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Some love stories are born in a galaxy far away. Others are forged in dragon fire.

Turi is destined to be given to a bondmate she’s never met. Life in Settlement 112-1 is hard enough without forced matings, but when an abduction goes awry, she’s brought to live in the fortress of the overseer who rules her settlement. There, she discovers that he’s not only capable of kindness, but he’s as much a prisoner as she is. As Turi falls for the powerful Zaruxian male, she uncovers dark secrets about her peoples’ past and the true nature of the Axis—the entity who controls their world. But can she convince her people that everything they believe is a lie?

Ellion has been the overseer of the Terian settlements for centuries, but he remembers nothing before taking the role. When he saves a compassionate female from raiders, his carefully structured world begins to crack. As his feelings for her grow and forgotten memories surface, he realizes he has a choice to make: continue serving the Axis as their puppet, or fight for the female he loves. But would choosing love mean losing his mind to the Axis once again?


ONE


Turi didn’t mind night patrol duty. The sogfrut fields were quiet. The air was cool. She could walk between the rows of thorny, fruit-bearing vines and be alone with her thoughts. Turi had no shortage of thoughts about life in Settlement 112-1. Every time she looked up at the sky and saw the swirling, ever-present vortex that was the home of the Axis—their supreme rulers, their gods, their masters—she wondered why they had to answer to these cruel beings whom they never saw, but who controlled them through an overseer who resided in a black fortress on cliffs overlooking the settlement. All the Axis did was take their food and make demands.

She had learned to keep most of her critical thoughts to herself. Nothing good came from voicing them. All she got was punishments and extra duties. But night patrol was never a burden, even when she was made to do it in the name of discipline. Her only job was to keep cibrats away from the sogfrut. The only hard part of that was staying awake the whole night. Cibrats were small and harmless. They scampered away at the sound of footsteps, but left to run amok, they could severely damage crops.

Her stomach dropped at the sight of one of the traps her brother set. It had been set off and huddled inside the small cage were two juvenile cibrats. The small, furry creatures pinned their huge ears to the backs of their heads as Turi approached the trap. They huddled together, faces smeared with the red juice of the sogfrut they were gorging themselves on.

She crouched before the cage, slapping a bug that came to sting her neck where her designation number, 224-E, which had been imprinted on her skin shortly after birth, read in blue ink below her ear.

“What were you two thinking?” she asked the little creatures in a chiding voice. They couldn’t understand her, but they let out whimpers and gazed up at her with huge dark eyes. She’d seen these two before. She’d released them from this very trap the week before. A mournful whine came from the dead brush beside the field. The little ones’ mother crouched there, staring helplessly as her babies quivered in the trap.

Turi’s brother and father would kill these two immediately, if they were on patrol, but she never had the heart to do it. The cibrats were just trying to survive, like her own people were. Like all the living things in these miserable settlements were. She lifted the cage and shook her head. “Stay out of these things,” she scolded. “You won’t be so lucky if my brother finds you in here.”

The two little ones bolted for the brush where their mother waited. Turi gathered up the partly eaten sogfrut that the babies had left and tossed them into the brush with the little cibrat family. The mother gathered them up and stuffed them in her pouch as her babies burrowed their little heads under her fur. “Keep them out of the traps,” Turi said to the mother, wishing the creature could understand her. The mother cibrat let out a quiet, relieved coo and melted into the shadows with her little ones.

Turi sighed and carefully plucked two ripe sogfrut from the vines, pricking herself in the process, to reset the trap. Her brother and father couldn’t know that she had spared the two “pests.” She’d be forced to kill one as punishment and that was an experience she didn’t want to repeat. According to her father, Turi was too soft, too curious, and questioned the way things were way too much.

Still, living on her family’s farm was better than what would be coming for her in a few short years. Once she came of fertile age, her father would choose a betrothed from another settlement and she’d be sent there to live, work, and breed for the rest of her life. At the age of twenty-two, her time was running short. Every day she inspected her hair for signs of color. When the black strands changed to a different color—probably blue, like her mother’s—and gold spots appeared on her forehead and spine, her time here would come to an end. She’d be considered ready to mate and produce offspring. Her two sisters were already gone. Turi was the last female.

After cursing and sucking on her pricked finger for a moment, she rose to continue her patrol, confident that those cibrats wouldn’t venture out into the fields any more that night. There were still filbats and irgs to keep an eye out for, and they could be quite nasty sometimes. But nothing stirred in the fields. Not a sound. Not a rustle. Not even the wind dared to blow.

The quiet of it all put Turi’s senses on alert. Then, she heard the flapping of great wings. She looked up to see a dark shape temporarily blot out the light of two of the planet’s three moons. Massive wings spread out impossibly wide, carrying a long, powerful body overhead. It was the overseer, flying quietly above her. She ducked on instinct, dropping into a crouch and covering her head with her arms. Had he seen that she’d given precious sogfrut to cibrats and spared their little lives? Would she face punishment?

The overseer glided by without pausing and disappeared from sight. Turi wanted to run back to the house, which was quite far away, but she’d get no comfort from her father. He would send her right back out to finish her shift, so she waited. Listening. Every sense attuned to the possibility of the overseer’s return.

Instead of the heavy beat of wings, the sounds of the field gradually returned to normal. The breeze picked up. The creatures that roamed at night resumed their nocturnal noises. Turi uncurled and rose, looking warily up, not at the Axis’ vortex, which curled around the sky even now, but for the overseer and his ever-watchful eye. He came to the settlement infrequently, but each time he did it was as memorable and terrifying as the scaled being’s appearance.

The rest of the night passed without incident. Morning came with red and purple streaks across the horizon, turning the Axis’ vortex into a dark, foreboding blemish on the otherwise beautiful sky. Turi returned home, tired. Her feet hurt. Her belly ached with emptiness. As she trudged up to her family’s home, she saw her father and brother standing before the door. Their heads were tilted. Arms were crossed. With them stood two Riests, the holy men of the settlement. One of them held a book filled with images and they turned the pages slowly and carefully, examining each one. All four males heard her approach and turned to her, brows low.

Turi’s stomach turned to ice. “Father?”

“Do you know anything about this?” her father asked, pointing to a symbol burned into the wood of the front door. As her attention had been on the group congregated in front of the door, she hadn’t seen it until now. The air still held the faint smell of burned wood. Her knees almost gave out in fear. It was an elegant-looking mark, like a stylized dragon head in a circle, seared precisely in the center of the door.

The blood drained from her head. “N-no. What is it?”

He didn’t believe her. She could see that plain enough. “The Riests are trying to decipher its meaning,” her father replied. “It was put here by the overseer last night.”

“Oh?” Sweet fek, he’d seen her. The overseer knew what she had done and—and cursed her home, or something like that. Her mouth turned dry as dust. “That’s…strange.”

Her brother, Seggiat, advanced on her. “What happened in the fields last night, Turi?”

“N-nothing,” she stammered out. “It was a calm night. No problems. Nothing to report.”

Seggiat’s eyes narrowed to slits. “You’d better not be lying, or I’ll advise Father to marry you off before you’ve reached maturity. You’re always causing problems.”

Turi backed away. “I did nothing,” she said weakly. “There was nothing to see. I don’t know—”

“Leave the girl be,” said a new voice. Her tall, blue-haired mother came around from the side of the house, basket in hand. “Wait for the Riests to make their inspection.”

“Silence, female,” snarled Turi’s father. “Your word is meaningless here.”

Her mother stood taller, well used to being dismissed by her harsh mate. She placed a hand on Turi’s back. “It will be okay, child,” she whispered.

Turi leaned into her mother’s strength and straightened her spine. “I did nothing wrong.”

“We’ll see,” snapped Seggiat as he turned toward the Riests, who murmured excitedly over one particular page in the book they pored over.

One of the Riests straightened his red hat and turned to her father. His robes swished with the force of his movement. “Excellent news, Tregit. This is a symbol of protection, bestowed on the land you farm.”

“Protection from the overseer himself,” added the other Riest. “It means you won’t be troubled by pests who would come to bother your crops.”

Her father stared at the Riests in disbelief. “Protection? Why would he bestow such an honor upon us?”

The first Riest closed the book and held it against his fine white robes. “Only the overseer knows why.” But he turned his gaze to Turi. “Are you sure you saw nothing unusual last night, girl?”

She shook her head. “I saw the overseer fly overhead, but that was all.”

The Riests stared at her hard. “He didn’t speak to you? He didn’t come down from the sky and…dally with you?”

Turi knew what the Riest was implying and her entire being shook at the thought. “No,” she replied with force. “He flew overhead. That was all.”

“Funny you didn’t mention that when Seggiat asked you if anything happened last night,” her father said. “Makes me wonder what else you’re not being honest about.”

Her body began to shake—from frustration, exhaustion, hunger, and outrage. “The overseer didn’t speak to me. He didn’t do anything to me,” she all but shouted. “I don’t know why he put that mark on the door.”

“That’s that, then,” said her mother, whose hand closed around Turi’s wrist. “The girl needs a meal and sleep after a long night.”

Tregit’s face darkened with anger. “Female, know your place.”

“Instead of interrogating her, perhaps we should be thanking her for making a good impression on the overseer. Perhaps he saw her work through the night and is rewarding the hard work of this family to keep the farm running well for the glory of the Axis.”

Her father let out a snort, but nodded grudgingly. “Perhaps.”

“Thanks to Turi, we need not worry about cibrats, filbats or irgs,” her mother said. “Now, we let the girl rest.”

Her father didn’t say anything as her mother guided her through the knot of males and into the house, but his face made it clear how much he disliked being spoken to like that by a female. Turi knew exactly where she’d gotten her tenacity from. It never served her well. It hadn’t served her mother well, either. “He’ll punish you for standing up for me,” she said quietly when they were inside.

Her mother shrugged. “I know my life,” she said, guiding Turi to the table and pushing a bowl of mashed knogrot in front of her. “I know the male I’m bound to.”

Turi winced and devoured the food. “It’s not right that they treat us like spoiled sogfrut. We deserve to be treated as well as the males and not just as…breeders.”

The weariness in her mother’s eyes was always there, but so was a sharpness that Turi always saw as hopeful. Her father had not squashed her mother’s spirit. It burned as bright as ever, but just then, there was a particular intensity to the pale gold gaze that focused on her. “My daughter, be very careful with the overseer. There is no more dangerous game than gaining the attention of the Axis.”

Turi sighed and closed her eyes. “I had no interaction with the overseer. I am telling you the truth, Mother. He flew overhead. Didn’t stop or even pause. I crouched in fear until he left. That is all that happened.”

The expression on her mother’s face turned sad. She ran a hand gently down Turi’s black hair. “You made an impression on him, somehow. Let us hope the blessing he bestowed on our home does not turn into a tragedy for you, Turi.”

Turi ate the rest of her meal and went to bed, but sleep came slow and unsteadily. The worry and foreboding in her mother’s voice haunted her. The overseer had seen her spare the cibrats. She had no doubt about that, now. But instead of punishing her for it, he’d rewarded her. It made her wonder if perhaps the overseer was not as coldhearted as he seemed. She dreamed about a dark, winged male flying overhead, but instead of cowering in fear, she lifted her arms and was pulled up into the sky.


TWO


Four years later
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“I’m sure he’ll be nice to her,” said Turi’s ever-optimistic friend, Fivra.

Sevas shook her dark head. “They’re never nice to us. Sorry, but it’s true. They just want us for working and breeding.”

Fivra pursed her lips. “There must be some nice ones left. My brother is kind.”

“Perhaps he is, but the males I’ve encountered have been cold at best,” Sevas said in a flat voice. “Kindness has been beaten out of them. Us, too.”

Turi sat quietly as she and her five friends plucked dead grass from an abandoned field on the outskirts of her family’s farm plot. They wove the dry grasses into long strands that would then be twisted into a crunchy circle and placed on her head. It was a mockery of a tradition that was almost forgotten—crowning a bride with a lush headdress of artfully arranged blooms, but there were no flowers left in Settlement 112-1 for a fragrant headpiece. There would be no feast, no music, and no dancing. There would be no joy at all, as no one—neither the bride nor the groom—saw the bondmate ritual as a joyous occasion. It was a responsibility. An obligation.

Turi’s mate was picked by her father from a list of applicants she’d never met and she was allowed no say in the process. She was being given to the chosen bondmate that evening in a brief ceremony, after which they would immediately depart for his settlement. Never to return home.

“That’s not true,” said Nena, who had arrived at the settlement two seasons prior, having been given to a male from a neighboring farm in the bondmate ritual. She was the oldest of the women and her current bondmate was her second, as the first male had died. The other women didn’t know how he died and Nena never mentioned him. Her hair was long and silvery green, gold spots gleamed on her forehead and into her hairline, and her chin was always high, even when it held the shadow of bruises. She didn’t say much, but when she did, her words held weight. “We are still kind. And we will stay kind.”

Lilas, who was due to be given to a bondmate soon herself, shrugged. Her hair had turned deep purple and her father sent out notices to males in the three other settlements to apply for her. Her days in Settlement 112-1 were numbered and she knew it. “What difference does it make?” she drawled. “We’re all fekking doomed. The Axis is going to squeeze and squeeze until we can’t survive.” She flicked a piece of dried grass that refused to be woven and snorted. “Would be a relief, in ways.”

“Maybe,” said Sevas, putting down her own weaving, which was never her strong suit anyway. “I can’t stand the thought of bringing another person into this world.”

Fivra, whose hair had turned pink recently, was the youngest of them. The gold spots on her forehead, that also indicated fertility, were bright on her skin, but so far, her father wasn’t rushing the bondmating. Of all of them, Fivra had the kindest father. He was quiet and thoughtful, and ran his farm quietly. “We are here to support Turi, not speak of impending doom.”

“We are supporting her,” Sevas said, holding up her mangled grasses. “We’re doing this, aren’t we?”

“It’s fine,” Turi said. “The only good thing about being bonded to a male is getting these off my legs.” She nodded to the part of the bonding process that was hated most of all—the deceptively delicate-looking strip of cloth that ran between Turi’s ankles and was secured by metal cuffs. It was made of some type of uncuttable alien fabric. A male could choose to have his future bondmate hobbled like this, so she couldn’t try to run away, and the woman’s father had to comply.

Turi hated the hobbles. It limited her stride, chafed her ankles, and was a constant reminder that her life was not her own. She was being “given” to someone who would do whatever he wished to her.

The final member of the group looked up with her light gold eyes, which matched her forehead spots. Cerani had only arrived in the settlement four months earlier, during the end of the cold season, but she had an interesting presence. Her face often had a faraway look, but she was quick to smile and everything she did seemed to have an artistic beauty to it. Even the dead grass, which was to be braided and woven, was anything but simple. Hers used a gradient of grasses and she had incorporated loops and whorls to her work. “We didn’t do this at Settlement 112-4. And the hobbles weren’t optional. So enjoy this.” Cerani turned a warm smile to Turi and touched her cheek with her calloused fingers. “This is the last time we six will all be together. Let us talk of lighter things for the time we have left.”

If that was meant to lighten the mood, it didn’t. Turi’s shoulders dropped slightly as that reality became clear. She would never return here after tonight. She’d have to make new friends in Settlement 112-2, if her new mate allowed it. Only one settlement away, but it might as well have been on the other side of the planet. The shadows under Cerani’s eyes from constant work and the bruises on Nena’s jaw were plain evidence of how little control they had over their lives.

Sevas looked off into the distance. “They say there are beasts living to the west. They hunt and have settlements in the forest. I’d rather live with them than here.”

“What’s trading one beast for another?” Lilas sneered with a shrug. “Fek them all. I’d rather live to the east, alone, in the shadowlands over the ridge.”

“The shadowlands are deadly,” Fivra said with a frown. “The specters live there. It’s said they eat living flesh.”

It was common knowledge that what lay on the other side of the ridge—where the overseer’s fortress lay—was a barren, long-dead forest infested with formless dark beings who were said to feed off the living. The west, as Sevas mentioned, were wild lands that no one knew much about, but accounts of beast-males who howled at the stars kept the Terians to their settlements and farms. Also keeping them in place was the overseer who presided over all four settlements. He returned any straying Terian back to the Riests for punishment for fleeing. Usually, it was females who did the fleeing, hence the hobbles.

“Better to be eaten than…” Lilas didn’t finish her sentence. Her words trailed off and her dark gaze fixed on something in the distance.

They all turned to see a starship quietly approach. It wasn’t large, or attacking them, but it was a starship, and the only ones they ever saw were the simple weekly transports sent by the Axis to pick up the food they grew and take it away. This was nothing like that. It was narrow and silent and moved toward them almost like a predator stalking prey.

The woven grasses fell from their fingers.

“We need to leave,” Nena said. “Now.”

No disagreements. The six females jumped to their feet and made to run back to Turi’s family farm. Not Turi. The hobbles kept her from more than a few shuffling steps at a time.

The ship was much faster than them. It instantly repositioned itself between them and their escape route.

“Who is this?” Fivra whispered. “What do they want?”

“Us,” said Turi as the six of them huddled in a tight ball. “For what, I don’t know.”

The ship lowered until it hovered just above the dusty ground. A ramp descended and five beings disembarked. The ship may not have been bristling with weapons, but these individuals were. They were large and stocky with long snouts and beady eyes. They looked male, sporting only armored pants and boots for clothing. On top, they wore unmatched harnesses and holsters for their weaponry. Their gray skin was covered in scars. The females were quickly surrounded.

“Who the fek are you?” Seras spat in the common tongue, which they were all forced to learn.

One of the beings snorted, like a laugh. “Keep calm and this will be much easier for you, little ones.” He gestured to the others in his party. “Round them up. Get them aboard quickly.”

Turi tensed and grasped the closest wrist to her. “We’re not going with you.”

“Yes, you are. And we’ll get more credits for you if you’re uninjured, so be good little chits and come along without a fuss.”

So, they were to be sold. Turi’s stomach twisted into a knot. And she had thought nothing could be worse than being given to a strange male while wearing hobbles. Nope. This was much worse.

The group of aliens tightened the circle around them. Weapons charged up with ominous whines as the males’ gazes moved over them—not with desire, but with appraisal. The females were products, nothing more.

The sound of huge flapping wings drew everyone’s attention. Turi turned her head to see the overseer descend and land beside the group of alien males. She hadn’t seen him in the years since he’d left that mark on the door of her family’s home. Even then, it had been a brief glimpse in the darkness. His presence overwhelmed her, making the frightening situation even more intense. On one hand, she had been raised to fear him. On the other, he might be the only one to save her and her friends from being abducted and sold.

“Release these females and leave,” the overseer said in a deep, oddly vibrational voice. “You have no claim over them.”

The snouted alien who seemed in charge let out another of those snorts and tossed his head back. “Ease off, Zaruxian. We have no dispute with you. The Axis granted us permission to take a clutch of females as payment for services rendered.” The male gestured to his guards to hold their position. “I can show you the contract.”

Zaruxian? Turi had never heard of the term. Perhaps that was the overseer’s species. Of course he belonged to one. The Axis hadn’t conjured the overseers from thin air, although the Riests believed that they were created by the Axis.

The overseer stood taller than these beings. He held his dark, massive wings partly extended, making him appear even larger. Turi could only stare at the ripple of purple scales that shimmered over his shoulders. He wore snug black pants and no shirt. She imagined that was to keep his wings free of fabric, but the view was an astounding display of toned muscles and firm skin. Turi’s friends were as entranced as she was. This was probably the first good look any of them had had of the being who looked after them all. The overseer was far more handsome than expected. Not that it mattered when her life, and those of her friends, rested in his hands.

His piercing silver eyes bored into the other male like daggers. He held his hands loose at his sides, but Turi caught a glimpse of lengthening claws as his stance shifted. The overseer looked as if he were going to fight these males. “Whatever your arrangement is with the Axis, find your ‘payment’ elsewhere. These lands are under my personal protection.”

The would-be abductor angled his weapon over his shoulder and snapped it into place on his back holster. “Now, now. I respect your jurisdiction here. There’s no need for us to squabble.”

“You’ve already caused problems,” said the overseer. “These people are to have no contact with off-worlders. It’s Directive Four, issued by the Axis.”

The leader bared his teeth in a horrible smile. “Well, if the damage is already done, let’s work out a deal. Are all of these females from this land you protect?”

The overseer’s gaze moved to the six of them. He looked them over with quiet consideration, then locked on Turi. She held his gaze, not because she was brave or defiant, but because she was frozen in it. Like being held in an embrace, she couldn’t have looked away if she’d wanted to. And she did, sort of, want to. This male was terrifying. At least, she’d been raised to see him that way, and his physical presence was nearly godlike in its size and authority. He communicated directly with the Axis, who was worshipped and feared by her people.

The overseer looked back to the alien male. “Let me see that contract.”

The other male made a grin-like expression with his snout and pulled a slim, clear datascreen from a pouch on his belt. “See for yourself.”

The overseer took the screen and read what was there with a frown, then handed it back. “This is unprecedented,” he growled. “I was not informed of this arrangement.”

“It’s a recent development. The Axis wasn’t able to procure our requested payment.” The male snapped his teeth. “As you can see, the contract is authentic.”

A muscle twitched in the overseer’s jaw. “Will they be harmed?”

This time, the brute let out a full laugh. “The fek if I know. They’re to be sold at the next auction on Falmic-5. Terian females fetch high credits.”

The overseer turned his gaze to Turi again. He raised a hand, fingers tipped with long claws, and pointed at her. Only her. “That one.”

The brute blinked. “What about her?”

“That female belongs to the land I protect.” His bright silver gaze shone with a metallic glint. “She stays.”


THREE


Female 224-E stood in the group of females like a defiant erdling unwilling to accept that she was cornered by predators. She clung to her friends’ arms with hands that still held a few strands of dead grass from her bridal crown. That future had been dashed the instant the Rashark ship came into view.

Ellion flexed his wings and turned to the raider captain. “Agreed?”

He scratched his long gray snout. “She cannot return to her people. Are you sure you want to take responsibility for her?”

“Yes.” He raised one brow, appearing in command, but in truth, the last thing Ellion wanted to do was fight this group of heavily armed Rashark raiders, especially since the Axis sanctioned this abduction. And that irritated him. These people were prisoners, but not currency. “When a Zaruxian places protection on someone, it is binding.”

The Rashark shrugged. “Very well. You may keep the one belonging to you. We get the others.”

Whimpers and cries arose from the group of females. They tightened their group, pressing together as if that would prevent them from being broken apart and taken. Ellion’s chest squeezed as he took in their fear. These females were sheltered. Despite their hard lives and often brutal treatment at the hands of their males, they had no idea how much worse their lives were about to get.

It was his responsibility to keep the Terians calm and productive. To make them continue their tasks and run their farms without uprisings or rebellions. He tried to keep them as comfortable as possible. But five of these females were no longer under his authority. The Rashark captain reached into the group of females, grasped 224-E—otherwise known as “Turi”—and dragged her from them.

Ellion watched as the females’ hands grasped out desperately, trying to keep their friend with them, and as she struggled to get back to them, too. Foolish of her, Ellion thought. Staying with them would take her to a much worse fate than staying with him. Well, maybe, he reconsidered. Life in his fortress wouldn’t be paradise, either, but at least she wouldn’t be sold into a brothel or chained to a despot’s throne as a pet.

The Rashark thrust Turi in Ellion’s direction and he caught her quickly before she could lunge back to her friends. Her body was taut as a wire as Ellion wrapped his arms around her. “Hold still,” he murmured in her ear. Her long dark hair brushed his skin. His claws pressed into her soft flesh—just a warning—and she stilled, but didn’t relax. Energy pulsed through her, sharp as a blade. Fear for her friends and herself came off her in waves. The smell of it was enough to make his stomach turn.

“Good doing business with you, Zaruxian,” said the Rashark captain as his raiders herded the terrified females toward their ship. They were crying. One appeared numb as she trod quietly along. Another hurled vicious insults to their abductors, each one more creative and vile than the last. It was impressive, actually.

“Our people will be here any moment,” said Turi. “They’re going to stop this.”

“No, they won’t.” Ellion withdrew his claws. “By the time your father and mate come for you, these raiders will be gone, and so will you.” He spread his wings, grasped the squirming female tighter, and kicked off from the ground.

Turi gasped and froze as they rose upward. “No,” she wheezed. Ellion’s grip was tight, but he couldn’t risk dropping her. She cried out as her friends disappeared from view. The Rasharks dragged them onto their ship. The ramp slid back up against the hull, and they prepared to depart. This was over. Five female Terians were going to auction on Falmic-5 and one would spend the rest of her life in his fortress. His arms were full of the female he’d chosen to favor four years ago and it was an odd sensation. He’d been alone for…well, as long as he could remember. He didn’t know anything different, but that was about to change. His heart beat differently at the thought of someone else living in his fortress. Another heartbeat to warm the rooms. Another voice to echo through the halls. Someone to talk to, but there would be fallout.

The inmates of Settlement 112-1 would notice. These females would be missed for their work and childbearing. Sooner rather than later, they would send their Riests to him for an explanation. He would have to answer their inevitable questions about why six females of breeding age disappeared. If he said they ran away, the remaining females at the settlement would face horrendous conditions as males took measures to prevent more runaways. The Axis would never allow him to tell them the truth—that they approved the abduction to pay a debt.

He’d have to formulate an explanation that would pacify the Terians. As Ellion carried the female back to his fortress, his mind worked through possibilities of how to explain the disappearances without throwing the settlements into chaos. Order, sometimes, was held together by mere threads.

“W-where are you taking me?” Turi asked. She trembled in his arms and he realized it was not from fear, but from the cold. He’d carried her too high without protection. His aim had been to get a look around at a high vantage point. Perhaps the Rasharks were looking to abduct more females, or maybe there were other ships looking to do the same, but the horizon appeared clear. The Rashark ship had followed perfect protocol by flying low until it was out of sight of all four settlements before ascending to space. A glance down revealed his mistake. The female’s lips were bluish and quivering. Ice-cold hands gripped his forearms.

“My home,” he said, flying lower, directly toward the massive black structure that perched on the mountains that effectively walled off Settlement 112-1 to the north.

“Will you return me to my settlement?”

This was not the time for a conversation about her fate. He kept silent until he brought them both gently down on the courtyard that led to the lower entrance. Gusty winds generated by the heavy flap of his wings made her curl against him. The rapid beat of her heart against his chest made his ribs tighten with some odd emotion. His arms felt very comfortable around this female, for whom he’d watched over four years now.

He folded his wings and placed her on her feet. Her shoes were worn, frayed around the thin soles. Her brown dress was ill-fitting and also worn. Turi had a pretty face, although he’d never seen it without smudges of mud or streaked with dust. She had sharp green eyes like her mother and a stubborn chin, like her father. Her nose was straight and a little long, which he liked. Only her hair was clean and smooth and styled, and that was likely only because she was to have been given to a bondmate later today.

She wavered on her feet before finding her bearings and glared up at him with arms crossed. “Why did you bring me here?”

Ellion peered down at the small female and ran his fingers though his hair. Behind his ear was a flat, smooth metal implant that the Axis had put in to correct an injury he couldn’t remember. It was familiar to his touch, and a constant reminder that he was not free to make his own choices. He was an overseer for the Axis. Most Terians would be afraid, but there was no fear in her eyes now. Only outrage and the unmistakable metallic scent of overwhelm. “This is where you will live.”

“For how long?” she wanted to know.

“For the rest of your days.” He mirrored her stance and crossed his arms. “You cannot return to your settlement. The laws of the Axis forbid anyone residing in a settlement to remain there if they witness an off-world ship or being.”

“Yes, I heard that part back in the field,” she said. “I’d never heard that rule before. Not once.”

“There are rules that are for me to enforce.” Ellion cocked his head. “Would you want to go back? You’d be bondmated to 384-8—Thraip. He’s…” He trailed off, unable to find a word to describe the male that wasn’t vulgar. “Not for you.”

“Thank you for your assessment.” Her tone was acerbic. “If he was so bad, you could have stepped in before my father finalized our bond.”

To an outsider, this would be a strange scene—a huge Zaruxian male standing over a small, ragged Terian female as she scolded him for a mate bond he was forbidden from interfering with. Her appearance was a jarring contrast to the empty, gleaming black courtyard that was as barren and devoid of life as he felt.

“It would serve you well to set aside your life at the settlement,” he said. “Your life is here, now.”

She looked around with an expression of bafflement. “I’m really going to live here? With you?” That last bit sounded incredulous.

He nodded slowly. “I’m afraid so.” He didn’t miss the distinct draining of color from her face. “But the fortress is large and my duties are many. I won’t disturb you.”

Her gaze moved to the massive double doors that led inside. To Ellion, it was a refuge. It was his home. But to Turi, those doors would be dark and forbidding. They would be every bit of a prison as her settlement. Little did she know that she truly was moving from one cell to another. There was no escape for her or her people.

“Come,” he said when she just stared at the door. “Let me show you inside. It’s very easy to navigate once you understand the layout.”

She swallowed hard and looked back in the direction of her settlement. There was no longing in her eyes as she did so, just worry. Ellion was under no delusion that Turi missed her old home, or looked forward to the one she would have traveled to tonight. “What about the Axis?”

“What about it?” he asked, unsure what she meant.

She pointed up at the sky, where the swirling darkness always hovered and stretched far. “It’s up there, watching. What will it think of this?”

“That is not the Axis,” he corrected. This was common thinking among the Terians. They believed the dark swirl that blocked most of the light was the Axis itself, that it was the entity watching them like a huge judgmental eye. “That is a communications array put there by the Axis. It does scan the settlements for bioelectrical signals, but it’s not watching or listening to everything that goes on.”

She looked skeptical of his explanation, but nodded slowly. “And what about my friends?”

“What about them?” The brightest star was edging toward the horizon. Her bonding ceremony would have been beginning soon. He knew she was aware of the panic that had to be happening in Settlement 112-1 at that very moment. Not just for her, but for five other females who either had a bondmate or would have soon become one.

“What will happen to them?” She turned turbulent eyes to him. “You seemed to know what they were talking about.”

Ellion turned away. “I’m no longer responsible for their fate.”

A small but strong hand gripped his elbow. “You’re our overseer. Tell me what will become of my friends.”

He sighed and went with the truth, as unpleasant as it was. “They will be brought to the commerce space station Falmic-5, where they will be sold at auction to the highest bidder,” he said flatly. “From there, I truly don’t know. Perhaps some will end up in harems, or brothels, or…”

“Or?” she prompted.

“Or someplace worse.” He refused to voice the fact that plenty of species in the galaxy found the taste of soft female flesh delicious for eating. Or that they could be purchased and have their organs harvested deep in the black market. “They could also find themselves adored by their new owners and elevated to queenlike statuses.” This was also true, though unlikely. “I suggest you put them out of your mind and focus on your own future. It won’t be as uncertain as theirs, at least.”

Her chin rose. “I will never forget them.”

“If it helps, few realize the strength and resilience of your kind. Your friends are not fragile. If anyone can get through this, it’s them.” That seemed to mollify her somewhat. And it was true. The Axis put the Terians through misery, forcing them to endure terrible conditions that would have collapsed weaker species, but Turi’s people adapted and endured.

She looked back to his fortress and lowered her head. The fight and adrenaline seemed to have drained away, leaving her exhausted. “Overseer, I… Why me?”

That question caught him off guard just as he was about to usher her inside. The air was getting colder with each notch the closest star, Purrik, moved toward the edge of the sky. “What?”

“Four years ago, you put a mark of protection on my family home,” she said in a rush. “Why? Did you want me for…breeding?”

“No,” he said, startled. “First, you were technically a juvenile of your species at the time. Second, I am forbidden from taking liberties with your people.” This was clearly a question she’d been chewing over for these four years. Finally, this was one with a simple answer. “In all my one hundred twenty-five years, I have not seen one of your kind show that kind of compassion. I placed that mark because you showed mercy when most would not have. And I have a fondness for cibrats.”

Her eyes softened and took a faraway look. “I understand. Females have only a few uses on the settlement, so I just wondered. Thank you.”

He waved a hand. “It was a whim that I acted on.” And perhaps he was hoping it would inspire a little kindness and mercy among the rest of the settlement’s people. It hadn’t.

She looked up at him and gave him the most tentative of smiles. “I have a fondness for cibrats, too.”

“It’s getting cold,” he said, ignoring the warmth that sparked in his chest. “We’re going inside before you catch a chill.”

He half expected another question, but Turi looked toward the doors as one might to their own execution and took tiny steps instead of long strides like him. “I can’t walk as quickly as you.”

He cursed, having forgotten the hobbles between her ankles. This would not do. He swept her up in his arms. She let out a little, “Oh!” and he carried her inside. The doors silently slid open as he approached.

Her eyes went wide with awe as she looked around. The central hall was tall and well lit. The silver interior, with its intricate markings, glittered with illumination and warmth. This space was pleasant enough. He’d enhanced it with some furniture and unique plants, and a large, ion fireplace that danced with tall white flames.

Ellion placed Turi on a large sofa near the fire and sat beside her, drawing her feet up onto the cushion between them.

Her hands flattened on the cushion as his hands moved over the bindings on her ankles. She stared at him with an unreadable expression. “If you’re trying to take them off, you can’t. Only my intended bondmate has the code to unlock them.”

He raised one eyebrow, extended a claw and slipped it under one metal ring. With a quick flick, the clasp cracked open. An unpleasant beep came from the device as he removed the other one. “I don’t need a code.”

Turi blinked. “Not with those claws.”

He retracted it and pulled the hobbles off, frowning at the red marks around her slim ankles. “I won’t hurt you. You may move around freely, now.”

She pulled her legs back and rubbed the raw skin. “You’re not worried I’ll run off?”

“Where would you go?” He held up the hobbles. “To your settlement, where you’d be put right back in these?”

One corner of her mouth pulled up. “I think I’ll take my chances with you, Overseer.”

He drew in a harsh breath. He would not tolerate hearing that designation for the remainder of her years. “My name is Ellion. Call me that.”

She blinked rapidly, as if the order was as palatable as acid. That was clearly way too familiar for her, a female who had been trained to fear and obey him from birth as a direct emissary of the Axis. “Are you certain?”

Oh, yes. Secretly, he hated being called an overseer. “I’m not your overseer anymore.”

“Then what are you?” she asked without looking at him. Her attention moved back to her new surroundings, but she must have sensed his hesitation because she clarified. “If you’re not my overseer, what are you to me?”

Ellion’s gaze moved over the straight set of Turi’s shoulders and the shining length of her hair. A curl of possessiveness wrapped around his ribs and pulled. At the same time, the gravity of what he’d done by bringing her here was sinking in. The secrets he would have to keep from this female for the rest of her life were staggering in number. “I don’t know,” he replied roughly. “I didn’t plan this.”

“What do you expect of me?” she asked with a grimace. “Now that I’m of fertile age, do you expect—?”

“I will not touch you.” He straightened his shoulders, cutting her off. “I expect you to respect my rules and my domain. I expect you to not interfere in my duties and keep out of the way.”

“I see.” Her face went unreadable. “I will do my best to obey, Overseer.”

“I told you not to call me that.”

“But the rules are the same.” She turned to him with wide, flinty eyes. “Why should the titles change?”

Ellion’s lips twitched as he rose to his feet. “Come. I will take you to your quarters.”

This female was far more interesting than he bargained for. The spirits of most Terians were stamped out by her age, but Turi’s blazed hot and strong and resilient. He hoped he wouldn’t be the one to break it.
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The overseer’s fortress was stunning and beautiful. He’d added some life to the inside with plants and some furniture, but the space still felt lonely. Empty. But then again, the overseer lived here alone. Of course it wouldn’t feel full of life. He had to be lonely. Even on her farm she had other females to spend time with, talk to, care about.

She nodded as he led her to a corridor and onto a platform that miraculously moved them upward through a shaft. Turi clung to the railing as they ascended. Cool air whooshed around her and slight vertigo made her brace her feet apart.

“It’s called a lift,” Ellion said. “Just a faster way of moving through the fortress. I’ll show you how to use them tomorrow, after you’ve eaten and rested.”

Turi was incredibly curious about how this worked. It was apparent that things in the fortress worked vastly different than they did at the settlement, where if something wasn’t done by hand, it wasn’t done at all. They got off when the lift stopped. He led her down a wide hallway where only a few doors dotted the wall. The surfaces were made of the same silvery material, marked with symbols and images as the room they’d just been in.

“This room is unoccupied,” he said, placing his hand on a silver square beside the door. “I hope you’ll be comfortable here.”

“Aren’t all of these unoccupied?” she asked as the door opened.

He pointed to the door at the end of the hall. “No. I am in that one.”

“Oh.” Their bedrooms were close. It didn’t matter. He stated that he would not touch her and she believed him. Not once had she heard of an overseer being intimate or even flirting with one of the Terians. If the Axis had declared it forbidden, it was not done. “What duties will you assign to me?”

He blinked. “None. You don’t need to work here.”

Turi frowned, wondering how time would be spent while she lived with this male, in this enormous fortress, for the rest of her life. “I will do…nothing?”

“I would have thought you’d like a break from work,” he said. “That rest would be welcome.”

“It is, but not forever.” She straightened her shoulders. “I will need something to do.”

He looked perplexed. His brows drew together in an elegant frown. “Fine. We’ll find something. For now, I expect you to rest. I’ll have food brought to you and new clothing.” His large hand came out toward her. Turi’s first instinct was to flinch away, but she held still, determined to not show fear. His fingers gently rubbed her cheek. Firm pads slid over her skin, leaving tingling warmth in their wake. It felt as if the vertigo from the lift struck again as the world tilted just enough to make her forget the horrible events of the day, just for a moment.

Then, his hand was gone and he stepped back with a guarded expression. “I’ll send someone to show you how to use the bathing room.” His voice was like gravel. “You’re filthy.”

Turi tucked her chin as embarrassment flooded her. Of course, he was wiping dirt off her face. She was a mess. Everyone was a mess at the settlement. No one had time or resources to bathe properly, but the few times she’d seen the overseer, he’d always been clean and well groomed. He lived here, after all. Her brain didn’t have a chance to process who this “someone” was that would be coming to help her before he nodded and the door slid shut behind her, sealing her inside.

With a shaky breath, she looked around her new room. “Fek,” she murmured.

This wasn’t just a room. It was larger than her entire family home at the settlement. The walls were dark gray and a thick carpet lined the floor. Turi immediately took off her shoes and moaned as her toes sank into the thick white plush. No one had been in here for a long time, as the furnishings were bare and few. A bed without pillows or blankets sat against the wall in what appeared to be a sleeping nook. Otherwise, there was nothing in the room at all. A glass door to one side led to the bathing room, which contained some obvious facilities, but a large metal tub with a control pad on the wall was indeed too complicated-looking to try out without help.

The room was quiet. No, silent. No creaking floorboards from family members coming and going. No sound of the heat generator kicking on and off. No voices. No clinking dishes. Nothing. A large window revealed the dying rays of light as the evening took over. Turi stood in the middle of the empty part of the room with her feet sunk in a carpet that would have made a fine bed back at the settlement.

She tilted her head as she caught the sound of voices in the hallway outside. It was him, of course—the overseer—and a female with a strange-sounding voice. They were speaking quietly enough that she couldn’t make out the words, but there was little doubt they were talking about her. Arguing, maybe. There was an intense tone to their voices.

All of a sudden, the events of the day collapsed into her like a void, taking the breath from her lungs and hollowing out her empty belly. With a sob, she crossed to the large bed and curled up in the middle of it.

There was only so much someone could take. So much shock and fear and change and loss. She could still hear her friends’ cries as they were taken away. Her own mingling with theirs. And now here she was, lying on an absurdly soft bed in a warm room—not being forced into a bonding—while her friends were being taken to an auction. Then again, the overseer was right—Terian females were resilient by necessity and stronger than most expected. Turi could only hope that they made life difficult for anyone who crossed them. That they found safety and happiness somewhere. Turi ran out of tears in the dark alcove. Her body shuddered and a strong sleepiness passed over her that felt like a drug, making her mind and body heavy.

“Hush, now. Go to sleep,” said a soft female voice in a whisper, but Turi wasn’t sure if it was real or an invention of her mind.

She fell asleep, but when she awoke there was a blanket over her body and a pillow under her head. The alcove was still dark, but it was windowless and it was difficult to tell the time of day from the light in the rest of the room. She sat up slowly, relaxed but disoriented, rubbing a hand over her face. Looking down, she saw a light blue shift in a soft fabric instead of her threadbare clothes. Her hands were clean. Even the nail beds free of dirt. There was a small table beside the bed holding a tray with food and a glass of water.

It took a moment, then panic hit hard and fast. She made to leap off the bed, but a black, shapeless form no taller than her waist, was positioned near the foot of it. It looked like it held something in its dark murky form, but Turi wasn’t paying attention. She let out a garbled cry and sprang backward, slamming her back against the wall.

“A specter,” she gasped. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

“I won’t,” came a whispery, female-sounding reply. “I’m just—”

The thing was speaking to her. Turi covered her face with her hands. This was all too much. Too strange and too frightening. “This is a dream,” she decided, dropping her hands. “I must be dreaming.”

The black shadow shape seemed to let out a sigh and reshape itself. It elongated and became a being that resembled Turi, with legs, arms, a head, and even long hair. It was still a shadow, however, and featureless. It reached up and appeared to tug on its ear. “You didn’t warn her,” the creature said in a chiding tone. “You’d better get in here before she hurts herself.”
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Turi couldn’t curl herself into a tighter ball. She pressed her nails into her palms hard enough for it to hurt. Hard enough to wake her up, but the dream remained and so did the sting in her hands.

Moments later the door opened and Ellion strode in. He was dressed the same as when Turi last saw him, but wore a shirt this time.

“What is happening?” he demanded with a scowl on his face.

The shadow creature appeared to put her hands on her hips. “I told you you should have told her about me. Look how scared she is.”

“It slipped my mind,” he said, turning his glare to Turi.

“What’s going on here?” She placed a hand on her chest as her heart beat a frantic, wild pace. “Where are my clothes?”

Ellion took a deep breath. “This is not a monster or a specter or any creature here to hurt you. This is Ara and she is to assist you. And if you’re referring to the rags you were wearing, she took them away, cleaned you up and dressed you for sleep.”

“How did I sleep through that?” Turi wanted to know.

“You were tired,” Ellion said. “Ara helped you fall asleep, but you stayed that way on your own.”

Turi didn’t want to know how this creature “helped” her fall asleep. “For how long?”

“Twenty-six hours. Ara is here to help you get your bearings. She can answer questions and keep you company.”

“Is she your slave?” Turi asked, recoiling in disgust.

“No,” Ellion replied. “She’s a friend and she does work for me.”

Turi shivered. “You’re not a—a specter?” she asked Ara. “A spirit of the dead?”

“No, I’m very much alive.” The shadow being appeared to straighten up with an air of indignity. “I am a member of the Skrac species. We’ve been here much longer than your people.”

“What do you mean?” Turi asked. “Terians have always been on this planet.”

Ellion held up a hand and gave Ara a warning look. “The point is, Ara is here to help you acclimate to living at the fortress, not harm you.”

Turi relaxed and gazed at Ara with cautious wonderment. “The Riests told us that you are vengeful spirits who eat the living, and that we should fear you.”

Ara snorted. “Your Riests are wrong about a lot of things.”

This being didn’t seem dangerous at all. She’d scolded the overseer and received no punishment. She clearly had the Riests’ number. Turi gave a tentative smile, deciding to be open-minded about this Skrac. “I agree with that.”

“I did clean you, but it wasn’t thorough, if you know what I mean. You’ll want a bath. Here are some clothes to change into.” Ara tossed the bundle she held onto the bed. “We’ll get you more later, but this was all I could find at short notice.”

Turi looked at the tumble of soft, colorful fabrics. “Oh, that’s far too fine for me. I can wear my own clothes.”

“You’ll not be getting that clothing back,” Ellion said. “Your settlement life is over.”

Turi eyed the garments skeptically as she took in his words. They sounded very final. “These look far too beautiful.”

“This will be hard for you to accept,” Ellion said, crossing his arms. “You are a resident of my fortress now. The rules are different here.”

Turi reached out and touched the clothes, rubbing the soft, thick fabric between her fingers. “Why is that?”

“Why is what?” Ellion asked.

“Why are the rules different? If such things are available to you, why can’t they be available to us in the settlement?” She looked up at him, her eyes filled with curiosity. “We’re suffering down there.”

He inclined his head. “That is the will of the Axis. I cannot question them.”

“So the Axis make us suffer.” She shook her head. “And you don’t ask why?”

Ara let out a whispered chuckle. “You chose one with spice, Ellion. I like her already.”

Ellion gave the shadow female a bland look before turning back to Turi. “There is much you don’t know. Things I can’t talk to you about, but there are reasons for all of it. I suggest you accept it and try to enjoy your life here. It will be more comfortable. I can promise you that.”

It didn’t appear that Ellion was in the mood for any more questions. He nodded to Turi, then Ara, then strode from the room.

Turi let out a sigh. “He’s so strange.”

“Just wait until you get to know him better,” said Ara. “You haven’t seen strange yet.”

“How long have you known him?” Turi asked, fascinated by the easy rapport between them.

“Ah.” Ara observed Turi for a moment before answering. “Longer than he knows.”

Turi shook out one of the garments, trying not to show the awe she was feeling just holding this beautifully woven fabric. “How is that possible?” She sighed. “You both talk in riddles.”

Ara sat on the edge of the bed, and Turi was surprised to see the mattress sink under her dark, featureless weight. She half expected Ara to have no substance and be the shadow she appeared to be, but this was a new world. Turi reminded herself to be prepared to be in a state of wonder most of the time. From the overseer actually having a name and a personality, to learning that the specters were not spirits of the dead at all, but just people, she was beginning to question everything she’d ever known. And this was likely just the beginning.

“You only just got here,” Ara said. “You can’t expect us to tell you all our secrets on the day you arrive.”

“I’d appreciate it if you would,” Turi muttered.

Ara chuckled again. “I do like you. You’re going to turn everything upside down, but maybe that’s okay.”

“How am I going to turn anything upside down?”

Ara tilted her dark head to the side. “You really have no idea, do you?”

“Apparently not.” Turi looked at Ara expectantly. “But I’d love to hear about it.”

Ara reached out and placed a shadowy hand on Turi’s knee. “Ellion likes you. He finds you interesting. And I suspect over time that interest will only grow. You stood out to him at the settlement. That’s very rare. Just…give him a chance, will you?”

A chance at what? Turi wanted to ask, but she was as fatigued of asking questions as Ellion apparently was of answering them. She shrugged, confused by Ara’s cryptic words. “Sure. I never had anything against the overseer. He never bothered us. We were terrified of him, of course.”

Turi got the impression that that wasn’t what Ara had been hoping to hear, but it was all she had in her. She was hungry, overwhelmed, and still tired, even after getting some sleep.

“You must be hungry. Why don’t you eat something? I’ll set up your bath, and then I’ll show you how everything works here,” Ara said. “After that, we’ll get a real meal.”

“I am hungry,” Turi admitted, noting the slight tremor in her hands as she ran her fingers over the bundle of clothes. They didn’t feel quite so alien anymore. “But I’m always hungry.”

“You won’t be anymore.” Ara’s voice was firm. “Ellion will take good care of you.”

“I suppose he has ample food here in the fortress while those of us in the settlements starve.” She held up a hand before Ara could reply. “And don’t tell me—it’s the will of the Axis.”

“The Axis is a powerful force, even over Ellion.” Ara shrugged one shoulder. “Now, come on. I’ll bring your breakfast—although it’s late afternoon—and you can soak away the rest of the stress and dirt from your ordeal.”

Ara followed Turi to the bathroom and helped her peel off the nightdress, waving away Turi’s noises about modesty. “I’m completely naked right now, Turi,” Ara said. “You don’t seem scandalized.”

“You don’t have…” Turi peered at her shadow face. “Do you have genitals?”

Ara laughed. “Of course. We reproduce like other organisms. Well, not exactly like them, but the concept is the same.”

Turi hung the nightdress on a hook with great care. “I guess I will never know, since I no longer have a mate to bond with.”

“From what I’ve seen of your would-be mate,” Ara said dryly, “you’re not missing much.”

“You knew him?” Turi asked, surprised.

“I, and a few others of my kind, help observe the settlements for Ellion. He’s pulled away often by Axis business or dealing with the Hecrons to the west who want to take back the land your people work for their own.”

Turi had no idea the “beasts,” as Sevas had called them, needed to be dealt with. “The overseer fights them himself?”

“He does when they can’t be reasoned with,” Ara replied. “Helps that he can change fully into a dragon. They are terrified of him. Still, he comes back wounded sometimes. Now, let me show you how to use this room. I’d be envious, if I had a form that needed to be washed.”

He fought for them? She had no idea that their safety was so tenuous.

Ara showed her around the bathroom as Turi pondered this new information about the overseer. There was a metal cylinder for taking waterless showers that seemed able to clean the body by some mystical force, an advanced technology she couldn’t comprehend. Ara provided a long and complex explanation for how it worked, but Turi struggled to follow along. It was a stark reminder of how little she knew about the world outside her farm and settlement. She could identify twenty different varieties of leaf shapes, but a device that could clean with a burst of air was beyond her understanding.

The large bathtub made more sense. Ara showed Turi how to add different scents to the water and various additives to soften the skin or heal a rash or even treat an injury.

When the instructions were done and Turi was alone in the room, she sank into the deep tub with the tray of food on the edge, trying to eat slowly while the water enveloped her. This was such a new experience—such profound luxury. She had never been submerged in water before, as she used her allotted amount for bathing sparingly. Water was scarce and needed for the crops. She’d planned to use her bathing water ration to prepare for her bonding ceremony but hadn’t had a chance to do so.

Turi emerged from the bathroom feeling like a different person. Her skin was smooth and soft, and smelled wonderful. It was like nothing she’d ever known before. The new clothes didn’t itch or pull, and they fit like they’d been made for her. The seams didn’t chafe her skin and they hadn’t been mended a dozen times.

“Much better,” Ara said. “You look like you just saw a ghost—a real one.”

“I don’t feel like me,” Turi said with a smile. “I’m comfortable.”

Ara laughed. “Good. That’s the idea. I guessed your size, but those look like they fit well enough.”

“Where did you get them?”

“The fortress has a fabricator—a machine that can make things to inputted parameters. It’s a handy gadget.”

Turi shook her head and looked down at the green and copper-toned clothes Ara had given her to wear. They were loose pants and a shirt, and soft-soled slippers that would last less than a day in the fields of the settlement. “They’re the most beautiful things I’ve ever worn.”

Ara shook her head. “And that’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” she quipped. “Let’s go down and get you a proper meal.”

After the luxury she’d experienced so far, Turi was half afraid to see what she’d be given to eat. Would it be some fat-rich meat that would make her sick? Maybe a feast that could fill every empty belly from her settlement.

Ara took her back on the lift where they came down to the main level, but led her through the main hall and to a square room with round lights hanging from the ceiling. In the center was a square table that looked as if it had risen up from the floor, and six scoop-shaped chairs. One of them was occupied.

“Welcome, Turi,” said the overseer, gesturing to the chair beside him. “Won’t you join me for a meal?”
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Turi looked as if she wanted to decline, but she swallowed thickly and stepped forward. Instead of the seat Ellion indicated, however, she sat across the table. “Sure. Thanks.”

He nodded to Ara, who unmolded from her Terian-like shape behind Turi and shifted into the amorphous shadow that was more natural for her. He watched Ara slip through the doorway and into the shadows beyond. Turi, who missed the transformation, turned and looked for her companion, seeming confused as to how the Skrac had left so quickly.

“I hope you feel better after your bath and a fresh set of clothes,” he said.

She gazed at the empty table, her expression distant. “I do, thanks.”

Ellion hadn’t planned on bringing Turi to dine with him. The plan had been to leave her alone, to let her adjust to life in the fortress, and for him to just get used to her presence here. But he’d become more eager to see her, more curious about her as she slept. He’d forgotten how very alone he’d been all these years. Since he took over this role from his predecessor, he had been without flesh-and-blood companionship. As much as Ellion valued his Skrac friends, he was not one of them. He was very much aware of that.

Turi was interesting, vibrant, and from what he knew of her—having observed everyone in his assigned settlements for all of their lives—she was intelligent, defiant, and resilient.

And beautiful. Without a layer of dirt, the loveliness of her shone through even clearer than it did before. He meant what he said—he had no intention of touching her. The Axis made it very clear that his role was guardian and warden, and that intimate relations with the Terians were forbidden. He had no idea what the consequences were for breaking that rule, but knowing the Axis and their collective vengeance, there would be a punishment.

If he was caught. Those insidious words slithered through him as he watched her brush back a long wave of blue hair. Brilliant gold spots sparkled at the center of her forehead, disappearing into her hairline. The clothing that had been made for her was more than suitable. It hugged her gentle curves, exposed her collarbones and revealed her long, elegant neck.

She looked up at him, then back to the table. “Are you certain we are here to eat?”

Ellion’s chest tightened. He had gotten lost in merely gazing at her. “Yes,” he replied, “I’m just taking in the transformation.”

Her gaze shot to his, then slid away. “Is it okay, then?” She ran her hand down one sleeve, a flicker of self-consciousness in her eyes. “How I look?”

“You’re perfect,” he replied, as lightly as he could through a slightly tight throat, and to change the rapidly intensifying scene, he placed a hand on the table where a flat black square waited. He pressed it, and their meals appeared on the table.

Turi gasped and recoiled from the covered plate in front of her. “What is this?” she asked.

“Nothing to fear,” he said gently, realizing he should have known how strange this would be for her. “I’ve merely transported our meals from the fabricator to here.” He showed her the square on the table. “The table itself is programmed to move food from one location to another.” He lifted the cover off his plate and a gentle waft of savory-scented steam filled the air. “See? Nothing is wrong with it.” He plucked a morsel from his plate and popped it in his mouth.

Warily, she did the same, chewing and swallowing slowly. Ellion had chosen a simple, bland meal, knowing that her diet had not been varied and she was not used to rich food—or much food at all. He rarely ate like this himself, and this was one of only a handful of times he’d actually used this room.

“There now,” he said gently. “Not so bad, right? It’s just food. And you need more of it.”

Her gaze was still furtive, but she lifted the utensils from the plate and began to eat more. They were five different types of foods, including a vegetable from the Bakaris system that he was particularly fond of. Turi ate without speaking, her brow furrowed, as if in serious contemplation.

Ellion watched, fascinated, as she methodically consumed the entire meal. It was a modest portion, considering her small meals up until now. Bombarding her with a feast would not only have been overwhelming but would have sickened her.

Finally, when she was done, Turi leaned back, placing a hand over her stomach and blinking at her empty plate. She placed her two-pronged fork carefully on the plate in the exact same position it had been when she picked it up.

“Well?” He folded his hands under his chin. “Did you enjoy that?”

“Yes,” she replied with a note of wonder. “I didn’t know food could be…pleasurable.”

Ellion raised his brows at her word choice. Somehow, that wasn’t what he was expecting, but there was definite enjoyment in her eyes and a softness around her lips.

“Well, I’m very glad it brought you pleasure.” He leaned back with a smile. “You deserve it.”

She let out a stifled laugh. “No, I don’t. At least not more than anyone else in my settlement.”

“I would disagree with that,” he countered. “You’re here because of the kindness you showed to a creature that the rest of your kind considered a pest to exterminate.” He placed his own fork down, touched the square on the table again, and the plates and utensils disappeared. “It’s not luck that you are here.”

Conflict moved over her face. “My plate…was transported back to wherever it came from?”

“That would be the fabricator, yes,” he explained. “But we do have kitchens here, if you ever wish to try cooking on your own. I enjoy it sometimes.”

“You do?” She sounded incredulous. “The overseer prepares his own food?”

He closed his eyes briefly. “My name is Ellion, and yes. When the mood strikes me, I prepare my own food.”

She leaned forward. “What else do you do?”

“Aside from watching over four settlements’ worth of Terians? I like to read. And I keep a journal.”

She nodded. “I like to draw.”

“Then I shall make sure you have drawing materials to use. If there’s anything you need here, simply ask.”

Turi’s eyes flickered with curiosity, a spark that seemed to chase away some of the wariness that had been her constant companion. “I’ve never cooked, only boiled rations,” she admitted quietly. “In my settlement, food was… It was just about survival. Nothing more.”

He nodded, understanding the stark reality she spoke of. “Here, you have the luxury to explore more than just survival. You can discover tastes and techniques, and I would very much like to try your creations.”

She seemed to ponder this, her gaze drifting away as if she were imagining the possibilities. “Maybe I could try,” she said hesitantly, a small smile playing on her lips. “I’d like to learn, perhaps start with something simple.”

“Of course,” he replied, mentally noting what he could set her up with. “We can start with a basic meal, and as you get more comfortable, we can experiment with different ingredients and cuisines. The galaxy is full of flavors that are open to you now that you’re not a—” He cut himself off sharply, about to admit her true status. “A Terian living in a settlement.”

Turi missed the near admission and smiled. For a moment, the shadows in her eyes lightened. “Thank you, Overseer,” she said. “You could have locked me in a cell.”

“For the last time, call me Ellion.” He raised one brow. “Or I will lock you in a cell.”

She paled, which made the gold spots on her forehead stand out starkly. “You will?”

He laughed. “Of course, not. I despise the title, that is all.”

“Then why do you hold it?” she asked.

It was a question Ellion couldn’t answer. He was the overseer of settlements 112-1 through 112-4 and that was that. It was what he knew. He reached up and rubbed the smooth metal plate behind his ear. “It’s what I am.”

She made a funny look at that. “You could be anything, but you chose a role you despise.”

Ellion didn’t recall it ever being a choice he made, but thinking on such a thing made his head hurt and an odd pressure form in his chest. Instead, he turned the conversation back to food and took comfort in Turi’s transformation from the timid, starved creature whom he’d brought here hours earlier to a more relaxed female who, maybe, one day would call him by his name. As the stars twinkled outside the window of the dining suite, he knew he wanted more of this. More of her. And the rules and doctrines of the Axis began to blur and crack, just a little. Just enough to make him wonder why he did their bidding in the first place.


SEVEN


Turi was used to waking up before dawn. The bed was too soft, the room too quiet, and her mind too full of questions and revelations. She slipped out from under the covers and padded barefoot across the plush carpet to the window. The fortress was silent, save for the occasional hum of machinery that she was slowly becoming accustomed to. Outside, the darkness of the early dawn was punctuated by the blinking out of distant stars and the soft glow of the planet’s three moons. It was a view she could never have imagined from the confines of her settlement.

She turned away from the window and looked around her room. The room was more furnished now, after six days of Turi being there. Comfortable sofas and chairs were arranged in the large main area, with a small ion fireplace for her alone. Ara said Ellion installed the module because he’d seen Turi sitting by the large one in the central hall. One wall was a storage closet, which Turi didn’t know in the beginning, and she had a nice selection of clothes to choose from.

Ara had become a constant companion, assisting her with navigating the various rooms and functionalities of the fortress. The Skrac had left a small device on a table by the door. It was a communication device, she’d been told, should she need anything during the night. Turi wasn’t brave enough to try using it yet, but she still marveled at the technology that was commonplace here in the fortress.

She was no longer bound by the rules of the settlement, no longer confined to the fields and the small, cramped house she had shared with her family, and already, that life felt farther and farther away. Here, she could wander without fear of punishment or censure.

Turi dressed quickly in the new, soft clothes and stepped out into the hallway. There were two fabricators in the fortress, and she headed for the closest one on the fourth level. There, she found a large mess hall, filled with tables and chairs that were all empty. It looked as if many people once lived there, but the fortress was always eerily quiet. The only sound the soft whisper of air circulating through the vents. She walked slowly, running her fingers along the cool, silver walls, feeling the subtle hum of energy beneath her touch.

She fabricated a breakfast of warm porridge and added sweet fruits that Turi had never tasted before, enjoying the flavors and marking it as a favorite. The large kitchen was where Ellion had said she could try cooking, if she wished. Presently, it sat quiet and untouched. The large, sleek metal ovens and stoves were far too intimidating to try using on her own.

It was a good morning for exploring. Ara was nowhere to be seen. Ellion was absent, as he often was, so she explored. The lower levels of the fortress were still a mystery. The lift carried her down smoothly, and she stepped out into a dimly lit corridor. At the end of the hall, a soft, ambient light spilled out from an open doorway. Curiosity pulled her forward, and she peeked inside.

She let out a gasp and took in the room before her. It was vast, filled with rows upon rows of shelves, each one overflowing with books, tablets, and strange objects she couldn’t begin to identify. The scent of old paper and the cool hum of the digital tablets filled the air with a sense of awe and possibility.

Turi stepped inside, her footsteps muffled by the thick carpet. She wandered around, cautiously at first, then bolder. She fingered the spines of old bound books, her gaze tracing the intricate patterns on the covers and the faint embossed letters that held a world of stories and knowledge. The air was thick with the scent of aged paper and the faint, metallic tang of technology.

It had to be a library, but she’d only heard of them from stories of old times, before things became lean and hard at the settlement. Turi gaped in awe at the expansive library, overwhelmed by the sheer number of books, files, and tablets. The knowledge contained within those shelves was staggering. She yearned to read and learn, but reading was forbidden by anyone other than Riests, and even they were only permitted to read certain texts, as dictated by the Axis.

“Do you like to read?” Ellion’s voice came from behind her, startling a yelp out of her. He leaned against the doorway, wings folded behind him and a small smile playing on his lips.

“I…I can’t read,” she admitted. “You know we aren’t allowed.”

“I wondered if you found a way. Others have, in the past.”

“You knew this and you didn’t punish them?”

Ellion shrugged. “I exercise discretion in what I choose to notice in the settlements. If I didn’t, all my time would be spent administering punishments.” His expression softened. “Would you like to learn to read?”

The idea was both thrilling and daunting. “Am I allowed to, now?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

“I don’t see why not,” he replied. “You are no longer living in a settlement.”

“Then, yes.” She raised her chin as a sudden wave of excitement moved through her. “I’d like that very much.”

He stepped further into the library, his presence somehow making the vast room feel intimate. “Then I will teach you.”

Turi’s pulse kicked up a notch at the sound of his deep, confident voice. “Thank you…Ellion.”

Ellion smiled and his face lost its harsh lines for a moment. His eyes twinkled with pleasure as his gaze moved over her in a faintly possessive way that made her shiver. “Very well.” He walked to one of the shelves and selected a slim book with a red leather cover. “We’ll start with something simple.” He handed it to her, and their fingers brushed briefly. Turi’s breath caught at the sudden warmth that passed between them. She quickly schooled her features, not wanting to reveal the unexpected sensation.

“What language are these books written in?” Turi asked, following him to a bench between two shelves.

“Dendian. It is the most commonly spoken language of the quadrant,” he said. “We are speaking it right now. I suspect it will be easy for you once you put the symbols together with the sounds.”

They sat and Ellion tapped the cover of the book he’d handed her. “It’s a simple, whimsical volume of poems, mostly about the stars. Some are of love. The words are easy and you should find it entertaining.”

She didn’t know what poems were, exactly, but she settled beside him, close enough to feel the heat of his body beside hers. To breathe in the scent of him. She liked sitting next to him. She no longer felt such fear in his presence. Turi was more comfortable around him. Just the fact that she’d called him by his name, rather than “Overseer,” was a big step. She saw the effect it had on him.

“Open the book,” he said. “Let us begin with the first poem.”

She nodded and did as he said. Her fingers moved the pages with great care, as if they were fragile, delicate things. Her mouth was tense, because this thing she was doing was strictly forbidden in the place where she’d spent most of her life. The Axis might disapprove of this, but if Ellion wasn’t worried, neither was she. Her gaze moved eagerly to the symbols on the pages. Her heart beat hard with excitement. Soon, everything in this incredible library would be open for her. To learn.

Perhaps the years ahead of living in this fortress would not pass as slowly and dully as she’d feared at first. Her skin tingled at the sound of Ellion’s deep, gravelly voice as he patiently began reading the symbols, pointing out each and sounding them out. She resisted the urge to lean closer. Perhaps the years ahead would not be as lonely as she feared, either.


EIGHT


Ellion found himself looking forward to the mornings with an eagerness he hadn’t felt in years. Teaching Turi to read had become the highlight of his day. They would meet in the library after breakfast, and for a few hours, he would guide her through the intricacies of the Dendian language. She was a fast learner. Her mind was sharp and curious, and her progress was astonishing.

One morning, as they sat side by side on the bench, their shoulders touching, Ellion pointed to a word on the page. “This is the symbol for ‘journey.’ I would say you have been on one of those yourself.”

Turi studied the word and repeated it, her voice soft but confident. She looked up at him with bright eyes and skin flushed with excitement. “I think I’m starting to understand. The symbols are like a map, and each one leads to a sound, and the sounds come together to make the words we speak.”

Ellion smiled. He agreed with her analogy. “Exactly. You’re doing incredibly well, Turi.”

Her face glowed with pride. “Thank you, Ellion.”

His heart skipped a beat at the sound of his name on her lips. He never grew tired of it. It was such a simple thing, but it meant so much to him. He knew he was starting to care for Turi. She was not just a responsibility, but a friend. No. He would not lie to himself. He saw her as much more than a friend.

As the days had turned into weeks, Ellion found himself even more drawn to Turi’s intelligence, her kindness, and her resilience. He found himself wanting to spend more time with her. When he was pulled away from the fortress to attend to business at the settlements or to negotiate yet again with the Hecrons to the west, he just yearned to return to the fortress where she was. He looked forward to their meals together, their conversations, and their laughter. He found himself sharing his scant stories about his past, something he’d never done with anyone else.

One evening, after a particularly lively discussion about the history of the galaxy, Turi looked at him with a soft, thoughtful expression. “You know, Ellion,” she said, “you’re not at all like I thought you would be.”

He raised an eyebrow, curious. “Oh? And what did you think I would be like?”

She shrugged, a small smile playing on her lips. “Cold. Distant. Cruel, even.”

“I see,” he replied, his voice low. “And now?”

Turi’s smile widened, and her eyes sparkled with warmth. “Now, I think you’re kind. And patient. And…surprisingly funny.”

Ellion laughed, a deep, genuine sound that filled the room. “I’m glad I could surprise you, Turi.”

She chuckled, her shoulders shaking with amusement. “You certainly did. I never would have imagined that the overseer could be so…Terian.”

His laughter faded and he looked at her, his expression serious. “I’m not Terian, Turi. I’m a Zaruxian. And I am still the overseer of your former settlement.”

She tilted her head and a shadow crossed her features. “But you’re more than that.”

Ellion hesitated, unsure of how to respond. He had never talked about his true role with anyone, not even Ara. But there was something about Turi that made him want to open up, to share the truth with her.

“It’s complicated,” he finally admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “There are things you don’t know about the Terian settlements. Things the Axis have forbidden me from telling anyone.”

“I understand.” Turi’s eyes tightened, but she didn’t press him for more information. Instead, she reached out and gently touched his arm, her fingers warm and comforting. “Will you tell me one day?”

He covered her hand with his own, his thumb tracing small circles on her skin. “I don’t know, Turi. It would change…everything.”

How did one tell the female he cared for above all else that she and her people were—technically—inmates in a penal colony? That an invading species pillaged their home world and defeated them centuries ago, and the survivors were put here to suffer? He was more than an overseer—he was their warden.

He cared for Turi. He was glad she was here and selfishly pleased that circumstances had thrust her into his life. She was not a responsibility, but, one day, she could be his mate, if she so wished it. That was against the rules. Utterly forbidden by the Axis. Even though Turi lived with him at the fortress, she was still a prisoner. She would always be a prisoner, despite the change in her status. But just then, none of that mattered.

He leaned in. His eyes locked on hers. Everything stood still in a single charged moment. Then, slowly, he leaned closer. His lips barely touched hers as he breathed in the unmistakable scent of arousal. She wanted this. The knowledge of it rammed through him like a shock of raw power. Need curled in his gut as she leaned toward him, eyes fluttering closed.

His wings extended and the one closest to her instinctively curved around her. He slid a hand around her waist, pulling her closer. She didn’t resist. Her tongue came out and wetted her lips and his cock throbbed against the confines of his pants. Hunger snapped and dragon fire burned under his collarbones. This was like nothing he’d ever felt before. Nothing he’d even imagined was within the realm of feelings he could have.

For a fleeting moment, everything was perfect. The weight of his duties, the secrets he kept, the rules he was breaking—all of it faded away, leaving only the two of them in this stolen moment.

But reality was not so kind as to let them linger. A harsh, grating sound echoed through the fortress, shattering the silence and jerking Ellion back to reality. He reared back, swallowing hard with ragged breaths as Turi’s face flamed with a dark flush, and listened to the sound that he knew all too well. Someone was at the entrance doors, demanding attention.

Turi looked up at him. Her voice was as rough as he felt. “What is that?”

“Someone’s at the main doors.” His voice was grim. He rose to his feet, already knowing who it was likely to be. The Riests had been dealing with a lot of angry Terian males. As Ellion had feared, the disappearance of the six females had caused an uproar in the settlements. Not only was Settlement 112-1 in disorder, but the two other settlements who had males expecting mates were upset, too. The Riests had done their best to quiet the people, but it wasn’t working. Ellion had met with the Riests several times since the abduction, but he couldn’t disclose what truly happened to the females.

And now the Riests were here, at his door. For them to come all the way up the cliffs to the fortress meant things were becoming a crisis.

As Ellion strode towards the main entrance, he could feel Turi following close behind. “Stay hidden behind me,” he said, knowing it would be hard for her to do so. The entrance was wide open and well lit. He knew she wouldn’t stay out of the way completely. She was stubborn and brave, and she deserved to know what was happening to her people.

The massive double doors slid open as Ellion approached, revealing three red-hatted Riests standing on the threshold. Their faces were stern, their eyes tight. At their head stood the High Riest, his expression particularly grave.

“Overseer,” the High Riest said, bowing low. “Please forgive our grave discourtesy of coming to your home.”

Ellion crossed his arms and held his wings high and out just enough to be intimidating. His body still pounded with desire. His breath still came hard. “Speak quickly, Terians,” he said, infusing enough annoyance in his voice to dispel any thoughts they had of lingering.

Another round of bowing. “We beseech you for an explanation regarding the six females who have disappeared from Settlement 112-1. The people are confused and sickened by the loss and there is rampant fear that more will vanish.”

Ellion stood tall and scowled down at them in a display of authority. He despised these males but understood the role they played. “As I told you when last we met, I am aware of the situation,” he replied. “I have nothing new to tell you.”

The High Riest wrung his hands. “Please, Overseer. It has been weeks. What are we to tell the people? Our birth rates are already depressed. The loss of six females of breeding age will make it harder to meet the Axis’ demands as we have fewer hands to work the crops and fewer offspring to put to work.”

Ellion’s eyes narrowed. He was well aware of the Axis’ demands. There were plenty of them on him, as well. “The Axis also demand thoroughness and accuracy,” he countered. “I will not provide incorrect information based on speculation.”

“Females are being locked indoors and can’t work, or hobbled on both hands and feet. Even the children,” a different Riest said. “Most people believe the females ran away, but if they had, you would have found them, Overseer.”

Ellion’s jaw went tight. He knew that news of the conditions of the females would provoke a reaction from Turi. As he feared, she let out a surprised gasp.

The High Riest’s gaze flicked to the space behind him, where Turi remained out of sight. “What was that?” he demanded. “Is a settlement female here in the fortress?”

Ellion flared his wings, shielding Turi from the High Riest’s scrutiny. “That is not your concern,” he said firmly. “She is under my protection and is not involved in this matter.”

The High Riest’s face reddened as he shook his head, appearing to be stuck between outrage and confusion. “All Terian females are our concern, Overseer. They are the life and future of our settlements.”

“And yet you treat them like animals whose only use is to breed and toil,” Ellion snarled back, causing the Riests to step back in fear. “If you valued them at all, you would treat them like the precious creatures they are, instead of binding their legs so they can’t walk and not allowing them even the right to have a choice in their own mates.” Ellion’s patience was wearing thin. He could feel the anger rising within him—anger that came with dealing with the Riests and the Axis and the endless rules and secrets. “I suggest you return to your settlement. Tell the people that it’s unlikely these females will return,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “The Axis are aware of the situation. They have nothing to tell you, and neither do I.”

The High Riest seemed to sense that he had pushed Ellion far enough. He took another step back and gathered his robes and cloak around him. “Very well,” he said with a bow and a surreptitious look around Ellion to find the source of that female gasp. “But the settlements cannot endure more losses, Overseer. Our situation is dire.”

“Then perhaps the Riests can lower themselves to work the soil,” Ellion said coldly.

The look of horror on their faces was irritating, to say the least. They were prisoners, too, although they didn’t know it. Nothing separated them from the average farmer whom they punished for breaking rules made to subjugate them.

“Yes, Overseer. We apologize for disturbing you.” With that, the group of Riests turned and slunk away, their red hats disappearing into the distance. Ellion watched them go, jaw clenched and hands curled into fists at his sides.

Behind him, Turi let out a soft sigh. “They’re gone,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ellion turned to face her, his expression softening. “Yes,” he said. “For now.”

Turi’s brow furrowed with worry. “I’m sorry I made a noise,” she said. “What they’re doing to the females of the settlements is wrong. None of them deserve such treatment.”

His fists tightened. “I know.”

“The things you said, about how they should treat us.” She swallowed and looked up at him with wide, bright green eyes. “That we’re precious. Did you mean it?”

“Every word.” Ellion reached out, gently cupping her cheek in his hand. “I’ll find a way to make this right,” he promised. “For them. For all of us.”

There were no rules for a Terian taken from her settlement. He’d make them himself, and if anyone tried to take Turi from him… The thought of it made his dragon fire burn deep in his throat. Let them try, he thought to himself. She is mine.


NINE


Before the Riests had shown up, Turi had settled into a comfortable routine in the fortress. She spent her mornings learning to read with Ellion, her afternoons exploring the library or trying her hand at cooking in the kitchen, and her evenings chatting with Ara or watching the stars from her bedroom window. The initial shock and fear of her abrupt change in circumstances had worn off, replaced by a sense of curiosity and a hunger to learn. She didn’t miss the settlement, but the only thing that always hurt was wondering and worrying about what happened to her friends.

Ellion was a patient and encouraging teacher. He never rushed her or showed frustration when she struggled with a particular word or symbol. Instead, he would simply smile and say, “Take your time, Turi. Learning is not a race.” She looked forward to their lessons, not just for the knowledge she gained, but also for the time spent with him. His presence was calming, and the deep timbre of his voice as he read aloud was addictive. She was reading advanced books, now, choosing science and astronomy, literature and history. There wasn’t a topic Turi didn’t want to learn about, and she soaked in everything, trying to make up for lost time when she wasn’t permitted to even look at written symbols.

After the Riests’ disturbing revelation about the settlement females, Turi took herself to the kitchen, attempting to recreate a dish Ellion had described from his travels. She played a tune in her head she’d heard Ara sing, to distract herself. The melody was foreign yet soothing. The kitchen was as messy as her mind, with ingredients scattered on the counters and utensils tossed about, but she didn’t mind. She found working helped her process this new knowledge about the conditions the females at the settlements now faced.

Also, there was that kiss she’d shared with Ellion. It hadn’t been one-sided. He’d kissed her and she’d kissed him back. It had been the most incredible and dreamlike thing she’d ever experienced. Part of her wondered if it really happened or if it was imagined. Kissing Ellion was a full-body flood of sensations. Surely, that wasn’t normal.

Ellion entered the kitchen, his wings folding neatly behind him as he leaned against the doorway. His scales lay flat and only noticeable in certain light, when it hit and they glimmered purple. He pushed back his dark hair and watched her with guarded eyes. He was just too handsome, too powerful, for someone like Turi. She was a small Terian who questioned everything and was, admittedly, a terrible cook. “Hello, Ellion,” she said.

“Something smells…interesting,” he said with a small smile.

Turi looked up from the lumpy dough she was kneading. “I’m trying to make those bread twists you mentioned. The ones with the seeds?”

He raised an eyebrow, impressed. “Need any help?”

She shook her head. “They’re going to turn out awful, but I don’t care. I just needed to keep my hands busy.”

Ellion pushed off from the doorway and approached the counter. He stood close to her, his arm brushing against hers as he reached for the dough. “I can keep your hands busy,” he said, lifting hers from the dough and holding them in both of his. His hands were strong and sure, and Turi went still, caught in the spell of…whatever this was between them. They had kissed. Sort of. No, they had. And during that brief moment, the world had fallen away and there had only been the two of them. No Axis. No settlements. Nothing.

But reality was back and so were feelings that were confusing and frightening. “About what happened in the library,” she said thickly. “It can’t happen again. You said the Axis don’t permit us to—to…do things.”

His dark glittering eyes gazed into hers. Light played on the tops of his high cheekbones. “And what sort of things would we do, Turi?”

“I’m well aware of what mates do together.” Her brows snapped together at the silky tone of his voice. If he thought he could break down her resolve with that low, gravelly voice, he was wrong. “We’re educated on that, at least, so we’re not surprised when our mate takes us into bonding. It wouldn’t work. We’re not even the same species.”

He raised one brow. “It would most definitely work, Turi, but I agree with you on one point.”

“What is that?” Her chin came up.

“The Axis don’t permit overseers to have relations with Terians.” He swallowed and his eyes lit with something new—vulnerability. “So if we decide to continue what began in the library, we need to be very careful that they don’t find out.”

She tilted her head. “How does that work? Do the Axis have spies here? Do they watch you?”

He reached up and rubbed a spot behind his ear. Through his thick hair, she caught a glimpse of something shining, like metal on his head. “They don’t have spies here, and I’ve found no surveillance equipment. They leave me alone as long as everything goes smoothly in the settlements.”

Her belly tightened. “But things are not going smoothly in the settlements. It takes a big crisis for Riests to make the trek to your fortress, and one of those Riests was from a settlement other than mine.” She squeezed his hands, feeling his rapid heartbeat beneath her knuckles. The urge to lean into him was so strong, she shuddered. “We can’t risk it.”

He closed his eyes as a look of agony crossed his features and he seemed to come to a decision. “You’re right, my wise female. We can’t. As much as I desire otherwise, I will not touch you again.” Still, he drew her hands up to his mouth and kissed her fingers. “I will not have you taken from my side, even if I must deny the feelings I have for you.”

It was a surprise to hear him put it so plainly. Turi drew in a breath, taking in his words and their meaning. He was confessing something, here. Something big. He wanted her with him, no matter what. And he wanted her as more than a friendly companion. The attraction she felt was shared. He wanted her, desired her.

He stepped back, releasing her hands and the break of contact left an ache that Turi gasped from. “It’s for the best if we not see each other,” she said, her throat tight. “I can read very well on my own, now.”

“Yes, you can.” He sounded like he was in pain. “If this is what you wish, I respect it. Knowing you are here in the fortress with me will have to be enough, at least for now. The library is yours, of course. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to tell Ara so she can inform me.”

She felt numb, lost, chest tightening around her heart like a shrinking cage. “Thank you. I will.”

He shifted away, toward the door. “Answer me one question.”

“Yes?” Her voice was breathless.

“If the Axis didn’t exist and we were free to do as we wished, would you still be sending me away?”

Turi closed her eyes. Just the thought of a reality such as that brought on tears of longing. Her answer was simple. Honest. “No.”

“I see.” His voice was edged with steel. “Thank you, Turi.”

And he was gone, leaving her with those words, which felt oddly unresolved. What did he mean by that question? The Axis did exist, and they would forever be at the center of their lives. They had always been up there, a swirling vortex in the sky, and they were not going anywhere. Neither were Ellion and Turi. Whatever may have started in the library was finished. Turi tossed the botched dough into the recycler and began cleaning up the mess she’d made. Cleaning up the mess of her heart would be another matter.


TEN


Ellion strode into the communications room, his wings tucked tightly against his back in agitation. He had to speak to the Axis, to try and appease them and find a solution to the unrest in the settlements, and he was due for his weekly report, anyway. The room was dimly lit, the air cool and filled with the low hum of machines. A large screen dominated one wall, displaying the convoluted security codes that always came with contacting the Axis.

The codes were received and a white pulse rhythmically flooded the room with too-bright light, acknowledging Ellion’s presence. “Axis, I have a report,” he said.

The pulse didn’t abate as a cold, mechanical voice filled the room. “Overseer of settlements 112-1 to 112-4 of Penal Colony 5-11B, we have been expecting your report. The last shipment of crops from the Terian settlements was subpar. They have not made their quota for the month.”

Ellion’s jaw tightened. “I am aware of the shortfall. Colder than expected temperatures stunted the crops in the beginning of the growing season—as I reported at the time. Also, the disappearance of the six females has caused unrest and disrupted the workflow.”

“That is not our concern,” the Axis replied, the voice devoid of emotion. “You are the overseer. Ensure the settlements meet their quotas. Quell unrest by any means necessary.”

Ellion’s jaw clenched as he fought to conceal the anger in his voice. “The Terians are not machines. What would you have me do to them?” he asked flippantly. “Beat them? Kill them? That would only deplete the workforce further.”

“You forget what they are,” the Axis countered. “The products they send us are worthless. Their status as prisoners is all that matters. They are meant to suffer. The Axis are paid to see that discomfort is central to their existence as inmates of Penal Colony 5-11B.”

Ellion couldn’t conjure anything remotely civil in reply. Even though he knew all this, hearing it said so coldly and factually made his dragon’s blood burn hot. “Acknowledged.”

“We have noted an anomaly in your fortress. A Terian female resides there. Explain.”

Ellion was hoping they did not yet know about Turi. He should have expected they did, despite no obvious surveillance devices. The Axis knew enough to keep everyone on edge. “She was part of the group that was taken by the Rasharks as payment. I had one of them under personal protection. Having contact with an outside species left her unable to return to the settlement so I brought her to the fortress.”

“What is her function there?” came the question that had Ellion’s claws extending.

He swallowed back dragon fire and fought the sudden urge to transform to his dragon form. That was how much he wanted to shield Turi from the Axis. “She will be used as a servant. My Skrac slave is training her.”

“Usage is approved.” There was a pause, then the Axis spoke again, the voice like ice. “Her presence is tolerated, for now. You are forbidden from offering special protections to any Terians in the future, however. They are not to interfere with your duties, Overseer. They are your first and only priority.”

Ellion’s hands clenched into fists. “My duties,” he echoed, the words tasting bitter on his tongue, “will not be affected.”

“Your response is satisfactory,” the cold, mechanical voice said. “We will take the Terian response to the removal of six females into our equation and determine how many can be harvested in the future without inciting unrest.”

Ellion stood rigidly before the pulsing screen of the Axis. All he knew of the group of shadowy figures was that they held profound power in this sector of space. In the past, statements like this by the Axis wouldn’t have affected him. The Terians were a herd he kept watch over and sometimes disciplined. But now, knowing Turi, he questioned all he had been told by the Axis.

Yes, they were prisoners. Inmates of Penal Colony 5-11B, but they had done nothing to earn this. If ancestors of theirs had, well, that debt had long been paid. “Acknowledged,” Ellion said flatly.

“This ends Report 8994-38 given by Overseer of settlements 112-1 to 112-4 of Penal Colony 5-11B,” the Axis’ communication said. “Transmission end.”

The white pulsing stopped. Ellion was left alone in the dimly lit communication chamber. He let out a breath, his muscles tense with pent-up frustration and anger. The rules, the restrictions, the constant surveillance—it was all becoming too much. He rubbed his eyes in an effort to fend off the headache that had sprung in his temples. The session with the Axis had been frustrating. They would never take steps to make the Terians’ existence more bearable. He remembered a time when it wasn’t this bad. When he heard laughter in the settlements. When there were flowers, and bondmates were chosen of mutual agreement, not with hobbles and forced matings.

A sharp pain pierced through Ellion’s head, where that metal implant was. He winced and held a hand over the spot as a memory came to mind. It was not his. Nothing in his experience with the Terians included fat, giggling babies and overflowing stores of food like the scene in his mind. In it, the sky was bright. The star, Purrik, which provided most of the light on the planet, was unobstructed. Now, the Axis’ communications relay—that swirling abomination in the sky—sat in front of it, blocking the light and making it harder for plants to grow. The image faded, but the pain in Ellion’s head did not.

The door to the chamber slid open and Ara slipped in, her shadowy form barely visible in the low light. “Is it over?” she asked, her voice a soft whisper.

Ellion turned to face her, thankful for a friend. “Yes, finally.”

“Did you have to call me a slave to them again?” Ara rose up to her Terian-shaped form, probably to be able to show expression in her gestures. The friendly Skrac talked with her hands a lot.

“Yes,” he replied. “And Turi is a servant you’re training.”

Ara laughed. “Glad to hear I’m useful.”

Useful. That’s all he was to the Axis. They didn’t even call him by name when they addressed him. He was no different from the Terians being assigned numbers at birth. “Tell me, Ara. Do you think the Axis’ objective is to wear the Terians down slowly, over many generations, until nothing of their true culture remains and they’re reduced to beasts? Because it seems that way to me. And I cannot help but wonder when they will feel their job is complete—when the Terians have devolved so much they’ve lost all scraps of who they are? Or when they die off, one by one, until the last of them has blinked out of existence with all the significance of a dead cibrat?”

Ara moved closer. “Something happened to you.”

He shook his head, his wings rustling with irritation. “I saw an image of a past that wasn’t mine just now. It must have been my predecessor’s, but I don’t know how I could have gotten it.”

“Before that,” Ara said sharply. “What were you thinking about?”

“I was angry with the Axis. I can’t remember my youth, Ara. Don’t you think that’s strange? I can’t remember making the decision to come here and take on the role of overseer.” His hands clenched into fists at his sides. “I’m tired of their rules, Ara. Tired of being their puppet.”

Ara placed a shadowy hand on his arm. Her touch was cool and comforting. “I know, Ellion. But you’ve never questioned your role, your duty before. What’s changed? Think hard.”

Ellion looked away, his gaze fixating on the spot where the holograms had been. “I don’t know. Everything. Nothing.” He paused, his brow furrowing. “I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t serving them. But why? Why can’t I remember my past?”

Ara’s form shifted. The edges of her turned more ragged. “I can’t answer that, Ellion. The last time I tried to, it caused more harm than good.”

His mind tried to untangle the meaning of those words. “We had this conversation before, Ara? There’s another thing I can’t recall.” He threw up his hands. “Why do I follow their rules? What have they ever done for me, for any of us?”

Ara was silent for a moment, her form pulsing gently. “Those are dangerous questions, Ellion. The Axis do not want you asking them. They don’t want you thinking them.”

Ellion’s anger flared, his wings spreading wide. “I’m not a mindless drone, Ara. I have thoughts, feelings, desires. I have…” He trailed off, his mind drifting to Turi. Her smile, her laughter, the way her eyes lit up when she read a passage that captivated her. The way she felt in his arms, her lips on his.

Ara’s voice was soft, almost sad. “You have Turi.”

Ellion’s gaze snapped to hers. “Yes. I have Turi. And I can’t… I won’t let them take her from me. I won’t let them dictate my life anymore.”

Ara nodded, her form solidifying slightly. “Then you must decide, Ellion. You must choose your path. But know this—the path you choose will not be easy. The Axis will not let you go without a fight.”

Ellion’s jaw set. His determination hardened. “Let them try. I’m done being their pawn. I’m done living in the shadows of their rules. It’s time for me to make my own rules, my own life.”

Ara smiled, her eyes glowing softly. “That’s the Ellion I know. That’s the Ellion I’ve been waiting for.”


ELEVEN


Turi hadn’t realized how vast the library was until she began to explore its every nook and cranny. The days without Ellion were long and silent, and she found herself seeking solace among the rows of books and datascreens. Her forays into reading had expanded into a deep hunger for knowledge. She wanted to understand everything—her own species, Ellion’s, and especially the Axis. What was it, really? Ellion called it “they,” and made it sound like the Axis was a group, rather than a thing or one single entity. And why did they hold so much power over all of their lives?

As she delved deeper into the library, the air grew thick with the scent of aged paper and forgotten words. There were parts that Ellion didn’t go to very often, which made sense since much of the material back there was either copies of books found elsewhere in the library, or dull tomes of weather patterns or technical surveys that made no sense to her. Still, there was a chance for something new and useful to be found.

The dust motes danced in the shafts of light that pierced the high windows, casting a serene glow over the shelves. Turi’s fingers traced the spines of books that hadn’t been touched in ages. Maybe it was a fruitless search. Surely Ellion knew every book in his library, and if there was anything that contained information about her people or some great secret about the Axis, he’d know. But would he tell her?

He’d already said there were secrets he had to keep. So maybe there was something to find in this library. It was with this thought that Turi stopped at shelves that covered the far wall from ceiling to floor. They were filled with volumes in large collections, each with the same bindings, and titles such as, Astronometric Variants of Class 8 Asteroids, Volume 26, and none of them tempted Turi to pick them up. But she stood staring at a section of books on the bottom shelf that sat pushed out farther from the otherwise perfect line of books. Curiosity piqued, she crouched down and pulled out the volumes that obscured the anomaly. She peered to the back of the shelf and found herself staring at a thick, metal-bound book. There was no doubt it had been hidden there. Her heart beat harder as she reached inside and removed it.

The cover was cool to the touch, and a fine layer of dust suggested it hadn’t been disturbed for a very long time. Turi’s heart pounded as she opened the book.

Not a book, but a journal. It only took a glance to see the pages were filled with Ellion’s familiar, precise handwriting. And if she needed any more proof, right on the first page was Ellion’s name, written plainly. She turned to the first entry with a little guilt—it was his, after all. But when she saw the date on that first entry, her hesitancy vanished. It was from nearly six hundred years earlier.

Turi blinked at the date, trying to make sense of it. Ellion had told her that he was one hundred twenty five in her years, which would make this entry impossible. She flipped through other pages with a sense of shock and horror. All the dates in the journal were sequential, but ancient. They predated even the oldest stories that were told in the settlements about the overseer. About anything.

With a sick feeling in her stomach, she skimmed the first entries. They chronicled the early days of the Terian settlements. Plenty were of counts of people and supplies, weather conditions and resources. Ellion kept detailed accounts each month in this book. The thing that made Turi’s blood turn cold and her hands begin to shake was one constant and repeated phrase: Penal Colony 5-11B.

The people of the settlements were called “inmates.” They weren’t native to the planet, but were brought there in transport ships. And right there, in Ellion’s clear handwriting, he kept a log of the number of uprisings, attempts at escape, and deaths.

Three inmates were apprehended and confined for escape.

Two inmates executed for setting fire to an Axis transport shuttle.

Ten inmates transferred to an off-planet facility for rehabilitation.

Fifteen inmates died. Causes: starvation, eight; accidental injury, one; execution, four; infighting, two.

The lists went on. Each one was as cold and detached as the last. Ellion added to these early entries with his personal perspective detailing the Terians initial arrival and the establishment of the penal colony. Ellion’s words painted a vivid picture of a time when the Terians were still reeling from the loss of their home world and their newfound status as prisoners. The journal spoke of the overseer’s role in maintaining order and ensuring the Axis’ demands were met, no matter the cost to the Terians.

Turi’s hands trembled as she read. The realization that Ellion had been in this role for far longer than she had ever imagined was staggering, although she wondered if there was another explanation for the time. It was one thing to know that the Axis was an ancient being—or beings—with immense power. It was another to confront the possibility that the male she was falling in love with had an unnaturally long life that spanned six hundred years.

That he hadn’t just kept secrets. He’d lied to her about everything.

She turned the pages with a mixture of dread and fascination. The early entries continued to be clinical, detailing the day-to-day operations of the settlements, the quotas for food production, and the various ways in which the Axis exerted their control over the Terians. But as the years passed within the pages, the tone of Ellion’s writing shifted. There were hints of doubt, of questioning the morality of his role. He wrote of the Terians’ suffering, their resilience, and their unyielding spirit despite the harsh conditions they faced.

Turi came across an entry that made her breath catch in her throat. Ellion had written about an encounter with a group of Terian rebels who had dared to challenge the Axis’ authority. The rebellion was swiftly and brutally crushed, but not before Ellion had spoken with their leader—a Terian male who had implored Ellion to see the injustice of their situation and to help them reclaim their freedom.

The journal did not reveal what had become of the rebel leader, but it was clear that the encounter had left an impact on Ellion. His entries became more introspective, more critical of the Axis. He began to document the small acts of kindness and rebellion among the Terians, noting them as signs of their will to survive and to preserve their culture and decency.

As Turi read on, she noticed a change in the handwriting. It became less precise. The sentences became shorter and filled with frustration and anger. Ellion wrote of his growing disillusionment with the Axis, of his desire to break free from their grasp and to find a way to atone for his part in the Terians’ oppression.

The journal ended abruptly with a quarter of the pages left blank and untouched. There was no entry for the following month. It was as if everything had stopped. But it hadn’t. That last entry was dated about four hundred years earlier. Plenty had happened at the settlements between then and now, and Ellion was still very much here. She shut the journal with a head full of swirling thoughts. What happened?

Turi held the book against her chest, heart slamming against both, and raised her chin. The only way to get to the truth was to go to the person who wrote the book: Ellion himself.


TWELVE


Ellion sat on the edge of his bed in his private quarters, next to Turi’s room. He took pains to come and go when he knew she wasn’t there, or fly in on his balcony. It was exhausting and miserable to know she was so close, yet to not be able to touch her, see her.

However, his problems extended beyond the magnetic pull of the Terian female who occupied his thoughts. His fingers worked deftly with the needle and thread, stitching up the long, ragged tear in his wing membrane. The latest confrontation with the Hecrons had been unpleasant. They were getting bolder, inching closer to the settlements, and harder to negotiate with. It was his duty to keep them at bay, as the inmates had no weapons to defend themselves with. He’d need to think more creatively and find some way to compromise, or risk a massacre of the settlements and a lot more scars.

The pain from the wound was a dull throb, a constant reminder of the dangers that lurked beyond the fortress walls. He looked up sharply at the rustling of movement and upset female voices outside his room. The door slid open and Turi burst in. Her blue hair wild and her face flushed with anger and determination as she clutched a book in her arms. Ara was right behind her. The Skrac’s shadowy form flickered and frayed around the edges with agitation as she tried to calm the upset Terian.

“Turi, wait! He’s injured—he needs rest!” Ara’s voice was urgent, but Turi was beyond listening.

Ellion’s heart leaped in his chest at the sight of her. It had been five days since he’d last seen her—five days of patrolling the borders, of fending off Hecrons, of worrying about her and missing her with an intensity that shocked him. The relief and desire that washed over him were almost overwhelming, but he kept his expression neutral, not wanting to betray his feelings of joy at seeing her. Especially now, since it was obvious that Turi was not here for a friendly visit. Her entrance was a storm, and she held in her hands an old, metal-bound book. He had never seen her angry before, and the full display of her temper was a magnificent sight. It was, unfortunately, directed straight at him.

“I don’t care,” Turi shot back at Ara, even as her gaze locked on Ellion. “I need answers and I need them now.”

Ellion broke off the thread and set the needle and thread aside, wincing slightly as he flexed his injured wing. He’d finish sewing up the tear later. “Turi, what’s wrong?”

Turi strode toward him. “I found this,” she declared, brandishing the book as if it were a weapon. Her voice trembled with fury and betrayal. “Why did you lie to me, Overseer?”

Ellion frowned. “What lies are you referring to?”

“Don’t play with me, Overseer.” Turi’s voice trembled with anger as she thrust the book toward him. “This…this is a record of the Terian settlements. Of us being prisoners in a penal colony. Of you being an overseer for many centuries.” Her eyes shot emerald shards. “You wrote this journal. Don’t deny it.”

Ellion took the journal from her, his fingers brushing against the cool metal. He opened the old book. It creaked at the treatment as he scanned the pages. The pages within were filled with entries written in his own precise handwriting, spanning years he didn’t remember living. The weight of the past settled heavily upon him, like a chain of forgotten memories. It was strange to skim entries that looked identical in style and format to the ones he made now, each month, in his current journal. But these were too old to be his. He’d only been the overseer for a little over a century. He might recognize the meticulous records, the clinical descriptions of life in the settlements, but he had no memory of writing them.

“I’ve never seen this before,” he said, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. “Where did you find it?”

Turi’s eyes, bright with unshed tears, narrowed in disbelief. “It was hidden in the library behind some other books. Ellion, your name is right there on the first page. This is your handwriting, your words, documenting centuries of Terian suffering and control. How can you deny it?”

The room seemed to shrink around them, the air growing thick with the gravity of her discovery. Ellion’s mind raced, grappling with the implications of the journal’s existence. How could he have lived for so long, yet remember so little? “I am not lying, Turi,” he insisted, his voice a low rumble. “I do not remember writing this.”

“Ellion, this journal—it’s very old.” Turi took a deep breath and rubbed her temples. “Could it be that you’ve forgotten?”

Ellion looked up at her, his mind racing. “Forgotten? How could I forget something like this? How could I forget six hundred years of my life?”

Turi’s expression softened slightly, but her voice was still firm. “I don’t know, Ellion. But if this is true—if you’ve really been the overseer for all these centuries, then everything we thought we knew about the Axis, about the settlements and about you, is all a lie.”

Ara moved closer. Her form took on her Terian-like shape. “Ellion, I think there are a few things you need to tell Turi, now that she knows.”

“Tell me what?” Turi’s expression hardened again. “Some of what’s in this journal is true, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Ellion rubbed a hand over his face as weary despair washed over him. He sat on the edge of his bed as possibilities about the origins of the journal sank in. The terrible chance that he might have been an unwitting pawn in the Axis’ cruel game for far longer than he could remember was almost too much to bear. As he looked into Turi’s eyes, he knew the time for secrets was over.

“Very well, Turi,” he said, meeting her accusatory gaze straight on. “No more secrets. Ask questions. I will answer them.”

“Honestly?” she pressed.

“Yes, if I can.” He placed the journal beside him with distaste. “I honestly don’t recall writing this journal, although it is clearly mine.”

She crossed her arms. “Is it true that the Terians are prisoners and this planet is a penal colony?”

He nodded. “The Terians are prisoners, but only the settlements are the penal colony. The Axis seized the land your people farm as their location to incarcerate you, which infuriated the Hecrons. That land was once theirs.”

She let out a little cry. “Prisoners…”

“Unfortunately, yes. Your people are prisoners.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I hope you see why I was hesitant to tell you right away.”

She held up a hand. “We were taken from our planet by the Axis. And you just…took the job of keeping us in line.”

“No, I—I don’t remember that.” Pain pulsed in his skull, radiating from the metal implant. He gestured to the space beside him on the bed. “Please, sit down. Let’s talk this through.”

Turi hesitated for a moment before relenting and taking a seat next to him. The anger that had fueled her appeared as if it were beginning to ebb away. She glanced at the journal that lay between them. It was a tangible reminder of the secrets and lies that had come to light.

“I don’t understand, Ellion.” Her voice was softer. “This journal is clearly yours, but that would make you…nearly six hundred years old?”

Ellion picked up the journal and flipped through the pages again, his gaze lingering on the dates and entries that chronicled centuries of Terian history. “It appears this journal was written by me,” he admitted, “but I can’t fathom how I could have lived for so long without any memory of it. The Axis… They have ways of manipulating time, of altering memories. It’s possible that they did something to me, that they made me forget.”

Turi’s eyes widened at the implications of his words. “The Axis can do that? But why? Why would they make you forget your own past?”

Ellion shook his head, his expression grim. “I don’t know, Turi. But I intend to find out. The Axis have controlled us for far too long. It’s time we started asking questions and demanding answers.”

Ara, who had been silent up until now, moved closer to the bed. “Ellion, there’s something you need to know. The Skrac have known about the Axis’ true nature and the source of their power for a long time.”

Both Ellion and Turi turned to look at her. “What do you know?” Ellion asked, his voice rough-edged.

Ara’s form flickered as she gathered her thoughts. “The Axis are not just a group of powerful beings. They are embodiments of an ancient force that predates the Skrac and many other species in the galaxy. They have been the oppressors of the galaxy for eons, creating a massive syndicate that controls the incarceration of entire species…for profit, I might add. They are feared by all, including the Skrac. The Axis have learned to manipulate time, space, and the minds of others.”

Ellion’s gaze sharpened on Ara as the horror of her words sank in. “Why have you never told me this before?”

Ara’s form wavered as she looked away. “How? Twice they erased your memories. Each time you were returned to this fortress a shell of yourself—I saw it for myself. Skrac live impossibly long lives.” She straightened her shadowy Terian-like form. “I’m over a thousand years old myself, and I remember what it was like before the Axis took huge swaths of land and turned it into a penal colony. I remember you, Ellion, when you were first put here.”

“Put here?” He could barely get the words out.

“Yes. Put here. Ellion, you are not just a Zaruxian. You were raised by the Axis—and before you ask, no. I don’t know how you came to be in the custody of the Axis. All I know is that they did indeed put you here as the overseer. You didn’t question your role at first, but over time you did. After your first rebellion against them, they took you away and you returned with that metal plate in your head and no memories. You sat in a corner and drooled for two years.” Her voice went hard. “It took over a century for you to begin to resemble the Ellion I knew, and then, they did it again. I thought I’d never get you back this time. It was only when you put a mark of protection on the door of a female who showed mercy to a cibrat that I knew the true you was reemerging.” If Ara was capable of showing a smile, she’d be doing that now. “The Axis have spies everywhere, probably even among my own kind. But now that you’ve found this journal, it’s time you learned the truth about yourself and your role in their grand design.”

“The truth…” Ellion choked on the words. This was not the “truth” he’d expected to hear. It was not the history he’d ever imagined for himself. “There is no way I’m six hundred years old.”

“Zaruxians can live for millennia,” Ara said, turning to Turi. “Terians used to have significantly longer life spans, too, before the Axis took them from their native land and the healing plants that allowed them to thrive. This is why it takes you decades to reach maturity.”

Turi let out a half gasp, half strangle. “All this time, I thought this was our home planet. Fek, I can’t believe we were taught—or forced—to worship the very entity that imprisoned and tortured us…”

“That is how the Axis work,” Ara said. “Someone paid a great sum of credits to have this done to your people, and the Axis always hold up their end of a contract.”

Ellion dropped his head into his hands. “I am no different from the Terians, then. My origin story is likely no less bleak and filled with pain.”

“It explains why they have been so careful to keep you under their thumb,” Ara said gently. “Uncovering your past will not be easy. Or without a cost.”

But what cost, Ellion wondered? Would he lose his mind once again in this quest, or worse, lose Turi? He rapped a fist on the journal. “This only covers about two hundred years. There must be more.”

“There is another one,” Ara said. “It documents the time between the last entry in that journal and the beginning of the one you currently write in. That journal may help show what led up to causing your memories to be suppressed, and how the Axis have maintained control over the Terians for so long.”

Ellion rose to his feet, his wings unfurling with a snap, despite the pain of his wound. “Where is this other journal? I need to see it.”

Ara shook her head. “You hid it, Ellion. I don’t know where it is.”

Ellion sat back down on the bed, the weight of this revelation pressing down on him. “All these years, I believed I was serving a just cause, maintaining order among the Terians. But it was all a lie. I was nothing more than a puppet, dancing to the Axis’ tune.”

Turi moved closer, her hand slipping into his. “But you’re not that any longer. You can fight back.”

He looked at her, into green eyes so hopeful it made his heart hurt. “Until they take me and wipe my mind again. I don’t think your people can survive another few centuries of suffering until I remember who I am.”

Her gaze hardened to green shards. “Then we must make sure they don’t take you.”


THIRTEEN


Turi threaded the needle with steady hands, her gaze focused on the task before her. The needle was thick and the thread strong, but she handled them with practiced ease. Sewing was a skill all Terian females learned early in life, necessary for mending clothes and fabrics that were as old as the settlements themselves. Now, she used those skills to tend to Ellion’s wound.

She knelt behind him where he sat on the bed. Her knees pressing into the soft fabric of the cushion behind his narrow hips. The air in the room was thick with tension and the faint metallic scent of his dragon blood. The torn wing was thick and hard to pierce, and she worked with great care to align the edges so it would heal properly. Her fingers brushed against his scales, cool and smooth under her touch.

Ellion sat motionless. His massive wings were partially unfurled to give her better access to the torn membrane. His breathing was steady, but she could sense the underlying tension in his body. She was acutely aware of the heat emanating from his skin, the way his muscles shifted and bunched beneath her touch. The scent of him—a heady mix of something dark and spicy—filled her senses, making her heart race. It was both exhilarating and terrifying to be this close to him, to touch him so intimately.

With each stitch, Turi’s attraction to Ellion grew stronger. The proximity was intoxicating, and she found herself drawn to him in a way she couldn’t fully understand or explain. It was more than just physical attraction—it was a connection that seemed to transcend the boundaries of their vastly different species.

As she worked, Turi found her gaze drawn to the strong lines of Ellion’s face—the sharp angle of his jaw, the fullness of his lips, the intense dark of his eyes that seemed to see right through her. There was a vulnerability in his expression that she had never seen before, a raw honesty that made her ache for him. Despite the revelations about his past and the role he had unwittingly played in the Terians’ suffering, she couldn’t deny the depth of her feelings for him. He was not the monster she had been raised to fear. He was a victim, just like her people, trapped in a web of lies and manipulation spun by the Axis.

Her heart raced as she tied off the final stitch and snipped the thread with a small pair of scissors. The wound was closed, the edges of the tear now joined by her careful handiwork. She placed the needle and thread on a small table beside the bed, then allowed herself to take a moment to simply admire the powerful being before her.

“There,” she said, sitting back to admire her handiwork. “That should hold until it heals.”

Ellion flexed his wing gently, testing the repair. Ellion’s scales shimmered with an iridescent sheen, reflecting the soft glow of the ion fireplace. A faint wince crossed his features, but he nodded in approval. “You have a talent for this,” he observed, his voice carrying a note of admiration that warmed Turi from the inside out.

“I’ve always been good with my hands,” she said, a hint of playfulness creeping into her tone. “I’m glad you weren’t lying about knowing how long you’ve been here, Ellion,” she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “And I forgive you for not telling me the truth about the Terians being prisoners. I understand why you weren’t eager to share that. It’s a lot to take in.”

Ellion’s eyes met hers, the deep silver depths reflecting gratitude and something else—something that made Turi’s breath hitch in her throat. “Thank you, Turi,” he replied, his voice rough with emotion. “I wanted to make sure you trusted me before I told you.” He shrugged. “And I needed to trust you, too. I couldn’t have you trying to run back to the settlement to tell them.”

“I won’t be doing that. They wouldn’t believe me, anyway.” She put the needle and thread away, her movements deliberate and precise. The tension in the room had shifted, replaced by an undercurrent of something electric and charged. Turi’s pulse quickened, her body acutely attuned to Ellion’s presence.

Being this close to him was intoxicating. She was drawn to him, as if a force constantly beckoned her closer, urging her to close the space between them. The air crackled with a palpable energy. A connection that went beyond the physical. Turi’s gaze lingered on the broad expanse of his chest, the smooth, scaled surface that rose and fell with each steady breath.

Her voice was a whisper, her words tinged with a boldness she hadn’t known she possessed. “Can I…touch you?”

Ellion’s breath caught at her request, his eyes shifting to an impenetrable darkness. “Yes.” The single word was heavy with unspoken desire.

With trembling fingers, Turi reached out to trace the contours of his chest, feeling the hard planes and ridges of his muscles beneath her touch. His skin was warm, almost hot to the touch, and the scales that covered him shimmered with an iridescent sheen. She explored the lines of his wings and the thick ridges of muscle that supported them. Her hands moved over the sensitive wings as they quivered under her fingertips, and the powerful column of his neck.

Ellion sat perfectly still, allowing her to explore, his body rigid with restraint. But when her hand slipped lower, brushing low on his abdomen, a low growl escaped his lips—a sound that was both a warning and a plea.

Turi’s eyes flicked up to meet his, a rush of heat flooding her cheeks as she realized the effect she was having on him. “Oh. I’m sorry.” She pulled her hand away abruptly. “I shouldn’t have—”

“Turi,” he said, his voice a low growl that sent shivers down her spine. “You should have.” Turi’s heart raced as Ellion’s hands encircled her wrists, his grip firm yet gentle as he placed her hands back on his body. His touch ignited a fire within her, a longing that she had tried so hard to suppress. His gaze bored into hers, reflecting the turmoil of the day and the raw desire that simmered just beneath the surface. He drew her closer until their bodies were almost flush against each other. “I want you to know how much I desire you. How much I want to be with you, to explore every inch of you with my hands, my mouth…”

His words trailed off, and Turi could feel the heat of his breath on her skin, smell the intoxicating scent of him—a heady mix of something dark and spicy that was uniquely Ellion. Her own breath hitched in her throat as she processed his confession, her body instinctively leaning into his.

Turi’s heart raced in a wild, frantic rhythm that matched the tumultuous storm of emotions swirling within her. The revelations about the Axis, the penal colony, and Ellion’s past were staggering, and yet, here they were, teetering on the edge of something new, something forbidden, and something inherently theirs. “I know where it would go if I did continue,” she whispered, her voice trembling with anticipation and a hint of fear. The sensations were overwhelming, and she could feel the wetness between her thighs, the aching need that throbbed in time with her heartbeat.

Ellion’s gaze dropped to her lips, and he licked his own in a gesture that was purely predatory. “Yes,” he acknowledged, his voice thick with desire. “Eventually, it would lead to me burying my cock deep inside your cunt, claiming you as my own. But not now. Not tonight. It’s been too much today for both of us.”

Turi’s eyes widened at his blunt words, but they only served to stoke the fire burning within her. She could feel the hard length of him pressing against her belly, a tangible reminder of his desire and the promise of what was to come.

“But I want you to feel this,” he continued, releasing one of her wrists to trail his fingers down her arm, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake. “I want you to remember the way I make you feel—wanted, desired, cherished. And I want you to understand that this…this is only the beginning.”

His hand moved to her face, cupping her cheek tenderly as he gazed into her eyes. Turi felt as though she were melting under his touch, her body yearning for more, for the intimacy they both craved.

“Ellion,” she breathed, her voice barely above a whisper. “I… I feel it too.”

His thumb stroked her cheekbone, the sensation sending ripples of pleasure through her. “Good,” he said, his voice filled with satisfaction. “Because I intend to show you just how good it can be between us. Soon, I will make you mine in every way.”

Ellion’s breath was ragged as his hands moved to her top. His fingers brushed her skin as he lifted it up and over her head. His eager gaze to fall on her naked breasts. A low growl rumbled from his chest. Turi flush with bashfulness. She was not used to being on display, to being admired so openly and hungrily. But the way Ellion looked at her—like she was the most beautiful, most desirable creature in the universe—wiped away all traces of self-consciousness.

Turi’s breath hitched as he cupped her breasts. His thumbs teased her nipples into stiff peaks. The sensation was electric, sending jolts of pleasure coursing through her body, and she couldn’t help but arch into his touch, craving more. The air in the room was cool against her suddenly exposed skin, but the heat of his touch seared her, branding her with a fire that only he could ignite.

She touched the firm muscles of his chest beneath her palms, the steady thrum of his heartbeat matching her own. It was a rhythm of life, of desire, that pulsed between them, growing stronger with each passing moment.

His lips trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses down the column of her throat, over the sensitive skin of her collarbone, and lower still. When his mouth closed over one taut nipple, Turi moaned, her fingers tangling in his dark hair as he lavished attention on first one breast and then the other. The feel of his tongue, wet and warm, lapping at her, was exquisite, and she could feel herself growing slick with need.

Ellion’s hands roamed over her body, exploring every curve and dip as if memorizing her by touch alone. His fingers skimmed the waistband of her pants, and with a deft flick of his wrist, he undid the fastening and slid them down her hips, leaving her completely bare to him. Turi felt a flush of heat spread across her cheeks at the thought of his eyes on her, but her nerves were quickly replaced by a surge of arousal as he gently urged her to lie back on the bed.

He knelt before her, his silver eyes gleaming with desire as he took in the sight of her naked body. Turi’s breath caught in her throat as he leaned forward, his hands parting her thighs to make room for himself. The first touch of his tongue against her most intimate place was like a spark to tinder, igniting a fire within her that threatened to consume her whole.

Ellion’s mouth worshipped her, his tongue delving into her folds, tasting her, teasing her. Each lap, each flick of his tongue against her swollen clit sent waves of pleasure crashing over her, drawing gasps and moans from her lips. The stubble on his cheeks grazed her inner thighs, adding a tantalizing rasp to the sensual onslaught.

Turi’s hands fisted the sheets beside her as she surrendered to the exquisite sensations. Tension coiled tight within her belly as her body trembled on the edge of release. Ellion’s fingers joined in, sliding into her wet heat, pumping slowly at first, then increasing in rhythm as he curled them just so, hitting that perfect spot inside her.

The dual assault of his fingers and tongue pushed her over the edge, and with a cry, Turi shattered, her body convulsing as ripples of pleasure radiated out from her core. Ellion rode out the waves with her, his mouth gentle now, soothing her as she came down from the heights of her orgasm.

As her breathing began to even out, Turi watched through heavy-lidded eyes. “Ellion,” she said huskily. “Can you do something for me?”

He closed his eyes, nostrils flared as he fought for control. “Anything.”

“I want to see you,” she said, looking pointedly where his cock strained at his pants. “I want to feel you.”

Ellion visibly shuddered, but rose to his feet and shed his own clothing. The sight of his naked body took her breath away. His muscles rippled beneath his scales as he moved, and his cock stood proud and erect, a testament to his desire for her. It was long, dark purple, with ridges along the entire length. Different from the descriptions of Terian males, for sure.

Ellion joined her on the bed once more, laying his body beside hers. “You may touch, if you wish.”

She did. Her hands came out eagerly to explore him. She smiled when he drew in a sharp breath and fisted his own hands in the sheet, as she got to know the contours and shape of him. He was hot, likely from the dragon in him, and impossibly hard. He wanted her.

“I want to please you, as you did me,” she said, running her hands up and down his ridged length. “Show me how.”

“Turi, you are pleasing me,” he ground out. “Very much. It’s taking all my effort to not release my seed right here in your hands.”

She cocked her head. “Why are you holding back?” she asked, genuinely curious. “Is there something wrong with your…” Seed wasn’t the word they used at the settlement, but “essence,” which was a strange word for it, really. Perhaps Zaruxians actually ejaculated real seeds from their cocks. They certainly were big enough to do so. “Anyway, you should not be ashamed.”

He let out a rusty laugh. “Not ashamed. Just don’t want it to be over—” He gasped as she squeezed the end of his cock. “Too fast.”

She grinned. “So you wouldn’t want me to do this…” She lowered her head toward his cock and he reared away.

“Not that,” he panted. “Fek me, I can’t survive that right now.”

How delightful sexual experiences were turning out to be. From their first kiss to this, it was all vastly different from how her mother and a few other bonded females told her it would be. Sex acts were things to endure, for the most part, and submit to, of course. The primary purpose of a female Terian was to produce offspring. But pleasure, was never in the descriptions.

“Okay, I won’t do that yet,” she said. “But I do want to see this ‘seed’ of yours. Can you plant them?”

He blinked at her, then humor lit in his dark eyes. “The only place my seed will take root is in your womb, if we’re compatible species. I don’t know if we are.”

“Oh.” So, maybe it was like Terian essence. Either way, she’d find out soon, as she increased her pace until he was panting and thrusting into her hands and he finally erupted, emptying himself into the shirt he’d abandoned before she’d entered the room, and shuddering as if he were in intense pain. Concerned, she leaned forward. “Oh, no. Did I hurt you?”

He laughed, his whole body shaking. “No, Turi. You did not hurt me. Quite the opposite.”

“You feel…good?” She glanced at the essence, relieved to see no “seeds.”

“I have never felt so good in my life.” He crushed his mouth to hers, dragging her close and kissing her deep.

With a gentle sigh, Ellion released her and leaned back, his wings rustled as he rearranged them behind him. “We should get some rest,” he said, his voice filled with regret. “You will sleep here with me tonight.”

Turi’s heart skipped a beat at his words. Her body still hummed in the aftermath of the orgasm he’d give her and the desire that would only be sated when they joined. “I’d like that,” she agreed, though every fiber of her being ached to close the distance between them once more. She lay down beside him and smiled as his huge wing covered her.

Her imagination brimmed with the possibilities of what lay ahead for them. She could picture them free from the Axis and able to live without fear of repercussions. For now, though, she could only dream of such freedom. They were still prisoners of the Axis, still bound by rules that they were clearly violating. But as Turi leaned into Ellion’s strong body and listened as his breath deepened into sleep, she knew that they would find a way to be together. They had to.
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Ellion awoke to the gentle weight of Turi’s body curled against his. Her soft breathing was a soothing melody to his ears. He lay there for a while, simply watching her, marveling at the fierce protectiveness that surged within him. He let his fingers play in the tangled strands of her hair. Last night had changed everything. He had tasted the sweetness of her lips, felt the softness of her skin, and they’d brought each other pleasure that transcended the boundaries of their species. But with the light of dawn came the sobering reminder of reality. The looming threat of the Axis, and the secrets still hidden within the fortress, brought sharp illumination to his bedroom.

He slipped from the bed, careful not to wake her. Pulling on a pair of loose-fitting trousers, he stretched out his muscles and tested his repaired wing. His body ached from the confrontation with the Hecrons—little wonder, since he was so much older than he thought—but it was also a pleasant reminder of his time with Turi the night before. His thoughts were consumed by her, by the way her fingers had danced across his scales, by the innocent curiosity in her eyes when she asked about his “seed.” A wry smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined sharing such an intimate moment with anyone, let alone a Terian female. But Turi was unlike anyone he had ever known, brave and kind, fiery and passionate. And, somehow, she had managed to capture his heart.

“Hello,” said a soft and sleep-laden voice.

He turned to find Turi sitting up in bed, the sheets draped around her shoulders. She looked up at him, her blue hair spilling over her shoulders in wild disarray, her emerald eyes bright and full of life. She stretched, the movement causing the sheets to slip even lower, revealing the enticing curve of her breasts, and Ellion felt a surge of desire pulse through him. He tore his gaze away, silently chastising himself for getting distracted. Now was not the time. They had work to do.

Ellion couldn’t help but drink in the sight of her, all warmth and radiance in the soft glow of morning light. “Good morning, Turi,” he replied, moving to sit beside her on the bed. He reached out, tracing the line of her jaw with his fingertips. “Did you sleep well?”

“Better than I have in a long time,” she admitted, leaning into his touch. “And you?”

He nodded, his hand moving to gently tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “The best sleep I’ve had in centuries.”

Her smile was like the sun breaking through the clouds, a beacon of hope and light in his dark world. “I was thinking,” she began, her gaze flickering to the door that led to the library, “about what happened yesterday. We should search for that missing journal.”

Ellion nodded. “I had the same thought. There are sections of the fortress that I haven’t visited in…well, I can’t recall the last time I ventured into them.”

“Then we should explore those areas after we finish looking through the library,” Turi said. “And there may be even more hidden in here that might help us understand your past—our past.”

A mixture of apprehension and excitement coursed through Ellion’s veins. The thought of uncovering more long-forgotten secrets was both thrilling and terrifying. But with Turi by his side, they could find whatever lay hidden within the shadowy corners of his home.

“Very well,” he agreed, rising from the bed and offering his hand to her. “Let’s get something to eat and begin our search.”

Turi placed her hand in his, her fingers intertwining with his own. The contact sent a jolt of electricity through him, a tangible reminder of the bond that was forming between them. After returning to her room so she could wash and get dressed, they had a quick meal in the dining room. They discussed their plan for searching the fortress, which was imposingly large.

He told her that Ara had left a message for him that she would monitor the settlements for the day, giving him the freedom to search for the journal. She, too, had known what they had to do today. As they left the dining room and took the lift back to the library, Ellion found himself drawn to the warmth of Turi’s body, the scent of her hair, the rhythm of her breathing. Every sense was heightened, attuned to the luscious female who walked beside him.

They paused at the entrance to the library, their hands still clasped together. Ellion turned her to face him, his expression serious. “Turi.” His voice was rough with emotion, “I’ve spent so many years alone in this fortress, tending to duties I never questioned. But now, I feel…whole. You are mine. I will burn down the Axis before I allow them to hurt you.” Their gazes locked and Ellion felt a surge of gratitude for this fierce, compassionate female who had turned his world upside down.

A soft smile played on her lips as she reached up to touch his face. “We’re in this together, Ellion. I won’t let you face your past alone. We’ll uncover the truth, no matter how painful it may be.”

He covered her hand with his own, pressing a kiss to her palm. “I don’t deserve you, Turi.”

She shook her head, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “I think, maybe, we deserve each other.”

With a final squeeze of her hand, Ellion led her into the library. His gaze swept over the vast expanse of the large chamber he thought he knew well. The room was bathed in a soft, golden light that spilled from the high windows, casting long, dancing shadows across the rows of books, tablets, and datapads. The scent of aged paper and the faint, metallic tang of devices filled the air, a testament to the centuries of knowledge contained within these walls. He moved methodically, his wings folded lightly to his back. He scanned each shelf with a sense of urgency. The weight of their task—finding the hidden journal that might hold the key to his past and their future—hung heavy in the air.

Beside him, Turi worked in silence, her fingers tracing the spines of the books, her brow furrowed in concentration. Her blue hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders, her green eyes alight with a fierce intelligence. Ellion could not help but feel a surge of admiration for her and a deep, aching desire that they could not deny much longer.

They had been searching for hours, their efforts yielding nothing but technical journals and datapads full of schematics that meant nothing to them. The frustration was beginning to take its toll, a palpable tension that hummed in the air between them.

Turi pulled out a thick tome and flipped through the pages before shutting it in frustration. “I don’t think it’s in here.”

Ellion leaned against a shelf. “Perhaps not,” he said. “But it has to be here somewhere.”

Turi crossed her arms. “We need to try looking somewhere else, but this fortress is a labyrinth. The journal could be hidden anywhere—or nowhere. Maybe it was destroyed along with your memories of it.”

Ellion’s jaw tightened, his mind racing as he considered their options. He could feel the cool press of the metal implant behind his ear, a constant reminder of what the Axis had done to him—and the secrets they had buried deep within his mind. “I believe it’s here,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “It’s the only lead we have.”

Turi’s gaze met his, her expression softening slightly. “I know,” she said, her voice filled with a quiet understanding. “And I believe in you, Ellion. But this… This is like looking for a pikworm in a sogfrut field.”

Ellion let out a sigh. His gaze swept over the endless rows of material. The enormity of their task was daunting, but he knew they couldn’t give up. Not when the truth was so close he could almost taste it—bitter and painful, yet necessary for their survival.

“You’re right,” he said, his mind already formulating a new plan. “We’ve been focusing on the areas that contain historical records and journals. But it’s time to start looking elsewhere.”

Turi nodded, her expression determined. “Where to?” she agreed, shifting toward the exit. “You know this fortress better than I do.”

He had no idea where his past, erased self had gone, and the fortress was massive. They left the library and he steered them toward a section of the fortress he had long neglected. It was the sub-levels, where the air was cooler and the corridors tighter. As they ventured into the dimly lit maze of halls, their footsteps echoed off the metal walls. They passed by chambers filled with thick wires and quiet control panels. He hadn’t thought about how vast the fortress truly was, and how much of it he had chosen to ignore over the years.

As they delved into the forgotten recesses of his home, they came upon a heavy metal slab door. Its surface was etched with intricate, blocky symbols that glowed faintly as they approached. It was a part of the fortress that Ellion had not thought about in ages, a place he had subconsciously avoided for reasons he could not explain.

“Hmm,” he murmured, his hand hovering over the door panel. “I haven’t entered this room in… I don’t know if I’ve ever been in here.”

Turi fixed her gaze on the door. “Then it’s time we found out what’s inside.”

With a deep breath, Ellion pressed the pad and the door opened, revealing a spacious chamber filled with sleek control panels, chairs, and instruments. The only light came in from a large curved window and a low blue glow that wrapped the corners of the ceiling. There were console sets for at least fifteen people. They were designed with unique chair backs for beings who needed to accommodate large wings.

“What is this place?” Turi breathed.

Ellion stepped inside the spacious chamber. Turi’s presence beside him grounded him as he gazed around in awe. A low hum filled the air as the door slid shut behind them. The room was expansive, much larger than he had initially anticipated, and it seemed to stretch endlessly before them. The control panels dominated the room, their sleek surfaces dotted with buttons, switches, and flat screens that lay dark and dormant in the semidarkness. It was a technological marvel, more complex than anything found in the main areas of the fortress, and yet, somehow familiar.

“This place feels important,” Turi whispered, her eyes wide with wonder as she approached the nearest console.

“Important enough that I haven’t visited it,” he admitted, moving further into the room alongside her. The floor was made of a soft, yielding material that hummed faintly underfoot—a sign of the advanced tech woven into every aspect of this strange chamber. He shook off the lingering disbelief, setting aside memories of his own uncertainty. “I doubt this has been used in centuries,” he murmured, cautiously approaching the nearest console. Its surface was covered in dust and a thin layer of grime, but still, some of the screens were starting to flicker to life.

Turi’s fingers brushed the surface of one of the consoles, and a cascade of lights burst to life, illuminating their surroundings in a brilliant blue glow. “Uh-oh,” she said, snatching her hand away. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

The screens flickered and hummed, showing rows of incomprehensible data and schematics. Ellion’s gut tightened with the impossible knowledge of what he was standing in. This was no ordinary room, and it didn’t belong here.

“What is this place?” Turi asked again, deeper this time. Her gaze darted from one screen to another, studying the swirling symbols and glowing charts.

“This…this is a command deck,” he said, marveling at the stark realization. “A control center, but they’re usually in large starships capable of interstellar travel, not in moldering fortresses on remote planets.”

“Amazing,” Turi said, awe coloring her tone as she leaned closer to examine one of the screens flickering with shifting numbers and data. “Can it still work?” she asked.

Ellion moved to another station and examined the interface. “Maybe, but it looks like it would take a full crew to operate it. Perhaps it was installed here at some point as a control center, then abandoned, as the Axis consolidated their power.”

Turi leaned in closer, her eyes wide as she absorbed the information. “If the Axis went to the trouble to put this here, they must have used it for something vital,” she mused, her fingers dancing across the screen. “But why just power it down and leave it behind?”

“The Axis are nothing if not secretive,” Ellion replied, lost in thought as another display blinked to life.

Turi said, staring at a screen in front of her, “Maybe it’s something else entirely.”

With a deep breath, he activated the main console in front of him, pressing his fingers on its cool surface. “Let’s see if we can find out.”

Lights blinked to life and screens filled with charts and star maps. One of the panels displayed a holographic projection of a star system, the bright suns and planets swirling in intricate formation, unlike any he was familiar with. He barely suppressed the hiss that slipped from his lips as a map materialized in front of him, displaying a vast star system filled with interconnected paths. “This is a navigational hub,” he said in awe. “Like the command centers in fleet operations. The machinery here is built for multiple control functions—communication, strategizing—absolutely incredible.”

He turned to see her bent over a screen on the other side of the room. She touched the screen with a tentative finger.

“Turi, be careful—” he began, but when she looked up, her face was pale.

Her eyes were wide. “You need to see this.”

“What?” he asked as he strode over to her.

She pointed at the large screen she stood in front of. “If I’m seeing this correctly—and I’m no expert—I’m pretty sure this command center didn’t come from a starship. The fortress is the starship.”
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Turi had never been inside a room like this. It was very different from the rest of the fortress, but it was conceivable that a starship would need a crew and an advanced computer system like the one in here. After her lessons in the library, Turi could read the labels on the walls. Navigation, Weapons, Propulsion. It was a lot to take in. Especially since, well, the fortress was a starship. Or, had been at one time.

Ellion looked just as shocked. “I’ve lived here for so long and never knew I was living in a ship.”

“It’s hard to believe this huge fortress flies,” Turi said.

“It looks like it was designed for long voyages,” Ellion added. “I can’t imagine it could go anywhere, now. It’s been embedded in the mountain for at least six centuries. It’s just a very fancy house now.” He gestured to the center chair. “That must be where the commander or general sits. Whoever they were, they were likely Zaruxians, judging by the chair. It’s made for wings like mine.”

Turi eyed the chair and the large, flat, wraparound console that sat before it. “Maybe it was your chair,” she said. “Or that of one of your relatives.”

He walked around the curved console and examined the dark symbols on the surface. “My people may have used this fortress as a mobile base. Perhaps they were exploring the galaxy.”

“Before the Axis came,” Turi muttered. She remembered what Ara said about the Skracs living there longer than her people. The full implications of everything she was learning were taking shape. “Before we were all imprisoned by them.”

“Indeed,” said Ellion. He slid around the console and sat in the captain’s chair. It looked like it was made of smooth, dark metal. It wrapped around him like a protective shell. He ran a hand over the symbols on the console and gazed at its black, seamless surface with a frown. “I looked over the logs of the previous overseer—I mean, my old logs. Trying to make sense of…things.”

“Is it hard to accept that you were the previous overseer?” Turi asked.

He shook his head. “No, but it’s unsettling, to say the least.” Worry creased his brow. “If we can find the next journal, there may be a clue about what the Axis did to me, how they operate. If there are any more of my species or yours out there.” He tapped the console, deep in thought.

Turi’s eyes widened. An idea sparked in her mind. “Maybe it’s not a book at all. Maybe that’s why we can’t find it.”

Ellion turned in his big chair. “What isn’t a book?” he asked, one brow raised.

She turned her gaze to the console under Ellion’s fingers. “This command center has a databank, doesn’t it?”

Ellion’s eyes lit up. “I hadn’t considered that.” He faced the console and looked for some way to turn it on. Touching the screen hadn’t worked. “Maybe it’s this…” He tapped a glowing square on the arm of the chair. With a low hum, the screen came to life, bathing Ellion’s face in a blue glow. The symbols, which had been dark moments ago, illuminated on the curved surface and began shifting and changing too quickly for Turi to read. “Welcome, Ellion,” a smooth male voice said from the console.

“Ah, hello.” Ellion grinned at Turi. “Do I have any personal logs in your database?”

“Yes. There are seven hundred thirty-two personal log entries. Would you like to review them?” The computer filled the screen with an inventory of entries and dates—all aligning with the time period of the missing journal.

Seven hundred thirty-two entries was a lot, and it was only one section of his existence. Turi’s own life wouldn’t fill even one small book, let alone the centuries of life Ellion had lived.

“Excellent. Transfer all entries to a datapad,” Ellion instructed.

“Compiling. Please wait,” the computer replied. Moments later, a small slot opened on the side of the console and a flat, rectangular pad slid out. Ellion picked it up and held it out to Turi. “Let’s see what we can find.”

She took it carefully, her fingers tingling at the smooth surface. “What do we do if the Axis find out about this?” she asked.

Ellion sent a glance to the window where the dark cyclone in the sky was visible. “This fortress’s true form has been dormant for centuries. They must consider it harmless, or all this would be gone. But to stay on the safe side, I’ll shut down this command center in case the Axis’ communications array out there registers a power surge.”

The command center went dark as Ellion tapped a different square on the chair. He turned to Turi with a somber expression. “Let’s go. We have some reading to do.”

As they returned to the main hall, a series of loud chimes echoed through the fortress. Red lights flashed on the walls. Turi jumped, startled by the sudden change from quiet to alarm.

“More visitors?” she whispered, hiding instinctively behind Ellion again.

Ellion’s face hardened. His wings extended slightly as he strode forward. “It appears so.”

He activated a viewscreen that showed the main courtyard outside the fortress doors. Turi gasped as she saw a large group of Terian males, armed with farming tools and makeshift weapons, gathered outside. Among them, she recognized her father and brother, their faces contorted with rage. Two Riests stood at the front, their red hats askew and robes billowing in the wind. This was no friendly visit.

“Stay behind me, Turi.” Ellion touched a square on the wall, and the massive fortress doors slid open with a heavy groan. The angry shouts of the mob intensified, and the Riests stepped forward, their voices booming with righteous indignation.

“Overseer, we apologize for interrupting you at your home,” one Riest said with a half-hearted bow. “Another female disappeared last night. We require an explanation.”

Ellion’s arms crossed as he gazed down at the rabble. “I have no knowledge of this disappearance.”

Of course, he didn’t. He had been with Turi all day and last night. They hadn’t seen Ara, yet, who would undoubtedly deliver news about the missing female. Turi’s belly tightened at the thought of another abduction to a slave auction. Yet another reason to…what? Overturn the Axis? It was an absurd thought. What could two prisoners do to undermine a penal empire? But fire burned in her gut at the treatment her people had endured—were still enduring.

“Respectfully, Overseer, if you came to the settlements more frequently, you would know,” the Riest said.

“I have been otherwise engaged,” Ellion replied. “But I will investigate this missing female and inform you of what I learn.”

“Enough!” The voice was from Tregit, her father. It rose loudly above the others’. “We are done bowing to you, Overseer. Where is my daughter Turi? I want her returned at once!”

Turi peeked through a sliver between Ellion’s body and the door edge to see Seggiat, her brother, standing beside their father. He brandished a rusty sickle and echoed the sentiment. “Give her back, you scaled demon!”

There was a collective gasp among the males at the accusatory words. No one insulted or made demands of the Axis’ overseer. They had to be beyond furious to step over this line, and they clearly were. Turi’s neighbors looked just as distressed and angry as her family.

Turi shrank further behind Ellion, her heart pounding. Her father’s words still rang in her ears, but her brother’s insult made her heart pound. She had no soft feelings for her brother or father, but she didn’t want to see them hurt or killed. She didn’t know how Ellion would react to being called a scaled demon.

Ellion spread his wings wide. She could imagine his silver eyes glinting dangerously. “You overstep, Terian,” he said in a soft, cold voice. “You dare call me that after the mark of protection I placed on your family home? It kept the scavengers and creatures out of your fields and gave you higher status.”

For a moment, her father and brother were quelled. They shrank back and the rest of the mob took a step back. The Riests quickly dropped into a bow. “We beg your forgiveness, Overseer. But you see, we—”

“There!” someone shouted. “I see one of the females! She’s behind him.”

Between her shifting around and Ellion moving his wings in agitation, one of the Terian males had caught a glimpse of her bright clothes through the gap. The momentary calm ended. The Terian males lifted their makeshift weapons.

Ellion’s wings twitched. He turned his head slightly, his silver eyes locking on Turi’s. “They’ve seen you. You can go with them, if you wish.” His voice was calm, almost indifferent, but a flicker of…something…flashed in his eyes. Was it disappointment? Turi wasn’t sure.

Turi stepped into the doorway, chin high. She leaned close to Ellion’s side and placed her hand firmly on his arm. It felt solid and warm beneath her fingers. The muscles there were rock hard. A strange, protective sensation overwhelmed her.

“Turi!” her father bellowed, his voice sharp with surprise. “Come here, now. He has no right to hold you.”

“Father,” she called out, her voice trembling, but firm. “I’m staying here.”

“No.” He took a step back as if she’d slapped him. “Have you lost your mind? He’s an overseer. He’s not Terian. You can’t take him as your…” His voice trailed off, unable to articulate the unspoken rules that everyone knew and no one dared to question.

“He’s bewitched you!” Seggiat stepped forward, his eyes wild. “That’s the only explanation why you would prefer a Zaruxian to your own kind. He’s poisoned your mind.”

“Your daughter is here of her own free will,” Ellion said with an edge to his voice. “As for the others, they are gone, by order of the Axis.”

“Lies!” the first Riest shrieked. “The Axis would never take our females.”

Tregit advanced on Ellion, his face a mask of rage. “You will release my daughter. She’s promised to Thraip, who is owed a bondmate. You have no right to keep her here.”

Ellion remained impassive, his gaze fixed on Tregit, his wings still partially extended, making him appear impossibly large and intimidating. “She chooses where she stays. I will not force her to leave.”

“She’s been tricked! You’ve used your dark magic on her,” Tregit spat, pointing a thick finger at Ellion. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing! She belongs to me!”

“I belong to no one,” Turi said firmly, stepping forward. This was outrageous. Did he not remember how he put hobbles on her ankles despite her objections? The way she and her mother were treated as lesser beings? She met her father’s furious gaze, her own eyes blazing with defiance. “I choose to stay here. This is my home now.”

A ripple of shock ran through the crowd. Several of the men muttered amongst themselves, their faces etched with disbelief. One of her neighbors, Old Man Harrin, spoke up. “Turi, child, come back with us. This is madness. You don’t belong here with…with him.”

Turi shook her head. “I do belong here. I’m safe here. I’m free here.” She glanced at Ellion, whose expression remained unreadable, but a faint tightening of his jaw betrayed some internal conflict.

“Free?” Seggiat sneered. “You’re a prisoner here. You’re just too foolish to realize it. He’ll use you as his…” He choked on the rest of the sentence, unable to voice the vulgar implication.

“And I was free at the settlement, where I couldn’t even choose my own bondmate?” Turi snapped. “Ellion treats me with respect. Something you and Father never offered Mother, our sisters, or me.”

“Well said, Turi,” Ellion murmured for her ears alone.

The accusation hung in the air, shocking the men into silence. Tregit’s face flushed a deep crimson. He opened his mouth to retort, but no words came out. Finally, he shook his head slowly, as if unable to comprehend Turi’s words. “These are the ways of our people. You were treated no differently than any female of the settlement.”

“I know,” she said quietly. “And that’s the problem.”

Her father turned to the Riests. “The overseer may be our conduit to the Axis, but he twists the minds of our females and has taken my daughter for his own. This cannot stand.”

A collective growl rippled through the crowd. Several males shifted forward, brandishing their crude weapons. Seggiat let out a bloodcurdling snarl and threw his sickle. It clanged against the fortress wall beside Ellion’s head.

“Do that again, boy, and you’ll lose more than your tool.” Ellion’s patience was wearing thin. This was obvious to Turi, but the Terians didn’t see it.

The Riests, affected by Tregit’s words, did nothing to subdue the males’ growing fury. The Terians surged forward. Their anger reached a fever pitch. Several men threw rocks, which bounced off the fortress walls and struck the ground.

Ellion’s wings snapped open fully, creating a gust of wind that pushed back the closest men. His silver eyes flashed. “Disperse, all of you,” he snarled. “If I deliver you back to your settlement, it will be in pieces.”

But just then, a rock thrown with surprising force, struck Turi on the arm. She staggered back a step. Her sharp cry of pain cut through the din of the mob.

Ellion turned. His gaze locked on the bleeding gash on Turi’s arm. Blood seeped through her fingers. Dread clutched her heart. The line had been crossed.

“Ellion, I—I’m okay…” she started, but a low growl rumbled in his chest, growing in intensity until it became a full-throated roar that shook the very foundation of the fortress. The air crackled with energy.

The Terians went quiet, but it was too late. Ellion’s scaled skin shimmered. The purple deepened. His wings stretched out, impossibly wide, the membranes thinning and taking on the texture of stretched silk, shot through with luminous veins of light.

Turi watched in stunned silence as Ellion’s form shifted and changed. His bones cracked and rearranged themselves, muscles bulging and contorting. His humanlike face elongated into a powerful snout, studded with sharp teeth. Silver eyes transformed into glowing orbs of molten gold, radiating a terrifying intensity. His body, once humanoid, now became fully reptilian, covered in thick, overlapping scales that gleamed like polished amethyst. His pants burst off his powerful legs, which bent, ending in clawed feet that gripped the ground with the force of a landslide. The transformation was complete. Ellion, the overseer, stood before them as a magnificent, terrifying dragon, his very presence radiating power and a primal rage she’d never witnessed before.

Turi stumbled back, her breath lodged in her closed-up throat. Awe warred with fear as she gazed up at the magnificent creature that was Ellion. The air around him sizzled with energy, the ground trembling beneath his massive feet. He was a force of nature, a being of immense power and beauty. His snort sent out puffs of smoke that curled around her like a caress. He was awe-inspiring. Majestic. And terrifying in his magnificence. This, this was the true form of the overseer. The protector of the settlements. The emissary of the Axis. And now, he stood before her, a dragon forged from the very essence of power and rage, defending her.


SIXTEEN


When he was a dragon, Ellion’s mind worked very differently than when he was in his more civilized form. Rational thoughts, contemplation, and consideration became secondary to the urge to fight. Dragon fire burned hot in his throat. He thirsted for blood and fire and death. Gone were the frightened, starved males who couldn’t understand why one of their females would choose him over their oppressive ways. All he could see were enemies in front of him. He’d told them to leave, hadn’t he? He’d warned them. They hadn’t listened, and now he had to fight for control over the dragon.

Turi was beside him. They had hurt her. Her. His female. His mate. He had smelled her blood and heard her cry and couldn’t stop the transformation from happening. Even now, as he stepped forward, wings spread, claws extended, snout long and full of sharp teeth, ready to rip and tear, it took that one last shred of civility to hold back from killing them all. She wouldn’t want him to, and she was all that mattered.

The males scrambled backward, their outrage reduced to whimpers. He bent his head and sent a stream of fire from his mouth. It blackened the ground between him and the Terians. The air smelled acrid, filled with smoke. He couldn’t speak in this form. His mouth and throat were not designed for it. He could only roar like the beast he was.

Turi was saying something to him, but he couldn’t hear it over the rage in his belly. He could still hear her cry of pain. He could still smell the fresh tang of her blood.

The Terians were moving quickly now, scrambling towards the steep stone steps that would lead them down the mountain, back to their settlement. He should just let them go, but with a deep hunch of his haunches, he launched himself into the air, flapping his wings. Ellion rarely assumed this form. It was painful to do. The transformation, and then returning to his other form, was exhausting. But while he was the dragon, he reveled in the freedom he only found in the sky. Although he could fly in either form, the dragon form was made for the air. His body streamlined and swift. He could turn effortlessly and reach speeds that were impossible otherwise.

The wound in his wing was still healing. Turi’s stitches held, but he wasn’t aware of pain. His only thoughts were of avenging Turi’s mistreatment. The noises the Terians made as they struggled down the steps only made his fire burn hotter. Despite the urge to set them all alight, he sent his lethal dragon breath in bursts behind them. It wasn’t as satisfying, but there was just enough rational thought left in him to know that massacring the Terians would have consequences. Protecting her was the only thing he cared about. Killing them wouldn’t help.

He followed the Terian males to the settlement, then landed in the middle of the settlement’s center and scorched a mark there that would take decades to fade. He needed them to remember that he was not to be provoked. That his mate, Turi, was not to be touched. He looked around, seeing the frightened faces. Males scrambling to their homes. Females peeking worriedly through barred windows. Children crying. He knew how fearsome he looked. How fearsome he was. Now, so did they.

With his rage spent, he lifted back up, flying back to his fortress. Back to Turi.

He landed heavily in the courtyard, the impact jarring even his massive frame. Smoke curled from his nostrils. The scent of burnt earth and ozone clung to his scales. Turi stood before him, a small, fragile figure against his immense form. Her face was pale, streaked with soot, but her eyes, wide and luminous, held a surprising lack of fear.

He lowered his head, his snout almost touching the ground before her, a silent offering of tenderness despite his ferocious appearance. He couldn’t explain, not in this form, the rage that had consumed him, the primal need to protect her that had driven him to this savage display.

Hesitantly, Turi reached out a hand, her fingers trembling slightly as they brushed against the rough scales of his snout. “Ellion,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “I was so worried. I saw them running. I saw the fire… I thought… I thought you might have killed them all.”

He huffed out a puff of dragon smoke and let out a grunt. It was the only way he had to say, no, he wouldn’t have.

“Thank you for sparing them.” She rubbed a hand over his scales. “I hope you didn’t break my nice stitches.”

He closed his eyes. The simple touch of her hand was a balm against the lingering heat of his dragon fury. He wanted to tell her that he was fine, that nothing mattered except her safety, but the words were trapped in his draconian throat, replaced by a low rumble that vibrated through his chest and out into the cool air. She understood. He felt it in the way her hand moved, gently stroking his snout, the fear replaced by a strange, almost reverent awe. In that moment, the lines blurred further, not just between his two forms, but between protector and protected, captor and captive, overseer and…mate.

He shuddered. The tremors started deep within his massive frame and radiated outward. The dragon form was receding. His scales softened, wings shrinking, snout shortening. The transformation was never pleasant. It was always a tearing and reforming of flesh and bone, but this time, the exhaustion was overwhelming. He swayed, his legs threatening to buckle under the immense weight of his changing body. It had been a long time since he’d changed into the dragon. It always took a toll.

Turi gasped and rushed forward, her small hands gripping his shifting form. “Ellion?”

He managed a guttural groan, his voice returning in ragged gasps as the last vestiges of the dragon receded. Naked and vulnerable, he collapsed to his knees, his skin slick with sweat. His muscles trembling with fatigue.

“Easy.” Her voice was surprisingly strong despite the tremor in her hands. “I’ve got you.”

He leaned against her to keep from falling over, marveling at her strength. Terian females were stronger than anyone gave them credit for. He was naked, exposed, and utterly depleted, yet in her arms, he felt a strange sense of safety, a comfort he hadn’t known he craved. He let her wrap her arms around him. “Ara!” Turi called out, her voice echoing in the vast courtyard. “Are you here?”

A moment later, the familiar shadowy form of the Skrac slipped from the fortress doors and appeared beside them. Ara changed to her Terian form, and put her hands on her hips. “What happened here?” she asked, taking in Ellion’s state. “You nearly frightened everyone in Settlement 112-1 to death.”

He wanted to explain, to tell her about the Terian males, about Turi’s injury, but the words wouldn’t come. He could only offer a weak shrug and a pained grimace.

“Never mind,” Ara said, sensing his exhaustion. “Let’s get you inside. Turi, help me support him.” She caught sight of the gash on Turi’s arm and went still. “Ah. I think I know what happened.”

Together, they managed to get him through the massive doors and into the cool, dimly lit interior of the fortress. He stumbled, his legs giving way, and Turi’s small frame took the brunt of his weight. He could feel her struggling, but she didn’t falter. She held him steady, her strength an unusual counterpoint to his current weakness.

“The bath,” he rasped, his voice barely a whisper.

“Good idea,” Ara said. “The restorative salts will help. Turi, can you manage to get him to his bathing room? I’ll prepare everything.”
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He sank into the warm, fragrant water, the restorative salts Ara had added tingling against his skin. The aches and pains of the transformation, the lingering burn of the dragon fire, began to dissolve, leaving a pleasant languor in their wake. He closed his eyes, letting the soothing warmth seep into his bones.

Just beyond the bathing chamber, Ara and Turi spoke in hushed tones in his room. He didn’t want to think about what he’d done and how he’d reacted so violently. He did it to protect Turi. He was capable of primal rage, but he’d maintained enough control. No one had died. No one had been hurt, aside from Turi, and that was not by his hand.

The bath restored him, both physically and mentally. The dragon fury had receded, leaving a quiet ache in its place. He stepped out of the bath. Water clung to him like a silken shroud and he flapped his wings to dry himself off. Turi’s stitches did hold, she’d be pleased to know, although the wound was not happy with his treatment of it. He donned the soft, loose pants Ara had left out for him, glad he felt back to his “normal” self. He padded barefoot to his room, the silence of the fortress amplifying the soft beat of his heart.

Only Turi was there, sitting on the edge of his bed, her head bowed. She looked up as he entered, her eyes wide and luminous in the dimly lit room. The soot-stained clothes from earlier clashed with the pristine environment. He crossed the room, stopping before her, his gaze searching hers. “Are you alright?” he asked, his voice rough.

She nodded, a small, hesitant smile playing on her lips. “Better now that you’re back,” she whispered, her gaze dropping to his bare chest. A faint blush crept up her neck, staining her skin a delicate pink. He wanted to reach out, to touch her, to reassure her, but he hesitated. What did she think of him now that she’d seen this side of him?

“The Terians hurt you,” he said, using the only explanation he had for the sudden change from the male she knew to the dragon. He lifted a hand and gently traced the wound on her arm. It was a shallow wound. Ara had already cleaned and dressed it. The cut was covered in a yellow paste, which had dried. He recognized it as one of Ara’s pungent balms that sped healing. “I would have tended it for you.”

“You were in no condition to tend to anyone,” she said. “Besides, it’s not bad, and they didn’t intend to hurt me. It was an accident.”

“An accident that wouldn’t have happened if they hadn’t thrown rocks in your direction.”

Turi shrugged. “I’m glad you didn’t hurt them. Knowing what I do, now, about my people, I understand how we devolved the way we did. It’s the Axis that did this to us.”

“Yes. From what I read in the first journal, your people were very civilized. Females were equal to males. There was a great deal of harmony and peace among them, even after they were put here on this planet.” He sat on the bed beside her. “I hope your people can return to that one day.”

Her shoulders dropped. “It feels impossible. The Axis is too powerful.”

He tilted her chin up. “Where is that defiant fire I saw facing down those Terian males? I’m not giving up hope that we can break free of the Axis. Neither should you.”

“I want you to be right.” Tears brightened her eyes. “But seeing those people fervently defend the Axis made me sick.”

“They don’t know what we know. One day, they will.”

“We’ll see.” Her hand went to his knee. “By the way, you make a beautiful dragon.”

He smiled. “You’re not afraid of me, then?”

“I could never be afraid of you,” she murmured. “You would never hurt me, no matter what form you were in.”

“That’s true. I would die first. But just so we’re clear…” He ran a finger down the line of her nose. “Nothing is as beautiful as you, Turi.”

Her face softened as her lips curved. He cupped her head and drew her toward him. He kissed her tenderly, thoroughly, allowing himself to get lost in her taste, her silken mouth. His tongue delved into her mouth, tasting her sweetness with a hunger that shook him. Her hands tangled in his hair, pulling him closer. Her fingers slid along his scalp with a delicious urgency. The scent of her arousal was a heady mix of musk and something uniquely Turi. It filled his senses, stoking the flames of his desire. He groaned, low and guttural, a primal expression of the need that pulsed through him.

He broke the kiss, his breath coming in ragged gasps. His eyes, dark and dilated, devoured her. His hands moved to her shoulders, tracing the delicate curve of her collarbone, then lower, cupping the fullness of her breasts. Her nipples hardened under his touch, pebbling against his palms. He leaned in and brushed his lips against the sensitive skin of her neck, nipping and sucking, leaving her trembling in his arms.

Turi arched into him. Her moans made him shudder with need. He slid his hands down her back, his fingers tracing the curve of her gold-freckled spine, the swell of her ass. He gripped her hips, pulling her flush against him, letting her feel the hard length of his cock straining against his pants.

“Ellion,” she whispered, her voice thick with desire. “Please…”

The plea was all he needed. He tore at his pants, shedding them with a desperate urgency, revealing his hard, throbbing cock. Turi’s eyes widened as she took in the sight of him, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. His hands slid under her soot-stained shirt. He pulled it up and over her head, then tossed it aside. He gazed in awe at the beauty of her, and marveled at the fact that she was his.

He lowered his head. His lips found hers once more and the kiss deepened. They grew more frantic, more desperate as hunger took over. His hands moved lower, sliding down her stomach, over the curve of her hips, to the soft, silken skin of her inner thighs.

He spread her legs for him and his hand cupped the wet heat of her cunt. She arched her hips to meet his touch and he accepted the invitation to slide a finger inside her. She gasped and he inserted another. That tight, welcoming heat would soon take his cock.

He met her gaze, needing to make their situation very clear. “You are mine,” he growled, pumping his fingers into her. “After we mate, there will be no other for you. Or for me. A Zaruxian mates for life.”

Her eyelids were heavy-lidded. She licked her upper lip and trembled as his thrusting fingers brought her pleasure. “I’m yours, Ellion. I’ve been yours since you brought me here and I will always be yours.”

“Ah, Turi,” His chest ached with the raw emotions crashing through him. “My one true mate.”

He withdrew his fingers and lowered his head, kissing a trail over her breasts, belly, hips, to the sweet heat of her sex. Her legs tightened, but he laid a hand on her thigh. “Open for me,” he commanded.

She looked unsure, but spread her thighs. This must not have been part of the sex lessons Terian females received, because she watched him with wide eyes as he kissed the precious bud that glistened pink and inviting between her naked pussy folds. Female Terians were hairless between their legs, unlike other species, but the gold freckles that dotted from their foreheads and down their backs, speckled their mounds. It was a beautiful view, from Ellion’s vantage—the gold markings beckoned him to taste the quivering flesh of her sex. The scent of her drove him to the edge of madness.

He lowered his head and slid his tongue over the slick skin and smiled as her eyes rolled back in her head. With innate knowledge of how to please his mate, Ellion delved into the pleasures of his female’s sex, teasing her, learning about her. He penetrated her with his fingers as he suckled her clit and drove her to an orgasm that made her rear up and cry out his name. His cock was so hard it throbbed painfully. When she reached for it, he took her hands and pinned them to the mattress. “No,” he grunted. “You cannot touch me now.”

Her skin was flushed. The gold marks glowed against her skin. “Then take me, Ellion. Make me yours.”

He could take no more. With a swift move, he covered her with his body and positioned himself at her entrance. Her eyes flew wide as she felt the blunt head of his cock nudging against her slick folds. She wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him on.

With a low growl, Ellion pushed forward, entering her in one long, smooth stroke. His cock stretched her cunt, filling her with a searing heat that made her cry out. The feeling was unlike anything he’d ever experienced—a raw, primal pleasure that pulsed through him with each thrust. Her fingers dug into his scales and he let out a deep, guttural sound that vibrated through his chest and into her core. He leaned down, his mouth finding hers once more, their tongues tangling in a desperate dance. The taste of her was intoxicating, a sweet nectar that fueled his desire.

The room was filled with the sounds of their lovemaking—the wet slap of flesh against flesh, the ragged panting of their breaths, the soft, needy moans that escaped their lips. Each thrust stoked the fire anew, their bodies moving together in a dance as old as time.

He set a punishing pace, driven by the dragon that always curled in him. He plunged into her depths, his cock stroking that sensitive spot inside her cunt that made her whimper and arch her back. His hips pistoned against her ass. The rhythmic slap of skin was a sensual counterpoint to the frantic beating of their hearts. He groaned, his voice thick and strained, as each thrust brought him closer to the edge.

Turi’s body responded to him with an abandon he hadn’t known she possessed. Her hips met his thrusts with equal fervor, her cunt clenching around his cock, milking him with every movement. The pleasure was a tidal wave, crashing over him in relentless, overwhelming surges. Her nails raked down his back, leaving faint scratches in their wake. The friction between their joined bodies was intense, a fiery heat that burned brighter with each passing moment.

“Ellion,” she moaned, her voice barely a whisper, her body trembling on the edge of release.

“Mine,” he growled, his voice raw and possessive. He leaned down, his lips brushing against her ear. “Come for me, Turi. Let me feel you shatter around my cock.”

His words were the final push she needed. With a cry, Turi came undone, her body convulsing around his cock as her cunt clenched around him. He knew his own end was near. The sensations spiraled up from his balls to his spine. He thrust harder, deeper, chasing his own release. The pressure within him built, a coil tightening, ready to spring. With a guttural roar, Ellion emptied himself into her, his seed hot and thick, filling her with a pulsing warmth. His body shuddered as the pleasure ripped through him, leaving him weak and spent.

He collapsed beside her, breath coming in ragged gasps. His heart pounded a wild rhythm against her chest. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, inhaling the intoxicating scent of her arousal, mingled with the musky tang of their shared release. His wings, still slightly extended, draped around them like a protective shroud, enclosing them in a cocoon of warmth and intimacy.

Turi’s arms tightened around him, her fingers tracing the thick ridges of muscles and jut of his wings on his back. Her own breath shuddered in and out. His body still thrummed with the lingering echoes of their passionate union. She pressed a kiss to his lips in a silent acknowledgment of the bond that had been forged between them. A bond that transcended species and defied the rules and restrictions of their oppressive world.

Eventually, Turi’s breathing deepened. The rhythmic rise and fall of her chest lulled Ellion into a state of drowsy contentment. She snuggled closer, her head resting against his shoulder and his fingers traced lazy patterns on her thigh. Sleep may have claimed her in a blanket of peace, but Ellion remained awake. His mind raced with the implications of what had just transpired.

He had mated with a Terian female. It was a transgression that would undoubtedly incur the wrath of the Axis, should they ever discover it. But even as the fear gnawed at him, a fierce protectiveness surged within him, a primal urge to shield Turi from the dangers that lay ahead.

He gazed down at her sleeping form, his heart aching with a love he hadn’t known he was capable of. Her face was serene and peaceful in sleep and so different from the fiercely determined expression he had seen in her earlier that day. He knew that their path would not be easy. They would face challenges and obstacles that would test their bond to its limits. But as he held her close, his wings wrapped around them like a protective embrace, he vowed to fight for her, to protect her, to defy the Axis and their cruel decrees.

He would break free from the Axis’ grasp to create a world where he and Turi could live together. He would carve out a future for them or die trying. He closed his eyes, his mind filled with images of a bright, sunlit world, a world where Turi’s laughter would echo through the halls of his fortress, or wherever they chose to live. And as sleep finally claimed him, he held onto that dream, a promise he made to himself, to Turi, and to the future they would create together.


EIGHTEEN


The courtyard, which sat far above the settlements, was bathed in the warm glow of Purrik, the closest star. It gave light in the mornings and late afternoon only, as the rest of the time, the Axis’ communications array blocked the light. The air was still and quiet, a welcome change from the usual hum of the fortress machinery. Turi sat on the edge of the parapet, looking out the opposite way of the settlements, where Ellion had gone today. Her arm, where the rock had struck her yesterday, throbbed faintly, but the pain was a distant echo compared to the turmoil within her.

Her body, which also still throbbed, felt loose and alive. She couldn’t stop thinking of what she and Ellion had shared the previous night. He’d taken her body, but also her heart. He’d shown her that passion shared between mates wasn’t something to be endured—as she’d been taught—but was glorious pleasure.

Ara’s shadowy form sat beside her, looking very much like a Terian in this form. Turi didn’t care what shape the Skrac took. Ara was her friend whether she made herself appear like a Terian or as a nebulous dark blob.

“You seem troubled,” Ara observed, her voice soft.

Turi leaned back against the cool stone. She suspected Ara knew very well that she and Ellion had consummated their bond, but she had no desire to discuss the act with another. “No, not troubled. Just…thinking. I wasn’t prepared for Ellion turning into a full dragon.”

Ara chuckled, a low, rumbling sound. “He was magnificent, wasn’t he? A true Zaruxian dragon in all his glory.”

Turi shuddered, remembering the terrifying and brutal beauty of Ellion’s transformation in contrast with the tender lover who had brought her so much pleasure. “He was. But also…wild. I thought he was going to slaughter those males. No wonder I was raised to fear him.”

“He showed great restraint, you know. He could have killed them all.” Ara moved closer, tilting her head. “And he would have, if they’d done worse than give you that scratch.”

Turi’s cheeks flushed. She didn’t bother to deny it. “I don’t want that power,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I care for him, Ara. But the more I learn about what the Axis have done to my people, the more I realize that they need our help, not more discipline and oppression. Not more death.”

Ara’s shadowy hand rested on Turi’s shoulder, a comforting weight. “They do. But how do you explain that to them? Ellion said that when he told them the other females were taken by the will of the Axis, they called him a liar.”

Turi looked up at her, her brow furrowed. “There must be a way to show them the truth—that the Axis is not a deity, but an abomination.”

Ara’s form shimmered slightly, the edges blurring. “We’ll find a way. Ellion has been an overseer for a long time and knows your people well. He just needs to remember his past and the two of you can find a way to give the truth to the Terians. You can trust in the bond you share, in the love that binds you.”

“Love,” Turi murmured. “That’s what this is? When I was taught about what life would be as a bondmate, it never included love. It was duty, work, endurance. Nothing like the way I feel.” She rolled her shoulders, thinking of the passion she shared with Ellion the night before. She’d given herself to him without reservation. When she thought of him, her feelings were expansive, soft, and hungry. Not what she felt for her friends, but some things were the same—fierce loyalty, happiness in his presence, and an interest in what he had to say.

“Love was abandoned by your people when survival became the priority,” Ara said harshly. “The Axis won’t stop oppressing them until they are reduced to a few hardy numbers, digging the dirt with their hands, and killing each other for scant resources. When there is nothing left of the proud people they once were, the Axis will abandon them and this place. Only then will the contract with your peoples’ enemy be complete.”

The thought brought tears to Turi’s eyes. “That’s horrible. We’ve done nothing to deserve this.”

“The settlements are struggling. I spent the day traveling among them yesterday, deep in the shadows, listening. There is talk of an uprising. The Terian female who fled and ended up joining the Hecrons is making a case for an alliance between the Hecrons and the Terians to overthrow the Axis’ control.”

“An uprising?” Turi’s brow furrowed. “Against the Axis? But they’re so powerful. It would be suicide.”

Ara nodded, her shadowy form solidifying slightly. “It would be a difficult fight, but not impossible. The Terians are resourceful, resilient. And they have a powerful ally in Ellion, if they can learn to trust him and not see him as one with the Axis.” Ara held up a finger. “Also, if Ellion can see himself as not one with the Axis.”

“Not an easy separation after centuries of knowing nothing else,” Turi said, doubt creeping into her voice.

Ara chuckled. “Yes, but he is a force to be reckoned with, Turi. Even the Axis fear him, I think. I’ve seen him fight Hecrons. Seen him bring down Rashark ships not sanctioned by the Axis. Seen him shake the earth itself.” She paused. Her gaze seemed to be fixed on the distant horizon. “He needs you, Turi, now more than ever. You are his anchor. His reason for fighting. Don’t renounce your power. Embrace it. It may be what saves your people from the fate the Axis have for them.”

Turi’s chest ached at Ara’s words. “I am one female. An oddball in my settlement. My father was eager to be rid of me.” She looked up at the soaring wall of the fortress. “I finally found someone who loves me. I don’t want to lose him to a war with an entity with more power than we can fathom.”

“Sometimes, the aura of power is a mirage.” Ara’s gaze softened, her shadowy hand resting on Turi’s arm. “It will be hard to see the Axis as anything other than what you just described, but they are not gods. And even if they were, they would still have weaknesses. There must be a way to exploit them.”

Turi thought about that. She did still see the Axis as all-powerful and godlike. It was all she knew, living in the shadow of that swirling maelstrom in the sky. All she’d been taught from birth. “How do we find their weakness?”

“Profit is all that matters to them,” she replied. “We’ll speak with Ellion when he returns. I hope he has some success in calming the settlements, to reassure them that he is on their side.”

“How? They are terrified of him,” Turi countered. “And now, suspicious, too. They believe he’s using some type of dark mind powers to make me stay.”

“The Riests are doing their best to convince them that you have been twisted. But perhaps a little fear is in order, just to keep them from showing up again with their farming tools.”

“Waste of good tools,” Turi muttered.

A shadow fell over them, momentarily obscuring the light of Purrik. Turi looked up to see Ellion descending, his wings spread wide, his form silhouetted against the bright sky. He landed gracefully near them, folding his wings with a soft rustle. His face was grim, his eyes shadowed.

“How did it go?” Turi asked, rising to her feet.

Ellion shook his head, his gaze sweeping over the settlements below. “The Riests managed to pacify the people, but it’s a fragile peace. They’re scared, Turi. And desperate.”

“Did you tell them about the Rashark raiders?” Ara asked, her shadowy form shifting slightly.

“I couldn’t,” Ellion admitted, rubbing a hand over his face. “The Axis have forbidden me from revealing any information about off-worlders. They claim it would disrupt the rehabilitation process.” He spat the words out with disgust. “More likely it would give the Terians an opportunity to make a deal with another species to get off this planet.”

Turi’s heart ached for her people. They were trapped in a cycle of fear and desperation, clinging to the lies of the Axis, who were their true oppressors. “We need to read that other journal,” she said, her voice firm. “It might hold the key to exposing the Axis and freeing my people.”

Ellion nodded, his gaze locking on hers. “I agree. That’s a full record of what they did to me. Of my missing centuries.” He looked from Turi to Ara. “After a day visiting the settlements, I can say their mistrust is palpable. But beyond their anger is shock that you chose me over them. I heard noises that I bewitched you. That I’m keeping you here against your will for nefarious purposes.”

Turi crossed her arms and raised her chin. “I’d rather be here with you—bewitched or otherwise—rather than anywhere else.”

Ellion’s lips curved into a small smile, but it was fleeting, replaced by a sobering reminder of their circumstances. He gestured to the fortress behind them, his expression grim. “The Axis contacted me. There’s a summons built into this damned implant. They want to see me.”

A chill ran down Turi’s spine. Ara’s shadowy form flickered nervously. “Do you think they know?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Ellion shrugged, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon where the Axis’ communications array hung like a malevolent eye in the sky. “I have no idea what they know, but they have not summoned me for a social visit.” He turned to Turi, his eyes filled with a mixture of love and determination. “Stay with Ara, Turi.”

Turi reached out, her hand resting on his arm. “Be careful, Ellion,” she whispered, her heart heavy with a foreboding she couldn’t explain.

He covered her hand with his own, his thumb stroking her skin. “I will,” he promised. He leaned down, pressing a kiss to her forehead, the touch lingering, a brand of possession and love. With a final glance at her, Ellion strode inside the fortress. Turi watched him go, her heart aching. She turned to Ara, her expression grim. “What do you think they want?”

Afternoon shadows cut across the courtyard as Ara took her formless shape. “I think you know,” Ara said after a silence so long it turned cold in the courtyard.

Turi swallowed hard at the ominous tone. “They’re going to wipe his memory again, and probably get rid of me.” Dread tightened Turi’s chest, making her heart race so hard it felt as if it might come loose. “We can’t let that happen.”

Ara leaned her dark form forward, and for the first time, Turi wished the Skrac would take her Terian shape. “This fortress…Ellion calls it his home. But it is a Zaruxian ship. I was not yet born when it landed and embedded itself into the mountain, but my older family members remember it vividly—it was over two thousand years ago. I think it can fly, but the knowledge of how, is missing.”

“I wonder what were they doing here,” Turi mused.

“From what I’ve been told, fleeing the Axis…unsuccessfully, I’m sorry to say. They were taken by the Axis. The fortress stood empty for many years, then Ellion was installed in it as an overseer. The rest, you know.” She paused, her shadowy form swirling. “I’ve told Ellion all this before and he never takes it well,” she said with a bitter edge. “But the Axis always take him and alter his mind so he forgets. And now they’re going to do it again.”

The Axis’ summons, Ellion’s forgotten past, the secrets hidden within the fortress—it was all interconnected, a tangled web of intrigue and danger. Ara was right. Their fragile peace was over. And Turi knew, with a growing sense of dread and determination, that their fight for freedom had just begun.


NINETEEN


Ellion’s heart slammed against his ribs as he stood in the communications room. The air thick with the smell of ozone and the low hum of the communications module. A shiver crawled down his spine. This room, once a place of routine reports had become a prison cell. He touched the glowing panel, initiating contact with the Axis. The light pulsed, intense and harsh, making his head throb with pain.

“Overseer of Penal Colony 5-11B.” The Axis’ voice was as cold and sharp as broken glass. “Scans from our subatmospheric communications array show the Terian settlements in disarray. Their productivity has plummeted. Explain.”

Ellion’s jaw was clenched so hard, he spoke through his teeth. “The removal of the six females has caused unrest,” he explained. He didn’t mention the Terian males’ visit to the fortress.

“Unrest is unacceptable,” the Axis snapped. “The Terians are to obey. They are to produce. Their suffering fuels our enterprise. This disruption must cease.”

“I have subdued the inmates,” Ellion replied, clenching his fists. “They will cause no further disruption.”

“You have told us this before.”

Ellion’s wings twitched, his dragon fire flickering in his throat. He was tired of being their tool. “I have reminded them of their place. The Riests have sent all of them back to their farms.”

“The Terians live to serve. Their discomfort fuels our enterprise,” the cold voice of the Axis replied. “However, we have found a solution for your problem.”

Ellion’s blood ran cold. “What is that?”

“Return the Terian female 224-E to her settlement. This will appease the Terians and restore order.”

All the air left Ellion’s lungs, making his breath come in ragged gasps. “But she has seen an off-world ship. She has interacted with off-worlders. The rules forbid her return. She is no longer permitted at the settlement.”

“Indeed,” the cold voice agreed. “We will handle this transgression. A medical shuttle will be dispatched. Female 224-E will be stripped of all memories since immediately before her encounter with the Rasharks. She will be returned to her old life, unaware of the time spent with you.”

“No.” Ellion had reached his limits. He could no longer play this game. His wings unfurled and extended to their full breadth. His claws extended. “You will not touch her. She is mine.”

“Control your impulses, Overseer,” the Axis snapped. “This is not a request. Terian female 224-E will be collected and rehabilitated. Prepare her for retrieval. This is an order from the Axis, and it will not be defied.”

Ellion let out a snarl. He had to act fast. There was no way he would let the Axis take Turi. His mind raced as he fought to conceal his turmoil. “I understand,” he conceded, his words tasting of bitter ash. “May I suggest an alternative way to ensure compliance?”

“You may not,” the Axis replied coldly. “Prepare the female for transport. This communication is ended.”

The pulsing light shrank to a point and vanished, but its cold malevolence lingered. A chill on the air sank into Ellion’s bones. He stood there for a moment longer, his head spinning with shock and disbelief. Not his Turi. They couldn’t have her. A growl vibrated in his chest, echoing in the dimly lit room. They thought they could just take her. That he was their pawn who would obey without question. He’d show them that they had underestimated him.

With a roar of fury, Ellion slammed his fist into the console, cracking the metal and sending sparks flying. His heart pounded with a mix of fear and determination. He had to act quickly. The Axis would not delay that transport. He spun around and strode from the communications room, his mind already formulating a plan.

Ellion stormed into the main hall, where Turi and Ara stood by the ion fire. “Turi. Ara. We must talk.”

Turi rose from her seat, startled. Her eyes were wide with alarm. “What happened, Ellion?”

Ellion crossed the room swiftly, gut hard with determination. “The Axis want to take you, Turi,” he said. “They’re sending a medical shuttle to remove your memories and return you to the settlement.” He reached for her hands. “That will not happen.”

Her face paled, but she quickly regained composure. Her eyes narrowed, and she squared her shoulders. “What do we do?”

Ellion looked to Ara. “Ara, can you take Turi to your lands on the other side of the mountain? The Axis won’t look for her there.”

Ara’s form shifted from her terian form to something sharp and edgy. “Yes. She’ll be safe, Ellion. I swear it.”

He nodded, relieved. “Thank you.”

“And you?” Turi crossed her arms. “You’ll face the Axis alone? The fortress is a ship.” She began to pace, searching for a solution. “We could learn to operate it.”

“Not enough time.” Ellion knew they were up against impossible odds, but the thought of Turi being tortured and returned was unbearable. “Whatever the fortress is, it can’t help us right now. You need to take both journals with you. They’re the only record of what came before one hundred twenty-five years ago.”

“They’re going to alter your memory, too,” Ara said. “You need to leave as well.”

He knew this was likely the Axis’ intention, but he had no plan to turn himself over quietly. Ellion faced the female who had become his entire world. He knew the risks of what he was about to do, but he also knew that he would do whatever it took to protect Turi from the clutches of the Axis. “Ara,” he said quietly. “Take Turi to your lands, now. The Axis’ shuttle will be here soon, and you both cannot be caught.”

Ara’s shadowy form nodded, understanding the urgency of the situation. “Come, Turi. There is an access route to the Skrac valley through the fortress’s north tunnels.”

“Wait.” Turi’s agonized voice made Ellion turn to her.

His gaze softened as he took in her stricken expression. He reached out, pulling her into his embrace. Her heart pounded hard, a mirror of his own frantic pulse. Lowering his head, he captured her lips in a fierce, passionate kiss. He poured all the love and longing he felt for her into it. It was a kiss that spoke of promises and potential, of a future they might never have.

“No matter what happens,” he murmured against her lips, “never forget that I love you, Turi. You are my heart, my soul, my everything.”

Turi’s eyes shimmered, but she nodded, her hand reaching up to touch his face one last time. “I love you too. Come back to me, Ellion.”

With a final, lingering look, Ellion released her, turning his gaze to the fortress doors. He knew that what he was about to do would likely mean his end, but he would not let the Axis take Turi. She deserved a chance at a life free from fear and oppression.

He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. The days of delivering reports and overseeing the settlements were over. It was time he took his place as a true Zaruxian warrior—a role denied him for nearly six centuries.

Ellion strode toward the massive doors of the fortress. His wings extended to their full, majestic span, casting long shadows across the polished stone floor. The doors opened at his approach and he passed through them, possibly for the last time.

He leapt into the sky, wings grabbing the air and putting him aloft. The cool evening air rushed to greet him as he flew out to meet the enemy.


TWENTY


Turi’s heart thumped as she raced through the dimly lit tunnels beneath the fortress. The air was cool and damp, and the walls were tight around them, but she didn’t slow down. Ara, her shadowy companion, led the way, her form flickering in the faint light that seemed to emanate from the walls themselves. Turi’s breath came in short, sharp gasps. She clutched the heavy cloak tightly around her shoulders, the fabric soft against her skin. Beneath the cloak, nestled securely in a sturdy pouch, were the journals—Ellion’s lost memories, a record of his past and possibly the key to their future.

The tunnel seemed to stretch on forever, a steep, twisting path that delved deep into the heart of the mountain. Turi’s legs ached with the effort, but she pushed on, fueled by a desperate urgency. She knew that the Axis’ shuttle was on its way, and with it, the promise of a fate worse than death for both her and Ellion. She wouldn’t let that happen. Not if she had anything to say about it.

Finally, they emerged from the tunnel. She stumbled out into the open air. Turi blinked at the colorful light of the setting sun. The sky was a tapestry of fiery oranges and purples, while the tunnel they had just left behind was shadows and gloom.

They had arrived in the Skrac lands. But as Turi looked around, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of dismay. The landscape before her was a desolate wasteland. It made the tired lands of her home settlement look lush in comparison. The trees were gnarled and twisted, their branches bare and lifeless. The ground was cracked and blackened, as if scorched by dragon fire. There was no grass, no sign of life, just an endless expanse of barren, blasted earth.

“Welcome to Rakid,” Ara said, her voice breaking in the stillness. “This is our home.”

Turi turned to Ara. “How do things live here,” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“The land is alive,” Ara assured her. “It’s different from every other biome on this planet. Here, life thrives in unexpected ways. The trees may look dead, but they are very much alive. This is their healthy, normal state. The ground, too, is full of life, if one knows where to look. That life is different from that on your side of the mountain.”

Turi took a hesitant step forward, her eyes scanning the seemingly dead land. She could feel the faintest traces of warmth radiating from the ground beneath her feet, a gentle pulsing that seemed to resonate with the steady beat of her own heart. It was as if the land itself was alive, a hidden world of wonders disguised by the harsh, unforgiving exterior.

As they moved deeper into Rakid, Turi noticed small, hardy plants poking through the cracks in the earth, their leaves a vibrant shade of blue that seemed to glow in the dim light. Strange, insect-like creatures buzzed through the air, their translucent wings shimmering with iridescent colors. Even the trees, with their twisted, gnarled branches, were home to a variety of birdlike creatures, their calls echoing through the stillness like a haunting, otherworldly melody.

Ara led Turi to a small, sheltered area nestled among the twisted trees. Here, the ground was covered with a soft, spongy moss that absorb the impact of their footsteps, muffling the sound. Ara’s form shifted and changed, taking on the appearance of a Terian once more. She moved to a low, flat rock and lifted it, revealing a dark hole. “We’ll be safe in here,” she said.

Turi was well past doubting Ara. She was eager to be out of sight. The Axis could send drones out to scan the surface. Without a word, she lowered herself into the hole and let go. With no ladder, she clung to the side.

“Let go, Turi,” said Ara. “It’s soft below.”

She closed her eyes and dropped, landing on soft, spongy ground. It was a good distance. Enough to jar her bones despite the soft landing. Ara followed, closing the hole above and plunging them into darkness.

“Just a moment,” Ara said, then light illuminated a cavern much larger than Turi expected.

It was not made for beings like Turi. There was no furniture like chairs and tables, but rather, large, flat cushions lay on the ground that was also covered in that same soft moss. It was warmer down here. She let out a shaky breath of relief.

“Welcome to my home,” Ara said, moving to the cushioned area. “Or rather, one of my family’s homes. I brought you here because this one is currently unoccupied. Most of the Skrac are in the Ugkan region this time of year, where it’s warmer.”

“Your people migrate?” Turi asked, walking around in awe. The ceiling was high. The lights were organic, vine-like things that snaked along the perimeter of the chamber.

“Yes, when it suits them,” Ara replied. “Some of us prefer to stay.”

Turi sat on a cushion, unfastening her cloak. “Do your people approve of your association with Ellion?”

“They believe it is wise to have peace with an overseer of the Axis. He is considered less dangerous because of me.” She settled on a cushion beside Turi. “I don’t want Ellion to get on the Skrac’s bad side. We can be a dangerous force when necessary.”

Turi’s body trembled with a mix of exhaustion and adrenaline. The heavy cloak was comforting, but growing hot. She placed the pouch containing Ellion’s journals on the floor beside her. The weight of them was a reminder of the male she ached for. “Could the Skrac help rise up against the Axis?”

“The Skrac would only fight if our lands were directly attacked,” Ara replied. “And our numbers are not great enough to defeat the Axis. We like the shadows.” Ara’s form still resembled that of a Terian female, but it was softened by the fading light, giving her an ethereal, almost dreamlike quality. “You’re safe here, Turi,” she said, her voice a soothing whisper against the stillness. “The Axis have no power in Rakid.”

Turi nodded, her grip on the pouch loosening slightly. “I trust you, Ara,” she replied. “But what about Ellion? He’s out there, facing the Axis alone.”

Ara’s expression hardened, her eyes reflecting the same worry that gnawed at Turi’s heart. “Ellion is strong, stronger than even he realizes. He has a dragon’s heart—fierce, unyielding, and full of fire.”

Turi’s thoughts drifted back to the fortress, to the last time she had seen Ellion. His wings had been spread wide, a magnificent sight against the backdrop of the setting sun. His eyes had held a fierce determination, a promise that he would do whatever it took to protect her, to ensure her freedom. She could still feel the warmth of his lips against hers. It was a searing memory that she clung to like a lifeline.

“I know he’s strong,” Turi said, her voice barely above a whisper. “But the Axis… They’re cruel and relentless. They’ve taken so much from him already. I can’t bear the thought of losing him.”

Ara reached out, her hand resting gently on Turi’s arm. “I know Ellion well, and I know when he has a plan. Let him do what he’s doing and we’ll find our own way to help.”

Turi turned to Ara. “What can we do, Ara? All we have are these journals, which…” Her gaze locked on the datapad. “Which we need to read.”

Ara nodded. “Let’s do that now.” She picked up the first journal. “I’ll start with the one you and Ellion have looked through. You go with the datapad.”

Turi’s pulse increased as a flicker of hope winked to life despite the despair that had settled over her. “Let’s get to work,” she said, picking up the datapad.


TWENTY-ONE


The air in the Hecron town was thick with tension, a heavy fog that clung to Ellion’s scales as he stood in the center of the community marketplace. The Hecrons, towering beings with thick, muscular forms and sharp, predatory eyes, watched him with a mixture of curiosity and hostility. Their town was nestled deep within the heart of the Vaccion woods, which was a maze of towering trees and winding paths. It was quite different from the barren fields of the Terian settlements. The Hecrons were a proud, fierce race, their bodies honed for battle by centuries of conflict with the Axis and their minions.

Ellion’s wings were partially extended, a clear sign of his readiness to fight if necessary. His eyes, dark and unreadable, scanned the crowd of Hecron warriors that surrounded him. They were armed with blaster weapons. Their fingers twitched on the triggers as they regarded him with open suspicion. Ellion knew that his presence here was a risk, but also a chance to forge an alliance against a common enemy.

“I am not your foe,” Ellion said, his voice carrying across the marketplace. His words were met with growls and snarls. The Hecrons’ distrust of the Axis’ overseer was etched deeply into their features. “I have come to talk to Yuric on a matter of great importance.”

Yuric, the masar—or leader—of the Hecrons, stepped forward. He was a massive male. No one could deny that he carried himself with an aura of power and leadership. Ellion had clashed with him multiple times. His eyes, a piercing shade of blue, bore into Ellion’s own. “You are a servant of the Axis,” he spat. “Your words are meaningless. You are our enemy.”

More Hecrons emerged from their neat, metal and stone homes to witness this meeting. Most of them had never seen the overseer before, only heard stories. They were a fearsome people, with fangs and sharp senses. Hair grew on their heads and also down their spines. Some grew it long, making it look like they had a tail when in fact, it was just long hair. The warriors cut it short, but females and scholars wore it long and braided, or adorned with gems and silver threads. None of them looked interested in hearing what he had to say. Even the younglings glared from behind their parents’ legs.

Ellion’s jaw tightened, mind racing as he sought a way to break through their hostility. He had to make them understand that he was not there on behalf of the Axis. That he sought to end their control as much as the Hecrons did. “I no longer serve the Axis,” he said, his voice filled with a raw, undeniable sincerity. “I know little of my early life, but I was taken from my family and raised by the Axis. I have learned that I have been as much a prisoner of them as the Terians. I was placed here as an overseer, but I refuse to continue in that role,” Ellion continued, his voice growing louder, resonating with the conviction of his words. “I have seen the suffering of the Terians. We are all prisoners of the Axis—Hecrons, Terians, and me.”

Yuric’s eyes narrowed. He crossed his thick arms and cocked his head. “Your words are impressive, Overseer, but they are just that—words. I have no reason to believe you.”

Ellion nodded, understanding the Hecron leader’s skepticism. He had to offer them something tangible, a gesture of goodwill that would prove his intentions. “I propose a truce.” His gaze swept over the assembled warriors. “Together, we can challenge the Axis’ control over this planet. Then, the lands the Axis took from you will be yours again.”

“And the Terians who live there?” Yuric asked. “What would you do with them?”

“Nothing,” Ellion replied. “They are harmless and weaponless, but starving and desperate for better conditions. Given the chance, many would leave. But for those who stay, you can work with them and you will gain an ally with different skills who can enhance life for everyone in this region.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd, a mix of aversion and cautious curiosity. Yuric raised a hand, silencing his people with the single gesture. “And what do you seek in return for this…truce?” he asked, his voice heavy with suspicion.

Ellion took a deep breath, his heart pounding in his chest as he prepared to reveal the truth that he had only just begun to accept himself. “I seek your help in protecting someone very dear to me,” he admitted, his voice barely above a whisper. “A Terian female. The Axis are sending a ship here to take her and remove her memories. I cannot safeguard her alone.”

The Hecrons erupted into murmurs, but the hostility had eased. Yuric, however, remained silent. His gaze fixed on Ellion as he processed this unexpected revelation.

“You care for a Terian?” Yuric asked, rubbing his chin. “You, an overseer of the Axis, have formed an attachment to one of the very beings you were charged to oppress?”

“More than an attachment.” Ellion’s voice was steady as he locked eyes with the masar. “I love her, and I will do whatever it takes to ensure her safety. The Axis have ordered her memory to be erased and her to be returned to the settlements. I cannot allow that to happen. They likely plan to erase my memory, too. They’ve done it twice before.” He revealed the metal implant behind his ear. “That would return me to the loyal Axis overseer who fights you when you step too close to the settlements.” Ellion shook his head. “I don’t want that. You are not my enemy.”

Yuric’s gaze turned considering. The skepticism in his eyes gave way to a grudging respect. “Love is a powerful motivator,” he said, his voice carrying a note of approval. “It can drive even the most unlikely of allies to stand together. And I do not enjoy fighting you either, Overseer. Your claws are sharp.” He turned his arm, revealing a ragged scar that Ellion had given him.

Ellion nodded, feeling a flicker of hope. “Asking you to trust me is a lot, Yuric, but I will do anything to protect my mate. Together, we can protect not only the Terians and the Hecrons, but also secure a future for ourselves—without the Axis.”

The marketplace fell silent as Yuric considered Ellion’s words. The tension in the air was almost palpable. A heavy weight seemed to press down on everyone present.

Ellion stood tall before Yuric, knowing that at any moment the masar could give the order to have him killed on the spot. The square was hushed, save for a few sounds—the hum of charged blasters, the low murmur of voices, and the rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze. Ellion could feel the weight of countless eyes upon him. The Hecron warriors watched his every move with a mixture of curiosity and hostility.

Yuric’s eyes bore into Ellion’s own. The Hecron leader was a formidable presence, his armored hide gleaming in the sunlight. “Your words are bold, Overseer,” Yuric replied with a wave of his hand. “We pity the Terians for their plight. It is why we never attacked them directly, but they are deeply in thrall of the Axis.”

Before Ellion could respond, a sudden commotion drew the attention of the crowd. The Hecrons parted. Their weapons lowered and a female Terian emerged from one of the nearby buildings. She was small and slender, her fiery orange hair a contrast to the earthy tones of the Hecron town. Her eyes, a bright shade of aqua blue, were filled with a fierce determination as she walked toward Ellion and Yuric.

Ellion watched her approach, finding Yuric’s reaction to her very interesting. The masar’s gaze locked on this female so intently, it was as if she was suddenly the only person in the square. This had to be female 440-2, the runaway who found refuge with the Hecrons. It appeared she found more than that. She’d captured the interest of their masar. The warriors seemed to respect her, too.

The Terian female stopped beside Yuric, her gaze fixed on the Hecron leader. “Yuric, listen to him,” she said, her soft voice carrying a surprising note of authority. “The overseer has never brought harm to our people. It is the Riests who are brutal, who enforce the Axis’ cruel laws.”

Ellion could see the change in Yuric’s eyes. The Hecron leader clearly valued her opinion.

“If you have something to share, do so,” Yuric said to her, his gaze shifting from Ellion to the Terian female.

“My name is Fortu,” she replied, raising her chin. “I am from Settlement 112-2 and returned there after my bondmate from 112-4 rejected me, and no one else wanted to take me. I did not produce children, you see. I chose to join the Hecrons rather than live under the oppression of the Axis and their Riests. I hope you don’t intend to return me. I will not go.”

Ellion nodded to her. “I know who you are, and your circumstances. And I will not return you to the settlement unless you wish it.”

“Good.” She placed a hand on Yuric’s arm. “Then you know my original bondmate was Thraip, the same male that Turi—the female you seek to protect—was promised to,” Fortu continued, her voice growing stronger with each word. “Thraip is cruel. He has a temper that strikes fear into the hearts of our people. If the overseer loves Turi enough to come here, to the heart of the Hecron territory, and ask for your help, then he is not lying. He truly wants to protect her.”

Yuric’s gaze shifted back to Ellion, his expression thoughtful. “One day I will kill this Thraip,” he muttered, his voice low and rumbling. “If what you say is true, then it seems that the overseer and I have a common enemy.”

Ellion seized the opportunity to press his advantage. “We do, Yuric,” he said. “I wish I had realized it earlier.”

Fortu nodded, her gaze filled with a fierce determination. “I have seen the overseer’s actions firsthand,” she said, her voice carrying a note of conviction. “Even as an agent of the Axis, he showed mercy to us where others were cruel. He has the power to bring about change, and I say we hear his plan.”

Yuric let out a deep, rumbling sigh, his gaze shifting from Ellion to Fortu and back again. “Very well,” he said, his voice echoing through the marketplace. “I will agree to a truce, Overseer. We will hear your plan to strike the Axis from this planet. But remember—if you betray us, there will be nowhere you can hide. We will come for you, and we will show no mercy.”

Ellion unclenched his jaw and nodded in grateful recognition to Fortu. “I would expect nothing less,” he replied. “I swear on my life and my honor as a Zaruxian that I will not betray your trust.” He took a deep breath. “What is the skill of your doctors?”

“They are more than competent.” Yuric’s brow furrowed. “We have some off-world technology, but not as much as we’d like. What does that matter?”

Ellion pushed back his hair to reveal his implant again. “I’d like them to remove this. It’s how the Axis manipulate my memories when it serves them. I’m hoping that removing it will restore some of those memories.”

Amusement passed over the masar’s face. “You are putting your life in my hands, Zaruxian. A bold move. A risky one.”

As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the Hecron town, Ellion held Yuric’s gaze. “My fortress is a starship,” he admitted. “It’s possible that I once knew how to operate it. If my memories return, we could use the weapons in the fortress to destroy that communications array that blights the sky. And it’s too large for one person to operate.” He gritted out the last words. “I’d need help.”

Yuric smiled wide, revealing his sharp fangs. “How can I refuse such an offer?” He gave a sharp wave to the warrior closest to him. “Summon Virani. Tell her she has a new patient.”


TWENTY-TWO


Turi’s fingers moved over the datapad’s glowing surface, her eyes scanning the lines of text that filled the screen. The words, written in Ellion’s precise script, spoke of a time long past, a history that had been deliberately hidden from her people. The dimly lit chamber beneath the surface of Rakid was silent, save for the soft rustling of pages as Ara, in her shadowy Terian form, pored over the ancient journal that Turi had found in the fortress library.

The hours slipped by, unnoticed, as Turi delved deeper into Ellion’s missing memories. The journal entries were a mixture of factual reports and personal reflections, a chronicle of the Zaruxian’s internal struggle as he sought to reconcile his duty to the Axis with his growing compassion for the Terians under his watch. It was a tale of awakening, of a heart slowly thawing from centuries of enforced isolation and cold detachment. Then, she read something that made her heart race.

“Ara,” Turi’s voice broke the quiet, her tone low and urgent. “I think you should see this.”

Ara’s head looked up from the journal and nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Long have I served the Axis, carrying out their orders without question,” Turi read aloud, her voice echoing softly in the chamber. “But I have learned how to operate the fortress at its full capabilities. I came across ancestry logs in one of the auxiliary memory banks. I have brothers. Five brothers, all dispersed in the Axis’ evil system. My only goal now is to restore this fortress to its true form as a starship and leave this planet. I will find them.” Turi looked up. “He has five brothers? Did you know this?”

“No,” Ara replied. “He didn’t share that with me. It seems that was knowledge he wanted to keep secret. I can’t blame him.”

Turi looked at the files remaining on the datapad. “It wasn’t long after this that the entries end.”

“The Axis discerned what he was doing.” Ara placed the journal down. “And took it all away.”

“Here’s a question,” Turi mused, tapping her chin. “Why did the Axis let Ellion keep the fortress? They must have known it was a ship.”

“Not necessarily,” said Ara. “We know the fortress was here before the Axis created Penal Colony 5-11B. My peoples’ accounts of the Zaruxians and the Axis are a bit unreliable—they just weren’t interested in what was going on over the mountain, but it’s been widely said that there were Zaruxians in that fortress. There was a battle, the Zaruxians lost and were abducted by the Axis. It stayed abandoned for several hundred years before the Axis returned, took over vast swaths to make their penal colony, and installed Ellion as the overseer.”

Turi’s jaw dropped. “They never searched or scanned it? The Axis would be more thorough than that.”

“Maybe they did and found rooms like the library—full of moldering books—and a defunct control room buried so deep in the fortress, it looked harmless. They wouldn’t be able to activate anything. It needs a Zaruxian present to power up. I tried, once, after Ellion’s second memory wipe. It stayed dark.”

Turi’s mind raced as she considered their options. “The fortress is out of the question,” she said, her voice heavy with disappointment. “We can’t operate it, and even if we could, we have nowhere to go.”

Ara nodded, her shadowy form shifting slightly. “The Skrac lands are hidden and protected, but they are not a sanctuary for those who are not of our kind. And we cannot take on the Axis alone.”

Turi’s gaze fell on the datapad and the ancient journal, the weight of their history pressing down on her. “The Riests can read,” she mused, a spark of an idea flickering to life. “They are the ones who maintain the records and enforce the Axis’ laws. If they read the beginning of the first journal, which documents our peoples’ arrival, they’d know the truth about our past. They’d learn the Axis’ deception and could tell the rest of the people.”

Ara’s edges blurred, her form shivering with unease. “The Riests are deeply entrenched in the Axis’ doctrine. They may not believe what they read, even if it comes from Ellion’s own hand.”

“But it’s a chance we have to take,” Turi insisted, her determination growing with each passing moment. “If we can show them the evidence of the Axis’ lies, we might be able to sway them to our side. They have influence over the Terians, and if they start questioning the Axis, it could lead to a widespread uprising.”

Ara considered this, her gaze thoughtful. “It’s a risky plan, Turi. If the Riests refuse to listen, or worse, if they consider you a threat to the Axis…”

“I know,” Turi replied, her voice steady despite remembering the Terian whose eyes were taken out by Riests because the male had secretly learned to read. “But we have to try. Ellion is facing the Axis alone, and we can’t let his sacrifice be in vain. We need to show the Terians that there’s a different path—one that doesn’t lead to subjugation and fear.”

Ara nodded, her form solidifying into that of a Terian once more. “Then we will go to the settlement. We will bring the journal and show it to the Riests. We’ll force them to read it, if we must, and hope their minds are open to the truth.”

Turi’s heart pounded with a mix of excitement and apprehension as she stood. She tucked the journal back in the pouch. “Let’s go,” she said, her voice filled with a newfound courage and resolve. “We have a fight to win.”

Ara’s shadowy hands reached out, resting gently on Turi’s shoulders. “If your people turn on you, I won’t be able to fight them all off on my own. May the strength of your ancestors guide you, Turi.”

“The Riests will listen.” They had to. Turi’s grip on the pouch tightened.

Turi and Ara left the hidden chamber deep within the Rakid lands and ascended to the surface. The weight of their task settled heavily on Turi’s shoulders. The path ahead was fraught with danger and uncertainty, but she knew that the time for action had come. For her and Ellion. For her five friends who had been abducted.

The tunnel beneath the mountain was narrow and claustrophobic, its walls pressing in on Turi as she and Ara made their way through the darkness. The air was cool and damp, the only sound the soft shuffle of their footsteps echoing through the silence. Turi clutched the pouch containing the journal tightly against her chest, her heart pounding with a mix of determination and fear.

After what felt like an eternity, they emerged from the tunnel into the quiet stillness of the settlement. The predawn hour was dark. The sky above lay cloaked with the swirling vortex of the Axis’ communications array. It cast a dim, ominous glow over the landscape. The settlement was quiet, the fields of dormant sogfrut plants stretching out like a silent, eerie expanse under the faint moonlight.

“Stay close to me,” Turi whispered. “The Riests’ hut is this way.”

“I know where they are,” Ara hissed. Her shadowy form shifted, melting down to a blob from her Terian shape. “I don’t like this, Turi.”

“Me either,” Turi said as she led the way through the deserted streets. The Riests’ hut was the nicest building in the settlement, its walls made of sturdy wood and its roof thatched with dried leaves. Inside, three Riests slept on simple beds, their forms silhouetted against the dim light filtering through the small windows.

Turi approached the nearest Riest. Her heart beat like a hammer. She’d never been inside the Riests’ residence. It was off limits, of course. But now she straightened her back to take on a more intimidating appearance. “Onis,” she said, addressing the Riest by name.

The Riest’s eyes snapped open, widening in terror as he took in Turi and the shadowy figure looming over him. A strangled cry escaped his lips, waking the other two Riests.

“What…what is this?” Onis stammered, scrambling back against the wall, his eyes wide with fear.

“Silence,” Ara commanded, her voice low and authoritative as her form rose to a Terian-like shape, but taller and more imposing in appearance. “You will stay where you are and listen. We have something to show you.” She raised an arm and pointed at them. “Do not anger me.”

The other two Riests sat up, their faces pale. “W-who are you?” one of them demanded, his voice shaking.

Turi stepped forward, pulled off her cloak and held up the pouch containing the journal. “I am Turi, daughter of Tregit. I come with information that will change everything.”

The Riests exchanged nervous glances, their eyes flicking between Turi and the menacing shadow. “Are you returning to the settlements to take your place as Thraip’s mate?” the eldest one asked.

“What?” Turi replied, having forgotten all about Thraip. “No. I’m here—”

“Then we have no interest in what you have to say,” Onis cut in. His eyes were hard, cold. “We will call for help and have you locked in your father’s home.”

“Try it,” Ara snarled, “and you’ll be dead before you utter your first word.”

That shut them up, although she couldn’t imagine Ara following through on such a threat.

Turi’s gaze locked on the youngest of the three, who seemed slightly less terrified than his companions, and pulled the journal from her bag. “As you know, I have been living at the fortress with the overseer. I have learned to read and with it, the truth about our people and the Axis. You must read this journal. It documents our people’s arrival here and the Axis’ deception.”

The youngest Riest hesitated, then reached out a trembling hand, taking the journal from Turi. “What is this?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

“It is a personal log book of the overseer at the beginning of our time on this planet,” Turi explained. “It reveals the truth about our past. We are not native to this planet. We were brought here as prisoners. The Axis have manipulated us into believing they are gods.”

The Riests exchanged glances, their faces etched with disbelief and fear. “This is blasphemy,” Onis spat. “The Axis is our savior, our protector. They have given us this land, this life.”

“A life of suffering and servitude,” Turi countered, her voice firm. “The Axis are not divine. They are an interstellar conglomerate that profits from imprisoning entire species, including ours. They have lied to us, manipulated us, and forced us to work their fields for their gain.”

The youngest Riest’s eyes widened as he flipped through the pages of the journal. “This…is the overseer’s handwriting,” he murmured. “If what you say is true, and this book backs up these claims, then everything we know is…a lie.” He had a hard time getting that last word out.

“It is true,” Ara interjected, her form shifting slightly, becoming less intimidating. “My kind already lived here long before the Axis created this penal colony. I have seen the truth with my own eyes. The Axis have hidden it from you, but it is time you knew what is real.”

The oldest Riest, Onis, snorted, his eyes narrowing. “You expect us to believe this…this specter and some scribbles in a book?”

Turi stepped closer, her gaze fixed on the youngest Riest. “You must read it,” she said, her voice urgent. “Open your minds to the possibility that what you have been taught, and even what you have enforced, is a lie. See the truth, no matter how uncomfortable or frightening it may be.”

The youngest Riest nodded, swallowing hard. “I will read it,” he said, his voice firm. “The truth is important. And we need to know what it is.”

Turi let out a sigh of relief, even if they were only reading it under threat of death from a being that terrified them. Onis’s eyes flashed with anger, but the young Riest held the journal firmly, his gaze fixed on the pages. Turi knew that this was only the beginning. Convincing the Riests of the truth would be a difficult task, but she also knew that it was a necessary one.

As the Riests began to read, Turi and Ara stepped back, their eyes fixed on the three males who held the key to the Terians’ future. Turi’s heart pounded with a mix of hope and apprehension, but she also knew that whatever happened next, she and Ara had taken the first step toward revealing the truth and freeing her people from the Axis’ grip.


TWENTY-THREE


Ellion opened his eyes slowly, blinking against the harsh light of the Hecron medical room. His head pounded with a dull ache, and his body felt heavy and sluggish. He sat up, feeling as if he’d been run over by a herd of wild paraks. A figure leaned over him—a female Hecron with sharp, intelligent eyes.

“How do you feel?” the Hecron doctor asked. Her voice was steady and calm.

Ellion rubbed a hand over his face, trying to clear the fog from his mind. “Dizzy,” he replied, his voice raspy. “Nauseous.” He reached up to touch the spot behind his ear where the implant had been, but his fingers met fine stitches and bare skin.

“The surgery was a success,” announced a different voice in the room. It was Yuric, sitting casually in a seat against the wall. “Virani was able to remove the Axis’ implant. We’re keeping it though. Some of my researchers want to study it.” He waved a hand as if this part didn’t interest him. “It’s probably in little pieces by now.”

Ellion didn’t care what happened to the implant as long as it was out of his head. His heart raced as he digested the masar’s words. The implant was gone. The tool the Axis used to erase his memories was no longer part of him. “Thank you,” he said, his voice filled with gratitude.

“It’s a sophisticated device, capable of manipulating your memories and transmitting limited information to the Axis,” the doctor said, her gaze fixed on Ellion. “We’re glad it’s no longer functional, but it’s likely the Axis are aware that it’s been deactivated.”

Ellion nodded. “They already knew I wasn’t playing along. I am in your debt.”

The masar’s smile widened, his gaze softening slightly. “We are glad to help, Overseer. The Hecrons have long sought freedom from the Axis’ control. Your…change of heart has given us hope that change is possible.”

“Less of a change of heart.” Ellion’s chest ached with a mix of gratitude and determination. He knew that the fight against the Axis was far from over, but he also knew that with the Hecrons by his side, they stood a chance of breaking free from their oppression. “More like waking up from a bad dream.”

Yuric’s gaze fixed on Ellion. “Long overdue, Overseer,” he said, his voice firm. “The Axis have controlled you and your memories for centuries, I’m told. My ancestors faced you in battle. You’ve left marks on all my forebears.” He crossed his arms. “What can you tell us about the fortress?”

Ellion considered this, his mind pieced together the fragments of his memories. “I believe the fortress is capable of interstellar travel, but it has been dormant for so long its systems are likely degraded. With repairs and the right crew, however, it could be a powerful weapon against the Axis.”

Yuric’s eyes narrowed. “And the Terians? They will not fight with us. If anything, they will fight against us, even though they are not warriors and they have no weapons.”

Ellion nodded, understanding the Hecron’s concern. “The Terians have been indoctrinated to believe that the Axis is divine, that they are our saviors. We will need to show them the truth—that the Axis are a conglomerate that profit from imprisoning entire species, including the Terians.”

Yuric’s gaze darkened, his expression turning serious. “If we destroy the communications array, the Axis will respond with force. They will not take kindly to the destruction of their property.”

Ellion’s jaw tightened. He’d considered this many times. “The Axis have countless penal colonies. This one is dwindling, no longer profitable for them. They may not bother with an all-out war. They might send a squadron, but we can handle that.”

“And if we are faced with war?”

Ellion met his gaze. “Then we fight it.”

Yuric chuckled. “It would be enjoyable to fight with the dragon for once, instead of against it. And your memories?” he asked. “Do they return?”

Ellion grimaced. “In fragments,” he admitted. “It is confusing, out of order. But they are returning. I remember my brothers—five of them, scattered throughout the galaxy. And I remember the fortress—how to operate its command center.”

Yuric’s eyes shone with a fierce determination. “If you can operate the fortress’s command center, and if we can convince the Terians to join us, we stand a chance if the Axis send more than a squadron.” He rubbed his chin. “I will say that my people have longed to travel beyond this solar system, but there is such fear of the Axis that no transports will carry us when they know where we’re from. But if that fortress is a ship…”

Ellion could see where Yuric was going with this. He also knew that the Hecron masar would be hunting every advantage for his people. Any good leader would do the same. “We need to break the Axis’ control over the planet, then we can arrange for more travel off world for your people,” he said. “But first, we need to destroy the communications array. Without it, the Axis can’t send orders or enforce their will.”

As the Hecron medical team cleared the room, Yuric and Ellion began to discuss their plan in greater detail. The Zaruxian and the Hecron masar discussed the layout of the Axis’ communications array, the strengths and weaknesses of its defenses, and the locations of key control nodes that needed to be taken out. Ellion, drawing on his slowly returning memories, offered insights into the array’s structure and potential vulnerabilities. Even as he spoke, he knew the ships were on the way. The Axis coming to take from him the only thing that mattered—Turi.


TWENTY-FOUR


Ellion stood in the command center, surrounded by Hecrons poring over the different consoles and stations. He felt a sense of unease. His home—the fortress—had been his sanctuary for centuries, so it was jarring to have it invaded by so many beings who, until recently, had been adversaries. But he knew that their help was crucial if he wanted to break free from the Axis and protect Turi.

Yuric lounged in the weapons seat, watching the chaos with a calm, almost amused expression. “You seem tense, Overseer,” he said, a smirk playing on his lips.

Ellion turned to Yuric, his wings twitching with irritation. “Do I?” he replied, his voice tight. “All this is…disconcerting.”

Yuric chuckled, his gaze sweeping over the chaotic scene. “Ah, this is the record for the most Hecrons in your starship,” he said, his voice filled with humor. “It will be a challenge to break it, but I’m sure we can manage.”

Ellion sighed. His expression softened slightly at the masar’s light tone. “You can,” he said dryly. “The fortress can hold hundreds, and with some adjustments, it can accommodate Hecrons as well.”

Yuric grinned and leaned back in his seat, his gaze thoughtful. “Are you doing all of this…” He nodded toward the Hecrons bustling around the command center. “For her?”

Ellion’s gaze met Yuric’s. “Yes,” he replied simply. “Turi is worth more than just freedom from the Axis. She is everything.”

Yuric nodded, a small smile playing on his lips. “I know that feeling,” he said, his voice softening. “Although Fortu took some convincing.”

Ellion raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And here I thought she threw herself at you, considering your magnetic charm.”

Yuric laughed. “Don’t forget my good looks,” he replied with a cheeky grin. “But I knew instantly, the moment she tumbled into my arms. I knew I’d never want another.” Yuric’s smirk faded. His gaze settled on Ellion’s face. “Are you ready? Can you operate the fortress’s systems?”

“It won’t be flying anywhere today, but if we can get the targeting set up, you can operate the weapons.” Ellion gestured to where Yuric sat. “We can use those to take down the communications array.”

Yuric scanned the room, looking over his warriors. “Have you lot gotten the targeting system up and running?” he hollered.

“Yes, Yuric,” a female Hecron wearing a metal breastplate replied testily. “We can hear you just fine, masar.”

“Good. Then fire them up and send them to weapons control.” He looked to Ellion with a glint in his eyes. “Let’s take down that array.”

The command center quieted for a moment as the hum of long-dormant systems powered fully on for the first time in centuries. Ellion sat at the main chair and touched the screen before him. One by one, the consoles lit up in a vibrant array of colors and symbols. Ellion’s skin shivered at the feeling—the ship was waking up, coming alive.

Yuric settled into the tactical chair and shortly all of the systems came alive under his touch. He nodded to his warriors. A few of the Hecrons took to different seats—navigation, propulsion, life support—even though none of those would be used.

Ellion took in a deep breath as the seat beneath him warmed up. The systems responded to his commands like it had been made for him. Everyone in the room felt the shift of the massive ship waking up vibrating through their bones.

“Brace yourselves,” Yuric warned his warriors. “This may feel…strange.”

Lights dimmed, consoles lit with colors, and it seemed like all the panels were humming in a mad symphony. The vibration from the fortress woken from its centuries-long sleep eased to a light, rhythmic hum. Ellion had never experienced this amount of raw power at his fingertips.

Then, just like that, the console in front of Ellion flashed to life. A three-dimensional holographic map filled the air, depicting the valley and the layout of the Axis’ communications array. Ellion focused on the target. “There,” he said to Yuric. “Take it down.”

Yuric, jaw hard and eyes steely, adjusted the weapons array and placed his fingers above the firing button. “With pleasure.”


TWENTY-FIVE


The Riests’ hut was dimly lit. The atmosphere was tense as the three Riests huddled over the journal pages. The air was thick with the smell of the fire and the soft rustle of turning pages. Turi and Ara stood near the fireplace, listening to the Riests’ discussion with bated breath. Their fate, and the fate of their people, hung in the balance.

“This cannot be true,” the eldest Riest declared, his voice heavy with disbelief. “The Axis is our savior, our protector. It has watched over us, protecting this land, this life.”

“But if what this log says is true, we have been deceived,” the youngest Riest countered, his voice urgent. “We are prisoners, put here generations ago as a result of some ancient dispute. Look at the fact that we are all assigned numbers at birth. The Axis decrees that we put these numbers on our babies’ necks. How is that just? We are being punished as a species.” He slapped a hand on the book. “Look at how the overseer describes us in the early days. We treated each other better. We treated our females better. Our ancestors would be disgusted with us.”

The Riests’ conversation dropped to hushed, urgent tones. Ara leaned closer to Turi, her shadowy form shifting slightly. “This could go either way,” she whispered. “That third Riest looks like he defers to the eldest one. Just so you know, I can be killed as easily as you.”

“You can? You didn’t tell me that.”

“You think because I look like shadow that weapons can’t harm me?” Ara shook her head. “Nope. We live long lives and hide very easily, but we are not immortal.”

Turi winced. Her heart pounded in her chest. The weight of responsibility pressed down on her as they waited for the Riests’ verdict.

Suddenly, a deafening explosion shattered the stillness, shaking the very foundation of the hut. Turi stumbled, catching herself against the wall as the building shuddered.

“What was that?” the youngest Riest exclaimed, his eyes wide with shock.

Turi and Ara exchanged a glance, then rushed to the door, following the Riests. They burst outside, eyes scanning the sky. A bright flash had momentarily illuminated the morning, followed by a plume of smoke and debris. The Axis’ communications array, the swirling vortex that had cast a malevolent eye over the settlements for centuries, was no more. Pieces rained down in the distance. The dark maelstrom was in the process of dispersing.

“The array… He destroyed it.” Turi’s heart raced. Tears blurred her vision. “Somehow, he did it.”

The Riests stood in stunned silence, their eyes fixed on the smoldering remnants of the array. The youngest Riest turned to look at Turi, his expression filled with disbelief and awe. “Who did it?” he asked.

“The overseer,” she replied. “Ellion. He destroyed it to break the Axis’ control over us. Over you. This planet.”

Terians rushed from their homes, gazes turned skyward. Even females who had been locked inside stumbled into the light of day. A few dropped to their knees with cries of despair. No one noticed Turi and Ara. All attention was on the spectacle in the sky.

She turned to him. “Do you believe me now?”

The Riests exchanged nervous glances, their eyes flicking between Turi and the sky. The youngest Riest broke the silence, stepping forward with a determined look on his face. “I believe you,” he said, his voice filled with conviction. “What you say is true. The Axis has deceived us, making us think we’re free, when in fact, we’re inmates in a penal colony. It is time we accepted the truth.”

“Thank you,” Turi replied. “But what about the others?” She turned to the gathering crowd, her gaze sweeping over the sea of frightened faces. “Look at our people,” she said to the Riests. “They are scared and confused. They need to know the truth.”

Onis snorted, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve spent my life studying the Axis’ doctrines. You expect me to toss it away? You expect our people to give up our beliefs?”

The youngest Riest’s jaw tightened, his eyes flashing with determination. “I do,” he replied, his voice firm. “I’ve questioned some of the doctrines for a long time, to be honest. If that makes me unfit to be a Riest, then so be it. We must open our minds to the possibility that the truth is not what we thought, no matter how uncomfortable or frightening it may be.”

Onis’ expression hardened, but before he could reply, the youngest Riest turned to the crowd, holding up the journal. “People of the settlement,” he called out, his voice carrying across the square. “We have been deceived. The Axis is not divine. It is an interstellar conglomerate that profits from imprisoning entire species, including ours. They have lied to us.”

A hushed murmur rippled through the crowd, a mix of disbelief and fear. The youngest Riest’s gaze swept over the sea of faces, his expression filled with a fierce determination. “I have read the truth in this journal, written by the overseer centuries ago,” he continued, his voice growing stronger with each word. “It documents our people’s arrival here and the Axis’ deception. The overseer has risked everything to reveal this truth to us. That…” He pointed to the wreckage in the sky, “is not the Axis itself, but a communications array. It is time we knew the truth and fought for our freedom.”

“Where is the overseer, then?” someone shouted. “Why isn’t he here to explain this?”

“He’s the one who destroyed that array,” Turi said, stepping forward. Beside her, Ara’s shadowy form shifted to a pool at Turi’s feet, disguising herself as a shadow. “And he has learned that he is every bit a prisoner as we are.”

“Who are you to speak for him?” shouted a voice. Turi recognized it as her brother, Seggiat. “You gave up a respectable life to be the overseer’s whore!”

“Respectable? Is binding a female’s legs together so she won’t run from a bondmate she didn’t choose, respectable, brother?” Anger flared in Turi’s gut. “I am Ellion’s mate. I love him, and he loves me.”

The crowd erupted into chaos, a swirling mix of voices and emotions. Some called out in support, urging the Riests to share the journal’s contents. Others shouted in anger, accusing the youngest Riest of blasphemy and demanding his immediate imprisonment. The eldest Riest and the third, quiet one stood frozen, their faces unreadable masks.

Turi watched the scene unfold, trying to keep her breath steady and her body from shaking. This was by far the riskiest thing she’d done and she was well aware that multiple lives were on the line, including Ara and the young Riest’s. Convincing the Terians of the truth would be a difficult, if not impossible, task, but she also knew that they had to try.

As the chaos settled, the youngest Riest stepped forward once more, his gaze fixed on the crowd. “I understand your fear,” he said, his voice steady. “I understand your doubt. But I ask you to listen, to open your minds to the possibility that what you have been taught, what we ourselves have enforced, is not our way. This book shows a different view of the Terian people. The future of our people depends on it.”

A hush fell over the crowd, a heavy weight of silence as the Terians considered the Riest’s words. Turi held her breath, hands tight fists as she looked at the faces. All of them were familiar. All of them were twisted in conflict and dismay.

Suddenly, a voice rang out from the crowd, clear and strong. “I want to hear the truth.” It was a female. Her voice was loud and clear and achingly familiar.

“Mother…” Turi said breathlessly. She locked eyes with the resilient female who had endured so much.

“I want to know what is in that journal.” Her mother stepped forward, chin tilted up at the same determined angle that Turi’s was. “This…” She pulled up the bottom of her skirt to reveal hobbles between her ankles. “Is not our way. It is the Axis’ way.” She jabbed a finger toward the sky where the last of the Axis’ array fell away. “And it’s time we’re done with it.”

As she spoke the words, the gray swirl of clouds finished dispersing and the light of the closest star, Purrik, shone down on the settlement, bathing the people in the first true, unfiltered light they’d ever seen. Turi watched the faces around her turn to the sky, eyes closed as breaths of awe and wonder filled the square. She did the same, breathing in the warmth. Even in the cold season, the light made her skin feel like it was being bathed in nourishment.

When the Terians looked back to the Riests, their expressions had changed. More voices joined her mother’s in a growing chorus of support. “Yes, let us hear the truth,” one called out. “Show us the journal,” others demanded. “We deserve to know what has been hidden from us.”

The youngest Riest nodded, a smile on his lips. “Very well,” he said, his voice filled with a sense of triumph. “I will read it aloud, and you will hear the truth with your own ears. You will decide for yourselves what to believe.”

As the Riest began to read, the eldest Riest put his hands over his face and wept.


TWENTY-SIX


Yuric turned in his seat at the weapons console, his fingers hovering over the controls. “How many ships do you think they’ll send?” he asked, his eyes fixed on the viewing screen.

Ellion’s wings rustled with tension. “I don’t know. Maybe one. Maybe ten,” he replied. “The Axis won’t want to waste resources on a small penal colony.”

Just then, the sky erupted with flashes of light. Twenty Axis ships burst through the atmosphere, their sleek, dark forms filling the viewing screen. They were combat vessels, armed and ready for battle.

“Fek!” Yuric cursed, his hands flying over the weapons controls. “You were wrong about that, my friend.”

The first volley from the fortress’s weapons struck true, destroying two Axis ships in brilliant explosions. But there were too many. The remaining ships spread out, taking up attack positions around the fortress.

“Incoming!” a Hecron warrior shouted just before the first blast from the Axis ships struck the fortress. The entire structure shuddered. Warning lights flashed across the command center’s screens.

“Hull breach on level three,” another Hecron reported, her voice tight with worry.

Yuric kept firing, taking down another Axis ship, but there had to be twenty returning fire. The fortress rocked with each hit, the ancient structure groaning under the assault.

Ellion gripped the arms of his command chair. “Keep firing,” he ordered, even as another blast shook the fortress. “We can’t let them land.” But he knew, with a sinking feeling in his gut, that they were badly outnumbered. The Axis had come prepared for war.

Another blast rocked the fortress, sending sparks flying from several consoles. The ancient structure groaned under the assault. The command center shook with another hit from the Axis ships. Smoke filled the air and alarms blared.

“Masar!” Lekrin, the warrior at one of the stations, shouted over the noise of battle. “They’re breaking off their attack and heading for Settlement 112-1.”

“Power down the weapons,” Ellion ordered, rising from his command chair.

Yuric spun around, his eyes wide with disbelief. “We can’t stop fighting now.”

“We can’t fire near settlements without killing people there,” Ellion growled, his hands tightening on the command console.

“That eliminates our ability to attack from here. We’d have to leave and go to the settlements,” Yuric said as something shorted out and warning lights flashed red across all the screens. “Would you have us abandon the fortress?”

“Yes. We abandon it,” Ellion roared.

“We take the fight to them,” Yuric declared. He turned to Lekrin. “Gather our warriors. Take them to the settleme—”

“No,” Ellion said. “You and your warriors have done enough. I will deal with the Axis ships. Whoever is operating them will have me to deal with. If you can, enter the other settlements—the three that don’t have Axis ships hovering over them—and get as many Terians to safety as you can.”

Understanding dawned in Yuric’s eyes. “You’re going to face them alone?”

Ellion nodded, already feeling the dragon stirring within him. “A dragon is harder to hit than a fortress. I can move faster, strike harder.”

“That’s unwise,” Yuric protested, even as another blast rocked the fortress. “There are more ships out there.”

“Fewer than there would be, thanks to you,” Ellion corrected with a grim smile. “And a dragon’s fire can do a lot of damage.” He turned to the Hecron warriors at their stations. “Power everything down. Don’t give them a target.”

As the fortress’s systems went dark, Ellion strode toward the exit. His scales were already beginning to thicken. “Keep your warriors safe and save the Terians, Yuric,” he said. “They have turned hard and cruel over the centuries, but there is hope for them, if the Axis don’t destroy them. I’ll handle the ships.”

Before anyone could argue further, Ellion sprinted down the corridor toward the main doors. His bones began to crack and shift as the transformation took hold. By the time he reached the courtyard, he was no longer a male with wings, but a massive purple dragon, ready for battle.

With a mighty roar that shook the mountain itself, Ellion launched himself into the sky. The Axis ships hung there like dark stars, looming over the settlement. A few had landed. They weren’t ready for a dragon. It was time to show the Axis what he could really do.


TWENTY-SEVEN


Turi stood at the edge of the settlement, her heart hammering in her chest as she watched the Terians around her. They were shouting, their voices rising like thunder. “If the journal is authentic, we must have a meeting,” one Terian cried, waving his arms. “And an accounting from the Axis.”

Another Terian chimed in, “What of the overseer himself? He is the first one who needs to speak to us.” The panic in their voices bounced off the walls of the settlement, sending a chill down Turi’s spine.

Yet another bellowed, “I’ve doubted the Axis’ divinity since I was a child. Our suffering is too great.”

Suddenly, a loud roar filled the air. Turi looked up, her eyes widening as ships burst into the sky, dark against the brightening morning. Blasts of light shot out from the fortress, clashing against the ships like fireworks in reverse. The air crackled with energy, and Turi felt a tight knot form in her stomach.

“Ellion,” she breathed. It felt as if the air had been ripped from her chest. “He’s up there.”

“We saw him leave the fortress,” Ara said behind her, still an indistinct shadow.

“No, it’s him,” Turi said. “I know it. I just…feel it.” The thought of him battling above made her stomach churn. She could hear her own heartbeat pounding in her ears, drowning out the chaos around her. Turi squeezed tears from her eyes and took a deep breath, the metallic taste of fear filling her mouth.

The ships moved through the smoke, dodging some blasts and firing back at the fortress. Her hands trembled. “Please be safe,” she whispered under her breath. She could picture Ellion, brave and fierce, but what if—

Just then, the ships broke free from the fortress, their sleek forms glistening in the sunlight. They turned towards the settlement, engines roaring. Turi’s heart raced even faster. She could hardly breathe. The fear wrapped around her, tightening even more.

Turi’s gaze darted from the ships to the Terians rushing around her. “What do we do?” one of them yelled, his face panicked.

“Get inside! Hide!” Another Terian screamed as some of them sprinted toward the nearest building, footsteps pounding against the ground.

“Stay calm!” Turi shouted, but her voice was swallowed by the chaos. Another group of Terians huddled together, fear etched on their faces, as they looked up in despair.

Just then, she felt a familiar hand grip hers. It was her mother, eyes wide with worry. “Turi. My brave daughter.” She pulled Turi into a brief, hard embrace. “He’s come for you. Look!”

Above them, a deafening roar shattered the air, making Turi jump. Her head snapped up, and she gasped as a massive dragon swooped low. His scales glinted like polished armor. Fire erupted from his jaws, bathing the nearest ships in bright orange flames.

“Look out!” someone shouted, pointing at the fiery destruction.

Turi’s heart squeezed as the dragon, swift as a shadow, darted between the ships. With a flick of his powerful wings, Ellion spun around and unleashed another torrent of flames, melting through the hull of five ships in one furious strike. Turi’s heart swelled. The dragon was magnificent, but he was also facing terrible odds.

The ships, despite their size, struggled to fight back. They returned fire, but the dragon danced around them with such grace, as if he were playing a game. Turi clung tightly to her mother. “He’s come for all of us,” she whispered as the heat from dragon fire and burning ships swept over her skin.

“Back up,” her mother said, and they moved from the open square to press against the outer wall of the Riests’ home. Determination glinted in her mother’s eyes. “Whatever happens here, know that I love you, Turi. I always have.”

She squeezed her mother’s hand. “I never doubted that, Mother.”

Suddenly, amid the chaos, a metal door swung open on one of the landed ships, which had been overlooked during the battle in the sky. A figure emerged, catching Turi’s eyes. The male was imposing, dressed in a dark uniform that shimmered ominously under the sunlight. Metal covered the lower part of his face. He strode directly toward Turi, gaze riveted on her. There was no doubt that he knew exactly who she was. “Engage security protocol,” he commanded to his guards, and they powered on their weapons. His speech had a mechanical tone.

Turi’s heart raced as he and his guards closed in on them. Their expressions cold and unyielding. She felt her mother tense beside her. “Go inside,” she said to her mother and Ara, who was well hidden in shadow. “Now.” She pushed her mother away, toward the door, and faced the huge, terrifying male who stopped and loomed above her. “Inmate 224-E.” He cocked his head, his voice devoid of emotion. “So you are the one who has caused us so much trouble.”

Without warning, he reached out and grabbed Turi by the neck, lifting her slightly off the ground. A gasp escaped her lips, and panic slashed through her heart. The guards closed in, keeping watch on the surrounding Terians, their presence making it clear that there would be no fighting these beings.

“Let her go!” her mother shouted, anger and fear blending in her voice. She stepped forward, fists clenched.

She was joined by a surprising figure, who had been silent through all of this. “Release my daughter,” bellowed Tregit, her father. He clutched a soil tiller, jaw tight. “She is a harmless female.”

The enforcer’s grip tightened, and Turi struggled for breath, her vision blurring at the edges. “Quiet, inmate. You’re only making this worse,” he commanded without moving his focus from Turi.

Turi’s heart pounded like a drum, and a spark of defiance flickered within her. “What…do you…want?” she managed to choke out, fury slowly igniting beneath her fear.

With a flash of a stony gaze, the enforcer leaned closer. “The Axis are displeased with your conduct. We will ensure you’re dealt with properly.” Just then, the roar of the dragon filled the air once more, sending shivers down Turi’s spine and causing the enforcer to look away for a moment. A flicker of hesitation passed through her captor’s eyes. He lowered her to the ground, his grip loosening slightly as he regarded Ellion with a mix of annoyance and curiosity.

The dragon loomed large. The ships that survived the attack—Turi briefly counted six still airborne—broke off the attack with the dragon so close to the leader. Two of the ships were barely aloft and billowing smoke. He let out a booming roar of rage and landed. The ground rumbled. His claws dug into the ground as he moved forward, one predatory step after another.

Turi felt her heart surge with hope. She could smell the acrid smoke curling from Ellion’s nostrils. He was the dragon—full of rage and bloodlust.

“Overseer of Penal Colony 5-11B,” her captor said. “I am Enforcer 258, subset D, sent by the Axis to collect you for rehabilitation.”

Ellion let out a snort that sent sparks dancing on the ground near the enforcer.

“The Axis have been generous with you. You have committed many offenses prior to this day,” the enforcer went on. “Allowing the inmates names other than their numerical designations. Allowing inmates to congregate in groups. Not exacting punishments when settlements failed to meet their food production quotas. Showing preferential treatment to one female Terian. This is just a few of your transgressions that have been generously overlooked.”

The dragon stamped his front paw and flapped his wings, sending up a gust of dust into the air.

“And today you have committed offenses unforgivable by Axis doctrine by attacking our forces. For that, you will be removed from your position as overseer and, after rehabilitation, sentenced to a life of hard labor in the Malgog mines on Rampion-8.

“No!” Turi yelled, summoning all the strength she could muster to squirm against the enforcer’s hold on her.

He responded by tightening his grip again. “Sadly, these people will suffer, too,” he said silkily, eyes narrowing. “As of today, I am their new overseer, and my rule will not be as pleasant.”

It was clear that the Axis were abandoning their strategy of expecting the Terians to worship and revere them, and shifting to hard tactics of incarceration. But in that moment, something shifted within Turi. She took a deep breath, focused on the ailing ships above, and steadied herself. “We aren’t afraid of you!” she screamed. “We will not answer to you.”

The enforcer raised an eyebrow, an expression almost like amusement flickering across his face. “Prisoners like you should be afraid,” he said, tightening his grip once more, though not enough to cut off her breath. “You don’t yet understand the consequences of your actions, but you will serve well to set an example for what happens to defiant prisoners.”

Then, with a swift motion, he shifted his gaze back toward the dragon, which was now closer. His wings were tense, stretched taut as drums. The guards glanced up nervously, seemingly unsure of what the enforcer was going to do.

“Your mate will die, here,” the enforcer said gravely. “And you will live the rest of your days knowing it was your actions that caused it.” The enforcer sneered, his mechanical voice dripping with malice. “Pity you can’t say goodbye in that form, Zaruxian.” He looked at Turi and tightened his grip. “No one in this penal colony will defy the Axis again.”

The air cut off as that hand squeezed. Turi clawed at the enforcer’s grip but it was iron tight. He wasn’t bluffing. He was going to kill her.


TWENTY-EIGHT


Time slowed down. His vision narrowed to Turi’s face as she fought against the enforcer.

What was she doing here?

His thoughts were pure panic. She was supposed to be safe in the Skrac lands, away from all this. But the moment he saw her, he somehow knew she wouldn’t allow her people to face the Axis alone. And judging by the faces of the Terians, she’d managed to work some magic over them. The faces he saw were not all terror-filled, although there was plenty of that. There was defiance and anger, making him think that at least some of them knew the truth about what they were. And what the Axis truly were.

He would certainly not let her die now. His dragon fire felt like it would burn straight out of his throat. The urge to send forth a plume of flames was so strong he had to fight it back. Letting it out would kill Turi. He had to use another weapon and he had several.

In a sudden, intense show of power, Ellion shifted his massive body. He pinned his wings back and lunged forward, teeth bared. The guards scattered, getting out of his way. With one powerful move, he sank his teeth into the enforcer’s torso, piercing through his armor and digging into his flesh. The enforcer let out a pained grunt, but there was no freeing himself from the dragon’s grip.

Ellion ripped the male away from Turi, who sank to her knees coughing, and tossed him through the air. The enforcer landed with a thud in the center of the settlement’s square. Ellion could feel the eyes of every person—inmate and guard—on him as he stalked toward his prey.

He covered the male’s upper body with one paw, claws digging into the enforcer’s chest. With a low, rumbling growl, he forced out words through his dragon throat. It was difficult, but he had one thing to say to this being, who had undoubtedly caused enormous pain and suffering. “Enforcer 258, subset D, you are their inmate too.”

The enforcer’s gaze locked with Ellion’s and for one moment, fear and realization warred in the male’s eyes, the only thing left that could show emotion. But the dragon was without mercy. With one swift motion, Ellion sank his claws deep into the enforcer’s chest, ending his time as the Axis’ torturer.

Ellion watched Turi take in the demise of the enforcer with dismay. The last thing he wanted was for her to witness him kill, but she could breathe. She would live. With a cry, she ran across the square to Ellion. Her arms found his smooth, scaled neck and her touch made him throw up his head in triumph. He knew he was hot with pent-up dragon fire, but she didn’t seem afraid.

The guards looked at the enforcer’s lifeless body and then to the dragon’s massive form. Ellion spread his wings wide. He gave off waves of heat. For a moment, he just stood there, breathing heavily, his eyes fixed on the guards who did not look eager to engage with him.

Then, with a low growl, he turned his attention back to Turi. He forced out another word, even though it hurt to make these sounds. “Weapon,” he growled out, looking meaningfully at the blaster on the enforcer’s waist.

Understanding shown in her eyes as she plucked the unwieldy weapon from the dead male and pointed it toward the guards. “Drop them,” she ordered. “Now.”

Ellion knew Turi had no idea how to use that weapon, and he hoped she kept her finger off the trigger so she wouldn’t accidentally hit something. The Axis’ guards were not as intimidated, however. They held their ground.

“I’d do as she says,” said a familiar voice. Yuric came around from the back of the Riests’ building, holding a blaster of his own. A mass of Hecron warriors followed, surrounding the guards.

They did as she said. Yuric relieved the guards of their weapons, then gave Ellion a long, hard look. “Glad you never changed into this when we sparred.”

Ellion, unable to laugh, snorted out some smoke. But he wasn’t done. There were still several Axis ships in the sky that were, presumably, waiting for orders on whether to attack. With the array destroyed and the enforcer dead, they were likely in a holding pattern.

“Be careful,” Turi murmured to him. She’d felt his muscles tense and his gaze turn skyward.

He nuzzled her with his snout and rose to the sky. The other ships were not looking for a fight, either. They offered some resistance, but Ellion was only able to disable two of the ships before the rest took off for space. He watched them depart, feeling the dragon fire dampen and the urge to return to his regular form sink into his bones. He wanted to hold Turi. To feel her in his arms and take in her scent. His brave, powerful female.

He all but crashed to the square, where Turi rushed over to greet him. The transformation hit the instant his body felt solid ground. He shifted back to his common form, wishing there wasn’t an audience for this—and there was. The whole settlement crept out to watch his body contort and twist itself back into its original shape. He closed his eyes and concentrated on not falling flat on his face. He focused on the feeling of Turi’s soft hands on his back. Of her gentle voice whispering sweet words into his ear. His chest heaved as he looked up at her, sweat pouring down him, exhaustion making his limbs tremble. Vulnerable. Utterly exposed. “Turi,” he breathed before darkness took him. “My love.”


TWENTY-NINE


As the final remnants of the Axis’ artificial storm cleared away, revealing a brilliant emerald sky, Ellion stood in the shadow of the mountain and his smoking fortress. Turi stood beside him, small in comparison to his non-dragon form. She was in this field the night he first saw her rescue the cibrat family, surrounded by sogfrut plants that rustled softly in the breeze.

“Look,” Turi said, turning a leaf over in her fingers. “The crops will grow well now that the sky is clear. They only ever got a few hours of direct light.”

He nodded, his chest still aching from the exertion of shifting back. “Without the Axis taking all of it, your people will thrive,” he replied, his voice still rough from shooting out so much fire.

They stood in silence for a moment, enjoying the peace that had finally come to their home. It was a feeling that Ellion never thought he would experience.

“Do you think they’ll come back?” she asked in a small voice.

“The Axis have retreated from the planet,” Ellion said finally, breaking the silence. “Yuric sent the remaining guards back to the Axis with a message—‘tell your client their contract is fulfilled and canceled.’”

“They’ll agree to that?”

“I believe so.” Ellion let out a deep breath and rolled his shoulders. “They lost control over the settlements. All four know the Axis held them as prisoners, now. Getting them back in line and on the track of slow degradation would be impossible. Plus, the Hecrons took the ships and weapons that could be salvaged and added it to their own arsenal. When the fortress is operational, the Axis would have a challenge to reclaim the colony.” Just saying the words were strange and foreign. He never imagined he’d be free of the Axis’ control, but here they were. Free.

“Good,” she said, looking out over the field. “I hope they never come back.” Turi wrapped her arms around Ellion’s waist, her head resting against his chest. “We did it, Ellion,” she whispered. “We’re finally free.”

Ellion allowed himself a small smile as he held Turi close, soaking in the warmth of her body against his. He was relieved that the Axis were gone, but he couldn’t shake a lingering feeling of unease. His thoughts kept drifting to the brothers he barely remembered—some pieces of his memory had returned, and were still returning—but his childhood was still lost to him. All he had was a brief mental image of standing in a line with five other Zaruxian youths. They were in a cold, dark room. Afraid. Shaking. He wanted to find them and learn the parts they played in the Axis’ prison conglomerate. Were they overseers like himself? Had they fallen completely under the control of the Axis, like Enforcer 258, subset D?

“We will begin repairs on the fortress when we return home,” he said, his voice a low rumble in Turi’s ear, then made a mental stumble. “That is, if you still consider the fortress your home. Things are different here. I would understand if—”

Turi turned to him and placed a finger over his lips, her brow creasing in concern. “You are my home, Ellion. And so is the fortress. If you think I’d leave you now, you’re mad.”

He smiled and bent to kiss her, but noticed two figures walking toward them. Turi’s parents walked slowly, even though her mother no longer wore hobbles. Her father’s face was somber, but he offered Ellion a nod of respect. Turi’s mother, on the other hand, looked relieved and grateful.

“Thank you, Ellion,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “You’ve saved my daughter and the rest of the Terians on this planet. You are a son to me now. You must call me Aila.”

Ellion dropped his gaze, feeling a rush of emotion at someone calling him “son.” What happened to his own mother was a mystery he hoped to one day solve. “I only did what needed to be done,” he muttered.

Turi’s father cleared his throat, pulling him from his thoughts. “Ellion, I apologize for my treatment of you.”

Ellion looked at him, surprise written on his face. “It is not I who deserves an apology,” he said, standing straighter. “It is Turi. And Aila. And every female you helped send off to mates who treated them badly.”

Tregit’s shoulders sagged and he rubbed a hand over his face. The weight of the years and hardships pulled down on his bony shoulders. “I should have treated you better, Turi. You, your sisters, and your mother. Your mate is right. I—all of us—fell into the Axis’ plan, but we are not beasts. We are Terians, and we have a society to rebuild.”

“You do,” Turi said, expression unreadable. “And I hope you do, for the sake of every Terian. All of our people—females and males—should choose their mates and their lives.”

Turi’s mother glanced at her bondmate with an unreadable expression, making Ellion wonder if she planned to give the Terian male a chance to redeem himself. Only time would tell. Time would also tell if Turi and Tregit could mend their relationship. One thing he did know was that it would take many generations for the scars of this time period to fade.

Turi turned to Ellion and squeezed his hand, offering him a smile. “Come on, Ellion,” she said softly. “Let’s go back and see what our Hecron friends are up to.”

As Ellion and Turi approached her family’s house, he could hear Yuric’s deep voice carrying across the yard. The masar stood among a group of Terians. His presence was commanding and he held the attention of the eight Terians who’d gathered around him. Fortu stood beside him, her orange hair gleaming in the sunlight. He remembered the female, who’d lived at another settlement, as being quiet and withdrawn, but like everyone else, there was a lightness to her that made him smile.

“Your people have an innate talent for farming,” Yuric was saying, gesturing to the fields. “The land you work produces more than any other region, even when the Axis obscured the light. These lands were ours, before the Axis took them, but we will not drive you off. If you wish, you may continue to live and work here, but as free people, not prisoners. In exchange, we can offer protection and trade.”

Some of the Terians nodded, while others looked skeptical. One of the farmers stepped forward. “And what of the Riests? What will become of our traditions?”

“Your traditions are yours to keep or discard,” Fortu replied, her voice steady. “But they should be based on truth, not the lies of the Axis.”

Yuric placed a hand on Fortu’s shoulder, his expression softening as he looked at her. “The Hecrons respect your right to govern yourselves,” he added. “We seek only cooperation and mutual benefit.”

Ellion watched the exchange with interest. The Terians were already changing, standing straighter, speaking more freely. It was as if a weight had been lifted.

“Ah, Ellion.” Yuric excused himself from the farmers and put a hand on Ellion’s shoulder. “Your fortress will need extensive repairs,” Yuric said. “And my people will help with that. Once it’s operational again, I hope you mean to keep your word about giving my people a means to travel off-world.”

Ellion nodded, his wings rustling. “I always keep my word. I am also eager to search for my brothers.” He looked at Turi, his expression hopeful. “Would you come with me when the time comes?”

Turi smiled up at him, her heart full of love and adventure. “To the stars, my love. To our next adventure.”


THREE MONTHS LATER


The fortress courtyard was alive with celebration. Colorful banners hung from the ancient metal walls, and the air was filled with the sweet scent of flowers. The Axis had not returned and each day the Terians breathed easier. Hecrons and Terians mingled freely. Their laughter and voices echoing over the valleys on both sides of the mountain. The fortress itself seemed to glow in the late afternoon light, its repairs nearly complete, ready for new adventures.

Turi stood before Ellion, her hair adorned with bright wildflowers that Ara and her mother had woven into intricate patterns. She wore a dress of soft lavender, the color of his scales, but a lighter shade, while Ellion’s wings gleamed and his scales caught the light like precious gems.

“You’re beautiful,” Ellion murmured, taking her hands in his. His silver eyes shone with love and pride.

“As are you, my dragon,” she replied with a smile. The gold spots on her forehead sparkled, matching the joy in her eyes.

The young Riest, Kalen, who had advocated for showing the journal to the rest of the settlement and who had believed Turi’s story, stood before them as the ceremony leader. He no longer wore the traditional red hat and white robes of his position, having chosen to serve as a teacher and historian instead. He smiled broadly and began speaking the words that would bind Turi and Ellion. It was just a formality, as they both knew their hearts were bonded.

The crowd erupted in cheers as their lips met, the sound echoing off the fortress walls and into the clear sky above. As the ceremony concluded, cheers erupted and Terians tossed flower petals in the air. Music played, courtesy of a trio of Hecron musicians, and it was the first time some of the Terians heard it. They listened, transfixed, as instruments rang out and filled the air with delicate notes.

“Here’s to building a new life together,” Turi said as they strolled through the throngs of Terians and Hecrons. Yuric held court, telling stories of battles he’d had with Ellion, all the while with Fortu at his side. Her parents were there, as well. They were not together, with Aila choosing to live in a dwelling with other females like herself, who left their mates, but Turi watched Tregit gaze at his ex-bondmate with longing. Perhaps he was realizing what he had lost and wishing he could win her back. It would take a lot of convincing, Turi knew, as her mother was enjoying the freedom of being on her own. Even her brother was there. He looked softer, happier, and everyone, from the eldest to the youngest, was well-fed and rested.

Turi squeezed Ellion’s hand. “The settlements are thriving now that we work together with the Hecrons. Even the cibrats seem happier.”

Ellion chuckled. “Speaking of cibrats, I saw a family of them in the garden you made on the south terrace, yesterday. They’re quite good at keeping insects away from the new plants.”

“With the sunlight, came more plants and bugs, which the cibrats consider a delicacy.” Turi’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “They are getting fat, I’m happy to say.”

“And their families are getting bigger,” added Ellion.

“I hope our family does, too,” Turi said softly.

Ellion’s face pinched. “I don’t know if we can have children,” he said. “But I am hopeful. I would very much like to hold our child in my arms. Perhaps, when we explore other worlds, we will encounter species with technology that can answer that for us.”

“What do you think we’ll find out there among the stars?” she asked, gazing at the warm afternoon sky.

“Adventure, danger, probably more than a few surprises,” Ellion replied, pulling her closer. “But as long as we’re together, we can face anything.”

“Together,” Turi agreed, standing on her tiptoes to kiss him. “Always together. While we search for your brothers, we will also look for my friends who were taken.”

“Yes,” he said grimly. “With the long-range communication system up, we can begin that soon, from here. We’ll have an idea where to start looking.”

Turi closed her eyes. “They should be here with us. Dancing. Laughing.”

“We’ll find them,” Ellion said. “I promise you that.”

The celebration that followed the bondmating ceremony transformed the fortress courtyard into a festival of joy and unity. Hecron warriors, their voices deep and resonant, began an ancient love song that seemed to make the metal slabs of the fortress vibrate. The melody, though unfamiliar to the Terians, touched something deep within their souls, speaking of eternal love and unbreakable bonds.

Turi watched in amazement as her people, who had once been too beaten down to even consider celebration, joined hands with the Hecrons in a spiraling dance. Her mother was there, moving with a grace she’d never shown before, learning the steps to a traditional harvest dance from a young Hecron female. Even her father had shed his usual stern demeanor, laughing as he attempted to follow a Hecron warrior’s lead in their traditional stomping dance.

“I never thought I’d see this,” Ellion said, his wing curved protectively around Turi as they watched the festivities. “These people, together like this.”

“Me either,” Turi replied, leaning into his embrace. “But it’s a beautiful thing. We have so far to go, but this is a wonderful step.”

Ara came up to them. She’d formed herself into a Terian shape with a dress. She was accepted, now that the Terians had learned that the Skrac weren’t the angry spirits of the dead, but a species that lived peacefully on the other side of the mountain range. “Ellion, Turi,” she said. “This gathering is amazing. I swear the fortress is singing along with those drunk Hecrons.”

Turi laughed. “They know how to celebrate, that’s for sure.”

“When the fortress is ready for space travel,” he said, his gaze moving to the gleaming hull of the ancient starship, and back to Ara. “We can begin exploring options for those who wish to leave. That includes you, Ara. You are welcome to travel with us.”

“Ah.” Ara’s form frayed at the edges. “I am not one to travel off-world. This is my home, but thank you. I will stay here and teach the Terians of their old ways and help get them back to the people they once were.”

Turi leaned over and hugged Ara. It was a strange sensation. The Skrac was both shadow and form, but the affection they shared for each other was all real.

Ara danced away, wagging a finger toward Ellion. “I told you she was a keeper.”

“She never said that,” Ellion murmured as they walked on. The celebration continued around them as Fortu approached, her hand linked with Yuric’s. The Hecron masar looked almost gentle as he gazed down at his mate. “We’ve received transmissions from other planets,” Fortu announced, her eyes bright with excitement. “News of our victory over the Axis has spread. Other penal colonies are beginning to question their captors.”

“Good,” Ellion said firmly. “The Axis’ power was built on lies and fear. Once people know the truth, that power begins to crumble.”

Just then, a small group of cibrats scurried through the courtyard, their tiny paws laden with flower petals that had fallen from the decorations. The sight made Turi laugh, remembering how it all began with her simple act of mercy toward these creatures.

“Come,” Yuric said, gesturing to the center of the courtyard where the dancing continued. “This is your celebration. You should join in.”

Ellion swept Turi into his arms, his wings creating a private space around them as they moved to the music. “What do you say, my love? Shall we adjourn to our room or stay here and watch the Terians slowly get drunk on Hecron ale?”

Turi smiled up at him, her heart full of love and possibility. “Let’s dance for a little longer.” She pressed closer to him, breathing in his familiar scent. “And slip away when no one’s looking.”

“I like how you think,” Ellion said, pulling his mate close to his chest. After centuries of service to the Axis, he finally understood what the word “home” meant. Home wasn’t just the fortress or the settlements or even the planet itself. Home was here, in Turi’s arms, surrounded by people who had learned to trust and love.

As they danced, the music shifted to a slower rhythm. The Hecron singers began a ballad about two stars that crossed the galaxy to find each other.

“How fitting,” Turi murmured against Ellion’s chest. “We crossed boundaries of species, station, and the Axis themselves to be together.”

Ellion’s wings tightened around her. “And I’d do it all again,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “A thousand times over.”

Turi and Ellion moved among their people, accepting congratulations and sharing in the joy of their unified community. Lanterns cast a warm glow over the courtyard as Purrik set and the sky darkened. The fortress’s newly repaired systems hummed quietly in the background. The celebration continued well into the night, but Turi and Ellion slipped away to their quarters. Somewhere out there, Ellion’s brothers were waiting to be found, and Turi’s abducted friends were waiting to be freed.

But for now, in this moment, everything was perfect. The Terians and Hecrons danced together under the stars, their shadows merging in the lantern light, and high above, where the Axis’ communications array once cast its dark shadow, the stars shone bright and clear, promising a future full of possibility and hope.
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I hope you enjoyed this story! If you’re interested in learning more about my books, getting access to subscriber-only content, and hearing about new releases, please subscribe to my newsletter at my website!

Book two is coming out 1/24/25! You can preorder it now!
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Fivra, a resilient Terian female born in a penal colony, is uprooted when alien raiders abduct her and her friends and sell them at a galactic auction. Thrust into the dazzling world of Erovik—the elite, galactic brothel that bought her—Fivra draws the eye of Cyprian, the enigmatic director of Erovik. As their romance grows, Fivra learns that the Axis—the shadowy force that imprisoned her people—plans to seize the stolen females, including her. With her life at stake and Cyprian resolute in his determination to protect her, Fivra must release her fears and uncover her true strength, or risk losing everything.

Cyprian Dek’lak has built a name for himself as the untouchable and calculating Zaruxian director of Erovik, but his flawless control shatters the moment Fivra is thrown into his orbit. With a dragon’s possessive instincts surging through him, he is drawn to her in ways he cannot—and will not—deny. Her presence stirs long-buried questions about his hidden past. When the Axis comes for Fivra, Cyprian ignites a dangerous conflict with a power far greater than himself, one that threatens to destroy everything he’s worked for.

As the flames of love and rebellion intertwine, Cyprian is forced to make an impossible choice: surrender to the Axis’ might or risk everything to defy it. Can love between an unshakable dragon and a defiant prisoner survive the firestorm—or will it burn them both to ashes?
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