift in position causing him to hit even deeper than before. He locks his arms around my waist until there’s barely any room between us, our bodies rocking together as we both chase our pleasure.
When we come, our eyes are locked on each other, something so much more than physical gratification passing between us. Our lips crash together, our bodies twisted so tightly together it’s difficult to know where one of us starts and the other ends.
“Guess what else I found out today?” I ask him once we catch our breath again. He tilts his head, curiosity catching him off guard.
“What?” he asks.
“I’m pregnant, too.”
It takes a moment for my words to sink in, but when they do, Kraal’s expression is worth the wait. “How do you know?”
“When Sarah told us she’s pregnant, I realized I haven’t had a period since we started having sex. They did the tests for us while we were at the medical center today. It’s positive.”
“We’re going to have a child?”
I nod over and over again while giving him time to let this news sink in.
“Congratulations, daddy. We’re going to fill up this house with kids after all.”
To celebrate, Kraal rolls me over, planting kissing all over my body. Showing me just how much he likes the idea of his baby growing in my belly.
The End
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