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Stolen from captivity, claimed by a pirate, and betrayed by love—Lilas never expected freedom to hurt this much.

Lilas never expected salvation to come in the form of a ruthless space pirate with burning silver eyes. Auctioned off to an alien harem, she has steeled herself for a life of captivity—until Razion and his crew storm the slaver’s ship, taking her as their own spoils. But freedom with the Zaruxian rogue comes with its own dangers, not the least of which is the scorching attraction between them. As she fights for a place among his outlaw band, her walls crumble, and she surrenders to the fire Razion awakens in her. Yet when she overhears a secret that makes her doubt everything they have built, fear overpowers love, and she runs before he can shatter her completely.

Razion lives by a simple code: take from the wicked and answer to no one. But Lilas is unlike any prize he has ever claimed—fierce, intelligent, and utterly intoxicating. With her at his side, he imagines a life beyond the chase, beyond vengeance. Then she vanishes, leaving nothing but questions and a void he can’t ignore. Determined to find her, his pursuit leads him to a forgotten past and a family he never knew existed. As old enemies emerge and galactic war looms, Razion finds himself caught between duty, destiny, and the one female who still holds his heart in her grasp. And this time, he will do whatever it takes to prove that love, once found, is worth any cost.


ONE


Lilas

Lilas could still feel the rough weave of the grasses between her fingers, the warm afternoon light on her skin, and could hear the somber voices of her five closest (only) friends as they prepared for Turi’s bondmate ceremony, as grim as it was. Despite the fact that they’d be saying goodbye to their friend forever—no one wanted to be sent to a different settlement to be bonded to a male they’d never met—it had been an ordinary day. A pleasant one, even—until the sky darkened. An off-world ship descended and it wasn’t an Axis ship. This one was alien, and hostile, they immediately learned when raiders emerged, weapons drawn.

Panic had seized them. Lilas’ heart had slammed against her ribs, which was saying something since she considered herself to have a strong hold on her emotions. Tall and headstrong Sevas had shouted curses at them and struggled to break free. Fivra, who was the sweetest of them by far, trembled, while Nena endured—as she usually did—with silence and her chin held high and defiant. Cerani’s hands had been fists at her sides, her fury restrained.

The great winged overseer of their farming settlement had yanked Turi away from the group and spared her from being taken. This didn’t surprise Lilas. She’d have bet her right arm that he’d been obsessed with her for a long time. And Lilas…well, after that initial hit of panic, she’d gone numb. Like she was watching the whole thing happen to someone else.

She’d known that no amount of fighting or yelling would change their fate. It never did. As documents were presented to the overseer, it became clear that the Axis, which ruled over and controlled Settlement 112-1 and the other three settlements in the region, had given permission for the five of them to be taken, and that meant resistance was pointless. The Axis—whether it was a single entity or a group, no one knew—was a cruel force, compelling them to farm until they dropped from exhaustion and hunger, then taking the food they produced. It boggled her mind that some among her people actually worshipped the Axis like a deity.

The raiders moved quickly, efficiently. Before she knew it, they were in the alien ship, and Settlement 112-1 was a memory, the last of which was of Turi screaming their names, rage and desperation twisting her voice. Even if Lilas had wanted to scream back, her throat had tightened up as though squeezed by an invisible band.

Cycles blurred together. The ship’s hold had reeked of sweat and metal. The air had been thick with fear, but that was nothing compared to the space auction they were brought to. The cacophony of sounds made her head swim. The lights made her stomach churn. The five Terian females who had never left their farming settlement were products now, lined up, inspected, and transported without care until they were separated and, one by one, shoved onto an auction platform in a clear tube beneath lights. Vicious alien eyes scanned her like she was livestock. An announcer’s voice shouted prices in credits, using terms she barely understood.

And still, Lilas said nothing. She stood motionlessly in the tube, dressed in a transparent shift, as bids were placed on her. As her value was debated and her future determined. Finally, a foul-looking creature with big, watery eyes and a massive boil on his lip placed the winning bid. He grinned lustfully and rubbed a hand over his distended midsection. Her stomach lurched as an auction guard grabbed her arm and pulled her from the tube and into the unknown.

What is wrong with me? she asked herself over and over. Lilas, who always managed to have a snide remark or sarcastic observation for nearly any situation, had nothing. Said nothing. Did nothing. Her mind was as blank as the fields after a harvest. As blank as her face had been when her father told her he’d been in the process of choosing a bondmate for her. But then, her rage had been a hot, molten thing churning under the surface. “Oh, thank you, Father,” she’d said with a deceptively sweet smile. “I’ll work hard to make his life as unbearable as I possibly can.”

As per usual, her father had darkened with rage. “You will serve your bondmate and do what he tells you to do. And if you don’t…” Her father’s eyes had narrowed darkly. “You’ll get what punishment you deserve.”

Lilas was quite sure she didn’t deserve any punishment for failing to “serve” a male she didn’t know and who hadn’t earned her respect. She was a terrible subordinate, and during her twenty-six cycles of life so far, she’d been punished plenty for it. Other than her farming duties, which she took seriously, she had little use for authority figures. They were—especially in her family’s case—dumber than rocks.

The new ship she was delivered to was nothing like the raider vessel. Gone was the dank, metallic stench and cold, confined spaces. Here, the air was perfumed with something floral and sweet. The floors beneath her bare feet felt soft, almost plush. The walls gleamed, polished to a mirror shine, reflecting opulence in every direction. Cushioned benches lined the entry corridor, and intricate glowing patterns adorned the ceiling like constellations frozen mid-dance. If she ignored the way her stomach twisted, she could almost pretend she was walking through a lavish hall conjured by her imagination.

She didn’t have long to take it in. Two guards—both broad, scaled, and utterly unamused—hauled her forward until she was shoved into a chamber even more elaborate than the hall. Gold-lined pillows were strewn across a raised platform in the center, and translucent drapes wavered as air circulated through unseen vents. But Lilas’ attention immediately locked onto the grotesque alien who sat reclined amidst the cushions, smirking at her like a predator assessing its next meal. That boil on his mouth was weeping some yellow fluid. She noticed more on his body, which was more exposed, now, on his ship. He wore a thick, metal-linked belt with two pieces of leather hanging from it, to cover his genitals, presumably. She wondered if he had boils down there, too, then quickly wished she could wipe that visual from her mind.

“My prize,” he murmured, his voice thick and grotesquely giddy. “You’ll make a fine addition to my harem.”

Harem? Oh, fek. She was expected to touch this being. Lilas’ skin crawled, but she forced herself to lift her chin and straighten her spine. “Lucky me,” she said dryly. “You look like something I pulled from my settlement’s compost pit.”

Those damp eyes flared wide, then he snarled, baring yellowed, blunt teeth. “Insolent little mongrel,” he snapped, his jowls trembling with rage.

“Do all charming compliments make you twitch like that, or am I just special?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. But, oh yes. Words were flowing again. They were unwise, dangerous, provocative, but they were hers and as sharp as any blade.

His expression smoothed into something deceptively amused. “You will learn to hold your tongue, Terian. I am Gribna, trade master of sector 6T-11, and you are mine now.” He leaned forward. His thick fingers tapped against his belt, very close to whatever lay beneath those hanging leather pieces. “You’re number 057-L, are you?”

Her hand immediately went to her neck where blue symbols spelled out her designation. “My name is Lilas.”

“No, no. That won’t do. A name carries power, and that one belongs to another life—one that has ended. You will answer to Pirina from now on.”

Lilas’ lips curled in disgust. And she would call him “The Boil” in her head from now on. “I’d rather answer to ‘you there’ or ‘thing in the corner.’”

The Boil let out a sharp hiss, his amusement vanishing. With a sharp flick of his three fingers, he waved to the guards. “Take her to the preparation room. Make sure she looks presentable for our arrival to my palace.”

Lilas barely had a moment to brace before rough hands seized her arms and she was half-dragged from the chamber. She didn’t fight, didn’t resist. Not yet. She’d just found her voice again—the only real weapon she’d ever had—and while on this ship, there was nowhere to go. The time would hopefully come to fight—but not here. Not now. The guards shoved her through a gilded doorway into a smaller chamber, one no less extravagant but devoid of warmth. The walls glowed with soft, golden light, reflecting off the polished glass floor, while an ornate chair sat in a corner and a bed dominated the center. Two mechanical servants waited beside it. They were slender with silver pincers for hands, which held scraps of glittering fabric.

Lilas dragged in a breath as the guards departed and the robots descended on her. Those pincers were strong and gripped her arms, stripping away the transparent shift she’d been forced into for the auction. She yanked back, snarling, but one of them intoned in a flat voice, “To reduce injury to your body, cease all movement and await instruction.”

She gritted her teeth and let them work. Her muscles were rigid as they sprayed scented oil on her skin and combed her dark purple hair into silky waves. Finally, they forced her into the outfit—a skimpy, metallic silver piece that clung to her curves and barely covered anything. The transparent shift offered more skin coverage.

She glared at her reflection in the mirrored wall. “Perfect,” she muttered. “Now I really look like an object.”

One of the robotic servants came forward with a pair of delicate silver cuffs. “Put these on.”

Lilas didn’t move. “Why?”

“They’re control cuffs,” the other mechanized servant said. “They ensure compliance. Put them on your wrists or they will be forcibly applied.”

Lilas’ stomach twisted. The metal gleamed innocently, but she knew better. She lifted her arms slowly, took the cuffs, and…threw them across the room.

The crack of metal against glass was the only sound before the door slammed open. The Boil loomed in the doorway, his eyes dark with fury.

Lilas smiled sweetly. “Oops.”

The Boil’s nostrils flared. His mottled gray skin reddened in blotchy patches. He stomped forward, making the floor vibrate beneath her feet. “You are an ungrateful little wretch,” he hissed.

Lilas tilted her head, feigning thoughtfulness. “Ungrateful? Funny. I don’t recall signing up for this lavish experience.”

His face twisted with irritation, but then, just like before, his anger smoothed out into something worse—calculated amusement. “Defiant females are quickly broken in my harem.” He gestured sharply to the two servants. “Hold her. Let her see what happens when she refuses a gift.”

Lilas barely had time to lunge backward before pincers caught her arms and shoved her roughly toward the ornate chair. The silver cuffs, her so-called “gift,” glinted where they lay discarded, mocking her.

The Boil’s breath wheezed as he leaned in, bringing that seeping sore close enough for her to see it in vivid detail and notice it smelled like rotting sogfrut. His thick fingers plucked the cuffs from the floor. He examined them like treasured artifacts before gripping Lilas’ wrist and snapping one in place.

Fire shot through her veins. Lilas gasped. The pain was unlike anything she’d felt before. It wasn’t just burning—it was invasive, like something slithering beneath her skin, binding itself to her flesh. Her muscles locked as an unnatural stillness took hold of her limbs.

The Boil clucked his tongue. “These cuffs are quite special. They don’t just ensure compliance—they make rebellion excruciating.” He fastened the second cuff onto her other wrist and another wave of white-hot agony rolled through her.

Sweat beaded at her temples, but she refused to cry out. Instead, she met his gaze with a glare sharp enough to cut. “I’d say you’ll regret this,” she rasped, “but honestly, you probably don’t have enough functioning brain cells to feel regret.”

The back of his hand cracked against her cheek before she saw it coming. A burst of pain flared across her face, but she refused to flinch, refused to let him see that he’d gotten to her.

He chuckled darkly. “Oh, you’ll regret it soon enough, pet.”

Before she could spew yet another ill-advised comment, a violent jolt rocked the ship. Lilas’ head snapped back against the chair, and for the first time since she’d been dragged onto this nightmare of a vessel, hope sparked in her chest.

She smirked. “I really, really hope you’re being attacked right now.”

The Boil snarled. His bulbous face pinched with a mix of anger and worry. Another tremor sent pillows tumbling from the bed, and a shrill alarm blared through the chamber.

The Boil cursed in a language she didn’t recognize. With a rough gesture, he barked at the two robotic servants in the corner. “Lock her in and come with me.”

He turned and waddled toward the exit, obedient robots in tow. His stubby fingers pressed a panel on the wall and he left, taking with him his odd, sour smell. As the door slid shut with a hiss, a solid lock hummed into place.

Lilas was alone. Finally. Thank fek.

The ship lurched again, harder this time. The ornate chair skidded. A distant explosion vibrated through the floor, sending a pulse of unease through her.

Okay. Maybe she should’ve been more specific in her request. Because whoever was attacking The Boil’s ship clearly wasn’t here for a peaceful negotiation.

The alarm’s wail made her ears ring. Each tilt and shudder of the ship grew more violent. Her stomach flipped as if she were plummeting through open space. She scrambled onto the bed, gripping the bedding to steady herself against the chaos. A flicker of real fear crept in.

Then, without warning, the lights cut out.

Darkness swallowed the room.


TWO


Razion

Blaster fire lit up the glittering corridors of the Darkslip UF-2 space vessel Razion and his crew had just burned a hole into and boarded. His pulse was steady. His focus was calm and sharp as he strode into the luxury ship’s main cabin, dispatching guards. He’d done this countless times. Seizing and raiding ships had become almost a routine. His crewmates flanked him, moving with practiced efficiency, cutting down Gribna’s mechanical and alien security forces without hesitation. The thick stench of scorched metal and ozone filled the air, mixing with the cloying floral scent that clung to the ship’s halls. Gilded surfaces gleamed beneath the emergency lights. Their brilliance made Razion’s stomach churn. He’d seen wealth made from honest trade and hard labor. This? This wasn’t that—it was rot. Stolen lives, stolen futures. Gribna fed on suffering, turned it into gold-threaded carpets and jeweled ceiling panels. Disgust curled in Razion’s gut. He would burn this place to the ground before he let it stand another day.

“Krask, take Vedd and Cozax and clear decks one and three,” Razion ordered, gesturing ahead. His first mate gave a nod before disappearing down the gleaming corridor, boots pounding against plush floors. Razion pressed forward, stepping over the smoking remains of a fallen guard. As he turned the next corner and pried open a set of large double doors, his target came into view. Gribna, the festering parasite, cowered in his chamber, his bulk hunched behind two heavily armed guards. The moment they spotted Razion, their blasters went up. But he was faster. Two quick shots and two bodies dropped to the floor, their weapons clattering uselessly against the gold-trimmed tiles. Now, only Gribna remained. His damp, boil-ridden skin glistened with fear.

“How did you get in here?” Gribna demanded. “This ship’s hull is—”

“Not as impenetrable as you thought.” Razion stalked forward, his voice a low growl. “You’ve been selling stolen power cells to an Axis warlord who is using them to decimate the Henia colony on Tio-6. Where is your fleet of freighters now?”

Gribna’s throat bulged as he swallowed hard. “I—I don’t know the coordinates,” he stammered, his thick fingers twitching at his sides.

Razion’s lip curled. Liar. “You expect me to believe that?” Razion advanced another step, gripping his blaster tighter. “You have shipments moving through half the system, yet you don’t know where they’re going?”

Gribna licked his lips. His bulbous eyes darted toward the door as if he could somehow escape. “I don’t ask questions. The Axis pays well, and I move the goods. That’s all.”

Razion’s blood ran hot at the mention of the Axis. That faceless, shadowed force had ruled over too many for too long—enslaved too many, stolen from too many. He had spent years hunting for even a scrap of intel that would lead him to whoever—or whatever—was behind it.

“That’s okay,” he said smoothly. “I’ll find everything I need when my people go through your databanks.”

Gribna’s teeth flashed. “If you value your life, you’ll leave this alone.”

Razion aimed the barrel of his blaster at Gribna’s mottled forehead. There were things he valued more than his life. Disrupting the Axis’ hold on the quadrant was among them. “Where is the Axis’ headquarters?”

Gribna let out a wet, wheezing sound that was half laugh, half panic. “You think they’d ever tell me? They use me, same as they use everyone. I’m nothing to them.”

Razion ground his teeth. He wanted—needed—answers. Every fragment of information he had on the Axis had led to dead ends and whispers of something too big to pin down. And this slimy bastard had nothing?

“Useless,” Razion spat.

Gribna’s eyes flickered with something. “Wait! I have contact points, meeting spots. Not their headquarters, but—” His hand moved. Too fast. It dove backwards, toward his metal belt, fingers closing around something.

Razion didn’t wait to see what it was. One shot. Clean. Final. Not as painful as a monster like Gribna deserved. The trade master hit the floor, boil-covered body twitching before going still. A half-drawn weapon slipped from his limp grip.

Razion exhaled sharply, disgust curling in his chest. Another dead end. But not for long. He would tear through every stronghold, every hidden dealing, until there was nowhere left for the Axis to hide.

Krask stepped into the chamber, blaster still smoking. “The ship is ours,” he said, taking in the opulent disaster around them. “Control center is secure. Vedd’s slicing into the systems now—pulling every scrap of data we can get.”

Razion stepped around Gribna’s corpse and holstered his weapon. “Good. Strip this place of everything valuable. Weapons, rations, tech—if it’s worth selling it at the Senka Prime trade hub, we take it.” His expression darkened as he looked around. “Then plug the hole in the hull and we’ll tow this ship to salvage.”

Krask nodded. “I’ll take a team to the cargo bay, load up whatever’s worth selling.”

“Do it,” Razion said. “I want this ship gutted before we leave.” He ran his fingers along the gilded wall, scowling at the evidence of Gribna’s stolen fortune. His gut told him there was more to find—secrets buried beneath all this excess.

“I’ll search the rest of this level,” he said, already moving toward the exit. “There might be something else Gribna was hiding.”

Krask smirked. “You just like digging through scums’ leftovers.”

Razion flashed a grin. “And I always find something worth taking.”

With that, he stepped toward the next doorway in the corridor, boots silent against the polished floor. If Gribna had kept prisoners here, there might be survivors. And if the bastard had hidden anything truly valuable, Razion was going to find it.

Razion moved swiftly, opening doors and scanning the rooms’ contents. The first few held nothing but lavish furnishings and discarded finery—evidence of Gribna’s indulgence. The next contained crates of trade goods, some still sealed. He made a mental note to have them offloaded to his ship and gritted his teeth. This ship was a monument to excess, built on pain and theft. But he would take what Gribna had hoarded and turn it into something useful. Something to heal the damage beings like Gribna had done.

Then he reached the last door.

It slid open with a soft hiss, revealing a dimly lit chamber. His gaze swept the room, sharp and assessing—then locked onto a female sitting rigidly on a gilded bed.

His pulse slowed, then kicked hard in his chest.

She was stunning. Dark violet hair tumbled in waves over her shoulders, framing a face carved from defiance and fire. Her bronze skin glowed, revealing a darkening bruise on one cheek, and a sprinkling of gleaming gold freckles dusted her forehead. It wasn’t just her beauty that struck him—it was her presence. Most captives he’d found were broken or terrified, too beaten down to glare at him the way she did. But her eyes… They were a brilliant fuchsia, almost garishly vivid, even in the absurd opulence of the room. They burned with defiance as her chin lifted in silent challenge. Then he saw the markings on her neck— blue symbols that stood out against her skin. Recognition flickered in his mind—a penal colony designation.

The metallic fabric of her tiny garment clung to her form and left little to the imagination—undoubtedly Gribna’s doing. Silver cuffs were tight on her wrists. Red marks marred her skin there, revealing the unmistakable sign of tools designed for control and oppression.

He took a step closer, aware of the way she tensed, the way her gaze flicked to his blaster, then to the exit, calculating. Good. She was a fighter.

Razion tilted his head, smirking. “Well,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “What an interesting surprise.”

She didn’t shrink back. Didn’t cower. Instead, she narrowed her eyes and said flatly, “Who the fek are you?”

His smirk deepened. “I could ask you the same.”

She crossed her arms, making the silver cuffs catch the dim light. “I asked first.”

Razion chuckled, amused by her contrariness. “Razion. Captain of this ship now, since the previous owner won’t be needing it anymore.” He jerked his chin toward the corridor, where down the hall, Gribna’s corpse still lay cooling.

Her gaze flicked past him, and for a fraction of a second, something unreadable crossed her face. Not shock. Not fear. Just cold calculation. Then she looked back at him and lifted her chin higher. “Good. Couldn’t stand the fekker.”

Razion arched a brow, thoroughly amused. Far more charmed than he should have been. “You knew him long?”

“Long enough.”

Her gaze flicked over him, sharp and assessing. Then her eyes narrowed slightly. “You’re one of them.”

Razion stilled, his amusement cooling into curiosity. “One of who?”

She tilted her head, as if weighing whether to answer. “Your kind. I’ve seen one before.”

That caught him off guard. There weren’t many of his “kind” roaming this side of the galaxy, although there had been a few rumored sightings in recent cycles. He took a step closer, watching her carefully. “You’ve seen a Zaruxian?”

Her brow furrowed. “I didn’t know that’s what you’re called. But there was one at my settlement—the overseer who kept us all in line under the Axis’ control.”

Razion’s jaw tightened. His wings shifted instinctively. The mention of another Zaruxian in a position of power over a farming settlement set him on edge. “Your overseer was Zaruxian?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Your scales are gold, but his were purple. Still, wings and eyes are the same. Unpleasant as fek.” Her gaze sharpened. “You know him?”

Razion’s mind churned. A Zaruxian working with the Axis, ruling over settlements? That was an unsettling piece of information. His people weren’t known for subjugation—but if the Axis had their claws in a Zaruxian…

“No,” he said, his voice measured. “But I intend to.”

His gaze trailed over the cuffs on her wrists, then back to her impossible eyes. It was then that he remembered hearing a description of a species that looked just like this one—mature females with colorful hair and eyes, and gold spots that, if the account was accurate, went all the way down their back, through their legs, and framed their… “Are you a Terian, by chance?”

Surprise flashed in her expression before it was quickly masked. “Yeah. So?”

Razion’s jaw tightened. That confirmed it. She was one of the five females auctioned off. It had created a bit of a stir, as they were a rare species indeed. “Gribna just purchased you at the Falmic-5 auction,” he said, watching her closely.

Her brow furrowed. “Thanks for the reminder.” She shook her head sharply. “I have no idea what Falmic-5 is, but yes. It was clearly an auction.”

Razion exhaled through his nose. Right. If she had been taken straight from her settlement, she probably didn’t know the name of the place they’d hauled her to.

Didn’t matter. It was through that auction that he had tracked Gribna’s movements and been led here, to a less-monitored sector of Axis space where he could attack the trade master’s ship. His sources had flagged the auction as suspicious, one of many indicators pointing to Gribna’s deep dealings with the Axis. He’d followed the trail, expecting to find stolen goods and a direct line to the warlord Gribna supplied. He wasn’t sure if finding this Terian female was a bonus or a burden.

“You have a name?” he asked.

She hesitated for only a second before tilting her chin up even higher. “Lilas.”

He rolled the name over in his mind. Short, strong. Like her. “Well, Lilas, you’re free now.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line. “Am I?”

Razion frowned. He didn’t like the doubt in her voice. He glanced at the silver cuffs still locked around her wrists, saw the tension in her shoulders and the rigid way she held herself. She looked braced for another fight. A survivor, through and through.

He took a step closer, slow enough that she could see him coming, and reached for one of her wrists. She stiffened, but didn’t yank away. “Hold still,” he said, quieter now, steadier. Her wrist was narrow, but the skin on her palm was tough, calloused. The hands of a farmer, but still small and fragile. Then he grabbed the small multi-tool from his belt, pressed it to the latch mechanism, and with a sharp click, the cuff released.

She stared as it dropped onto the floor. “You had a key for those?”

“I have a key for everything,” he said simply.

Another click, and the second cuff fell away. Lilas flexed her fingers, rubbing at the red marks left behind.

Razion studied her reaction, watching the way her breathing evened out, the way her fingers curled and uncurled—like she was testing her own skin, relearning the feeling of freedom.

For some reason, the sight pleased him more than it should have. “See?” he said. “Free.”

She lifted her gaze to his. “Free is such an unclear word. Are you leaving me to rot on this ship or taking me somewhere, Captain?”

Razion smirked. “That depends. Do you have somewhere you want to go?”

For the first time, her expression wavered. She didn’t. She didn’t say it, but he saw it in her eyes, in the flicker of worry and vulnerability.

“Then,” he said, stepping back, his voice lighter, teasing, “you’re coming with us.”

Lilas snorted, crossing her arms. “Great. Traded one kidnapping for another. Truly, my luck is unmatched.”

Razion chuckled, low and appreciative. “I suppose it was that mouth of yours that provoked Gribna into giving you that bruise on your cheek.”

She shrugged one shoulder. “What can I say? I bring out the best in people.”

Stars, but he liked her already.


THREE


Lilas

Razion was too good-looking to be trustworthy. That was Lilas’ first thought as she followed him out of the gilded cell that had been her room. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and moved with the easy, unhurried confidence of someone who knew he was in control. Like nothing and no one could rattle him. His gold scales shimmered in the dim lighting, catching on the flex of his arms beneath the fitted sleeves of his well-worn vest. He had the kind of body that spoke of power—not just strength, but precision. The way his muscles shifted beneath his clothes, taut and fluid, reminded her of a predator tracking its prey.

Then there was his face. He had the kind of jawline that looked like it had taken its fair share of hits, with faint shadows in the hollows beneath his defined cheekbones. A mouth that quirked at the corner like he was always on the edge of amusement—or trouble. His nose was straight, a little too perfect, but it was his eyes that unsettled her the most. Gray, storm-cloud dark, and way too observant. It wasn’t just that they looked at her—it was the way they saw her, like he was peeling back every layer to find whatever secrets she was trying to keep.

She didn’t like that.

She also didn’t have a choice.

Her bare feet were silent against the polished floor as she kept pace with him. The ship was eerily silent and the fading smell of burned metal was proof that whatever fight had happened, it was over.

They rounded a corner, and her gaze landed on the very dead Gribna, sprawled on the floor of a large, fancy chamber. The sight of those bloated boils made her mouth curl. “For someone so rich, you’d think he could afford a doctor to fix that mess on his skin,” she muttered.

Razion glanced at her with something like amusement. “The boils? They’re a sign of peak health for his species.”

Lilas blinked. Stared at him. Then looked at Gribna again. “You’re telling me,” she said, slowly, “that the dripping, rancid pustules were intentional?”

Razion shrugged. “Not intentional, but ideal. The more boils, the stronger the genetic line. Females of his kind think that’s attractive.”

Lilas let out a sharp, incredulous laugh. “Well. That explains why he thought I should be grateful for his attention.”

Razion’s smirk deepened, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he gestured for her to keep moving. She did, but not without one last glance at Gribna’s corpse. Disgust rippled through her, but beneath it, there was relief.

One less monster in the galaxy. She could live with that.

Lilas followed Razion through the ship’s corridors, her bare feet cool against the sleek floors. The ship smelled of scorched metal and ozone, the aftermath of the battle still hanging in the air.

She exhaled, relieved. “So, what happened to Gribna’s crew?” she asked carefully. “Because I remember guards. And Gribna had these robots with pincers for hands.”

“Neutralized,” Razion said easily. “Would you like to hear the details?”

Lilas shook her head, satisfied with his answer. Her wrists still felt grimy from Gribna’s hold on them earlier, and her skin still remembered the pain caused by those cuffs. Whatever had happened to the rest of his crew, she wasn’t about to lose sleep over it.

They stepped through a neatly burned hole in the side of the cabin and into a short, white chamber that ended in a sleek door. Razion pressed a panel, and the door slid open to reveal the interior of another ship. Sleeker. Darker. Less flashy than Gribna’s monstrosity, which made her feel slightly better about her situation.

He finally turned to face her fully, arms crossed over his chest. “You planning to run?”

Lilas snorted. “I’m barefoot, in this ridiculous excuse for clothing, and I highly doubt you leave your ship unattended for anyone to stroll in and take off, not that I’d have a clue how to do that. If I thought I had a chance, though? Maybe.”

Razion studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Fair enough.” He gestured around him with no small amount of pride. “Welcome aboard the Darkslip. She’s capable of full cloaking and recovers from a full fold in only thirty-six peks.”

Lilas sighed and stepped past him. “Luckiest day of my life.”

The Darkslip was a stark contrast to Gribna’s gaudy monstrosity. The corridors were narrower, built for efficiency rather than excess, and the metal walls gleamed in a matte black finish. Cool blue lights lined the edges of the floor, casting just enough glow to navigate without wasting energy, and the air was clean and oxygenated. The ship wasn’t cramped, but it had a utilitarian feel—sleek, functional, designed for speed and maneuverability rather than comfort.

Lilas scanned the space, her arms still crossed over her chest. “Well,” she said, glancing over at Razion. “At least you don’t have decorative pillows.”

He smirked, stepping ahead of her. “Not a fan of excessive embellishments?”

“No use for them, personally,” she said, trailing behind him. “Unless you can eat them.”

Razion chuckled as he led her deeper into the ship, his long strides forcing her to pick up her pace. “Then I suppose you’ll manage here, for a while, anyway. Until we get you someplace safe.”

Ah, so he was planning on dropping her off somewhere. That made sense. Lilas hesitated in the doorway of the small but functional room Razion had led her to. It was nothing like the absurd luxury of Gribna’s ship—no gold-trimmed furniture, no ridiculous silk cushions. Just a bed, a narrow storage unit, and a door that Razion had pointed to with a simple, “Washroom’s through there.”

She glanced at him, arms still crossed. “And if I don’t feel like bathing?”

Razion’s lips twitched like he was barely restraining a smirk. “Then you’ll stay filthy. Your choice.”

Her jaw tightened. That was the right answer, and she hated that it was the right answer. He wasn’t ordering her. He wasn’t trying to manipulate her into compliance. He was just…giving her space. That made her more suspicious of him, not less.

Before she could come up with something sharp to say, he continued, “When you’re done, there’ll be clothes and food waiting.”

That got her attention. She schooled her expression so she didn’t look too eager, but the mention of food made her stomach tighten painfully. She hadn’t eaten a real meal since—she didn’t know when.

Razion must have noticed something shift in her because his gaze softened just a fraction. “Take your time,” he said. Then, without another word, he stepped back and the door slid shut between them.

Lilas released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

Alone, finally.

She turned toward the washroom, her fingers twitching to scrub the lingering feel of Gribna’s touch off her skin.

She had no idea what came next. But for now? Now, she was going to get clean. The washroom was small but efficient, like everything else on Razion’s ship. A sleek panel on the wall flickered to life when she stepped inside, and a soft, automated voice murmured something about temperature settings. Lilas ignored it, focusing on the smooth, dark walls and the scent of clean water.

She pressed her palm to a round sensor, and a fine spray of warm water sprang from all directions, soaking her instantly. A quiet gasp escaped her lips before she pulled herself together. It had been a long time since she’d had anything but cold, rationed water to scrub the dirt from her skin. Letting the warmth sink in, she rubbed at her arms, her fingers tracing over faint indentations where the cuffs had been. The red marks were still there, stark against her skin, but the pain was gone.

A small compartment slid open, revealing a clear gel that smelled nice. Soap. Sweet fek, there was soap. She took some without hesitation, scrubbing hard, not stopping even when her skin felt raw. She wanted to wash away even the memory of Gribna’s ship.

By the time she finally stepped out, steam was curling around her. She felt lighter. Not entirely clean—not in the way that mattered—but better. More like herself.

A neatly folded set of clothes waited on the bed, along with a tray of food. Lilas eyed both for a moment, her stomach twisting with hunger. She grabbed the clothes first—a simple, dark tunic and soft pants—and tugged them on without hesitation. They were a little loose but warm and sturdy. Practical.

Then, finally, she reached for the food.

The first bite of something that wasn’t stale rations or runny broth almost made her groan. It was simple, some kind of protein and grains, but it was real, and it was hers.

She ate quickly, barely aware of anything but the ache in her stomach easing with every bite. It wasn’t until she was licking the last crumbs from her fingers that she finally let herself think.

She was on a pirate’s ship. Free, but not. Safe, but only for now.

And Razion? She didn’t know what to think of him.

He hadn’t hurt her. Hadn’t threatened her. Hadn’t even demanded gratitude for the rescue she hadn’t asked for. Yet.

That was the part that unsettled her the most. Every rescue had a price. Every so-called savior had an angle. She just hadn’t figured out his yet.

Lilas leaned back against the bed, staring up at the metal ceiling. The hum of the ship vibrated beneath her skin. She had no idea where they were going or what Razion intended to do with her, aside from a vague statement of getting her somewhere “safe.” But she wasn’t naïve enough to think she was just along for the ride out of the goodness of his heart.

With a sharp inhale, she pushed to her feet and squared her shoulders. She’d figure it out. She always did. Just as she reached for the door’s panel, it slid open on its own. Razion stood on the other side, arms crossed, like he knew she’d be coming out.

“Ah,” he said. “You didn’t take too long. I trust you enjoyed the luxury of strong water pressure.”

Lilas arched a brow. “Careful, Captain, or I might start thinking you’re civilized.”

His lips twitched but he didn’t move. “Feeling better?”

She hated that she was. It was easier to be angry when she felt miserable. “What do you want, Razion?”

His expression didn’t shift, but there was something assessing in the way he watched her. “To talk.”

Lilas exhaled sharply. “Of course you do.”

“Unless you’d rather sit in this room in silence?”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say yes, but she resisted. She needed information, a clear picture of where she stood, and that meant playing along.

“Fine,” she said, stepping past him into the corridor. “Let’s talk.”

Razion led her down the hall, past the quiet hum of the engine room and toward what looked like a common area—a large space filled with sleek seating and where a curved wall of monitors displayed navigation routes, power systems, and flashing alerts. Three crew members were already there, gathered around the main console.

Lilas stopped, arms crossed and instantly on guard.

Razion strode in like he owned the place—which, to be fair, he did. “This is Lilas, a Terian,” he said casually. “She’s coming with us.”

The first to look up was a broad-shouldered male with dark green skin, heavy brow ridges, and thick, curling horns that swept back from his skull. His gray uniform was scuffed from the fight, but he carried himself with a steadiness that told Lilas he was used to being in charge right beneath Razion. His amber eyes flicked to her, assessing. “That wise?” he asked. His tone was even, respectful, but Lilas could tell he didn’t like the idea.

Razion’s smile was sharp. “I’m feeling generous. She was a prize of Gribna, and she needs a ride.” He clapped the male on the shoulder. “Lilas, this is Krask. First mate.”

Krask nodded, polite but distant. Lilas met his gaze without blinking. She didn’t need to see inside his head to know what he thought—a woman on her way to a harem must not be anything worth keeping around. His expression didn’t say it outright, but she saw the flicker of judgment in his eyes before he looked away.

To Krask’s left, another male leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. He was lean, with pointed ears and skin that shimmered faintly, like a beevle’s shell. Unlike Krask, he grinned at her, curiosity bright in his dark eyes. “Vedd,” he introduced himself with a lazy wave. “I do all the important work around here. Like making sure the ship doesn’t explode.”

Lilas arched a brow. “Good to know.”

The last crew member tilted her head, studying Lilas with sharp golden eyes. She was tall. Her thick red-orange hair cropped just above her shoulders, and she had the kind of wiry, muscled build that made Lilas believe she could take down someone three times her size. Her dark gray outfit looked well-worn, made for movement, and held a few obvious weapons strapped to her thighs. Unlike Krask, her expression held no judgment—just curiosity, assessing Lilas like she was determining if she was trouble or not.

“Cozax,” she said. “Weapons specialist.”

“Clearly,” Lilas replied. “I won’t be getting in your way.”

Cozax looked between Lilas and Razion with a glint of amusement. “I like her,” she said to him.

Krask, on the other hand, didn’t smile. He exhaled through his nose, shaking his head slightly like he thought this whole situation was a bad idea. “She’s an outsider, Captain. We don’t take unnecessary risks.” His words were careful, respectful, but there was an unmistakable edge of skepticism.

Razion’s eyes darkened slightly as he addressed him. “She’s coming. End of discussion.”

Krask didn’t argue further, but the tension in his shoulders didn’t ease. Lilas caught the way his gaze flicked over her again. The distaste in his expression was unmistakable before he turned away.

She kept her jaw locked and didn’t react, but irritation burned under her skin. Let him think what he wanted. She wasn’t here to prove a damn thing to him. She couldn’t control what people assumed about her, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to waste her energy fixing their misconceptions.

Instead, Lilas focused on Cozax, who seemed far more like her kind of person. “So, what happens now?” she asked, crossing her arms.

Cozax tilted her head, clearly entertained. “That all depends, Terian. You going to cause problems on this ship?”

A slow smile curved Lilas’ lips. “Depends,” she said. “You plan on giving me a reason to?”

Cozax let out a short laugh. “Oh, I really like her.”

Vedd grinned. Krask said nothing.

Razion, who had been watching the exchange with that unreadable smirk of his, tilted his head toward one of the consoles. “Vedd, were you able to pull anything from Gribna’s databanks?”

Vedd swiveled to the display, fingers moving rapidly over the screen. The blue light from the console reflected off his iridescent skin as lines of text and encrypted transmissions scrolled before him. Lilas, who’d never been taught to read or write in any language—reading was forbidden by the Axis—stared helplessly at the mess of symbols. “I’ve pulled a lot, but it will take time to sort through all the layers of encryption,” he said. “Gribna was a greedy bastard, but he wasn’t sloppy. Many of his files are locked up.”

Razion folded his arms across his chest. “Have you seen anything useful so far?”

Vedd shrugged. “Aside from his staggeringly bad taste in furniture, I found records of multiple transactions with Axis-controlled outposts, but they need to be decrypted to get the details from them. That includes their supply chains, payout logs, and—get this—direct communications with an Axis warlord.” He flicked his fingers over the controls, pulling up a grainy transmission. A hooded figure loomed on the screen, words distorted by static.

Razion’s expression sharpened. “Can you clean up the audio?”

“Already working on it,” Vedd said. “But from what I’ve deciphered, Gribna was smuggling more than just power cells. There are mentions of bio-assets.”

Lilas frowned. “Bio-assets?”

Krask, however, hissed through his teeth. “Captain, this is sensitive information. We can’t have unvetted prisoners—”

Razion cut him off with a sharp look. “She’s no longer a prisoner. She was taken from an Axis-controlled colony, which means she knows more than you do about what life under them looks like.”

Lilas frowned. “Wait. Prisoner?” The word sat wrong in her mouth. “Why did you call me that?”

Razion gestured to her neck, to the blue markings she’d never thought twice about because everyone at the settlements had them. “That’s a penal colony identifier. You…didn’t know that?”

“No…” The air in Lilas’ lungs turned to stone. Penal colony. The words rattled through her, locking into place with a sickening finality. If Razion was correct, and he sounded very sure that he was, Settlement 112-1 hadn’t been a farming settlement. It had been a prison. That was why no one could ever leave. Why they were forced to work until they collapsed, why the Axis controlled them so completely.

She thought of her father, of the overseer with his ever-watchful eyes, of the generations of people who had lived and died working the fields without ever knowing they were captives.

Her whole life had been in a cell. She had just never seen the bars.

Lilas swallowed hard, forcing the revelation into some corner of her mind where it wouldn’t unravel her. Not now. She straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and met Razion’s gaze, testing. He wasn’t patronizing her, wasn’t dismissing her input outright. That was…different. Terian males would’ve either ignored her or assumed she was useless.

Alright then.

Krask’s mouth tightened. “See? This is a bad idea.”

Her stomach twisted, but she ignored the first mate. She’d already known Gribna was a monster, but hearing it confirmed, hearing just how deep his dealings ran, made her skin crawl. She glanced at Razion and his crew, the weight of the revelation sinking in. “So he wasn’t just trading illegal goods,” she said. “He was trafficking people.”

Vedd nodded, his expression grim. “Yeah. And not just a few. His logs show regular shipments. Entire groups being moved like cargo.”

Lilas swallowed hard. “And my settlement—” She cut herself off, the truth hitting her like a blow to the gut.

Cozax watched her, her arms crossed. “You’re realizing it now, aren’t you?” she asked, softer than before. “How many more places like yours exist?”

Lilas exhaled slowly, steadying herself. “I always thought we were just…poor. That the Axis controlled us because they’d manipulated many of our people into worshipping them as deities. But we were prisoners from birth, and we didn’t even know it.” Lilas clenched her fists. The weight of everything pressed down on her. Gribna had helped keep that system running. And if he had been involved, there had to be more like him—more traders, more supply chains, more lives stolen and sold in secret.

It hit her suddenly that she had been lucky, in a sick way, to be abducted by those raiders. It had given her a way out. To learn the truth. But the rest of her people? They were still there. Still waiting for a savior that would never come.

Unless someone burned the whole damn system to the ground.

She glanced at the crew, at the way they moved together, the understanding that passed between them without words. There was something solid here. A trust, a purpose. Something she didn’t have.

Not yet.

Vedd continued working, his focus intent on the screen, while Krask remained stiff, clearly displeased with her presence. Cozax just grinned like she was waiting for something entertaining to happen.

Lilas sighed. “Well. If we’re digging into this mess, might as well do it right,” she said.

Razion arched a brow at her. “You planning to help?”

She shrugged. “Wouldn’t mind. You planning to let me?”

Cozax laughed again, clearly relishing the way Lilas held her ground. “She would have turned Gribna’s harem upside down,” she said, nudging Vedd with her elbow. “Almost a shame to not see that.”

Razion’s gaze lingered on her, steady and unreadable. He was a mystery, locked and closed, but Lilas held his gaze and refused to fidget under his scrutiny. If he was trying to decide whether or not to let her stay, that was fine. She could decide whether or not she even wanted to.

Finally, he gave a slow nod. “You can stay, if you want. For now.”

Lilas arched a brow. “Oh, wow. That’s so generous.”

He raised one dark brow, but he didn’t rise to the bait. “Provisional crew member,” he clarified. “Don’t expect instant trust. You’ll have to earn that.”

Lilas shrugged. She hadn’t expected anything different. “Fair enough. But I assume if I’m part of this crew, provisional or not, I should know what exactly it is you do.”

“We disrupt trade routes of criminals,” he replied. “We redistribute wealth to those who’ve been harmed, and step on the Axis whenever we get the chance.”

Cozax grinned, propping a boot up on a nearby chair. “In simpler terms? We make life miserable for the bastards profiting off people like you.”

Lilas absorbed that, tapping her fingers against her forearm. It wasn’t exactly noble, but it wasn’t evil either. They weren’t scavengers preying on the weak. They were vultures circling the rot of the galaxy. It wasn’t a bad gig.

“So, what?” she asked, tilting her head at Razion. “You give your stolen treasures to the poor and starving?”

Vedd snorted. “If there’s any left after keeping the ship running, paying off those who help us, and making sure we don’t starve.”

Razion didn’t deny it. “We do what we can.”

Lilas narrowed her eyes at him. She had spent her entire life surrounded by people who made their motivations clear—greed, survival, and desperation. Razion didn’t fit neatly into any of those categories, and that bothered her. She liked it when people made sense. He didn’t.

But if this crew was already fighting against the Axis, then she was exactly where she needed to be.

“Alright,” she said. “When do I start?”

A slow smile spread across Razion’s far too attractive face. It sent an alarming flush to her neck. “You already have.”

Lilas glanced around the room again, at the crew she wasn’t sure she trusted yet, but who at least didn’t seem eager to toss her out an air lock. That was something, at least.

She was still stuck in a situation she hadn’t chosen. Still in a life that wasn’t hers.

But for now?

She’d play along.


FOUR


Razion

Razion wasn’t sure why he felt such relief when Lilas agreed to stay. It wasn’t like he’d been waiting on her decision. She was one female, and his crew had run just fine without her before. But now that she was here, something in his chest settled. Maybe it was because she was Terian. A species that had all but vanished from the galaxy at the same time period as his own. Plus, Teria was in the same star system as Zarux, and both were now Axis territory. Neither could be a coincidence.

She wasn’t just rare. She was a potential link to his own past.

Razion glanced at her as she stood with her arms crossed, radiating skepticism beneath that too-loose tunic Cozax had dug up for her. Her fuchsia eyes gave nothing away, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t thinking. She was sharp. He needed to keep that in mind.

He turned to Vedd. “That encrypted transmission—scrap whatever else you’re decrypting and focus on the Axis contact. I want to know who Gribna was working with.”

Vedd arched a brow. “Like I need an excuse to crack open Axis secrets.” He rolled his shoulders. “I’ll let you know when I have something.”

Razion nodded, then turned to Lilas. “Come on. You need to know your way around the ship.”

She hesitated, then followed as he led her out of the command room and into the main corridor. The Darkslip was a beauty—fast, lean, and deceptive in her firepower. It had been an early prize for him after he broke free of the Axis’ control and fled the metals refinery he’d been forced to work in for most of his younger mig-cycles. Razion knew every corner and connecting tube of the ship. Lilas trailed behind him, taking everything in like she was already calculating escape routes.

“Where exactly are we going?” she asked.

Touring the ship made sense, but Razion was also stalling. He needed to figure out where to put her—what role to give her. A passenger was one thing. A crew member, even provisional, needed to pull their weight.

“You’ll see,” he said.

She huffed out a breath. “Great. More vague answers.”

Razion ducked his head through a bulkhead door and entered the crew quarters. “Not a patient one, are you?”

“Not a strength of mine,” she replied.

“Well, you’ll need to grow some. Patience is a necessary tool when fighting the Axis. This will be yours,” he said, hitting a button beside a door. It opened to a small but functional room. “Smaller than the room you were in earlier, but that was a guest’s quarters. This is a crew room. Put your hand to the panel beside the door and it will read your biometrics.”

Lilas did as he instructed, then stepped inside and eyed the space. “Better than a cage,” she muttered.

Razion leaned against the doorframe. These rooms were all the same—a bunk, a storage compartment, a slim console built into the wall, and a tiny washroom. His was here, too. He’d turned the “official” captain’s suite into a secure data analysis area. Vedd practically lived there when he was working on decryption. “You ever been on a ship before the raiders took you?”

She shook her head. “No. We were isolated, to say the least.”

He filed that away. “Do you learn fast?”

“I survive fast,” she said.

Same thing, really.

“Well,” he said, pushing off the frame. “You need a job here, and I need to figure out what you’re good at.”

She arched a brow. “You don’t just throw me in front of a console and hope for the best?”

“You want me to?”

She huffed. “Not particularly.”

“Come on, then.” He led her through the key areas—the exercise and training rooms, the weapons hold—which she would not have access to—the engineering center, the off-duty lounge, and the central storage compartments. She moved silently, though the way her fingers twitched, he had the feeling she wanted to touch things just to see how they worked. Interesting.

When they reached the main cargo hold, she eyed the slow conveyor belt. It had just begun moving the first load of salvage from Gribna’s ship. Crew members were beginning to scan and sort items, with more moving the spoils to either crates for selling or the air lock for expulsion. “You steal ships often?” she asked.

Razion shrugged. “Salvage. Acquire. Repurpose.” He plucked a pristine vocal resonator from the line, then placed it in a nearby crate. “Call it what you want.”

Lilas snorted. “Piracy. I call it piracy.”

He liked her directness, even if he didn’t agree with her word choice. “We take from criminals, never innocent people,” he said. “You have a problem with that?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Depends. You ever get it wrong?”

“No,” he said. “We do our research. If you’re hauling Axis cargo, odds are you deserve a visit from me.”

She studied him for a beat, then nodded. “Fair enough.”

Razion chuckled. “Then let’s start simple. The crew here needs help sorting through this salvage. You check for tracking devices, classify valuable parts, and prepare the dregs for expulsion. Think you can handle that?”

Lilas tilted her head, considering. “You want me to pick through junk and see what we can sell off? Yeah, that sounds like something I can manage.”

“Good,” he said. “Because you’re not qualified for much else at the moment.”

“Please, remind me again how useless I am.”

He turned abruptly toward her. “You’re not useless. Your skills don’t match most duties on a ship. But given time, they will.”

He caught a flicker in her eyes—a hint of the very busy workings of her mind. It occurred to him that while she was on probation here, on his ship, he was also very much on probation with her. It made the corners of his lips turn upwards, which made her frown.

“Be here after your first meal of the waking cycle and you’ll be all set. Now, come on,” he said, gesturing toward the exit. “You’ll like this next location better.”

Razion led Lilas toward the dining hall. His mind still turned over everything he’d learned about her. A rare, nearly extinct species. Raised in an Axis-controlled penal colony without even knowing it. Sharp-tongued and stubborn as hell. She fit in here more than she realized.

The dining hall was a small but functional space, lined with metal seating and a handful of tables bolted to the floor. A bank of food replicators was built into the far wall. The interfaces glowed dimly in the low light.

Lilas eyed it with open suspicion. “What are those?”

Razion raised a brow. “You’ve never seen food replicators?”

She folded her arms. “That’s what you eat from?” Her fuchsia eyes flicked over the machines, skeptical.

“How did your settlement eat?” he asked.

Lilas gave him a look like he’d just asked if she breathed oxygen. “We cooked. With actual food.”

Razion frowned. “You didn’t have synthesizers? Protein supplements?”

She snorted. “The Axis barely gave us enough to stay alive. We ate whatever scraps were left after they took their quota.”

His jaw tightened. He shouldn’t have been surprised. The Axis was ruthless when it came to stripping resources from its occupied planets, and if her settlement had been a prison disguised as a farm, then well-fed workers wouldn’t have been part of the plan.

He stepped up to a replicator and tapped a few buttons. “It’s simple,” he said. “Select what you want, and it compiles molecular components to recreate it.”

Lilas didn’t move. “That sounds fake.”

Razion smirked. “It’s not.” He pressed a command, and with a soft hum, a single protein pellet materialized in the dispenser. He picked it up and held it out. “Try it.”

Her eyes narrowed, but hunger won out. She took the pellet, sniffed it suspiciously, then popped it into her mouth.

Razion watched her lips close around it, her throat working as she swallowed.

Then she made a sound—a low, indulgent hum that sent a pulse of heat straight through him. Her eyes fluttered shut, and for a heartbeat, she looked almost undone, lost in the simple pleasure of real food. Her tongue flicked out, tracing her lower lip, savoring the lingering flavor. Her shoulders eased. Her face softened in a way that made it clear how rare a moment like this was for her.

Razion’s stomach tightened. Heat slashed through his veins, sharp and immediate. It wasn’t just arousal—it was something deeper, something possessive and primal. His pulse thickened in his temples as his cock stiffened beneath his belt. All from watching her eat. Fek.

He clenched his hands into fists at his sides, forcing himself to look away before he did something idiotic—like touch her. His jaw tightened as heat pooled low in his gut. It was just food. A basic, necessary sustenance, and yet watching her enjoy it felt…intimate.

He cleared his throat. “The replicators can make almost anything, within reason,” he said, trying to keep his tone even. “You have full access to it whenever you wish.”

Genuine happiness lit up her face. “Really? Anytime?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Unless we’re in the middle of something that demands your full attention. Then, a snack can wait.”

“Even in the middle of the sleep cycle?” she pressed, moving closer to him. “This room is always open?”

Razion nodded, not trusting himself to say anything else. He needed to get out of this room before he did something ridiculous—like torture himself by replicating more food just to watch her eat.

“Oh,” she said, eyeing the replicators brightly. “We’re going to be good friends.”

“Then I’ll leave you to it,” he said. “Just read the offerings and make your selection. They’re all in the standard galactic language.”

Lilas didn’t react right away. Then, she stepped back and crossed her arms. “That’s great and all, but there’s one problem.”

Razion frowned. “What problem?”

She tilted her head. “I can’t read.”

His frown deepened. “What do you mean, you can’t read?”

Lilas rolled her eyes. “Exactly what it sounds like, Captain. Reading was forbidden in a settlement where the Axis had total control and didn’t want us learning anything.”

Razion exhaled sharply, irritated—not at her, but at what it meant. The Axis hadn’t just taken her freedom. They’d taken knowledge. Power.

“That’s unacceptable,” he said, firmly. He wasn’t just dealing with a survivor; he was dealing with someone who had never been given the tools to function outside of that penal colony. He wanted to change that.

“We’ll teach you.”

Lilas blinked, caught off guard. Then, she let out a short laugh. “Oh? Just like that?”

He shrugged. “It’s essential. And you’re intelligent enough to pick it up quickly…unless you don’t want to.”

Her expression wavered, just for a second. Not irritation, not skepticism—something else. Something like quiet surprise. “I want to,” she said. “But you’ve done a lot for me already. I don’t see what’s in this for you.”

He leaned down, closer to her. So close that he could see the bright striations in her vivid eyes. “Two things.”

“Okay…” she said warily. “Let’s hear them.”

“First, I have an annoying ethical compass that doesn’t allow me to dump an illiterate female whose only skill is farming on any of the nearby trade stations, planets, or outposts.”

Her eyes turned skeptical. “An ethical pirate. What’s number two?”

His gaze raked over her, quickly and against his will. Being so close to her sent his senses into chaos, making his wings twitch with the urge to wrap around her and his hands ache to pull her close. “You belonged to the Axis,” he murmured. “And I like taking what belonged to the Axis.”

Her eyes widened on a sharply indrawn breath. “I’m just more salvage?”

“You’re treasure, Lilas.” He flashed his teeth in a grimace. “I belonged to them once, too. I know what it’s like living under their rule. And I have a hunch that they will want you back.”

She blinked, pausing to take that in. “Why would they want me back?”

He shrugged, unable to give either of them a definitive answer to that. “Hunches don’t work on facts, until they do. Mine are usually right. And there’s no fekking way they’re getting you, Lilas.”

Her eyes darkened. “You’re not going to use me as bait, are you?”

“No, Lilas,” he said. “I’m not going to use you as bait. You can leave the Darkslip whenever you wish, but I suggest you wait to do so until you have some non-farming survival skills.”

They stayed like that—eyes locked and air charged—and before he could get a better read on it, her eyes flared and she stepped back as if snapped out of a trance. “Alright then, Captain. Guess I’ll be adding ‘literacy lessons’ to my list of new experiences.”

Razion was just relieved that someone had broken the trance, even if it wasn’t him. “Guess so.”

Lilas nodded, her expression unreadable. “I’ll be a fast learner,” she said, then hesitated. “Razion?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For…all of this.” White teeth clamped on her lower lip as if the words were difficult to utter. Knowing what he did of her, they probably were. “I know I’m not exactly your typical guest.”

Razion chuckled, the tension in his chest easing slightly. “You’re not a guest, Lilas. You’re part of the crew now, however temporary that might be. And around here, we look out for our own.”

She gave him a small, genuine smile—the first he’d seen from her. “Then I guess I’d better get used to this new life of mine.”

“Welcome aboard, Lilas,” he said, and he meant it.

He led her out of the cargo hold and back toward the central hub of the ship. The tour was mostly over, but he could tell she was processing everything—the ship, the crew, the life she’d been thrust into.

His pulse thrummed with frustration. This punch of attraction was…unexpected. For the first time since taking her aboard, he wondered if he had made a terrible mistake.

As she turned to head back to her quarters, Razion couldn’t help but call out before she left his sight. “Get some rest. You’ve got duties tomorrow,” he said, his voice coming out gruffer than he intended.

Lilas just smirked. “Looking forward to it, Captain.”

Her presence on his ship was a complication he hadn’t anticipated, but there was something about her—a strength, a resilience that resonated with him. And the mystery of her species, of why they had disappeared and then suddenly reappeared in the form of a fiery, stubborn female, was a puzzle he intended to solve.

But first, he needed to keep his distance, to remind himself that she was off-limits. He had a ship to run, a crew that needed him at his sharpest. When he was around Lilas, she had his attention and, he feared, far too much of his interest. Krask had picked up on it immediately, which was likely why his first mate had instantly disliked Lilas.

Problem was, Razion couldn’t see himself giving her up. He’d meant what he’d said—she was treasure. And dragons did not give up their treasure willingly.


FIVE


Lilas

Lilas stood beside the conveyor belt, hands on hips, watching unfamiliar objects slide past at a slow pace. Some looked valuable—metal plating, sleek weapons, strange glowing cylinders—while others looked like absolute junk. A pile of gold-threaded fabric drifted by, and she barely resisted the urge to snatch it up just to rip it apart. Gribna had built his entire life on stolen wealth—maybe shredding a few reminders of that would be cathartic.

The cargo bay was far more massive than she expected on a spaceship. Overhead lights illuminated the rows of sorted goods and the crew members working efficiently at their stations. They moved fast, inspecting items, scanning them with handheld devices, and marking what was worth keeping, what was to be disposed of, and what was getting sold.

Lilas, on the other hand, stood uselessly at her spot, waiting for someone to give her instructions. Waiting for Razion to show up and tell her what exactly she was supposed to do.

He hadn’t. Maybe she’d misheard him. Come to think of it, she couldn’t remember him saying that he’d be here at all today.

She ground her teeth as another crate rolled past. Had he changed his mind about keeping her on the crew? Decided she wasn’t worth the effort? Left her here to figure it out herself as some kind of test? If that was the case, he could shove his test straight out the nearest air lock.

She glanced at the others working. The crew was larger than the three she’d met on the previous cycle. It took many to run a ship like this, and fourteen, not including her, were spread out in the cargo hold. Most ignored her, focused on their tasks. A few side-eyed her like they weren’t sure if she belonged. That was fine. She didn’t need to be liked—she needed to know what the fek she was supposed to be doing.

Her fingers tapped against her hip as another weapon-shaped object slid past. If someone didn’t give her directions soon, she was going to start making up her own rules.

And Razion wasn’t going to like them. She grabbed the nearest item that looked remotely important—a sleek black device with blinking blue lights—and turned it over in her hands. No idea what it was. No idea if it was worth keeping, selling, or tossing straight into the scrap pile.

“Hey,” she called to the nearest crew member, a burly male with gray scales and a sour expression. “What exactly am I supposed to be doing here?”

The male barely glanced at her. “Sorting,” he said gruffly.

“Yeah, I gathered that much, thanks. Sorting how?” She turned the device in her hands. “Is this something we keep? Sell? Blow up for amusement?”

The male snorted but didn’t look up from his work. “Scanner tells you. Green light means valuable. Red means junk. Blue means potential tracker—needs deeper inspection.”

Lilas looked around. “Scanner?”

The male sighed like explaining things to her was the greatest inconvenience of his life. He pointed at a handheld device laying on a storage container near the conveyor belt. “There.”

Lilas slid over to the unoccupied workstation and grabbed the scanner. The worker who’d left it didn’t complain, so she assumed this was fair game. She aimed the scanner at the object in her hand and pressed the button.

A red light blinked.

“Junk,” she muttered, tossing it onto a levitating skid with a red square on it. A small satisfaction curled in her gut. She had something to do now.

She grabbed another item—some kind of metallic sphere—and scanned it. Blue light.

Blue meant potential tracker. The gray guy said trackers needed deeper inspection. What did that mean?

Her grip tightened. Maybe she was supposed to look at it more closely.

She knew little of these things, but she knew enough to be aware that tracking devices could mean a whole lot of trouble if they weren’t neutralized quickly. She should put it aside and let someone else handle it. That was the smart thing to do.

But her frustration still simmered under her skin, and Razion was nowhere to be found to tell her otherwise. What if that device was tracking them right now? It would be her fault if a bunch of Axis ships showed up and attacked because she just ignored this thing.

Fek it.

Lilas pried at the seam of the sphere with her nails, found a small latch, and twisted it open. The inner panel slid away, revealing a mess of wires and a tiny blinking mechanism set deep in the core.

Seeing the internal working of this thing made her heart race. If she yanked out something wrong, she could trigger a distress signal—or worse, a self-destruct.

She exhaled sharply, fingers flexing. Mistakes weren’t an option. If she screwed this up, she wasn’t just proving she was useless—she was risking the crew. And whatever she thought about Razion and his ridiculous smirk, she wasn’t about to put them all in danger.

Lilas narrowed her eyes, studying the wiring. Back at the settlement, she’d spent more time fixing broken equipment than she had farming. Every piece of machinery they owned was outdated and held together by spare parts and sheer force of will. Which meant she knew one very important thing—everything had a weak spot.

She traced the thin copper wire connecting the blinking mechanism to the rest of the device. It was attached at three points—two held firm, one slightly looser. That was the weak link.

Carefully, she pinched the weak wire between her nails and twisted. The connector popped free. The blinking light flickered once more—then went dark.

She grinned, pleased with herself. Well, look at that.

Lilas put the disabled tracker into the discard bin and placed the now-safe sphere into the salvage pile. Her satisfaction lasted for all of three seconds before a deep voice rumbled behind her.

“What the fek do you think you’re doing?”

She turned slowly, already knowing who she would find.

Razion stood there, arms crossed, expression sharp. His storm-gray eyes weren’t full of their usual smug amusement. No, this time, he looked genuinely irritated.

Lilas set the scanner down, unbothered. “Sorting,” she said flatly. “Which is what you told me to do, isn’t it?”

His eyes flickered to the open sphere, then back to her. “You bypassed a tracker without verifying the model, without confirming it wasn’t rigged to send a secondary pulse, and without alerting anyone that you found it.”

Lilas arched a brow. “And yet…it’s fine.” She gestured to the device. “Disabled, no distress signals sent, no surprise explosions. Calm down, Captain.”

Razion’s jaw tightened. “You got lucky.”

Lilas crossed her arms. “I did what I had to do because you sent me here without a word of instruction. If you’d given me a fekking clue about what I was supposed to be doing, I wouldn’t have needed luck.”

Razion’s wings flared, then carefully folded against his back, probably from annoyance, but she wasn’t finished. “And before you tell me I should’ve read that handy little manual you sent to my room—” she tapped her temple, voice sharp—“remember how I can’t read?”

Something flickered in his storm-gray eyes. Annoyance, maybe. Or something else. Guilt? She hoped so.

Razion exhaled, slow and measured. “I was going to show you how to do this job.”

Lilas’ belly tightened with doubt. “Well, I didn’t know that, did I? I showed up here like you told me to, after my first meal. Someone showed me how to use a scanner and I got to work.” To prove she was useful, but telling him that was out of the question. The last thing she wanted from this male was his pity.

His jaw was tight, but he didn’t snarl back at her. Instead, he plucked the deactivated tracker out of the discard bin, turning it over in his fingers. “You knew how to disarm this.” It wasn’t a question.

Lilas shrugged. “I know how to take apart ancient farming equipment and keep it running on spit and hope. Figuring this out wasn’t much different.”

Razion hummed, inspecting the device one last time before tossing it into the correct bin. Then he fixed his gaze on her, unreadable but assessing.

“Next time, ask.”

“Fine.” Lilas tilted her head. “Next time, teach.”

A long, tense beat passed between them before Razion let out a quiet huff. “Fine.”

“Good.” She let out a long breath. “Who do I ask, by the way? Is there a cargo hold manager down here?”

Razion pointed to a tall, slender being holding a clear screen near the disposal air lock. “Yig, over there, is a good one to ask. She can disarm anything.” He sighed and shook his head. “You know, you’re more trouble than I anticipated.”

Lilas matched his smirk. “Gribna thought so after I called him a compost heap.”

To her mild surprise, Razion laughed. It wasn’t loud, but it was real, low and rough in a way that sent an unexpected tingle down her spine. “Is that how you got that bruise?”

She touched her cheek, remembering the conversation that had earned her that blow. “No, that would be the time I insulted his lack of brain function.”

Razion let out a low whistle from between those really nice lips. “Come on, troublemaker,” he said, jerking his chin toward the workstation. “Let’s go over the actual way to handle salvage.”

Lilas stepped up beside him, rolling her shoulders. “Okay.”

She picked up the next device from the conveyor belt and scanned it. A green light blinked. “Valuable,” she muttered, placing it on its appropriate skid.

Razion nodded approvingly. “Good. Now, sometimes these items are not clearly valuable, but could hold some use. Take a look at this one.” He held up a small rectangular device, its surface etched with unfamiliar symbols.

She hesitated, then scanned it. The red light blinked. “Says it’s not valuable. Is it some sort of data storage?”

“Yes.” He pressed a button and the symbols flickered to life in a faint blue glow. “These markings tell you what kind of data it holds. Here—” He pointed at a string of characters. “These three symbols indicate encrypted trade logs. The first one means ‘record,’ the second means ‘restricted,’ and that last one means ‘logs’ in standard quadrant script. This says it’s encrypted trade records. And this—” his finger traced the lower symbol, “—means it’s outdated, so it’s probably junk unless Vedd can extract something useful. We set those aside for further inspection, just like potential tracking devices.”

Lilas narrowed her eyes, tracing the glowing marks with her gaze. The shapes and patterns had always seemed meaningless before—just a mess of strange lines—but now they held purpose. She could feel the knowledge beginning to root itself in her mind. “You really think I can learn this?” Her voice came out softer than she intended.

Razion smiled, but there was no teasing in it this time. “If you can rip apart a tracker without blowing us all up, you can learn to read.”

Something flickered in her chest. Not just warmth—something deeper, something she didn’t know how to name. She looked back at the device, forcing herself to focus instead of getting caught up in the way his voice slid over her skin like the low rumble of a distant storm. “Alright,” she said, clearing her throat. “What does this one say?”

He leaned in closer. The heat of his body brushed against her arm, making her far more aware of his big, gold body than was advisable. “That’s a designation code,” he murmured, pointing at a set of symbols near the bottom. “See this first character? Looks like a crescent split in half?”

Lilas nodded.

“That’s a designation code. It marks the owner of the device—who it originally belonged to. The one next to it—the three slashes with a dot—means it’s been re-registered, meaning someone else owned it before.”

She inhaled slowly, absorbing that. “So this thing has a history?”

“Everything does,” Razion said. His finger slid lower, tapping another symbol. “And this? This marks the sector it came from—5L-13, which is under Axis control.” His voice dipped slightly, hypnotic, and she found herself enjoying the lesson more than she expected.

Which was…not good. She couldn’t afford to get comfortable here. Couldn’t afford to like him. Because no matter how much he was helping her, how much he intrigued her, the truth remained—her friends were still out there, lost. And no matter what happened between her and Razion, she intended to find them, with or without him.

Lilas straightened her spine, pushing the thought down. She didn’t want to dwell on the way Razion’s voice sent a slow, simmering heat through her veins or how being this close to him made her pulse kick up in an unfamiliar rhythm. Trouble. That’s what this was. She couldn’t afford to be distracted—not by him, not by anything.

“Alright, Captain,” she said, her voice a little steadier than she felt. “Let’s keep going before I forget all this.”

Razion chuckled. The sound was low and warm. Approval flickered in his storm-gray eyes, and fek, that simple look did something to her. A strange heat curled in her belly, spreading like a fire she hadn’t meant to kindle.

“Good,” he said, his voice sending a shiver down her spine. “The Axis directors would be furious if they could see you right now.”

Lilas huffed a laugh, but it came out a little breathier than she intended. As she reached for the next object, she became acutely aware of the space between them—or rather, how little of it there was. The warmth of him, the scent of metal and something subtly him clinging to the air. Her fingers brushed his as they both reached for the same item, and a jolt of awareness shot up her arm.

She should pull back. Should step away.

She didn’t.

Instead, she glanced at him, and for just a moment, his gaze lingered on her, something unreadable—and entirely too reckless—shining there.

Stars help her. Because if she wasn’t careful, this wasn’t just going to be trouble.

It was going to be a disaster.


SIX


Razion

Razion wasn’t easily distracted. He didn’t let emotions cloud his decisions. He’d built his reputation on staying sharp, always thinking five moves ahead, never letting anything—especially not a beautiful female—affect his judgment.

Yet here he was, watching Lilas with a little too much focus as she worked beside him in the cargo bay, muttering under her breath as she scanned another salvaged device.

It wasn’t just that she learned fast. It was the way she threw herself into understanding things, the way her fuchsia eyes narrowed in concentration, the way her fingers worked over an object with careful precision like she could dismantle and rebuild anything if she just had enough time. There was something undeniably compelling about that.

Which was a problem.

He needed to stop thinking about her like this. She was crew—temporary crew, at that. This wasn’t some star-crossed pairing, and he certainly wasn’t the kind of male to get caught up chasing things he shouldn’t have.

Still, when Lilas held up another device, a flicker of triumph in her expression, Razion found himself reacting before he could stop it.

“Encrypted datapad,” she said, tapping at the screen. “The symbol means restricted access, right?”

Razion nodded. “That’s right.”

Her lips curled faintly at the corners, and that quiet sense of satisfaction in her expression hit him harder than it should have. Fek. He needed to focus.

He turned his attention back to the work at hand, pushing aside whatever pull she had on him. He had bigger priorities than one stubborn, sharp-tongued Terian female.

Like tracking down who Gribna had been working with.

Like making sure Lilas didn’t end up being an even bigger distraction than she already was.

Because if she stayed on his ship too long, things were going to get complicated. And Razion didn’t do complicated.

Razion exhaled sharply and shook off whatever the hell that was. He stepped back from Lilas, watching as she returned her focus to the salvage, utterly unaware of the effect she had on him. “Keep at it,” he said, his voice gruffer than he intended. “Yig’s the one to ask if you hit something suspicious.”

Lilas looked up, seemingly startled by his harsh tone. “Okay.”

“I have duties to attend to,” he said, forcing a relaxed expression on his face. “Goodbye, Lilas.”

“Bye?” She sounded confused, but Razion forced himself to turn and stride out of the cargo bay before he did something idiotic—like keep talking to her. She had the gravitational force of a black hole to him.

By the time he reached the command deck, the tightness in his chest had settled enough for him to think straight. The room buzzed with quiet efficiency, the main console glowing with feeds from various system scans. Vedd sat in his usual spot, fingers flying over the controls, while Krask stood near the tactical display, arms crossed.

Razion stepped in and Vedd barely glanced up. “Still working on that Axis transmission,” he said. “The encryption’s a mess—whoever encoded it knew what they were doing. I’ve cleaned up some of the video, but the distortion on the voice is a pain in the ass.”

“You’ll crack it,” Razion said. “Tell me the second you get that transmission decrypted. I want to know who we’re dealing with.”

Vedd gave a lazy salute. “You’ll be the first to know.”

Razion nodded. There was too much riding on this—too many missing pieces. But he’d start with this one.

Krask, however, was watching Razion closely, his expression unreadable. “So,” he said. “How’s the Terian settling in?”

Razion knew that tone—Krask still didn’t like her.

“She’s learning fast,” Razion said evenly. “Already picking up salvage work.”

Krask made a low sound in the back of his throat. He didn’t argue, but the tension in his stance spoke for itself.

“You’ve got something to say, Krask?”

“I don’t trust her.”

“Fine.” Razion shrugged. “You don’t have to.”

Krask’s jaw tightened. He crossed his arms and met Razion’s gaze with a steady look. “I did some digging into the Falmic-5 flight logs and found the planet she was taken from.”

Razion leaned against the console, watching Krask carefully. “Go on.”

Krask nodded toward the holo-display and pulled up a projected map of an isolated sector in Axis-controlled space. “Settlement 112-1 is located on a small, isolated planet called Sebia-R5 in the Purrik system. It’s officially marked as an agricultural outpost, but heavily monitored, and after doing some deeper searches, I learned that it’s designated as penal colony 5-11B. Rashark raiders were given clearance to land and they took five Terian females—including Lilas.” He tapped a command, zooming in on recorded trade routes. “They were transported directly to the Falmic-5 auction and sold off.”

Razion exhaled through his nose. That tracked with what Lilas had said and with Gribna’s records. “Where did the others end up?”

“Lilas, 057-L, was won by Gribna, as we know,” he began, his brow low as he looked through the data. “591-A was purchased by a brothel called Erovik.” His brows went up. “Never heard of it.”

“Me either,” Razion said.

“I have,” Vedd said with a wide grin. “Very luxurious, with prices to match. Owned and operated by the Axis. Incredible courtias, though.”

Razion raised his brows. “You’ve been there?”

“Once,” Vedd replied with a sigh. “It was…memorable.”

Krask cleared his throat. “One of the Terians went to the Slarik Arena. One went to the Delink mines, and the last one…her winning bidder and location are undisclosed. Can’t get information on that one.”

Razion pinched the bridge of his nose. The Slarik Arena and Delink mines were death sentences for Terian females if they were anything like Lilas. He’d have to think hard on whether to share this information with her. He doubted it would put her mind at ease regarding the females she was abducted with. Then again, she hadn’t talked about them. “And?”

Krask didn’t answer right away. He studied Razion, then said, “You don’t think it’s convenient?”

Razion frowned. “Clarify.”

Krask’s jaw tightened. “Five Terians—rare enough that there’s not a trace of them in any official account—suddenly show up at the same auction, and one of them ends up here? Right after we start pressing deeper into Axis dealings?”

Razion’s irritation stirred. “You think she’s an Axis agent?”

Krask shrugged, but his gaze was sharp. “I think it’s a possibility.”

Razion let out a short, humorless laugh. “You really believe the Axis planted five undercover agents in a remote prison colony, kept them there long enough for them to forget who they were, then had them abducted just so one of them would end up on my ship?”

Krask didn’t flinch. “How do you know she’s forgotten who she was? She was eager enough to join our crew. Look, if the Axis were experimenting on those females—testing something—how better to cover their tracks than letting raiders do the dirty work?”

Razion wasn’t buying it. He’d seen undercover operatives before—trained, disciplined, subtle. That didn’t describe Lilas in any way. “She’s not an agent,” he said firmly.

Krask narrowed his eyes. “You sound sure.”

“I am.” Razion straightened. “I’ve seen how she reacts—how her mind works. She’s too quick to anger, too skeptical, too raw. She’s not following orders from anyone but herself.” He exhaled, pushing off the console. “I trust my instincts on this, Krask. You should too.”

Krask didn’t argue, but his doubt lingered in the way his arms stayed crossed, the way his jaw remained tight.

Vedd, who had been quietly monitoring the conversation, spoke up. “Look, I’m not saying Krask is right,” he said, fingers still working over his console, “but if you want to be sure, I can run a bioscan on Lilas. If the Axis did something to her—implants, genetic tampering, tracking devices—we’ll know.”

Razion didn’t answer right away. His gut told him Lilas was exactly who she claimed to be—a survivor of an Axis prison she hadn’t even known was a prison. But gut instincts weren’t enough for his closest crewmates, so he’d go where the data took him.

“Fine,” he said. “Run the scan.”

Vedd gave a lazy salute, pushing up from his seat. “I’ll let you know if she’s got any hidden surprises.”

He strolled out of the room, leaving Razion alone with Krask. The first mate didn’t say anything at first, just stood there with his arms crossed, watching Razion like he was waiting for something.

Razion sighed. “Go ahead. Get it out.”

Krask arched a brow. “You’re compromised.”

“Because I don’t think Lilas is some Axis plant?” Razion let out a sharp laugh. “Try harder.”

“We’ve been crewmates for a long time,” he said. “I know you. So it’s concerning that your first instinct was to defend her instead of to consider the risk.” He stepped forward, his gaze unwavering. “It’s not just you being too trusting. It’s you not thinking clearly when it comes to her.”

Razion’s jaw tightened. “I think just fine.”

Krask tilted his head. “You sure? Because from where I’m standing, you’re dazzled. Maybe it’s the eyes…I don’t know. But she’s only been here a cycle and she’s under your skin.”

Something cold settled in Razion’s gut.

He didn’t want to hear this. Didn’t want to acknowledge it. But Krask wasn’t wrong about one thing—Lilas had gotten under his skin faster than she should have. There was something about her, something sharp and alive, that pulled him in despite himself.

And that? That was a problem.

Razion exhaled sharply, forcing himself back into control. “I’m not compromised,” he said. “But I’ll keep my distance. Let her settle in. Put some space between us.”

Krask studied him for a long moment, then gave a slow nod. “Good.”

Razion rolled his shoulders. He would put some space between Lilas and himself. Let her find her footing with the crew, focus on her own life, and hopefully stop being such a distraction.

Because that’s what she was. A distraction.

Razion turned away from Krask and fixed his gaze on the holo-display. Too much was at stake right now to let himself get caught up in anything unnecessary. They were getting closer to the truth about the Axis’ dealings, and Lilas—whatever he might feel about her—was only a small piece of a much larger puzzle.

So he’d back off. Keep his distance.

And prove, to himself and to Krask, that he was still in control.


SEVEN


Lilas

Lilas sat stiffly on the edge of the examination table, watching as Vedd moved a sleek silver wand over her arm. The device sent an unpleasant tingle through her skin, but she kept herself still, even as her muscles twitched with the urge to flinch. She didn’t like this. Being studied. Scrutinized.

She flicked her eyes up to the iridescent male in front of her. “Alright, Vedd,” she said. “You want to tell me what exactly you’re doing?”

Vedd didn’t look up from the scanner, his expression as easygoing as ever. “Looking for implants,” he said, sliding the wand lower, over her ribs. “Genetic tampering, too. Anything the Axis might’ve left behind.”

Lilas narrowed her eyes, but her pulse kicked up. “And if you do find something?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

She had no way of knowing if the Axis had done something to her—implanted something, altered something. Had they? Certainly not that she knew of. She kept her expression carefully blank, but inside, dread coiled around her gut like a vise. Because if they did find something, if there was more to her past than even she knew…

She wasn’t sure she wanted the answer.

Vedd grinned, his dark eyes flashing with mischief. “We toss you out of the air lock.”

Lilas went still.

Vedd barked a laugh. “Relax, Terian. That was a joke.”

“Not funny.” She exhaled sharply, scowling at him.

His smirk didn’t fade as he continued scanning, moving the wand over her stomach, up toward her collarbone. “I thought it was pretty funny. But seriously, if there is an implant, I’ll remove it. Genetic stuff would require a little more examination to see if it is a threat to this crew.”

Lilas shifted on the edge of the table, watching the scanning wand hover near her collarbone. The sensation crawling over her skin wasn’t painful, but it was enough to make her twitchy. She narrowed her eyes at Vedd. “Did Razion tell you to do this?”

“Not exactly,” Vedd said, his tone casual as he moved the scanner lower. “It’s not uncommon when we pick someone up. We don’t like surprises on this ship. And before you ask, no, Razion doesn’t think you’ve got anything implanted in you. But it never hurts to check.”

Lilas exhaled slowly and let her shoulders relax. “Would’ve been nice to get a warning before I was hauled in here.”

Vedd grinned. “And miss your reaction? No fun in that.”

Lilas rolled her eyes. “Well, glad I could provide entertainment.”

“I do appreciate it,” Vedd said, moving the scanner down her spine. “So, while we’re here, tell me about the others.”

She frowned. “What others?”

“The females you were taken with.” His voice was lighter now, not pressing, just…curious. “You left a settlement behind, right? You had people there.”

Lilas hesitated, then sighed. “Yeah. Sevas, Fivra, Nena, and Cerani. I grew up with Sevas and Fivra, but Nena and Cerani were brought to the settlement. We were all taken together.” Her fingers dug into the edge of the table. “Turi was supposed to be taken too, but she didn’t come. The overseer kept her.”

Vedd nodded, listening. “You were very close with these females?”

“They’re my family.” Her voice came out quieter than she intended. “We weren’t related, but we survived together. Looked out for each other.” She looked away, her jaw tight. “I plan to find them again. Somehow.”

She caught the flicker in Vedd’s expression—just a flash, but it was enough. A shadow over his usually easy demeanor. Lilas narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said too quickly, dropping the scanner to his side.

“No, not nothing.” She swung her legs off the table. “Tell me.”

Vedd hesitated, then forced a smile. “You’re fine. Scans are clear. No implants. No tampering.”

Lilas stared at him. “Vedd.”

But he was already stepping toward the door. His expression was too light, too easy. She pushed off the table, arms crossing tight over her chest. “You know something.”

Vedd paused, but he didn’t turn around. “I know a lot of things,” he said with a silk to his voice that gave her a hint of the ruthlessness that ran below the surface. “It’s why they keep me around.”

Lilas’ stomach twisted. She wasn’t stupid. She knew that look. Knew the way people sidestepped truth when they didn’t want to say something out loud.

Her heart thudded once, heavy in her chest. “Are they—” She swallowed. “Are they alive?”

Vedd finally looked at her, and for the first time, there was no humor in his face. Just something quiet and knowing. “I truly don’t know.”

That wasn’t a no. But it also wasn’t a yes. Lilas clenched her teeth. “Vedd—”

“You’re clear,” he said firmly, stepping through the door. “Off you go, Lilas.”

She barely had time to process before he strode away, leaving her alone in the strange, sterile room.

Lilas inhaled slowly, staring at the space he’d just been standing in.

There was something he wasn’t telling her. And she wasn’t going to stop until she figured out what it was. The next time she saw Razion, she’d ask him about it. He’d tell her. He had to.

Except, she didn’t see him. He didn’t return to the cargo hold while she worked, didn’t pass through the dining hall when she was there. No chance encounters in the corridors, no fleeting glances across the room. It was as if he had deliberately faded into the background of the ship, placing an invisible barrier between them. And the more she noticed his absence, the more she couldn’t ignore what it meant—Razion was avoiding her.

Yet, despite this distance, Razion had designated one of the crew members to teach her reading each cycle, ensuring she wasn’t entirely left to her own devices. She appreciated that, and was, indeed, learning to read better with every passing cycle. And the cycles did pass. About twenty of them, and during that time she only caught glimpses of the Darkslip’s captain. It was amazing how someone could manage to make himself so scarce. The ship wasn’t that big.

The crew members talked as they worked, sharing stories and laughter, and although Lilas still felt like an outsider they were getting used to, it was getting easier. She didn’t need Razion for anything. The crew in the cargo hold could tell her anything she wanted to know, but fek it, she missed the big, winged bastard. There had been something…interesting between them, and now it felt like that spark, that connection, was snuffed out and replaced by an unease that churned inside her.

After her duties, she found herself lingering in the common areas, waiting for a chance encounter with Razion, some excuse to draw back that familiar bravado, to challenge him the way she had before. She knew he was there. She could practically sense his presence like a storm approaching on the horizon. But each time her heart hoped to see him, he remained elusive.

One cycle, she finally decided to march to the command deck, pushing the possible consequences of confronting him out of her head. She reached the door, her heart pounding with determination, but when it slid open, she found Razion deep in conversation with Krask, their expressions serious. She paused, anxiety creeping along her spine as she figured out if she should interrupt.

Razion caught sight of her. The moment their eyes locked, something shifted in his expression, but it was like a dam had closed over whatever warmth had existed between them. He turned away, refocusing on Krask as if she were invisible.

A wave of disappointment crashed over her, twisting in her chest. Lilas stood frozen in the doorway, trying to make sense of the sudden ache that spread through her. How was it possible that a mere glance from him could elicit such a visceral reaction? Her heart thundered in her ears as she hesitated, debating whether to step inside or retreat.

Krask spoke next, his gaze turning to her. “You’re not authorized to enter the command deck.”

The words sent a jolt through Lilas, and she instinctively stepped back. Her hand gripped the metal frame of the door. “I wanted a word with Razion.”

“The captain is occupied,” Krask said coldly. “Please leave.”

She turned to do just that as heat flooded her face. What had she been thinking? He obviously didn’t want to see her. She spun to the door, but before she could fully retreat, Razion’s voice sliced through the air. “Lilas—”

But she didn’t wait to hear the rest. “Sorry. Never mind,” she said, her heart thudding. The doors swished closed and she hurried through the ship’s narrow corridors. What had she done to earn his…indifference? Dislike? It wasn’t even clear what his problem was with her, unless it was something Krask had said to make Razion begin to avoid her. She’d learned enough in the past cycles to know she was doing a good job in the cargo hold, but right now, that didn’t matter. The walls began to close in, and she needed to breathe.

Lilas stepped into the small common area where crew members relaxed during their downtime. She dropped onto a bench, burying her hands in her hair, praying it didn’t show on her face how deeply the interaction with Razion and Krask had rattled her.

She had gotten comfortable with the crew, yet the thought of being disliked by the captain and first mate gnawed at her insides. One thing she knew—she should never have gone in there, and she never would again. She ran a hand across her face. It was time to begin planning an exit strategy off the ship.

“Hey, everything alright?”

The voice drew her attention upward. Cozax stood nearby, a small ready-looking snack in hand and a look of genuine concern on her face. Lilas offered a small smile. The warmth in Cozax’s eyes was a comforting contrast to the mess inside her. “I’m fine,” she said, convincingly, she hoped.

Cozax studied her for a moment longer, then leaned against the table. “You sure? You don’t look fine.”

Lilas shrugged, her mind swirling with thoughts of Razion and the weight of Krask’s warning. “Just processing some things. I really am fine.”

“Processing or scheming?” Cozax pressed with a slight smirk.

“Maybe a little of both.” Lilas sighed, glancing away, wishing she could shake the unease that had settled into her chest. “Just trying to find my place here.”

“You’re doing fine,” Cozax said easily. “You’ve caught on faster than most who come aboard. You’re accepted as part of the crew now, and your good work has been noted by the cargo hold team leader.”

That small reassurance made something inside Lilas shift, if only slightly. “Thanks,” she murmured. “I appreciate that.”

“Why don’t you join me for a meal?” Cozax asked, brightening, “It’s space stew, Vedd’s latest creation.”

A reluctant grin forced its way to Lilas’ lips. “What’s space stew?”

“Oh, you’ll love it.” Cozax rolled her eyes dramatically. “It’s just an excuse to throw together anything edible from the replicator that Vedd deems ‘mysterious.’”

“That sounds oddly enticing.” Lilas chuckled, feeling a flicker of warmth as she considered spending more time with Cozax. The lingering uncertainty about Razion still played along the edges of her mind, but she resolved to put it aside, if only for a while. “Alright, lead the way.”

Cozax straightened, a smile stretching wide across her face. Together, they walked toward the dining hall, and as they rounded the corner, the low murmur of voices grew louder. Lilas inhaled the scent of the stew wafting through the air, an oddly comforting blend of spices and savory notes, but slowed down. It sounded like there would be more people at this dinner than Cozax make it sound like there would be.

Sure enough, once they entered the hall, Lilas spotted Krask sitting at one of the tables. His expression still brooding, his posture rigid as he leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. She didn’t like him. Straight up—she despised him. But she took care to make sure she didn’t let it show. This was her chance to shift her focus, and there was no way a fekker of a first mate was going to keep her away from a good meal.

Ignoring the way his eyes flicked to her with a mix of curiosity and skepticism, Lilas followed Cozax to the food replicator. Her senses were attuned for Razion and she felt a hit of relief when she didn’t see him there. It was painfully clear that he had no intention of seeking her out. Instead, she focused on what was directly before her, which was food.

After taking a bowl of the mysterious space stew—a combination of colors that looked strangely appetizing—she let Cozax guide her to a table with a few other crew members. They greeted her with light chatter, banter that felt oddly comforting. Every laugh, every shared story helped push Razion’s absence further from her mind, even if only temporarily.

The group discussed upcoming raids, trading jokes that made her chuckle, even as her heart ached for her friends. She shared a few stories from her time on the farm, leaning into the companionship she felt in this moment. It wasn’t until she paused to finish her stew that she caught Krask watching her. His gaze was steady, not mocking or dismissive as before—just flat and observing. It made the back of her neck itch.

She held his gaze for a moment longer, made a face at him, then shifted her focus back to the others at the table. A warm laugh spilled from her lips as one of the crew members recounted an outrageous story about a past raid on a merchant vessel. The room felt alive, charged with laughter and shared camaraderie—a stark contrast to the isolation that had gripped her since her arrival aboard the Darkslip.

But even as she mingled with the crew, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Krask’s eyes bore into her, studying her with an intensity that made her uneasy. She pushed away her empty bowl, trying to keep her thoughts from drifting back to Razion.

Lilas sighed, glancing around the room. For all the chatter and laughter, the absence of Razion gnawed at her increasingly. Dinner ended and she rose from the table. Her heart felt heavy once more. The other crew members drifted out of the dining hall. Their conversations bubbled with energy, but Lilas lingered for a moment, sipping the last remnants of her drink.

Finally, she pushed her chair in and headed for the exit. The door slid open with a quiet hiss, revealing the dimly lit corridor beyond. Her feet moved automatically, guiding her toward her quarters, but her mind wandered—lost in thoughts she had no business having about a ship captain.

Just as she turned the corridor, she saw a familiar figure leaning against the wall, his arms crossed and a collected expression on his face that suggested he had been waiting there for a while. The moment their eyes met, heat rushed through her and every coherent thought disintegrated beneath the weight of his intense gaze.

“Razion,” she breathed as a weird mix of relief and consternation flooded her. The way he watched her sent a snap of tension through her limbs. Her body instinctively braced for whatever came next.

For a fleeting moment, she thought—hoped—he might say something clever, something teasing, something that would reset the strange rift between them. But instead, his expression remained unreadable. His storm-gray gaze was steady as he reached out and closed a firm hand around her arm.

“We need to talk,” he said, his tone low and certain.

Lilas swallowed against the sudden rush of heat in her chest. She could have pulled away—wanted to, just to make a point—but something about the way he held her wasn’t forceful. It was controlled. Measured. Like he was giving her a choice, but daring her to pull away.

She tilted her chin up, forcing herself to meet his gaze. “Finally decided I was worth speaking to?”

Something flickered in his expression—brief, fleeting, and gone before she could place it. He gave her arm the slightest tug, his grip gentle but insistent as he turned her against the wall and pinned her there. “No.” His voice was a low rasp, his breath warm against her ear. “I finally decided I couldn’t stay away from you.”


EIGHT


Razion

Razion didn’t have an answer—not one that made sense, anyway. All he knew was that staying away from Lilas had been a battle he kept losing. He’d told himself distance was the right call, that she was a distraction he couldn’t afford. He’d forced himself to walk away, to ignore the way his pulse kicked up whenever he glimpsed her, the way her scent lingered in the corridors long after she passed. He’d shoved his hands in his pockets rather than dwell on the way her willful, fuchsia gaze made his blood run hot.

It hadn’t worked.

Every time he closed his eyes, she was there. In his thoughts, in his dreams. His own mind had turned against him, replaying the memory of her standing in defiance, of the fire in her words, the heat in her stare. He’d told himself it would pass. He was good at restraint—at control. But then he’d walked past the dining hall, seen her with Cozax, laughing, looking so damn vibrant, and something in him unraveled.

Jealousy twisted in his gut. Not because she was smiling at someone else—but because he had denied himself that. He had been the one missing out on those sharp quips, that quick mind, how she challenged him in ways no one else ever had. He was fighting a battle he’d already lost.

He didn’t want to pretend anymore. Didn’t want to bury this fire under self-imposed rules and obligations.

So he’d stopped running. Stopped holding back.

And now, with her against the wall, her breath shallow, her body so close he could feel its warmth, Razion finally admitted the truth—he didn’t see how he could ever let her go.

Which was how he ended up here, pressing her against the cool metal wall of the corridor, her body warm beneath his hands, her sharp fuchsia eyes locked onto his like she was trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

Good question.

Lilas didn’t push him away. Didn’t tense. Just lifted her chin, mouth curving into something between a smirk and a challenge. “So that’s it?” she said. “You ignore me for cycles, avoid me at every turn, and now you’ve decided you suddenly care?”

“You think I don’t care?” he asked, his voice low. “That’s cute, Lilas. But I’ve been trying not to.”

Her breath hitched, just for a second. It was enough.

She narrowed her eyes, her voice sharpened like a blade. “Could’ve fooled me. You’ve been acting like I don’t exist.”

“And yet,” he said, leaning in, breathing her in, “somehow, I can’t stop thinking about you.”

He dropped his hands to her wrists just in time to feel her pulse kick. He felt it right beneath his fingertips, fast and erratic. Her scent, something warm and slightly floral, curled around him, tempting him to get closer. To press his mouth to the spot just below her ear and see if she’d shiver.

Instead, she sucked in a slow breath, steadying herself. “You were avoiding me and it wasn’t exactly subtle,” she said, quieter now, but just as sharp. “Neither is this.”

Razion dragged his gaze over her, taking in the slight flush to her bronze skin, the way her fingers curled like she was debating shoving him away or pulling him closer. “You’re right,” he admitted. “I should’ve stayed away.”

Her lips parted slightly, and for a second, something flickered there. Something unsure.

Almost vulnerable. “Then why didn’t you?”

Razion barely resisted the urge to press his forehead against hers. To answer her with something unguarded, something real. Instead, he exhaled roughly and let his grip on her wrists loosen just enough to give her a choice.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I don’t want to.”

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. The air between them crackled, heavy with things unsaid, with tensions neither of them were willing to name.

Lilas licked her lips, and Razion’s gaze followed the movement before he forcefully dragged his eyes back to hers. She studied him, her expression unreadable, but there was fire beneath it. “You made that pretty clear when you pinned me against this wall.”

Razion’s fingers twitched against her skin. She wasn’t wrong. He’d barely thought before he grabbed her, before he closed the space between them. He was always in control. Always measured. But with Lilas? His control was unraveling by the second.

“I won’t apologize for wanting you,” he said, roughly.

Her breath hitched again, but she didn’t look away. “But you wanted to stay away?”

Razion nodded slowly. “It seemed smarter.”

Lilas arched a brow, her voice now quieter, “Krask thought it seemed smarter.” Her fuchsia eyes searched his face, as if gauging his reaction. “Was that why you stayed away?”

“No,” he said, his voice rough. “I stayed away because I needed to see if I could.” His gaze locked onto hers, willing her to see. “Because wanting to be around you this much?” He shook his head, knowing that admitting it was probably a mistake. “It’s a problem.”

Her mouth tilted into something like amusement. “And now?”

“Now,” he murmured, “smart doesn’t seem that appealing.”

Lilas inhaled sharply, and he swore he felt it in his bones. For a moment, he thought she might close that last bit of space between them. That she might tear down whatever remained of his resolve.

Then she shifted, testing the looseness of his grip, watching him the whole time. “I wondered what I did wrong.”

Razion held her wrists for a moment longer, then exhaled slowly and released her. He took a step back so he wouldn’t be tempted to take hold of her again. “You did nothing.” He hesitated, then shifted partly away, well aware that his body had moved into a defensive pose, as if he could protect himself from her potential rejection. She had way too much power over him. “Tell me you didn’t feel anything, and I’ll walk away. I’ll never bother you again.”

Lilas didn’t move immediately. Her brows lowered over her remarkable eyes. “Of course, I felt something,” she said tartly. “I spent the last twenty cycles hoping to run into you so I could smack some sense into you.”

Razion’s pulse kicked. He let out a low laugh and turned fully toward her again. His body leaned toward hers, as if dragged closer by a magnet. “You could smack me now, Lilas.” He locked his gaze onto hers, and he let her see it—let her see exactly what he’d been holding back. “But if you do, I’ll be forced to restrain you. Violence against the captain is not tolerated on the Darkslip.”

He said it teasingly, but her lips parted slightly, her breath shuddering. He could almost hear her thoughts, and unless he was mistaken, they echoed the imaginings of his own mind.

Neither of them spoke. Neither of them moved.

Lilas swallowed hard, her fuchsia eyes burning into his. “Just don’t avoid me again,” she said. The words were quiet, but firm. A challenge. A demand.

Razion’s jaw flexed. As if he could. As if he ever would again. “I won’t,” he said, and he meant it.

Something in her face softened ever so slightly, and it was all the encouragement he needed. He tilted his head down, slowly closing the gap between them, his focus locked onto her mouth. Her lips parted on an unsteady breath. He could feel the heat of her, sense the way her pulse raced. Then he fully closed the space between them and brought his mouth down on hers.

Lilas met his kiss with a quiet whimper. Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt, pulling him closer as she pressed against him. Razion let out a rumble from deep in his chest at the pure shock of pleasure that came from her body molding to his. His hands slid to her waist, urgent, possessive, tracing the curve of her ribs before splaying wide over the small of her back. She was so warm, so soft against him, and the sensation sent fire pooling in his cock.

He pressed his fingers into the dip at her lower back before sliding down, over the fine curve of her ass. Stars, he had dreamed of this—of feeling her like this, of claiming her with his touch. His body ached with a hunger that had been building since the moment she first snapped at him with that sharp tongue, since she had first tilted her chin up in defiance and challenged him with those scorching fuchsia eyes. Now she was here, pressed against him, and he wanted more.

His hands roamed, greedy and unrestrained, sliding up the curve of her waist and between their bodies to cup her breasts. His thumbs swept over the stiff peaks of her nipples through her tunic. She gasped into his mouth. Her body arched, and Razion groaned at her passionate response to him. Fek, he wanted to strip her bare, to taste every inch of her, to hear her moan his name. His dragon stirred in response, a possessive fire curling beneath his skin. Mine.

He deepened the kiss, angling his head and claiming her mouth with aching hunger. His tongue swept against hers, taking, demanding, reveling in the sweet, intoxicating taste of her. Everything about her drove him to madness—the way her fingers fisted in his shirt, the soft noises she made as he explored her body, the way she shuddered against him when he slid his teeth over her lower lip. He was losing himself in her, in the press of her body, in the heat of her skin beneath his hands. And stars help him, he never wanted to find his way out.

Then, just as his restraint threatened to break completely, Lilas abruptly pulled back. Her breath was ragged. Her fingers were still fisted in his shirt. She didn’t push him away completely.

Razion froze. His own breath came hard and uneven as he searched her face, trying to decipher what had just changed. She looked up at him, eyes wide. Something unguarded flashed across her face before she masked it. “I…” She swallowed and shook her head. “I’m not ready for this.”

He exhaled slowly, ignoring the aching hardness of his cock and the raw hunger pounding through his veins. The imprint of her body on his was still so fresh, his body curved toward her, wanting it back. But he held himself back. He would not push.

There was no missing the fear in her eyes. Not of him, but certainly because of him. She wouldn’t want to acknowledge it, but his avoidance of her had done damage. He’d left doubt where there should have been certainty. He saw it now, written in the hesitation in her eyes, in the slight tremble of her fingers against his chest.

Regret twisted in his gut. He’d tried to protect her and himself by keeping her at a distance, but in doing so, he’d hurt her. That wasn’t something he could take back, but he could damn well make sure he never did it again.

Slowly, carefully, he cupped her wrist, his thumb brushing lightly against the inside of it. A silent apology, a promise. “Understood,” he said, his voice rough with something too raw to name. “I will not push.”

He saw the tension in her shoulders ease and knew he’d said the right thing. For once. Hopefully, he’d get better at that. He took a slow step back, giving her the space she needed. She unclenched her hands from his shirt and they fell away, then she took a step back as well. “Thank you, Razion. I’ll…see you next cycle,” she said quietly, then turned toward her door.

Razion watched her go, his muscles tight with restraint, with a hunger that had no business raging so strong. He would give her the space she needed to get used to him, to trust him.

But she’d also made him promise not to avoid her again.

He intended to keep that promise.


NINE


Lilas

Lilas was used to eating alone. Even after settling into life aboard the Darkslip, she still expected to navigate things on her own, but it seemed that when Razion said he wouldn’t be avoiding her any longer, he really meant it. When he, casual as anything, sat down across from her at the mess hall table early in the next wake cycle, she nearly choked on her bite of protein cake.

“Hello,” he said, sliding a tray near hers. His silver-gray eyes flicked up to meet hers, and just like that, warmth spread through her belly.

She schooled her features into mild surprise, hiding the fact that she’d spent cycles wondering if he’d ever willingly sit this close to her. “Hi,” she said, keeping her voice steady. It was infuriating how her senses were instantly attuned to him. She couldn’t decide if it was exciting or the most annoying thing she’d ever experienced. Her body still tingled with the memory of his hands on her skin. Her lips instantly parted as if wanting another kiss like the one he’d laid on her last cycle. She’d never forget that kiss. It was her first, so she had nothing to judge it on, but she suspected the kiss she’d shared with Razion was above average. Possibly even exceptional.

He didn’t say anything else right away. Just settled in with his meal and ate, slow and methodical, like this was normal. Like they hadn’t shared a scorching moment in the corridor the previous cycle. Like he hadn’t avoided her for twenty cycles before pinning her against a wall and telling her he couldn’t stay away. Well, fine then.

Lilas focused on her food, pretending her pulse wasn’t betraying her as she snuck glances at him between bites. His golden scales caught the low ship lighting, making him look like he belonged here, in the dim hum of the mess hall, like nothing out there could shake him. His massive wings acted like a wall behind him, blocking off her view of the room beyond.

It should have irritated her, how easily he slid back into her orbit. Instead, she found herself relaxing, her body loosening in sync with the easy silence between them.

When they finished, he didn’t leave first. He waited. For her. And when she pushed back from the table, he did the same, falling into step beside her as they made their way toward the cargo hold.

Lilas wasn’t sure what this meant. If this was an apology, an olive branch, or something else entirely. But she wasn’t about to question it, not when his presence steadied something restless inside her.

“You getting used to things down there?” he asked as they walked, their boots almost in sync against the floor.

“Yes,” she said. “Yig’s been helpful. The others don’t seem to dislike me anymore.”

Razion shot her a sidelong look. “They never disliked you.”

“Krask does,” she huffed.

Razion made a rumbling sound in his chest, something between a sigh and a laugh. “Krask worries about what he doesn’t understand.” He gave her a pointed look. “You’re something he doesn’t understand.”

Lilas blinked. That was…fair. She wasn’t exactly the kind of person who fit neatly into a box. But it still bugged her. Krask treated her like a problem he was just waiting to solve—or throw out of an air lock.

“Well,” she said, rolling her shoulders, “if he ever decides to resolve his personal crisis about my existence, let me know.”

She expected him to say something else about Krask, maybe reassure her that the surly first mate would come around. Instead, he shrugged. “Don’t worry about him. I don’t restrict crew members’ relationships. I don’t care at all, honestly, what they do with each other. He won’t bother you. I promise you that.”

The next ten cycles passed in a way Lilas hadn’t expected. At first, she hadn’t been sure what to make of Razion’s sudden commitment to spending time with her. But he was there in the early wake cycles when she ate, sitting across from her at a dining hall table, casual and steady, like it had always been their routine. He walked her to the cargo hold at the start of every shift, sometimes in silence, but more often than not, they talked.

And Lilas found that she liked talking to him.

He was sharp, observant, quick with dark humor and an occasional story about his crew’s past raids. He told her things about space that she’d never even thought to ask—how hyperspace folds worked, how trade routes were mapped, what kind of stars emitted unstable radiation. She soaked it all in, hungry for knowledge, relishing the way their easy conversations filled the gaps between them.

In return, she told him about her life on Settlement 112-1—not just the harshness of it, but the small moments too. The way the soil smelled after the first rain of the season, the stories she and her friends had whispered late at night, the satisfaction of a good harvest, even when she knew the best of their crops would never be theirs to keep. Razion listened, really listened, and something in his expression shifted every time she talked about the Axis’ grip on her home.

During the sleep cycles, when she lay in her bunk, she found herself thinking about him more than she should have. About the way his smirk softened when he was truly interested in something she said. About the brief, fleeting moments when his hand would brush against hers in the hallway and neither of them pulled away. He never tried to kiss her again, but she wished he would.

Oh yes. She wished he would. She’d decided if he didn’t soon, she’d take matters into her own hands and kiss him herself.

At some point over the last ten cycles, Razion had gone from someone she tolerated to someone she trusted, maybe even relied on. She wasn’t sure how that had happened, only that she found herself looking forward to each wake cycle more than she had in a long time.

The realization unsettled her, and while part of her still bristled at the idea of getting comfortable, another part—one she refused to examine too closely—found a strange kind of peace in it.

One early cycle, as they walked from the dining hall to the cargo hold, Razion seemed agitated, or maybe excited. Sometimes, it was hard to tell the difference with him.

“We’ll be docking at Vexir Trade Station soon,” he said.

Lilas raised a brow. “Vexir?”

“It’s a neutral trade hub,” he said. “We’ll be selling Gribna’s empty ship and some salvage.” He glanced at her. “I want you to come with us.”

That got her attention. “Off the ship?”

“Yes.” Razion’s expression remained steady, but there was something intent in his gaze. “Spend the cycle with me.”

Lilas slowed a step, caught off guard. She hadn’t left the ship since Gribna’s nightmare of a vessel. Had barely thought about what stepping onto new ground would even feel like after being surrounded by the familiar walls of the Darkslip for so long.

And then there was the other thing. The part where Razion was asking her to be with him—for the entire cycle. Heat curled in her stomach, half anticipation, half uncertainty.

“That sounds like an invitation, Captain,” she teased.

Razion stopped walking. Not enough to block her path, but enough that she had to turn to look at him. “It is,” he said, his voice lower now.

Lilas inhaled slowly, her pulse ticking up a notch. This was definitely an invitation. And not just the kind that suggested he needed another set of hands while bartering for parts.

He was asking her to be with him. Just…be with him.

And for all the ways she could have said no, for all the ways instinct warned her to keep her distance, only one answer left her lips.

“Alright,” she said quietly.

The edges of Razion’s lips curved, relief flickering across his face for a split second before it was gone.

“Alright,” he echoed. Then, as if the matter was settled, he resumed walking, forcing her to catch up.

Lilas wasn’t sure what she’d just agreed to. Spending a cycle with Razion outside the ship? With no cargo hold duties, no crew hovering nearby, no reason to keep her guard up? That was dangerous. Maybe not in the life-threatening way, but in the way that made her insides twist with something warm and uncertain.

But when Razion walked beside her, his posture comfortable, like this was just another day—just another normal thing between them—she kept her doubts sealed behind her teeth.

She could handle this. It was one cycle. A chance to stretch her legs, breathe air that hadn’t passed through a thousand recycled filters, maybe even enjoy herself for once. Nothing more.

Right?

When they reached the cargo hold, Razion paused at the entrance. A few crew members were already busy sorting salvage, their casual chatter filling the space with easy familiarity.

“This won’t interfere with your duties. Consider it…shore leave.” Razion tilted his head, watching her. “Even castaways get shore leave.”

Lilas worked her jaw, not sure if she liked being compared to a castaway or if she appreciated the honesty of it.

Before she could think too hard about it, Yig called to her, holding up a scanner.

Razion took a step back, his wings shifting slightly. “I’ll find you later,” he said. The words weren’t a question—they were a certainty.

Lilas hesitated, then nodded.

Razion lingered for half a second, like he wanted to say something else. Then, with a small nod, he turned and strode away.

Lilas exhaled, shaking herself. One cycle. She could handle that.

She turned toward Yig, burying whatever strange anticipation twisted inside her under the weight of salvage work. Because whatever this was, whatever Razion was to her—she refused to let it consume her.


TEN


Lilas

Lilas stepped onto the docking bridge of Vexir Trade Station, her booted feet hitting the cool metal before she forced herself to move forward. Why had she said yes to this? It was loud—a steady hum of voices, the clatter of cargo being moved, the mechanical hiss of air locks opening and sealing. And it smelled. Something sharp and metallic burned her nostrils beneath layers of unfamiliar spices and the synthetic sterility of processed air.

Her fingers flexed at her sides. This was…a lot.

The ceiling of the trade station arched high overhead, crisscrossed with transparent panels showing glimpses of the stars beyond. Ships of various sizes lined the sprawling port, some streamlined and sleek, others bulky and rust-bitten. Beings of all shapes, sizes, and species moved between them, many shouting over the noise, others bartering in rapid, clipped exchanges.

“Busy cycle,” Cozax muttered from behind her, adjusting the strap of the pack slung over her shoulder. She carried one of the inventory datascreens, same as Vedd and the other six crew members accompanying them. Each had a list of inventory to sell or trade.

Lilas barely heard her. Her focus snagged on something across the way—a trio of figures with deep green skin, their elongated heads tilting toward one another as they chittered in a language she didn’t recognize. Further ahead, a tall, six-limbed alien gestured at a screen, his armored body gleaming under the lights.

Wind funneled through the port, carrying shouts, the scent of tangy oils, and something faintly sweet. The sheer scope of it all pressed in from every direction.

And suddenly, she felt very, very out of place.

Her feet stuttered. A queasy wave rolled through her stomach. She knew how to navigate a farm, a penal colony, a ship’s cargo hold. But this? This was something else entirely. Too much movement. Too many people. Too many unknowns pressing in all at once.

Then, warmth. A steady, solid presence at her side. A large, calloused hand closed gently around her wrist.

Razion.

He didn’t pull her, didn’t hold her in place—just let his fingers curve around her skin, grounding her. She hadn’t even realized she was reaching for him until her own fingers curled instinctively over his wrist in return.

“I’ve got you,” he said quietly, just for her.

Lilas swallowed, forcing a slow breath in. He gave her a moment, his grip firm but reassuring, and just like that, the swirl of sensations around her dulled. His presence anchored her, gave her something to focus on besides the overwhelming scope of the trade station.

She nodded once, her jaw tight. “I’m fine,” she said, even though she wasn’t entirely convinced of it herself.

Razion’s lips tilted, just a fraction. “I know.”

He didn’t let go of her wrist as he led her forward, guiding her with easy confidence through the currents of bodies. Lilas stuck closer than she meant to, the brush of fabric against fabric, the press of others moving in different directions too foreign for her to ignore. The farm settlement hadn’t prepared her for this—this buzzing, shifting, relentless energy that filled the air.

But Razion navigated through it effortlessly, his grip shifting so his fingers tangled loosely with hers, as if he knew she needed it even if she wasn’t going to admit it. She focused on that—the warmth of his skin, the solid certainty of his movements.

“We’re heading toward the main trading stalls,” he said, his voice pitched just above the surrounding noise. “That’s where Vedd, Cozax, and the others will begin negotiating sales.”

Lilas blinked. “What are we doing?”

“We have a bigger sale to make,” he replied. “Stay close. Don’t want you wandering off and getting yourself sold again.”

“Like I’d do that.” She shot him a glare, but the teasing edge in his voice loosened some of the tension in her chest. “I’m not a fool.”

“Indeed, you’re not,” he agreed, leading her down a side path lined with various vendors. “But I’d rather not deal with the trouble of rescuing you twice.”

She snorted, but didn’t pull away, too busy absorbing the sights around them. There were stalls stacked with shimmering fabrics, gravity-bound displays of high-tech weaponry, racks of dried food that exuded sharp, foreign scents. Beings of all kinds barked in different tongues, arguing prices, trading goods.

Razion steered her slightly to the left. His hand pressed lightly at the small of her back to keep her from bumping into a squat, four-legged alien hefting a crate filled with glowing rods.

“Careful,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear.

She swallowed hard. “Yeah. Got it.”

He pointed ahead, toward a set of low, glowing platforms where items hovered weightlessly for display. “Those are high-value trades. Anything kept on an anti-grav platform is either rare, dangerous, or both. It’s how vendors make sure valuable goods stay in sight without risk of theft.”

Lilas eyed the platforms with newfound interest. Hovering just above the surface were objects she couldn’t begin to name—sleek metallic devices, jewellike stones pulsing with inner light, even what looked like a fully intact blaster rifle suspended as if caught in midair.

Razion moved them smoothly through the crush of bodies and mechanical beings, keeping her close as they approached the central trading district. The crowd thickened here, the noise intensifying, but she found it didn’t overwhelm her as much as before. Probably because Razion was still there. His touch was a steady point of reference in the chaos.

“Razion,” she asked, eyeing a vendor with a row of small, tightly sealed metal vials. “What’s in those?”

He followed her gaze. “Depends on the vendor. Some traders deal in medicinal compounds. Others in boosters, pheromone enhancers, even illegal stimulants.” His lips tilted in amusement. “Let me know if you get the urge to experiment.”

Lilas snorted. “I think I’ll pass, thanks.”

They went by a stall where a towering, furred alien was loudly haggling with a two-headed vendor. The dispute was growing animated—one of the vendor’s heads arguing with the customer, the other muttering calculations aloud. Lilas blinked, marveling at the dynamic.

Razion leaned in slightly. “Trade negotiations can get intense. But violence isn’t allowed in this sector, so most disagreements end in shouting instead of bloodshed.”

“Good to know,” Lilas muttered, sidestepping a small, floating drone that zipped past carrying a wrapped parcel.

They finally broke through the densest part of the crowd, emerging near a ring of wide counters where the real bargaining began. Cozax and Vedd had already started discussions with local traders, datascreens flashing figures and inventory logs as they bartered for the best deals.

From just a glance, Lilas could tell they were in their element. Vedd leaned casually over one of the counters, relaxed as he listed out specifications in a language she didn’t recognize. Cozax, who was less flashy, spoke steadily, her tone calm but firm as an alien vendor gestured wildly in what Lilas assumed was frustration—or possibly just normal enthusiasm.

Razion exhaled, watching the transactions unfold. “This is where the real work happens,” he said. “Cozax and Vedd handle most of the bargaining. They know how to get the best value for what we bring in.”

Lilas nodded, trying to take it all in. She had never seen this much trade happening at once. Back at the settlement, bartering had been limited to farm goods and tools, and always under strict Axis supervision. Here, it was all chaos and negotiation, fast-talking vendors and traders scrutinizing every deal like their lives depended on it.

A shout rang out from one of the stalls as a scaly, reptilian merchant slammed his fist onto his table, growling in frustration. Across from him, Vedd just smirked, tapping on his datascreen like he had all the time in the world. Lilas turned to Razion. “Is he winning?”

Razion snorted. “Depends on how you define winning. The more pissed off the merchant gets, the better the deal Vedd’s about to land.”

Lilas raised a brow. “That’s a strategy?”

“One that works for him,” Razion said, tilting his head toward Cozax. “Cozax has a different style. Less flash, more numbers. Traders don’t realize she’s bled them dry until after they’ve agreed to the terms.”

Lilas glanced back at the negotiations, watching as Cozax calmly gestured to something on the datascreen. The merchant she spoke with frowned, then sighed heavily and nodded. Moments later, a digital confirmation chimed, sealing the trade.

She let out a quiet whistle. “That was fast.”

Razion’s lips curved in approval. “She doesn’t waste time.”

Lilas absorbed that, watching the ebb and flow of the marketplace. She wasn’t sure what she expected coming here, but now that she was standing in the middle of it, she realized how little she understood about life beyond the settlement. Space stretched far beyond ships and captains and penal farms. Lives moved in a rhythm she had never been taught.

She exhaled, steadying herself. This was new. Big. A little terrifying.

But Razion had been right—he had her. And for now, that was enough.

As if sensing her thoughts, Razion turned, dragging his gaze over her face like he was making sure she was still with him. “Think you can handle a full cycle of this?” he asked.

Lilas straightened her spine and lifted her chin. “Yeah,” she said. “I can handle it.”

Razion smirked, something warm flickering in his storm-gray eyes, like he knew she wasn’t going to back down. “Good,” he said. “Because we’re not done yet.”

He led her away from the trading stalls, weaving through the thick crowds with the same easy confidence as before. His touch on her wrist remained loose, more of a guide than a restraint, but she didn’t let go. Not when the press of bodies still threatened to pull her off course.

They moved toward the far side of the trade hub, where docking platforms stretched beyond the main market. Here, the merchants were fewer, their stalls smaller, filled with heavier goods—ship parts, scrap metal, propulsion cores strapped to levitating pallets.

A lone vendor stood against a wide counter, his deep violet skin contrasting with the dark gray cloak draped over his thick shoulders. Twin tusks jutted upward from his lower jaw, his piercing golden eyes narrowing as they approached.

“I know that walk,” the vendor said, crossing his thick arms. His gravelly voice carried a hint of amusement beneath the gruffness. “Still riding that Darkslip of yours into trouble, Razion? Let me guess—you have another ill-gotten prize to offload.”

Lilas blinked in surprise, glancing at Razion, but he grinned, slow and sharp. “Call it what you want, Hurik,” he said easily. “I’m here to sell. That’s all that matters.”

Hurik let out a deep, rumbling chuckle, shaking his head. His gaze flicked to Lilas, and his thick brows dipped. “And this one?” His tusks parted slightly as he studied her with open curiosity. “Did you steal her too, or is she here by choice?”

“By choice,” Razion said smoothly, his tone leaving no room for argument. “You know better than to ask such a thing.”

Hurik’s gaze lingered on Lilas for a moment before he snorted. “Well, it’s interesting. You normally don’t keep company.” He tapped his palm on the counter’s surface. “Come on, then. Let’s see what questionable goods you’ve brought me this time.”

Razion tapped a command into his wrist communicator, and a projection flickered to life between them. It was the schematics of Gribna’s vessel—sleek, expensive, and only slightly scorched from the raid.

The vendor narrowed his eyes at the projection, his broad fingers tapping against his armored forearm. “It’s in good shape,” he admitted. “But you lot aren’t exactly mechanics. How do I know you didn’t strip out all the vital systems in the process?”

Razion arched a brow. “Because we don’t touch the internal systems,” he said. “Repaired the hull breach, too.”

The vendor snorted. “That so? Because I bet there’s a round scar to show how your raiders got into it.” His golden eyes flicked to Lilas again, assessing. “You look like one of those Terians I’ve been hearing so much about.”

Lilas’ belly tightened at the vague reference to Terians. Hurik had to mean her friends. They were the only Terians taken away from their planet, that she knew of. “What have you been hearing?”

“Causing quite a stir. Why?” The vendor let out a dry laugh, leaning forward. “What’s the information worth to you?”

“Tell us what you know,” Lilas said before she could stop herself.

Hurik shot her a dry look. “I could, but information, like raided starships, is bought with credits.”

Lilas stiffened, but Razion’s hand brushed against the small of her back, a grounding weight. “I’ll fully charge the power cells rather than draining them off,” Razion said with a shrug as he gestured toward the projection of Gribna’s ship. “Other than the previous owner’s poor taste, the ship is tight and the specs are accurate. You have my word. We’ve done business before, Hurik.”

The vendor grunted. “The moment I take this off your hands, everyone will know it was raided. Can’t sell a ship like that without questions. Especially not to buyers who care about maintenance records.”

“You’re not looking to sell it to someone who asks too many questions,” Razion said smoothly. “But we need you to answer ours about the Terians.” He glanced quickly at Lilas. “Do I have a problem on my hands, Hurik?”

Lilas watched, fascinated. She’d never seen negotiations like this before and she was suddenly very, very invested in the outcome.

Hurik crossed his arms. “You say the ship’s in good condition. I say it’s questionable. I could take it off your hands for…forty thousand credits. Thirty-five with the information you want.”

Razion let out a short laugh. “Try again.”

Hurik tapped his fingers on the counter, unimpressed. “Forty-five.”

Razion shook his head. “Eighty.”

“Sixty, you smug bastard.”

“Seventy-two.”

“Sixty-five.”

Razion considered. Lilas held her breath, but then he shrugged. “Seventy, final offer.”

The vendor grumbled under his breath, but something flickered in his golden eyes. Then he exhaled through his nose and extended his hand. “Seventy.”

Razion took his hand, gripping firm as they sealed the deal. The vendor grumbled some more, clearly displeased that he hadn’t managed to argue Razion down further, but he didn’t press his luck. He tapped a few commands into the datapad at his station, and a transaction confirmation appeared on Razion’s wrist communicator. The deal was done.

Lilas exhaled slowly, realizing she’d been holding her breath. That had been…intense. Watching Razion work, seeing the sharpness in his negotiations, the way he never backed down, had been riveting.

“Some Terian females were sold off at the Falmic-5 auction.” Hurik lowered his voice and moved his sharp gaze over Lilas. “Figure you know this. Figure you came from there yourself.”

She glanced at Razion, who wore a keen expression. “Get to the part we don’t know.”

Hurik’s eyes narrowed and his gaze flicked around the room, as if to see if they were being observed. “Axis agents have had trouble with them. They just lost a penal colony due to revolt, the Slarik Arena was destroyed and there was some talk about a brothel closing down.”

Razion blinked at Hurik. “Terians did these things?”

“They were involved with each incident,” Hurik replied, then paused and rubbed his chin. “Zaruxians, too. At least, beings that looked like your species, Razion. Big, scaled, winged. Although these males could turn into full-fledged dragon creatures that shot fire from their mouths.” He shook his head. “I don’t know if that part is true. Sounds like overblown gossip.”

Lilas watched the expression on Razion’s face change from calm to something that looked like barely concealed shock. His lips parted on a silent harsh breath. “I see. That will do. Thank you.”

Hurik studied them for a beat longer, lips pressing into a thin line, like he wanted to say something but thought better of it. Finally, he grumbled, “Try not to get yourself killed out there, Captain.”

“Until next time, Hurik.” He took Lilas’ wrist again and moved away from the counter, pulling her with him.

“But—” Lilas said, not ready to leave. Surely Hurik had more information than that. Who were the Terians? What did they look like? And what penal colony was lost? It could be hers. Fekking stars, it could be hers.

Razion looked downright alarmed as they moved quickly through the merchants and traders. He caught her gaze and tilted his head slightly. “We need to get back to the ship.”

“He could have told us more,” she protested. “You know he had more to say.”

“Sometimes more information isn’t good information.” Razion tapped a few commands into his display and turned to her with an intensity that made her stomach flip in ways she didn’t want to think about. “Pull your hood up over your hair.”

Lilas couldn’t miss the tightness in his voice. She did as he said and fell into step beside him. Her thoughts still raced from what she’d just heard and witnessed. He hadn’t needed her here for this sale—he could’ve done this alone, as he had many times before. But he’d wanted her here. Wanted her to see it, to be part of it, and, she now realized, had wanted to see if her presence provoked some reaction from the merchant they spoke to. It had.

She didn’t know what to do with that realization.

As they made their way back to the main trading stalls and toward the landing pads, Lilas finally found her voice. “Did you know about any of that?”

Razion shook his head once, stiffly. “No. And that concerns me.”

“Why?”

“Because that means we’re already behind. If Terians and Zaruxians are out there making moves big enough to catch the Axis’ attention, we should have known about it cycles ago.”

She looked at him skeptically. “You can’t turn into a dragon, can you?”

He gave her a sidelong look. “I haven’t, but I can.”

Lilas frowned, trying to imagine Razion’s body transforming into something else entirely, and failing. Her pulse thudded in her ears. “You think Axis agents are hunting the Terians?”

“Yes,” he said grimly. “And they are likely hunting you.”

“What about you?”

He smiled, but it was more of a grimace. “They’ve always been hunting me.”

The weight of it settled over her, thick and heavy. This wasn’t just about rebellion or scattered resistance—this was bigger. Coordinated. And if the Axis was reacting strongly enough to lose control of an entire penal colony, destroy a gladiator arena, and shut down a brothel, they weren’t just hunting these Terians and Zaruxians. They were afraid of them.

A chill ran down Lilas’ spine, but she forced herself to focus, to think. “If they were at Falmic-5, and we know at least some of them were sold there, then…” She trailed off, realizing exactly what this might mean.

Her friends.

Perhaps it wouldn’t be so hard to find them, after all. But what else would she find, too?


ELEVEN


Razion

Razion moved fast, pulling Lilas through the trade station’s crowded corridors with a grip just firm enough to keep her close. His pulse pounded in his ears, drowning out the background buzz of clashing languages, bartering voices, and the steady hum of docking systems. Hurik’s words echoed in his mind like a warning siren—Terians causing revolts, a lost penal colony, Zaruxians turning into fire-breathing creatures.

None of it should have surprised him, but it did.

The Axis losing control of an entire colony wasn’t just a minor event. It was a fracture in their stranglehold on the quadrant. And if that revolt was tied to the Terians from Falmic-5…then Lilas’ friends were at the center of something much bigger than a simple escape.

As soon as they entered a relatively quiet section of the port, Razion tapped the communicator on his wrist, sending a sharp transmission to the rest of his crew still on Vexir Trade Station. “Conclude your trades and return to the ship immediately. No delays.”

A moment later, Vedd’s voice crackled through the comm. “That sounds urgent. Something explode?”

“No,” Razion said, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Get back to the Darkslip. Now.”

There was a brief pause, then Vedd sighed. “Copy that.”

Razion cut the channel and quickened his pace. Lilas kept up, her hood still pulled over her dark hair. Her fuchsia eyes looked his way, brimming with questions he knew she wouldn’t wait long to ask.

When they reached the ship, he wasted no time leading her straight to the command deck. The doors slid open, revealing Krask already monitoring the systems from the central console. The first mate glanced up, brows furrowing at their abrupt entrance.

“Expedite the offload process,” Razion ordered. He didn’t slow his stride as he crossed the room, fingers flying over the control panel to bring up the ship’s external feed. “All goods already sold—finalize the transaction details and get the deliveries done now. I want to leave as soon as the crew is back on board.”

Krask blinked. His posture had gone rigid. “We only just docked. What’s the rush?”

Razion barely refrained from snapping. He dragged a hand through his hair, then exhaled harshly. “Just do it,” he said. “We’re moving out as soon as possible.”

Krask narrowed his eyes but didn’t argue. He turned back to the console and relayed the command to the logistics team, his fingers moving swiftly over the controls. “Yes, Captain.”

Razion didn’t respond. His mind was already elsewhere—on the implications of what Hurik had said, on the danger it could bring to the ship, and on Lilas, who was watching him now with unreadable eyes.

The moment Krask turned his focus back to the transaction logs, she stepped closer and tossed back her hood. “Why did we leave so fast?”

Razion knew this was coming. Of course, she wanted answers. He would, too, if he were in her position. Still, he didn’t look at her right away. Instead, partially to stall, he pulled up a system diagnostic to make sure they were ready to launch as soon as clearance was granted.

“Hurik gave us what we needed,” he said finally.

“No, he didn’t,” Lilas said, crossing her arms. Frustration laced her tone. “You cut him off before he could say more.”

Razion turned to look at her. “Because whatever he said next would have been a lie.”

She scowled. “You don’t know that.”

“I do,” he said flatly. “Hurik sells information. That means he tells you what he thinks you want to hear, and he could turn around and sell whatever reaction we gave him.”

Lilas stared at him, jaw tightening. “You think he was lying about the colony? About the revolts?”

“No,” Razion admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “That was true. But if I’d pushed for more, he would have filled in gaps with whatever got him a profit. Half-truths at best. Misdirection at worst. The sale of information is a deceptive business.”

Lilas didn’t look entirely convinced, but she didn’t argue further. She was thinking, calculating. He could almost see the wheels turning in her head.

Krask, however, had caught enough of the conversation for his frown to deepen. “What exactly did Hurik tell you?” he asked.

Razion glanced at him, then at Lilas, who was still watching him expectantly. He exhaled. “He said there have been revolts of Axis properties. A penal colony was lost to the Axis in a full-scale uprising. The Slarik Arena was destroyed. A high-end brothel shut down. Zaruxians and Terians were involved in all three. Two locations happened to be where some of the other auctioned Terian females were sent to.”

Lilas went utterly still. Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “My friends?” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but the accusation was razor-sharp. “You knew where they were and you didn’t tell me?”

Razion arched a brow, but inwardly braced himself. “Yes.”

“How long?” she snapped, stepping away from him. “How fekking long have you kept this from me?”

“Since Vedd ran a trace on the auction records.”

She let out a bitter, breathless laugh. Her eyes narrowed to slits of anger. “That was cycles ago.”

Razion didn’t look away, even though he hated to see the distrust in her eyes. “Yes, it was,” he said. “I’ve been doing this for hundreds of mig-cycles and I meant what I said earlier—more information isn’t always good information and sometimes it’s more dangerous than a blaster in the face.” He leaned in, took her chin in his fingers and held her there. She was so adorably defiant. So sure she was justified in her outrage. Maybe she was, but he was also sure that he’d made the right decision in waiting. “I had a gut feeling to wait to tell you about your friends. I followed it.”

“When were you going to tell me?” Her voice wavered.

“When my gut told me to.” He inclined his head, only vaguely aware of Krask standing nearby. “Which is now.”

Silence stretched between them, thick and tense.

“Would you have felt better knowing where your friends were?” he asked quietly. “Would it have put your mind at ease?”

“No, but—”

“But what?” he pressed. “It would have eaten you apart. You would have plotted to find a way to get to one of these death traps and gotten yourself killed.”

“It wasn’t for you to decide what I did with that information.”

“It was,” he snapped, releasing her chin, because touching her was distracting. “I care about you. I care about keeping you safe and I didn’t trust you to not do something foolish and impulsive.”

“And now?” she asked in a rasp.

“Now, I do.” It was as simple and as complicated as that, because Razion had no idea what to do with the feelings he had for her. He wanted to bundle her away in his quarters and shield her from the galaxy and its chaos. He wanted to show her every wonder that existed in the many worlds he’d explored. He did not know how to work those two urges into something that made sense.

“The Axis put something in motion when they allowed those raiders to take you and your friends,” he said, still trying to puzzle it all out in his head. “You are part of it.” He winced. “So am I, it seems.”

That seemed to mollify her enough to sap some of the fury from her expression. For now, at least. He wondered what part did it—telling her that he cared for her, or that he trusted her.

“Tell me everything,” she demanded, untucking one arm to poke him—not gently—in the chest. “And do not hide anything from me ever again or I’ll make sure you regret it for the rest of your life.”

Krask straightened and his expression darkened at her heated words. “Tread cautiously, Terian.”

“Oh, shut up,” she snapped at Krask, who visibly bristled. “Do you think I can actually hurt him?”

But Krask likely knew that she could hurt him. Not physically, but still.

Krask bared his teeth at Lilas, then turned away from her, facing Razion. “You said Hurik mentioned Zaruxians.”

Razion’s jaw tightened. “Yes.” He hesitated, then added, “He said they could shift into full dragon forms.”

Krask let out a slow breath. “That’s rare for your kind.”

“It’s unheard of,” Razion agreed. “There are very few of my kind left, but still. It was so outrageous sounding that Hurik thought it was an exaggeration.”

Lilas cut in. “He said they were fighting the Axis,” she said, urgently. “If that’s true, and my friends are with them…we need to know where they are.”

Razion’s gaze snapped to her. She was looking at him with something close to desperation, though she tried to mask it with determination. He knew what she was thinking. If her friends had been part of the revolt, if they had helped take down those Axis strongholds, then they were still out there and they were not lost.

Razion exhaled sharply, rubbing his fingers over his jaw. “First, we confirm what’s fact and what’s not,” he said. “Then we decide our next move.”

Krask frowned but nodded. “I’ll start gathering some Axis intel. Might eat into the profits some, to buy access to the information we need.”

“That’s fine. We need to know what’s going on.” Razion turned back to Lilas. “We’ll find out what happened. I promise.”

Lilas held his gaze. Slowly, she nodded, but the tension in her shoulders didn’t ease.

Razion understood. They were closer to answers now than they’d been since she stepped onto his ship. But he had the sinking feeling that the truth, when they finally found it, would be bigger—and more dangerous—than any of them had anticipated. “Come with me,” he said. “We will oversee the offloading of the cargo. There are some things you should know.”

She didn’t argue. Instead, she nodded and walked beside him with her head high.

Razion stood at the edge of the cargo hold, his palm resting lightly on Lilas’ waist as he watched the last of the salvage being offloaded. Crew members moved quickly, finalizing trades, shifting crates, securing transactions and payments before departure. The hum of activity and the steady ping of outgoing data confirmed what he had ordered—everything was being wrapped up.

Lilas remained tense under his touch, her body coiled with pent-up energy. He understood why. She wanted answers, wanted to move now. But this wasn’t the moment for impulse. This was the moment for strategy.

“You know there are other Zaruxians out there,” he said, keeping his voice measured, low enough that only she could hear.

He felt the sharp inhale of her breath before she spoke. “Obviously. One of them oversaw my settlement, remember?”

“Yes.” Razion’s fingers pressed just slightly against her waist, grounding both of them. “He was among those that the Axis raised.”

Lilas’ head turned. Her fuchsia eyes pinned him with quiet demand. “What do you mean?”

He exhaled slowly, his gaze shifting over the crew one last time before turning his full attention to her. “When my home world, Zarux, fell to Axis forces, they didn’t just take the planet. They effectively eradicated my people. Some escaped, but most were killed. However, there was a handful of hatchlings who were taken, separated, and raised by high-ranking members of the Axis. Conditioned. Molded.” His jaw tightened. “They weren’t just prisoners. They became weapons.”

“You were one of them.” Lilas’ breath hitched. “Were they your family?”

Razion gave a slow nod, the weight of the truth settling heavily between them. “My brothers. I didn’t remember them by the time raiders pulled me off an Axis transport.”

Her brows furrowed. “Raiders?”

He couldn’t help but smile. Being taken by them had been overwhelming and terrifying, but it was also the best thing that could have happened to him. “They thought I’d make a good ransom. Took one look at my wings, my genetics, and saw profit. But when they realized I could be more valuable as one of their crew, they made the choice to keep me around.”

Lilas studied him, her lips pressing together. “I don’t know which was worse—raised by the Axis or by raiders.”

Razion grinned, remembering his wild, raucous childhood. “The raiders were good to me. Treated me like family and trained me in their ways. They gave me purpose. And when I learned what had been done to my home, I went my own way and got my own ship and crew. I took that purpose and turned it against the Axis.” His voice was low, steady, but there was no mistaking the edge beneath it. “I made it my mission to unravel them from the inside out. Every raid, every stolen credit, every ship we salvage—it’s all to undercut their power.”

Lilas’ fuchsia eyes searched his face, like she was deciphering some hidden meaning beneath his words. “And your brothers?” she asked. “You never tried to find them?”

Razion exhaled, his fingers flexing slightly on her waist before he pulled back. He shouldn’t touch her like this. Not when his blood still ran hot. Not when the past was creeping up on him with sharp teeth.

Instead, he rested his hand on his belt, looking toward the far end of the cargo hold where the final containers were being moved out. “The raiders warned me not to go looking.” He let out a humorless chuckle. “Told me the brothers I would have had were gone. That they had been raised as loyal warriors of the Axis, and that if I ever found them, they wouldn’t see me as family.” His jaw tightened. “They would see me as an enemy.”

Lilas’ expression shifted. Something close to understanding flickered behind her sharp gaze. Maybe because she knew exactly what it was like to have your own life dictated by forces outside your control. To be told who you were. Who you were supposed to be.

“That’s why you’ve been doing this,” she said. “Why you’ve spent your life cutting down the Axis bit by bit.”

Razion nodded once. “I couldn’t save Zarux. I couldn’t save my brothers.” His voice was rough. “But I can make the Axis pay.”

Lilas watched him, her arms folding over her chest like she was holding back words. Then, quietly, she asked, “And if your brothers are no longer under Axis control? What then?”

Razion’s throat went tight. That was the question, wasn’t it? The one that would haunt him, now, every time he closed his eyes. If his brothers were alive—if they had spent their lives under the rule of the very people he had spent his life fighting—and had turned against the Axis? What would he do when and if they met?

Razion flexed his hands, the tension in his shoulders tightening like coiled wire. “I don’t know,” he admitted. The words tasted bitter on his tongue. “But I’ll find out.”

Lilas studied him with something he couldn’t quite name. It wasn’t pity, and he was grateful for that.

For a long moment, they just stood there. The hum of the ship’s systems and the distant voices of the crew filled the silence between them. Then she exhaled slowly, crossing her arms. “So,” she said, tilting her head. “You think Hurik’s right? That your brothers are these dragon-shifting Zaruxians?”

Razion met her gaze. “If they are, then they’ve already started what I’ve spent my life trying to do.”

Something flickered in Lilas’ expression. “Undermining the Axis.”

He nodded. “And if that’s true…” His wings tensed, the old instinct to shield, to defend, pressing against his spine. “Then I need to find them before the Axis does.”

Lilas was silent for a beat, then—so quiet he almost didn’t hear her—she said, “And I need to find my friends.”

Razion inhaled slowly. “Then I guess we have the same goal.”

A slow, determined smile pulled at Lilas’ lips. “Looks like it.”

Razion didn’t know what lay ahead, what truths they’d dig up, or what dangers they’d be walking into. But as he looked at Lilas, standing there with that fire in her eyes, he knew one thing for certain.

No matter what they found, neither of them would face it alone.

Razion exhaled sharply, his pulse hammering from the weight of what they had uncovered. He reached out instinctively. His fingers brushed the back of Lilas’ hand just as she was reaching for his. She tensed for half a breath, then turned her palm to his, their fingers sliding together in a slow, deliberate movement.

“You’re trembling,” he murmured, his thumb tracing small circles against her skin.

Her fuchsia eyes met his, bright with something raw, something unguarded. “So are you,” she whispered.

She wasn’t wrong. His pulse had been hammering since they left Hurik. A restless fire burned through him—not just from the revelation about Zaruxians and Terians, but from her. From the way her fingers curled against his, anchoring him in a way nothing else ever had.

She was looking at him like she knew exactly what he was thinking. Like she carried the same heat he did. Like the same need hummed beneath her skin. Fek. He wasn’t sure if he had the strength to ignore it this time.

Lilas exhaled slowly, glancing down at their joined hands before tilting her head. “I’m done talking about this right now,” she said, her voice steady but quiet. “In fact, I’m done talking, period.”

Razion’s chest tightened as he absorbed her meaning, as the heavy implication of what she said settled between them.

Her fingers tightened in his. “Take me to your room.”

A slow, dangerous pulse of heat rolled through him, stealing his breath. He searched her face, looking for hesitation, for uncertainty. There was none. There was only resolve, mirrored desire, and something softer beneath it—something hesitant, like she wasn’t sure how to ask for this but was asking anyway.

His control, already frayed from the time he spent trying to distance himself from her, snapped. He tugged her closer, until there was barely any space between them, until he could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. “If we go there,” he said, voice rough. Never before had he known such a powerful wave of possession and desire. “I will have you. Your body will be mine. You will be mine.”

Lilas sucked in a breath but didn’t pull away. “I want to be yours.”

Fekking stars. Razion clenched his jaw. A battle raged inside him—one that he was losing with every passing second. But this wasn’t just about him, about how badly he wanted to feel every curve of her body pressed against his. It was about her. About whether she truly understood what she was inviting.

“I need you to be sure, Lilas,” he rasped, his forehead tipping down to press lightly against hers.

Her fingers moved up his arm, slow and deliberate, curling around his bicep. When she spoke, her voice was soft but steadfast. “I’m sure.”

That was it. That was all he needed.

Razion didn’t wait another second. He touched his communicator and snapped out an order to Krask to depart and head for a quiet sector of space, then shut off the device. He turned, still gripping her wrist, and pulled her toward the corridor. Toward his quarters.


TWELVE


Lilas

Lilas couldn’t breathe. Or maybe she was breathing too fast—shallow, uneven. All she knew was that Razion’s touch on her hand sent heat curling through her veins, a slow burn that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with something far more dangerous. This had been a long time coming. Hearing his story, learning how he’d become the male he was and hearing the vulnerability in his voice as he told it, had unraveled her. So he’d waited to tell her about the location of her friends. She forgave him for that. He’d told her freely and accepted her anger.

And he cared for her. He trusted her.

He was watching her now, searching her face like he was looking for hesitation. He would give her a way out if she wanted one.

She didn’t.

Razion pulled her right down the corridor, across the quiet hum of the ship, until they reached his quarters. The moment the door slid shut behind them, sealing them away from the rest of the universe, the air between them shifted, crackling with the weight of everything unspoken.

For a heartbeat, they just stared at each other; the only sounds were their slightly ragged breaths and the distant growl of the ship’s thrusters as they departed the trade station.

Then Razion moved. He was on her in an instant, his hands bracketing her waist, his wings flaring as he backed her against the nearest wall. His body was so much larger than hers. Heat radiated off him like a living furnace.

“Tell me to stop,” he rasped. His forehead almost touched hers, his breath hot against her lips. “Tell me now, and I swear I will.”

Lilas swallowed hard, her pulse a drumbeat in her ears. “I won’t.”

Razion made a low sound in the back of his throat, something between relief and something else—something raw and hungry. His hands flexed against her waist, his thumbs brushing beneath the hem of her shirt, teasing against bare skin.

Lilas shivered. Not from cold, but from the sheer intensity of him.

“I’ve wanted this,” he admitted in a rough whisper. “From the moment I pulled you out of that bastard’s ship.”

Lilas sucked in a sharp breath, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. “Stop talking,” she whispered. “Show me.”

A growl rumbled low in Razion’s chest a moment before his mouth claimed hers.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It was heat and hunger, teeth and tongue, nothing tentative or uncertain. Razion kissed her like he was starving for the taste of her, like he had been holding back all this time and now that he had finally let go, he couldn’t get enough.

Lilas kissed him back with equal fervor. Her hands slid up his arms, testing the smooth texture of his gold scales, which gleamed dark in the dim light. Her fingers tangled in the fabric of his vest. The hard planes of his muscles jumped beneath her touch. The shift of his wings brought a soft breeze as they moved restlessly against his back.

Razion’s hands left her waist only to slide up her arms. His fingers traced the line of her shoulders, her neck, leaving tingles in their wake, before burying in her hair. He tilted her head back, deepening the kiss even further. She was lost in the sensation of him—the heat of his body, the scent of his skin, the possessive grip of his hands.

Lilas’ knees wobbled, but Razion was there, holding her up, pressing her back against the wall. His hips pinned her in place. The hard length of his arousal jutted even through the layers of their clothes. The sensation of it sent a jolt of heat straight to her core, making her ache with a need she had never felt before. None of this was a mystery. Terian females were taught all about the male body and what it did to a female during the mating process. Although none of the lessons she and her friends had sat through had included what to do when one actually desired their mate. No, Terian females were taught endurance, not pleasure.

So this… This was everything—new, intense, overwhelming, and extremely pleasurable.

Razion’s mouth left hers to trail hot, open-mouthed kisses along her jaw, down the side of her neck. His teeth grazed her skin, just this side of too much, before he soothed the sting with a swipe of his tongue.

Lilas let out a low moan. Her fingers gripped his shoulders as she arched into his touch. She could feel the smooth texture of his scales against her palms and the solid strength of him surrounding her, overwhelming her senses.

Razion’s hands moved to the hem of her shirt, pulling it up, breaking their kiss just long enough to strip it off her. His gaze raked over her, dark and glittering with desire. “You’re so fekking beautiful.”

Lilas’ breath caught as the fabric fell away, leaving her exposed to his gaze. She thought she’d feel self-conscious under the intensity of his stare, but she felt undone with desire. Warm wetness slicked between her legs as her sex readied for his cock to penetrate it. She shivered with a desperate need for him to touch her. If this was what bondmating was like at the Terian settlements, fewer females would need to be bound at the ankles so they wouldn’t run away.

The difference was that she’d chosen Razion and he’d chosen her. And now that the choice had been made, she wanted him to claim her in every way.

Razion didn’t make her wait. His hands gently cupped her breasts. His thumbs brushed over her hardened nipples, sending sparks of pleasure shooting through her body. Lilas let out a gasp, her back arching, pressing herself more firmly into his touch.

Razion’s mouth followed where his hands had been. His tongue lapped at her nipples, teasing them into even more sensitive peaks. She threaded her fingers through his hair, holding him to her as waves of pleasure coursed through her veins.

“Razion,” she breathed in a desperate plea for more.

He responded by lifting her off her feet. His hands gripped her backside as he carried her to the bed. They tumbled onto the mattress together in a tangle of limbs and heated skin. Lilas couldn’t keep her hands off him. She explored the contours of his body, his scales, the thick knots of muscles where his wings met his back.

Razion’s own hands were busy, stripping away the rest of her clothing, leaving her naked and vulnerable beneath him. But she didn’t feel afraid—she felt powerful, knowing that she was the one who had driven him to this point of no return.

“I want you, Lilas,” Razion murmured. His gaze roamed over her body with a hungry reverence that made her feel like the most desirable creature in the galaxy. “I cannot hold back much longer.”

She reached for him, tugging at the fastenings of his clothing, desperate to feel his skin against hers. “Then don’t.”

Razion let out a ragged groan and helped her, shedding his clothing with practiced ease until he was as naked as she was. Lilas’ breath caught at the sight of him—powerful, awe-inspiring, and very, very aroused.

She reached for him. Her hand closed around the thick length of his ridged cock. Razion hissed in a breath. His hips jerked forward into her touch. Encouraged, Lilas stroked him. She explored the smooth, heated skin of his shaft and dipped her hand back to cup his heavy balls.

“Enough.” With a low growl, he caught her wrists in one hand and yanked them away from his body. His other hand slid down her body, slipping between her legs.

She heard his breath hitch as the slick heat of her desire wet his fingers. She was more than ready for him. Her body arched into his touch with a desperation that felt wanton, maybe even feral. “Razion,” she panted in a sultry plea. Her legs parted, inviting him in. She was done waiting.

He positioned himself at her entrance. The blunt head of his cock nudged against her slick sex. Her gaze met his and a silent communication passed between them—a question in his gaze, a fervent nod of agreement from her.

“Relax for me,” he whispered. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” she said, but he was rather large. She bit her lower lip and unclenched her quivering pussy. The lessons had said it would likely hurt, especially the first time with a male.

With a deep, shuddering breath, Razion pushed forward, sliding into her tight, wet heat in one slow, steady thrust. There was a pinch as her body took him in. Her body tensed around his invasion. She could feel every inch of him, stretching her, filling her in ways she had never imagined. Razion stilled, giving her time to adjust to his size, his heart pounding against hers in a rhythm that was both reassuring and wildly arousing.

“Okay?” he gritted out. His voice was barely recognizable.

“Yes,” she breathed.

He held still for a moment, then slowly—very slowly—began to move. Quickly, pleasure exploded along her nerve endings. It built, becoming so intense it swamped her. He was so hot, so snug inside her, like they were made to fit together perfectly.

“Oh, fek.” She clawed at the mattress. “Don’t stop.”

She needed more. She needed to chase the growing ache that was building inside her. Razion seemed to understand. His hips drew back before thrusting forward with more force. He set a rhythm that was both demanding and tender, as if he wanted to consume her, to brand her as his, but he also wanted to cherish her.

Lilas’ body moved in perfect sync with Razion’s. Each thrust of his hips sent jolts of pleasure through her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, wanting to feel everything.

Razion’s rhythm quickened. His control seemed to slip as if the primal need to claim his mate was taking over. Lilas burned as tension built inside her—a sweet, aching pressure that was going to drag her under and pull her apart.

She clung to him. Her breath came in short, desperate gasps. Razion’s name was a chant on her lips, a plea for the release that hovered just out of reach.

Razion’s hand slipped between their bodies, his fingers finding the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs. He stroked her there, expertly, relentlessly, until Lilas felt like she was going to shatter into a million pieces.

“Razion, I—” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Couldn’t form coherent words as the first waves of her orgasm crashed over her.

Her entire body tensed, then convulsed. The most intense pleasure she had ever known consumed her. She shattered in a cry that echoed off the walls of the small cabin. Razion thrust with relentless abandon, muttering words that made no sense to her, curses, vows, nonsense. All the while he drew out her climax until she was boneless, spent. Gasping.

Razion’s own release followed quickly. With a final, powerful thrust, he buried himself deep within her and let out a guttural roar. He shuddered violently and Lilas felt the hot pulse of his seed as he came, marking her as his in the most primal way possible.

For a long moment, they lay there, locked together, their bodies slick with sweat. Their hearts pounded in unison. Razion’s wings enfolded them both, creating a private, intimate cocoon where nothing and no one else existed.

Slowly, reality seeped in. Lilas became aware of the softness of the bed beneath her, the steady rise and fall of Razion’s chest as he caught his breath, the unfamiliar feeling of being utterly and completely satisfied.

Razion rolled onto his side, taking her with him, careful to keep their bodies connected. His wings folded back, no longer needed to shield them from the world. His silver-gray eyes held hers, and in their depths, Lilas saw something she hadn’t expected—a vulnerability that mirrored her own.

“Lilas.” His voice was a soft rumble. His hand came up to brush a stray lock of hair from her face. “This changes things.”

She knew what he meant. It wasn’t just the physical act they had just shared. It was the raw emotion, the undeniable bond that had formed between them. She had given him a part of herself that she had never given to anyone else, and he had done the same.

“I know,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the contours of his chest. “I’m not afraid.”

A small, genuine smile curved his lips. “You should be.” A teasing note crept into his tone. “I’m not an easy male to be with.”

Lilas chuckled, leaning in to press a kiss to his jaw. “Aw, not fair. Since I’m so sweet-natured.”

Razion’s arms tightened around her, pulling her closer. The warmth of his body gave her a sense of peace she hadn’t realized she was missing. For the first time in her life, she felt truly safe, truly cherished. “You are perfect.”

They lay together in silence. The bond between them grew stronger with each passing moment. Lilas knew that they had entered uncharted territory, that the path ahead would be fraught with challenges and dangers. But she also knew that she wouldn’t have to face them alone.

After a while, Lilas disentangled herself from Razion’s embrace and sat up. The cool air of the cabin hit her skin and made her acutely aware of her nakedness. Razion propped himself up on one elbow, watching her with a hooded gaze.

“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice laced with concern.

She turned to look at him, a smile playing on her lips. “Nowhere,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure this wasn’t a dream.”

Razion’s slow, lazy smile sent heat curling low in her belly. A shiver moved through her body. “I assure you,” he murmured, his voice thick with satisfaction, “this is very real.” He reached out, his fingers tracing a featherlight path down the gold spots on her spine. “I like these, by the way. I was so curious to see what they felt like.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to them. “What they tasted like.”

Lilas exhaled sharply, something fragile and warm blooming inside her. “Now you know.” She had spent cycles feeling like she didn’t belong, like she was always grasping for something just out of reach. But here, with Razion’s touch, she felt something she hadn’t dared to claim before—she felt truly wanted. Just as she was.

Lilas sank back down beside Razion. Her fingers absently traced the intricate patterns of golden scales along his chest. The steady rise and fall of his breathing. The warmth radiating from his skin—it was grounding in a way she hadn’t expected. She had spent her entire life fighting, surviving, wary of every touch, every offer of safety. And yet, here she was, curled against a space pirate, wrapped in his arms like she belonged there.

Razion shifted, tilting her chin up with a single finger. His storm-gray eyes reflected something unreadable, something intense. “You’re thinking too much.”

“Get used to it.” She huffed a soft laugh. “I don’t know how to do anything else.”

His thumb brushed across her lower lip, his expression darkening with something utterly possessive. “Then let me distract you.”

His mouth claimed hers again, slow but insistent, and Lilas melted into him, letting herself forget—for now—that the galaxy still waited outside this stolen moment.


THIRTEEN


Razion

The aftermath of their lovemaking—twice—left Razion feeling both sated and restless. He watched Lilas as she sat on the edge of the bed, her dark violet hair tumbling over her shoulders, the soft curves of her body bathed in the dim glow of the cabin’s lights. She was a vision—all bronze skin and brilliant eyes, with a strength in her that made him want to be worthy of her. He wasn’t sure he was, yet.

The raw power of their connection shook him to his core. He had known passion before, but never like this. Never with someone who challenged him at every turn, who tempted him to be more than just a rogue captain with a vendetta against the Axis.

He reached out, tracing the line of those gold spots on her spine with his fingertips. She shivered at his touch, a small smile playing on her lips as she turned to face him.

“You’re insatiable,” she teased, though there was a warmth in her voice that told him she didn’t mind.

Razion chuckled, leaning in to press a kiss to her shoulder. “Only when it comes to you.”

She arched a brow at him, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Just me?”

He growled playfully, pulling her back down onto the bed with him. “Only you,” he confirmed, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. “You’ve bewitched me, Lilas of Teria.”

She laughed. The sound filled the cabin with a lightness he hadn’t realized he’d been craving. “I think you’ve got it the wrong way around, Captain.”

Their playful banter turned into another round of passionate lovemaking. Each touch, each kiss, deepened the bond between them. But as they lay in each other’s arms afterward, the weight of their situation began to press in on him once more.

He knew they couldn’t stay hidden away in his quarters forever. There were decisions to be made, plans to put into action. Lilas deserved to know the truth about her friends and about the Zaruxians who were rumored to be fighting back against their common enemy. Razion stretched his wings, rolling over onto his back as the last traces of warmth from their lovemaking lingered in his blood. Lilas lay beside him, staring at the ceiling with that sharp, calculating look that told him her mind was already moving somewhere else. Probably to the same place his was.

The rebellion.

If Hurik had spoken even a shred of truth, then the Axis wasn’t just losing minor skirmishes. They were losing control. And somehow, Terians and Zaruxians were at the center of it.

Except the Zaruxians Hurik mentioned weren’t just warriors. They were shifting. Fully.

Razion had never seen another Zaruxian shift to dragon form. He’d barely believed it was possible. He had never unlocked that ability, though not for lack of trying. In his younger years, he had tried a few times and failed spectacularly, nearly tearing the muscles in his back when his wings flared out in pain but refused to do more.

He eventually quit trying. His family of raiders had told him that Zaruxians had fought the Axis in this form, so they knew it was possible. But even with dragon warriors, Zarux had fallen. So Razion wasn’t sure what good it would do, anyway.

But if it was true that there were Zaruxians out there who could shift, then the Axis had a real problem on their hands. And if Terians were by their side, fighting back just as fiercely, then it wasn’t just skirmishes they had to worry about.

It was an uprising. A real one.

Lilas exhaled beside him. The sheets were tangled around her, baring most of her smooth skin. The gold spots along her back beckoned him, but he kept his hands to himself and turned away.

“You good?” she asked over her shoulder.

Razion turned back toward her. The answer should have been simple. His body was sated, his ship was intact, and he was closer to finding his long-lost kin than he’d ever been before. But something shifted inside him, a restless energy that wouldn’t settle.

“I don’t know yet,” he said.

Lilas hummed, turning onto her side to face him. “Must be serious if the great Captain Razion doesn’t have an immediate answer.”

He smirked despite the weight in his chest. “Even I have to think sometimes.”

She studied him for a beat longer, like she could see something deeper he wasn’t quite ready to say aloud. Then, before she could press, his communicator buzzed.

“Captain,” Krask’s voice crackled through the speaker. “We need you on the command deck.”

“On my way.” Razion sighed, dragging a hand through his hair. Duty never waited. He sat up, stretching the stiffness from his wings before swinging his legs over the edge of the bed.

Lilas propped herself up on one elbow. “Guess that’s my cue to get out of your bed,” she said with a smirk.

Razion glanced back at her, hands braced on his thighs. “You don’t have to.”

“I do,” she said gently, but firmly. “For now.”

He wished it wasn’t true, but it was. Lilas wasn’t the kind of female to be caged, even in comfort. That was fine. He would let her leave for now—because he knew she’d find her way back.

He dressed quickly, fastening his utility belt with sharp, efficient movements. Lilas rose from the bed, slipping back into her clothes, running fingers through her dark violet hair to tame it. She didn’t look at him when she said, “I’ll head to my quarters. Let me know if something comes up.”

Razion pulled on his boots, straightening. “Sounds like something has.”

She sent him a sidelong look but said nothing. That was fair. She likely had enough thoughts swirling in her head without adding his crew’s business on top of it. If it had something to do with her, he’d tell her. But for now, Razion pressed the door panel and the barrier slid open with a quiet hiss. He shot her one last look before stepping into the corridor. “Get some rest, Lilas.”

She snorted. “Bye, Captain.”

His lips twitched, but he forced himself to walk away. She would never be a female who liked being told what to do and he found he liked that about her.

When Razion reached the command deck, Krask was waiting, arms crossed. Vedd lounged beside him. His iridescent skin caught the glow of the monitors. Cozax stood near the star maps, tapping through navigation commands.

“What is it?” Razion asked.

Krask straightened. “Got a lead on someone who met one of our Zaruxian friends in the flesh.”

That got Razion’s attention. “Who?”

“A young Rokkol merchant,” Krask said. “Juvenile. Was a prisoner at the Slarik Arena before it was destroyed. He was freed by one of the Zaruxians and one of the Terians.”

Razion’s pulse beat hard in his throat. He crossed the room in two steps, planting both hands on the console as he leveled Krask with a hard stare. “He saw them?”

“More than that,” Krask said. “Says they fought alongside him. Got him out before the place went up in flames.”

Razion exhaled sharply. If that was true, then the Zaruxians weren’t just tearing through Axis strongholds—they were liberating people. That wasn’t just rebellion. That was war.

Cozax tapped a few commands, bringing up a map of local trade routes. “The young male is part of a merchant family that’s doing business on a quieter outpost right now. They’re keeping their heads down after the escape. It’s off the major Axis surveillance grids, but still close enough to core routes that merchants cycle through. If we move fast, we can get there before word spreads.”

Razion pushed off the console and straightened, his mind already shifting into strategy. “Set the course.”

Vedd whistled low. “Risky. If this Rokkol is broadcasting his story to everyone willing to listen, we won’t be the only ones interested.”

“He’s not, which is why we’re getting to him now,” Krask said. “No public records show him back in trade hubs. He’s moving like someone who doesn’t trust the fact that he made it out alive. I got the information through a trusted source. It was not free.”

Razion nodded. “Fine.” He turned to Cozax. “How long until we reach the outpost?”

“Four cycles if we push the thrusters and use the space fold device,” Cozax said. “It’ll cut the time considerably.”

“Do it.” He scrubbed a hand over his jaw, turning back toward the central console. His reflection stared back at him in the polished surface of the control panels—gold scales and storm-gray eyes, narrowed in determination. Troubled. Yes, he looked like dread and hope were having a fight on his face.

But this was a tangible lead. If this merchant had seen a Zaruxian and fought beside him, then Razion needed to know everything. Who they were. How they got there. And what the fek had led them to part ways after the battle.

And if this Terian had been alongside them…

He thought of Lilas, of the way her whole body had gone rigid when Hurik mentioned the auctioned Terians. If one of her friends had escaped too, he needed to find out.

“Captain.” Krask cleared his throat. He shifted his stance slightly. “One more thing.”

Razion lifted a brow. “What?”

Krask crossed his arms. His expression remained unreadable, but there was a tension there that Razion recognized. “Your…involvement with the Terian.”

Razion’s jaw flexed. He should’ve seen this coming. “What about it?”

Vedd, of course, didn’t hide his amusement. His dark eyes gleamed as he leaned back in his seat. “Oh? Is this the part where we pretend we didn’t figure that out cycles ago?”

Razion raised one brow. “I wasn’t hiding it.”

“No, just conveniently not saying anything,” Vedd said with a smirk. “Very subtle.”

Krask didn’t react to Vedd’s teasing. His gaze remained locked on Razion, waiting for his answer.

Razion rolled his shoulders, deciding not to make a bigger thing out of it than it was. “Lilas and I are involved,” he said bluntly. “It doesn’t change anything.”

“That remains to be seen,” Krask muttered.

Razion held his gaze, letting the unspoken challenge settle between them. “She’s part of this ship now, Krask. She’s proven herself. If this is an issue for you, say it outright.”

Krask’s nostrils flared but he didn’t argue. He had his concerns—Razion knew that. But the first mate also knew better than to push a fight he wasn’t going to win.

Cozax was the first to break the silence. “It hasn’t affected your judgment, so it’s your business,” she said. “We’ve been running together too long for me to question your personal life. Plus, I like her.”

Vedd shrugged. “I’ve brought far more questionable individuals onto this ship, so I won’t say a word.”

“Yes, you have,” Krask said crisply. He looked like he wanted to argue but knew there was no point. “If she becomes a liability—”

“She won’t,” Razion interrupted.

Krask narrowed his eyes but said nothing more.

Vedd, clearly enjoying himself, grinned. “I, for one, think this is great. The mighty Captain Razion, finally letting himself have a little fun.”

Razion shook his head, but the conversation was over. He turned back to the star map, bracing his hands on the console. “Set the course. Get us to that outpost.”

The crew moved into action, each member falling into their roles with ease. That was one thing Razion could always count on—the efficiency of his team. No matter their personal opinions, they knew how to follow orders and get the job done.

As the Darkslip shifted into motion, engines humming beneath his feet, Razion exhaled slowly, staring at the map. This was the closest he’d been to finding answers about his kind in years. And yet, it wasn’t just the Zaruxians that weighed on his mind.

It was Lilas.

She had said she wouldn’t be afraid, but he wasn’t convinced. Not because she lacked courage—stars knew she had enough fire to burn a hole through the galaxy—but because this was bigger than either of them. What they’d just shared in his quarters had changed things between them, whether either of them was ready to admit it or not.

And now, instead of basking in that new connection, they were about to chase ghosts across the quadrant.

Razion flexed his fingers, then nodded to himself. First, they would find the juvenile Rokkol merchant. Then, the truth. Everything else—including how the fek he was supposed to stop himself from falling harder for Lilas with every passing cycle—could wait.

For now.


FOURTEEN


Lilas

Lilas stepped carefully down the ramp of the Darkslip. Her boots hit the packed-metal floor of Pavo Outpost with a quiet thud. The cold air smelled of hot oil and something slightly sweet, like spiced pastries left too long in the heat. Unlike the Vexir Trade Station, this place wasn’t a riot of voices and flashing neon. The lighting was dim, the overhead fixtures casting a burnt-orange glow that made the shadows stretch long against the metal-paneled walls. Stalls lined both sides of the trade deck, but they weren’t packed together like on Vexir. Here, space was valued—broad walkways gave merchants and travelers room to move without having to squeeze past each other.

It was quieter too, though not silent. Vendors spoke in low, measured tones as they discussed prices with buyers. The occasional clatter of crates being shifted echoed off the high ceiling, and somewhere further into the outpost, a deep thrum signaled the arrival of a new ship through the docking bay doors. The pace of life here seemed slower, more deliberate. Less chaotic.

Still, Lilas stayed close to Razion.

In the four cycles since they’d slept together, they’d spent more time together. Something had grown between them. She felt it in the way he stood beside her without having to check if she was there—in the way she trusted him to watch her back, even in a place like this. Even now, as they walked through the trade deck, she caught the subtle tilt of his head, the way his sharp, storm-gray eyes swept over the merchants and travelers before settling on her for the briefest second. Just making sure.

She liked it. Too much.

Vedd, walking just ahead of them, exchanged quiet words with a squat, purple-skinned merchant at a tucked-away stall. The male eyed the crate Vedd had hauled off their last raid, then scanned it with a small handheld device. A light on the scanner blinked green—not junk, then. Still, there was a long moment of tense haggling before a final price was agreed upon, and the merchant transferred the credits with an impatient flick of his fingers.

Vedd flashed a lazy grin as he pocketed the funds. “Pleasure doing business with you, Ormoc.”

Ormoc grumbled something under his breath but accepted the crate anyway.

“Alright,” Vedd said, turning back toward them with an easy smirk. “That’s one less thing to haul back to the ship. Let’s go find our rock boy.”

Razion inclined his head, leading them deeper into the trade deck. Lilas stayed close, her eyes scanning the booths they passed. Unlike Vexir, where every vendor seemed to be shouting over one another, Pavo’s merchants worked in measured exchanges, their voices steady as they listed prices, weighed goods, and examined trade offers.

She exhaled slowly, rolling her shoulders. This was manageable.

After a few minutes, Razion slowed, then angled his head toward a booth near the edge of the trade deck. “Over there.”

Lilas followed his gaze and spotted them—a group of massive beings with rock-textured skin, their features broad and heavily ridged. Even seated behind their trade stall, they were imposing. The male at the center had thick, slate-gray skin with deep cracks that reminded her of the dry riverbeds back home. He was slightly smaller than the older Rokkol male and female beside him—his parents, probably—and spoke quietly with a customer while two younger Rokkol children stacked crates behind the display.

“That must be Ulo,” Vedd said.

As they approached, the young Rokkol’s golden eyes flicked up, locking onto Razion first, then shifting to Lilas. It was just the three of them. Krask and Cozax were seeing to ship upgrades.

“You must be Razion,” Ulo said, his voice a low rumble of acknowledgement. “I’d recognize a Zaruxian anywhere. And you must be Lilas.”

Lilas blinked. “You already know my name?”

Ulo grinned, a deep, easy expression that cracked wider crevices in the stony surface of his face. “Sevas spoke about you.”

Lilas’ heart clenched at the sound of her friend’s name spoken so casually. “Sevas. She’s…okay then?”

Ulo’s expression softened. “She was when I saw her last. She was so kind to me. We arrived at the arena on the same transport and were put in the same cell.”

Lilas pressed her lips together to keep from asking too many questions at once. Sevas was alive. There was verifiable proof. She squeezed her hands into fists to steady herself.

Razion leaned against the booth. “Thank you for meeting with us. As Vedd told you, we want to know what happened at the arena,” he said. “Everything you remember.”

Ulo’s expression darkened slightly as he glanced at his family. His parents were still busy, but they were listening—it was clear in the way their sharp eyes flicked toward him before returning to their work. He exhaled, then nodded once. “Alright,” he said. “I’ll tell you what I know.”

He folded his arms across his chest, the grooves in his rocklike skin catching the dim light overhead. “I was a prisoner at the Slarik Arena,” he said. “Taken from a convoy raid. They put us in the pit, expected us to fight for entertainment. It was so terrifying.” His mouth pulled tight. “But the mechs don’t give you choices. The Axis ran the place,” Ulo continued. “They owned the fighters, placed bets, set up the matches. It was supposed to be a game, but it was a death trap.” His gaze flicked toward Razion. “If not for Takkian, I wouldn’t have survived.”

Razion stiffened slightly. “Takkian?”

Ulo nodded. “He was like you. Zaruxian. Looked different, though—scales were green, and he had a lot more scars. But when I first saw you, I thought—” He shook his head. “For a second, I thought he’d come back. You have very similar eyes.”

“That’s because he’s likely my brother,” Razion explained calmly, but as Lilas glanced at him, she saw the tight set of his jaw and the twitch of his wings.

“Oh, wow,” Ulo said, rocking on his heels. “That’s amazing. Takkian would be so happy to know he had a brother.”

“So Takkian wasn’t an Axis agent?” Razion asked.

Ulo exhaled. “Oh, no. Takkian hated the Axis so much. He was forced to fight and was stronger than the others. He won every time we were there and he took care of Bruil.”

“Who’s Bruil?” Lilas asked, trying to keep up.

Ulo leaned forward slightly. “He was in our cell with us. Takkian looked out for him. He was older and his fighting days were over. Takkian made sure he wasn’t sent to a ‘final’ match.” He lowered his voice. “A death match.”

“Wait. There were two Zaruxians in that cell with you?” Razion’s voice was clipped.

Ulo nodded. “Bruil was a little grumpy sometimes, but he taught me how to fight. He was important to Takkian, and when we, uh, borrowed a ship to escape in, Bruil flew it. Said he learned how to in the war.”

Lilas saw Razion’s fingers flex. “An elder. I didn’t think anyone survived the war that destroyed my people.”

Lilas felt her pulse in her fingertips. “And Sevas?” she asked carefully. “Was she forced to fight, too?”

Ulo’s expression softened. “Yes, and she won the one match she was put in. She got hurt, but Takkian took good care of her. He and Sevas… I’m not an expert on that or anything, but they kissed and stuff.”

Kissed and stuff. Lilas shared a quick, amused glance with Razion. “How did you all escape?” she pressed.

Ulo glanced at Razion, then back at her. His expression grew grim. “They made Takkian fight Sevas,” he said. “Forced them into the pit together. She didn’t stand a chance against him. He was supposed to kill her.”

“Oh, no.” Lilas’ heart slammed against her ribs. Her nails bit into her palms. “How did she survive?”

Ulo exhaled sharply, his heavy shoulders rising. “Well, Takkian changed.”

Lilas blinked. “What?”

“Takkian,” Ulo said slowly, like he needed her to understand, “shifted. Not like his stance or how a soldier changes their grip on a weapon. He became something else.” He lifted his massive hands, pressed his palms outward, mimicking an explosion. “I didn’t see it happen. I was back in the cell with Bruil. All I know is, they were taken from the cell together, and they came crashing through the wall, busting everyone out. Takkian wasn’t himself anymore—he was something bigger. A beast. A dragon.” His black eyes gleamed in the dim outpost lighting. “I saw it with my own eyes. You don’t forget something like that. And then he turned back into his usual form and passed out.” He stood straighter and puffed out his chest. “I carried him through the arena to the ship.”

Lilas’ stomach twisted. She shifted closer to Razion, half expecting him to scoff, to call it an exaggeration, a prisoner’s misremembered chaos.

But Razion was *staring*. His expression was unreadable, but his body had gone rigid. “Dragon,” he murmured.

Ulo nodded. “It was chaos. The whole place was just torn apart. The chaos gave us all a chance to escape.” A flicker of something solemn crossed his features. “I don’t know if everyone made it out. But those of us who did? We owe our lives to him and Sevas.”

She shot Razion a look. He was still staring at Ulo, his jaw clenched so tight she thought it might snap. “You really saw this?” he asked. “You’re certain?”

Ulo raised his rocky jaw. “I know what I saw,” he said. “And Rokkols have excellent memories. We don’t forget anything.”

“What happened after you escaped?” Lilas asked gently.

Ulo’s expression sobered. “They helped me find my family and made sure I was safe. They didn’t have to do that. If you’re looking for them, I hope you find them.”

Hope. Razion had spent most of his life carving out a future that didn’t leave room for hope. But now, it was flickering inside him like a stubborn flame refusing to die.

“We are looking for them,” Lilas said, her tone steady but urgent. “Do you have any idea where they are?”

Ulo’s heavy brow furrowed. “I don’t know where they went after my people came for me,” he said, then brightened. “But I remember the ship they took. I spent much of the ride staring at the registration number and I memorized it in case I needed to find them again.” He reached for a small data-slate behind the counter and tapped in a string of characters. “This was what they were flying.”

He turned the slate around so Razion and Lilas could see. The number blinked in bold white text against the dark screen, a unique sequence identifying the vessel.

Razion inhaled sharply as he took in the details. “Thank you,” he said. “That’ll give us something to work with.”

Lilas’ heart pounded. This was more than she had dared to hope for. They had a ship, a registration code—something real to track. If Sevas had escaped with them, she wasn’t lost. And if Takkian and Bruil were out there too…

Razion pressed a small device to the data-slate, downloading the information with a quick scan. “You’re sure you have no idea where they were heading?” he asked Ulo.

The young Rokkol shook his head. “Sorry, no. They didn’t say much, just that they had their own people to find. But they were worried that the Axis would try to find them. They knew they couldn’t stay in one place for too long.”

That made sense. If the Axis had seen what Takkian could do, they wouldn’t sit back and let him disappear. They’d be hunting him. They’d be hunting all of them.

Lilas released a slow breath, trying to steady the pulse hammering in her ears. “Thank you, Ulo.” Her voice was softer now. “Sevas is one of my best friends and one of the kindest people I know. I’m glad you found her.”

Tears glistened in Ulo’s small eyes. “She was wonderful. I’ll never forget her.” He hesitated, then added, “She talked about you and her other friends. She missed you and was worried about you.”

Lilas’ throat caught. She swallowed against the sudden tightness in her chest. “She did?”

He nodded. “Kept saying she hoped you and the others were okay. Wondered if any of you made it through the auction. I know she never stopped thinking about you.”

Lilas clenched her fists, fighting the sudden burn in her eyes. For so long, she’d had no idea if her friends were even alive. “I’ll never stop thinking about her.”

Ulo smiled, a soft, knowing expression for someone so young. He extended a heavy, rock-textured hand, and Lilas clasped it tightly. “If you find her, tell her I’m safe,” he said. “And that if she ever needs help, the Rokkols don’t forget their debts.”

Lilas nodded, her grip firm. “I will.”

Razion exchanged a nod with Ulo before turning back toward the outpost’s main thoroughfare. “Let’s go,” he murmured to Lilas, his fingers brushing against her lower back in a quiet reassurance. As they walked away from the booth, each step felt heavier with the weight of what they had just learned—and with the road ahead.

Lilas inhaled deeply, steadying herself as they moved further away from Ulo’s stall. Her thoughts were a jumble—hope, relief, urgency, all coiling tightly in her chest. She glanced up at Razion. His expression was unreadable but tense, the same weight of revelation pressing on him too. She needed space, even if just for a few moments.

“Razion,” she murmured, touching his arm lightly. He turned to her, brow furrowing. “I need to walk. Alone. Just for a little while.”

His fingers slid over her jaw in a gentle caress. “Don’t go too far.”

“Don’t worry, Captain.” Lilas leaned into his touch with a smile. “I won’t.”


FIFTEEN


Lilas

She turned and walked toward the quieter side of the market, letting the noise of the stalls fade behind her as she tried to make sense of everything. Lilas walked through the quiet sections of Pavo Outpost. Her soft-soled boots were quiet against the metal-plated floor. She should have been filled with relief. She had finally heard Sevas’ name spoken by someone who had seen her. Knew her. Who had fought beside her. Who knew she was alive.

But relief wasn’t all she felt.

Restlessness pulled her thoughts between the past and the future, swirling with possibilities that were still just out of reach. Sevas had survived. Had fought. If any of them had to wind up in an arena, Sevas was the one who would manage there the best. She could picture it—the stubborn slash of Sevas’ mouth, the way her eyes would blaze whenever she was met with injustice. Of course, she had fought. She wasn’t the kind to bow.

And now, she was somewhere out there. With a Zaruxian named Takkian.

Not just any Zaruxian—Razion’s brother.

Lilas exhaled. She tilted her face toward the high ceiling as she stopped just outside one of the market’s quieter trading posts. A mixture of soft yellow and green lights flickered overhead, casting gentle shadows against the smooth alloy walls. She had needed the room to think, to breathe.

Takkian and Sevas.

Razion and Lilas.

A coincidence, or something more?

A dry laugh rolled from her lips. Two Terian females end up falling in love with two lost Zaruxian brothers? It sounded like some ridiculous space traveler’s folktale. And yet, here she was, standing in an unfamiliar outpost, chasing ghosts she barely understood.

But now, her ghosts had faces. Names.

Sevas was alive, and Lilas would find her.

Lilas shoved her hands into the pockets of her cloak. Her mind spun with possibilities. She had to tell Razion what she was thinking. Maybe he’d already reached the same conclusion. Maybe—

Lilas turned back toward the market’s main walkway, her pulse steadying. She would tell Razion what she’d realized—about the impossible symmetry of their connections, about what this all might mean. He needed to know. But as she rounded the corner, her steps slowed.

Razion stood near the edge of the docking bay. His stance was tense. His wings taut and partly flared. Across from him, Krask spoke in clipped tones. Their postures were rigid, their conversation hushed, but Lilas caught the sharp edge in Krask’s voice and the harsh snap in Razion’s.

Their words weren’t meant for her. Krask’s voice carried just enough for her ears to catch. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop—had just been stepping past the rusted storage unit near the docking bay, her thoughts still tangled around Sevas and Takkian and the mess of emotions swarming her chest.

But then she’d heard her name.

“…Lilas.”

Her instincts screamed at her to move, but they were talking about her. She stepped back and slipped behind a pillar. She peered around the edge to watch.

Krask’s voice was steady, businesslike. “He’s willing to take the Terian. Promises she won’t come to harm. She’ll be safe.”

Lilas went still. Take me? There were no other Terians present to be mistaken for someone else. She pressed against the cold metal, forcing herself to stay silent while her heart hammered. Safe. That word meant nothing when it came from Krask’s mouth. Safe could mean anything.

Her body went tight. Heat rushed through her limbs even as ice curled in her gut. Her pulse thundered in her ears. Maybe she misheard. That couldn’t mean what it sounded like.

Razion’s voice was flat, edged with something cold and sharp. “You’ve been busy since we docked, Krask.”

Krask inclined his head slightly, arms still crossed. “It must be done, or at least considered. Think about the harm and disruption she has—and will—cause the crew. Xelvor says he has the perfect situation for her.”

“Xelvor?” Razion’s expression didn’t shift, but something dangerous flickered behind his storm-gray eyes. “Xelvor the trafficker?” His voice came out low, lethal.

“Yes, but he’s not like that anymore.” Krask shook his head. “He’s cleaned up his operation.”

“Is that so?” Razion’s jaw clenched. “And you think the best thing I can do with Lilas is to sell her to a trafficker?” The cold authority in his voice made something in her tremble. Stars help her, she had trusted Razion, and now, he was discussing handing her off like unwanted salvage. Bile rose in her throat, thick and bitter. She forced herself to stay still, to listen.

Krask’s green lips pressed into a thin line around his tusks. “You know as well as I that it’s better to do it now, before you become attached.”

Razion sighed. His next words were calm. “Did you already set up this meeting?”

“Yes.” Krask didn’t hesitate. “Time and place are arranged. I just need your confirmation that you’ll take it.”

Lilas’ breath caught painfully in her lungs. Say no, Razion, she begged in her mind. Say fek no.

Razion’s answer came a moment later, his tone taut, unreadable. “I’ll take the meeting.”

A pit opened in Lilas’ chest. She staggered back, barely conscious of her movements. The words rang in her head, burning like an open wound. He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t question it. No sharp denial, no refusal.

Her entire body went numb as it flooded with betrayal. What a fool she had been.

Lilas was done. She didn’t need to hear any more.

She turned and ran, slipping between crates and shadows, disappearing into the station before Razion could even realize she was gone.

Her breath came in sharp gasps as she ran. Her pulse thudded in her ears, louder than the buzz of the outpost. She didn’t think—she just moved, weaving through merchants and travelers, slipping between crates and storage units, ignoring the startled aliens behind her. All she knew was that she needed to get away.

Tears blurred her vision as fury warred with betrayal. Razion had saved her, pulled her off that bastard’s ship, freed her from the harem she’d been sold into. He had touched her. Held her. Whispered to her in the dark. And now, he was handing her over like a piece of cargo.

She darted into a shadowed corridor, barely avoiding crashing into a stack of rusted metal crates. Her legs felt weak, her chest constricted like there wasn’t enough air in the entire outpost to fill her lungs.

He was planning to sell her.

He had agreed to the meeting. Krask had arranged it. They’d spoken about her like she was some package they needed to offload and then—the worst part—Razion had just…agreed.

As if what they’d shared didn’t matter. As if she didn’t matter.

The fury burned hotter, pushing out the trembling panic.

No. Fek, no. She wasn’t going to let him do this. She had learned her lesson, and if Razion thought he could hand her over without a fight, he was dead wrong.

Lilas pressed herself against the cold metal of a storage unit, trying to steady her breathing. She had to think.

She wasn’t trapped. Not yet. The outpost wasn’t big, but she could find a way out. There had to be a transport she could slip onto, an escape route—something.

Her fingers dug into the gritty surface of a crate as she forced herself to focus. The corridor she had stumbled into was quieter than the main thoroughfare, dimly lit by flickering overhead lights an. She’d head to the shuttle bay. There, she’d find a ship to leave on. It was reckless and impossible and the only plan she had.

Lilas sucked in a sharp breath, but her reflexes fired too late as a thick, calloused hand clamped over her mouth. Her body jolted. Every muscle locked as she was wrenched backward and pinned against a solid, unyielding chest. She squirmed, kicked, but there was no getting out of these arms, or the thick wings that closed around them both, blocking out light.

A voice, low and rough, snaked past her ear. “Be quiet, Lilas.” The words rumbled through her spine like a vibration against her bones.

She knew that voice. She’d only heard it a handful of times, but it was indelibly etched into her mind. She knew it from a lifetime of orders delivered over fields of wilted crops, and cold pronouncements.

The overseer of Settlement 112-1 had caught her.


SIXTEEN


Razion

“You’ve been busy since we docked, Krask.”

Razion could not believe what he was hearing.

Krask, his first officer and his, well, friend, or so he thought, had gone behind his back and arranged for Lilas to be disposed of. There was no other way of putting it. Krask wanted Lilas gone and was pushing Razion’s hand. “It must be done,” Krask said, full of logical conviction. “Or at least considered. Think about the harm and disruption she has—and will—cause the crew. Xelvor says he has the perfect situation for her.”

“Xelvor?” Razion kept his expression neutral. He’d play along for now, just to see how far his first officer had taken this. “Xelvor the trafficker?”

“Yes, but he’s not like that anymore,” Krask replied. “He’s cleaned up his operation.”

The fek he had. Xelvor didn’t have a single clean bone in his many-limbed body. “Is that so? And you think the best thing I can do with Lilas is to sell her to a trafficker?”

If Krask sensed Razion’s seething fury, he didn’t show it. “You know as well as I that it’s better to do it now, before you become attached.”

Before he became attached. He was attached. He was more than attached. Lilas wasn’t just a passing female fling. She was his. His mate. He was sure of it and there was no power or force in the whole universe that would take her away from him. Razion sighed. There was no question what he had to do next, even though it would pain him to do it. “Did you already set up this meeting?”

“Yes,” Krask replied with an eagerness in his voice that made dragon fire burn in the back of Razion’s throat. “Time and place are arranged. I just need your confirmation that you’ll take it.”

“I’ll take the meeting,” he replied, barely keeping the snarl from his tone.

“Excellent.” Krask all but rubbed his hands together with glee. “You’re making the right decision. I’ll let Xelvor know.”

“Yes,” Razion said smoothly. “Let Xelvor know that I think you’ll make a great first officer for one of his ships. You may not always respect the captain of that ship, or him, for that matter, but what’s a little insubordination when it comes to trafficking? I’m sure he’ll be understanding.”

Krask’s face went blank. “What?”

Razion crossed his arms. “You arranged the sale of my female to a known trafficker without telling me, and you expect me to keep you on the crew?” He bared his teeth. “I trusted you, Krask. We fought side by side countless times. But this is a betrayal I cannot forgive.”

“You can’t be serious.” Krask’s eyes flashed. “You would choose this-this slave over the loyal first officer who stood by your side for mig-cycles? I was right.” He flung his arms wide. “You are enthralled by her. She has some power over you and you are too blind to see it.”

Razion was done with this. “If she has power over me, it’s because I love her. She is my mate and I would sooner jump out of an air lock than send her to some disgusting trafficker.” His volumn had risen, causing a few heads to turn and for Vedd to hear and hurry over.

“What’s happening?” Vedd asked urgently.

Razion didn’t shift his gaze from Krask’s. “Our former first officer has arranged to sell Lilas for me. Thoughtful, don’t you think?”

“No.” Vedd let out a guttural noise. “Krask. What were you thinking? Lilas is a member of our crew.”

Krask snarled, his tusks bared. “I was thinking of this crew. The one that I have stood by for cycles. The one that I have bled for! The one we built together, Razion.” His eyes burned with fury. “And now you’re throwing it all away for a female you barely know.”

Razion’s wings flexed. His entire body braced against the wave of anger churning beneath his skin. “For my mate,” he corrected, his voice like steel. “And I’m not throwing anything away. You did that the moment you went behind my back.”

Krask scoffed, shaking his head. “Look at you,” he sneered. “You can’t even see what she’s doing to you. You take her side over mine? Over the crew’s? You’ve listened more to her in the past few cycles than you ever have to me.”

Razion exhaled sharply. There it was.

“This isn’t about Lilas,” Razion said. “This is about you—about your fragile pride and the fact that you can’t stand the idea that anyone else might have my ear.” His eyes narrowed. “The fact that I trust her as much as I trusted you.”

Krask’s expression twisted into something ugly. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

“No,” Razion said coldly. “You have no idea what I’m doing. Allow me to clarify.” He turned to Vedd, his voice sharp as a blade. “Have someone remove Krask’s things from his quarters and put them in the cargo hold on the outpost.”

Vedd blinked but nodded. “Consider it done.” He turned away to speak to someone on the ship via his communicator.

Krask went rigid. “You wouldn’t.”

Razion didn’t blink. “I already have.”

“This ship was mine, too.” Krask’s breaths came heavy.

“Not anymore.” He wasn’t going to debate this point, but Razion had, uh, acquired the Darkslip in one of the early raids they’d been on together. They’d upgraded and enhanced it, but it had been Razion to take command of it. It didn’t matter how Krask saw it.

Krask’s fury boiled over. With a snarl, he shoved past them, knocking into Razion’s shoulder, but the captain didn’t move an inch. “You’ll regret this,” Krask spat.

Razion didn’t flinch. “I doubt it.”

His former first officer stormed away, heavy boots echoing against the metal floor as he disappeared into the docking bay’s shadows.

Razion exhaled slowly, unclenching his fists. The tense coil in his gut loosened, but not completely. This wasn’t just about Krask’s betrayal—this was about the crew, the stability of his ship. He had built his life on trust, on the loyalty of those around him, and now the foundation had cracked.

Vedd let out a low whistle. “Well, that was dramatic.” He tilted his head toward Razion. “You good?”

Razion rolled his shoulders, still tense. “No. But I’ll deal with the fallout later.”

Vedd gave him a long, assessing look. “Right.” He jerked a thumb toward the bay doors. “Should I have someone monitor him?”

Razion cocked his head. “Yes. Just make sure he stays away from Lilas. And the Darkslip.”

Vedd saluted lazily, then turned and spoke into his communicator again, this time to relay an order for a guard to watch Krask. Razion dragged a hand through his hair. His pulse still raced. He didn’t usually struggle to control his anger, but this time? This time had been close.

Lilas. Fek, Lilas.

She had to be told immediately. The last thing he wanted was for her to find out what had nearly happened from someone else—and worse, for her to think he had gone along with it.

A cold knot formed in his gut. Where was she? She had wandered off after speaking to Ulo. Wanted air. Space.

Razion breathed deeply and closed his eyes, reaching for that steady control that had carried him through countless difficult decisions before. And then, he listened.

Something inside him—something sharp, primal, and wrong—picked up on a whisper of unease. A drop of fear on the edge of consciousness.

Razion went cold. It wasn’t just instinct—it was something deeper, something that crackled up his spine like an unseen storm on the horizon. A sense of absence where Lilas should have been. A wrongness in the universe.

“Vedd.” His tone was deadly calm, but inside, a wildfire raged. “We need to find Lilas. Now.”

Vedd picked up on Razion’s urgency immediately. His usual smirk vanished into grim efficiency as his fingers tapped rapidly over his wrist comm. “I’ll check the central market. Cozax is at the docking bay. She might’ve seen her.”

Razion didn’t wait for a response. He was already moving. His boots pounded against the metal flooring as he cut through the outpost. His mind turned over everything at a feverish pace. Lilas had left after Ulo’s conversation, and he hadn’t worried—she’d needed time to think, and he trusted her to take care of herself.

But now? Now there was fear. And fear tightened its claws around his throat with each step that did not lead him to her.

People moved around him in sluggish, oblivious waves. A merchant adjusting inventory. A traveler checking ship schedules. None of them knew that he was on the edge of panic. His body tightened in an unfamiliar way, as if his skin was too small for his body. Focus.

Razion pushed forward, scanning faces, searching for any sign of dark violet hair, gold-flecked skin, sharp fuchsia eyes.

“Lilas.” He spoke into his comm, knowing full well she didn’t have one. Didn’t stop him from trying. “Where are you?”

Silence. His hands clenched into fists.

The space between his ribs burned with urgency, but if she wasn’t in the main markets, she could be anywhere.

He pivoted, lungs tight. If she’d wandered too close to anyone with bad intent, they would have taken her fast. Pavo Outpost was quieter than Vexir Trade Station, but that only made it more dangerous. Predators lurked in places like this. Predators like Xelvor.

Then, a ping on his comm. Vedd’s voice crackled through the line. “She’s not here,” he said, breathless from moving fast. “Checked both sides of the west market hub. No sign.” A pause. “Cozax didn’t see her leave.”

Dread coiled in his gut like a live wire. His feet barely touched the ground as he strode to the docking bay. His wings twitched with the rare urge to take flight, even in the enclosed space. Vedd was already there, scanning the area, while Cozax stood near one of the docking attendants, her arms crossed as she listened with a sharp frown.

As soon as Razion approached, Cozax turned to him. “Got a lead.”

Razion’s pulse hammered. “Where?”

The docking worker, a wiry-looking insectoid, shifted uneasily on his four legs but gestured toward one of the departure terminals. “A large ship left Pavo Outpost not long ago,” he said in a chittering tone. “Registered as a trade ship, but was clearly warship class. No identifier, but the Rokkol envoy vouched for them. A female matching the description of the one you’re looking for was with them.”

“Lilas?” Razion’s wings flared slightly. “Was she with anyone?”

The worker’s mandibles clicked. “A blue-haired female with gold-flecked skin. There was also a male who appeared to be of your species. The female in question left with them willingly.”

The words sucked the air from Razion’s chest. Willingly. It sounded like she’d found the Terians and Zaruxians they were all seeking, but Lilas wouldn’t just leave without telling him.

“Razion,” Vedd said gently. “Are you sure she didn’t hear some part of your conversation with Krask?”

He winced at the thought. “I didn’t see her there. She’d gone for a walk.” But that would make sense. If Lilas thought he was planning on getting rid of her, and Turi had somehow found her way here, of course Lilas would go with her. But she could have at least talked to him first, instead of just running.

White-hot fury cut through him like a blade. Had she believed—fek, after everything they’d shared—had she really believed he was capable of such a horrible thing?

He turned sharply on his heel, ignoring the way Vedd took an instinctive step back under the sheer force of his glare. “Find out where that ship was headed.”

The docking worker hesitated. “I can’t. We don’t track ships after they leave the outpost.”

“We’ll find her, Razion,” Cozax said. “I have the description of the ship. It’s very unusual. We’ll find it.”

Razion couldn’t respond. He barely contained the growl rumbling low in his chest.

She was gone.

Razion’s hands clenched at his sides. His wings twitched with raw, seething energy. No, she had left him. Left without a word, without warning, without trusting him the way he had trusted her. But if she thought for a single fekking moment that he would let her slip away without at least giving him an explanation as to why, then she didn’t know him at all.

And he would burn every damn system in the quadrant to find her.


SEVENTEEN


Lilas

Terror swarmed in her gut like a poisoned nest of insects. She thrashed harder. Instinct overrode reason as she tried to wrench free, but his grip only tightened. Arms, as thick as iron bands, locked her in place. “Please settle, little one,” he murmured, his voice containing that same eerie, calculated calm she’d heard before. “She will be very cross with me if you’re hurt.”

Lilas had no idea what he was talking about, or who she was. Some desperate corner of her mind reminded her that the settlements were supposedly free of the Axis, but if that was true, why was the overseer here?

Lilas’ heartbeat slammed against her ribs. She tore at Ellion’s iron grip, her breath coming in sharp gasps as she fought with everything she had. But he was too strong. His muscled arms locked around her, holding her still like she was nothing more than a caught animal.

But then—

“Lilas?”

The voice cut through her panic. Warm. Familiar. Impossible. She stilled. The fight drained from her limbs as her head snapped up.

Turi stood in front of her.

Turi.

For a single, disoriented second, Lilas thought she was seeing things. The dim outpost lights caught the deep blue of Turi’s hair, her green eyes—just as she remembered. She wore different clothes, better fitted, reinforced. Stronger. Little details that meant everything. Details that meant she was here. Alive. Real.

“Turi?” Lilas choked as the overseer lifted his hand from her mouth and fully released her. Her breath hitched violently. Her entire body trembled as a different kind of adrenaline flooded her system.

Then suddenly, they were in each other’s arms.

Lilas clung to her. Her fingers twisted into the fabric of Turi’s shirt as a sharp half-sob, half-laugh wrenched from her chest. Turi smelled like home, like a thousand late nights of whispered conversations under battered blankets, like harvest dust and stolen moments of quiet rebellion.

“You’re okay,” Turi breathed against Lilas’ shoulder. “You’re okay.”

Lilas let out a shaky laugh, squeezing back just as tightly. “So are you.” She pulled back just enough to look at her. “How—what—” Her voice failed. Her hands remained locked around Turi’s arms, as if letting go would make her disappear.

Turi smiled, brushing a tear from Lilas’ cheek. “We have time for that later,” she said gently.

Lilas swallowed hard. Ahead of them, the outpost lights buzzed faintly, casting long shadows around the narrow corridor where they stood. The smell of overheated metal and the faint scent of something sweeter—Turi’s scent, something warm and familiar—filled her nose. She barely noticed anything else, her attention locked on her friend.

Lilas shook her head, struggling to piece this together. “Where have you been? Are the others—?”

Turi’s expression softened. Her lips twitched with something close to amusement, but her eyes were still shining. “Sevas and Fivra are fine,” she said. “They’re back on our ship, but first, you should know—this is Ellion.”

Ellion. Her stomach twisted. The overseer with his purple scales and silver eyes—eyes that were the same as Razion’s. The male who had controlled their settlement, who had given them orders, who had stared down at them with cool, distant authority. Lilas turned to look at him. Her body was still tight with leftover adrenaline. He was watching them, his face unreadable, but his arms hung loose at his sides now, no longer trying to hold her still.

“So, things have changed.” Turi curled her fingers around Lilas’ hands again. “He’s my mate.”

Lilas blinked. Then blinked again. She yanked her hands from Turi’s grip. “Your what?”

“My mate,” Turi repeated, calm, patient.

Lilas took a step back. “Wow, Turi. But he’s the overseer.”

“Was,” Turi corrected. “But yes.”

Lilas’ mind churned, every thought tangled and colliding. She stared in open astonishment as Turi reached for him, her fingers pressing lightly against his wrist, like touching him was the most natural thing in the world.

Lilas reeled, her pulse pounding in her ears.

Ellion remained silent. His tall form was unmoving beside Turi. His expression was unreadable, his silver eyes watching her with unsettling calm.

Lilas’ fury burned hot. “You let us be taken,” she snapped at Ellion. “Stolen. Sold like livestock.”

Ellion met her gaze steadily. “And yet, I am here now—no longer an Axis enforcer. I am very much in love with Turi,” Ellion said evenly, sending a warm look to Turi. “Understand this—I was never truly loyal to the Axis. They tampered with my memory and held me prisoner as much as they did you. I was, however, able to gain the power to break us free.”

Lilas frowned, remembering what Razion had told her about the Zaruxians who had broken free of Axis hold and had escaped. Apparently that part of what Razion had said was true.

“The settlements are no longer under Axis control,” Ellion went on. “I led the uprising myself, with the help of some new allies. We fought. We won. The settlements belong to the people now.”

A sharp breath hitched in Lilas’ throat.

Turi nodded. “It will be a long, slow recovery, with a lot of damage to undo, but our people have the lives they were never allowed to have.”

Lilas inhaled slowly, her anger wavering. There was no defensiveness in his tone, no excuses. Her gut told her he was telling the truth. Slowly, her fingers uncurled and she looked up at him, trying to see him in a new light. It would take time. “Then, I suppose I should thank you,” she said. “But you sure scared me just now.”

“My apologies.” Ellion’s silver gaze settled on her as he inclined his head. “You were running,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

Lilas dragged in a shaky breath. Not just from the adrenaline crash, but from everything—seeing Turi, the insanity of everything she just learned, the gut-wrenching betrayal still thrumming inside her like an open wound. “I was,” she said, as her voice hitched.

Turi’s fingers tightened around hers. “Lilas,” she said gently. “What happened?”

Lilas let go of her friend’s hands and took a step back, wrapping her arms over her chest like it could somehow contain the storm raging inside her. The back of her throat burned. “Razion—” She swallowed, shaking her head.

“Who is Razion?” Ellion asked.

“He’s a Zaruxian.” Lilas sent him a sharp glance, as if she could transfer some of her anger onto him, just for being the same species as Razion. “He saved me from the harem I was sold to, but—” She broke off and bit her lower lip. “He was going to sell me.”

Turi sucked in a sharp breath. Even Ellion’s expression flickered with disapproval.

Lilas clenched her teeth, forcing down the furious heat crawling up her spine. Her fingers dug into her ribs. “I heard him say it.” Anger laced her voice. “Krask—the first officer—arranged a deal with a known trafficker. Had a deal lined up, and Razion just agreed on the spot.” Her breath shuddered as she forced herself to say it out loud. “I thought we had something special, but I was just another piece of cargo to him.”

The words felt like swallowing glass. Saying them made them real. It solidified the betrayal in her mind, burned it into stone.

“We came here on a tip that there was a Zaruxian here,” Turi said in clipped tones. “We’re trying to find the others, but if this is how he treats you, we don’t need to have anything to do with him.”

Ellion, though—his silver eyes locked onto her, cold and unreadable. “And in the time you’ve spent with him, he showed no other signs of betrayal?”

Lilas’ nails dug into her arms. “No,” she admitted, her voice raw. “I trusted him, but I should have known better. He’s a raider. A space pirate.” A bitter laugh forced its way up her throat. “I was so foolish.”

Ellion let out a quiet hum, studying her like she was one of the crops back home, something to be examined for imperfections. “If he meant to sell you, why allow you so much freedom?”

Lilas’ stomach twisted. She had been free on the Darkslip. Razion had never confined her, had given her duties, a place on the crew. And yet… She heard him. His voice had been clear. He had taken that meeting. He hadn’t even hesitated.

She gritted her teeth. “I don’t know,” she snapped. “Maybe he was playing a long game. Maybe he was having some fun before handing me over.”

Lilas’ heart raced as she wrestled with her emotions. She was still absorbing the conversation about Razion’s potential betrayal when Ellion’s steady gaze bored into her, unyielding. “You’re coming with us,” he said softly. “If Razion is willing to sell you, to put you in danger, then you don’t owe him anything.”

“Thank you,” she replied, relief making her joints slack. “I was on my way to try and find a way out of here when you grabbed me.”

Turi stepped in, glancing between Lilas and Ellion. Her expression was determined as she placed a reassuring hand on Lilas’ arm. “Lilas, we can help you. Come with us; I promise you will be safe. And like I said, Fivra and Sevas will be so happy to see you.”

“Let’s go,” Lilas said. “Can we leave the outpost before he realizes I’m gone?”

“Yes,” Ellion said, stepping closer. “I’ll return to the ship now and tell the others to prepare for immediate departure. You two find your way back without raising suspicion.”

Lilas closed her eyes momentarily, willing her racing thoughts to calm. She thought of Razion—of everything they’d shared. The way he had pulled her from the darkness and into this new world. But he was prepared to sell her, to give her away.

“Okay,” she whispered, her certainty gaining strength with every heartbeat. “I’m so ready.”

Ellion exhaled, finally looking away. “If you’re somehow mistaken, Razion will have to explain himself when he comes looking for you.”

Lilas stiffened. “Who says he’ll come looking?”

Ellion’s silver eyes flicked back to her, heavy with certainty. “Because if he cares for you, there is no force in the universe that will stop him.”

Lilas swallowed hard, but she refused to let herself believe it. Because if Razion really had cared for her…he would have never considered turning her over in the first place.

She lifted her chin, forcing steel into her spine. “I don’t care if he comes.”

Turi’s fingers wove back through hers, grounding her. “Come on, Lilas,” she said. “We have so much to tell you.”

Lilas exhaled slowly, her heart still a tangled mess. But Turi was here. They were back together—alive—and for now, that was enough.

She nodded. “Alright.” And without looking back, she followed them into the unknown.


EIGHTEEN


Razion

Razion stood at the central console of the Darkslip, the familiar sounds of the ship intertwining with the electric tension in the air. His arms braced on either side of the screen that he stared at. His heart raced. None of this was familiar or comfortable. He wasn’t prone to stress. Composure and calm were his usual way of being, but not this cycle.

The faint signal they had picked up was like a beacon pulling at him, and he needed to know what lay at the end of it.

“Did you get anything useful from Ulo’s family on the Zaruxian ship?” he asked Cozax, who leaned intently over the controls.

She shook her head, frustration evident on her fierce features. “Just the same information we already had. They learned about the Zaruxian ship when we did. It caught them by surprise too.” She hesitated. “They were disappointed to find they hadn’t been able to visit with the Terians.”

Razion clenched his fists. He understood their disappointment. He echoed their sentiment—his mind burned with questions about why Lilas had just left without telling him. It had been a common goal, he thought, that they would seek the Terians and Zaruxians who had joined forces.

“The ship’s registration number was a dead end,” Cozax continued, raking a hand through her hair in frustration. “Nothing leads back to them.”

“Yet,” Razion murmured, his fingers moving over the panel as he brought up the scan results. He had a feeling, a deep instinct that something was just beyond his grasp. The urge to follow this signal was almost a physical force pulling at him.

“Are you sure this signal is even worth pursuing?” Cozax asked, glancing at the flickering display. Doubt colored her voice. “It could just be background noise.”

“It’s faint,” Razion replied. “But it’s there.” He felt the energy vibrating through him, that unshakable feeling that they were meant to be on this path. “Something is pulling at me. I need to chase it.”

“We want to find Lilas, too.” Cozax crossed her arms. “But we’ve already risked a lot on this trip. What if it leads us nowhere?”

Razion ground his teeth together. The quadrant was huge. That ship could be anywhere and it wouldn’t take a genius to plant a false trail for him to find. He couldn’t afford to let doubt creep in. “It could lead us to Lilas. I know it.”

Vedd turned his head, a thoughtful expression crossing his face. “You have a gut feeling about it?”

“More than that,” Razion said, pressing a hand to his chest. “I can feel it in my bones. The direction it’s coming from… It’s off the beaten path, which means fewer eyes, less traffic.”

Cozax crossed her arms, skepticism in her stance. “Alright, but if this ends up being a wild chase, don’t expect us to be in a hurry to come back.”

Razion nodded. Urgency pulled in his chest. “Just get the coordinates. And prepare for a fold. We’ll scout the sector and follow any signals.”

“On it,” Cozax said, turning back to her console. Krask used to do these things, but the weapons officer filled in well. It wasn’t a permanent solution, however.

Razion watched the readings shift, numbers flowing across the display like a torrent of hidden information. Silence settled between the three of them. Cozax’s expression was tense, while Vedd was huddled over his screen with uncharacteristic rigidity.

“Captain,” Vedd said in low voice. “I have something to show you.”

Razion pried his clenched hands off the console and turned to Vedd. “What is it?”

“I was finally able to decrypt and clarify the video imagery of the Axis elite member taken from Gribna’s databanks.” His expression was not triumphant, however. “You need to see this.”

“Show me,” Razion said, stepping toward Vedd’s station.

But Vedd held out his hands. His expression was serious. “Razion.” Vedd rarely called him that. “You’ve been through a lot. I need you to be prepared for what you’re about to see.”

Well, that was ominous. Razion sighed and ran a hand over his face. He needed sleep. He needed Lilas back by his side. He did not need something horrible and revelatory, but that seemed to be the theme lately. “Consider me prepared,” he said dryly.

Vedd slid his chair to the side and Razion peered down at the screen. His breath caught in his throat. There stood a Zaruxian with aqua-colored scales. Even with a hood, his silver-gray eyes were visible, and so much like his own.

“Well, isn’t that the most fekked up thing you’ve ever seen,” Razion breathed.

Cozax leaned in beside him, brows furrowed. “Are we sure this is an Axis leader?”

“Look at the attire. You can’t miss the Axis emblem on his chest. That is a member of the Axis command council,” Razion said, flicking a hand toward the screen. “And one of my brothers.”

“What do we do with this?” Cozax asked incredulously, throwing up her hands. “We can’t kill him.”

“Yes, we can,” Razion confirmed, his expression hardening. He closed his eyes as emotions scraped through him—confusion, anger, and an overwhelming need to understand how this was possible. “If he’s truly with the Axis, he’s an enemy.”

Vedd’s eyes widened. “Now, just wait a minute,” he said, clearly intrigued. “He must have been indoctrinated, like many others.”

“If he’s one of them, he knows what they’ve done,” Razion murmured, focusing on the face on the screen. “The raiders who adopted me told me this was how it would be.” He blinked and looked away, unable to stare into that face that was so much like his own, but whose path had been so different. “That could have been me.”

“It’s possible he’s working against them from the inside,” Vedd said slowly, glancing at Cozax. “This could be a big opportunity.”

Razion shook his head. “Don’t expect him to be on our side.”

“Do you want to continue on the current course?” Cozax asked. “Or shall we begin trying to track this male?”

Razion inhaled sharply, feeling raw and tired and wrung out. He’d lost his first officer and mate in one cycle. Now, he was seeing proof with his own eyes that the Axis had one of his brothers, too. This was far more excitement than anyone should have to endure.

“Stay on the current course,” Razion said, voice firm. “Lilas is the priority. We find her, we find the Zaruxians who aren’t with the Axis. I don’t know what their story is, but we have a better chance of reasoning with them. If they turn Lilas over, that is.”

Cozax nodded and checked their course on the navigation console. “We’re still tracking it.”

“You may not want to hear this,” Vedd began, and Razion closed his eyes again. “But Lilas is not their prisoner. She went with them. If—when—we find the Zaruxian ship, it’s Lilas you’re going to have to deal with, not the Zaruxians. Not the Terians.”

Vedd was right. He did not want to hear this. “If she doesn’t want me, so be it,” he ground out. “But I will hear it from her mouth.”

“Really makes me wonder if she heard part of that discussion you had with Krask,” Vedd murmured.

Razion said nothing, but he wondered that, too. It was either as Vedd said, and she overheard something and misinterpreted it, or she just chose her Terian friends over him. Both were possible. Both were devastating.


NINETEEN


Lilas

Lilas stepped up to the Zaruxian ship and came to an abrupt stop. Her breath stalled in her throat.

No. This wasn’t possible.

She knew this ship. She had seen it every day of her life, looming over Settlement 112-1 like a silent predator, watching their every move. It had been the overseer’s fortress, perched high on the clifftop above the fields, shadowing their days with quiet authority.

This was the fortress.

Her stomach twisted. She turned sharply to Ellion, who stood beside Turi. His silver eyes watched her with unsettling calm, as if waiting for a reaction.

“This is your ship,” she said, her voice tight. “The overseer’s fortress.”

Ellion inclined his head. “It is, but I didn’t know it was a ship until very recently.”

Lilas’ pulse thundered. She had always thought of it as an untouchable monolith, a structure so deeply tied to the Axis’ rule that it would stand long after she was gone. And now, she was stepping inside of it, and it wasn’t just stone and metal anymore. It could move. It was free.

Her mind spun, questions piling up against the relief she had tried not to let herself feel. They were in a room that looked more like a great hall than a spaceship. Comfortable sofas and tables sat before a hearth that burned white with an ionic fire. Before she could sit down and take a breath, quick footsteps echoed down the corridor.

“Lilas!”

Lilas barely turned before Fivra slammed into her.

The smaller female threw her arms around Lilas with surprising strength. Her delicate fingers clutched the back of her tunic. Lilas froze for half a second, then wrapped her arms around her friend, holding on just as tightly. She squeezed her eyes shut. The warmth of Fivra’s embrace, the scent of her hair—so familiar, so painfully missed.

“You’re here,” Fivra breathed. “You’re really here.”

Lilas pressed the side of her head to Fivra’s and let out a shaking laugh. “Yeah,” she choked out. “I’m here.”

A rougher voice cut in. “You better not be crying, Lilas.”

Lilas pulled back just as Fivra did and turned to the side.

Sevas stood there, arms crossed. Her crimson eyes glinted with her usual challenge. But her hair—Lilas’ breath caught. The dark, matted mass of hair she remembered was now a striking shade of yellow, catching the light like a flame.

“What the fek happened to your hair?” Lilas blurted, blinking hard as if her eyes were playing tricks on her.

Sevas snorted. “Good to see you, too.”

Fivra chuckled beside her, but Lilas couldn’t look away. “I’m serious,” she said. “You look like you stuck your head in a ganther flower.”

Sevas smirked, the corner of her mouth tilting up. “I’d been darkening it with soot to keep my father from seeing the color change. You know as soon as this happens…” She flipped the edge of her shoulder-length hair. “It means you’re mature enough to be given to a bondmate. I really didn’t want one of them.”

“Alas, here we are,” said a tall, scarred Zaruxian who stepped forward. His deep green scales gleamed under the ship’s overhead lights, and the sharp angles of his face accentuated his fierce face. His piercing silver-gray eyes shifted to Lilas, assessing. Scars crisscrossed his arms and a faint one ran down the side of his jaw, a map of battles fought and won.

“Lilas, meet Takkian,” Sevas said with a grin. “My true love.”

Takkian guffawed in a deep rumble. He stood beside Sevas, their arms brushing in a way that was instinctive, unconscious. He inclined his head toward her, as regal as a king. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lilas.”

Lilas blinked her eyes. “Same to you, Takkian,” she said without stammering. He was utterly intimidating.

Sevas rolled her eyes. “What nice manners, everyone,” she said. “Can we get to the part about how Lilas ended up running right into Ellion?”

“I did not run into the ov—Ellion.” Oh, it would take a while to get used to calling him by his name. “He snuck up on me and grabbed me from behind.”

“You were distraught,” Ellion replied, looking faintly hurt. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

She didn’t have a chance to reply to that, as a red-scaled Zaruxian, just as lean as he was broad, with an easy smile and dark amusement gleaming in his gaze, sauntered forward. He glanced at Fivra, then at Lilas, tapping his knuckles against his belt. “You must be the infamous Lilas,” he said smoothly. “The one my mate says has a comeback for everything.”

Fivra smacked his arm. “Cyprian.”

“You say that about me?” Lilas said with a laugh. “And you didn’t mention my excellent hugging skills.”

Fivra raised one eyebrow. “You hate hugs.”

“No, I don’t,” she said, quieter. “I never really did.”

Fivra put her arm around Lilas. “In that case, you’ll get all the hugs you want and more.”

“Oh, good.” Lilas winced. She glanced up to see Fivra’s mate watching her with curiosity. “Are you the one who ran the brothel?”

Cyprian made a dramatic bow that had Takkian sighing. “I am, indeed, the former director of Erovik, the luxury brothel.” He looked adoringly at Fivra. “This little Terian turned my existence upside down.”

“It was actually a very nice brothel,” Fivra said in a whisper, patting her hand. “No one was forced to…you know.”

Lilas stifled a giggle and couldn’t find a single thing to dislike about either Zaruxian male. And even Ellion, now that he wasn’t the overseer anymore, was pleasant and kind. He was clearly smitten with Turi, but that wasn’t new information to Lilas. He’d seemed smitten long ago, when he put her family farm under his protection. She cocked her head to where Turi stood beside Ellion, their hands loosely entwined.

“So the settlements are free, now?” she asked. “No one is forced to work for no food?”

Turi nodded. “It will be hard to undo so much damage, but things will change in time. Having food will help, now that every crop isn’t crated up and sent to the Axis.”

“I want to know what happened to you, Lilas.” Sevas crossed her arms, clearly done waiting. “Who is Razion.”

Lilas swallowed hard and released a shaky breath. She lowered herself to the soft sofa and rested her elbows on her knees. The others sat, too, with Fivra settling beside her. Lilas had pushed everything that had happened on the Darkslip into the corners of her mind, but now that Sevas had asked, it all came rushing back—a storm of stolen moments and words she wished she hadn’t overheard.

She forced a smirk, though it felt brittle. She ran a hand through her hair, ignoring the way her fingers trembled slightly. “At the auction, I was sold to some disgusting trade master with a skin condition we will never speak of again.”

Fivra winced. “That bad?”

“Worse,” Lilas muttered.

Sevas’ arms flexed at her sides, anger flickering in her crimson eyes. “How did you get out?”

“Razion and his crew raided the ship before we arrived at the harem I was supposed to live at.” She tilted her head and glanced down to her hands. “Razion let me stay. I joined the crew.”

Turi nudged Fivra aside and raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me you ended up on a raider’s ship?”

“Yep.” Lilas let out a tight, humorless chuckle. “I expected it to be another cage. Figured he’d sell me off or throw me out an air lock if I wasn’t useful.” A flicker of pain curled around her ribs, but she ignored it. She focused on the facts. “But he didn’t. He let me work in the cargo hold, let me eat whatever and whenever I wanted. Taught me to read. I… I started to trust him.”

Sevas narrowed her eyes. “Lilas,” she said slowly, “how much did you trust him?”

Lilas’ fist clenched around the fabric of her tunic. “Enough.” There was quiet. “Fine. I fell in love with him, okay?”

Fivra’s soft expression barely changed, but her hand slid around Lilas’ shoulders, squeezing gently. “Oh, Lilas…”

Sevas let out a slow exhale and scowled. “And? What happened?”

Lilas swallowed hard. “And I thought he loved me, too,” she admitted, voice rough. “But I overheard him.” Her hands clenched into fists. “He was talking to Krask, his first officer—who, by the way, had never been a fan of mine. Krask had arranged to sell me to a trafficker like I was some extra cargo to unload—and Razion just agreed.” She forced out a bitter laugh. “Didn’t hesitate. Didn’t even question it. He just ‘took the meeting.’”

Turi’s breath caught, and Ellion’s silver eyes darkened.

Fivra pressed her small hand to her mouth, and Cyprian cursed under his breath while Takkian remained stone-still.

Sevas, however, was already fuming. “He said he was going to what?”

“I heard it myself,” Lilas said sharply, forcing herself to stay steady. “Krask set everything up. The whole deal. And Razion took it like it was nothing. Like I was nothing.” Her throat burned. “So, I ran.”

Turi turned to Ellion, eyes wide. “Would Razion really do that? Would he really just—sell her?”

Ellion’s expression furrowed as he glanced at Takkian, something unspoken passing between them. “I don’t know this Razion,” Ellion said slowly. “But if he is like us—lost, reclaimed, learning—there is a possibility this is not what it seems.”

Lilas stiffened. “It doesn’t seem like anything. I heard it.”

“Perhaps,” Ellion murmured, “but it doesn’t match the rest of his action up to that point.”

Lilas’ breath hitched. A sharp wave of doubt tried to sink in, but she crushed it under the weight of her fury. “That doesn’t change what he said.”

Takkian, who had been silent until now, leaned forward slightly, his scarred arms crossing over his chest. He studied her, eyes sharp. “No. It doesn’t. Go on.”

“That’s it. I ran, then Ellion and Turi found me. Now, I’m here.” Lilas dragged in a breath as the room fell into silence. The newly familiar walls of the ship pressed in, the soft glow of the ionic fireplace casting shadows against the floor. Every single one of them—her friends, the Zaruxians—was watching her. She shifted her feet, crossing them at the ankles while trying to steady the storm still raging in her chest.

Sevas widened her crimson eyes. “So, what was your plan, Lilas?”

Lilas huffed, rubbing a hand over her face. “I was going to find a ship. Hide, sneak on board, something. Then I’d figure out my next step once I got somewhere far away.”

Cyprian let out a low whistle and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Did he see you leave?”

“No,” Lilas said firmly. “I left before he realized I was gone.”

Cyprian tapped his fingers idly against his crossed arms. “And in all this—” he arched a dark brow at her, “you didn’t speak to Razion at all?”

“Of course I didn’t.” Lilas’ stomach twisted. She braced herself against the raw scrape of emotions she wasn’t ready to name. “I wasn’t going to stand there and ask him politely if he was planning to sell me to a trafficker later that cycle. That would’ve been—”

“Risky,” Sevas said with a nod. “I get it. And it’s not like Terians have such a great history with trust and security.”

Lilas’ jaw clenched. “Maybe I should have talked to him,” she ground out.

Takkian tilted his head, arms unmoving from his chest. “Well, we’ll get to the bottom of it when he gets here.”

Lilas’ heart stuttered. “Excuse me?”

Takkian crossed his arms over his massive chest, tilting his head slightly, watching her with the gaze of a fighter who had already predicted the next ten moves of his opponent. “We left an energy trail.” His deep voice was even, measured, but there was something knowing in the way he watched her. “A faint one. Difficult to track unless you know what to look for.”

Lilas’ pulse faltered. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Cyprian said with a smirk, “if he wants to find us, he will.”

Lilas shook her head. “That’s assuming he even follows it.”

“Zaruxians do not sell females,” Takkian said, his voice raising with conviction. “We do not sell living things, period. It is not our way.” He raised his chin and flared his nostrils. “If Razion truly intended to sell you, we will, ah, impress these principles on him, then send him on his way. But if he cares about you the way you say he seemed to, we will give him a chance to explain himself.”

Lilas scoffed and threw up her hands. “He took a fekking meeting with a trafficker. He’s not coming for me.”

“Oh, we’re pretty sure he’ll come,” Cyprian said smoothly from his perch on the sofa’s arm beside Fivra. Amusement flickered in his silver eyes. “And we really want to have a word with him.”

Lilas clenched her teeth. “I can’t believe this.”

“We are on a mission to find our missing brothers and reunite you Terians,” Takkian said, his tone low and steady. “So, yes. We would meet him and speak to him. But we will not accept a corrupt and evil sibling into our group, even if he is related to us by blood.”

A thick knot of frustration coiled in her chest, tightening with every breath. “I wouldn’t call him corrupt or evil,” she muttered. “He’s dedicated his life to disrupting the Axis and learning where their headquarters are.” Lilas inhaled sharply and dropped her shoulders. “He just doesn’t want me.”

Turi, who had stayed quiet until now, shook her head. “That just isn’t possible.”

Lilas let out a snort-laugh, “Oh, it is. I’ve always been trouble.”

Sevas laughed. “Lilas, you are the most trouble. And yet, you said he loved you.”

“No. He never said that.” Lilas shook her head. “I thought I believed that.”

Sevas tilted her head, glancing at Takkian before settling a firm stare on Lilas. “Think about it,” she said, irritated. “Were you just some spare baggage to offload? He took you onto his ship. Gave you a role. Let you eat all the food. He kept you close and, uh—whatever the two of you did—”

“Fek, Sevas. Yes. We had sex,” Lilas said flatly. Her face went hot, but she folded her arms tightly, refusing to budge. “Maybe he just wanted that. It happens, right, brothel director?” She aimed that at Cyprian, who just shrugged.

“Zaruxians are not typically ruled by our base urges,” he replied, glancing at Fivra. “Unless it is for our mates, that is. Then, we struggle to control them.”

“Well, I’m not his mate, am I?” Her eyes burned just thinking about that, because there had been a hot moment when that was exactly how she’d thought about him.

“We’ll find out soon enough.” Ellion’s words held a finality that made Lilas wince. The logical words should have soothed her, but all she could think about was hearing Razion’s calm words as he agreed to that meeting.

“Well, I’ll say it.” Sevas slapped her hands on her thighs. “I hope he comes. I want to ask him what the fek is wrong with him.”

Lilas’ throat tightened. “If he shows up,” she said carefully, barely above a whisper, “I’ll hear him out. Maybe I got it wrong.”

Takkian tilted his head, something unreadable behind his scarred features. “Then, we’ll see.”

Lilas swallowed, trying to ignore the clench of unease in her gut. Rationally, she knew she shouldn’t want him to come. If he was truly planning to sell her, why let herself hope? But some fragile, stubborn part of her wouldn’t let it die.

She didn’t want to hope.

But she did.

And that annoyed her more than anything else.


TWENTY


Takkian

Razion stood on the Darkslip’s command deck, eyes locked on the blinking trajectory of the Zaruxian ship. It was close—he could feel it. Every instinct in his body pulled him forward. Lilas was there. He knew it like he knew the pulse in his veins.

“Still on course to intercept and closing,” Cozax said from her station. “Forty-two piks until they detect us on scanners.”

Razion nodded, jaw tight. “Hold course.”

Then, the space before them twisted.

Warnings flared across the screens as something massive decloaked ahead with a pulse of shifting energy. It was no freighter. No rogue pirate vessel. This was an Axis warship—bigger, stronger, armed to the horns.

Cozax cursed. “Fek. What is happening right now?”

“Shields up,” Razion barked.

“Oh, yes.” Vedd’s fingers flew over the controls. “We have a problem.”

“I see it,” Razion snapped. His hands clenched into fists as a new, large red marker appeared on the holo-map. “Prepare for full-scale attack.”

Cozax nodded and hurried to her weapons station, pulling on a headset that would let her interface with the system faster and with accuracy. “Weapons charging.”

The main Axis warship hailed them.

“Fek them,” Razion said through his teeth. “Aim for their main thrusters and plasma cannons.”

“On your order, Captain,” Cozax said.

“Fire.”

Cozax let loose a barrage of explosions that erupted over the hull of the Axis ship, but its shields held.

“They haven’t charged their weapons,” Cozax said with confusion. “They’re just sitting there, keeping pace beside us.”

“They’re hailing us again.” Vedd swiveled his chair and looked at Razion in bafflement. “On a distress frequency.”

What the fek was this about? Razion growled and stared hard at the huge Axis ship. It was one of the best in their armada. The kind that their high leaders traveled in. In a one-on-one with the Darkslip, it would win. The only advantage his ship had was maneuverability, but if they evaded the Axis ship, he’d lose Lilas’ trail.

“Fine.” He dropped heavily into his chair. “Let’s see what they want.”

Vedd patched it through. “Incoming transmission.”

A calm, precise voice filled the command deck. “Darkslip, stand down.” A beat of silence. “We are not here to attack you, but we have the Zaruxian ship you are following surrounded with fully one quarter of our fleet. If you engage, we will destroy them, including the Terian aboard.”

Razion’s pulse turned to ice.

Every muscle in his body locked. The primal part of him—instinct honed over cycles of raids and survival—demanded action. Attack. Take the risks. Tear them down. But the logical part of him, the part shackled by the weight of the threat hanging over Lilas’ head, forced his hands still.

Vedd’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “Orders, Captain?”

Razion stared at the Axis warship, wondering what they were playing at. He shrugged and figured to just ask. His voice came out rough. “What do you want, Axis ship?”

The calm, sterile voice returned. “That is not a conversation to have over comms, Captain Razion.” A pause. “You will allow our high council representative to board.”

Cozax looked at him and Vedd, and mouthed, What the fek—high council representative?

Razion’s fists clenched. The only glimpse he’d ever gotten of a high council representative was that of the Zaruxian in the images Vedd had decrypted. Now, one of them wanted to board his ship and speak to him directly? It was insane to even think about. These beings were so secretive, no one even knew who they were.

In his head, he ran every possible alternative to letting this monster onto his ship. It felt like a defiling just to be in the presence of one of these people. But if the Axis was willing to leverage Lilas’ life to prove a point, he needed to play along long enough to find out what that point was.

He splayed his hands and shrugged. “Okay. Your high council representative may board.”

“Stand by,” came the reply as the communication ended.

“Razion.” Cozax shot him a sharp look. “Are you sure about this?”

“No,” Razion replied. “But I’m really curious.”

Not long after, a smaller Axis transport detached from the massive warship and locked onto the Darkslip’s dock with mechanical precision.

Razion stood at the entrance of the docking bay, arms crossed as Vedd and Cozax flanked him, along with a good portion of the rest of the crew, who were half intrigued and also armed and ready to defend their ship if this was a big trick. And it could be a trick.

“Here we fekking go,” Vedd murmured, hand on the sleek blaster on his hip.

“Stay calm,” Razion hissed, and glanced at Cozax. “Especially you. Don’t shoot the high council representative.”

Cozax made a noncommittal shrug.

The hatch hissed open, releasing a controlled gust of pressurized air. A tall, elegant figure strode down the ramp, accompanied by two armored guards.

The high council representative wasn’t what Razion expected.

Sleek, silver-gray skin. Smooth features. He held himself in a way that bespoke power cultivated, not earned. Dark ridges swept back from his temples, curving like an ornate crown over his elongated skull. His uniform and flowing cloak were pristine, carrying the unmistakable Axis insignia.

His cold black eyes locked onto Razion immediately, his expression unreadable. “Captain Razion,” he said with impeccable, false politeness. “I am High Chancellor Vahkos.”

Razion didn’t bow, didn’t acknowledge the formality. His voice came out flat. “How did you find us?”

Vahkos’ thin lips curved just enough to mock the idea of a smile. “You know how it is,” he said smoothly. “With the right information, no one stays lost for long.”

Razion’s gut went tight. He didn’t like where this was going. “And what information would that be?”

Vahkos tilted his head slightly, studying him. Then, with the same casual precision, he said, “Your former first officer was quite cooperative.”

The air turned razor-sharp. A cold weight settled low in Razion’s stomach. Krask.

Betrayal burned hot through his veins, coiling tight, but he didn’t let it show. Of course, Krask had sold them out. Of course, he had given the Axis everything they needed to track the Darkslip.

Razion inhaled slowly, forcing steel into his spine. “I see,” he said, his tone neutral.

Vahkos smiled like a creature who knew he held the upper hand. “Alienating long-time officers has consequences, Captain.” He lifted a brow, mockingly sympathetic. “There were some hard feelings, it seems.”

Razion ignored the bait. “What do you want?”

Vahkos clasped his hands together. His polished nails gleamed under the bay’s lights. “A simple request, Captain.”

“Nothing is simple with you people.” Razion’s wings twitched. “What is it?”

Vahkos’ expression didn’t shift. “You may have heard that we permitted the Terian penal colonies to rule themselves after their overseer left our employ. The Axis has far more lucrative commitments elsewhere.” He shrugged, as if this was merely a passing inconvenience. “But your little rebellion—your gathering of Zaruxians and Terians—puts that arrangement at risk.”

Razion’s jaw flexed. This was instantly interesting.

Vahkos continued, his voice smooth, even. “When you catch up with the Zaruxians and Terians, you will deliver a message: Cease searching for the remaining brothers and Terian females.” His black eyes glinted. “Or we will find renewed interest in those properties.”

Silence rang through the docking bay.

Cozax tensed beside him. Vedd’s hands curled into fists at his sides.

Razion didn’t blink. “And if they refuse?”

Vahkos tilted his head. “That would be…unfortunate.” He gestured toward the viewport, where the dark hulking mass of his ship loomed. “We have been…lenient.” His voice turned cold. “If these people continue down this path, we will erase them, the settlements. Every living thing that has ever assisted them.”

Dragon fire burned in Razion’s throat as pressure built in his body. This was the closest he’d ever felt to his body shifting into something else. Another form he’d never known.

The Axis would burn everything.

His wings flexed, his fingers dug into his palms. He met Vahkos’ unfeeling gaze, searing with every ounce of hatred curdling in his gut.

“You’re overreaching, Vahkos.” Razion’s voice came out calm, even. Controlled fury layered beneath every word. “You say the Axis has more lucrative priorities. If that were true, you wouldn’t be here, making threats.”

Vahkos didn’t blink. His smooth, cold features remained perfectly still, betraying nothing. “That is where you are mistaken, Captain. We make threats when they become necessary.”

Razion’s hands flexed at his sides. He could rip this bastard apart piece by piece if it came to it. If not for Lilas trapped on the surrounded Zaruxian ship, he might have already done just that.

The council member clasped his hands behind his back, tilting his head slightly. “You are correct in one regard,” Vahkos continued. “We do not particularly care about your scattered little rebellion. Let the Terian farm settlements manage themselves. They produce nothing of value anymore. The Axis does not waste resources on outdated investments.” He stepped forward, just enough to invade Razion’s space. “However, that does not mean we will allow your people—Zaruxians and Terians alike—to unite into something…problematic.”

Razion didn’t react. He could feel Vedd and Cozax beside him, waiting for a signal. Watching his every reaction.

Vahkos smiled, slow and deliberate. “Deliver the message, Captain. Tell them to stand down.” His voice dipped just slightly. “Or we will take action.”

Razion exhaled slowly, burning the moment into his mind. This was the Axis. Their rule. Their arrogance. They destroyed and discarded as they pleased, treating civilizations like broken machinery—useless once stripped of their value.

But they weren’t gods. And they had vulnerabilities.

A cold smirk curved Razion’s lips. “You call this a warning.” His wings spread, drawing Vahkos’ attention for half a second. “I call it fear.”

Vahkos’ dark eyes narrowed. “Careful, Captain.”

Razion stepped forward, matching his calculated tone with one of his own. “No, you be careful.” His voice was low, a slow storm rolling under the surface. “Because if you lay a single hand on Lilas, on any of them, I will burn your entire fleet to the ground.”

The words came out quiet, lethal. A promise.

Vahkos tilted his head. “Bold.” His expression remained infuriatingly unaffected. “But bravado alone does not win wars, Captain. Strategy does. Resources. Power.” His cold, black eyes gleamed. “And we have far more of all three than you.”

Razion didn’t flinch. He had spent cycles fighting, raiding, learning how to dismantle the Axis’ influence piece by piece. He knew how they operated, how they weighed risk against reward. They didn’t eliminate threats—they absorbed them, redistributed them. Unless, of course, they couldn’t be controlled.

Like the Zaruxians.

Like the Terians.

Like him.

“If you truly had all the strategy, and resources, and power,” Razion said, “you wouldn’t be here, delivering your empty warnings.” His lip curled. “You’d already have flattened the settlements and been done with it.”

Vahkos regarded him silently for a long moment. Then, with a slow breath, he straightened his uniform cuffs. “It seems you think yourself fortunate enough to still be standing, Captain,” he said. “I’m inclined to let that illusion persist for a little while longer.”

He turned toward his accompanying guards, nodding sharply. Without another word, they moved back toward the docked Axis transport. As they ascended the ramp, Vahkos paused at the threshold, glancing back at Razion. “Deliver the message,” he said. “Consider your next actions carefully. There will not be another warning.”

The ramp sealed shut behind him, and within seconds, the Axis ship detached from the Darkslip, vanishing back toward the warship.

Razion exhaled, forcing himself to stay calm even as his insides quaked. “Back to the command deck,” he murmured to Vedd and Cozax. He waved a hand toward the assembled crew, all of whom were muttering nervously among themselves. “Back to your stations, everyone,” Razion said. “The performance has ended.”

They returned to the command deck in silence. Once inside, with the door shut behind them, Vedd let out a slow, measured breath and sank into his chair. “Well,” he said. “That was fun.”

Cozax crossed her arms. “What’s the play, Captain?”

For a moment, Razion didn’t answer. He turned back toward the viewport, toward the Zaruxian ship they were still chasing. Toward Lilas.

“Nothing fancy. We catch up with the ship.” Razion flexed his fingers. “We deliver their fekking message.”

Vedd leaned against the console, his smirk fading. “You plan to tell them about this little visit?”

“Absolutely,” Razion said. “Unless they’re lacking all critical thinking skills, they’ll come to the same conclusion that I did. We’re a threat to the Axis’ power. How, I have no idea.” That was a question he couldn’t answer—what was it about a handful of renegades that was so scary to a powerful armada?

Cozax turned toward him, her expression calculating. “We’ll have to be smart about this. We can tell those Zaruxians and Terians what Vahkos said, but who’s to say they’re going to stop looking for their remaining friends and your brothers?”

“I don’t expect them to stop.” Razion pressed his fingers to his temple. “I wouldn’t.”

“Then aren’t you worried about a strike?”

“They’ll strike anyway,” Razion countered. “Their threats weren’t a warning. They were a promise.”

A heavy silence settled over them. Cozax exchanged a look with Vedd, then crossed her arms. “Alright, Captain. We’ve followed you this long, and you pay well.” That was always a key, helpful decider for raiders. “We’ll keep tracking the Zaruxian ship. The signal is getting stronger. They’ll detect us soon enough, anyway, at this speed.”

“If we fly in too fast, too direct, they might attack,” Vedd warned. “They might think we’re their enemy.”

“They won’t.” His chest tightened as the red beacon grew closer and closer on the holo-map. “I’m their brother.”

“That’s assuming they’re the sentimental types.” Cozax sighed. “And if Lilas doesn’t want to see you?”

Razion did not want to consider that possibility, but he kept his tone steady. “Then I’ll hear it from her directly. As well as an explanation.”

Vedd exhaled, turning back to the console. “You might broadcast a few words to the rest of the crew that we’re not under attack. At the moment.”

Razion turned back to the viewport. The Axis warship was gone, but it wasn’t his concern anymore. Lilas was out there—unaware of just how close he was to finding her.

He flexed his hands at his sides, his wings shifting in anticipation.

Soon, he would find her.

And when he did, she’d know the truth.


TWENTY-ONE


Lilas

Lilas stood on the command deck, gripping the edge of the display console and watching the screen that showed Razion’s ship drawing closer. The Darkslip was a small blue dot cutting through space behind them, growing larger by the second. Her stomach twisted into knots.

Four cycles. That was how long she’d been here, on a ship that shouldn’t have been able to fly, with a crew of Zaruxians who had once seemed like myths. Her mind had been blown to learn that Razion and his brothers were the offspring of a queen. Bruil, an elder Zaruxian, did a lot of the navigation of the ship, and watching her three friends with their Zaruxian mates made her wish that Razion felt for her what his brothers felt for her Terian friends. After those four cycles of reconnecting with Turi, Fivra, and Sevas, of listening to their stories, she was feeling whole again in ways she hadn’t even realized she was missing.

And now Razion was almost here. The Zaruxians had been right—he had come for her. But why?

Her pulse thrummed in her ears as she stood beside Ellion. He was calm as ever. His silver eyes were focused on the incoming vessel.

“They’ll be alongside us soon,” he said. His voice carried the same even patience it always did, like nothing ever shook him. “He will want to board, or he will invite us to his ship. How would you like to handle this?”

“The Darkslip has a huge crew, most of whom can fight. So definitely have him come here.” Lilas exhaled slowly, pressing her fingers into the console. “I don’t want to see him. Not yet.”

“Understandable.” Ellion arched a brow but didn’t look surprised. “What do you want to do?”

She swallowed hard. “I want to hear what he has to say, but…”

“You want to stay hidden while Cyprian, Takkian, and I speak with him first.” Ellion nodded, considering. “A reasonable request.”

Speak could be an idealized term for what Razion and his crew would do on the fortress ship, but Lilas had no doubt that the three Zaruxians here could handle any show of force the Darkslip officers had in mind.

“Yes.” She clenched her jaw. “If he’s who I thought he was—if I heard wrong—he’ll explain himself to you. And I think it will be obvious if he’s lying. Maybe. He didn’t lie while I was with him, so I don’t know what that would sound like.”

“We will know if he’s lying,” Ellion said simply.

“But if he knows I’m listening, he might tell me what I want to hear.” She expelled a noisy breath, painfully aware that nerves were making her babble. “Oh stars, Ellion. What if I misheard…?”

“You may come out and face him at any time,” Ellion finished. “We are very interested in meeting our brother, but this reunion affects you more than us, Lilas.”

Lilas nodded. It did affect her, way too much, and she’d spent the past four cycles swinging between regretting ever laying eyes on Razion and missing him so much she ached. She felt as if a part of her was missing without him. And like the biggest fool in the universe.

Ellion appeared to watch her for a moment, then inclined his head. “We will meet with him in the central hall. I would suggest staying behind one of the cloth panels in the back where you can listen but won’t be seen. Before Razion arrives, I will let the Terians know where you’ll be, so they may be there with you.”

Lilas released a breath, relief washing over her. “Thank you.”

She trusted Ellion. It hadn’t been easy to reconcile the overseer he had been with the male he was now, but she understood what had happened to him—how deeply the Axis had twisted his mind and will until he wasn’t himself. He had fought through it, and she had seen his devotion to Turi with her own eyes. Whatever he had been before, this was who he was now. She knew he wouldn’t betray her.

Ellion’s gaze remained steady. “And if he did intend to sell you?”

Lilas forced steel into her spine and met his eyes. “Then send him back to the Darkslip and make it very clear that he is never to come near me again.”

Ellion inclined his head. “Very well. That is what we will do. Takkian had more…forceful ideas for deterring him.”

“No.” Lilas unclenched her hands, knowing full well that Takkian—the ex-arena warrior of the Zaruxians—would make his point with his fists rather than words. “Maybe I’m getting soft, but I don’t want him hurt.”

“As you wish, Lilas.” His silver eyes softened slightly as he added, “You’ve always been spirited, but never vindictive. I see why Turi admires you so much.”

Ellion’s voice carried none of the cold authority it once held. Instead, there was something warm in the way he said her name—something genuine. It was still strange, seeing him like this, speaking to her as an equal instead of an overseer. But stranger still was the way it didn’t feel wrong.

Lilas let out a slow breath, something inside her unwinding. She studied him for a moment, searching for any lingering traces of the male she had once feared. But all she found was sincerity. A quiet understanding.

She snorted softly, shaking her head. “Yeah, well. Some would say ‘troublemaker’ instead.”

Ellion chuckled. “Mmm. I once might have agreed. But troublemakers are often the ones who force real change.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. So instead, she only nodded. She glanced at the display again. The Darkslip was nearly within range. Any moment now, Razion would attempt communication.

Her heartbeat kicked up. She needed to move. Now.

Cyprian, tall and red-scaled, lifted a finger and motioned toward the screen he sat before. “We have an incoming signal from the Darkslip.”

“That would be him.” Ellion turned to her, his mouth set in a firm line. “It’s time, Lilas.”

“Okay.” She swallowed hard through a tight throat. “I’m going.” She turned and left the command deck, heading for her hiding place in the central hall. Her chest pounded as she moved through the corridors. The solid bulk of the ship, which was beginning to feel as familiar to her as the Darkslip, did nothing to steady her nerves. She didn’t know what she wanted to hear from Razion. An explanation? A denial? A truth she could live with?

All she knew was that every step she took felt heavier than the last. And soon, she would have her answer.


TWENTY-TWO


Razion

Razion stepped into the small shuttle with Vedd and Cozax. His shoulders were tense as the hatch sealed behind them. The drone of the small thrusters kicked in under his boots as they detached from the Darkslip and drifted toward the fortress ship.

The decision to leave the ship had not come without heavy debate. Vedd and Cozax were not keen on boarding the Zaruxian ship at all, let alone unarmed—the terms had been clear on that. Cozax had asked Razion if he’d lost his mind when he didn’t even argue this with the Zaruxians.

“Why the fek would we show up unarmed?” Cozax had asked, throwing up her arms. “I don’t even go to the bathroom unarmed.”

“Why would you bring your—never mind.” Razion shook his head. “If we show up armed, we look like aggressors,” Razion explained.

“And if they attack us?” Cozax countered with a scowl.

“They’re my brothers,” Razion said, as if that explained away the absurdity of the request. “They won’t attack us unless we give them a reason to.”

Vedd folded his arms in silent protest, but Razion had already moved past that point of the conversation. “If I thought we needed our weapons, we’d take them.” He grabbed hold of a strap as the shuttle detached from the Darkslip and accelerated toward the fortress ship.

A fortress. That’s what this thing was. Massive. Intimidating. Old, but solid—built for war as much as it was for survival. He’d never seen another vessel even remotely like it. It looked like it had been built to last generations, and he could almost feel its power vibrating under its formidable exterior. It had once loomed over a settlement like a symbol of control. Now, it flew free, carrying the very people the Axis had once imprisoned. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

His grip tightened on his weaponless belt as they docked. His stomach clenched. He couldn’t ignore the strange pressure coiling under his ribs—the same feeling that had haunted him since Pavo Outpost. Like something inside him was changing. Like his body was bracing for something he couldn’t name.

He ignored it. Stepped onto the fortress ship. A huge main hall stretched before him. It was a surprise to see a vast expanse of stone and metal that seemed saturated with history. The walls, carved from dark, polished rock, were etched with intricate patterns that caught the light, casting shadows across the room. Overhead, the ceiling arched high, supported by thick, metallic beams that gleamed under the soft glow of embedded lighting.

At the center of the hall, a large ionic fireplace burned with silent, white flames. Around it, clusters of comfortable seating were arranged—plush chairs and low sofas upholstered in deep, rich fabrics. Inviting, yet imposing. The hall felt alive—a place where the weight of the past and the promise of the future collided. It looked like a place to sit and talk and drink and eat—not negotiate the release of his mate. Yet here he was, and there, in the center of it all, stood the three Zaruxian males, waiting.

“Fek, they’re huge,” Cozax muttered.

Razion’s breath hitched before he caught himself. Different scale colors, different scars, but the eyes—silver-gray, sharp, assessing—were the same. Looking at them was like staring into a fractured mirror, pieces of himself staring back.

The purple one was the calmest-looking of the three. His dark hair didn’t shift and neither did his perfectly schooled expression. “Welcome to our ship,” he said in a smooth, cool voice. “I am Ellion. This is Takkian.” He nodded to the male on his right, who was broader, more scarred, and gleamed with green scales. This male crossed his arms and did not nod or smile. He radiated something menacing, and Razion figured this was the one who burned down the Slarik Arena.

“And this is Cyprian,” Ellion went on.

“Greetings,” said this brother, who was the leanest of them with scales the color of rubies and a smirk that didn’t reach his eyes. Cyprian watched him like he was an interesting specimen that may or may not be venomous to the touch. He had to have been the brothel director.

“And Bruil,” Ellion said, sweeping a hand toward a fourth figure, who stood off to the side. “A revered elder.”

Bruil was indeed an elder, with scarred, bronze scales and a hard-set jaw. He wore daggers on his belt, apparently eschewing the no-weapons rule.

None of them looked welcoming.

Fine. Razion wasn’t here to make friends. “Where is Lilas?” His voice came out more growly than he intended and his words lacked all the practiced diplomacy he’d developed over the mig-cycles. His pulse hammered under his skin, but he didn’t let his nerves show. He wouldn’t give them that.

Ellion barely blinked. “You must be Razion. And this is your crew?”

“Yes. Vedd and Cozax,” he said, gesturing to each. “I want what’s mine.” Razion’s fingers curled. “Return her.” The words left his mouth before he could stop them. The moment they did, he hated them. Hated how they sounded. Like she was a possession to be taken, reclaimed. Owned.

He heard Vedd let out a huff of disapproval. “Nice. Smooth as rusty shrapnel.”

Ellion’s silver eyes darkened. His wings flared, making his silhouette even larger. “She is not yours,” he said in a voice edged with steel. “She belongs to herself.”

Razion clenched his jaw. “That’s not what I meant.”

“No?” Ellion’s head tilted, his gaze piercing. “Then clarify your meaning, brother.”

The word hit like a physical blow. Brother. It shouldn’t have affected him, but it did. Even with all the hostility in the air, it meant something. It settled under his ribs, twisting, pulling at something deep inside him.

Takkian shifted forward, arms still crossed over his broad chest. “Why are you here, Razion?” he asked. “Why should we trust you with Lilas?” His voice was lower than Ellion’s, rougher, with a built-in snarl that Razion figured was there no matter what he said. “You took a meeting with a trafficker.”

Razion stilled. The air around him felt too thick. “Is that what she thinks?” he asked, quietly.

“She heard it from your mouth,” Cyprian said. Despite the smirk still playing at his lips, there was no amusement in his tone. “Not a great look, Captain.”

Razion’s wings flared as frustration clawed up his throat. “I would never sell her,” he snarled. “Never. Krask, my ex-first officer, set up the deal without my knowledge. The fekker thought I would go along with it. Thought I would let her go.” His voice dropped to a growl. “He was the one let go.”

The four Zaruxians exchanged looks. None of them moved, but the weight of their combined scrutiny pressed heavily on him.

“Lilas believed otherwise,” Ellion said.

Razion couldn’t breathe. His throat felt too tight. His skin, his bones—it all felt wrong. The air crackled over his skin, and then—the pressure hit his chest like a battering ram. Razion stumbled forward, dropping to his knees.

Pain. Burning, stretching, something inside him twisting in a way it never had before. His fingers curled against the cold floor as heat rolled through his veins, pooling under his skin like molten fire. His wings shuddered and flared instinctively. Something inside him wanted out.

“What is wrong with him?” Cozax asked the assembled Zaruxians.

“His dragon form is trying to emerge,” Bruil said grimly. It was the first time Razion had heard the elder’s voice. It was as rough and gravelly as he expected it to be. “And it will, depending on how all this goes.”

Razion felt every eye on him. Although the shift had never happened to him, the dragon always lay beneath the surface. It had not emerged during any of the many raids and battles he’d fought, but here it was, awakening for a small Terian female who turned him inside out. A female he would cross the galaxy for.

He barely had breath to speak, but he forced the words out anyway. “I would—” His voice broke, strained under the unseen pressure ramming against his spine, forcing him lower. “I would rather die than see her harmed.” Razion gasped, his body trembling. “She’s everything to me.”

His vision swam. He clenched his eyes shut—but he saw her face anyway, burned into the backs of his eyelids. Lilas laughing. Lilas biting back sharp words with a smirk. Lilas gasping his name as she came apart beneath him. Lilas, gone—because she thought he had betrayed her.

Beyond the pain, the burning in his muscles, a different kind of agony ripped through him. “I love her.” His voice came out raw, scraping through clenched teeth. He lifted his gaze and forced himself to look them in the eyes. “I swear…on the life of our mother.” His breath shuddered. “I love Lilas, and I will spend every breath I have left proving it.”

Silence.

A long, weighted silence that hummed over his trembling form. Then, a shift in the air.

Takkian’s broad frame moved first—closing in, watching him with something different now, something between understanding and shock. Then Cyprian, his smirk flickering, faltering, replaced with open surprise.

Ellion—silent, calculating Ellion—exhaled slowly. His silver eyes, so much like Razion’s own, softened. “Stand up and breathe deep, brother. Lilas is safe. You are safe. Your dragon does not need to fight on this cycle. It will be needed in the future, but not now.”

Razion let out a ragged breath. His body still pulsed with heat, pressure threatening to rip through him, but he forced his limbs to move. His clothes felt impossibly tight as he forced himself to straighten, to stand. His legs were unsteady, his breaths ragged, but he met Ellion’s gaze head-on.

A beat of silence. Then, Ellion turned to the side and spoke—not to Razion, but toward the rear of the grand hall.

“You heard him,” Ellion said, his voice carrying an undeniable weight. “What do you want to do, Lilas?”

Razion’s breath caught. She was here.

His heart pounded as his gaze snapped to where Ellion was looking.

A figure stepped out from behind a broad, draped panel.

Lilas.

His Lilas.

She emerged slowly, cautiously. Her fuchsia eyes locked on him, unreadable. Her dark purple hair tumbled over her shoulders, and the golden freckles across her bronze skin caught the light. Stars, she was beautiful. She had always been beautiful, but now—seeing her again, breathing the same air—it was like something raw and broken inside of him stitched itself painfully back together.

But she wasn’t running to him. She wasn’t smiling.

Razion stayed perfectly still. His muscles still trembled from whatever the fek was happening to his body. He had barely endured his brothers’ questions, the weight of their combined judgment—and now, he faced the one who mattered most. The one he had come for.

Lilas lifted her chin. “You swore on the life of your mother.” Her voice was steady, but her fingers curled at her sides. “You don’t break oaths like that, do you?”

It wasn’t really a question.

Razion clenched his jaw. He wasn’t sure he could speak, wasn’t sure how to say any of the things tearing through his mind. But he met her eyes and gave her the only words that mattered. “No,” he said hoarsely. “I don’t break oaths, period. No matter what or who they’re sworn on.”

Lilas studied him, searching for something in his face. Something that might betray him. He didn’t look away. Wouldn’t. Then, slowly, she stepped closer.

Razion didn’t move. Didn’t dare breathe.

His brothers stayed silent. Watching. Waiting.

The space between them stretched unbearably thin.

She stopped just within reach. Close enough that he could see the rise and fall of her chest, the slight tremor in her fingers—the war happening inside of her.

And then, she whispered in a small voice that held hurt and pain and hope, “Then why did you take the meeting?”

Razion’s chest cracked open. His entire world narrowed to her. Only her. It had always been her. He swallowed hard and nodded. “I guess you didn’t stick around for the whole conversation.”

Lilas held his gaze for a long moment. “I thought I’d heard enough.”

His muscles were still coiled with tension, his mind still reeling from the pain in his body and the raw, open wound that her distance carved into him. “You didn’t hear the part where I told Krask he could take the meeting himself and try to get a position with the trafficker, because he wasn’t part of the Darkslip crew anymore.”

Her eyes widened. “No, I didn’t hear that part.”

He had found her. He had told her the truth. Now, he had to make her believe it. For the first time in his life, Razion had no idea how to fight this battle. But he would figure it out. For Lilas, he’d do anything. “That’s too bad. You’d have loved that part.” He winced and shut his eyes again. “Krask was so angry, he gave the Axis everything on the Darkslip.”

“Is that the other ship we saw on our scanners when you were following us?” Cyprian asked.

Razion shouldn’t have been surprised to learn that his pursuit of the Zaruxians wasn’t, in fact, a secret. “Yes. Got a visit from one of the robed ones themselves. He had a message for you.”

“What was it?” Cyprian asked.

“Can this wait just a little?” Lilas asked as her cool hand cupped his cheek. “Razion, try to stop this transformation, okay? I’ve heard that the dragon form is very large and very destructive, and we’re very happy with the furniture and decor. It would be a shame to have to replace it.”

He looked up at her, trying to understand what she was trying to tell him, and saw her lips curved in a smile. “I love you, Lilas. I’d never—”

“I know.” She cut him off by placing her other hand on his other cheek. “I heard you the first time. And the second. I could get used to hearing it.” She smiled at him and it felt as if he could breathe again. “I love you, too.”

On a groan, he yanked her against his body and into his arms. He buried his face in her neck as tears burned in his eyes and words fell from his mouth.

Fek it all, he loved this female. And he would spend every breath proving it.

To her.

To himself.

And to the universe.


TWENTY-THREE


Lilas

“Why are you still here?” Sevas demanded. “He just said he loves you.”

“Shh.” Lilas waved off her friend. “Keep your voice down.”

She, Sevas, Fivra, and Turi were huddled behind one of the thick fabric screens at the far end of the main hall. The screens were for decor only, and to make the massive space feel a little more cozy. They were Turi’s addition to the space, along with updated furniture and a replicator for snacks.

“He seems to be in pain, Lilas,” Fivra said, biting her lip. “He looks like he’s trying not to shift into his dragon form.”

Turi looked at Lilas with alarm. “If he does that, he’ll destroy this space, and possibly hurt someone.”

“He’s never shifted before.” Lilas chewed on a fingernail as she watched the five Zaruxians in the center of the room through a gap in the panels. She was hearing her friends, but not listening to them. Her attention was riveted on Razion, who clearly had not intended to sell her. But now that she heard proof of it and her feelings of betrayal were eliminated, she found herself paralyzed. Her feet were like lead on the floor. Her thoughts were everywhere, which rendered her stuck. Unable to do anything.

“There’s a first time for everything,” Sevas muttered.

Suddenly, Ellion’s voice raised in a way that Lilas knew his words were meant for her. “You heard him. What do you want to do, Lilas?”

She also knew that his words were a judgment: He loves you, he never intended to sell you, and you should come out here and deal with your mate.

That got her feet moving. With a rattling sigh, she stepped out from behind the screen to the sound of relieved sighs from her friends. Lilas got it. No one wanted to see the main hall burnt to a crisp by an emotionally distraught dragon Zaruxian.

Seeing the look on his face when he saw her was all she needed. There was relief, wonder, and utter adoration. And Lilas felt unworthy of it all. How could she have ever thought this male would betray her? Still, she held her head high and met him face-to-face.

Lilas’ heart pounded as she gazed at him. The main hall, with its towering ceilings and carvings, seemed to shrink as her gaze locked onto Razion. His eyes, storm-gray and wild, met hers, and for a moment, time itself seemed to pause. The air turned thick with the weight of unspoken words.

Razion’s face was etched with pain, his muscles tense. His wings were partially spread as if struggling to contain something primal. Yet, as their eyes met, pure, calm relief crossed his features, followed by a deep, abiding warmth that made her chest ache. She felt the weight of her mistake settle.

Lilas stood before Razion, her breath barely even, her hands clenched against her sides as she fought the last remnants of doubt clinging to her thoughts. But in the face of his raw, unmistakable emotion—relief, love, something deeper that threatened to break her apart—those doubts crumbled like dust beneath the weight of what they truly were. Shadows. Misunderstandings. Fear that had nothing to do with the male in front of her.

As they talked, she saw every truth she had ignored, every unspoken fear that had driven her to run. With each word he spoke, the anger she had held onto, the betrayal she had convinced herself was real, melted away into something infinitely more precious. She had been so certain that she had seen the worst of him, but now, with his voice rough with emotion, his hands trembling from the force of what he felt for her, she knew she had been blind to the best of him.

Her walls cracked, then fell, one by one.

She let him in. Completely.

Lilas took a slow, trembling breath, and as she did, her feet moved forward without thought. He closed the space between them, yanking her close even as her hands reached for him. In the desperate ache of their embrace, she felt grounded in the only truth that mattered.

She had been his from the moment she first looked into his silver-gray eyes.

And she would never run from him again.


TWENTY-FOUR


Razion

All Razion wanted was to be with Lilas. His instincts demanded it. Every fiber of his being begged for him to take her somewhere private, claim her as his all over again, make her feel the truth of what burned inside him. But instead, he was here, surrounded by his long-lost brothers, trapped in a damn meeting.

He had left Lilas in the main hall, settled on one of the plush sofas by the ionic fire. She sat with the Terian females he had just met—Fivra, Sevas, and Turi—along with Vedd, Cozax, and Bruil. The warmth of the fire flickered over her bronze skin, and for a moment, he had just stood there, watching her, memorizing every detail. It had taken every ounce of restraint to turn away and follow his brothers to this meeting instead of pulling her into his arms where she belonged.

But there would be time for that soon enough. He followed Takkian, Cyprian, and Ellion through the maze of the fortress to the ship’s library. The doors slid open, revealing towering shelves lined with rows of ancient texts, datapads, and scrolls stacked in perfect precision. The scent of old parchment, metal, and something vaguely floral filled the air. A massive circular table anchored the center, scattered with intricate star maps and Zaruxian history archives.

Razion barely spared the details a glance. “Are we here to discuss strategy,” he said, “or impress me with the size of your book collection?”

Ellion didn’t react to his impatience. He moved toward the table, his silver eyes scanning the documents like they were pieces of a puzzle only he could see. “Both.”

Takkian leaned against a nearby pillar, arms crossed. His expression was just as brooding as before. “Tell us everything the Axis leader said to you.”

Razion still felt raw. His limbs were loose and sore from his near transformation into a dragon, but this had to be done. He rolled his shoulders, forcing his focus off the lithe, purple-haired female who was not in this room, and redirected it to the situation at hand.

And he told them what he knew.

Each word sharpened the tension in the room as he recounted the conversation with High Chancellor Vahkos—the warning, the not-so-veiled threat, the revelation that the Axis was more concerned about them than they wanted to admit.

The red-scaled Zaruxian had remained uncharacteristically silent through Razion’s telling of his Axis visit, but when the story was done, Cyprian leaned forward, resting both elbows on the long table between them. “You realize what this means, don’t you?” His silver-gray eyes gleamed with something sharp. “If they sent a high council member to warn you off, it means they see us as a real threat.”

“A growing one,” Ellion added. “That means we move forward. We send word to the connections we’ve made—warn them of the Axis’ next move.”

Razion nodded. “They’ll go after the settlements, the Rokkols, everyone connected to Erovik.” He exhaled. “They’ll do whatever it takes to snuff this out.”

“The Terians from the settlements are going to be in danger,” Ellion added. He stared at the star map, his grip tightening at his sides.

Cyprian rubbed his temples. “I need to alert the courtias that lived in my brothel. It was a home for many. And Glivar—” His expression tightened. “I left him in charge. If the Axis comes looking, he won’t stand a chance.”

“Then we send a warning,” Ellion said simply, already moving star charts on the table as if mapping out rescue points.

Razion absorbed all of it—their concerns, their battles, their priorities. He had spent so long fighting his own war alone. Taking from the Axis one wrecked shipment at a time. Now, he had a family. A real one.

Takkian turned to him, a faint smirk playing at the edges of his scarred mouth. “By the way, do not be surprised if Bruil calls you, ‘Your Majesty,’ or some nonsense like that.”

Razion stared. Blinked. “The fek did you just say?”

Ellion sighed as if this was a tedious revelation to share. “Your—our—mother, the mother whose life you swore your oath upon—” he folded his arms across his chest, “—was the last queen of Zarux.”

Razion stilled.

Cyprian made a noise of amusement, leaning back against the edge of a shelf. “Technically, that makes us long-lost princes. Charming, isn’t it?”

Razion let out a low, humorless laugh. “You’re not serious.”

Ellion arched a brow, ever composed. “I assure you, I am.”

“So, let me get this straight.” Razion scrubbed a hand down his face. “The mother I never knew, was a queen. And this?” He swept a hand toward their surroundings. “This fortress ship was hers?”

Ellion nodded. “It was the royal residence and battle cruiser of the Zaruxian monarchy. Our father, King Dazrian, died early in the war, defending our people. When Zarux fell, the Axis took what remained—including the heirs. We were hatchlings, raised by them, molded into their tools.”

“All of you,” Razion said tightly, his jaw locked. “Except for me.”

Takkian folded his arms. “Lilas said you were abducted by raiders.”

Razion nodded absently as his head churned through this vast dump of information. His whole life, he’d believed he was an orphan of war, another casualty in the Axis’ conquest. Now, he was standing in what was once his mother’s home, hearing from his brothers—brothers—about the life he had never known.

The revelation should have crushed him. Should have made bile rise in his throat at the sheer weight of everything he’d lost. But instead?

For the first time in his life, he felt like he belonged.

Razion ran a hand through his hair. “Well,” he muttered, “this wasn’t a conversation I thought I’d ever have.”

“Don’t dwell on it,” Takkian remarked. “Royal blood means nothing when you’re among the last of your kind. But I figured, just rip the bandage off before Bruil surprised you. He’s a gruff old fekker, but these things mean a lot to him. Your mate thought it was hilarious.”

Ah, Lilas. “Thank you,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “For protecting her.”

Ellion inclined his head. “She is our sister now. We protect our own.”

“The dragon’s fire burns hotter when he has a Terian mate,” Cyprian said, rolling a small data disk between his fingers. “That’s what Bruil claims.”

“Really?” Razion narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

“Bruil, who is more versed in our history than any of us, believes that our kind, our fire, thrives on bonds. Apparently, Teria and Zarux are twin planets that rotate around each other, and a long, strong alliance always stood between the two planets.” Takkian waved a hand to the library. “You can find some of it here, but it would seem certain bits were removed by the Axis when they took over the fortress. But Bruil insists that a Terian mate strengthens a Zaruxian’s fire. Fuels it.” He shrugged. “I incinerated an entire arena, so I’m inclined to believe him.”

Razion absorbed that. “You’re saying that a Zaruxian’s power—our ability to shift, to fight—increases when we have a Terian mate?”

“Bruil fought beside our father, our uncles, our warriors. He lived long enough to see what had been lost, remembers well.” Takkian leaned forward. “If a Zaruxian finds a Terian mate, his fire burns hotter. He becomes stronger. Fiercer. He will take on his full form, and his dragon will never be denied again.” His sharp eyes locked onto Razion’s. “It’s no coincidence that every one of us who has begun to shift has had a Terian mate.”

Razion frowned. That couldn’t be right—could it? He had never been able to shift before, and yet, in the moments he feared losing Lilas forever, something had started to change inside him. His dragon had stirred, fought to emerge.

“Another thing Bruil mentioned,” Takkian added. “There can be offspring between Zaruxians and Terians, but they are live births, not from eggs, like in a pure Zaruxian union.”

Razion swallowed hard. His fingers twitched at his sides. “We’re different species,” he mused, imagining a fleeting fantasy of Lilas holding a child. His child. He wanted it so badly his chest ached, but he’d never thought it was possible. “We can truly…reproduce?”

“Yes. These children are strong, healthy,” Takkian said. “But they lack the ability to transform into dragons. It never passes beyond the first generation.”

Razion exhaled slowly. The weight of that knowledge settled in his chest. Generations of lost warriors, of a bloodline decimated by war, by the Axis. And now, this—proof that their power wasn’t just about survival, but about who they fought alongside.

His mind reeled with the enormity of it, but he didn’t let it show. Instead, he pushed off from the table, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off the weight of the revelation. “Good to know,” he said simply.

Cyprian smirked, flicking the small data disk between his fingers. “Honestly, it’s a relief. If Fivra and I ever have children, I wouldn’t wish that discomfort on anyone.” His lips curled as he watched Razion. “It’s a unique type of agony.”

“It would appear we drifted off topic,” Ellion said delicately, dipping his head. “I think we’ve given you more than enough to think about. Our immediate goal is to locate our remaining two brothers and the Terian females, although I suspect if we find one, the other will be nearby.” He rose from the table with a smile. “We shall part for now, Razion, but let us know your thoughts on joining us. No hard feelings if you wish to continue on your own way.”

Without hesitation, Razion’s head snapped up. “Lilas is in agreement, I’m with you.” He’d be shocked if she wasn’t. He’d bet hard credits that she’d never leave her Terians friends willingly.

Ellion, Takkian, and Cyprian looked surprised, but couldn’t hide the relief Razion saw in their expressions.

“But,” Razion went on, firmly, “I’m not giving up my ship, and I won’t force my crew into this if they don’t want to stay.” He glanced at each of them in turn. “We’ve lived by our own code for too long. I’ll give them the choice to walk away if they want.” His jaw tightened. “No more raiding for now, anyway.”

Takkian inclined his head. “That is fair.”

Cyprian sighed dramatically. “A shame. I was looking forward to an entertaining raid or two.”

Ellion ignored them both. “That is your right. You and your ship are welcome.”

“Thank you.” Razion rose and nodded, trying to ignore the fast beat of his heart that felt way too filled up, and far too big to fit in his chest. “I’m honored.”

“Then it is done.” He rose and offered his hand. “And the honor is ours, brother.”

Razion hesitated only for a breath before clasping it. Something foreign and warm twisted in his chest—not duty, not obligation. Belonging.

A second later, Takkian clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. Cyprian grinned and tilted his head. “Welcome, brother.” Then his grin deepened with a teasing glint in his silver eyes. “Maybe we can squeeze in a raid or two, if Lilas is okay with it.”

“Maybe.” Razion bit back the grin threatening to break free. “About Lilas…”

Ellion lifted a brow. “Yes?”

Razion shifted toward the exit. “I’ve waited long enough to kiss my mate. I’m going to see her.”

“She’s on the third level, in guest suite 17-B,” Cyprian called out merrily as Razion moved toward the door. “Don’t forget to come up for air now and then,” Cyprian called after him, amusement lacing his tone.

Razion didn’t dignify that with a response. His legs moved fast, his pulse even faster. He had endured the meeting, answered all their questions, processed the impossible truth about his past—but now, finally, he was going to her.

To Lilas. His mate.

The corridors of the fortress ship were wide, lined with intricate metalwork and remnants of a history he had never known. He’d barely taken the time to absorb most of it, too focused on the singular goal that had driven him here in the first place. Finding his family had been unexpected. Learning the truth of his bloodline had been shocking.

But none of it compared to the ache in his chest, the raw need to see Lilas again with no barricades between them.

Each step brought him closer to the room she’d been given, and something primal inside him settled as he neared. She was close—within reach. And this time, there were no misunderstandings, no overheard conversations twisted by fear.

Razion pressed the panel outside her quarters, and the door slid open.

Lilas stood near the window.

The dim lights of the room cast a soft glow over her skin, highlighting the gold freckles on her forehead. Her fuchsia eyes turned toward him the second the door opened, her face carefully unreadable. But he saw the way her fingers twitched slightly, like she had been waiting for this moment just as much as he had.

And fek, she was beautiful.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The tension stretched, thick and weighted. The air between them crackled with everything unsaid.

Then, finally—Lilas let out a heavy breath. “Took you long enough.”

Razion exhaled, stepping in and hitting the panel to close the door behind him. He stalked toward her, gaze locked on hers, seeing everything reflected back at him—relief, longing, hesitation, resolve.

He didn’t pause. Didn’t overthink.

He cupped her face and kissed her.

Lilas melted into him instantly. Her hands gripped his arms, her body pressed against his, soft and warm and right. His mouth moved over hers, desperate, claiming, pouring everything he couldn’t say into the kiss—his relief, his devotion, his love.

She gasped against his lips, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt as if anchoring herself. He wrapped his arms around her, lifting her slightly off the ground, deepening the kiss until nothing else in the universe existed but them.

Lilas pulled back just enough to breathe, her lips swollen, her cheeks flushed. “You really know how to make an entrance.”

Razion rested his forehead against hers and closed his eyes. “I was afraid I’d lost you,” he admitted.

She let out a shaky breath. “You didn’t.”

A quiet beat of silence passed, and Razion tightened his grip on her. “You’re my mate, Lilas.” The words were absolute. A truth. “And no matter what happens next, no matter what is coming—I will always fight for you. So will my dragon.”

Lilas swallowed hard, her fingers trailing up his jaw, gentler now. “That’s good,” she whispered. “Because I plan to fight for you, too.”

Razion inhaled sharply, his heart slamming against his ribs.

There it was. The truth he had waited for.

And just like that, the last pieces of him—fragments he hadn’t even realized were missing—snapped into place.

With a low growl, he tightened his hold and kissed her again.

This time, neither of them held back.

And this time, neither of them let go.


TWENTY-FIVE


Lilas

Lilas lay curled against Razion, her cheek resting on the solid warmth of his chest. His steady heartbeat thumped beneath her ear in a quiet, grounding rhythm that settled something deep inside her. Their bodies were tangled in the sheets, her leg draped over his, his arm wrapped around her waist like he was afraid she might disappear if he let go.

She wasn’t going anywhere.

Not ever again.

Her fingers traced lazy circles over his skin, skimming the golden scales that shimmered softly in the low light. Her body still hummed in the afterglow of their reunion. Pleasure thrummed in her blood like a song that wouldn’t quite fade. But beneath the contentment, something else stirred—a quiet weight she couldn’t ignore.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly.

Razion shifted, tilting his head to look down at her. “For what?”

She exhaled, tightening her fingers against his skin like she could hold on to him as tightly as she wanted to hold on to this moment. “I should have stayed,” she said. “I should have listened to the whole conversation with Krask.” Her throat tightened. “If I had, none of this would have happened.”

Razion was quiet for a long moment. Then he reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Lilas.” His voice was calm, steady. “I don’t blame you at all. You did what made sense to you.”

She frowned, shifting up onto one arm so she could look at him fully. “I didn’t trust you.” The confession sat heavy on her tongue. “I should have.”

“It’s not that simple.” Razion’s fingers traced her arm, as if he couldn’t stop touching her. “What we’ve been through in our lives—it shapes us, whether we want it to or not. You guarded yourself because that’s what you knew. That’s what hard lessons taught you.” His silver-gray eyes held hers, stormy but warm. “You did what you thought would keep you safe.”

“And I was wrong,” she whispered, pressing her palm flat against his chest. “You would never hurt me.”

Razion caught her wrist, holding her hand against his skin. “Never,” he said firmly.

She swallowed hard, nodding. She knew that now. If she was honest with herself, she’d known it before—deep down, beneath the fear, beneath the panic. But fear had spoken louder in that moment, and she had run instead of listening.

“I spent cycles not knowing if I’d saved myself from a huge mistake or thrown away something…perfect,” she admitted. “Something I didn’t think I could have.”

“And what do you think now?” he asked.

She smiled, small but sure. “That I was a fool.”

Razion chuckled. The warmth of it rolled through his chest. “You’re not a fool, Lilas.”

“I made myself miserable for nothing.” She arched a brow. “That’s not exactly smart.”

Razion’s gaze softened. “It’s impossible not to let survival strategies take the lead sometimes. Especially when we’re scared.” A shadow flickered across his face, distant but deep, like a thought he hadn’t voiced before. He hesitated, then added, “I don’t know who I’ll be when this is over.”

Lilas tilted her head. “When what’s over?”

“The Axis.” His hand slid around to her back and traced the golden marks along her spine that he was still clearly fascinated by. “I’ve spent my life fighting them. Every decision I made, every raid, every cycle—everything was about dismantling their hold on the universe in retribution for what they did to my home planet. But now…” He swallowed hard, his voice quieter. “Now, I’ve found something else. You.”

Lilas’ chest tightened. “And that scares you?”

His lips twitched like he wanted to deny it, then he sighed and shrugged. “Maybe? Not as much anymore.” He shifted onto his side, pulling her against him fully. “I don’t know who I’ll be once we win. But I know that I want to find out—with you.”

The words settled in her, warm and real in a way that made her breath catch.

She slid her palm flat over his chest, savoring the way his heartbeat thudded strong beneath her touch. She didn’t question this. Didn’t doubt it. For the first time, the future didn’t feel uncertain—it felt like a promise.

“I look forward to finding that future too, Captain.” She smiled and curled closer, pressing a slow kiss to the spot just above his heart. “Whatever will we do with all that free time?”

Razion chuckled, low and satisfied, as he tightened his arms around her. “Oh, I don’t know. Find a nice planet and have a garden. Make some babies. Lots of babies.”

She paused her kisses to lean up and give him a skeptical look. “Maybe one or two. And that’s if we can make babies.”

“We can, Lilas,” he murmured against her hair as he pulled her back down. “And I don’t care how many babies we have, as long as I have you. I love you.”

She smiled against his skin, closing her eyes. Later, she’d ask him how he was so sure about the baby thing, but just then, it was just the two of them and this perfect moment. “I love you too, Razion.”

And this time, she wasn’t afraid to say it.

She let the warmth of his arms, the steady rhythm of his heart, and the quiet certainty in his voice settle deep within her. There was no more doubt. No more fear.

Only them and whatever future they would carve out together.
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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 five is Cerani and Stavian’s story.

It releases on 6/1/25!

You can pre-order it here.
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Fated to the Dragon Alien

Cerani is supposed to die quietly under the endless dust of Teria, a tired widow with soil-stained hands. Instead, she is stolen from the only home she knows and sent to a hellish mine on a red, burning moon where most people’s lungs wither—except hers. Something in the air feeds her, eases her aches, and sharpens her thoughts. Cerani grows stronger even as the others wilt, and she cannot ignore that. She confronts Stavian, the Controller, a Zaruxian male who should be her enemy. Instead, she is drawn to his guarded eyes and the guilt that lingers behind them. He should be just another Axis warden, but she senses there is a part of him fighting to break free—and against every instinct, her heart sees him not as the enemy… but as someone she might need to trust.

Stavian never asked for this—this position, this power, and especially not this female. The rules are simple: extract the crystals, crush rebellion, and never step outside the Axis creed. But when Cerani walks into his control station, wild-eyed and full of fire that the mine air cannot dim, everything inside him shifts. Cerani sees the rot at the heart of what he has dedicated his life to, and instead of recoiling, she challenges it—challenges him. Her defiance should be a threat, but when the mine caves in and lives hang in the balance, he finds himself at the blade’s edge between duty and conscience. Even as the whispers of rebellion thunder louder every cycle, her voice is the clearest. Saving her—and the others—means betraying everything he has ever known. But losing her might be the one thing he cannot survive.

Coming 6/1/25!

Pre-order Fated to the Dragon Alien
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