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Abducted. Auctioned. Forced to fight.
That is her fate…until she meets him.
Sevas’ fate was never her own. Raised in a penal colony where survival meant submission, she never expected to end up in an Axis-run arena, where bloodshed is entertainment. But she refuses to be a pawn. When she meets Takkian, a powerful Zaruxian warrior with fire in his blood and rebellion in his heart, escape becomes more than just a dream—it becomes her mission. But when the arena pits them against each other in a death match, Sevas must enter the arena to fight the male she loves—or die at his hands.
Takkian has no past. No memories. No purpose beyond winning his next match. When Sevas crashes into his world, defiant and untamed, something deep within him stirs. She awakens a part of him he long thought dead—a part that yearns for more than survival. When the Axis forces him to fight her, his only option is to burn down the arena and save his mate. But freedom comes at a price. Hunted by the Axis and pursued by the ghosts of his past, Takkian must face the truth of who he is, who he was meant to be, and the past he’s forgotten. And amidst it all, one thing is certain—Sevas is his, and he will scorch the galaxy to keep her safe.



ONE
Sevas
Sevas would never admit this to anyone, but she wanted to be taken. She imagined a fleet of liberating ships arriving, offering food and the chance to leave this miserable planet of starvation and abuse. Of starting over somewhere where your father didn’t give you to a male you’d never met, who would likely treat you horribly even if you did do everything he ordered you to do. Most of all, Sevas wanted to be free to make her own way in life, with or without a mate.
Unfortunately, the reality of being abducted did not match up with her fantasies.
She would never forget the last time she sat with her friends. Turi was about to be sent off to her new bondmate, and so they were sitting in a field, weaving grass together, or some such nonsense. The point was to make a grass crown for Turi to celebrate her match. It was all absurd, but traditions died slowly, and this would be the last time they would see their friend. She would never return to their settlement again.
Sevas hated the way things were done. The settlement had to grow as much food as they could in soil that hated growing things, then they had to send it to the entity that ruled them: the Axis. No one knew if a single individual or an organization constituted the Axis. No one even understood what it wanted, aside from the food they should be eating rather than giving away.
Sevas had watched the alien ship land beside them with a mixture of hope and fear. The hope was secret, of course; she was the only one of her friends who ever looked out to the lands beyond and wondered if it wouldn’t be better out there, in the unknown.
It became apparent very quickly, however, that these beings were not there to rescue them. Wherever they would end up would be worse than Settlement 112–1.
The great, winged overseer who watched the settlement and kept order tried to stop the raiders from taking her and her friends. He succeeded in keeping Turi—although it was debatable whether her fate would be better with him. In the end, however, the Axis had given these aliens, with their wet snouts and snapping teeth, permission to take her and her friends—to sell them, as if their lives meant nothing more than a few credits.
Sevas held it together for the most part. She was the tallest and strongest of them all, and the most likely to send her fist into someone’s face. As they were pulled away from the overseer and Turi, dragged toward the alien ship, the only thing that held Sevas back from wildly attacking their abductors was her fear for her friends. She felt protective over little Fivra, who was petite and sweet and not a fighter. Fivra was like a little sister to her, while Lilas, whose dark hair was turning a rich purple, had gone silent, rigid, and terrified—very different from her usual cool exterior. Lilas was known to offer a sarcastic or sharp comment to anyone who annoyed her. She acted as if nothing bothered her, but her heart was as soft as Fivra’s beneath that armor.
Nena and Cerani were newer to Settlement 112-1. They were older than the others and more worn down. Nena had a mate, which was what had brought her there, but he treated her terribly. She was quiet, and as they were herded onto that transport vessel, Sevas could swear that Nena was the grounding force that kept them from falling apart. Cerani had only arrived in the settlement four months earlier, and whose mate had died, put herself between them and the closest raider. She held head high as her light gold eyes flashed with the same anger that resonated with Sevas.
And that anger stayed, even when they reached their destination—a horrible auction where they were separated. Fear never quite took over. Instead, her fury grew. Perhaps that was why she ended up where she did.
Sevas stood stiffly in a clear tube, her hands clenched into fists so tight her knuckles had gone white. The tube hummed faintly, a low vibration she could feel through the soles of her bare feet. She hated being on display like this, hated how the too-bright lights above her made her skin look glassy under the disgusting translucent shift they’d forced her into. Even worse, without soot-dye to cover her hair, its true glaring, bright gold hue was revealed. She despised the color, especially now, as it shone like a beacon for every foul creature in the room.
Around her, aliens of all shapes and sizes crowded the auction floor, their voices a cacophony of clicks, growls, and hisses. Sevas tried not to look at them as they gestured toward her and muttered in their strange tongues. She pressed her arms tighter against her sides, caught between wanting to disappear and wanting to smash her fists through the tube that trapped her.
“Turn,” a voice barked through the tube’s built-in speaker. It belonged to one of the slimy handlers who had stripped and washed her.
“Fek off,” she spat, and slammed a palm against the glass, wishing she could connect with his ugly, smug face.
The handler smirked and shook his head. His stubby gray finger jabbed at the control panel beside the tube. There was a soft beep, followed by a sickening lurch as the platform and clear tube rotated slowly. She snarled as the bidders shouted approval at being able to view her from all sides. They could see the shiny gold spots running down her spine that indicated her sexual maturity. When the spots emerged on a Terian female, along with an abrupt change of hair color—in Sevas’ case, that brilliant gold—it signaled it was time for her to be given to a bondmate.
She’d worked so hard to keep those indicators hidden, from covering the spots under her hair and clothing to working thick, sooty oil into her gold hair to hide the color, all to delay becoming someone’s breeding bondmate. Sevas had yet to see any female’s life improve from being given to a Terian male. Males, including her own father and brother, were typically cruel and harsh. Even though she wasn’t at Settlement 112-1 anymore, panic ran under her skin knowing her hair and spots were exposed. Her stomach twisted at feeling so exposed. So seen.
The murmuring in the room grew louder, blending into a disturbing symphony of alien noises. Sevas couldn’t make out what they were saying, but the tones were unmistakable—interest, greed, amusement. She bit down on the inside of her cheek until the faint taste of blood crept over her tongue. Better the pain than the bile threatening to rise. She tilted her head, straining to catch snippets of their words through the glass. One phrase, spoken in the common tongue, slithered through the noise and into her gut like ice: “Strong. Good for fighting.”
Fighting. The word echoed inside her head, bouncing off the walls of her fear, her anger, her stubborn refusal to break. They weren’t wrong—she was strong. She had spent her life working with her father—“the rock-shaper”—and brothers—not farming, but working stone into building materials and farm equipment. Her muscles had been built by survival, not vanity. But the thought of being dragged somewhere and forced to fight for someone else’s entertainment or profit, made her fists clench even tighter.
The tube’s slow rotation finally stopped. Sevas eyed the handler with an intensity that could have melted metal. His smirk widened, satisfied by her fury but unconcerned by it. He jabbed at another button, and this time, the glass around her emitted a soft chime. A small figure waddled forward—a creature with too-long arms and a lopsided grin, carrying a metallic tablet. Its bulbous black eyes darted between the handler and the crowd, then back to the tablet.
“Bidding will commence on Terian female prisoner 78-S,” it announced in a voice high-pitched and nasal, like a whistle through a broken pipe. 78-S was her designation. It was marked on her neck in blue ink that glowed a bit in the dark. But prisoner? Well, that was what she was now, unfortunately. “Opening amount, eight hundred credits.”
The bidding started fast, too fast. Sevas couldn’t understand the exact amounts—just the rising cadence of noise as bidders shouted to be heard over each other. A scuffle broke out among two that needed to be broken up, but the bidding didn’t even pause. The small announcer’s voice crackled after every bid, sharp as static. Sevas forced herself to stay still, though every muscle in her body screamed to move, to fight, to do something. Her heart thudded so loudly that it drowned out everything else.
But not the fear. That slipped in at the edges now, cold and unwelcome. She hadn’t truly felt it before this moment. Somewhere deep down she’d convinced herself that anger alone would keep her safe, that defiance could shield her. Yet, as the tube hummed faintly with heat—a reminder she was entirely trapped—fear crept closer, biting at the edges of her resolve. The creatures were bidding on her, reminding her of people bartering over a sack of grain or a fuel canister. It was another harsh reminder that her life was not her own. And she had no way of knowing who—or what—she would belong to at the end of the bidding.
More voices, low and guttural, barked out numbers that made the room seethe with energy. One bidder snapped out their final bid in a bubbling growl as the rapid-fire bidding slowed down. The announcer’s too-big eyes blinked rapidly, its tablet chirping. “Five thousand four hundred credits!” it squeaked. “Do we have five thousand five hundred credits?”
Sevas’ stomach coiled. The air in the tube felt thinner, hotter, more suffocating. Her palm went back to the glass, pressing against it as if, somehow, she could stop the transaction with sheer willpower. But the hiss and murmur of voices rose again, and the fear tightened its grip on her chest. There were a few more bids—a last flurry that marked the imminent end to this horrible production. Her jaw clenched so hard it ached, but she refused to let her lip quiver or her shoulders shake. If she was going to be sold, no fekking way would they see her cry.
The announcer tapped at its tablet, confirming the bid. “Sold! Six thousand two hundred credits to Buyer 752-X!” it squealed.
The murmur in the crowd transformed into low grumbles and resigned hisses, but Sevas didn’t care about them anymore. She scanned the crowd beyond her tube, searching for who had placed the winning bid. What kind of creature had just claimed her life?
At first, she couldn’t spot anything unusual through the kaleidoscope of species crowding the auction floor. But then the crowd parted slightly and a large robot glided forward. A robot. It was dark gray, with a mess of arms and different appendages on the ends of those arms. It moved on a set of rollerballs, and it was surprisingly quick for a hulking thing like that. This was Buyer 752-X?
“You should have played it quieter,” said the handler. “Could have ended up at a nice, cushy brothel, like the female who was in that tube before you.”
She looked down at him blandly, even as sweat coated her palms. “Where am I going?”
He smiled, showing off rows of gray teeth. “The arena.” The smile widened. “You like fighting, don’t you? Now you’ll be fighting for your life.”



TWO
Takkian
Takkian paced the length of the cell, his boots tapping against the smooth floor with each turn. Twenty steps one way, pivot over the water spigot that dripped into the drainage grate, twenty steps back. It wasn’t terribly cramped—his many victories in the arena had afforded him and his cellmate some comforts—but he moved like a caged predator anyway, shoulders tense, each measured step radiating frustration. The walls were clean white and made of some composite that quieted whatever noise might come from the cells on either side of them. The light strip in the high metal ceiling hummed softly. Its light glinted off his green scales, picking up the faint black interlocking patterns tattooed across his forearms.
Bruil sat hunched on his cot, sharpening a blunt piece of scrap metal that, at this point, would be more useful for peeling ration bark than stabbing anyone. His hands, knotted with age and old fractures, shook faintly as he worked, but he refused to stop. That was Bruil—stubborn as a warka beast, even when he didn’t need to be.
“If anyone catches you trying to make a weapon, they’ll drag you to the arena floor,” Takkian said, his growl low, wary. He didn’t slow his pacing but flicked a glance toward the door.
Bruil let out a snort. “They wouldn’t waste the effort. Look at me.” He shook the rust-colored scales along his arms, thin and loose over wiry muscle. “I haven’t been a fighter in too many cycles to count. They’d get a laugh shoving me back out there.”
Takkian grunted as he turned again. “Nothing funny about that.”
“It’s the fekking truth.” Bruil’s voice rasped like sandpaper on steel. He set the scrap piece aside and leaned back, wincing faintly against the cot’s springs. Takkian didn’t know any other Zaruxians, aside from Bruil, but he knew they weren’t built to grow old in slavery—not like this, where survival came down to strength, speed, and brute endurance. Bruil had once had all those things, or so Takkian had been told when he arrived. Now, he was tired, beaten down, hollowing like a shell left too long in the desert wind. One day, Takkian would be just like him, but likely without a young fighter to protect him.
The thought of Bruil being taken—or worse, dying in this damned place—stirred an anger deep in his chest, one that never fully went away. Every day, he woke up and choked it down. Every night, he shoved it back into the pit of himself, because he could see his own fate in the weary hollows of Bruil’s face and the ragged remains of his wings. Whoever he’d been before he was brought here was long gone—not that he could remember a time before being an arena fighter. He was more beast than Zaruxian at this point. He rolled his shoulders and forced himself to keep moving.
A shrill screech of the cell block doors opening made him freeze. Takkian stopped mid-step. He didn’t turn toward the sound, but his claws lengthened involuntarily. It wasn’t feeding time, and it was too soon for the next round of fights. Unscheduled visits never meant anything good.
Bruil squinted toward the sound of approaching footsteps and mechanical rollers. “Think someone put in a complaint about my fine craftsmanship here?” he asked dryly, but he quickly slid the scrap of metal he’d been sharpening under the mattress.
Before Takkian could reply, the cell door’s locks released and the heavy metal slab slid open, revealing a mechanized guard, or mech. This one was less battered than those who escorted fighters to the arena, and it it brought with it two pitiful-looking beings—a juvenile male Dokkol, whose massive shoulders were hunched and shaking, and a small female of some sort who wore a ragged vest and a furious expression.
The mech raised one of its many appendages—this one armed with a stun baton—and held it aloft. “Step back,” it said. “Against the wall.”
Exhaling loudly through his nostrils, Takkian stepped back as told. The poor Dokkol was crying as he trembled just outside the cell. That might be a strange sight to those who knew nothing about the species. They were towering, powerfully strong giants with large, rock-hard plates all over their bodies. They were also not fighters. The gentle, peaceful way of the Dokkol made them the last species that belonged in the arena. The fact that this one was a juvenile added a twist to Takkian’s already sick stomach. The female with the Dokkol, whose species he couldn’t identify, was trying to soothe the young giant, despite the contemptuous glances she kept throwing at the mech.
The mech shoved the juvenile Dokkol into the cell first, nearly sending the young male sprawling onto the floor. Takkian’s arms flexed instinctively, as though he might surge forward to stop it, but he didn’t dare move. Experience kept him still. Crossing a mech would earn all of them nothing but pain. Everything the mechs did was recorded and reviewed by arena officials.
The female was next. She walked in under her own power, practically marching. Her head was held high. She didn’t stumble, didn’t so much as flinch as the mech’s appendage hovered near her back, threatening to prod her forward. There was that hot flash of defiance he’d seen earlier, but now that she was closer, he could see more—a determination behind those dark eyes and a rigid tension in her jaw. Her expression didn’t just say she might throw a punch. It said she’d throw it hard enough to make it hurt. That would serve her well in the arena.
Perhaps it was that defiance that made Takkian unable to look away. He and Bruil had had female cellmates before. The officials put new fighters in wherever there was room. But this female stole the breath from his chest. She was small compared to him, but far from delicate. Her bones were long and her limbs were well defined with muscle. There was a casual strength to her shoulders that told Takkian she’d worked hard all her life. Her long hair was a striking yellow gold, shining even under the cell’s dull strip light, and contrasting with her warm tan skin. Interesting metallic spots shimmered faintly on her forehead, disappearing into her hair. Even her facial features were strong and fiercely beautiful.
But it wasn’t just her looks. There was something about her, from the way her hands were clenched into fists, to the fierce tension trembling in her muscles, that spoke of someone who absolutely refused to be broken. He felt a pull toward her immediately, a primal stirring he’d never felt before. Years of fighting had dulled his emotions, but this—this guttural punch in the chest—was unmistakable. Takkian didn’t have time to examine it. He just knew he wanted to know her name.
“New fighters,” the mech declared. Its cold voice pulled Takkian from his thoughts. The machine turned its metallic faceplate toward him and Bruil. “Zaruxians, you’re not to kill or harm these two. They’ll be kept healthy for arena fights.” The mech’s monotone voice buzzed against the walls of the cell. It jabbed a metal appendage toward the two newcomers. “No beds. They haven’t earned them yet.”
Takkian’s jaw tightened, but he stayed silent. The Dokkol huddled near the wall. His massive hands shook as he clutched them together. The juvenile was too young for the arena. He’d never survive. Takkian scowled, flexing his claws briefly before retracting them.
The female, though—she was different. She didn’t cower, didn’t shrink under the oppressive presence of the mech. No, she stood straight. Her gaze moved around the cell, taking in the bleak confinement with a glance that seemed more calculating than afraid. When her gaze settled on Takkian, her dark eyes widened and caught the light differently. They were the most remarkable color he’d ever seen—deep, dark red.
The mech let out a low hum. “Comply, or you’ll be immediately scheduled to a final match.” Its metallic face swiveled back and forth, as if daring anyone to challenge its words. Satisfied with the silence, it emitted a harsh beep and rolled out of the cell, the heavy door slamming shut behind it with a clang that echoed in Takkian’s chest.
For a moment, no one spoke. The only sound was the faint buzz of the overhead light strip and the shaky breaths of the juvenile Dokkol, who, because of his size, made the cell feel considerably smaller.
Takkian shifted his gaze back to the female. She stood her ground in the center of the cell, almost as if she were daring him or Bruil to make the first move. He couldn’t help but notice how her head barely reached his chest, but her posture made her seem taller, imposing even, like coiled energy ready to snap. That fire in her eyes—it hadn’t dimmed since the mech shoved her inside. If anything, it burned brighter.
Bruil was the one to break the silence, his voice dry and laced with mock cheer. “Well, welcome to the pit,” he rasped from his cot. He barely glanced up, though his sharp yellow eyes flicked toward the newcomers before landing back on the mattress where his hidden blade lay. “Cozy, isn’t it?”
The female turned her head toward Bruil, her gaze narrowing slightly but not softening. “I’ve seen worse.” Her voice was steady, though there was grit in it, like someone used to holding back anger.
Takkian snorted faintly before he could stop himself. “Worse than this?” He folded his arms across his chest as he leaned back against the wall. When she turned her head, he spied symbols tattooed on her neck in blue—penal colony registration numbers. “You must’ve come from a terrible penal colony.”
Her head snapped toward him. Those deep red eyes locked onto his with unsettling focus. He felt the heat of that glare, like it could burn straight through any armor, though her face betrayed nothing else. “I’m from a farming settlement,” she replied curtly.
Strange. He pushed off the wall, taking a step closer. His curiosity was too strong to ignore now. What was the point of lying about where she came from? His towering frame cast a shadow over her, but she didn’t flinch. Up close, he could see the faint sheen of sweat on her temples, could catch the uneven rise and fall of her chest. Her body was tense, bracing for something, and yet she looked him straight in the eye as if daring him to test her. There was no sign of surrender in her expression—only defiance.
“What’s your name?” Takkian asked it rougher than he intended.
“Sevas,” she said. Her shoulders eased just a fraction as her gaze flitted briefly to the tired figure of Bruil before snapping back to him. “And you?”
“Takkian.” He didn’t bother with pleasantries; there was no use for them in a place like this. Still, there was something in the way she stood, something in her that clawed at his restraint, dragging out an interest he’d long since buried under the necessity of survival. Her fists stayed clenched and her posture remained rigid, like she was holding herself together with nothing more than willpower. Yet, unlike most newcomers, who came in terrified or completely broken, she still had that fire. Somehow, against all odds, she hadn’t been extinguished. Somehow, she was still fighting, even just by standing there.
“You’ve got nerve.” Takkian tilted his head as he studied her. His gaze drew over her face, searching for cracks in the fearless mask she wore. “Not many look at me like that on their first day. You are either foolish or think very highly of yourself.” He allowed the faintest hint of a smirk to play at the corner of his mouth, though it was more curiosity than mockery.
Sevas’ jaw tightened. “I don’t think. I survive.”
Takkian let out a low, almost approving rumble from deep in his chest. “You’ll need that, Sevas. This place devours the weak.” His gaze shifted briefly toward the trembling Dokkol, curled against the wall like he was trying to shrink into the shadows. “He’ll need to find some courage to match that strong body, if he’s to survive.”
“That is Ulo, and you’ll leave him alone,” Sevas said, stepping toward the Dokkol without hesitation. Her movements were surprisingly fluid, controlled, as she crouched beside the juvenile. Her voice lowered to a softer tone. “Hey.” She placed a gentle hand on the young one’s massive arm. “It’s going to be okay. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
Takkian’s brows twitched upward. Bold statement for someone still buzzing with the residual fear of being thrown into the cell, but she said it like it was fact, carved in stone. This female thought she could defend the Dokkol against the horrors of the arena? Foolish. That was the word for her.
Ulo muttered something too quiet for Takkian to hear. Sevas leaned closer, her head tilted slightly, waiting with a kind of patience Takkian hadn’t seen in…well, anyone in this forsaken place. Her hair fell to one side and he got a better look at the blue number symbols on her neck. They were definitely prisoner numbers. That explained why she was here and her lack of fear. Perhaps this was an improvement from her last place of incarceration. He wondered what crime she’d committed. He could see her murdering someone. An abusive warlord, perhaps. Or a shady trader who cheated her.
“Thank you, Sevas,” Ulo said. “I’m so scared.”
“I know. I am, too.” Sevas’ voice held the slightest tremor, making Takkian wonder if she was, in fact, telling the truth about being scared. “You’re going to stick with me, all right?”
Ulo nodded his huge head. The conviction in her tone seemed to steady the boy. His massive hunched shoulders stopped shaking as much, and his thick fingers curled into crescents against the floor instead of trembling aimlessly.
“How did you end up here?” Takkian asked. “Why did they transfer you from your penal colony?”
She looked up at him with a frown. “I told you, I’m from a farming settlement,” she said flatly. “Abducted and put in some auction. Same with Ulo. We met on the transfer here.”
Bruil chuckled dryly from his cot, startling everyone. “Farming settlement. You’re a Terian, aren’t you?”
Sevas nodded. “Yes. That’s what we’re called.”
“You know this species?” Takkian asked the older Zaruxian.
“Oh, yes.” Bruil leaned back with a bemused grin on his scarred face. “The Terian home world was in the same star system as ours. Our two species have a long history. This might be the first interesting thing to happen in this cell in cycles.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sevas said. “Our planet is the only one in our system. It’s very remote.”
Bruil sighed. “Sorry to tell you this, but those marks on your neck are standard issue for every Axis prisoner in one of their incarceration facilities. Yours appears to have been a farming labor camp.”
She frowned. Her gaze moved to the floor. “It…makes sense. We couldn’t leave. The Axis took everything we grew and gave nothing in return.” Her eyes closed, as if willing away pain. “So many lies. Why us?” That last bit didn’t seem to be a question for anyone, but Bruil sighed.
“Your people were in the way,” Bruil muttered. “Like mine.”
Takkian was used to Bruil’s enigmatic half answers, so he ignored this one. His gaze remained on Sevas. Farming. Maybe she didn’t lie about her past, but truly didn’t know. He folded his arms, muscles rippling beneath his scaled skin. “You think you’re ready for what happens here?” His voice was low, a growl meant to challenge more than threaten.
Sevas didn’t look at him immediately. Her attention had moved back to Ulo, who’d gathered enough courage to lift his head. His small, slit-pupil eyes darted back and forth between Takkian and the older fighter. Finally, Sevas glanced up, meeting Takkian’s gaze with her own.
“It doesn’t matter if I’m ready,” she said. “I don’t have a choice.”
Takkian held her stare, trying not to get lost in the dark red depths. “You’re right. You don’t.”



THREE
Sevas
Sevas stood with her back to the wall of the cell. The clean white surface was cold through the thin fabric of her shift and seeped through the smelly oversized vest the guards had thrown at her so she wouldn’t be basically naked. It hung to nearly her knees. She crossed her arms to keep her hands steady. The cell wasn’t small, but Ulo was the size of three of these winged beings, and so the space was tight. The air was surprisingly clean, as was the state of the cell. It was far quieter than she would have expected. Her gaze shifted briefly to the hulking figure standing not ten paces from her: Takkian, he’d said his name was.
He was massive, even more so than the overseer back on her settlement. They were clearly the same species. She hadn’t missed the way his green scales caught the overhead light, or the inked patterns that traveled down his arms like ancient carvings. His broad shoulders practically blocked out part of the room, and laced through every limb was a coil of strength that felt like stone about to crush something. Scars, some faded, some new, were so numerous, they looked like art across his scaled skin. His jaw was square but sharp, his face angular, with thick black brows and hair the color of coal.
But it was his eyes—the way they glowed faintly silver against the icy green of his scales—that unnerved her most. They weren’t just watching her. He wasn’t looking at her like some predator sizing up prey. No, his gaze was sharper than that, like he read her every move, dissecting her defiance piece by piece to see what was left beneath it. And there was nothing lazy in the way his body radiated control. Every shift in his weight, every flick of those piercing eyes, felt intentional. Calculated. He wasn’t just paying attention—he was aware of every inch of the room, every sound, every breath. He was dangerous. Not like the snapping-toothed raiders who’d taken her. Not like the metal guard with its cold, mechanical precision. Takkian was dangerous in the way that storms were dangerous. Predictable enough to know what they were capable of, yet impossible to truly prepare for.
Sevas didn’t drop her gaze, even under the weight of his. She wasn’t here to cower. “There’s one like you at the settlement I came from,” she said. “The overseer lives in a fortress on the mountain range above our settlement. We rarely dealt with him. He was the Axis’ agent and oversaw our community.”
His lips twitched. It was the closest he’d come to a smile, though it wasn’t warm. “If he is an Axis agent, he is nothing like me, or my friend, Bruil, here.”
“True.” She tightened her arms across her chest. “And he doesn’t look exactly like you.”
Takkian tilted his head, the faint light catching the smooth sheen of his wings. “What does he look like?” he asked in a low rumble.
Sevas didn’t answer immediately. She kept her gaze stayed locked on his, thinking that staring him down might somehow make him less overwhelming. But she couldn’t stay silent long. “His scales are dark purple,” she finally said. “He flies at night, watching over us. Do you fly?”
“No,” Takkian replied. “There is no place to do so here, and I’m forbidden from trying to do so in the arena.”
Behind them, the older one—Bruil, was it?—let out a dry chuckle from his place on the cot. “Sounds like they tricked your overseer. No Zaruxian would ever willingly serve the Axis.”
Sevas turned her gaze briefly to the older male. His rust-colored scales were faded and dull, nearly blending in with the cot’s worn fabric. Like Takkian, Bruil’s frame was wide and strong, despite the age and scars that showed this male’s past as a fighter. There was a sharpness in his eyes and a quiet defiance. She wondered how much of him had been like Takkian once—unbreakable, unrelenting. Now, he looked like someone who had survived many battles but had not necessarily won them all.
She shifted her weight, bare feet scraping against the hard floor. “The overseer back home didn’t fight,” Sevas said. “He didn’t need to, unless it was to keep the beasts to the north at bay. He just watched. Occasionally, he intervened.” She thought of Turi, whose life, and her family’s, had been changed by the overseer’s mark on her door. That mark had kept her friend from being taken by the raiders. But what was her existence like with the overseer? Was she living in that fortress now, under the constant silver eye of the one that kept her people in line?
Takkian’s eyes flickered briefly. That silver hue narrowed as if pondering the meaning behind her words. “It’s not that way here. We earn every comfort. Or we lose them.”
She tilted her chin slightly. She softened her stance enough to let curiosity slip through her armor. “And you? Did you earn this life?”
His gaze darkened, though his expression didn’t waver. “I could ask you the same. What crime did you commit to end up in the pit?”
She blinked. “I told you. Nothing. On the farming settlement, my family were builders. Our family’s plot was in the mountain’s shadow and nothing would grow. So my ancestors took to shaping rocks so we could have sturdy homes and tools.” She wasn’t sure why she was explaining herself to this male. None of it was even remotely relevant here.
Bruil grunted from his corner, tossing a small knife onto the mattress. “That explains the hands.”
“What about my hands?” she replied, looking down at them.
“They’re strong,” Bruil replied. “You have the hands of a builder. Or a fighter.”
She nodded, not bothering to mention that if it had been discovered that her hair had changed and the gold spots had emerged, signaling her maturity, her rock-shaping skills would have become irrelevant. Her father would have sent her to a bondmate of his choice, to breed and toil, no matter how good she was at turning stone.
Sevas stayed where she was, but she dropped one hand to rest it on Ulo’s cool, stony shoulder. The solid feeling of rock steadied her more than she cared to admit as her gaze darted between the two Zaruxians. Takkian had stopped moving. His towering frame was still, but there was an energy around him that felt like a tether stretched too tight. Bruil, on the other hand, seemed to collapse further into his cot.
“What happens here?” Sevas asked, her voice slicing through the low hum of the overhead light. She wasn’t sure who she was addressing, but her question hung in the air like a challenge. “Ulo and I deserve to know what we’re up against.” Ulo, for his part, was silent. He held still, but his small black eyes watched the Zaruxians, blinking now and then.
Bruil gave a dry chuckle that sounded like rocks grinding together. His yellow eyes gleamed as he glanced at her. “You’ll find out soon enough,” he rasped, leaning back. “Might as well save your questions.”
“We don’t have that luxury,” Sevas shot back. The edge to her tone surprised even herself. She shifted her weight, standing straighter now. “If we’re going to survive this place, we need to know what goes on here. So, start talking.”
Bruil let out a long, weary sigh. He flicked his gaze to Takkian, who remained silent but watchful. “She’s got fire, this one,” Bruil said, his voice tinged with something between amusement and pity. “Might even last a few matches.”
“We are taken from our cells twice during the wake cycle to the feed line, then we get five piks in the washroom to relieve ourselves and use the sonic cleaning tubes,” Takkian explained. “Other than that, we remain in our cells unless we’re summoned for a match.”
Sevas released Ulo’s shoulder and stepped closer to the center of the cell. Her bare feet pressed against the cold floor. “Tell me about the matches.” But she was met with silence. “We’ll last more than a few if someone actually tells us what the fek we’re dealing with.” She turned her gaze to Takkian, daring him to be the one to answer.
Takkian shifted then, his arms unfolding as he straightened to his full height. His movement was smooth, pulling Sevas’ focus whether or not she wanted it. “The arena isn’t just about fighting,” he finally said, his voice flat, heavy with unspoken weight. “It’s about entertainment.”
“Entertainment?” Sevas asked. Her fingers curled into fists at her sides. “You’re telling me they’re throwing us into death matches…for fun?”
Bruil made a noise somewhere between a chuckle and a scoff. “It’s not just fun for them. It’s business. Credits flow in from all over when we fight. Betting, sponsorships, trade deals—it’s a fekking industry.”
Sevas’ stomach twisted, though she didn’t let her stance waver. Her life had been about survival—working for scraps, enduring abuse, avoiding notice where she could. Now, she was here, expected to perform like an animal for the profit of others. “What kinds of fights are we talking about?”
“It depends.” Takkian crossed his arms once more. “They’re not all death matches. Those are rare, actually. They’re called final matches. Most typical matches are one-on-one. A few are group brawls. Sometimes they throw in animals—beasts from planets you’ve never heard of. Whatever gets the crowd screaming loud enough.”
Bruil snorted. “Don’t forget the spectacle games. They like those. Make you chase flags or weapons while something’s trying to gut you.”
Sevas’ jaw tightened. “How often?”
“Every few cycles there is a tournament,” Takkian replied. “They fill the stadium and hold many matches. Sometimes they make a victor fight twice, if the crowd’s hungry enough.” His eyes didn’t leave hers, and the weight of his stare felt heavier than the air in the cell. “They don’t care if you’re ready. They care if you bleed.”
Bruil tilted his head. A faint grin pulled at the corners of his scarred lips. “Win, and you earn some comforts, like these beds here. Lose enough times, and you’re worth less than the meat they feed the beasts.”
Sevas’ gut twisted again, but she refused to let it show. She’d grown up hard, but this was another kind of cruelty. Her nails dented the calloused flesh of her palms as her fists tightened. “And if you win enough times, will they…release you?”
Takkian’s lips curved grimly. “No one leaves the arena alive. You survive it—for a while.” He paused, his gaze raking over her like he was measuring her. Judging if she could handle the weight of the truth. “I used a favor to spare Bruil, here. He lives because I keep winning.”
But one day, I won’t. That was what was left unspoken. Everything was temporary.
“Don’t forget the armor,” Bruil interjected. “If you’re real lucky, they’ll toss you scraps of armor to keep you from spilling your guts too early. Not much, mind you. Just enough to make it all more interesting.”
“What horrible beings would enjoy watching something like this?” Sevas asked, more to herself than anyone in the room. She swallowed hard, her throat dry as ash.
“They pack the stadium,” Takkian replied wearily. “And it’s beamed on multiple frequencies over the quadrant.”
Behind her, Ulo whimpered. She resisted the urge to go comfort him. How had she thought she could protect the gentle soul who’d been sold with her? What a foolish idea. This was nothing like moving boulders.
But Takkian continued to study her, and something about that gave her a perverse confidence. He wasn’t counting her out. “Make no mistake, the arena is a game as much as it’s a fight. It’s about more than winning. It’s knowing how to win. And you,” he said, looking at Ulo. “Your people are strong and your skin is as tough as most armor. You will have to put aside your gentle ways and use the power you were born with.”
“What does that mean?” Ulo asked quietly.
“It means you hit your opponent, youngling,” Bruil said, leaning back against his cot. “You hit them hard and you show no mercy.” His dark reddish scales caught the dim lighting, making him look even more weathered. “The crowd doesn’t just want blood. They want a story. They want heroes, villains, and long-shot winners. They want fighters who rise up only to be struck down at the perfect moment. Sometimes, taking a hit earns you more than dodging it. Play the crowd, not just your opponent.”
Sevas narrowed her eyes, her fists relaxing slightly. “So, it’s not just survival. It’s performance.”
“Exactly,” Bruil said. “You’re learning already.”
Takkian didn’t appear to share in Bruil’s sudden amusement. His voice was grim, almost cold. “But don’t misunderstand. Performance doesn’t guarantee survival. The mechs—or worse, the handlers—decide most outcomes. You could fight like fire is in your bones, but if they decide the crowd would rather see you broken, then broken you’ll be.”
The weight of his words settled over Sevas like a dense fog, but determination burned through the haze. There was no escape from this, no negotiation, and no second chances. She would be made into either a survivor or a spectacle. And Sevas had no intention of being turned into someone else’s entertainment.
Her gaze flicked back to Takkian. “And you? How have you survived?”
Takkian’s eyes narrowed. For a moment, he didn’t answer, silence stretching taut between them. Bruil raised an eyebrow, his wiry fingers threading together as if he was betting on whether or not Takkian would even respond.
“I learned to adapt,” Takkian finally said. “I’ve lost parts of myself to this place. But what’s left is enough to tear through anything they throw at me.”
The words hit harder than Sevas expected. There was no boasting in what he said, no arrogance. He spoke like someone who had been honed into a weapon—something forged in pain and relentless use. Any softness he might’ve once had had been stripped away, melted down, and reforged into the hard, unyielding thing in front of her now. It gave her a pang of sadness to know that he had once been something else. Perhaps someone who had smiled and laughed. Someone who had loved.
Bruil snorted faintly from his corner. “Adapt, he says. What he means is, keep your focus as sharp as his claws. Don’t trust anyone.”
Sevas studied the older fighter. His humor had an edge to it, but beneath the scars and wear, she sensed he carried more wisdom than he let on. Trust no one. The advice felt sour in her gut. Trust had been a fragile resource on her settlement—one offered sparingly, but still vital to survival. Here, though, it seemed trust could get you killed.
She shifted her focus back to Takkian. “And you?” she asked. “Do you trust anyone in this place?”
Takkian’s jaw tightened, the lines of his face hardening further. “Only Bruil,” he said simply. “I would heed his advice unless you want a knife in your ribs the moment the handlers decide you’re worth less than your blood in the sand.”
Bruil chuckled dryly. “He’s a real poet, isn’t he?” He stretched out on the cot, the metal frame groaning under his weight. “But he’s not wrong. Trust here is a luxury you can’t afford. Learn that quick, Terian, or you’ll end up as a footnote in some spoiled, backwater noble’s betting ledger.”
Sevas’ gaze didn’t waver. She let their words weigh on her. Every warning hardened her resolve rather than breaking it. She’d been uprooted—sold, stripped, and thrust into something entirely foreign. Yet here she stood, breathing, unbroken…for now. Whatever this place demanded of her, she was ready to learn the rules—and, eventually, how to bend them.
“Fine,” she said flatly. “No trust. No weakness. Just survival.”
Bruil made a noise of approval, though it wasn’t exactly encouraging. “Look at that, Takkian. She might not be completely useless after all.”
Takkian didn’t bother to look at Bruil. His silver eyes never left Sevas. There was something unreadable in the glow of them, something that made her spine stiffen even as she fought not to shift beneath his gaze.
“If you stick to that,” Takkian said, “you might live long enough to see the next cycle. Maybe even the one after that.”



FOUR
Takkian
Takkian had the top bunk, obviously. He’d never ask Bruil to climb up there. It had been a long sleep cycle with little rest. The Dokkol had been restless as he’d tried to settle on the floor, and the female, Sevas, had curled next to the large juvenile, attempting to comfort him while also finding rest. Takkian had been tempted to offer her the bunk, but showing her any favor would be disastrous to them both. He couldn’t show weakness, and giving up his own comfort for hers would be seen as just that.
So, he’d lain on his thin mattress and listened to the sounds of his new cellmates. Now, as the sleep cycle wound down, as indicated by the slow illumination of the overhead lights, his claws tapped faintly against the ridges of his scaled forearm in a restless rhythm. Across the room, Sevas murmured her soft reassurances as she ate a little of the rations and gave some to the Dokkol. Takkian couldn’t hear her words, but the sound made his chest ache with a rough longing. Had anyone ever spoken that way to him? Had he once had family? A lover? Someone who cared for him? His memories of a time before the arena were faint at best, which was strange because the lifespan of a Zaruxian was long and his time here had been relatively short. He suspected—and Bruil agreed—that his memory had been tampered with. How, he didn’t know.
He knew one thing for sure—she didn’t belong here. None of them did, really, but Sevas was different. She carried herself too firmly, too openly, with a defiance that would get ground into dust the moment she stepped onto the arena floor. And now, thanks to the list he’d spotted in the handler’s grip during feed collection, he knew it would happen sooner than either of them was ready for. Her first match was the next cycle. He was still debating whether or not to tell her. He had told Bruil, during their walk to the latrines before the sleep cycle.
“She’ll be okay,” Bruil had murmured. “First-timers aren’t meant to be ripped apart in their first match. They’re meant to be tested. To see what they have in them. Remember, they paid good credits for her.” The older fighter wasn’t wrong, but it hadn’t stopped Takkian’s unease.
Bruil had slept just fine, snoring away in the lower bunk with his arm draped across his scarred forehead as though shielding himself from the world itself.
But Takkian knew that fire burned out fast in the arena. The crowd wouldn’t care if she fought like a cornered beast. They’d want her humiliated, brought to her knees. His jaw tightened. The faint scrape of his claws against his forearm paused as he thought about his first match. It had been a blood-soaked performance that satisfied the crowd’s thirst for fresh meat. The handlers didn’t care about fairness, and the mechs didn’t step in unless a kill was imminent. It was all about the show.
Takkian’s claws dug into his arm, leaving faint crescents in the tough scales. He hated how his chest tightened at thoughts of Sevas facing off against another desperate fighter. He grimaced at the thought of her body—the strength etched into the lines of her shoulders, the quiet determination set in her jaw—being broken for the amusement of some bloated noble or drunk merchant. He could imagine it too vividly: her golden hair matted with blood, her tan skin marred with jagged scars that would never heal quite right. Lovely, smooth skin hardened by work—untainted for now, despite all she’d endured. It wasn’t meant for the arena.
He hated that the thought bothered him. Hated more that he felt any concern for her at all. No matter what she spouted about shaping rocks, the numbers on her neck didn’t lie—the female was an incarcerated prisoner from a penal colony. She seemed to believe what she said. Maybe her memory had been tampered with, too.
Whatever the truth actually was, nothing could stop the matches that would take place during the upcoming cycle, his included. He’d learned long ago not to care about any outcome but his own. Caring was a weakness—a dangerous, stupid indulgence in a place like this, where loyalty bought you nothing but pain. He’d seen fighters dragged to tournaments knowing full well they wouldn’t make it out, because the officials knew they cared enough about someone and decided to make a show of it. He himself had been exploited for his protectiveness over Bruil, who lived because Takkian spent his favors on keeping the old Zaruxian alive.
Yet here he was, stuck on the image of Sevas—on the way she had stepped into this cell without lowering her chin. It grated at him, this unwanted pull. He thought he was too smart for this kind of mistake. Too experienced. Apparently not.
The lights brightened to their fullest, signaling the beginning of a new wake cycle. Bruil snorted and rose, making the bed groan and shift. The male stood and looked at Takkian, still sitting in his own bunk, and followed his gaze to where Sevas was sitting up and stretching. Long, smooth arms reached up. Muscles flexed as she leaned to one side and worked the kinks out of her shoulders.
“She’s not your problem, Takkian,” Bruil rasped quietly. The old fighter could read him too well, and he didn’t bother hiding it. “Don’t make her that.”
“She’s useful alive,” Takkian growled back. His tone was clipped, dismissive, but Bruil’s quirked brow said he wasn’t buying it.
“Useful?” Bruil chuckled faintly. “You sound like one of those mechs. Useful for what, exactly? Watching over the Dokkol child they dragged in here with her?” His voice turned rougher. “She will get through this, but you won’t if you let her under your skin.”
Takkian opened his mouth to reply, but movement near the cell door drew his attention. The faint hum of gears preceded the telltale clank of a mech. It stood on the other side, its boxy shape framed by the dull light spilling in from the cell block corridor. Its single glowing eye briefly scanned the room, the effect cold and impersonal.
“Female 78-S,” the mech announced in its grating, monotone voice. One of its appendages—armed with a shock baton—extended toward Sevas. “Match imminent. Follow me.”
Sevas froze mid-sentence, her comforting murmur to Ulo cutting off abruptly. For a moment, she didn’t move, didn’t even seem to breathe. Her back remained stiff, her shoulders squared, but Takkian caught the subtle twitch in her fingers and the slight ripple of tension that darted through her neck. It wasn’t much, but it was there. Fear. For the first time since she’d entered this place, her facade cracked.
Ulo let out a low sound—half whimper, half protest. “Don’t let them take her,” he muttered to Takkian. His voice was thin as he looked up, wide-eyed and lost. His massive hands reached for her, seeking comfort, but Sevas turned to him and pressed one of her smaller hands against his rocky forearm.
“I’ll be fine, Ulo,” she said, though her voice wobbled just enough to betray her.
Takkian rose and slid off the bed in one fluid movement. He closed the small distance between them. Sevas rose. Surprise flickered in her dark red eyes as he approached her. Surprise and fear, despite her effort to conceal both. He was too practiced at reading fear not to see it. Her breathing picked up, shallow and slightly uneven.
The mech clattered its baton against the doorframe, a sharp, jarring noise. “Noncompliance will result in disciplinary measures,” it said flatly.
Sevas drew in a shaky breath and turned toward the mech. Her chin was lifted, her shoulders back, but Takkian could see the way her hands flexed at her sides.
“Wait,” he said.
Sevas hesitated. Her body was halfway to the door when she turned to him. Her dark red eyes locked on his. “Yes?” she asked, blinking up at him.
Takkian stepped closer. His large frame and wings cast a shadow over her. He reached out before she could pull away and tilted her chin up with his fingers. He kept the touch firm but not rough, forcing her to meet his stare directly. Her skin was warmer than he expected, and soft despite the strength in her calloused hands.
“Fight hard.” His voice was low and heavy with command. “Do you hear me? Fight with everything you’ve got. Don’t give you opponent, the handlers, or the fekkers watching the satisfaction of seeing fear. Fight for yourself. Survive.”
For a moment, Sevas didn’t reply. Her eyes widened at the harsh tenderness in his voice. Her head stayed tilted in his grasp. Her body leaned into his touch, as if she didn’t mind it. As if, just maybe, she welcomed it. He wondered if that possibility surprised her as much as it did him. It had been so long since he’d touched anyone without violence that this light contact felt foreign. It was also a painfully welcome relief to know that he could touch someone without causing pain. That, perhaps, his touch could give someone pleasure.
The moment lingered, heavier than the stale air in the cell. Takkian felt it—a slow, pull deep in his chest, as if every inch of space between them was collapsing under some unseen force. She was warm and alive in a way that made his hand reluctant to pull away. Her face, upturned toward his, was all smooth lines and strength, and more beautiful than anything in this wretched place had a right to be. The faint shimmer of gold spots on her forehead caught the light and lit something primal in him.
Her lips parted slightly—just enough to let a shaky breath escape. It wasn’t fear that showed in her expression now. Her resolve had strengthened, and yet, beneath it, Takkian could feel something else. His blood surged, muscles tightening involuntarily as an unspoken connection flared between them, unexpected and not entirely welcome.
That pull—a magnetic force he had no name for—coiled low in his gut. The delicate curve of her jaw beneath his fingers felt impossibly fragile and maddeningly strong. It sent a spark through his veins he hadn’t felt in megacycles, or perhaps, ever. Desire. Not the kind that came with fleeting glances or meaningless encounters, but something more dangerous, more rooted in who she was. Her fire. Her defiance. The strength in her that didn’t bend or break, even with fear biting at its edges.
Takkian hated it instantly.
He withdrew his hand abruptly, his fingers tingling as if burned. He clenched them into a fist at his side, willing himself to focus on the cold reality of the arena instead of the warmth of her skin, the stubborn tilt of her chin, or the way her eyes lit up when challenged. This wasn’t some twisted romantic holodrama. This was survival, raw and unkind, and she was a fighter—one who might not even see the next cycle.
“Remember what I said,” Takkian growled. He stepped back and tried, futilely, to extinguish the lingering heat under his scales. “Fight hard. Fight smart. And don’t—” His voice caught as his throat went tight in a reflex he cursed himself for. He forced the words out. “Don’t die.”
Sevas straightened, the faintest flicker of something unspoken crossing her face. “I won’t,” she said roughly, before turning back toward the mech. She walked toward the door with deliberate steps. The mech’s flat gaze followed her every move.
“Compliance noted,” the mech droned as it extended its baton to guide her forward. It turned, its mechanical joints whirring faintly as it led her out of the cell and into the hall beyond. The door clanged shut behind them with a finality that rattled deep in Takkian’s chest.



FIVE
Sevas
Sevas squinted under the harsh glare of the stadium lights as she stepped into the arena. The blast of noise hit her like a physical force, a wall of sound made up of cheers, growls, and guttural roars that rattled her chest. The crowd was a sprawling mass of bodies packed into towering tiers of stone and metal. It surged with energy as alien beings of all shapes and sizes spilled out of their seats, flinging gestures and strange, guttural words down at the fighters below. Some hurled objects—bits of food, small knives, jagged stones. One projectile clattered near her feet, kicking up sand in a puff and making her instincts scream to keep moving.
The air reeked of blood and sweat. It stuck to the back of her throat, refusing to clear with every swallow. Overhead, thick glass panels formed a hazy dome, shimmering faintly under the harsh light of mounted lamps. The panels sealed the arena off from the outside world—a cage without bars, but a cage all the same.
The arena itself was a circle of sand surrounded by towering stone walls that trapped the fighters—and every bloodthirsty cheer—inside. The floor was uneven. Patches of darker stains told the story of past losses. The coarse grains shifted beneath her bare feet, making it hard to find steady footing. She flexed her toes instinctively, feeling for traction, trying to ground herself in a place designed to do the exact opposite.
The gate behind her slammed shut with a metallic clang that echoed in her bones. Sevas didn’t turn to look at it. Didn’t allow herself to dwell on the fact that there was no going back. Her chin lifted and she scanned the arena. A spotlight beamed down, illuminating what lay in the middle of the pit: a small collection of crude, blunt weapons half-buried in the sand.
Before she could move toward it, a mechanical voice thundered overhead. “Match seven: new fighter 78-S versus Gimloria!”
Sevas stiffened as the crowd roared louder at the mention of her and her opponent’s identification. She went tense, willing herself not to flinch under the sound of it. She wasn’t a person to these creatures—just a number to be tossed into the pit and torn up for their amusement. Just as Takkian had said.
From across the arena, her opponent entered. A female of a species Sevas had never seen before walked in, head high. She was taller than Sevas and narrow as a blade with blue-gray skin and hundreds of tentacles waving from her head as though they had a mind of their own. She wore a breastplate. It looked to be made of leather or some other flexible material. Meanwhile, Sevas was still stuck in the ratty vest that covered the translucent shift she’d been given at the auction. This fighter had done this before. It was clear by the way the female moved and flexed her arms. Sevas’ gut sank as Gimloria raised her arms to the crowd, drawing a raucous cheer.
A whistle signaled the start of the match.
Sevas swallowed hard and stayed close to the wall, keeping her movements slow and calculated. The sand shifted under her feet. She didn’t dare take her eyes off her opponent, who moved with practiced ease to the center of the arena where the lights were strongest and the weapons lay like a feast.
Gimloria looked over the clubs, jagged pieces of metal fashioned into blades, and other crude tools, taking her time selecting one. They were battered and primitive, almost laughably unbalanced in design, but Sevas could see they would feel solid enough if struck by one.
Gimloria chose a dull blade the length of her forearm. With a lazy but skilled motion, she swung the blade experimentally. Her voice, calm and cutting, carried over the noise. “You are a pretty one. What’s wrong, little star spot?” she purred. Her teeth glinted as her grin widened. “Afraid to play? Or are you scared of getting that golden hair dirty?”
Sevas didn’t reply, didn’t give Gimloria the satisfaction of reacting. Instead, she adjusted her weight, keeping her stance low and her knees slightly bent. No one had ever called her pretty, and she’d never been afraid of getting dirty. But if she was going to be underestimated, this would be a great time for it.
Meanwhile, the crowd wasn’t waiting for action—they were demanding it. Angry shouts and hisses erupted from the stands. Something hard smacked the ground near Sevas’ foot—a jagged rock, hurled from somewhere above. A second one followed, whizzing past dangerously close to her ankle. She sidestepped quickly, only to have a piece of bone, sharp and splintered, smack into her shoulder, drawing blood. She hissed, covered the wound with a hand, and glared at the faces in the seats.
But they didn’t stop. More flew, faster, striking just beside her ankle and scattering sand, trying to drive her to the center of the arena, where Gimloria awaited. The crowd’s frustration buzzed through the arena, their voices rising into a chorus of guttural shouts and clashing languages. Someone near the edge hurled a bone shard—it skidded across the sand close to her feet. Another flash of movement, a crushed piece of what might’ve been rations, landed with a wet slap on her thigh.
Gimloria’s lips split into a predatory grin, revealing needle-like teeth. Her voice carried across the arena, silencing some of the crowd. “What’s the matter, little star spot? Lost already? Or are you just waiting for me to end this quickly?”
And she lunged.
Gimloria darted forward, her speed startling but not unfamiliar. Sevas had expected a quick advance. Strength and speed had worked on her brothers during sparring matches, and they would work now. She braced herself, bending her knees slightly to brace herself in the shifting sand. Just then, she noticed something odd through the chaos—a half-buried object. Unlike the bones and stones the crowd had been pelting her with, this one caught her interest. A slingshot. This was a tool—now, a weapon—that she knew how to use.
Takkian’s words echoed in her mind: Fight hard. Fight smart.
Sevas didn’t hesitate. While watching Gimloria, she darted down and snatched up the small device. It was crude—worn from use but sturdy enough, with a stretchy, stained band looped around two uneven prongs. Almost instantly, she spotted one of the palm-sized rocks that had been hurled earlier. Her fingers closed around it quickly, the rough surface digging into her skin as she moved with purpose.
“You think a toy will save you?” Gimloria sneered. Her tentacles swirled around her in a rhythmic, almost hypnotizing motion. Her confidence was palpable—a predator’s certainty.
But if there was one thing Sevas knew a lot about, it was rocks. The weight of them, the texture of them, the way they moved. She liked rocks more than most people, and holding this one gave her a burst of confidence she deeply needed. With a practiced hand, she loaded the stone into the slingshot’s pad and pulled back as far as the band would stretch. Her muscles tensed as she aimed her shot. The world narrowed to a single point of focus and she released the rock.
It grazed the side of Gimloria’s head. The impact drove her back a step and tore off a tentacle, her smirk replaced by a flash of shock. The alien touched her head briefly, as though surprised she’d been struck at all. Her hand came away with blood. Then her lips curled into something far more feral. “You’ve got spirit, little one,” she snarled, tentacles twitching furiously. “Let’s see how long it lasts.”
Sevas didn’t have time to breathe before Gimloria lunged. Her blade flashed under the harsh arena lights. Sevas scrambled back, sliding in the loose sand. The alien’s weapon whistled past her shoulder, slicing close enough that Sevas could feel the rush of air it stirred. She wasn’t prepared for the speed—that blade had almost found its mark. Her chest tightened as panic chipped at her resolve, but there was no time to dwell on it. Gimloria was already stepping forward, preparing for another strike. This time, her opponent faked and shifted her stance. Sevas had dodged the blade, but took the direct impact of the female’s fist straight to her jaw.
Sevas fell backward, her vision blackening as she slid on her back. Pain exploded in her face. Her head swam. Part of her wanted to just stay down, to put an end to this, but she couldn’t lose her first match. Ulo needed her, and fek if she’d return to that cell and tell Takkian that she’d lost.
Her gaze moved to the ground. More rocks, discarded bones, jagged bits of debris—ammunition. Her teeth clenched as she bent low, scooping up a larger rock. She shoved it into the slingshot’s pad, pulled back and aimed for Gimloria’s center mass. The stone flew, cutting through the air with precision.
The impact struck true this time, slamming into Gimloria’s chest. The alien stumbled. Her long, whiplike tentacles momentarily fell limp from their wild, chaotic motions. A hiss, quick and angry, escaped her lips as she regained her footing. “You should’ve stayed down,” she spat, her voice low and venomous. The crowd roared its approval, feeding off the tension like vultures circling over fresh kill.
Gimloria surged forward again, and this time, her attack was faster, sloppier, fueled by anger rather than precision. Sevas barely sidestepped in time, feeling the blade graze the fabric of her shift, slicing it with a chilling hiss and scraping her skin. Had it been sharp, it would have cut her. This would leave a bruise. Her muscles screamed for her to move faster. Her instincts kicked into high gear as she ducked low and rolled to the side. The sand bit into her knees and palms.
She kept moving, relying on her speed and smaller size to stay out of Gimloria’s immediate reach. Sevas glanced up, her mind racing. She needed to turn this fight around—and quickly. Her gaze swept the arena floor again, desperate for anything she could use.
Then she spotted it—a jagged metal shard partially buried in the sand a few yards away. The edges were uneven and rusted, but it looked sharp enough to do some real damage. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Summoning her courage, Sevas darted toward the shard. Her legs pumped hard against the shifting sand.
Gimloria’s snarl followed her, a guttural growl that sent a shiver down Sevas’ spine. “Running already?” the alien taunted. “Pathetic.”
Sevas didn’t respond. Her fingers closed around the metal shard. The rusted edges bit into her palm, but she barely noticed through the adrenaline surging in her veins. Gimloria’s movements were slightly more erratic now, her wrath turning what had been precise strikes into broader, more reckless swings. Her tentacles flared and coiled like serpents ready to strike, rippling with aggression.
Sevas tightened her grip on the shard, ignoring the faint sting where it cut into her skin. Blood smeared along the jagged edge, but it didn’t matter. She shifted her weight, knees bent, muscles coiled like springs. Every thought, every instinct narrowed to this moment.
Gimloria lunged again. Her blade arched as she aimed to hit Sevas in the chest. Sevas veered away, but the force of the swing was an audible whoosh. Without waiting for the alien to recover, she drove forward, slamming her shoulder into Gimloria’s midsection. The impact wasn’t enough to topple her opponent, but it sent Gimloria stumbling back a couple of steps, unbalanced.
The crowd erupted, their roars and hisses a chaotic storm of reactions—rage from Gimloria’s supporters and wild approval from those gambling on an underdog victory. Sand sprayed into the air as Sevas pushed her advantage. She surged forward, raising the shard and slashing toward Gimloria’s thigh. The makeshift blade tore through the soft leather armor and bit into flesh. Black blood sprayed across the white grains of sand. Gimloria howled—an awful, guttural sound that made bile crawl up Sevas’ throat.
Gimloria staggered. Her tentacles whipped wildly. One lashed out reflexively and struck Sevas across the face, sending her reeling sideways. The impact was cold and slimy, stinging her skin. She hit the sand hard. The breath knocked from her lungs, and the metal shard flew from her hand.
She pushed herself upright, wobbling slightly on unsteady legs. Her quick breath rasped as she tried to match Gimloria’s movements. Pain throbbed where each blow had struck. Blood was warm and sticky on her skin, but she shoved the pain aside. There was no time for it—not now.
Her fingers brushed over the slingshot at her side, clinging as if to an anchor. She needed to shift the tide, and she needed to do it now. “Come on,” Sevas muttered under her breath, scanning the arena floor for anything else she could use.
She finally spotted it—a rock, perfectly palm-sized, sitting just a few feet away. It had likely been hurled from the crowd earlier, smooth and solid enough to be effective. Her muscles screamed as she dove for it, kicking up a spray of sand. She clutched the rock tightly and scrambled back to her feet just as Gimloria surged forward.
Sevas loaded the new rock into the worn leather pocket. Her arms trembled, but her aim was steady as she pulled the sling back, the elastic groaning under the strain. Gimloria’s lips parted in a growl as she closed the distance, her tentacles flaring like a deadly halo around her.
Sevas had no time to think, no time to plan. Instinct took over. She released the slingshot’s pad with a snap, the rock whistling through the air. It struck Gimloria squarely between the eyes. The impact echoed faintly over the frenetic noise of the crowd. The alien’s head snapped back. Her tentacles writhed in wild, chaotic spasms as she stumbled and fell onto her knees.
The audience erupted into a chaotic mix of cheers, jeers, and bellows. Sevas barely registered the noise. Her entire body was still coiled tight, waiting for the next move. Gimloria’s blade fell to the sand. Her tentacles twitched less violently now. Their movements went sluggish and uncoordinated. Blood trickled down her forehead, a stark line of black against her blue-gray skin, dripping onto the sand below.
Sevas stayed rooted in place. Her breathing was ragged as she watched her opponent. This had to be a trick—no one went down that easily, not in a place like this. She tightened her grip on the slingshot. “Get up,” Sevas muttered under her breath. She narrowed her eyes as she waited for Gimloria to strike back. The alien groaned, swaying unsteadily where she kneeled, but didn’t rise.
From the stands came a riot of alien sounds—angry hisses, disappointed growls, and, from another corner, wild cheers for the underdog. A few spectators slammed their fists against the railings, demanding more blood, more action, but Sevas didn’t move. Her chest heaved as she fought to steady her breathing. The tang of blood from her cuts mingled with the acrid metallic stench in the air. Sand clung to her sweaty limbs, irritating her skin as she stood tall, unwilling to let the crowd or anyone else see the exhaustion creeping into her bones.
Gimloria’s head lifted slightly, her eyes unfocused but still fixed on Sevas. A flick of her tongue passed over her lips, tasting the blood smeared there. For a moment, she looked as if she might rise, but her tentacles sagged in defeat.
The booming voice of the announcer echoed through the arena, silencing the crowd for a brief second. “New fighter 78-S… Victory!”
The noise erupted again, this time louder and more chaotic as factions of the audience reacted to the announcement. Coins and small metal tokens rained down into the arena, thrown by those who had bet on her and won. Others hurled threats and insults in alien tongues, furious that the newcomer had upset their expectations. Sevas didn’t care. Their noise barely registered. All she could do was focus on keeping her legs steady beneath her. Her chest rose and fell with each labored breath. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
Gimloria shifted. Her tentacles curled weakly against her chest as she coughed. “Don’t be,” the alien rasped. “You fought well…won the match.”
The worst game in the history of games. Sevas simply watched as a mech rolled out from one of the gates. It ignored Sevas entirely, focusing instead on Gimloria’s crumpled figure. A shock baton extended from one of its appendages, sparking faintly as it jabbed the alien in the side, prompting a yelp from Gimloria.
“Combatant 55-T, Gimloria,” the mech droned, its voice devoid of inflection. “Incapacitated. Retrieval protocol initiated.”
Sevas forced herself to step back as the machine grabbed Gimloria’s arm and dragged her toward the now-open gate she’d entered from. Her defeated opponent didn’t resist. She slumped in the mech’s grip as her tentacles dragged in the sand, like broken vines.
Sevas pressed her trembling lips together, watching as the mech dragged Gimloria away. Her knuckles throbbed where they gripped the slingshot. She couldn’t stop the ache spreading through her chest or the sick twist in her gut. I had no choice, she told herself, but it didn’t help. Nothing could erase the image of Gimloria’s blood dripping onto the sand.
The crowd roared above, more alive than ever, feeding on the spectacle like scavengers. Coins and debris continued to rain down. Something bounced off her shoulder, but she didn’t flinch. Her brain numbed the chaos. Her vision narrowed to what lay ahead of her: the gates. She wanted out—out of the arena, out of the noise, out of this nightmare.
As Gimloria disappeared into the shadows beyond the gate, Sevas exhaled shakily, forcing her hand to unclench enough to drop the slingshot. The shakiness in her muscles betrayed the weight of her emotions. She cast a glance toward the sand-streaked blade Gimloria had wielded, lying abandoned in the sand like a relic of the violence that had just unfolded. For a fleeting moment, Sevas considered picking it up—claiming it as a trophy or a tool for survival, but the thought of holding another weapon made her stomach churn. She left it there, half-buried, as the echoes of the fight settled like dust around her.
The quiet scrape of a mech’s approach brought her to a stop. It wasn’t the same one that had taken Gimloria, but another, its dull silver chassis stained with streaks of grime and rust. Its single glowing eye flashed briefly as it scanned her, whirring softly. “Fighter 78-S,” it intoned in its mechanical monotone. “Exit protocol initiated. Follow.”
Sevas followed without complaint. Her body felt so heavy. Every joint ached. Her feet sank into the sand with each step, and she felt a lump build in her throat that she didn’t dare let out. Her face stung where Gimloria had struck her, her cheek sticky with dried blood. But it wasn’t the physical pain that gnawed at her insides—it was the memory of Gimloria’s eyes, the reluctant respect in her words, and the sheer, primal desperation in every move they’d made. She’d won, but it didn’t feel like a victory. It felt hollow, like she’d scraped through by a thread too thin to hold.
As they neared the gate, Sevas glanced back over her shoulder. Gimloria’s head was gone from sight, but the faint drag marks her body had left in the sand remained. Quietly, almost under her breath, Sevas muttered again, “I’m sorry.”
The mech didn’t pause. Its mechanical voice cut through her whisper, as if rejecting her regret outright. “Fighter 78-S, compliance required. Continue forward.”
Sevas bit the inside of her cheek and faced forward again. The heavy gates loomed ahead, their dark expanse swallowing the harsh light in this forsaken place. The walls seemed closer now. The weight of them pressed down on her shoulders. Gimloria’s words echoed in her head, sharp and bitter: You fought well. Won the match. But would she prevail the next time?



SIX
Takkian
Takkian paced the length of the cell. The space felt smaller than usual. His steps shorter—only a few back-and-forth strides before the walls caught him. His wings twitched, half-unfolded, itching for air they’d never feel in this dim, stale pit. The tension gnawed at him, coiling tighter in his chest with each second. His boots scraped the gritty floor; he pivoted hard at the wall, his jaw locked tight.
“Sit down before you wear a groove in the floor,” Bruil muttered. He sat cross-legged on his cot. His voice was dry, casual, but his sharp yellow eyes flicked toward Takkian with knowing. Annoyance layered his tone, but there was no hiding the pity tugging at the corner of his eyes.
“Not in the mood, Bruil.” Takkian’s voice came out rough, low. His hands itched for something to do, something to smash or break—anything to drown the restless energy running under his skin like fire. But there was nothing—just the waiting, the fekking waiting.
Bruil leaned back against the wall. “You mean you’re not in the mood for the truth. You’re wound tighter than a skippal vine, Takkian. Let me guess—you think whatever’s left of her is getting dragged back through that door any minute now. Broken, battered. Dead, if you’re really unlucky.”
Takkian stopped mid-stride and glared at Bruil. His claws flexed at his sides, biting into his palms. “I said, drop it.”
Bruil shrugged. “Just saying. First fights aren’t as bad as you remember. She might surprise you.”
Takkian’s jaw tensed. He didn’t respond. Didn’t trust himself to. Instead, he turned on his heel and resumed pacing, his wings brushing the wall as he moved. Bruil’s words didn’t ease the coil in his chest. If anything, they tightened it.
“Am I doing this right?” Ulo’s trembling voice cut through the tension. The Dokkol juvenile tried to take up as little space as possible, but he still made it cramped, especially as he stood in a corner of the cell, massive rocklike hands raised awkwardly in what was meant to be a defensive stance. His wide shoulders hunched forward, and his knees were bent too much, giving him an off-balance, clumsy posture. This was his way of dealing with Sevas’ absence, “so she’ll be proud of me,” he’d said.
“Not like that,” Bruil said, sighing as he swung his legs over the cot and stood with a faint groan. He walked over to Ulo and placed a scarred hand on the juvenile’s thick forearm, adjusting the angle. “If you stand like a wilted xurna stalk, someone’s going to flatten you before you can move. Keep your feet under you, strong and steady—like the foundation of a fortress.” Bruil tapped Ulo’s knee with his knuckles. “Less bending. You’re not trying to shrink into the ground. Use your size.”
Ulo nodded quickly, his large head bobbing with nervous energy. He shifted his stance as instructed, planting his wide feet more firmly against the floor. His massive fists trembled slightly. The granitelike plates of his skin caught the dim glare of the overhead light.
“Better,” Bruil said, nodding. “Now, when an opponent comes at you—” He jabbed a sharp, rust-colored finger into Ulo’s chest, “—you don’t just stand there like a warka beast in the headlights. You counter. Shift your weight, keep your fists near your core, and remember—power comes from here.” He slapped his own scaled abdomen, a loud smack that echoed in the confined cell. “Not from flailing like some half-frozen medda fish.”
Takkian paused mid-stride to watch as Bruil demonstrated, throwing a slow, deliberate jab into the empty air. His movements, though slower than they had likely been in his prime, still carried a precision honed from cycles of experience. The sharp angles of his body, the worn but powerful set of his shoulders—every motion spoke of a life of fighting. It usually annoyed Takkian when Bruil chose to play the mentor with prisoners who wouldn’t last a cycle, but this time, he remained quiet. The distraction was…welcome. Sevas would want this youth to survive, so if the lessons helped that… His pacing resumed.
Ulo mimicked Bruil’s movement. His massive arm swept forward in a slow, tentative jab. Takkian’s claws clicked as familiar tension threaded through his chest. He shook his head. “Too slow,” he growled.
Takkian’s claws froze mid-tap at the sound of the cell door opening. The hum of mechanical joints followed as the mech shoved Sevas forward. She stumbled into the room. Her bare feet dragged against the rough floor, but she managed to stay upright.
“Sevas!” cried a clearly happy Ulo, who moved toward her, arms out. Takkian stopped him from pulling her into an embrace with a flick of his palm and a sharp look. A hug from a Dokkol–even a juvenile one—would hurt if she was injured. And she was injured.
The door clanged shut behind her, sealing off the sound of the hallway with finality. Sevas didn’t say a word at first. Her chest heaved. Her breaths were shallow and uneven, and her shoulders sagged like the weight of the entire arena still clung to her. Her brilliant gold hair, damp with sweat, clung to her temples, framing a face streaked with sand and blood—none of it freshly flowing, but there was enough to churn something deep in Takkian’s gut.
She lifted her head, and her dark red eyes locked onto his. For a fleeting moment, the fire that burned in those eyes before her fight flickered back, a weakened ember still clinging to life. “I won,” she rasped.
Takkian was already moving before she could take another step. He crossed the cell in three long strides and caught her just as her knees buckled. His hands closed around her upper arms, steadying her easily. She was lighter than he expected. Her smaller frame fit within his grasp like a fragile thing. But fragile wasn’t the right word—not for her. She had the strength of something unyielding, even now, as her body trembled against his.
“Sit,” he commanded as Ulo hovered nearby. Sevas didn’t argue, though her legs didn’t give her much of a choice. He lowered her to the floor gently, his grip firm but careful, like he was handling a weapon that might still strike back.
Bruil stepped forward, raising a brow but saying nothing. His yellow eyes scanned Sevas with what might have been grudging approval. Ulo, on the other hand, clearly wanted reassurance from Sevas that she was okay. His worry was plain on his broad, rocky face.
Takkian crouched beside her, eyes narrowed as he took in her condition. A sharp cut streaked across her temple, darkening her hair with blood that had only just begun to clot. Her cheek was already swelling where the impact of a blow had left an angry, blooming bruise. Her translucent shift was torn near her shoulder, revealing a patch of raw flesh crusted with sand. A few shallow scrapes traced the length of her arms and legs, painting trails of red against her tan skin. But what caught his attention most was the dark patch of blood seeping through the fabric over her left side, just beneath her rib cage. It wasn’t pooling enough to suggest something deep, but it was enough to make his jaw tighten.
“You’re hurt,” he growled. He had feelings about this, about her, none of which he cared to name. His claws flexed, then retracted again, hovering just above the wound as if unsure whether to touch her or not.
“I’m fine,” Sevas bit out, though her voice wavered. She winced as she spoke, the faint furrow of her brow betraying the pain she was clearly trying to swallow. She shifted slightly, attempting to sit up straighter, but her arm trembled under the effort. Takkian’s hands shot out to steady her again.
“Stay still,” he warned through clenched teeth. “If you keep moving, you’re going to fekking tear something.”
Takkian stood abruptly. His wings snapped against his back as he moved to the corner of the cell where the water spigot jutted crudely from the wall. The spigot dripped steadily onto the grate below, its rhythmic plink almost drowned out by the drum of his own pulse. It wasn’t concern, he told himself, as he grabbed a scrap of cloth hanging near it and turned the knob to increase the flow of water. Just necessity. A practical matter. She needed to be cleaned up—nothing more.
He shoved the cloth under the cold stream, then squeezed as much excess water as he could before shutting off the water and returning to Sevas. She was where he’d left her, sitting on the floor with her legs half-folded beneath her. Her head rested against the wall. Her eyes drifting shut for fleeting moments before snapping open again.
Ulo kneeled nearby. His massive hands gripped his knees as he hovered anxiously, his eyes darting between Takkian and Sevas like he didn’t know what to do.
She patted Ulo’s forearm and gave him a tired smile. “I’m okay, Ulo. Really.” Stubborn, even now.
Takkian crouched in front of Sevas again, holding the damp cloth aloft for a moment as he surveyed her injuries. The sight of her battered form stirred something unwelcome, something he’d been trying to smother since the moment she’d stepped into their cell. It was a heat in his chest that infuriated him—an ache for her pain he had no right to feel.
“Hold still.” He reached out, wincing inwardly at how small her frame seemed beneath the mess of blood and bruises.
“I’m fine,” Sevas rasped again, though the hitch in her breath told him otherwise. Her eyes flitted open just long enough to meet his. That spark was still there, dim but defiant, refusing to go out even as exhaustion pulled at the edges of her. It hit him harder than it should have—how someone so worn down could still have the nerve to challenge him, even now.
“You’re not fine,” Takkian snapped as he pressed the cool cloth gently to the cut on her temple. Her breath hitched again, this time from the sting of the damp cloth meeting raw skin. He ignored it, tilting her head just enough to reach the wound. “Fine doesn’t bleed this much.”
“I’m still breathing, aren’t I?” she shot back, and there it was—that same fire, burning right through the exhaustion. Her voice was weak, but her words carried weight. She flinched as the cloth brushed over the worst part of the cut, her frown deepening, but she didn’t pull away.
Takkian didn’t answer. He worked methodically, focus locked on the task as though wiping away the blood could keep him from thinking about the truth of this place. About how this was just the start of what they’d throw at her. About how he didn’t know if that spark in her eyes—the one that stirred something dangerous in his chest—would survive many more matches.
The cloth dragged against her cheek, smearing away grit and dry blood. Her skin was warmer than it should’ve been, feverish under his rough touch. He clenched his jaw so tightly his teeth threatened to crack. The cut on her temple clotted slowly, a sluggish effort from a body that had likely spent more energy than it should have in that fekking arena.
“Keep talking like that and you won’t be breathing for long.” His tone was quieter now. He shifted his focus to the darker stain pooling over her rib cage, the blood stark against the already mangled fabric. His clawed fingers brushed the shredded edge of the vest and shift. “This…needs to come off. The blood’s soaked through.”
Sevas stiffened. Her shoulders drew back despite the exhaustion weighing her down. Her voice came low, almost a growl. “I can handle it.”
“You can barely sit up,” Takkian countered without hesitation. “Let me help you, or you’ll get an infection just to prove you can suffer alone.” Takkian didn’t wait for her to argue further. The stubborn tilt of her chin told him she would, but the tremor in her arms and the way her breaths came shallow and uneven sealed his decision. His claws tore a hole through the fabric covering her ribs, exposing the wound beneath, but not bearing her breasts. The gash wasn’t as bad as he originally thought. Just a scrape, likely from a fall, and some bruised ribs. Her smooth, taut skin rippled as his fingers touched around the wound.
He swallowed thickly, suddenly a little light-headed and disoriented. She smelled of the arena, and sweat, but also of something delicious and pure and utterly her. He wanted to lean forward and press his lips to every scratch, every bruise, just to let her know that he wished his touch could heal her.
But that wasn’t going to happen and flights of fantasy were pointless in this place. He pressed the damp cloth against the wound, aware of her sharp intake of breath. “Hold still,” he muttered. When the cloth was more red than white, he rinsed it out before returning to the task, keeping his movements firm and gentle. He didn’t stop until the blood and dirt were cleaned from each cut. Bruil was right—she reminded him of himself in his first match: raw, angry, and reckless, but alive. But she also reminded him of the part of him that slept beneath the beast. A male who was capable of kindness and softness. A male who hungered.
Her breaths had slowed to an uneven rhythm that hinted at the fatigue dragging her under. Her lashes fluttered as if fighting to stay awake, but her body betrayed her. She was slipping. Her head lolled and her eyes dimmed, clouded by exhaustion’s grip.
Takkian rinsed the cloth one last time and placed it aside, then took a longer strip of cloth—a clean one from a small stash that he kept under his mattress—and wrapped it around her wound, securing it in place. Slowly, carefully, he slid his scaled arms beneath her—one curling under her knees and the other cradling her shoulders. Her body was limp and loose from sleep.
Her head rested against his chest. The golden strands of her hair were the brightest things to touch his scaled skin in memory. The warmth of her breath against his collarbone made the blood rush there. The contact stirred something disorienting and foreign deep in his chest, but he shoved it down, burying it under the cold practicality this place required. Attachments didn’t last here. They brought nothing but weakness, and weakness led to death. Still, his grip on her remained firm, steady—as if some small part of him refused to let her slip through his hands.
Bruil cleared his throat, shaking his head. “You’re not doing yourself any favors,” the older fighter said. His yellow eyes gleamed faintly. “Getting soft for a female. Dangerous game you’re playing. But then, she is a Terian.”
“What does that mean?” Takkian asked.
Bruil shrugged. “Our kind is fond of them, is all. From the old days.”
Takkian had no idea what that meant, so he ignored it as he carried Sevas to his bunk. Her weight was negligible in his arms, yet the responsibility was heavy. Here he was, carrying this stunning female, who felt like the most precious and valuable thing he’d ever touched, to his bed. Where she would rest alone. Part of him—no, all of him—wanted to climb in beside her, wrap her in his arms and protect her as she rested. He imagined snarling at anyone who dared come near her, like some feral beast snapping away predators. It was absurd. She’d likely hit him if he tried such a thing. As he reached the top bunk, he shifted her carefully, maneuvering her limp form onto the thin mattress.
Sevas stirred faintly. A soft sound escaped her lips—something between a sigh and a murmur, too quiet to understand. Her face relaxed against the coarse fabric of the mattress. Despite her injuries, despite the exhaustion carved into every line of her frame, she looked…resolute. Even in sleep, her jaw held the faintest clench, as though she refused to let herself give in completely. That stubbornness, that will—ah, he liked it.
Takkian lingered a moment longer than he intended. He adjusted the edge of her torn shift to cover more of her chest, not out of modesty, but…something else. Something primal and protective that pushed against the barriers he’d built in this place. He hated the way it tightened in his rib cage.
“She doesn’t belong here,” he muttered under his breath as he pulled the light blanket over her.
“She belongs as much as any of us,” Bruil said. He spoke quietly from the lower bunk. There was no humor in his tone. Only experience. “It’s not the place that’s the problem, Takkian. It’s those who put us here. The Axis operate this arena and profit off it. They ran the penal colony she came from—I know you saw those numbers on her neck—and likely profit off that, too.”
Takkian took this in, turning over in his mind the facts he knew too well. But for the first time, they just didn’t feel as absolute as they always had. There was life outside the walls of the arena. He just needed to figure out how to get there—with those he cared about.



SEVEN
Sevas
Sevas woke to a disorienting haze. Her eyelids felt heavy, her thoughts sluggish as though submerged. She blinked, forcing her vision to focus. The ceiling above her was rough and featureless, unfamiliar at first. She turned her head slightly, taking in her surroundings—a simple, stark cell. The mattress underneath her was thin but softer than anything she remembered since being thrown into this place. Someone had tucked a blanket loosely over her. Her brow furrowed as fragments of memory clawed their way back: the arena, the roar of the crowd, the sharp sting of Gimloria’s fist—blood and desperation etched into the sand. But she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten back here.
The sound of footsteps pulled her attention, followed by the low scrape of quiet male voices. She blinked again and looked over the edge of the bunk to find Takkian standing nearby. His frame, massive and overpowering as ever, was bathed in the dim light of the room. The outline of his angular face cast in shadows. His silver eyes glowed faintly, scanning her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.
“You’re awake.” His deep voice was steady, though her fogged mind caught an undercurrent of something—relief, maybe. Fek, when had this male become the most welcome sight her eyes could conjure? If there was a definition in her mind of male beauty, Takkian was it—gorgeous, powerful, and slightly untamed. Even his scars were appealing to her, numerous as they were.
“I’m relieved you’re okay,” Ulo said quietly from the foot of the bed, where he stood a head taller than the top bunk. “I was so worried, I let Bruil teach me how to fight.”
“Tried to teach him,” Bruil muttered from below her. “Fekking pacifists don’t even know how to make a fist.”
Everyone ignored him.
Sevas tried to push herself up, but her muscles protested fiercely. Her ribs ached with every attempt, and her arms barely had the strength to prop her up. She fell back against the mattress with a quiet groan.
“Easy,” Takkian said in a gentle rumble. “You’re in no condition to be moving around yet.”
She tilted her head slightly, peering up at him. “How…?” Her voice came out hoarse, barely audible. She swallowed against the dryness in her throat and tried again. “How did I…?”
“You passed out after the mech led you back here,” he replied simply, folding his arms over his wide chest. “You’re lucky you only took superficial damage. I cleaned up what I could before you woke.”
Sevas blinked again, frowning. Her fingers moved gingerly to her side, brushing against a makeshift bandage wrapped around her ribs. She gritted her teeth and let the information sink in.
“Who was your opponent?” he asked her.
“Gimloria,” she muttered. “She was…mean.”
Takkian nodded once. “Not an easy first fight. She is a crowd favorite. Fast. Nasty.”
Sevas exhaled slowly, her breath shaky. “I was faster.” Barely.
The weight of the fight settled on her chest, heavier than the bruises pressing against her ribs. Images flashed in her mind—her makeshift slingshot, the jagged metal shard, the way Gimloria had crumpled into the sand. There was no satisfaction in the memory, only a hollow ache where relief should have been. “She… She could’ve killed me.”
“Yes,” Takkian said bluntly, his tone leaving no room for doubt. “But it wasn’t a final match, so killing you wasn’t her goal. Losing, though, means she let her anger get the better of her. It made her sloppy.”
Sevas turned away, staring at the wall. The ache in her ribs was nothing compared to the twisting in her gut. “I didn’t want to hurt her,” she admitted quietly, the words spilling out before she could stop them. “I’m not… This isn’t who I am.”
“I know,” he said.
The gentleness in his voice cut through her, striking a nerve. She pushed herself up again, this time gritting her teeth against the pain until her back rested against the wall.
The room went silent for a moment. The air between them heavy with things unspoken. Sevas glanced to the corner of the cell where Ulo stood. He kept glancing at her, wide black eyes shimmering with relief, but he stayed silent. “Told you I’d be okay,” she said with a shaky smile for him.
Bruil broke the tension with a dry chuckle from his cot. “I told them both you’d be okay,” he said, his voice raspy with age but tinged with amusement. “Did they believe me? One wanted to learn to fight and the other one paced the cell like he was trying to wear grooves in the floor.”
Sevas’ imagination wasn’t big enough to envision Takkian pacing in worry over her. He was too hard, too callous to do anything as vulnerable as pace. But then again, she was in his bed, under his blanket, with cuts tended. It was possible, she supposed.
The sound of approaching mechs sounded down the corridor outside the cell. All attention snapped toward the door. Sevas’ tired body went rigid despite the pain that pulsed through her bones. Her breath hitched, and the twist in her gut turned to dread.
Ulo raised his head. His small, dark eyes turned toward the sound. “No,” he said. “No, not me. It’s not my turn.”
Sevas already knew what was coming. Her heart pounded as adrenaline surged through her aching limbs. She shifted to swing her legs off the bed, ignoring the sharp stabs of pain from, well, everywhere. “They’re not taking him,” she muttered under her breath, as her feet found the rungs in the ladder. She climbed down from the bunk, bare heels hitting the cold floor.
Takkian was suddenly there, in front of her. Blocking her. He rested one hand on her shoulder. His claws pressed just enough into her skin to emphasize his grip. “You can’t stop this,” he said, his voice low and commanding.
“We can’t just let them—” Sevas started, cutting herself off when she realized shadows stretched under the door. Her pulse spiked as the door lock disengaged and it slid open, revealing two mechs standing side by side. Their dull, silver exteriors looked scarred and smudged, but the glowing red eyes in their rectangular faces were as sharp as ever. One of them extended an appendage, ending in a crackling stun baton.
“Ulo, designator 98-D,” the mech closest to the door said in its artificial voice. “Your participation is required in today’s match. Follow immediately.”
Ulo pressed his bulky body against the cell wall, his hands raised instinctively. “I—I’m not ready,” he stammered, his voice breaking. The rocklike plates on his arms clattered faintly as they brushed the wall. “Please, I’m not ready.”
Sevas’ fists clenched. Her wounds screamed, but she locked onto Ulo, trying to drown out her own pain. “You heard him—he’s not ready. Take someone else,” she snapped.
The mechs didn’t even acknowledge her. The one with the stun baton extended its arm further, the hiss of its energy crackling like fresh lightning. “Noncompliance will result in disciplinary measures,” it droned. The artificial monotone of its voice sent a chill down her spine.
Sevas’ gaze darted to the massive juvenile. His hands visibly shook despite their rocky exterior. She couldn’t stand it—the look of terror etched into his face. She braced herself, ready to get around Takkian and launch forward. Anything to stop the mechs from dragging Ulo into the arena. Her muscles tightened like coiled springs, ignoring the bruises and cuts that pulled at her every movement.
But before she could take a step, Takkian shifted his body and clamped both hands on her hips, firmly planting himself between her and the mechs. She froze, whipping her head toward Takkian.
His bright eyes glowed with warning, his grip unrelenting. “Stop.”
Her body tensed against his hold, anger flaring hot and wild in her chest even as her body learned the feel of his hands on her hips, the spread of his fingers on her skin, and the heat his body gave off when he was this close. He smelled of metal and, interestingly, fire. “Let go of me,” she hissed, trying to wrench free. “I won’t let them—”
“You can’t fight them.” Takkian’s breath was rough and his words firm in her ear. “It’ll only get him killed faster. And you, too.”
“I don’t care—” Sevas started, her voice cracked with desperation.
“No.” Takkian leaned in. His voice dropped even lower at her ear. “You will care when the mech assigns all of us to final matches and leaves with him all the same. Think, Sevas. You’re smarter than this.”
His words cut through her rage just enough to freeze her in place as the larger mech rolled forward until its shadow loomed over the terrified juvenile. He was right. She couldn’t help Ulo by attacking the mechs. That course of action could make things worse for him.
Ulo’s trembling form went rigid as the mech’s cold appendage clamped onto his arm. For a moment, he froze. Every muscle in his massive frame appeared locked in fear. His gaze darted between the mech and Sevas, who was still locked in Takkian’s grasp. She could see his panic, the raw desperation etched into his rocky features, and it tore at her insides.
“Ulo,” Sevas called to him as she pulled against Takkian’s unyielding grip. “Don’t let them… Don’t…”
Ulo turned his gaze fully to her. His breath shuddered as the mech’s pull urged him forward. For a fleeting moment, Ulo looked like a trapped animal, cornered and helpless. Then, slowly, something shifted. His shoulders straightened just slightly, and his hands curled into hesitant fists.
“No.” His voice was shaky, but there was a steely thread beneath the fear. He looked down at Sevas. “It’s okay.” His voice trembled, but there was also unexpected calm. “You got through your first match. So will I.”
Sevas shook her head furiously. “No, Ulo, you don’t understand—”
“It’s my turn, Sevas.” His voice steadied. “I’ve watched you. I know I’m strong, but… I have to be brave, too.” He straightened further, standing to his full, towering height. For a moment, Sevas saw him not as a scared, uncertain boy, but as the powerful being that lay inside.
Sevas’ breath hitched in her throat as she stared up at him. There was such sincerity in his eyes, such determination—it crushed her. She wanted to scream, to fight the mechs and rip Ulo free, but Takkian’s words clawed at her mind. He was right. She couldn’t help Ulo like this. And now, Ulo was standing taller in spite of it all.
“I’ll watch out for myself.” Ulo’s voice was firmer as he turned his gaze to Bruil and Takkian. The juvenile straightened his back, facing the large Zaruxians with determination. “You told me to use my size, right? To stand like a fortress?” His rocky jaw trembled, but his voice didn’t waver. “I’ll… I’ll try to remember that.”
Takkian’s glowing eyes moved over Ulo’s form, his expression unreadable.
With a slow, deliberate nod, Bruil replied, “Don’t hesitate. And don’t turn your back on your opponent.” His tone was flat, but there was a weight to his words, one that spoke both of inevitability and…respect.
Ulo nodded. The mech tugged at his arm again, and this time, the juvenile followed without resistance. His movements were slow, deliberate, as though each step was a battle in itself. Sevas watched as he crossed the threshold of the cell, dwarfed even by the imposing presence of the machines escorting him.
“Ulo,” she called, trying to sound steady. He turned his broad head slightly, enough to glance back at her. “Survive.”
The corners of his rocky lips twitched upward, just enough to resemble a faint, trembling smile. “I will,” he rumbled softly before the mech’s clamp tightened, urging him forward. The cell door slid shut with a metallic thud, the sound echoing in the suffocating silence that followed.
Sevas slumped, finding herself sitting on the edge of Bruil’s bunk. The tension spilled out of her body. The fight drained from her muscles all at once, leaving her shaking and hollow. Her palms throbbed where her nails had bitten into the skin, and the dull ache of her ribs flared up again, but none of it mattered. Her gaze remained locked on the now-closed door, her mind racing with thoughts of Ulo in the arena—alone, terrified, and likely outmatched.
Takkian moved to stand in front of her. His towering frame cast an imposing shadow. “It’s his fight now.”
Sevas snapped her gaze up to meet his. Anger flared hot and sudden in her chest, spilling out in a sharp burst. “It shouldn’t be his fight!” she spat. Her voice trembled with barely contained fury. “He’s just a child, Takkian! He doesn’t know how to do this, and I—I couldn’t help him.”
Her voice cracked on the last word. Frustration and helplessness made her fists clench tightly, nails digging into her palms again. She couldn’t focus on the pain there—it was drowned out by the ache in her chest, worse than any wound Gimloria had left on her.
Takkian leaned down, making his gaze level with hers. “They were always going to take him. That choice was never yours. You would’ve just gotten yourself dragged out with him—and he would’ve had to watch you die first.”
His words hit her harder than she liked. They punched the air right out of her lungs, leaving her frozen as the reality of it settled into the raw edges of her thoughts. She hated that he was right. Hated it as much as she hated the Axis.
“But—” she started, her voice faltering.
“No,” Takkian cut her off, his voice firmer now. “You don’t get to waste what’s left of your strength beating yourself up about this. You survive for him. That’s how you help him.”
Sevas opened her mouth to argue, but his gaze pinned her in place. The intensity in his eyes wasn’t cruel—it wasn’t even angry, not really. It was commanding, demanding that she let go of the guilt that was tearing her apart.
Sevas stared at the door for what felt like an eternity. Her shoulders trembled under the weight of emotions that pressed against her like a boulder threatening to crush her. The guilt gnawed at her insides, sharp and relentless, but beneath the noise in her mind, something steadier rose. A spark. Faint at first, but growing brighter. For the first time since she’d been dragged into this nightmare, she felt something other than fear or rage. She felt purpose.
She sat up straighter, pressing her palms into the rough fabric of the bunk and steadying herself. Her ribs protested. Pain flared with the movement, but she forced herself to breathe through it. Her gaze moved to Takkian, who still stood before her. His silver gaze burned into hers.
“I’m done waiting.” Her voice was low and uneven but laced with a thread of steel. Her fingers curled over the edge of the bunk as she peered upward, meeting his gaze head-on. “I’m not going to just sit here and wait for the next match, or the next loss, or the next bloody face to haunt me.”
Takkian tilted his head slightly. His jaw tightened, but he didn’t interrupt.
“At my settlement, nobody fought for anything. We just…accepted that our lives would be hard and miserable. We starved because the Axis took nearly everything. When something broke, when they took too much—” Her chest heaved as her breath caught. “I made it work. I made tools, shaped rocks into wheels, into shelters. If something was wrong, I fixed it. And this?” She gestured around her—the cell, the arena, everything that had held her since she was taken. “This is wrong.”
“You can’t fix this place, Sevas.” Takkian sounded like he was trying to soothe a feral beast. “You’ll just get yourself killed trying.”
“I don’t mean fixing this place,” she said, cutting him off before he could douse the resolve blazing to life inside her now. “I mean, I’m going to find a way out of here, Takkian. For Ulo, for Bruil, for anyone that still has something worth living for. I’m getting us out.”
Bruil, who had been quiet until now, let out a sharp, gruff laugh. “You really are something, aren’t you? A few days in the pit and she’s already planning an uprising. Do you know how many cycles I’ve heard that speech? Do you know how many are still here, rotting in these cells?”
Sevas didn’t flinch at his words. Her jaw set, her gaze fixed on Takkian. She had heard that same tone back home, from people too worn down by years of suffering to fight back. She refused to let it crush her now.
“This isn’t the same. I’m not going to just talk about leaving. I’m going to do it.” She rose to her feet and leaned toward Takkian, searching his face for cracks in the stoic armor he wore so well. “But I can’t do it alone. You know how this place runs, how they think. You’ve survived this long because you know how to adapt. We can do this, Takkian. Together.”
For a moment, he said nothing. His eyes flickered with something unreadable as his wings shifted slightly behind him, a restless twitch. Sevas held her breath, waiting for him to dismiss her like Bruil or push her away.
Takkian regarded her in silence. The weight of her words hung between them. His gaze was sharp, unwavering, as though he was dissecting every inch of her resolve. His claws tapped faintly against his forearm, a rhythm she was recognizing as a sign he was thinking, calculating.
When he finally spoke, his voice was low, deliberate. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”
Sevas didn’t back down. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, but she forced herself to meet his eyes. “I’m asking for a chance,” she said. “A chance to do something that matters, to not just…exist here until they decide they’re done with me.”
Takkian’s teeth ground together. He glanced toward Bruil, who was watching the exchange with a mix of curiosity and skepticism, then back to Sevas. His eyes flared bright in the dim cell. He leaned in closer. His imposing frame made the small space between them feel even smaller.
“If I agree to this,” he said, his voice dropping to a near-growl, “you need to understand there’s no going back. No second chances. The handlers, the mechs, the Axis—they don’t forgive. They’ll crush us the moment they sniff out an escape plan. And the people here, the fighters? They’ll turn on us the moment it benefits them.”
“I understand,” Sevas replied. She straightened, ignoring the pain, her gaze locked on his. “But I’ll take that over waiting to be put in a final match.”
Takkian studied her for a long, heavy moment. His wings shifted behind him again in a restless twitch that betrayed the turmoil beneath his cool exterior. Finally, he exhaled sharply through his nose, the sound more like a growl than a sigh.
“Very well,” he said at last, his tone clipped. “But don’t think for a second this will be some triumphant rebellion. This isn’t about hope or justice. This is survival. Nothing more.”
Sevas let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Relief mixed with adrenaline, pooling low in her gut. She nodded firmly. “That’s all I need.”
“You’re a mad one, little Terian,” Bruil said, shaking his scarred head. His yellow eyes gleamed with something between amusement and disbelief. “No one’s gotten out of here. Ever.”
Sevas turned her gaze to Bruil. “Then we’ll be the first.”
Bruil snorted. His leathery wings shifted as he leaned back against the cell wall. “I admire your spirit, but I’ll tell you this—plans fall apart in here. Faster than a bakknife with bad welds.”
Takkian straightened. “She knows the risks,” he said, his voice low but sharp. “And so do I.” His silver eyes flicked back to Sevas with a hard expression. “We have to plan carefully. There will be no room for mistakes.”
Sevas nodded. Her heartbeat still thundered in her ears, but she felt steadier now, more grounded. The pieces weren’t clear yet, but a picture was forming in her mind—a path. Rough, uncertain, and dangerous, but a path nonetheless.
Takkian stepped back, his gaze locked on her as he folded his arms. “We’ll figure out the details later. Right now, you need to rest and I need to think.”
“And Ulo?” Sevas’ voice softened for the first time since the conversation started. She hated the edge of worry she couldn’t quite smother.
Takkian paused, his claws twitching faintly against his forearm. “If he’s strong, he’ll survive,” he said, blunt as ever. “We do nothing for him by throwing ourselves into a fight we can’t win. Let him prove something today.”
Sevas didn’t like it, but she knew he was right. That didn’t stop the knot of fear from tightening in her stomach, nor the helplessness that tried to squeeze off the air to her lungs. Taking a deep breath, she pushed those feelings down and focused on what she could control. “Then we make sure he has something to come back to.” Her voice was steadier now, threaded with determination. Her eyes didn’t waver from Takkian’s, silently willing him to see the resolve burning behind them. She would not let Ulo’s bravery be for nothing.
Takkian nodded almost imperceptibly, as if he understood the burden they now carried. “Rest while you can. You’ll need your strength.”
For once, Sevas didn’t argue. She climbed back up to Takkian’s bunk, wincing slightly as her bruises protested. As she settled into the mattress, she caught Takkian stealing one last glance at her before moving out of her view.
The sound of the mechs had faded, but in her mind, they still loomed like the haunting sound of inevitability. She closed her eyes. Ulo’s trembling voice and his fleeting smile were etched into her memory. He had found his courage. Now it was her turn to muster some of her own.



EIGHT
Takkian
Takkian leaned against the far wall, arms crossed over his broad chest, gaze locked on the door. The cell was quiet now; the energy drained after Sevas had lain down. Her breathing had slowed enough to suggest she might actually rest. Bruil, always the opportunist, had resumed his place on his cot, sharpening some dull implement like it was the only thing keeping him alive. Of course, it very well might be.
Still, Takkian’s wings twitched behind him, restless despite the quiet. The air in the cell felt thick, charged with tension neither he nor Bruil cared to voice. And as much as he hated to admit it, Sevas was the reason for it. Her words—a vow, really—had stuck with him, stirred something in him he couldn’t quite name. Escape. Hope. Madness. Whatever it was, it felt dangerous and, inexplicably, exhilarating. He searched for the crack in her logic, for a reason to dismiss her impossible determination, but instead, he found himself…drawn. Her spark wasn’t just reckless. It touched something deep in him. Something he’d buried under layers of survival and numbness.
His claws drummed faintly against his forearm in a slow rhythm, a habit he tried to keep subtle. He didn’t like this kind of thinking. His pulse quickened when his gaze shifted to the top bunk where Sevas lay. Her yellow hair spilled over the thin mattress like sunlight cutting through shadows. She was a fighter, he reminded himself—a stubborn, reckless survivor like the rest of them. But something about her rattled him in ways he wasn’t ready to confront. The way she looked at him earlier with her dark crimson eyes burning had stirred a heat under his scales that hadn’t cooled since.
His body was very much aware of her. His cock, which had lain dormant along with every other unnecessary feeling and emotion, had likewise awoken and decided it liked her, stiffening at the most inconvenient moments. Given the utter lack of privacy in the cell, there was no way to inquire if she had feelings for him as well. And how would he even do that? His experience with females was useless. The only references to them in his stunted memory were the female opponents he’d been set against in the arena. How did a beast like him engage with a female he did not want to knock unconscious?
The sound of mechs pulled him from his spiraling thoughts. He straightened from the wall with a subtle, predatory shift. Bruil’s sharpening stilled. The rasp of metal against stone silenced. Sevas stirred. A soft sound escaped her lips as her eyelids opened. Her presence pulled at his awareness, drawing his attention like some uncontrollable orbit.
The heavy clang of the cell door unlocking came next and Takkian’s muscles coiled in readiness. One never knew what the mechs had in mind when they came down the cell block. The door slid open with a familiar metallic scrape. A hulking shadow filled the frame. Relief loosened the tight tension in Takkian’s chest, but his sharp gaze remained critical as Ulo stepped into the cell, entirely unharmed.
The juvenile looked…fine. More than fine. His rocky plates gleamed under the muted light, unmarred by so much as a crack. His broad shoulders, which had been hunched in fear when he’d left, now lifted proudly. His chest puffed slightly as he walked taller. The nervous tremors in his hands were gone. There was something…different about him, a quiet shift in his demeanor that hadn’t been there before.
“I’m back,” Ulo rumbled. He sounded surprised and excited as he took in a deep, steadying breath. His black eyes darted nervously between them, as though waiting for someone to speak.
Sevas pushed herself up on one elbow in the bunk. “Ulo.” She reached toward the Dokkol, hand extended. “You’re okay? You’re not hurt?”
“I’m fine. Not a scratch.” Ulo sounded almost baffled as he carefully took her small hand in his massive one. “None of it hurt… It was weird.”
Takkian shifted away from the shadows he’d been leaning in and narrowed his eyes. “Weird how?”
Ulo hesitated, blinking rapidly as he searched for the words. “The fighter was small,” he said finally, his tone low but steady. “Skinny. Not like you, Takkian, but he was fast, and he had all these sharp weapons. He kept hitting me, but it didn’t… It did nothing. Not even a little. It was like being hit by leaves.”
“Who was your opponent?” Takkian asked, because he’d gone up against almost everyone in the arena at some point. If they didn’t get out of there soon, he’d likely have to fight Ulo, himself.
“His name was Briksap. Or Berksup,” Ulo replied. “Something like that. It was very noisy in there.”
Bruil barked out an abrupt laugh from his cot. “Birksip. They put you up against the fluffy one, huh?” He grinned in genuine amusement. “Guess the crowd didn’t want to see their shiny new Dokkol smashed to bits too soon.”
Ulo’s massive hands curled loosely into fists. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, making the floor beneath him groan faintly. “They all wanted him to win. They threw rocks and taunted me when I hit him and he didn’t get up. I didn’t mean to hurt him,” he said quickly, glancing between Bruil, Takkian, and then Sevas. His rocky shoulders slumped slightly, and his voice wavered with guilt. “It happened so fast. I just swung once, and then…down he went. That was it.”
Takkian folded his arms over his broad chest as he leaned toward Ulo ever so slightly. “One hit?”
Ulo nodded solemnly, his gaze dropping to the floor. “Yeah. Just one. The mech waited, but then came and dragged him off.” His voice grew quieter. “I didn’t mean to hit him that hard. I just wanted him to stop hitting me.”
The honesty in the boy’s tone made Takkian pity him, but he didn’t let it show. Instead, his gaze remained fixed on Ulo. The handlers had chosen a popular, but ill-matched opponent. Deliberate, no doubt—perhaps Birksip had made a misstep and this fight, and humiliation, had been a punishment. Or the handlers were getting tired of him. It made sense. Ulo’s performance showcased his apparent strength, which gave the crowd a story to bite into—a newcomer with untapped potential. Efficient. Unfeeling. Manipulative. He hated it.
Sevas had eased over the edge of the bed and reached Ulo’s side. Her smaller hand rested against his massive arm, her touch light. “You did what you had to do,” she said softly. Her fingers brushed over the smooth stonelike texture of his arm. In that moment, Takkian would have given anything to have it be his arm she was stroking. “And you came back. That’s what matters.”
Energy scratched beneath Takkian’s scales as he watched her. Fragile as she appeared, Sevas had an intoxicating resilience to her—a warmth she somehow preserved even here. He shook it off, forcing himself to listen as Ulo’s wide black eyes flicked between them.
The juvenile slumped his shoulders. “I… I tried to remember what you and Bruil said,” he muttered. “About standing firm, being like a fortress. I just didn’t think I’d be so strong.”
“You are stronger than you realize,” Sevas murmured, her gaze steady on his until she turned her attention toward Takkian, eyes narrowing. “But this? This wasn’t a test of strength. It was a spectacle, wasn’t it?”
Takkian’s wings twitched faintly as he met her gaze, dark and questioning. “That’s all any of this ever is. Ulo wasn’t meant to win or lose. His opponent was chosen to give the crowd what they wanted: entertainment.”
Her lips pressed into a thin line. Frustration radiated from her. “This has to stop.”
He moved in. Any excuse, really, to get closer to her. To see her pupils dilate when he came into her space. To watch her throat move in a thick swallow. “It does.” His voice dipped lower, quiet but heavy, like a storm brewing. “For more than one reason.”
It was the first time he’d hinted—even a little—that he felt something for her. And the likelihood that she even caught his meaning was low. He saw the change in her when he was in her space, but couldn’t quite tell if it was from fear or desire. Sometimes, those physical reactions were similar, but he figured she would have no problem telling him to back off with words or a shove if she didn’t want him near. And she never did.
She held his gaze, jaw tightening slightly. He’d seen that reflex before in her. The tension between them—which she clearly felt but refused to break—made his blood run hot and dragon fire burn in his throat. The refuse-to-back-down tilt of her chin, the growing awareness in her red gaze, the faint flush of anger or resolve in her cheeks… He found it compelling. Irresistible.
Bruil’s sharp laugh cut through the moment, dispelling any chance for an answer. “Well, at least the kid walked away whole.” The older fighter’s voice, dry and humorous, carried a thin, pointed edge as his yellow eyes flicked between Takkian and Sevas. “For now, anyway.”
Sevas sighed and turned back to Ulo. “You earned this moment,” she told the boy firmly. “Be proud of that. You came back, Ulo. Hold on to it.”
The juvenile nodded slowly, though his gaze remained thoughtful.
Takkian shifted, his wings flicking behind him as he spoke. “This was only the first round. There will be more matches, and the next opponent may not go down from one hit.”
His words hung in the air before Sevas finally broke the silence. “Then we make sure he doesn’t face many more opponents.” Her voice carried enough resolve to land like a challenge rather than a statement.
Takkian studied the determined lines of her face. Anger. Compassion. Strength. She had all of them in abundance, woven together too intricately to separate. And fek if it didn’t make her magnetic—enough to draw his attention, even when he knew better. Even when acting on that pull could cost far more than he was willing to lose.
But when she met his gaze again, the fire in her dark red eyes smoldered just a little brighter. He didn’t look away. He didn’t want to. This time, he lingered. Too long. Way too long.



NINE
Sevas
Sevas stirred in the dim light of the cell. A gentle hum of exhaustion wove through her limbs. The wake cycle had pressed against her, wringing her of energy, but as the overhead lights darkened into the sleep cycle, awareness churned beneath the surface. Warmth blossomed every time she looked at Takkian. Ulo slept on the floor, curled into a ball and looking like a boulder. Bruil snored from the bottom bunk. She turned her head, and in the shadows, she found Takkian leaning against the wall. His silver eyes glinted as he glanced her way. The intensity of his gaze kindled something inside of her.
She sat up. Tension thrummed between her and Takkian, charged and electric. “You can have your bed back,” she suggested, easing to the edge. “I’m okay.”
“No,” he replied. “The bed is yours.” He didn’t move, just kept watching her, sharp and steady as a predator.
Sevas leaned over the edge. The blanket slipped down her shoulder as she shifted. “Join me, then.” The words came out without a single thought to why that might be a bad idea. She was inviting something that felt dangerous, but exciting.
“No,” he said again, firmly. But a muscle twitched in his jaw. His nostrils flared.
“It’s just a bunk, and it’s huge for just me. We could both use the warmth.” Her voice was low but underlined with a challenge. There was something intoxicating about making this male squirm, and he definitely was. “I’m asking you to sleep with me, Takkian.”
He blinked, clearly caught off guard. He straightened and crossed his arms. “You think that’s a good idea?”
“Doesn’t hurt to keep warm,” she replied lightly, though heat crept into her cheeks. “You’re the one who’s worried about me, right? So, let’s keep it practical.” But the thought of that big, hard body pressed up against hers made her skin tingle and…other things pulse with an interesting sensation. Arousal. That was what the elder females called it in the settlement, during the copulation talks every Terian had to endure. This was so they knew what the sex act was when they were sent off with a bondmate. Arousal, however, was not commonly discussed. It was mentioned as a rare phenomenon for females to have. Mostly, the elder females informed them of how to get their bondmate to finish the act as quickly as possible.
But this was different from anything she’d heard from Auntie Ailota, the old one who spoke to her and her friend Lilas about sex. Her feelings—physical and mental—were far from obligatory.
He hesitated. “Sevas…” he began.
“Or don’t,” she said, lying back down. “I just thought—”
The sound of the ladder creaking cut her off. He was coming up. Climbing to join her.
Takkian slid into the bunk beside her, putting his back to the wall. The mattress shifted beneath their combined weight. Sevas’ heart thundered at the proximity. The air on the upper bunk turned thick with a tension that made her skin prickle. He gathered her against his chest effortlessly, pulling her closer as though he had been made to fit precisely against her.
A rush of warmth enveloped her. His body radiated heat and her traitorous body sank into the solidness of him. Her breasts, hips, legs were pressed against his. His scaled skin was surprisingly smooth, and as she nestled in closer, she could feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. The intoxicating scent of him mixed with the air—metallic and earthy, like freshly turned soil kissed by a rare rain storm.
She dared to close her eyes, pressing her face against his shoulder. Drinking in the moment. The world outside their little cell faded. Thoughts of the arena, the mechs, and the looming threats fell away. All that existed was this warmth, this connection. Takkian’s arm wrapped around her. It made her feel protected, and a flutter of something she couldn’t quite name danced up her spine.
“Is this what you meant by practical?” Takkian’s voice rumbled softly, laced with a teasing note, though she could hear the underlying tension.
Sevas chuckled against his shoulder, the sound muffled. “I’d rather be warm with you up here than let you be cold and alone down there.” She liked the low vibration of his voice and the way it resonated through her. “Besides, you smell good.”
“Is that so?” His tone shifted ever so slightly, curling with a hint of something playful mixed with disbelief. “You’re sure that’s all that this is?”
“Of course,” she said, feigning innocence. “What else would it be? Just keeping the cold away. Practical and…nice smelling.”
Takkian let out a faint snort, shaking his head. “You are consistently surprising.”
Sevas’ heart picked up speed. The soft brush of his fingers against her arm felt electric, teasing at the edges of their playful banter. “Actually, I think I’m pretty predictable.”
“You are strong and kind. Resourceful and determined,” he said. “And nothing I expected you to be.”
“Some of those things are necessary when your life revolves around shaping rocks.” She ran a hand experimentally over his chest and heard his quick intake of breath. “Not kindness. Rocks don’t care about that.”
“But living things do.” His voice was a whisper. His hands splayed over her back in a clearly proprietary way.
Everything between them stilled. The air. Their movements. Their gazes.
Sevas held her breath. The rhythm of Takkian’s heartbeat against her skin grew faster, stronger. It thrummed through her, igniting something deep within. Their breaths mingled, warm and uneven, as his lips hovered mere inches from hers. And then, drawn by an invisible force neither of them could deny, his mouth captured hers.
The softness of his lips shocked her. Everything about him seemed so hard, but his mouth was tender, gentle. Takkian’s large body shuddered and he deepened the kiss with a slow hunger that sent her heart racing. His mouth moved against hers and his hands roamed her back, testing the dip of her waist and the flare of her hips. Each caress sent a rush of heat cascading through her.
Takkian growled softly against her lips. The sound went through her chest and made her joints weaken. His hands, so large and capable of destruction, ran down her back with careful precision, as though afraid to break her. Yet each touch left trails of fire in its wake. They melted away doubt and fear, leaving only hunger.
His massive hand cupped her face, fingers grazing her jawline with an unexpected tenderness. His presence was intoxicating. Awareness rippled through her as he traced the curve of her skin. It was as if he were committing every inch of her to memory, every detail a precious treasure he’d never let go of.
Sevas melted into him. She explored the solid planes of his chest and the thick muscles of his back that supported those massive, heavy wings. She felt old scars and some not-so-old ones—barely healed, with smooth, raised skin. Her fingers slid over the thick, leathery texture of his wings. He trembled when her hands moved down his back to the base of his spine, where his flesh met with the thick leather pants he wore.
Takkian’s arms tightened around her, drawing her deeper into his embrace. The kiss was so new, so infused with new sensations, that Sevas couldn’t form a single coherent thought. She moved instinctively. Her fingers tangled in the dark strands of his hair as she pressed closer, wanting to merge their bodies as if to shield them both from the harsh reality closing in outside their little sanctuary. Takkian responded, deepening the kiss.
His hips moved against hers. Something long and hard pressed against her thigh. She knew what that meant, thanks to Auntie Ailota’s thorough lecture on male body parts, and some unfortunate drawings. She was wildly curious about what Takkian’s cock looked like, and, she had to admit, what the sex act would be like with him. There was no way things would go in that direction, however. Not now, when they were just kissing for the first time. Not until a time came when they didn’t have two cellmates.
Not until they were free of the arena.
As his tongue brushed against her lips, she welcomed him in, surrendering to the sensations engulfing her. Time blurred in that moment, and the outside world faded. There was no arena, no mechs, no blood—they were just Takkian and Sevas, lost in the softness of each other.
He slid a hand between her legs and cupped the heat there through the fabric of her shift. She gasped, but he swallowed the sound with his mouth, kissing her as his hand pulsed against her aching pussy. With each movement, her body answered back to him, soft and pliant against the hard planes of his form. She squeezed her eyes shut to keep quiet as her sex throbbed with need, wishing there was no fabric between the two of them. Wishing they were alone. The way he held her felt right, as if she were made to fit in his embrace, and the warmth gave her courage.
“Let go,” he whispered into her ear. “I’ve got you.”
She did, gripping the front of his leather vest and jerking her hips against his hand. Her breath was ragged. It was hard to be quiet and still, but Bruil kept snoring and Ulo was a very deep sleeper. With a final sharp breath, she went rigid and let the sensations crash around her. His hand was strong and sure as he stroked her, drawing her body taut as a wire. She took in the throbbing pulses of pleasure as they slid beneath her skin, lighting up parts of her that she didn’t even know could feel. As the passion ebbed, she let out a shaky breath and relaxed against him. Their kisses turned soft, gentle. Their touches, tender.
Sevas pulled back slowly, breathless as she blinked up at Takkian. Confusion and desire swirled in her mind. His silver eyes gleamed with something she couldn’t quite decipher—maybe surprise, maybe longing. It sent a thrill through her.
“Wow,” she breathed, her heart racing as she struggled to find her words. “That was…unexpected.”
“Unexpected?” Takkian ran a hand over her hair. “What did you expect would happen when you offered me warmth?”
“Warmth, not a…whatever that was,” she replied, then frowned, as she still felt the steellike rod pressing against her. “What about you?”
He chuckled softly, a sound that made her pulse quicken all over again. “Don’t worry about me. Seeing and feeling you come undone by my touch was…” He closed his eyes briefly and released an uneven breath. “Beautiful. That was a little taste of what it could be between us.”
“I liked it,” she said, suddenly feeling both bold and vulnerable. “I—I hope we can do it again.”
Warmth and confidence eclipsed the aches of her body and the fears clawing at her mind. She met Takkian’s intense gaze head-on, refusing to back down even as her heart raced.
Takkian lifted an eyebrow. “So do I.”
“I suppose this will change things between us,” she said in a steadier voice.
His expression shifted. The heat faded from his eyes momentarily. It was subtle, but enough for her to notice. The air ticked heavily with what hung unspoken between them, charged with meaning that both terrified and excited her. “It will,” he said quietly. “I’ve wanted you. Now that I know you return my feelings, I won’t hide them. You will be mine, Sevas.”
“Are you sure?” Sevas’ voice held a tremor of uncertainty and alarm. “Because I’m not easy to get along with. People in my settlement called me ‘willful,’ ‘short-tempered,’ ‘stubborn,’ and that’s just a few of the nicer ones. They used to say they pitied the male who would have to break me.” Her teeth gnashed with loathing for that term. She was fairly sure she’d die before she was broken.
Takkian shifted slightly, the muscles in his jaw tightening as he considered her words. “You cannot be broken,” he growled, matching her thoughts. “And I would never try. You make my dragon fire burn hot in my throat. My cock has never been this hard in my life. You make me want to tear apart this entire arena and kill everyone in it, just to take you out of here.”
Sevas had to admit, his words made her feel almost giddy in her belly. No one had ever said such a thing to her. Had she stayed at the settlement, her disguise of darkening her hair would have failed at some point, she’d have been sent off to a bondmate, and there was no way any Terian male would have said something like that to her. When she looked into Takkian’s eyes, she could see that he meant every word. She could almost see flames dancing in his silver eyes. It gave her fresh hope they could get out of there. That something good could come of all this.
“I want to live, Takkian,” she said, the passion behind her words surprising even herself. “I want to feel everything with you. I…fek, I want to see your cock.”
His lips twitched. “You have no idea how much I want to show it to you.” The tension in his body eased and he shifted closer. Takkian’s gaze held hers, deeper than the simple promise. “Then, we plan. We look after each other—Ulo, Bruil, and us.” His voice was firm, protective. The weight of his words settled over them like a shield. “We won’t find an escape—we’ll have to make one.”
Sevas nodded. “Agreed.” She shifted slightly to face him better. “We’ll figure out how to navigate the arena, the mechs’ routines and weaknesses, all passageways we can access. Find ways to turn the odds in our favor.”
Takkian’s eyes flickered with something unreadable. “There’s no guarantee they won’t notice us scheming or plotting,” he warned, his voice dropping so low he was barely audible. “If they suspect, we will not leave this place alive.”
“Understood.” Sevas shifted her weight once more. The remnants of exhaustion slid away under the force of their renewed purpose. “We will leave here alive.”
Sevas settled back against Takkian. Exhaustion crept into her bones again, but now it was different. She glanced up at him. His expression was a mixture of resolve and concern. The confidence that radiated from him was infectious. It fueled the fire inside her, and for the first time since being shoved in this cell, she began to hope that she could find her friends. Somewhere out there were four other Terian females. She couldn’t dwell on what their fates may have been. To do so would put her in tears. But she could imagine that once free of this miserable place, she could set out to find them. Hopefully, with Takkian’s help.
“Tomorrow,” she murmured, half to herself and half to him, as her eyelids grew heavy. “We plan. We’ll find a way out of here.”
“Tomorrow,” Takkian echoed, his voice low and steady, a promise carried in the deep timbre. He shifted slightly, pulling her closer and settling in for sleep. He let out a deep sigh, and she hoped she could hear that sound again, many times.
Sevas nestled into his side, feeling the comforting rise and fall of his chest as his breathing steadied and deepened in sleep. A wave of peace washed over her. Her eyes fluttered shut as thoughts of escape swirled in her mind, intertwining with the rhythm of his heartbeat. This felt right. This had to work.



TEN
Takkian
Takkian awoke before the lights came back on. He lay there for a moment, listening to Sevas’ soft breathing. Her warm body was pressed against his chest. Her golden hair spilled over the mattress in a bright gold wave. The memory of their kiss lingered, making a fire coil low in his belly. If he had his way, they’d stay like this all cycle, talking, touching, exploring each other. But today was likely a fighting day, and he had to prepare.
He slipped out from beneath the blanket without disturbing her and climbed down to the floor. Familiar anxiety snaked through him as he made his way to the corner of the cell, testing the muscles in his arms and wings to shake off sleep. The air felt different today. Charged. He could almost taste the adrenaline buzzing like an electric current in the back of his throat. The anticipation of the arena set his heart racing, but beneath that excitement lay a heavy layer of dread. He had to focus. Winning this fight wasn’t just about survival. It was about keeping Sevas, Bruil, and Ulo safe. Keeping hope alive for all of them. As he paced, the sound of metal rolling against the stone floor echoed outside the cell. He turned, instinctively moving into a defensive stance. The door swung open, revealing the sharp silhouette of a mech, its red eye glowing ominously in the dim light.
“Takkian, designation 752-X,” it announced in its unnerving monotone, “your match begins shortly. Prepare for immediate departure to the washroom and feed line.”
Takkian’s stomach churned at the words. The others would eat and use the washroom later. He, along with the early cycle batch of fighters, would do so now. He nodded curtly, pushing aside the clenching emotions that fought for attention. This was routine. He’d faced the arena many times, each match a test of skill, strategy, and a measure of luck.
He took a moment to glance back at the bunk where Sevas lay sleeping. That last kiss played through his mind again—a soft touch, a spark of warmth—reminding him why he had to keep winning. The mech waited impassively, oblivious to the riot of emotions pounding through him.
“Let’s go,” he replied, his voice gruff but steady as he stepped through the threshold of the cell. The mech turned. Its heavy frame moved with unsettling precision, leading him down the narrow hallways with their dull, gray walls. The flickering lights overhead cast distorted shadows that shifted and stretched in the corners of his vision. He ate only a portion of his allotted ration and washed quickly, eager to get the match over.
Eager to return to her.
Takkian remained alert to every sound and movement through the corridors. The faint clanging of weapons and the distant murmurs of anxious spectators mingled into an anxiety that wrapped around his chest like a metal band. He had learned to rely on this atmosphere. It kept him sharp. It kept him aware that his life always hung in a precarious balance here. But now, there was more at stake. So much more.
As they approached the arena entrance, the din grew louder. The mechanical doors slid open, unveiling the familiar circle of sand and high walls. The arena was packed with anticipation and a raucous crowd thrumming with energy. The seats teemed with alien species. Their colorful forms shimmered under bright lights as they stamped and shouted, eager for the thrill of battle.
“Fight number four,” an announcer said.
Takkian stepped into the arena, heart pounding with the rhythm of the crowd’s roar. He moved forward, scanning the space for what weapons they’d be given to use. This time, there were none. This fight would be a battle of fists and endurance. Maybe some kicks and body slams, if someone was unfortunate enough to fall. That meant he and his adversary were well matched, physically. Instinct pulled his gaze to the opposite side of the arena.
His opponent emerged from the shadows—a hulking brute of a being. His name was Chakix, if he remembered correctly. The creature stood nearly a head taller than Takkian and carried himself with the confidence of a seasoned fighter. Chakix was notorious for his raw strength. Takkian had faced this male before. And lost.
Takkian narrowed his eyes, sizing him up. Muscle rippled beneath Chakix’s hide, and the vicious glint of teeth peeked through a sharp grin. Already, the crowd roared. Their collective anticipation thickened the air. Takkian clenched his fists, feeling the familiar weight of the arena descend upon him.
As the announcer’s mechanical voice echoed through the stadium, Takkian took a deep breath. “Takkian, 752-X versus Chakix, 946-B,” it shouted, amplifying the frenzy of the crowd. “Begin!”
The signal was immediate. Chakix charged, swinging a massive fist through the air with brutal force. Takkian’s instincts kicked in and he sidestepped, feeling the rush of displaced air as the punch barely missed his face. He kept his wings tucked close and tight to his body so they’d take as little damage as possible. His wings healed very slowly from injuries. Bruil’s had been destroyed in this place.
Chakix stumbled past him, but he quickly regained his footing, turning with a furious snarl. Takkian could almost feel the hot breath of the crowd washing over him, mingled with malice and greed.
Fight smart, he reminded himself as he calculated his next move. He needed to keep his footing, to feel the ground beneath him. It was the only way to maintain control in the arena. And he had to maintain control.
Chakix lunged again, this time aiming a lower jab toward Takkian’s ribs. Anticipating the attack, Takkian dodged to the left and countered with a sharp kick to the creature’s knee. The impact landed harder than expected, and Chakix let out a pained grunt as he stumbled back, talons clawing the air for balance.
The crowd roared with excitement at the ebb and flow of the battle. Takkian didn’t let up. He pressed forward with all his strength, landing a swift jab that struck Chakix squarely across the jaw. The force sent the massive being reeling, but it only fueled his anger. With a roar, Chakix surged forward again, muscles coiled as he unleashed a flurry of strikes.
Takkian ducked and weaved, relying on his agility. He had learned long ago how to read the patterns of a fighter’s movements, and Chakix was no different. Each swing was predictable; the brute’s strength lay in its simplicity. Takkian knew he could outsmart him, but timing and precision were everything.
“Focus,” he muttered to himself as he sidestepped another punch that flew, barely missing. Using the momentum, he stepped in close and delivered a crushing blow to Chakix’s ribs, feeling a sickening crunch resonate against his knuckles. The creature staggered, letting out a hiss that cut across the arena.
The crowd erupted. Screams and cheers were so loud, Takkian could barely hear the announcer’s commentary. “Takkian, 752-X is taking control of the fight!”
But Takkian kept his focus, not letting the chaos seep into his mind. He saw an opening as Chakix swayed unsteadily, catching his breath for a moment. His leg muscles bunched, and he dashed forward, shoving the brute backward. In an instant, Takkian threw his shoulder into Chakix’s chest, leveraging his weight to topple the massive being.
The thud echoed through the arena like thunder. Chakix hit the ground hard, sending out a spray of sand and sprawling out with a grunt.
Takkian remembered Chakix being faster, having agility that matched his own. It was possible that his opponent had been told to throw the fight. That rarely happened, and Chakix was a popular fighter. Why would the handlers, who arranged the fights, want to see one of their stars taken down so easily?
“Get up!” a voice boomed from somewhere in the crowd. It was a reminder that he had to ensure his victory was absolute. He stepped back, surveying Chakix, who struggled to push himself up, panting heavily.
Takkian couldn’t give him a chance to recover. He prepared for the finishing blow when he noticed the edge of the arena, lit by the glaring floodlights. A mech, stationed just beyond the arena’s boundary. It was waiting for the imminent end to this fight, and seeing it there, in his space, sparked an idea.
With a glance at Chakix, Takkian charged forward and punched Chakix directly into the mech, slamming his opponent into the machine’s exterior. The clang was sharp and jarring, and the mech’s system sputtered.
The crowd gasped. A wave of uncertainty rippled through them for one hot moment, as the specter of the mechs losing control over the fighters loomed. A moment of stillness hung in the air. But it wasn’t Takkian’s intention to rebel now. He wanted to test the mech’s durability and cause a little damage, but not enough to disable it. That was perfect. Exactly what Takkian was going for. A beaten-up mech was easier to get past than a fully functional one.
Takkian turned back to Chakix, who lay groaning beside the mech. He wasn’t getting up. Takkian could see the fight was over, and it was definitely easier than it should have been. Despite Chakix’s breath coming in ragged gasps, his defeated opponent glanced over at him and grinned. Takkian’s gut tightened as his suspicions were confirmed. Chakix had thrown the match quickly. The mech knew the plan and was there even before it had happened.
“Takkian, 752-X has won the match,” the announcer cried.
The crowd booed and threw their rocks and food and filth at him, but Takkian barely noticed. Their jeers echoed wildly off the walls as Takkian stepped back, flexing his sore hand. The sound turned his stomach. So much cruelty, but it still wasn’t enough. It hadn’t gone on long enough. They were angry that there wasn’t more blood, more pain.
A second mech rolled in quickly. Takkian watched as both mechs locked onto Chakix’s body. The wounded fighter’s protests were drowned out by the crowd.
“Retrieving the incapacitated combatant.” The mech’s voice was devoid of emotion as it dragged Chakix toward the exit, leaving a trail of sand and blood in their wake.
Takkian couldn’t help but watch as Chakix was pulled away, limp and defeated. A sour taste formed in Takkian’s mouth, mixed with the stale air around him. This victory was more dangerous than a loss, and it only compounded the nagging sensation in his gut.
The third mech advanced closer. “Get moving, fighter,” it ordered flatly.
“Right,” he muttered. His body was still taut with energy. He pivoted and strode towards the exit, aware of the crowd’s roar behind him and relieved when their shouts faded as he left the arena floor. He was done with this. The fighting. The cheering crowds. All of it.
He stepped into the dark hallway. Each step led him further from the wild energy of the fight and closer to the grim reality of what he and the others were daring to attempt. The mech ahead of him reeled back before turning to face him. “Victory recorded. Takkian, 752-X will report upon request.”
That was strange, and he wasn’t even sure what it meant. A mech had never said that to him after a match before.
Takkian continued down the corridor behind the mech. There was no thrill of victory. Only an unsettling emptiness that confirmed the need to get out of this place, no matter the cost. A low growl rumbled in his chest as he approached the cell.
He pushed through the heavy door, scanning the dim room immediately. Sevas sat on the edge of their bunk—yes, it was theirs, as she would be sleeping with him from now on—her feet dangling over the side. The moment the door slid open, her dark red eyes were on him, wide with concern that quickly morphed into relief.
“Takkian.” She eased off the edge to her feet with more mobility than she had the cycle before, cutting through his remaining unease. “You’re back.”
“Of course I am,” he replied, forcing a casual tone. He stepped inside, his body still thrummed with the adrenaline of the fight. Her gaze moved from his face to the rest of him as she looked him over for signs of injury. He felt the heat of her concern wash over him, and he couldn’t shake the rush of pride to see her worry for him.
Sevas moved toward him. “Are you hurt?” she asked. “Don’t lie.”
He shook his head as she brushed over a fresh mark on his arm, caused by one of the flying rocks. “I’m fine.”
“Let’s see.” Her brow furrowed as stepped back to get a better look at him. “You’ve got…” She noticed the scratches and the faint line of blood mixed with dirt and sweat along his arms. “You’re right. You don’t look badly injured,” she replied. “Unless you’re hiding something.”
Takkian smiled and cupped her face in his hands. “I’m not hiding anything. I’ve faced that opponent before. I knew how to handle him this time.”
“What happened last time you faced him?” she asked.
“I lost,” he replied tightly, unwilling to voice his concern that the fight was thrown to turn the crowd against him. “That happens. We learn from our mistakes.”
She nodded. “I talked to Ulo about our plans.”
The young Dokkol nodded. “I’ll do anything to leave,” he said. “I want to find my family. We scattered in escape pods when our ship came under attack, but I think I was the only one captured. Whatever you need of me, I’ll do it.”
Sevas smiled at Ulo before turning back to Takkian. “Did you learn anything when you were out there?”
“I did,” he replied. “There was a mech in the arena at the end, just before I won the match. I managed to damage it.”
Sevas raised an eyebrow. “You did?”
“How did you manage that?” Bruil asked, sitting up straighter. “And it was inside the pit?”
“Yes.” Takkian saw the confusion on Bruil’s face and couldn’t help but agree—it wasn’t typical. Mechs waited until the match was over to enter the pit and remove the loser. “I hit Chakix directly into the mech. Didn’t disable it, of course, but it was dented and took a moment to recover.”
From the expression on his face, Takkian could tell Bruil didn’t like this at all. “You damaged a mech inside the pit.” He shook his head. “Expect consequences for that, boy.”
“I didn’t damage it. Chakix did. He should have crashed somewhere else.” Takkian shrugged. “I needed to see how much force was required to damage one of them. It takes a lot.”
Bruil said nothing, but stared at Takkian with a grim mouth. “You’re getting reckless.”
“And you’ve been in here too long,” he snapped back, frustration bubbling over. “It doesn’t matter if I win my next hundred matches. I’m going to die eventually, and I’m going to die here—in this pit while a crowd cheers and warlords collect money from bets. And what will happen to you, my friend, without me using the favors I earn from my wins to keep you safe? They’ll put you in the pit against some sadistic creature who will kill you slow and hard, and the crowd will love it. So if we’re going to die, it’s going to be on our terms. Not theirs.” He hadn’t intended to make such a speech, but it was the truth. “If you want to stay here, you may.”
Bruil shook his head slowly. “No. I don’t.”
“Neither do I.” He looked at Sevas and Ulo, both of whom stared at him, surprised at his outburst. “If we can break down or evade the defenses leading out of here, we can access the hangar bay where we can board a ship and, ah, persuade an operator to take us out of here. Escape could be within our reach.”
“How do we do that?” Sevas asked. She stepped closer, eyes keen.
“We need Ulo. He has strength on his side, and if he uses it wisely, he can help us create a distraction. The mechs focus on immediate threats. If they see one of their own malfunctioning, they’ll become disorganized. It may give us an opportunity while the guards focus on repairing the damage.”
Sevas nodded. “The timing will be key. And the one place this could all go wrong.”
“Exactly,” Takkian replied, internal gears clicking into place. “We need to time our move carefully. And we need to stay together.”
“What do you think, Ulo?” Sevas asked. “Do you think you can smash some mechs?”
Ulo nodded. “It would be easier than smashing some poor life form who also doesn’t want to be here.”
“Good.” Takkian met Bruil’s quiet gaze. “Do you think you have some fight left in you, old one?”
Bruil raised an eyebrow. “I’ve got some in reserve, if I need to use it.”
“You’ll use it,” Takkian said, feeling the fire burn in his throat as he spoke. “If we can draw their attention away, we can get out before they can organize a lockdown. And with Ulo’s strength, we have an advantage.”
“Count me in,” Ulo said, squaring his wide shoulders.
Bruil unfolded from his bunk. “Just…everyone be on your guard. Something about this gives me an uneasy feeling.”
Takkian tapped his arm. Obviously, things could go wrong, and if they did, he’d meet his fate a little soon than he’d like. It was a fate all four of them shared, if they didn’t get out of there soon. But he couldn’t argue with Bruil, either. There was no ignoring the niggle of worry that crawled over his scales, telling him that his last fight was too easy. Too different.



ELEVEN
Takkian
Takkian awoke to the dull hum of fluorescent lights flooding the cell. Sevas lay beside him, still peacefully asleep, her hair a shimmering gold across the mattress. He took a moment to watch her. Her cheeks, although marked by fading bruises, had a soft glow that made him feel the warmth of a fresh start. They’d shared a closeness last sleep cycle, and it had changed something within him. He found himself reluctant to rise, dreading the day ahead.
But the routine of the cycle wouldn’t wait. Soon enough, everyone awoke. Just as it usually was, mechs arrived and herded them down the corridor to washroom stalls, then to the feed line, then back to their cell. Indeed, the cycle began as most did, normally enough.
Takkian began to relax, thinking none of them would have matches, when he heard the unmistakable sound of mechs opening their door.
Two of them waited on the other side. A mechanical voice said, “Takkian, designation 752-X. Sevas, designation 78-S. Report for match preparation. Immediately.”
He looked at Sevas in alarm. She wasn’t fully healed. Usually they were given a spate of rest between matches, especially when they were new, and especially when injured. Apparently, the handlers felt she’d healed enough.
“Both of us?” she whispered.
He pushed himself off the wall and stretched his wings. The ache of muscles and the warmth of her presence still clung to him, but the urgency of the moment chased those thoughts away. “Yes.”
Sevas swallowed hard. “Fine. I won once. I’ll win again.”
“You must.” He stepped toward the door. An unsettling feeling churned in his gut. “No matter what, come back to me.”
“Same to you.” Sevas’ gaze moved over the mech with clear loathing. “What do you think they have planned for us today?”
“Whatever it is, it won’t be kind.” He sensed an undercurrent of danger vibrating through the air. There had been something about the last match that unsettled him. He had a bad feeling that the crowd wasn’t going to be satisfied with normal entertainment today.
Takkian forced himself to focus. He couldn’t afford to slip up, not when Sevas needed him alive and healthy. He cast a quick glance back at Sevas, who stood beside him, chin raised. Her dark eyes gleamed with tough determination, but uncertainty tightened the skin around her eyes. He reached out briefly, brushing her shoulder in a gesture of support. “Stay strong,” he advised, and saw her nod.
They stepped out into the corridor together. The air was heavy and Takkian felt the pulse of dread settle in his stomach. Something about the morning felt off, charged with a dark energy he couldn’t quite name. Maybe it was the way the mech moved, or perhaps a lingering unease about what awaited them in the arena.
As they walked, the mech led them through the familiar twisting hallways. The scent of sweat and metal mixed with the sharp tang of fear that clung to the walls. Takkian noticed the eyes of the other fighters as they passed—some filled with apprehension, others dimmed by resignation. Would those expressions soon be theirs? He gritted his teeth, pushing away the thought.
Sevas’ lips pressed into a thin line as the mechs led her away, presumably to the waiting area where she’d have to stand until his match ended. She’d have to listen to the sounds that came through the door until her turn.
Takkian shook out his limbs and stretched for the long moments until the heavy door leading to the pit slowly opened. Sounds—cheers, shouts, wild howls—exploded into a cacophony that filled the air, pressing down like a physical force. Takkian stepped through.
The announcer’s voice boomed across the arena, dragging his attention forward. “Welcome, fighters!” It echoed through the grand expanse, bouncing off the cold walls, instilling a rising tension in the air. “Prepare for today’s first match!”
Takkian’s breath caught. Sand shifted under his feet. Blood and sweat from the previous cycle’s matches had been cleared away, leaving the walls clean and the sand white. Weapons piled in the center of the pit, but none of that mattered. All of it faded to nothing.
Across the pit was Sevas. She stood on the other side, so small. Her bright hair whipped around her shoulders, catching the light, a dazzling color against the grim backdrop of the arena. Then, she saw him.
She dropped to her knees on a cry.
The crowd roared with excitement. Takkian’s heart raced and his stomach dropped as everything suddenly made sense.
They were to fight each other.
That meant only one thing in his mind—somehow, the officials, or the handlers, or the fekking mechs had learned about their plans to escape.
His gaze met hers. Everything slowed down to a panicked smear. The roar of the crowd, the scent of blood and sweat—it was nothing. Nothing.
He could not fight her. He would cut off his own hand before he raised it to her. A wave of protectiveness surged through him.
“Takkian, 752-X versus Sevas, 78-S!” the announcer shouted, his voice resonating through the grand expanse of the arena.
They wanted him to kill her. They wanted to break him. To punish him for considering escape. How they found out, he’d probably never know. The cell must have been monitored, even though he and Bruil had searched every bit of it, looking for listening devices. Fury swelled, hot and poisonous. He wouldn’t fight her. He wouldn’t unleash his strength against a soul as brave and fierce as hers.
He’d never seen Sevas cry. Not once. But now, tears fell from her eyes. “No,” she whimpered. “This can’t be—”
“The match is set for a final match, fighters. A fight to the death!” The announcer’s excitement was palpable. The crowd shifted like a tide, roaring and chanting for blood.
A final match? A low growl rumbled in Takkian’s throat as ancient, savage instincts roared to life. “No.”
The mech remained impassive, its eye barely flickering. “Orders are final. Compliance required,” it said as it exited the pit and sealed the doors.
Takkian’s pulse thundered in his ears, drowning out the cheers of the crowd as his gaze remained locked on Sevas. She frowned with confusion and fear. No. This wasn’t right. The officials of the Axis who owned this cursed arena had chosen to make him kill the one person who mattered most to him.
“Sevas,” he growled, his voice low and jagged like granite. “Get up.”
She held his gaze as he strode toward her, but she stayed down on her knees. Her eyes were enormous as she stared up at him. “Make it quick, Takkian.” Her voice was a trembling thread. “Please.”
They had promised each other survival, not death. Something primal awoke within the dark corners of his mind. He reached down, took her upper arms in his hands and guided her upward until she stood before him. Her lips were colorless. Her face, streaked with tears.
“Do you truly think I could ever hurt you?” he murmured.
“It’s a f-final match.” She dragged in a ragged breath. “One of us won’t leave here alive.”
The crowd didn’t like this touching display. Stones, knives, and rotten fruit rained down on them. He spread his wings and curved them around her, protecting her against the barrage. “Perhaps. But it won’t be you.”
Her eyes widened. “I can’t kill you, Takkian. I—I love you.”
Peace settled over him for one moment. Pure, simple, overwhelming peace as his heart swelled with something that felt like completeness. “I love you, too, Sevas.” He ran his fingers down her cheek, testing the softness. “But I think you’re going to need to step back.”
Her brows furrowed. “Why?”
Takkian stepped away from her as his breathing turned ragged and fire clawed up his throat. Smoke leaked from his nose and mouth. His body didn’t feel quite like his anymore. Something inside him was changing.
“Fight to the death! Fight to the death!” the crowd chanted.
But a burning rage ignited deep within his core. Takkian’s world narrowed to Sevas. Her eyes stayed wide with uncertainty as she tried to gauge his intentions.
He wasn’t even sure what they were, but his body shifted. Muscles tightened and expanded. A primitive force coursed through him as his body changed. The scales on his skin thickened into a protective armor. Takkian felt the dragon clawing against his mind. The urge to defend, to assert dominance, rose like a tide. He wanted to keep control, to not lose himself. He was a warrior, not a monster—a fighter who had grown stronger through sheer necessity, but whatever this was could not be stopped. The dragon form, which Bruil had spoken to him about but Takkian had never achieved, was taking over.
A beast within stirred awake, hungry. Vengeful.
“Get back,” he snarled at Sevas. He felt as though the transformation would soon rob him of the ability to speak. It reverberated through the arena, causing an immediate hush. Sevas scrambled backward, pressing to the wall as her expression shifted to fear.
The crowd stilled, unsure how to react, but the fear rising in them was palpable. Heat surged through him. His form grew larger and more imposing. Commanding. Powerful. A sound like crackling fire escaped him, a warning to all.
With effort, he steadied himself, muscles clenching. Each breath was a battle. Each crack of bone and snap of tendon was an omen of massive change.
But the crowd didn’t know that. They watched with rapt attention as he wrestled with himself. A quiet unease moved over them as their champion changed right before their eyes. There was energy thrumming in the air, charged, electrified, poised to erupt.
He was inches away from losing control—his dragon side awakening with ferocity—and all he could think about was her. Protecting her. If this was the only way to do it, so be it.
With a last surge, he surrendered to the beast within. His form expanded, muscles swirling with power as wings unfurled, reaching wide and imposing. He felt every node in him thrum with energy. The shift from warrior to dragon ignited a feral instinct he had only sensed before.
Heat coiled in his gut, spreading outward like fire racing across dry grass. Pain laced through his muscles as they contorted. He breathed through it, teeth gritted as the sensations exploded within him. His fingers curled into claws, sharp and unforgiving, biting into the stone floor beneath him. Every cell in his body sang with the growing energy, an overwhelming power that sparked on the verge of chaos, threatening to release at any moment.
He was a dragon—huge and filled with lethal fire.
Heat built like a firestorm, roaring to life with every pulse of adrenaline spiking his heart. In an instant, the world around him narrowed. The bright lights of the arena cast harsh shadows that revealed what he was.
Everything blurred—the arena, the crowd, and even Sevas—washed away in a surge of intensity. The world turned white hot, and his senses heightened to an unbearable level. He could smell every metal, every drop of sweat, and every faint tremor emanating from the crowd.
His voice was gone. Heat built up in his throat with a need to unleash. He let out a thunderous roar that shook the very floor beneath him. The sound vibrated through the arena, sending shockwaves of fear rippling through the crowd. Finally, and too late, they realized their fate.
The mechs were no longer in control of this match. He was.
He unleashed a torrent of flame aimed at the arena doors, sending out a wave of heat that turned the arena’s sand into molten shadows and illuminating Sevas’ figure across the pit.
He could see the shock in her eyes, the way they widened, reflecting the brilliance of the flames.
Takkian spread his wings in an intimidating display. The crowd, once roaring with excitement, turned into a cacophony of panic as growing heat engulfed the arena.
His heart raced. He was here to protect Sevas, and even if that meant unleashing the fire within, he needed to do it wisely.
The mechs flooded inside, circuits buzzing nervously. They had moved too close, thinking to contain him, thinking he was just another beast to subjugate. But Takkian had tasted the power of freedom, and he wouldn’t surrender to them again. The fire grew, swirling around him, a protective aura that encased Sevas like a fortress against the chaos outside.
He then turned toward the mechs. The heat surged, pouring out of him in a stream of molten fire. He ignited them, turning them into smoking lumps of charred metal within moments.
The chaotic crowd had clotted at the exits as attendees pushed one another in an effort to escape. Takkian felt an electrifying surge as he unleashed his rage and his pain. He was no mere gladiator now—he was a predator, roaring to life in the arena. Every inch of his form was alive with purpose. He was reclaiming power, not just for himself but for Sevas, Bruil, Ulo, and every other doomed soul who suffered in this place.
As the molten remnants of machinery hissed and sizzled, Takkian stepped forward, muscles coiled and ready. He poured more fire onto the entryway and the high temperature of his flames did their job. The hinges melted. The partially fused doors fell forward, leaving a large opening for escape. He stepped back. He would not leave Sevas.
“Takkian, stop!” Sevas’ choked voice cut through the sounds of destruction. She had grabbed a weapon from the untouched pile—a stone hammer on a metal handle. But she huddled against the wall, face pinched in pain. It was so hot, the air wavered. Her long hair was burned off to the shoulder. The ends were blackened.
Panic stabbed him. He’d let it become too hot for the pit to be safe for her. With cool air pouring through the opening, he flapped his enormous wings and brought some of it further inside. He let out a roar, since he couldn’t speak words, and lowered his head.
She coughed but came to him without hesitation, carrying her heavy weapon with surprising ease. “It’s okay,” she whispered, touching his snout. “You didn’t know it was too hot. We have to get Bruil and Ulo and get out of here, now.” The urgency in her tone sliced through the chaos, snapping him back to the present. “Before they can react.”
Sevas’ words were a tether grounding him back to their shared reality. The arena was their prison—but today, it could also become their freedom. Takkian growled as the primal instinct surged within him. The incinerated wreckage of the previous mechs lay smoldering behind them. Their useless husks crumpled against the sand. The entrance loomed before Takkian. He lowered his massive head and one wing in a signal for Sevas to go climb onto him. She did so, hoisting herself onto his back. “Let’s go!” she cried, urging him forward.
Takkian thundered forward. The passageway lay ahead, twisting and turning. His dragon body was too big to fit through these corridors. He arched his wings up and back to protect Sevas, and smashed through the once-familiar hallways that had seemed destined to imprison them forever. He sent out fire as he crashed his way down the corridor. One by one, cells busted open to reveal other fighters, eyes wide with shock and hope, along with echoes of disbelief and confusion.
What the other fighters did was not his worry, but their escape would make it even more difficult for the mechs to regain control. With each ripped-open cell, the tide shifted. An undercurrent of rebellion rose among the fighters. He saw them move to grab makeshift weapons and spread out. Some shouted to others calling for cells to be opened on all the levels. The handlers and officials, who they never saw, were likely already fleeing the station.
But Takkian’s fury was fading. The transformation into his dragon form beginning to exhaust him. His body shuddered and his bones contracted with the early stages of the shift back to his warrior form. They reached their old cell.
Sevas jumped off his back and laid a hand on his neck. “We’re here,” she said, soothingly. “One last cell to open.”
He tore off the door. Ulo lumbered out. His small eyes were wide with both fear and exhilaration. Bruil emerged behind him, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Takkian!” Bruil exclaimed, turning to them with an incredulous stare. “The arena is going mad!”
“We’re escaping,” Sevas said. “We’ll explain later.”
And with that, his body contorted, and he fell into an unconscious heap on the floor.



TWELVE
Sevas
Sevas stumbled back as Takkian fell to the floor. He was naked. She may have taken her time and looked if they weren’t in such a hurry. Even lying on the floor and unconscious, he was nothing short of intimidating. The powerful silhouette of his wings, although limp, made the hall feel small, as if the very space itself recognized the raw power lying within him.
She was still reeling from what she’d seem him turn into. Despite the size and lethal fire of him as a dragon, there had been a gracefulness to the giant green beast who had saved her life. He was beautiful in a fierce and terrifying way. His scales had shimmered in shades of green, as his body had flexed in sinuous elegance. Even now, with him back to “himself,” vulnerable and unconscious, his muscles rippled like water beneath his skin. There was a resemblance between his two forms.
Sevas kneeled beside him. This was Takkian—the same male who had transformed into a creature that could instill fear and awe in anyone who encountered him. Her heart pounded with a mixture of admiration and worry. She ran a tentative hand over his forehead, feeling cool, dry skin. She swallowed hard. “Come on, Takkian,” she whispered, brushing a trembling hand over the scales of his forearm, cold and unyielding. “We need you to get up.”
But there was no response. The heavy rise and fall of his chest was the only sign that he was still alive.
“He’ll wake up,” Bruil said gently. “But not soon. He’s exhausted himself. That happens when a Zaruxian changes form.”
But they weren’t leaving him there. “Ulo,” she said, heart racing as the urgency of the situation settled in. “We need to move. Can you carry him?”
Ulo yanked the blanket from Takkian’s bunk and rushed forward. He crouched beside Takkian and wrapped him in the blanket, then slid his arms beneath Takkian’s shoulders and legs, lifting. “I’ve got him,” Ulo said, holding him easily.
Sevas glanced nervously at the wrecked door, half expecting a squad of mechs to come pouring in.
“I don’t remember this being the plan.” Bruil stood beside Ulo and fixed her with a hard look.
“They put us in a final match,” she said. “Against each other.”
“Ah.” Bruil’s one word held a wealth of knowledge. “That explains it.”
Sevas leaned back and looked down the corridor. “You can explain what ‘it’ is once we’re out of here. We need to get to the ships.”
Bruil nodded. “To the ships.”
She led the way. The dismantled corridors were as disorienting as she remembered, but adrenaline propelled them forward, around piles of rubble and smoking debris. The memory of Takkian’s enormous presence in the arena was burned into her mind, bold and primal, but she refused to let it overwhelm her. They had an opportunity to escape. They couldn’t mess it up now.
Sevas’ heart raced as Ulo trotted behind her, carrying Takkian in his arms. The weight of the warrior’s form was nothing compared to the strength the young Dokkol exuded. They navigated through the winding corridors of the arena. Their footsteps echoing eerily in the tense silence that hung around them.
“Stay close,” she urged, glancing back to make sure Ulo and Bruil hadn’t fallen behind. Both stuck tight to her. She tried not to think about all that could go wrong between here and departing the hangar—where she’d been once, when she’d been delivered here. Every shadow felt alive. Every flicker of movement sent a shiver down her spine. They had definitely disrupted something in the arena, and the last thing she wanted was to get caught now.
The door to the hangar bay was just ahead. The moment they passed through it, a group of freed fighters emerged, battered and fierce. Their expressions were twisted into a determined grimace. They eyed Sevas, Bruil, and Ulo cautiously. Their gazes moved to Takkian, who they likely recognized, with a mix of curiosity and wariness flashing across their faces.
Sevas held up her stone hammer, but the fighters moved on. They were as done with fighting as the rest of them.
In the hangar, the scene was a chaotic whirlwind. Fighters scrambled about, some dragging makeshift weapons while others loaded up supplies into whatever starships remained intact. The air buzzed with tension and excitement. Everyone knew this was their chance to break free.
Sevas glanced up at Ulo, whose face was a mask of determination and fear, and then over at Takkian, still limp in Ulo’s arms. “We need to find a ship, fast,” she said. There were plenty around, but she had no idea which would be suitable. And an unoccupied one would be a lot easier to take.
“That one.” Bruil pointed toward a smaller vessel at the corner of the hangar. “It looks fast and no one has grabbed it yet.”
It gleamed in the harsh lights overhead. “Okay, let’s go.”
They started forward. The other fighters were like a swarm, working frantically to access the ships or grab any supplies they could find. Those who had come as spectators found themselves trying to defend their ships or running for cover from determined and merciless fighters. Weapons fired, sending flashes of light and smoke through the hangar.
“Be careful,” Sevas cautioned Ulo. Her voice was almost drowned out by the shouting and shooting around them. “We don’t want to draw attention.”
Ulo nodded, his expression resolute. They reached the ship, a sleek, silver craft with a narrow design that seemed perfect for a quick getaway. The hatch opened with a quick pry from Ulo’s finger, and they piled inside.
Now they had another problem. Takkian had planned to force whoever owned or operated a craft to fly them out of there, but this ship was empty. “Can anyone work the controls?” Sevas asked, her gaze flicking between Ulo and Bruil.
“I can,” Bruil announced, looking grim. “I operated dozens of them during my peoples’ battle for our planet, Zarux. It was a long time ago, but I can figure it out.”
“Then, you’re on,” Sevas said, glancing over her shoulder as the sounds of chaos echoed around them. More mechs could be arriving at any second. They had to hurry.
Ulo placed Takkian, who was still wrapped in the blanket, on one of the ship’s seats and clipped him in. Bruil clambered into the cockpit. His hands moved over the controls with ease, his brow furrowing in concentration. Sevas peered at the dizzying array of controls as she waited for Bruil to power it up.
The hangar was filled with pandemonium—fights breaking out between desperate fighters, mechs trying—and failing—to restore order, and others seizing the opportunity to escape. She turned back to Bruil, who was already working rapidly.
“How soon?” Sevas asked, heart racing as she peered out of the hatch for approaching mechs. “More are coming.”
“Almost there.” Bruil slid his scarred hand over a touchscreen, turning it blue with a satisfying ping. The ship’s engines hummed to life, vibrating beneath their feet. “Secure the hatch.”
Sevas nodded, moving deeper into the ship’s hatch. She shut it and, since she didn’t know how to use the screen beside it, she hand-cranked the latch until the door locked and sealed. She stepped back. The reality of their escape set in with a snap of giddiness. This could actually happen—they could leave this nightmare behind them.
Bruil navigated the control panel, muttering to himself as he adjusted settings and input coordinates. The ship hummed beneath them, ready to take flight. “Just a little more power, and the thrusters will be hot,” he said, his voice gruff but focused.
Suddenly, a loud crash echoed from the hangar entrance. Sevas felt her heart drop and rushed to the back of the small ship. She peered out of the only rear viewport to see the hangar doors flooded with a wave of mechs colliding with fighters. Weapons blazed as the fighters attacked, using stolen blasters and hand weapons to engage with the mechs, which were outnumbered and outgunned. Still, the amount of plasma flying from weapons terrified her. Their small ship could easily be hit, ending their escape quickly.
“Bruil! We have to move,” she shouted, dashing back to the front operator’s compartment.
Bruil’s fingers raced over the control panel. “Working on it,” he growled. “It’s been a while since I’ve done this.”
Sevas closed her eyes. Alarms blared behind them, amplifying the urgency of their escape. “Hurry.”
With a final, desperate lunge, Bruil slammed the last switch into place. The thrusters roared with power. “We’re ready!” he shouted.
Sevas let out a shaking breath of relief. “Take us out,” she urged as she glanced back toward the hangar doors. She could no longer see them, but she could hear the blasts and shouts, which told her the fight was still ongoing.
Bruil gripped the controls tightly, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Hold on to something,” he said. “We’re going to be weightless in a moment.” He punched a button, and the ship jolted forward. The thrusters propelled them out of the hangar bay.
Sevas steadied herself, gripping the nearest surface as the ship surged ahead. The exit loomed in the distance. The sight of freedom sent a warm rush under her skin. Takkian’s unconscious form remained sprawled in the seat, but Ulo was vigilant near him as they burst through the hangar doors and into space.
Instantly, her body became weightless, just as Bruil predicted. He was strapped into his seat, but she held on to the seat beside him and just gazed out of the viewport. Sevas couldn’t believe they were actually out. They were doing the impossible. They had escaped the pit.
“Nice flying, Bruil,” she said. “Now get us as far from here as possible.”
“You won’t get an argument from me.” Bruil pulled up what looked like a navigation chart and input new coordinates.
“I can’t believe we did it,” Sevas said. “We’re free.”
Ulo leaned forward to look out the viewport, taking in the vast expanse of stars beyond the arena. He had hooked one huge foot under a seat he was near, to keep him steady. “Look!” he cried excitedly. “The stars. They’re so beautiful.”
“They are,” Bruil said. “And there are a lot of them, so we need a plan.” He glanced over at Takkian. “He’ll wake up soon, but I think we should set about finding Ulo’s family. He deserves to be reunited with them.”
“I agree,” Sevas said. “Do you know where you might find them?”
“No idea.” Ulo blinked and looked away. “Drop me off at the closest spaceport and I’ll find my way. You don’t have to fly me anywhere. I don’t want you to risk getting caught because of me.”
Sevas pushed off from the empty operator seat and floated the short distance to Ulo. She placed a hand on his rocky arm. “You’re the reason we escaped with Takkian,” she said. “And I wouldn’t have left without him. I don’t think Bruil would have, either. So no, we’re not going to just drop you off someplace. We’re keeping you safe just like you kept us safe. You’re important to us, Ulo.”
Bruil nodded and turned in his seat to face them. “That’s right. There’s a lot of chaos back in the arena right now. Once Axis agents restore order—likely without its fighters—they won’t know who took what vessel, or where anyone went. That buys us some time. Enough to get you back to the safety of your own people. You’re a good lad, Ulo.”
Ulo ducked his head. “I owe you three my life.”
“Bah. I say we’re all debt-free and we move on with our lives.” Bruil shook his shaggy head. “First things first: let’s get some distance from the arena, to get out of scanning range. Then we’ll get you on your way home, Ulo.”
“Good idea,” Sevas replied, running a hand through her hair and tucking it back. She clipped herself into the seat beside Takkian and took in the sight of him. His large frame was anchored, but weightless in its confines. Some remnants of his dragon form were still there—scales shimmering a little brighter under the lights, claws still slightly extended. She marveled at the way his wings stretched out behind him, filling the cramped space with an aura of power and elegance. Even in his unconscious state with a blanket wrapped around him, he was breathtakingly fierce and so beautiful he made her chest ache.
Her fingers brushed against the smooth, cool scales of his arm, feeling their hard edge beneath her touch. “Takkian,” she murmured softly. “You need to wake up.”
But it looked like he wasn’t ready. The steady rhythm of his breathing was the only sign of life. They had fought their way through so much, that seeing him in this state made her jaw clench with worry. She leaned closer, trying to shake off the fear that gripped her. “Please, Takkian,” she whispered, gently shaking his shoulder. “We need you. Please wake up.”
As if stirred by her voice, Takkian shifted slightly. His eyes flickered beneath closed lids, but he didn’t fully awaken. Sevas cupped his face in her hand. “It’s me, Sevas,” she urged. “We escaped.”
“I promise you, he’s fine,” Bruil offered from the operator seat. “Takkian is strong, but the dragon takes all of a Zaruxian’s vitality for a time.”
Sevas nodded, wishing he’d wake up. “We’re all together,” she murmured, focused on the warmth of his skin against hers. “We’re out, Takkian. You did it. You fought for all of us, and now we’re free.”
With a deep breath, she closed her eyes. She thought of the stars beyond the ship, and all the places they could escape to. A world where they could start over, where none of this would haunt them.
He groaned faintly. “Sevas?” he murmured, his voice raspy as he blinked slowly and turned his head. Worry etched across his features as she leaned close.
“Takkian.” Relief spilled from her voice. “I’m right here.”
“Where…?” He rubbed his head and blinked at her.
She grinned, wide and full, and pressed a hard kiss to his lips. “We did it. We escaped the arena.”
As Sevas recounted the tale of their escape to him, she knew full well that they were not free yet. They had yet to fully escape the Axis, but it was a moment to be happy. One proud victory in a war they had yet to win.



THIRTEEN
Takkian
Takkian blinked against the bright lights of the ship. Confusion had washed over him as he tried to piece together where he was and what had happened. The gentle hum of the ship’s power center vibrated beneath him. A soft weight pressed against his arm. It had taken him a moment for everything to come into focus. He was grateful for the weightlessness. It offered some relief from the soreness in every part of his body.
His naked body. Except for the blanket from his bunk, he had no clothes.
He listened as Sevas explained what had happened and how they’d escaped. He remembered being the dragon—that was forever etched into his memory. And abruptly growing into a larger creature explained why he was nude. His pants were tight enough to begin with. They were a shredded pile of rags on the arena floor, now. Or incinerated, by him.
But he had no memories after returning to his typical form. Sevas said that Ulo had wrapped him in a blanket and carried him. Bruil operated the vessel they’d escaped in. And Sevas was here, strapped into the seat beside him. They hadn’t left him there. They hadn’t abandoned him, even though he must have been a burden in his unconscious state. His chest tightened with a feeling he couldn’t name. There was gratitude, wonder, but also something that felt an awful lot like hope.
“Sevas,” he croaked, his throat dry and scratchy.
She smiled at him. Her dark red eyes shone with relief. She leaned closer and tucked the blanket snugly around him. “You scared us, Takkian. You scared me.”
He shifted, still wrapped in the warmth of her presence. The events of the arena were terrible to remember. The moments of chaos clashed in his mind—the fight, the transformation, and then…darkness. The taste of fire and determination was still sharp in his memory, but so was fear. Fear that he would lose control. Fear that he would hurt her. “I’m…completely me again?”
“Yes.” Her smile widened. “Some of your scars are smaller and a few are gone. I guess the transformation process is healing to your body.”
He frowned. “I earned those scars.”
“You’ll earn more of them before all this is over,” said Bruil from his chair. “Don’t worry.”
Sevas leaned in, her eyes bright. “You transformed! I’ve never seen anything like it. You became a dragon. I mean, it was terrifying and fantastic at the same time. And if you hadn’t, we wouldn’t have made it out of there.”
His mind raced as he processed her words. “I didn’t want to,” he admitted, the weight of vulnerability gnawing at him. “I—I fought it initially. I’d never gone through that before.”
“I’m glad you did.” She reached out, playfully poking his chest. “That fire comes in handy during high-risk escapes. I didn’t think I’d make it out of there.”
Takkian winced slightly at the reminder. “I made it too hot,” he said roughly. “I’m so sorry. I’d end myself before I knowingly hurt you. You’re…everything, Sevas.”
Sevas tilted her head, her expression softening. “No one has ever said that to me before. I feel the same way about you.”
He nodded, pieces falling into place. His heart swelled at the thought of this incredible female at his side. Takkian exhaled, considering the possibility of a future he’d previously written off as impossible. “We’re actually out.” He let the moment sink in, though a steady pulse of urgency throbbed beneath his contentment. They weren’t entirely safe yet.
“Yes,” Sevas said. “But we need a plan and we must send out a message. Ulo has family—if we can contact them, they might help us get out of this quadrant. We can’t stay here any longer than necessary.”
“Agreed.” Takkian stretched, still feeling the fatigue from transforming, but driven by the adrenaline of their escape. He turned his attention to the cockpit, where Bruil remained at the console, studying the navigation interface with a furrowed brow.
“Bruil,” Takkian called through his raw throat. “What’s our next move?”
Bruil straightened and turned. His scarred face was set in determined lines. “I was just about to run through a training simulation,” he said, patting the control panel. “This vessel is equipped with fold technology, which I need to learn before we attempt it. It was brand new and rare, back when I fought for Zarux, but it’s a common component of ships, now, it seems.”
“What is fold technology?” he asked.
“It’s a way of traveling far distances in a very short time.” Bruil rubbed a hand over his face. “As far as I recall, it anchors to a location somewhere else and creates a rift of sorts. It folds space and delivers the ship to the other location within moments. I’m not sure I explained that well, since I’m not even sure how it works.”
“You explained it well, Bruil,” Ulo said. “I’ve been on ships that fold. My father said it takes a lot of energy and the ship needs time to recharge after doing it, but it is common on ships now.”
“Wow,” Sevas said. “That’s incredible. And this ship can do that?”
“It appears so,” Bruil responded. “But before we think of doing that, we need to send out a signal or message to the Dokkol about Ulo.”
“Let’s do it,” she replied. “We need to reach them.”
“I know the long-distance frequency my people use most,” Ulo said, then hesitated. “And there’s a secret distress signal that only other Dokkol can recognize.”
“You’ll be sharing this secret, I hope,” Bruil said in his usual gruffness. “And I’ll promptly forget it. I want you to get home, lad.”
Takkian watched as Ulo awkwardly crossed the short distance to the front of the ship. He had to crouch and brace hands and feet on the ceiling and floor to maneuver in weightlessness without crashing into anything. He explained to Bruil what to do and the older Zaruxian input what Ulo gave him.
But Takkian couldn’t pull his gaze away from Sevas for long. She seemed to get more beautiful every time he looked at her. It was all he could do to not pull her into his arms, kiss her, and blubber on about how much he adored her. He was a hardened warrior, for fek’s sake. He’d won final matches in that arena. He’d fought without mercy more times than he wanted to think about. But here he was, gazing lovingly at an alien female who had somehow become his whole world.
“I’m inputting the signal now. Message transmission sent,” Bruil said, then glanced back at Takkian. “Let’s hope they receive it soon. We can’t stay in one place too long.”
“They’ll respond,” Takkian said, dragging his gaze from Sevas. “We’ll get Ulo home.”
Bruil’s gaze moved over him and Sevas. The look on his face told Takkian that Bruil had something to say about the two of them but wasn’t ready to say it, yet. That was fine with Takkian. If the older male had an objection to his bond with Sevas, he didn’t want to hear it, anyway.
“The power cells are charged,” Bruil said. “If Ulo’s people are close, we can get him to safety before the Axis realize we’ve gone.”
Takkian cast a glance at Ulo, who hovered against the side wall of the ship, trying to not fill the entire cabin with his size. Whoever owned this ship before them was smaller than Ulo.
Bruil looked back to his console. “We need to find a safe place to hide until we receive a reply. Someplace where we’ll avoid detection.”
“What about a gas planet?” Ulo suggested. “I saw one on the navigation chart. My people take cover in the thick gas atmospheres of them when our freighters are pursued. The one I saw was close enough to get to at the highest speed setting and should provide cover.”
“Good idea, Ulo,” Bruil said, checking the charts. “It’s mostly gas, according to these readings. We can slip into its atmosphere and use the clouds as camouflage.” Bruil adjusted the ship’s course. “I’ll set us on a direct approach.”
The ship shuddered slightly as Bruil engaged the thrusters and they powered forward.
Takkian rubbed a hand over his face, more exhausted than he recalled ever being. Rest was desperately needed, not just for him, but for all four of them. Bruil stared out of the viewport with a dazed expression. Ulo’s eyes kept falling closed, and Sevas just looked worn out. She was covered in soot and dirt. He fingered the burned ends of her yellow hair. “Ah, fek,” he ground out. “I burned your hair.”
She made a face. “You destroyed an arena and you’re worried about my hair.”
He furrowed his brow, thinking of her stricken face as she told him to stop his fire. “Did I hurt you?”
“No. And I like my hair short,” she said, turning her head back and forth as her hair swung around her shoulders. She looked up at Bruil and Ulo. “Do we know if these ships carry rations?” she asked, her voice tired but hopeful as she pressed a hand to her belly. “We all need food and water.”
“There should be a replicator,” Ulo replied. “Let me check.”
Takkian watched as Ulo moved about the ship. His massive fingers deftly checked over the array of devices. The ship hummed along, pushing toward the gas planet that loomed on the navigation chart.
“Found it.” Ulo grinned. Confidence shone through his earlier uncertainty. “I’ve never used this model before, but they’re all the same. I’ll make us something.”
“Thank you, Ulo.” Sevas’ expression shifted to one of relief.
Takkian could see the exhaustion creeping back into her features. She had fought hard and endured so much, but now she was spent.
“Protein pellets should be easy to program,” Ulo said, concentrating on the replicator’s interface. “And they are moisture rich, too. I’ll make enough for all of us.” His fingers moved over the controls.
Takkian turned his gaze toward Sevas, who was watching Ulo with a mix of gratitude and fatigue. He knew she had more strength in her than she let on, but the toll of their escape and her first fight weighed heavily on her. “Once we get to that planet, we’ll lie low for a while. Plan our next steps.”
She smiled wearily. “That sounds wonderful.”
“Almost done.” A series of beeps and whirrs came from the replicator, followed by the soft hiss of the compartment opening up. Ulo grabbed the tray, lifting it to reveal small, circular protein pellets that smelled surprisingly decent. “Here we go.” His enthusiasm brought a faint smile to Sevas’ lips.
“Good job, Ulo,” Takkian said, taking a few off the tray as Sevas did the same. “We’ll need this energy if we’re going to keep moving.”
Sevas leaned into the seat, breaking a pellet in two and popping one half in her mouth. She closed her eyes and chewed slowly. “This is more delicious than it should be.”
Ulo chuckled. “It’s as basic a nutrient compound as it gets.”
“Still better than that tasteless goop they gave us at the arena,” she muttered around chewing. “Even the settlement’s food was better than that.”
They all took a moment to eat in silence. Takkian savored each bite, feeling the weight of their circumstances shift with every swallow. Sevas was right—it was better than the foul rations doled out to the fighters in the arena. It tasted good because they chose to eat this. It wasn’t forced on them. And when they were done, they wouldn’t be herded back to a cell.
As they finished, Ulo glanced around, a hint of worry etching his brow. “What happens if they find us?”
“Then we do what we’ve done so far,” Takkian replied, trying to keep his voice steady. “We fight. We survive. But let’s avoid unnecessary risks. We need to steer clear of confrontations, if possible.”
“Exactly,” Sevas added, stealing a glance towards the front, where Bruil fiddled with the controls as he ate. “Takkian’s right, but you’ll be home before long. Don’t worry about us, Ulo.”
Before Takkian could respond, Bruil turned in his seat, his sharp yellow eyes intense. “We’ll be entering the planet’s atmosphere soon. Brace yourselves. It’ll be bumpy, and I can’t say how well this ship will handle the turbulence.”
“Understood,” Takkian said, still feeling the weight of responsibility settling over him. He sensed the stress. The faint hum of the ship turned into a rush of sounds as they descended. He turned his attention back to Sevas, who looked like she was ready to be done with all things bumpy and turbulent.
“Hang in there,” he whispered, leaning in closer.
The ship dove into the swirling, vivid layers of the gas giant’s atmosphere. Outside the viewport, the darkness of space gave way to a kaleidoscope of turbulent, shifting clouds. Streaks of gold, crimson, and violet coiled and twisted like living flames, broken only by flashes of electrical storms crackling through the dense layers. The deep hum of the ship’s engines shifted, vibrating with a strained urgency as Bruil adjusted their flight path.
“Hold on!” Bruil barked. The ship jolted violently, and everyone grabbed something to secure themselves, even though everyone but Ulo was strapped in. The only reason he wasn’t was because he was too big for any of the seats or straps.
Sevas gripped her seat’s armrests. Her knuckles strained against the metal as the ship shuddered under the atmospheric pressure. “Is it supposed to feel like we’re being shaken apart?” she asked, her voice rising above the growl of the engines.
Bruil didn’t look back. “That’s normal. It will stabilize.”
As he promised, the turbulence eased. The violent shaking subsided under Bruil’s steady hands. The ship came to a stop in the dense atmosphere, shrouded in thick clouds of swirling gas. The colors outside the viewport shifted from wild chaos to a muted palette of deep amber and blue-gray hues, like an endless ocean of smoke. The rhythmic thrum of the ship softened.
“We’re good,” Bruil announced, exhaling deeply as he turned back and eyed his passengers. “Thrusters are shut down, and all but essential systems are in standby. We’re holding steady.”
Sevas let out a shaky breath. Her grip on the seat loosened and Takkian watched her peer around Bruil’s head to gaze out the viewport. Outside, the ship appeared to be cloaked in a colorful, swirling abyss. “We’re…drifting?” she asked, her voice quieter now. “And we’re hidden?”
“We are,” Bruil confirmed, leaning back in his seat. “The ship is suspended in the gas layers. We’re invisible to most scanning systems. It’d take a lucky break for anyone to find us here.”
Takkian stretched. His muscles were tight and fek, he was tired. The moment of calm, floating in the thick gas clouds, felt surreal after the chaos they had endured. They were safe. Hidden, for now.
Bruil finished locking the systems, giving a slow nod of approval as he leaned back in his seat. “According to the ship layout, there are four small staterooms in the upper deck. We should break off and rest.”
“Agreed,” Takkian said. He unclipped himself and pushed out of the seat and tied the blanket around his waist, then turned to check on Sevas. She released herself from the straps as well and gave him a small, tired smile.
“I’ll stay here,” Ulo rumbled, his voice soft yet firm. “I’m too big for those small quarters. I’ll sleep in the main cabin. It’s spacious enough.” He gestured to a spot near the replicator. “Right here looks good.”
Takkian placed a hand on Ulo’s rocky shoulder. “Shout if you hear or see anything, but get some rest, too. You’ve earned it.”
Ulo nodded and settled as well as he could, wedging his massive form between the wall and a set of seats. He looked at ease, finally, which gave Takkian some measure of relief.
Bruil stood and stretched, yawning audibly. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be in a room.” He gave a pointed look to Takkian and Sevas. “Make sure you rest. No use for all our planning if you’re both dead on your feet.”
Takkian smirked faintly as the older Zaruxian pushed off and floated to the ladder leading to the upper level.
“Well,” Sevas said, brushing her hair back and stepping closer to Takkian, her voice light but laced with exhaustion, “I guess we should head up, too.”
“I guess we should,” he replied, floating to the upper opening. Up there, a short, narrow corridor held four doors. He saw Bruil shut the door to the farthest one. “Which one do you want?” he asked Sevas.
Her gaze was dark and soft. “Whichever one you’re in.”
Her words thudded through him. “Sevas, you don’t have to—”
“I won’t be parted from you, Takkian.” Her hand was soft on his arm. “Unless you want to be alone.”
He braced them both against the closest door. Handles ran the length of the corridor from the ceiling and he braced them both with one hand and slid an arm around her waist with the other. “No. I don’t.”
“Then any room is fine,” she said, not breaking eye contact.
He opened the door behind her and pushed them both inside. The stateroom was small, but it was quiet and, more importantly, private. Takkian glanced around to assess the room. It had a wide bed along one wall, a small metal table bolted to the floor, and a single overhead light. There was enough room for the two of them to move around without brushing shoulders, though with his wings, it still felt cramped.
Sevas scanned the room, trying to stifle a yawn. Despite her playful tone, he could see the weariness in her posture.
Takkian closed the door behind her, then turned to face her fully. For the first time, he was alone with Sevas. He scanned her face. Her bruises were fading, but they still marred her otherwise strong, beautiful features. She’d been through so much, and yet she stood there, defiant and unbroken.
“How are you holding up?” he asked, his voice quieter than it needed to be.
Sevas tilted her head, offering a faint smile. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t exhausted, but…” She moved past him to the bed. “We made it out. That’s what matters.”
“We did.” He watched her move around, inspecting the room. “I’ve always known you were strong, Sevas. But today… You carried all of us. Kept us together.”
She looked at him. “And you…turned into a literal dragon to save me.” Her voice rose with what sounded like awe. “Takkian, you did something I didn’t even think was possible. You became something more, something unstoppable. You didn’t just save me—you saved all of us.”
Takkian felt a flicker of heat rise in his chest. It wasn’t the raging fire of the dragon, but a subtle warmth. “It wasn’t a choice,” he said, his voice rough. “There was no scenario where I could let them hurt you, Sevas. The moment they announced the match, something inside me… It just snapped.”
“You didn’t just fight for me.” She watched him intently, her red eyes unwavering. “You burned everything for us to escape. That’s not something anyone does lightly. Thank you.”
Her words sank into him, pressing against emotions he’d tried to keep buried. He reached out, brushing a strand of her hair away from her face. “With Ulo, Bruil, and your help. We wouldn’t be here without all of us working together,” he murmured. “What I did… It was instinct. You are my mate, Sevas. I couldn’t let them take you from me.”
Her lips parted slightly. Her breath caught as she leaned into his touch. “Your mate,” she breathed. “I like the sound of that.” The space between them grew heavy with meaning, charged with electricity. Her hand slid down his wrist, tracing the ridges of his scales, and she gave a faint, breathless laugh. “What does this mean for us? Out there, in the quadrant?”
Takkian’s gaze darkened as he pulled her closer. “We’ll find out,” he said in a low rumble. “This ship, the stars, the unknown ahead… Whatever comes, we face it side by side.”
Sevas let out a shaky laugh, her fingers tightening around his. “Side by side. I like the sound of that.” Her voice steadied, warming with determination. “Then promise me something, Takkian.”
His wings flexed slightly as he locked eyes with hers. “Anything.”
Her hand moved to his chest, pressing lightly against the steady rhythm of his heart. “Promise you won’t ever leave me behind,” she said. Her eyes glimmered with rare vulnerability. “No matter what happens, no matter where we go, we stay together.”
Takkian’s chest tightened under her touch. He placed his hand over hers. His fingers gently curling over her smaller ones, sealing the connection between them. “I swear it, Sevas. Nothing in this universe could pull me away from you.”
Her lips curved into a soft smile. “Good,” she murmured. “Because I’m not sure I could do this without you.” She paused. Her gaze dropped to his chest. “You might not believe it, but back in that pit…knowing you were with me made me braver.”
One of his legs slid out from the blanket and wrapped around the back of her legs to pull her closer. “Then we make each other stronger,” he rumbled. “And together, no one gets to dictate our fate but us.”
The weight of everything they’d been through hovered in the air, and yet, it was dwarfed by the raw pull drawing them closer. He felt her fingers curl against the hard planes of his chest as his heart thundered in his ears.
Takkian cupped the side of her face. His fingers grazed her jawline with the utmost gentleness. His hand, roughened by countless arena battles, had no business touching something so fine, but she leaned into his touch as if she craved it. His thumb brushed over her cheek, committing the texture of her skin to memory. Their breaths mingled, warm and uneven, as he leaned in and captured her mouth in a kiss. Sensations exploded through him—hunger. Need. Possession.
Sevas melted against him. He felt her fingers tangle in his hair, pulling him closer as their bodies pressed together. She was not fragile. She was fierce—a warrior female who was now woven into his soul. He could feel her strength as she leaned into his embrace.
Takkian growled softly against her lips, knowing it could go no farther. With a sigh of frustration and regret, he broke the kiss.
Their breaths mingled in the charged air. Sevas’ forehead rested lightly against his. Her dark red eyes shimmered with an emotion he had never quite encountered before. He struggled to articulate the overwhelming possessiveness he felt and the way she seemed to bring light to the shadows of his existence.
“You’ve changed me, Sevas,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. “For cycles, I thought I was nothing but a weapon, a tool for survival. But with you, I feel alive. I feel…free.”
She cupped the side of his face, her thumb brushing over his cheekbone, sending a jolt of warmth through him. “And you’ve made me feel the same. I didn’t think I’d ever feel like this. That I’d find someone like you.”
For a moment, Takkian tightened his arms around her, holding her against him. The world could shatter around them and he would not let her go. He exhaled slowly, nuzzling his nose gently against her neck, savoring the warmth of her skin against his. He retreated just enough to meet her gaze. “Then we hold on to this.” His voice was rough with lingering passion. “No matter what’s ahead.”
“Deal,” she said with a faint, tired smile grazing her lips.
In that moment, an unspoken promise passed between them, heavy with meaning and understanding. The weight of their journey, the uncertainty of the future, and the exhaustion of survival pressed against him like a warm but heavy blanket, reminding him of everything they had faced and still had yet to confront.
Takkian glanced toward the bed, noting the weariness etched in the lines of her face, the shadows darkening her features. “Come,” he said. “Rest. You need it.”
“You need it,” she replied, but she didn’t argue. He could see the fatigue as surely as she felt it.
In the depths of his mind, a sense of urgency lingered—a reminder that they were still not safe, still hunted by those who sought to control them. But with Sevas by his side, he found solace. With her by his side, he could burn down far more than one Axis-run arena to protect what was his.



FOURTEEN
Sevas
Sevas looked to the side. Sometime during their kiss, they had drifted to the ceiling without either of them knowing. A gurgle of laughter came from her. “How are we supposed to sleep like this?”
He gently pushed off from the ceiling, moving them both toward the bed. “The former occupants of this ship had something figured out,” he replied. “I wish there were grav-belts on this ship, but Bruil said he couldn’t find any. It looks like the blanket will do the job.”
“The blanket?” She didn’t know how that would do anything, but she sighed as her side connected with the mattress. It was soft as she angled herself to make room for Takkian. His tall frame eased beside her with practiced care as he kept his wings folded tightly against his back.
“Let’s try this,” Takkian murmured. He pulled the blanket up and over them both. It immediately secured them both to the mattress.
“It’s heavier than I expected,” Sevas said, running her fingers over the smooth fabric. It was oddly soothing. She tilted her head at him, curious. “What kind of blanket is this?”
“A gravity blanket, I believe.” Takkian’s deep voice was calm as he adjusted its edges across their legs. “Bruil used to talk about the outside world and mentioned the gravity devices that helped during space travel. It uses magnetically charged material that interacts with the mattress and keeps the sleeper in the bed. It’s meant to relax the body and ease tension.”
Sevas raised an eyebrow. “That sounds…” She paused, searching for the right word as she shifted under its weight, “…oddly comforting. I never thought I’d find something as simple as a blanket to feel… I don’t know, grounding.”
Takkian turned his gaze toward her. “It’s practical,” he said with a small shrug. “Bruil says space travel can do strange things to the body, especially in weightlessness. The blanket helps, I suppose.”
Sevas’ smoothed her fingers over the material. It was far softer than her blanket at Settlement 112-1. “You know,” she mused, “I’ve spent my whole life shaping stone—trying to turn something harsh and unyielding into something useful and practical. But this? I think this little blanket is the most useful thing I’ve encountered in more cycles than I can count.” She cast him a sideways glance, her lips quirking in a faint smile. “Well, this and you.”
Takkian snorted softly, the rumble of his amusement vibrating through the small bed. “Useful, hmm?” Takkian echoed dryly. “I suppose, if you need something destroyed.”
Sevas chuckled, turning fully to face him despite the tight space. “Maybe you don’t see it, but you’re…necessary. To me.” Her fingers played absently with the edge of the blanket. “Let’s be honest, you’re basically a moving wall—but emotionally, you fight for the people you care about, Takkian. You don’t give up on those you care about. That means something.”
Takkian’s silver eyes flicked to hers, searching her face like he wasn’t sure what to say. “I fought because I had no choice,” he admitted after a moment, his voice quieter, rougher. “It’s survival, Sevas. Instinct.”
“Maybe.” She shrugged, not letting him wiggle away from her point. “But taking care of Bruil wasn’t survival. Looking out for Ulo wasn’t survival.” Her voice turned lighter, because neither of them had the energy for anything heavy. “I have to say, whoever owned this ship had good taste,” she murmured as she adjusted herself under the blanket.
Takkian’s eyes went heavy lidded. “It’ll help us rest. That’s all that matters.”
Sevas propped herself up on one elbow, gazing down at him. The faint marks of exhaustion clung to his face. His muscles were relaxed now, making him look younger, less hardened. She reached out, brushing her fingers lightly over his brow. “That transformation,” she said. “It must’ve taken everything out of you.”
“It did,” he admitted. “It’s not something I’ve ever done before. I didn’t even think I could. It felt…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Like I wasn’t fully in control, but at the same time, I knew exactly what needed to be done.”
Sevas tilted her head. Her fingertips moved to the leathery edge of a wing. She’d touched them before, but now she took her time and explored the tough stretch of skin. “And now? How do you feel?”
Takkian let out a slow exhale. His gaze traveled over her face as if grounding himself in her presence. “I’m with you, so I feel wonderful.”
His words sent a wave of warmth rolling through her. She moved closer. The blanket shifted with her. Takkian rolled onto his side, facing her fully now. One hand slipped under the gravity blanket to rest lightly on her waist.
“You know,” Sevas said, her voice soft but with a teasing edge, “I think this blanket is my new favorite thing. It’s like the ship knows I’ve been floating in chaos for long enough.”
Takkian chuckled, a low, rumbling sound that made Sevas’ stomach flutter. “If a blanket is all it takes to impress you, I will get you more when we’re free. Perhaps one weighted just enough to lock you in my arms.”
Her lips quirked into a small smile, and she nudged him playfully with her elbow. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Takkian.”
“I don’t,” he said simply. His fingers traced lazy circles at her waist, the motion steady and grounding, just like the blanket.
Sevas let the silence linger for a moment, her thoughts swirling as the warmth of his touch seeped into her skin. “Do you think about what’s next?” she asked quietly. The ship had a unique sound. It was a calming reminder of how far they’d come—and how far they still had to go. “When we’re really free? What happens then?”
Takkian’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t look away from her. “Freedom isn’t something I’ve allowed myself to think about until now. But I know one thing—I want you with me wherever we go.” His voice was a steady, quiet promise.
Sevas’ heart gave an unexpected lurch. She wasn’t used to people choosing her, wanting her. Back in her settlement, her fate had always been dictated by someone else—her father, the overseer, the Axis. But Takkian’s words didn’t carry the weight of a command or obligation. They were simple, honest, and entirely his own.
“You might regret that.” Her tone was light but her chest tightened. “I’m not exactly the easiest person to deal with. Just ask my old friends. Stubborn, short-tempered—remember?”
“I remember,” Takkian said. A faint smirk tugged at the corners of his mouth. “And I still choose you.”
Sevas’ face heated. She pulled the blanket higher, partly to hide her face and partly to soak in the grounding weight. “You might change your mind when you see how much I like rocks.”
Takkian reached for her hand under the blanket, his fingers closing around hers. “I have nothing against rocks…when they’re not being thrown at my head, that is.”
She laughed. “Same here. Did you know I took down Gimloria with a slingshot?”
“Those things with the rubber…?” He circled a finger, trying to explain what he meant.
“Yes, those.” She sniffed, remembering that awful fight. “Someone in the crowd threw one at me—among other things—and I used it.”
He smiled and his eyes drifted closed. “I’ll add resourceful to the list of traits I admire about you.”
Sevas chewed her lip and wondered if Takkian really would still care for her when all this was over. She was stubborn and short-tempered, and she did like rocks more than most people. But maybe there was hope for them. For a future where they could just live. The silence that filled the small stateroom wasn’t heavy—it was comforting. For the first time in what felt like forever, Sevas felt a flicker of peace. She squeezed Takkian’s hand gently, their fingers interlaced under the blanket, and let herself relax.
The rhythmic sound of their breathing synced as Sevas’ eyelids grew heavier. The ship’s gentle hum, the dim light, and the weight of the blanket combined to lull her body into a state of calm.
Takkian’s voice broke through the quiet, low and edged with something thoughtful. “What about you, Sevas? What do you want?”
She blinked, her mind sluggish as it wrapped around his question. “I want to live without being under someone else’s control,” she admitted after a moment. “I want to decide my own future.”
“You deserve those things,” he said simply. “I want them, too.”
Sevas sighed. “Easier for you to get, I think. You’re a powerful dragon warrior with a knack for terrifying everyone in your path. Me? I’m just a stubborn female Terian with a hammer.”
Takkian’s fingers tightened briefly around hers. “You’re not ‘just’ anything, Sevas. You’re more resilient than anyone I’ve ever known. Surviving doesn’t define you—it’s something you’ve conquered. It’s time you start living.”
Her throat tightened at his words as warmth spread through her chest. Living. It felt like a foreign concept, something out of reach for so long. “Living, huh?” she murmured, her voice catching slightly. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “I think you do. And you’re going to be great at it.”
He talked about it as if it was already happening. As his words settled over her like the gravity blanket, grounding and real, she let the warmth of his presence wrap around her like a shield. For the first time in what felt like forever, she allowed herself to think that maybe—just maybe—freedom wasn’t just about escaping. It was about finding peace. A purpose. And someone to share it with.
As sleep pulled her under, she whispered, barely loud enough for him to hear, “I can’t wait.”
Takkian shifted closer, resting his forehead lightly against hers. “Me either,” he murmured in a sleep-slurred voice. “Rest now, Sevas. We will have work to do.”
Sevas smiled faintly, her eyes still closed. The warmth of his breath was soft against her skin. She was tired. Even though she would have liked to do more than sleep, it was a necessity. The gentle weight of the blanket and the quiet promise in his words worked together to lull her into a peaceful drowsiness. For once, she let herself believe in the quiet. For once, she let herself believe she could dream.



FIFTEEN
Takkian
Takkian stirred awake, feeling the weight of the blanket draped over him and the knot of the old blanket at his waist. He wanted to shed it when he’d gotten into this bed, but knew it was not the time to be fully and completely naked with her. That extra layer between them was a necessary reminder to keep his hands—and cock—to himself. He shifted and arranged himself as best he could. The comforting warmth of Sevas pressed against his side pulled him back from the edge of sleep. He remembered the night before—the escape, the chaos, the kiss that he would never forget.
He shifted slightly, careful not to wake her. Her face was peaceful in sleep. Those dark red eyes closed against the low light. A soft sigh escaped her lips as she nestled closer. There was a serenity about her that warmed him, but the memories of the arena nagged at the back of his mind. They couldn’t afford to linger in comfort for long. Not yet.
After a moment, he slipped out from under the blanket and pushed off into weightlessness to avoid disturbing her. The ship hummed softly around them, a reassuring sound that reminded him they were still safe—at least for now. He moved quietly to the door and eased out into the corridor. After making use of the washroom at the end of the hallway, where he took some extra time in the sonic cleaning tube that eradicated every trace of dirt and grime from his body, he made his way to the main cabin. There, he found Bruil and the scent of something warm in the air.
The older Zaruxian sat in one of the main cabin seats with a bowl in hand. He methodically munched on what appeared to be those protein pellets Ulo had replicated earlier. Bruil glanced up, raising an eyebrow at Takkian’s entrance. “Good to see you awake,” he said between bites. “You look like you could use something to eat. You turned into a dragon. That has consequences.”
Takkian rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the remnants of sleep. “I will, Bruil.” He was hungry, but he floated to the seat next to him and clipped in. “What’s our status?”
Bruil shrugged, taking another bite. “We’re holding steady. I need to navigate around the planet, though. Don’t want Axis scouts finding out where we are.”
“Good call.” Takkian glanced at the young Dokkol who resembled a craggy, floating boulder wedged in the corner of the cabin. “Has he woken up at all?”
“No,” Bruil replied. “Hasn’t budged from that spot. Little guy was exhausted.”
Little. What a funny way to describe the towering Dokkol. But Ulo had surprised them all. “He saved my life. Sevas adores him.”
“And you adore her.”
Takkian shrugged, seeing no reason to deny it. “She’s mine, Bruil.”
Bruil leaned back in his chair, eyeing Takkian thoughtfully. “You know, it’s not uncommon for Zaruxians to take Terian mates.” He said it with deceiving casualness. “Zaruxians and Terians are compatible. Our home planets were located close to one another and we share a common ancestor, or so the stories say.”
Takkian frowned, unsure where Bruil was going with this. “Compatible? This isn’t about some ancient lore. She’s not just my mate because of biology.”
Bruil waved a hand dismissively. “Of course, but think on it. You felt something when you first met her, didn’t you? Something powerful. It was more than mere attraction. Any conscious being with vision could see it. I could see it, although I saw no point in mentioning it. I expected we’d die soon enough. But you should know, the bond you have with Sevas is likely part of that deep connection.”
Takkian crossed his arms. An uneasy growl rumbled in his throat. “You’ve talked about the fight for Zarux. How we lost against forces organized by the Axis so some nameless enemy could take our planet for its rich resources. You never mentioned a Terian connection.”
“It wasn’t relevant,” Bruil said. “They had no defenses to speak of. Teria was taken quickly by the Axis and most of their people were slaughtered, except for those rounded up and sent to penal colonies. Sevas would be the ancestor to one of them.” He shook his head. “Sad about that. Without regular exposure to the psiak radiation their planet generated, their lives would be a fraction of the length of what they should be.”
Takkian didn’t know whether to be curious for more information or furious that Bruil didn’t speak of the Terians more. He opted for a third option—dealing with ancestry and biology later, when they were safe. “I know nothing about a Zaruxian-Terian shared heritage. I just know that I love Sevas. She’s mine as much as I’m hers.” Even as he said it, he felt the truth of it—felt the undeniable connection he had with Sevas vibrate in the back of his mind. She felt like home, something familiar amidst all the chaos.
Bruil leaned forward, his sharp gaze fixed on Takkian. “You need to understand what’s happened here. Taking a Terian mate is more than ancestry or biology. It’s something that threatens the Axis.” He shook his head. “I should have told you everything. If I’d known it would be this important…”
“Then speak up now,” Takkian said, pushing down impatience. “Tell me how my bond with Sevas is a threat to the Axis.” It sounded ridiculous just saying the words. He wondered if Bruil’s mind was becoming unraveled. If too many cycles in that cell had broken him.
“I was young when we lost our planet, but there were a few facts that every Zaruxian knew,” Bruil said. “One, when a Zaruxian and a Terian formed a life bond, the Zaruxian’s fire burned hotter. Literally.” He held up a finger. “It was measured and verified. When the two life forces mingled, the Zaruxian’s dragon fire burned hotter and more powerfully than that of those without a Terian mate. And second, the offspring of such a match cannot transform into a dragon.”
Takkian blinked at him. “We were in that cell for many, many cycles, and you never thought to tell me about this?”
Bruil threw up his hands. “Why would I? Like I said, the arena was a death trap. A dead end. Why would I start talking about future mates with a species you’d never come in contact with?”
Takkian rubbed his hands over his face. “Is there anything else I should know?”
“Plenty,” he snapped back. “I know you weren’t actually listening to my talks about Zarux and the war. There’s a lot of history you don’t know.”
“I listened,” Takkian growled. “Made me homesick for a place I’d never been.”
Bruil grunted. “Plus, I kept some back because I wasn’t sure that you weren’t an Axis agent.”
“What?” Takkian stared in shock. “How could you think that?”
“You couldn’t remember anything before arriving at the arena, for one thing.” Bruil crossed his arms, looking stubborn. “You almost always won matches. You’re very young, which means you were a mere infant when we lost Zarux. You could have been indoctrinated by the Axis. The memory thing was—still is—very strange.”
Takkian couldn’t argue with that. There was no logical reason for his inability to remember his childhood, or much before the arena. “All I have is a vague memory of a dark planet with black soil, endless rows of crops, and…chains. Maybe it was so bad I’ve blocked it out.”
“Can’t have been worse than the arena,” Bruil said. “Have you blocked that out?”
“So why do you think I can’t remember my life?” he asked, his jaw tight. “Or do you still believe I’m an Axis agent?”
Bruil held up a finger. “I never said I believed that, just that it was a possibility. And I do think the Axis have something to do with your memory loss.”
“I’m not an Axis agent,” Takkian said, feeling tired again. “Just to be clear.”
“I know.” Bruil picked up a piece of food. “You burned down and destroyed an Axis arena to protect your mate. No Axis agent would have done that.”
Takkian unclenched his jaw as he took in Bruil’s words. “They put us in a final match. I’d never hurt her, but I knew if I didn’t fight her, it would have been worse. My instincts took over.”
“There was no winning that.” Bruil’s tone took on a somber note. “When you step up to protect someone, you’re choosing to live for them, fight for them. You get that in your bones, and you’d do anything for them.”
Takkian felt a flicker of warmth spread through him. Bruil had it right. He wanted to protect her, to ensure she had the chance to see beyond this, to thrive, even if he didn’t survive it. “I wouldn’t change it,” Takkian muttered. “I won’t let Sevas go. I don’t care if our offspring can’t be dragons.” It blew his mind that he and Sevas could have offspring at all. They were different species, but perhaps not that different, if Bruil was correct.
Bruil nodded, his expression serious and thoughtful. “Shifting isn’t a pleasant experience, anyway, from what I recall of it. It’s been many mig-cycles since I’ve known that form.”
Takkian nodded. “It’s not.” He glanced at Ulo, who let out a loud snore and shifted in his spot. “He’ll be waking up soon. So will Sevas. I’ll go to the cargo hold, see what supplies we have.”
Bruil cast a meaningful glance to his waist. “Find some pants, Takkian.”
Takkian smirked, unclipped and pushed off towards the back of the ship. He entered the tight cargo hold, hoping to find something useful. It was clear that this ship wasn’t a transport vessel, due to the size of the hold. Its main purpose had to be transportation. There was a small collection of metal containers of varying sizes held to the floor by magnetic latches. He moved alongside the packed crates and glanced over a few containers, checking their labels and contents. Some held food and medical supplies, which was a good thing. Even though the replicator produced enough to fill their nutritional needs, devices could break. It was good to know that there were backup supplies. He found a container full of garments and pulled that aside. He dug through it and, thankfully, found a pair of thick cloth pants that would suit him. They were short, but they fit, and there was also a shirt made of stretchy material that he could alter to accommodate his wings. The footwear was all way too small. He put them on right there and then, stuffing the blanket inside an empty container. He never wanted to see it again.
He couldn’t choose Sevas’ clothing for her, but she needed something to wear other than the rags she’d been given at the arena. Bruil’s clothing was fine, for now—well-made leather and cloth that he’d gotten many cycles ago as rewards for winning matches. Ulo didn’t wear clothing over his rock-layered skin.
Then he spotted a crate tucked away. He pulled it free. It was marked with a faded emblem of some unknown species or organization. Opening the lid, he discovered a selection of weapons—a few blades of different lengths, a faze wand for disabling but not killing an enemy, and what looked like a small plasma gun. On the bottom was a sleek metal slingshot. He grinned and pulled back the stretchy sling and a precision digital aim display glowed in the air above it. A ball of blue plasma automatically formed in the sling. He let out a low whistle and gently released it, causing the plasma ball to disappear. He set that aside, too. Sevas would like it.
Takkian emerged from the cargo hold with his arms loaded with the supplies he’d found. He’d loaded everything that would be useful into one crate for easy moving in weightlessness. He floated into the main cabin, feeling a sense of accomplishment at the haul. The sight that met him was heartening—Sevas was awake, eating with Bruil. She had contained her golden hair and wrapped it in a strip of cloth. Ulo was awake, too. They all looked up as he entered.
“Look who’s back,” Bruil said, a smile curling the corners of his lips.
Sevas grinned, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand after taking a bite of food. “I saved you some,” she said, gesturing toward a fresh protein pellet. “Bruil said you haven’t eaten yet.”
Takkian chuckled softly and moved closer, balancing the crate in his arms. “I found some things that might come in handy. There’s food in here, clothes for you, a few weapons, and…” He paused, pulling out the slingshot. “This.”
“Nice!” Her eyes lit up as she reached for it. She ran her fingers over the sleek metal and stretched the rubber. Her eyes widened at the sight of the digital display. “I’ve never seen one like this.”
“I think this one is an actual weapon, rather than the thing thrown at you in the arena,” he said, clipping into the seat beside her and eating a protein pellet.
“Ah.” Bruil unbuckled and moved to the operator console as a signal popped up on the communications display. The screen flickered to life, a series of rotating colors framing the stark blackness of the transmission.
“What is it?” Takkian asked, a sense of urgency prickling his skin.
Bruil pushed himself off and moved to the console, leaning over the screen. “We have a reply from the Dokkol.”
Ulo’s head snapped up, eyes wide with hope. “We do?”
“They have received our distress signal and are confirming location and identity.” Bruil looked back with a smile. “Looks like you’re going home, lad.”
“That’s wonderful news,” Takkian said. “Make arrangements for a rendezvous, Bruil.”
Bruil nodded and bent over the console. “I’m doing so now.”
Ulo swallowed hard as he shifted closer to Bruil, his enormous frame threatening to overtake the small space of the operator area. Bruil glanced at him, eyebrows raised. “Transmission sent.”
Ulo took a steadying breath. “Thank you. I hope they respond soon.”
They did, with the communications screen lighting up moments later. “Ah,” Bruil said. “The Dokkol transport is arriving within fifty piks. They say to standby and prepare for extraction.”
The screen went dark and silence swept through the cabin.
“I’m going to miss you, Ulo,” Sevas said, slapping a hand on Ulo’s shoulder. “But I’m relieved that you’re going home.”
He blinked down at her. “I wish you could come. All of you.”
“I kind of wish we could too,” she said with a smile. “But our path is different. And your family needs you.”
Fifty piks slid by quickly enough with Bruil watching the display for incoming ships and Sevas poking through the crate of garments. Takkian enjoyed watching her evaluate them based on size, sturdiness, and how likely they were to allow her to move easily. She did not seem to care what they looked like. When she emerged clean and fresh from the washroom wearing a pair of tight black pants that were clearly made for someone with a tail, and a low-cut shirt with an attached cloak, both in wildly different colors, he just blinked in surprise. She’d closed the tail hole by wrapping a band around her hips, but there wasn’t much she could do with the shirt’s gaping front, which exposed the full swell of her breasts.
“I don’t care what I look like.” Sevas raised her chin. “Nothing else fit. I don’t know who these people were, but they weren’t shaped like me.”
“Very few are shaped like you,” Takkian murmured, pulling her close. “I think you look…delicious.”
She raised one brow and slid a finger down this chest, making his body tighten. “Hmm. So do you.”
“Not now, you two,” Bruil grumbled. “The Dokkol ship has arrived.”
The communications system pinged. “Vessel, state your occupants and weapons status,” said a Dokkol ship operator.
Bruil sighed and told the other ship that they were not armed, but their identities couldn’t be disclosed. The Dokkol didn’t like that, but Ulo moved in and hit the com signal with one large finger.
“Dokkol ship, this is Ulo, son of Yil and Perna of the Dip-Gah province. We escaped an Axis arena where we’d been taken prisoner.”
“Axis?” the voice responded, the gravelly sound laced with concern. “I have received word of a violent escape from arena number 3-L. Confirm number and status.”
“There are four of us,” Ulo replied, a tremor of anxiety threading through his voice. “We escaped the arena. Please, I need to get back home.”
There was a pause before the voice continued—a crackle of static interrupting the flow. “Understood. Hold position and lower shields. We will be boarding your vessel.”
“Okay,” Ulo said with relief in his voice. “We’re ready.”



SIXTEEN
Sevas
Sevas watched through the tiny viewport in the cabin as the Dokkol ship dock with theirs. She felt happy for Ulo, but a knot tightened in her stomach. They’d grown close, and saying goodbye wasn’t going to be easy. She tugged at the waistband of her newly acquired pants for the hundredth time. Female Terians wore skirts at the settlement, so pants—all that was available in the storage crate—were an adjustment. She glanced over her shoulder at Ulo, who stood with his rocky shoulders squared and his small, dark eyes glued to the viewport. He didn’t blink once, waiting for the docking clamps to secure and the hatch to open.
“This is good, Ulo,” Sevas said, moving beside him. She placed a hand on his arm. “You’re going home. Back to your family.”
He swallowed hard and nodded. “I… I didn’t think I’d ever see them again.”
Takkian stood near the hatch, one hand resting on the metal. “They’ll be relieved to have you back. But don’t forget—just because you’re leaving us doesn’t mean you’re not part of our team. You’ll always be one of us.”
Bruil cleared his throat. “Don’t make me get sentimental, lad. I don’t do sentimental.”
Sevas smirked at the older male. “Admit it, Bruil. You’re going to miss him.”
Bruil grunted but didn’t deny it, which made Ulo smile for the first time since the Dokkol ship had arrived. The hiss of the docking hatch snapped everyone’s attention forward. The air lock door slid open, and two Dokkol officers stepped inside. They were even more massive than Ulo. Their rocky plating gleamed a smooth, silver hue, as though polished, and they filled the entire cabin with their bulk, stooping over to accommodate their height.
“Ulo, son of Yil and Perna,” one of them said in a deep, rumbling voice. “You are safe now.”
Ulo’s head dipped in a respectful nod. “Thank you. These three—” He motioned toward Sevas, Takkian, and Bruil. “They helped me escape. They saved my life.”
The Dokkol officer’s sharp gaze shifted to Sevas. His eyes, more reptilian than Ulo’s, narrowed slightly as they studied her face. “You have done a great service. The Dokkol do not forget such kindness. Ulo will be reunited with his family. They have been overwhelmed with worry for him.” His voice was grave but sincere.
Sevas offered a faint smile and stepped forward. “I’m so happy for him and them.” Her voice cracked a little, but she kept her chin high. “We will miss him, though.”
Ulo shifted uncomfortably, the weight of the moment settling on his massive shoulders. “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me,” he said. His gaze moved from Bruil, to Takkian, and then to Sevas. “I was scared when they took me. I thought I’d die at the arena, but… You showed me how to be brave. You fought for me.” His deep voice trembled. “Thank you.”
She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from tearing up and patted his arm. “You fought for us, too,” she said. “You’re family.”
Takkian stepped closer, placing a hand firmly on Ulo’s shoulder. “You have strength you’ve barely tapped into. Use it wisely. Protect your people. That’s what matters.”
Bruil stayed back, arms crossed, but his gruff voice softened. “Maybe we’ll cross paths again someday.”
Ulo nodded. His rocky skin made scraping noises as he adjusted the strap over his shoulder, holding a small pack of the few supplies they could offer him. “I…I hope so.”
The Dokkol officer motioned toward the air lock. “We must go. Ulo’s family are eager to have him back.”
Ulo turned to Sevas one last time. He seemed to hesitate before stepping closer and surprising her by pulling her into the gentlest of hugs. His strength was overwhelming, but his touch careful, as he was well aware that he could crush her. “Goodbye, Sevas,” he rumbled. “Goodbye, Takkian. Bruil.”
Tears stung her eyes, but she hugged him back fiercely, even though her arms barely spanned his torso. “You too, big guy.”
The Dokkol officer hesitated. “Before we leave, there’s something you should know. During a recent trade run, we encountered a vessel that we had never seen before. Its design was very strange, and the occupants were two Zaruxians and two Terians.”
Takkian stiffened, his silver eyes narrowing. “Zaruxians and Terians? Together?”
The officer dipped his head. “Yes. They claimed to have fled Axis-controlled territory and were seeking others of their kinds. We traded some provisions and directed them to a neutral multispecies trade outpost. If you are kin or share allegiance, you may wish to investigate.”
Sevas exchanged a glance with Takkian, her heart thudding in her chest. “Do you remember their names?” she asked quickly, hope bubbling despite herself. “The Terians—did they give their names?”
“One identified herself as Fivra,” the officer replied, his tone matter-of-fact. “The other, Turi.”
Sevas’ breath caught. She gripped the edges of her pants so tightly that her knuckles turned white. “They’re alive,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “They’re alive.”
“You know them?” Takkian asked, his brows knitted.
“They’re my friends,” Sevas said, her voice thick with emotion. “Fivra and Turi—they were taken with me. Well, Fivra was. Turi stayed with… One of those Zaruxians has to be the overseer, whose name I don’t know. But it must be him. Did one of them have dark purple scales?”
The officer nodded. “Yes. His name was Ellion, if I recall. Quiet, remote male. The other was named Cyprian, and he had red scales. More talkative, that one.” The Dokkol’s eyes narrowed as he looked hard at Takkian. “They both resembled you. Their eyes were silver like yours. You could be brothers.”
Takkian’s expression went unreadable and his lips parted on a silent breath. He looked away, but Sevas was still reeling from this revelation.
“I thought—” Her voice broke, and she shook her head. “I thought I’d never hear from them again.”
The officer nodded. “They were safe and their ship was weapon-equipped. The outpost is remote and the Axis has little business there. I can send the coordinates to your ship, if you wish.”
“Yes,” Sevas said. “Please do that.”
Bruil braced himself against the wall with some handles. His arms crossed, but his yellow eyes were sharp. “Sounds like your friends are survivors,” he said, his tone gruff but approving. “You Terians are tougher than you look.”
Sevas let out a shaky laugh, tears threatening to spill over. “We are. We all are.”
The officer gestured toward Ulo again. “We must depart now. The longer we linger, the more risk we bring to both ships.”
Ulo gave them all one last look. His rugged features were soft with unspoken gratitude, then he turned and left with the officer. The hatch closed behind him, and Bruil sealed it in place.
Sevas stared at the sealed hatch as if she could still see Ulo through it. She felt relief that her friend was finally on his way to safety, and a pang of loss that he wouldn’t be with them anymore. But more than anything, hope buzzed just beneath her skin. Fivra and Turi—her friends—were alive. The words repeated in her mind, sending determination through her.
Takkian’s hand tightened around hers, grounding her and pulling her back to the present. “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.
She nodded, but her throat was too tight to answer at first. Finally, she managed to say, “It doesn’t feel real. I thought they were gone, Takkian. I really did. And now… They’re out there. They’re free, and they’re looking for others.” Sevas turned to look at him fully, and then at Bruil, who watched her intently.
Bruil gestured toward the console. “We have two choices.” His gruff voice cut through the stillness. “One, we set a course for that trade outpost and hope we find this ship before they move on. But that’ll put us out in open space, and if the Axis is scanning for escaped ships, they could find us.”
“Or?” Takkian prompted, though his jaw was already tight, as if he knew the answer.
“Or we keep to the gas clouds and lie low for as long as we can.” Bruil’s rough hand swept over the console as he leaned back against it, arms crossed. “The Dokkol ship has already drawn attention by docking here. If the Axis have patrols in this quadrant, it won’t take long before they start snooping. Staying hidden gives us time to regroup, test this ship’s defenses, and prepare for whatever mess we’re diving into, but it’s also a risk.”
The options hung in the air like a weight pressing down on all of them. Sevas locked her gaze on the sealed hatch, her mind a whirlwind of emotions. Fivra and Turi were alive. The knowledge flickered through her like a single, fragile flame, illuminating the hope she thought had been extinguished back in the arena. But underlying that hope was the risk of leaving their safe haven, however temporary it might be. Her heart pulled in two directions—toward caution, and toward the fierce, undeniable need to reunite with the only remnants of the life she once had.
She caught movement from the corner of her eye. Takkian. He was watching her. His silver eyes were bright but steady, gauging her reaction. She bit the inside of her cheek, wishing she could simply say what she wanted without having to weigh the cost of it. But no—Takkian would never make a choice without seeing the complete picture. And neither could she. She took a breath and raised her eyes to meet his.
“I know it’s dangerous.” Her voice was steadier than she felt, though it wavered, thick with unspoken emotion. “But…” Her throat tightened. “We have to find them. Fivra and Turi—they’re not just my friends. They’re family. True family. If they’re searching for me, Nena, Lilas, and Cerani, they got free. And if they are with Zaruxians…” She shook her head as the possibilities flooded her. “We can’t ignore this.
Sevas watched Takkian and Bruil. Her chest tightened as she waited for their response. Takkian’s eyes flicked to hers with an intensity that made her breath hitch. There was a flicker of unease in his expression—faint but unmistakable—like the very idea of what she’d said unsettled something deep within him. She knew him well enough by now to recognize how fiercely protective he was, especially of her. It was a part of him she relied on, but it also made her wonder if he sometimes overlooked his own needs for hers.
When he finally spoke, his voice was steady, resolute, the very sound of it grounding her. “We’ll find them,” Takkian said with a calm certainty that steadied her once again. “We’ll track them down and reunite you with your friends. But—” His voice took on a sharper edge. “—we need to be in agreement and we need a plan.”
His words landed with a weight that made her chest ache—not from sadness, but from a warmth she wasn’t entirely sure she deserved. She allowed herself to smile faintly, even though the flicker of worry still burned in her mind. She reached out, her fingers brushing ever so lightly against the back of his hand. “What about you?” she asked quietly. The question slipped out before she could second-guess it. “You’ve lost so much, too. Do you think…you’d want to find other Zaruxians?”
Takkian’s expression didn’t immediately change, but his silence spoke volumes. His fingers twitched under her touch. She could feel his muscles tighten. For a moment, she worried she’d asked something too raw. But instead of anger or dismissal, a flicker of vulnerability passed through his eyes.
He turned his gaze away, toward the floor, as if grappling with the question himself. “I’ve thought about it,” he admitted at last. His voice was low and rough. “Not often. Not because I don’t want to—it’s just…easier to believe there’s nothing left of my people but Bruil and me. Easier than hoping, only to find nothing.” His shoulders tightened as he drew in a breath. “But if they’re out there… If there are any Zaruxians left, I want to find them.”
Sevas swallowed hard. She hadn’t expected such an answer, but hearing it made her heart ache for him in ways she couldn’t quite describe.
Bruil shifted closer. There was an unusual tension in the air surrounding the older Zaruxian. His brow furrowed and the lines around his mouth deepened. “Maybe finding more Zaruxians wouldn’t be such a bad idea,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically thick. “I didn’t think I missed them, but it’s been many cycles since I’ve heard any word of my kind. A long time since I’d felt…hope.” His words hung in the air, heavy with meaning, catching everyone off guard.
Sevas blinked, her mouth slightly agape. “Bruil, you—”
“Shush,” Bruil interrupted with a wave of his hand. “I’ve been an old soldier too long, too accustomed to loss. I figured being alone was my fate. But having you two, having a chance to reunite or rebuild… It’s more than I ever thought I’d get again.” He gripped the handle that kept him in place. His voice was heavy with emotion. “If there’s a chance we could find our kin, I want to take it. I want to see if there are more of us out there. More survivors who’ve kept our fight alive despite the odds.”
The sincerity in Bruil’s voice struck a chord deep inside Sevas. The weariness in his expression and the weight of loss reminded her that she, too, had hoped desperately for connection, for survival, for a sense of belonging. The notion of tracking down Zaruxians, of seeking lost ties, brought warmth to her heart. She saw the determination in Bruil’s yellow eyes. It echoed the fierce drive she’d seen in Takkian and felt in her own heart.
“We’ll do it, then,” she declared, her voice resolute. “We’ll find this ship with Zaruxians and my friends, but we need to be smart about it.” She glanced at Takkian, meeting his gaze with unyielding resolve.
Excitement flared within the small group, easing the lingering sadness of Ulo’s departure. A sense of purpose wove through them. They had each experienced great loss, but together they could forge a fresh path, one defined not by fear, but by the connections they could rebuild and the family they could reclaim.
Bruil nodded. “I’ll navigate. If we can avoid the Axis patrols, we can make it.”
Sevas’ heart swelled. Silence hung in the air, filled with the promise of what was to come. The ship hummed softly around them, a reminder of their shared escape and the journey ahead.
“Let’s check those coordinates. The Dokkol would have sent them by now, and we’ll make our plans.” Bruil’s voice was practical once more. The emotion faded to his familiar gruffness. “And let’s do it quickly, because the moment we move, we’ll be vulnerable.”



SEVENTEEN
Takkian
Takkian gazed at the cabin as another wave of uncertainty flooded him. With Bruil at the controls, focused intently on the display and the coordinates sent by the Dokkol, he was alone with Sevas. She stayed clipped into a seat, arms wrapped around herself. The distant hum of the ship resonated in the silence between them.
“Takkian…” Sevas began. “Tell me what is on your mind.”
He took a breath, pushing past the mix of emotions spinning in his head. “I would like to hear everything you know about the overseer. The one from your settlement.”
Sevas’ expression shifted. The warmth in her eyes dimmed slightly. “He was…hard to explain. He protected us, but he was also the reason we lived in constant fear. He marked Turi’s doors with a symbol. It kept the wild creatures from bothering her family’s crops.”
“Marked how?” Takkian asked, folding his arms. “Why did he do that?”
Sevas hesitated. “Turi never told us why. She might not even know. But it gave her family a break from the cibrats, filbats, and irgs that constantly invaded the farms. They left her land alone,” she said, her voice trailing off.
Takkian frowned. “So he was a tool for the Axis? A puppet?”
“I don’t know,” Sevas replied, her brow furrowing. “The overseer kept the peace in the settlement, but he couldn’t override the Axis’ order to let the raiders abduct us. He could negotiate with them to keep Turi, because he had laid claim on the land she lived on—and we were abducted from her family’s land.” She rubbed a hand over her forehead. “It was a hard life. They drained our resources until we barely had enough to survive.”
“That is what they do to penal colonies,” he said coldly. “I—I’m pretty sure I served on one.”
She peered at him. “You don’t have a number on your neck.”
“No, I don’t.” Takkian’s voice held a dangerous edge. “But I’m wondering if I’m marked somewhere no one can see.”
“What do you mean?” Sevas asked.
“The officials at the arena somehow found out about our escape plan,” he said. “Bruil and Ulo didn’t tell them. Neither did you. And Bruil and I did regular, thorough checks for listening devices.” He shrugged. “Add in that I can’t remember much of anything before I arrived at the arena, and…I wonder if the listening device is me.”
Her eyes widened. “Could they be listening now?”
“I don’t think so,” Takkian replied, considering her words. “If they could, they would be here now.”
Sevas nodded. “That’s true. You’re well out of range.”
Takkian clenched his fists, anger tightening his shoulders. “But I might not be if we come near an Axis ship or facility. If there’s an implanted device in me, I need to find and remove it.”
Her gaze met his. “Then, when we get to this outpost, we find someone to do that. The overseer and this other Zaruxian—Cyprian—may have had one, too. And if the overseer isn’t at the settlements anymore, that means something big happened there.”
Takkian let out a deep, steadying breath as he pulled Sevas closer, resting his chin lightly on her shoulder. The warmth of her body against his steadied the turbulent thoughts racing through his mind. He could still sense the lingering fear that the Axis might be watching, waiting for them to slip up. But right now, in this moment, she was his sanctuary.
“No matter what happened at your settlement, if the Axis are looking for you, I won’t let them take you,” he murmured into her neck, feeling her pulse beat beneath his lips. The very thought of anything happening to her ignited a fierce protectiveness within him he couldn’t ignore. The way she had faced the arena and stood by him had made him feel alive. Truly alive.
Sevas tilted her head back, catching his gaze with those deep, dark red eyes that swirled with emotion. She wrapped her arms around him, fingers digging lightly into the hard muscles of his back. “I don’t want to lose you either, Takkian. We have too much at stake.”
He leaned in closer. Their lips nearly brushed as he whispered, “We’ll make it. Together.” There was an intensity to his words that burned between them, thickening the space with unspoken desires.
Then, in one fluid movement, Takkian closed the distance, capturing her mouth with his. It was an embrace that had been hanging in the air between them for too long. Her warmth radiated through his scales, to his bones. Their kiss deepened and Takkian groaned, sinking into the sensations of her.
Sevas responded with a teasing tilt of her head, leaning into the kiss, her lips molding against his as if to seal a bond. His heart raced as heat unfurled between them. All worry, every nagging doubt he had melted away, leaving behind nothing but the intoxicating taste of her.
The world outside the ship faded into nothingness. All that existed was this moment—their connection, their defiance against the harsh reality waiting beyond the metal hull. He pressed closer, his hands exploring the contours of her back, fingers tracing the soft fabric of her shirt as he pulled her deeper into him.
Sevas let out a soft gasp. Her hands tangled in his hair as she returned the kiss with fervor. But this wasn’t enough. He wanted more. So much more. His instincts surged, primal and raw. The need to claim her—to bury himself in that warmth and live in the moment—overwhelmed him. She was strong, fierce, the perfect counterbalance to all the darkness they faced. The taste of urgency filled his senses and mingled with emotions he hadn’t dared to embrace before her.
“Sevas,” he breathed against her lips, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. They sparkled like stars caught in the veil of night. Takkian’s breath caught as he gazed at her. The weight of anticipation in the charged silence made his chest ache. The moment felt like a sanctuary amidst the turmoil in their lives.
“We’ve waited long enough,” he murmured, his voice low and throaty and filled with a promise of what lay ahead. He grasped her hand and gently unclipped them both from their seats, then tugged her toward the short corridor in the upper deck that led to the stateroom.
Sevas didn’t hesitate as she went with him. Her fingers intertwined with his as if they were two flames drawn together. As they entered the room, Takkian pushed the door shut behind them, sealing out the rest of the world. The air felt thick with possibility as he turned to face Sevas. His heart raced against a steady beat of desire. They were alone now. And both of them knew what was going to happen in that room.
Sevas shifted closer. The distance between them shrank to nothing as she pressed against him. “Takkian,” she breathed. The way his name sounded on her lips made him want to bellow in triumph. This incredible, beautiful, powerful female wanted him. Him. A scarred warrior with no past.
He reached for her, pulling her into him, their bodies colliding in a rush of warmth and need. The kiss they’d shared before turned into something deeper now, hungry and fervent. The world outside dimmed. It was just the two of them, bound by the fire they had stoked within. Takkian’s hands slipped to her waist, fingers splayed possessively against her, drawing her closer as their mouths moved against each other.
Sevas let out a soft sigh, hands weaving into his hair, pulling him closer still. Her warmth pressed against him with a yearning that threatened to consume them both. The longing that had been building since the moment they met now exploded.
In one swift motion, Takkian pulled Sevas to the mattress. He held her against his body as he maneuvered the gravity blanket over them. It pressed them together and to the mattress with its grounding weight. Takkian’s silver eyes burned into Sevas’. His chest heaved. There was no arena, no mechs, no confined cell—only her, and the fire blazing between them.
His rough palm cupped her cheek and his thumb moved in slow, deliberate circles over her cheekbone. “Sevas. You’re mine,” he rasped. “And now, I want all of you.”
Sevas’ lips parted. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t look away. “Yes, Takkian.” There was no fear in her voice, only a punch of urgency laced with the same hunger that mirrored his own. Her fingers brushed over his jaw, tracing the hard planes of his face. The pulse in her neck beat wildly against his touch, as if daring him to claim her fully.
“We’ve faced death,” he continued. “We’ve fought, bled, and survived together. I know I don’t deserve you, but…I can’t hold this back. Not anymore.”
Her lips curved, and her arms tangled around his neck to pull him closer. “Then don’t,” she murmured against his lips. “I’m not asking for perfection, Takkian. I’m asking for you.”
Like a match to dry wood, her words consumed him. One arm looped firmly under her back, holding her where she belonged—pressed against him. He kissed her deeply, fervently, as if sealing both of their unspoken promises. There was nothing hurried in his movements; instead, there was a purposeful, magnetic energy that surged between them.
As their lips parted, Takkian’s voice found her ear. “I’ll be gentle,” he vowed. “But Sevas…” His claws traced a deliberate path down the gold spots on her spine. It sent a shiver through her trembling frame. “I will make you mine completely. No one else will touch you. Not in this lifetime.”
Sevas’ breath trembled against his neck, her arms wrapping tighter around him. Their gazes locked with a trust that made his chest ache. “I already am yours, Takkian.” Her voice was sure and steady. “You’re all I want. All I need.”
His lips brushed against hers again, softer this time, reverent, as if sealing a bond forged in fire and blood. She arched into him, a silent, unspoken surrender that resonated deep within him. Every wall he’d built, every defense, crumbled like sand under the force of her acceptance.
Under the grounding weight of the gravity blanket, the ship’s soft hum faded into the background. There was only her. Only them. Takkian’s large, scaled hands slid over her sides, exploring the curves of her body with a mix of awe and restraint.
His fingers curled into the fabric of her shirt and yanked it open, baring her breasts to him.
Sevas let out a soft gasp that sent vibrations rippling through him. “I thought you said you’d be gentle,” she teased, her fingers running over the ridges of his chest. Her touch was light, but claiming him all the same.
Takkian’s lips quirked into a rare smile, his wolfish grin full of adoration and heat. “Gentle,” he murmured, cupping her breasts in his hands and squeezing gently. “But thorough.”
With that, he dipped his head. His mouth trailed kisses down the smooth column of her neck toward the stiff peaks that beckoned him. Her soft sighs and whispered words spurred him on. His large frame shifted over her, enveloping her entirely as if shielding her from the galaxy beyond.
Takkian explored her body as his gaze tracked every curve, every plane of her skin, as if memorizing her by touch alone. The gaping shirt clung loosely to her arms. The way her nipples hardened under his gaze sent fire roaring through his blood.
“You’re beautiful,” he murmured, his voice thick with awe and possessiveness. His fingertips carefully skimmed along her ribs, afraid to press too hard, to leave marks on skin that deserved only softness. But beneath his restraint was a surging hunger he could barely contain.
Sevas’ hands were far less tentative. She braced against his muscled chest and slid them downward, following the hard ridges of his abdomen before reaching the fastenings of his leather pants. Her fingers were deft and impatient, seeking the laces and tugging them loose.
“Off,” she murmured against his lips. Her breath fanned over his jaw. “I want to feel all of you, Takkian.”
The words sent a shiver through him. He shifted back just enough to allow her access, growling softly as her delicate fingers pulled the material down. His cock sprang free. It jutted proudly between them, and she peered under the blanket to see him. Its dark length was veined and ridged. Sevas’ breath caught. Her lips parted as she stared at him.
“Takkian,” she whispered, her voice trembling with both longing and a hint of surprise.
“Too much?” he rumbled. He wasn’t shy about his size. His cock stood tall against his taut abdomen, curving slightly at the tip where a faint gleam of wetness had begun to form. The base was thick, tapering upward before ending in a bulbous crown. It was just him, but it occurred to him that she may have been expecting something else.
Sevas swallowed hard. “It’s different from what we were told Terian males were like.”
He frowned and paused. “Is it a problem?”
In answer, her hand skimmed downward between her own thighs, under her pants, seeking the slippery heat there. “Not at all,” she said breathlessly. “You’re perfect.”
He could smell her arousal, hot and needy. Takkian groaned as her fingers found his cock. He shook his head when she began to close her thighs. “No. Show me,” he growled, his voice rough and heavy. “Let me see you, Sevas.”
She unfastened her pants and pushed them off. The blanket hindered his view, but he lifted it enough to see under and allow the light to show long, smooth legs. She spread her thighs slowly under the weight of his heated gaze. He sheathed her in his shadow, a primal predator appreciating its chosen mate. Her cunt was glistening. Her arousal was slick and inviting, driving the last vestiges of control from him. He watched her trace delicate circles over her clit. Her breaths came in quick gasps as her fingers teased and coaxed her desire higher. It was the most exquisite sight he’d ever witnessed and drew a sharp growl from his throat.
“You are everything,” he whispered, his voice ragged with want. His claws extended slightly and clenched into the mattress at his sides. Restraint was becoming a tenuous thing, and it wouldn’t last. It couldn’t last. The need to claim her, to fill her, was a storm surging in his veins.
Sevas’ gaze met his, her red eyes smoldering. She reached for him, her voice soft but commanding, “I need you, Takkian. Now.”
Her words shattered whatever thread of control he’d clung to. In one fluid motion, he captured her wrists and pinned them above her head. He was aware of his strength and careful with her, but his unyielding grip was a promise of what was to come. His lips came down on hers, searing and ravenous, as though he could consume every part of her with his mouth alone. His free hand roamed her body, memorizing each curve, each shiver of her beneath his touch.
His hips pressed forward, aligning his cock with her entrance. The blunt head brushed against her folds, slick and hot, and they both groaned at the contact. Takkian’s breath was heavy as he whispered against her ear. “Tell me if it’s too much. I don’t want to hurt you.”
Sevas arched into him. Her thighs wrapped around his hips to guide him closer. “I trust you, Takkian. I want all of you. Please.”
With her encouragement, he pressed forward. The wide crown of his cock breached her entrance. She gasped, fingers curling into his hands where he still pinned her wrists.
“Fek, you’re tight,” he ground out, his voice strained as he inched forward. Her slickness welcomed him, but the stretch was intense for both of them. He moved slowly, giving her time to adjust. Every primal instinct warring with his need to make her comfortable.
Sevas’ moan sent fire racing down his spine. Her muscles clenched around him, pulling him deeper. She gave a breathless laugh between gasps. Her voice trembled with pleasure. “I told you… I’m not fragile.”
Takkian growled low in his throat. His gaze moved over her with a mix of lust and reverence. “You feel…” His words failed, but he pushed deeper. His thick length filled her inch by inch until the base of his cock pressed flush against her slick folds. His hips trembled as he held still, panting at the heat and tightness that enveloped him completely. “Perfect. You feel perfect.”
Sevas’ back arched beneath him. Her breath hitched as she whispered, “Move, Takkian. Please.”
Her plea unraveled him. He withdrew slightly. The friction drew a strangled sound from both their throats. Then, he thrust back in with a controlled force that sent her body rocking into the mattress. The gravity blanket pinned them down together, grounding each thrust with an intensity that made driving into her all the more consuming. He felt like he was buried not only in her body, but in her very soul, connected in a way that transcended the physical.
Sevas cried out his name. He released her hands and suddenly they were everywhere—in his hair, sliding over his chest, his wings, his arms. Her nails dug into his thick back muscles as she writhed against him, hips rising to meet each of his thrusts. “Fek, Takkian—don’t hold back.”
Her words struck him like lightning. Takkian’s control snapped and he let the raw power of his body take over. His pace quickened as the room filled with the rhythmic slap of their bodies. Her breathless cries and moans blended with his guttural growls. He pinned her more firmly, his lips brushing her ear as he gritted, “Mine.”
“Yours,” she gasped. Her voice broke on a moan as his cock dragged against her walls. Her hands tangled in his hair, tugging hard as he pressed his forehead against hers.
The coil of pleasure in his belly tightened. Her thighs tensed around his hips as he felt her body move with his. Release was just within reach. Takkian felt her walls fluttering around him, pulling him deeper. He angled his hips. He knew his cock found her most sensitive spot when Sevas’ gasp turned into a sharp cry. Her body convulsed. The waves of her climax washed over him as she tipped her head back.
“Takkian!” she screamed, clutching at his shoulders. Her muscles clamped down on him like a vise, and the slick heat of her release around his cock was almost too much for him to bear.
The sight of her unraveling beneath him, her body arching in ecstasy, was enough to shatter his own restraint. His hips bucked harder, deeper, the primal rhythm consuming him completely. The feel of her, her scent, her cries—it all engulfed him until his own release slammed into him like an explosion.
A guttural roar tore from his throat as his cock pulsed inside her, filling her with every ounce of his release. His wings wanted to flare out behind him, but were held in check by the blanket. His muscles went taut as he trembled above her, body wracked with spasms. He buried his face in her neck as his breath went hot and ragged against her sweat-dampened skin.
They stayed like that for a moment, their bodies locked together. The room was filled with the sound of their panting. Takkian shifted slightly, keeping most of his weight off her as he propped himself on his forearms. His body felt like it was floating, despite the gravity blanket, as the aftershocks rippled through him. He brushed a loose strand of hair from her flushed face. His thumb lingered on her cheek. “That was… Ah, I don’t have words,” he murmured, his voice thick with emotion. “I love you. To my very bones, I love you.”
Sevas smiled up at him. Her fingertips moved over the sharp planes of his jaw. “And I love you,” she whispered. “Always.”
Their foreheads touched as they caught their breath. Their hearts beat in harmony. In that moment, amidst the chaos and danger of their lives, they were two beings bound by something far stronger than circumstance. They were unshakable. They were home.



EIGHTEEN
Sevas
Sevas nestled into Takkian’s chest. Her body melted into the strength and warmth of his embrace. His arms wrapped securely around her, holding her in the moment. They lay there in comfortable silence. The weight of the gravity blanket pressed them together, grounding their bodies even as their hearts seemed to soar.
She traced small circles across his forearm with her fingertips. Takkian’s hand moved to her hair, fingers lightly grazing her scalp in soothing patterns. The rhythm of their hearts synced to a quiet, unspoken melody. She had never known such peace. Such belonging.
For a while, they simply rested, letting the hum of the ship and each other’s presence wash over them. Words felt unnecessary. This was a sanctuary neither of them had experienced in cycles.
When Sevas finally looked up at Takkian, he met her gaze with a dark heat that sent warmth pooling low in her belly. She cupped his cheek. Her thumb brushed over the sharp angles of his face. The unspoken promise between them reignited, and the time for rest made way for the rekindling of their passion. Together, they gave in to each other once more, sealing their love in the quiet sanctuary of their small room.
They lay entwined afterward, bodies still aglow from their shared intimacy. She never wanted to leave the weight of the gravity blanket. It wrapped them in warmth and felt so safe. Sevas rested her head on Takkian’s chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. His hand skimmed lazily up and down her back, and though his touch was light, she could feel the strength behind it—a protective force that never seemed to waver.
Silence stretched between them, but it was a comforting, tender kind of silence. For now, Sevas allowed herself to exist in the kind of peace she hadn’t known since she was a child, back when she believed the world could still hold small, safe things.
Takkian’s deep voice broke through her thoughts, low and rough but carrying the soothing certainty she always drew strength from. “I’ll never take this for granted,” he murmured, his hand still trailing over her back. “You. This. Us.”
She tilted her head, resting her chin lightly on his chest as her fingers splayed over his warm skin. “Neither will I,” she replied softly. “We’ve fought too hard for this to let it slip away.”
“We need to get up,” he grunted. “See what Bruil is doing.”
But they stayed there, intertwined and content for a moment longer. The universe beyond their small ship still waited.
Finally, they rose and dressed and the soft whoosh of the cabin door sliding open announced their arrival in the main cabin. Sevas glided into the space, leaving behind the comfort of their shared sanctuary. Their movements were casual, but she could feel a newfound ease between them. Takkian was her bondmate—no matter what her father had to say about it—and he was a better choice than any male at the settlements she came from.
Bruil was seated at the console. A faint glow from the screen cast highlights across his hard, weathered face. His sharp yellow eyes flicked toward them briefly before returning to the data in front of him. “Good of you two to come up for air,” he said gruffly, though there was a trace of amusement in his tone. He leaned back in his seat, folding his arms. “I’ve got the coordinates for the outpost.”
“That’s good news,” Sevas said, flashing Bruil a smile.
Takkian moved behind her. “How far are we?”
Bruil gestured to the display, where a holographic projection of star charts and travel routes rotated slowly. A blinking point marked their current position amid a swirling cloud of data points, and another point, farther away, glowed faintly. “By conventional travel, it’d take at least twenty cycles. But this ship is equipped with fold technology.”
Takkian frowned faintly. “You mentioned that before. Space folding—it compresses the distance, correct?”
Bruil nodded, his claws tapping idly on the console. “Exactly. It essentially ‘folds’ space, bringing two points closer together, so you can travel vast distances in a fraction of the time.” He hesitated, his expression darkening slightly. “But there’s a drawback. Folding takes a lot of power. It’ll leave the ship vulnerable for a bit while it recharges after.”
Sevas folded her arms, her sharp gaze fixing on Bruil. “How vulnerable are we talking?”
Bruil scratched at his jaw, looking more thoughtful than usual. “The ship’s basic systems will remain operational—life support, interior functions, the usual. But we’ll lose access to most defense systems and high-speed thrusters until the power cells stabilize. If we’re attacked during that window, we won’t have much to fight back with.”
“That’s a risk,” Takkian said. His mouth set into a grim line. “Especially considering the Axis might already be scouting the quadrant for ships like ours.”
“It is,” Bruil agreed, his voice low and weighted. He turned his gaze back to the display, the swirling stars reflected in his sharp yellow eyes. “But it’s also our best shot at reaching that outpost before the trail goes cold. If we wait too long, those we’re looking for might move on. Outposts like that are for brief visits.”
Takkian crossed his arms, his presence solid and commanding beside Sevas. His silver eyes narrowed as he stared at the chart. “How long is the vulnerability window?”
Bruil exhaled noisily. “Best guess? Twenty rotations of the smaller cycle—no more than eighty piks. After that, the cells will stabilize enough for us to bring weapons and mobility online. But until then, the only things we’ll have are basic shields and my piloting skills.”
“You’re underselling yourself, Bruil,” Sevas said with a faint smile. “You’re the best pilot we’ve got.”
Bruil snorted, though there was a flicker of warmth in his expression. “The only pilot you’ve got,” he muttered. “And even that’s a gamble. Fold tech wasn’t standard in my day, so we’re banking on this fancy ship doing its job as advertised.”
Sevas tilted her head as she thought over the possibilities. “If we’re cautious, we can do this. The longer we wait, the greater the chance the Axis patrols catch wind of us—or worse, intercept Fivra, Turi, and the Zaruxians before we even get close.” It felt very strange to contemplate the overseer of Settlement112-1. He had authority over her and everyone there. The idea of meeting him again made her uncomfortable, but she’d decide how to deal with him when and if they met up. One thing she knew for sure—he was not her overseer out here. No one ruled over her. Not now. Not ever again.
Takkian’s jaw tightened. She could tell he didn’t like it. The risk, the lack of control, the vulnerability—it grated against every warrior instinct she knew he possessed. But when he looked at Sevas, he shook his head with a small smile. “We’ll need a backup plan in case we’re attacked.”
“If it comes to a fight, we’ll use whatever power we have left to hit back,” Bruil said with grim honesty. “But, let’s just say, I’d rather not test our luck against a fully armed Axis patrol.”
“We’ve been running on luck since the arena,” Takkian muttered. “What’s a little more?”



NINETEEN
Takkian
Takkian clenched his jaw as he observed the console and the intricate display of the fold mechanism. His eyes narrowed as he summed up the calculations and watched Bruil maneuver the controls. The ship grew louder around them, vibrating through the cabin with an unsettling intensity.
“How long will this take?” Takkian’s gaze was fixed on the display. He glanced at Bruil, who, though grimly determined, had taut lines of tension etching his features.
Bruil grunted. His fingers entered a swift sequence on the console. “A few moments—if all goes as it should. The folding process is nearly instantaneous, but prep and recovery are critical. It’ll feel like the world’s gone sideways, though. Prepare yourselves.”
Takkian clenched his hands, his knuckles turning white from the grip. He turned to look at Sevas, who was already fastened in one of the seats in the main cabin. Her eyes were tight with nervous anticipation. “Are you ready?”
Sevas nodded resolutely. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
Takkian offered a slight, reassuring smile and attempted to relax the knot in his stomach. The fear of the unknown threatened to rattle his composure. This was utterly new to him, but the resolve in Sevas’ expression soothed him. He fastened himself into the seat beside her.
Bruil turned back and looked at them. There was a subtle quirk tugging at the corners of his mouth. It was an unusual expression of optimism from the typically gruff Zaruxian. “Brace yourselves,” he instructed. “This is it.”
With a final, decisive stroke across the console, Bruil initiated the fold. The ship’s lights dimmed. The thrusters went silent. The hum turned to a roar that rippled through the metal walls. It felt as if the very fabric of space itself was being pulled apart.
The view through the front viewport wasn’t good for those sitting in the main cabin, but he could see enough. Space outside twisted into a kaleidoscope of fractals and streaks of light. Colors he couldn’t even name danced and bent as though the galaxy itself had liquefied, spilling into impossible patterns. His stomach dropped, and for a fleeting moment, he felt disoriented and untethered, like the ship and everything in it had been shaken loose from reality.
Sevas gripped her armrests. Her knuckles turned white, but she didn’t make a sound. Takkian reached over and rested a hand on hers, giving it a firm squeeze.
Her red eyes snapped to his. “This is normal, right?” she asked, her voice louder than usual to carry over the deafening hum.
“I sure as fek hope so,” Takkian replied, his voice as steady as he could make it. The ship jolted hard, and his claws instinctively extended, gripping the seat for balance.
“You feel that?” Bruil shouted back over the noise. “That’s the ship ripping a hole in space-time. Means it’s working.”
“Comforting,” Takkian muttered under his breath. The sensation was unlike anything he had ever felt. It wasn’t pain, but it wasn’t pleasant either. His body felt stretched in a thousand directions at once, not too unlike the way it felt changing into his dragon form.
Sevas inhaled sharply as the ship lurched forward, then backward, then…nothing. Dead silence replaced the chaos. The kaleidoscope of light outside snapped into stillness. Stars dotted the inky black of space once again, perfectly serene, as if the universe had decided to pretend nothing had happened.
Bruil exhaled loudly, leaned back, and swiped a hand over his face. “Fold complete. We’re exactly where we’re supposed to be.” He turned in his chair to face them. “Looks like I’m still a decent pilot.”
“We’ll congratulate you later,” Takkian said, his eyes scanning the viewport for any signs of trouble. “Are the systems stable?”
Bruil looked back at the console. “Thrusters and shields have minimal power while the cells recharge, as expected. Basic functions are fine. Looks like we’re good for now.”
Takkian unfastened his harness and floated to the front of the ship, shaking off the lingering unease from the fold. The cabin lights returned to their normal soft glow. He glanced at the forward viewport. His gaze landed on a structure that stood out against the black void.
“That it?” he asked, nodding toward the unique outline.
Bruil leaned forward, adjusting the controls to zoom the display. What they were looking at resolved into a complex of interconnected structures and platforms. It was messy—patchwork plating, mismatched colors, and a web of docking bays that seemed held together by sheer will. Lights blinked sporadically along its perimeter.
“That’s the outpost,” Bruil confirmed. His voice carried a hint of relief. “Messy, but functional. Typical for a neutral zone.”
Sevas unclipped her harness and moved to hover near Takkian. “It’s not much, but it’s our next step,” she murmured.
Takkian placed a hand on her lower back, feeling the familiar curve of her spine. “We’ll get answers there,” he said, though the gnawing unease of the ship’s still-recharging systems lingered in his gut. “Bruil, any sign of Axis patrols?”
Bruil glanced at his readouts. “Nothing on standard scans,” he said. “Outposts like this probably have some shielding to keep them off their radar. There’s no way to know, exactly.”
Takkian’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Let’s hope for the best. Open a channel to their control station.”
Bruil nodded and sent a transmission. A crackle of static filled the cabin before a metallic-sounding voice came through. “Unidentified vessel, you are approaching the neutral outpost Nebla-5. State your purpose and submit your docking request.”
Takkian exchanged a look with Bruil, then nodded. Bruil leaned into the transmitter. “This is freelance vessel Starwave-1409, requesting permission to dock. We’re here to meet contacts at the station. No hostile intent.”
The silence that followed stretched uncomfortably long. Takkian’s fingers tapped absently on his forearm as he kept his eyes pinned on the viewport, scanning for any activity that might signal trouble. Just as he considered suggesting a different approach, the static cleared and the metallic voice returned.
“Freelance vessel Starwave-1409, your request is acknowledged. Proceed to dock 17 on platform C. Follow the marked approach path. Compliance with station protocols is mandatory. Any deviation will result in immediate removal.”
“Friendly bunch,” Sevas muttered under her breath.
Bruil adjusted the ship’s trajectory to align with the designated path. “Standard neutral zone protocol. They don’t trust anyone—especially newcomers.”
The ship glided toward the outpost, weaving through a patchwork of freighters, smaller ships, and what looked like a gutted transport vessel turned into a massive storage unit. Each ship was tethered to the outpost by thick docking wires, looking more like debris caught in an ill-fated tractor beam than a functioning station.
Takkian’s gaze swept over the structure. Despite its haphazard design, there was order behind its chaotic exterior. Defense turrets were concealed along its perimeter. Plasma shields pulsed faintly, forming a nearly invisible barrier around the docking platforms. They wouldn’t hold against a full Axis assault, but they were enough to deter casual raiders.
“This place has seen some action,” he observed.
“Neutral zones like this always do. They’re built to survive, not to impress.” Bruil’s voice carried the weight of experience. “That patched-up transport over there? Probably raided three times before they bolted it to the station. Cheaper to reinforce the scrap than to keep rebuilding.”
As the ship descended closer to platform C, Takkian leaned closer to the viewport. He examined the figures moving along the docking arms below. They ranged from polished officers in envirosuits to weathered workers in crude patchwork gear. Some gestured animatedly, likely haggling over cargo, while others moved with the quiet efficiency of seasoned spacers.
“A lot is happening down there,” Sevas remarked, her tone soft but analytical. Her red eyes flicked from figure to figure. “Looks chaotic, but organized enough. Everyone knows their place.”
Takkian nodded, appreciating her keen observation. “We just need to find our people's ship, or if it left, where it was headed.” His gaze lingered on a pair of heavily armed guards stationed near the docking platform. “Without drawing suspicion.”
Bruil guided the ship closer with a deft touch on the controls. The docking markers lit up, pulsing gently as the automated guidance system took over. The clamps on their assigned dock locked onto the ship with a metallic clang. His feet hit the floor as gravity returned. For a moment, he felt impossibly heavy, but then his instincts and muscles remembered what to do and he rolled his shoulders.
“Docking complete,” Bruil announced, pushing back from the console. He turned to face Takkian and Sevas. “This is where things get tricky. Neutral zone or not, we can’t assume everyone here will leave us alone. Keep your guard up.”
Takkian glanced at the viewport again. The hangar bustled with activity, but something about the place put him on edge. Maybe it was the guards or the constant movement of cargo being loaded and unloaded. Or maybe he was just so used to the arena that anything different made him jumpy. His claws flexed briefly before retracting. “We’re here to find Sevas’ friends and any information about the Zaruxians. We stay focused, get what we need, and get out.”
Sevas secured her slingshot to her hip. “We’re not going unarmed.”
“Fek, no,” Bruil muttered, rising from his seat. He adjusted the straps on his battered leather armor and threw a pointed glance at Takkian. “You found some weapons from storage. Wear them prominently. Stick close. We can’t afford to be separated.”
Sevas stuck with her slingshot, and Bruil slid two blades into his armor. Takkian took one blade and tucked the blaster in his belt as they moved toward the hatch. His wings shifted as though ready to unfurl at the first sign of trouble. Sevas stepped in behind him and Bruil followed. His sharp yellow eyes moved to the console one last time before stepping out of the ship.
They emerged into the bustling hangar. The first thing Takkian noticed was the sheer size of the operation. Ships of all shapes and sizes were docked along various platforms, their hulls a patchwork of scorch marks and hastily applied repairs. Workers, guards, and traders bustled about. It might have looked disorganized at first, but it was clear there was an underlying order here. The faint tang of fuel and metal filled the air, mingled with the hum and screech of machinery and the murmur of voices. It was, initially, an overload to his senses. He’d become so attuned to the sounds and smells of the arena that these foreign ones made him unsure what to focus on. Sevas and Bruil followed closely behind. Bruil looked grim, but Sevas was working hard to contain her own awe. She had gone from a farming community to the arena, to this. Her head had to be reeling.
“Stay close,” he muttered, scanning for anything out of place. The hair on the back of his neck prickled. Something about the atmosphere felt…off. Too many eyes lingered on them for just a tick too long, and the guards stationed along the perimeter watched with an intensity that set his teeth on edge.
Bruil moved to his right. His scarred face set in a look of practiced boredom. “Feels like we just walked into a den of feral kirth beasts,” he said under his breath. “Everyone’s watching, and I don’t think it’s because they like our faces.”
“We’re new. Outsiders,” Sevas said, though her hand hovered near the slingshot at her hip. “It’s normal for people to size us up.”
Bruil snorted. “Yeah, but some of them aren’t just looking. They’re calculating.” He nodded subtly toward a group of dockhands near a cargo transport. Their conversation stilled as the trio passed, their eyes sharp and assessing.
As they crossed the hangar and entered the main central space, Takkian felt the unease settle deeper in his chest. Here in the enormous atrium, the ceiling was high and arched, and merchants clotted together with customers and other beings, working deals or haggling prices. Takkian’s instincts screamed at him to turn back, to shield Sevas and Bruil from whatever lurked in the shadows of this chaotic hub. But retreat wasn’t an option—not with the chance to find his people and Sevas’ friends so close.
“Where do we start?” Sevas asked quietly. Her eyes scanned the bustling activity around them. She kept her posture relaxed, but Takkian saw the way her fingers stayed close to her slingshot, ready to draw if necessary.
Bruil jerked his chin toward a cluster of kiosks nestled against the far wall. Their stalls displayed a mix of worn signage and holographic projections advertising repairs, fuel resupplies, and trade goods. “We try the information brokers first. Neutral zones thrive on gossip as much as trade. Someone here knows something.”
They moved in unison, wading through the sea of beings crisscrossing the atrium. Takkian didn’t miss the way some of them looked away when his gaze swept over them. A group near the edge of the atrium caught his attention: a trio of stocky aliens with leathery skin and ridged spines, all sharpening blades that glinted ominously in the flickering light. One of them kept his slitted gaze pinned on Sevas.
Takkian’s throat went hot with dragon fire. “We’re drawing too much attention,” he muttered, scanning the route ahead. “Bruil, lead the way. I’ll monitor our backs.”
Bruil grumbled something under his breath but took point. His hulking frame cut a straightforward path through the crowd. The information kiosks came into view, each manned by traders, brokers, and a smattering of what Takkian could only describe as opportunists. The air here was heavier, tinged with the sharp tang of overheated circuitry and the faint hiss of whispered deals.
The bustling noise faded the moment he saw them—Axis agents. A squad of six, dressed in dark armor that glinted ominously under the harsh hangar lighting. They moved with calculated purpose. Their movements were military: precise, deliberate, and unsettling.
The lead agent held a device in one hand, a sleek, blinking thing easy to overlook in the outpost’s chaos. But Takkian recognized what it was by how the agent used it. They were following a signal, weaving through the crowd with unsettling efficiency, armor brushing past merchants and workers as though they weren’t even there. It was a tracking device.
Takkian’s gut dropped. He remembered that their escape plans were found out at the arena, how his early memories had been erased, and his theory that both of those were because of something the Axis had put inside of him. He scooped Sevas’ wrist with one hand and signaled Bruil with the other. “We’ve got a problem,” he muttered, keeping his voice low but urgent.
Bruil caught the motion and followed Takkian’s gaze. His shoulders stiffened. “Fek,” he growled. “They’re scanning.”
“Following something,” Sevas whispered, her voice tight. She glanced up at Takkian. “What are they tracking?”
His lips thinned as he pulled the group closer together. “Me,” he spat under his breath. “I’m within range of their devices.”
Sevas froze for a split second, then her grip tightened on his arm. “Inside you?” Her voice was a whisper, but the urgency in it cut through him like a blade.
Takkian nodded, keeping his movements casual as he glanced at the squad again. They were closing in. Their boots thudded with an unnerving rhythm against the metal floor. The lead agent’s eyes flicked to the tracker, then forward, scanning the crowd with sharp precision. They were too close.
Takkian’s mind raced. His claws flexed and his hand closed around the weapon on his belt. The Axis agents were cutting through the crowd, and he imagined he could feel the pull of the tracker like an invisible tether tightening around his chest. He had to act fast.
“Listen to me,” Takkian said, low and urgent. He pulled Sevas closer, his grip firm on her wrist. “They’re tracking me. They won’t stop until they find us.”
Bruil’s gaze darted between the agents and Takkian. His jaw tightened, his expression grim. “We’re all in their path now,” he growled softly. “What’s the plan?”
Takkian’s wings twitched with tension as his mind worked quickly. “You and Sevas, blend in and stay out of sight. I’ll lead them away.”
Sevas’ crimson eyes snapped to his, wide with alarm. “What? No, Takkian. You can’t take them on alone.”
“It’s not about fighting them.” Takkian gripped her shoulders. “If they’re tracking me, they won’t stop until they have me. But they won’t be looking for you if I lead them off.”
Sevas shook her head, her defiance clear even through her fear. “I won’t leave. We stick together, Takkian. We always stick together.”
Bruil stepped in. His sharp yellow eyes flicked to the agents, who were now less than thirty paces away. “Sevas, he’s right.” Bruil’s voice was gruff, but urgent. “If they catch us here, we’re done. We all stand a better chance this way.”
“But—” Sevas began.
Takkian’s claws gripped Sevas’ shoulders as he lowered his voice, willing her to understand. “Sevas, find the Zaruxians and your Terian friends. They might be our way out of this. If the other Zaruxians are anything like Bruil and me, they’ll know how to fight, how to survive. They can help us.”
Sevas’ lips trembled, her crimson eyes searching his gaze. The struggle within her was undeniable, but she nodded reluctantly. “You promised we’d stick together, Takkian, so you’d better not fekking die on me.”
“I won’t,” he said, brushing his hand lightly over her cheek. “Whatever it takes, I’ll find my way back to you.”
Bruil clasped Takkian’s shoulder briefly. “You take care of yourself, boy.”
Takkian gave a curt nod and gave his old friend the blaster weapon. “Keep both of you safe.” His gaze returned to Sevas for one last moment—memorizing the curve of her face, the determination in her dark crimson eyes, and the way her lips trembled before she sealed them into a tight line. “Go now,” he urged. “Hurry.”
With a small, reluctant step backward, Sevas turned and melted into the crowd with Bruil. Takkian allowed himself a quiet breath of relief as he watched them disappear into the sea of beings. Then, the knowledge of the tracker surged in his thoughts, sharp and demanding. The Axis agents were closing in.



TWENTY
Sevas
Sevas clenched her teeth and grabbed Bruil’s arm, yanking him toward the row of stalls. “Come on!” she hissed under her breath. With Axis agents closing in on Takkian, her nerves were raw.
“Don’t pull my arm off,” Bruil grumbled, though he kept pace with her. His sharp yellow eyes scanned the crowd, even as his face stayed neutral. “Where are we headed exactly?”
“The information brokers.” Sevas ducked past a merchant shouting about overpriced fuel cells and squeezed between two lifts packed with crates. “Someone here knows where the Zaruxian ship is. We just have to find the right one.”
“This is not what Takkian had in mind when he told us to stay out of sight,” Bruil muttered, side-eying a vendor sharpening long, serrated blades.
“We’re improvising.” Her jaw was set as she pushed past a group of confused-looking beings with blue tubes in their nostrils. “Going with the original plan and finding those brokers.”
“We have nothing to trade,” he said. “Aside from our weapons, but that would leave us defenseless.”
“We’ll figure it out,” Sevas snapped, keeping her pace quick. The smells of alien spices and overheated circuits burned her nose, but she pushed forward, weaving around a group of squabbling traders.
Bruil grunted, but didn’t argue. “Let’s hope there’s a charitable broker, then.”
They reached a cluster of dark booths at the far end of the atrium. The setup was disorganized—a patchwork of tarps, blinking screens, and mismatched tables where brokers sat with datapads and monitors, glaring at anyone who approached. Sevas slowed her pace, her eyes darting between the scattered brokers.
“That one,” Bruil said, nodding to a skinny, horned male perched at the edge of one stall. His striated skin was a slick greenish gray, and his four eyes blinked asynchronously as he spoke rapidly into a headset. He wore layers of mismatched fabrics, all covered in strange metallic trinkets. “Looks like the type who knows who’s coming and going.”
Sevas headed straight for the being, with Bruil close behind her. The broker finished his conversation and looked up as they approached, his upper eyes widening slightly.
“Greetings, travelers,” the male said in a voice that was high and gravelly. He leaned forward, eyes flitting between Sevas and Bruil with sly curiosity. “What do you want?”
“We’re looking for a ship,” Sevas said, getting straight to the point. Her tone was firm, though her heart raced. “A ship carrying two Zaruxian males and two Terian females.” She gestured toward Bruil. “The males look like—”
The broker cut her off with a hiss. “I know what Zaruxians look like.”
“Good.” Sevas’ lip curled. “I want to know where that ship and its occupants are now.”
The broker tilted his head as his mouth curved into what passed for an amused sneer. “And what makes you think I know about that?”
“We don’t have time for this,” she snapped, fixing the broker with a hard stare. “This is a neutral station. You are an information broker. If anyone here has the details I need, it’s you.”
The alien let out a chittering laugh. His upper eyes blinked out of sync with the lower pair. “You’re one of those who broke out of the arena, aren’t you?” He leaned forward, resting long, bony fingers on the edge of the table. “The Axis agents are very interested in finding you and your Zaruxian friends.”
Sevas’ patience had ended. She balled up a fist and slammed it on the table, rattling everything on it and causing a few heads to turn. “Tell them, then. I don’t give a fek. We brought down an entire arena with a lot more enemies than there are here.” She leaned close, baring her teeth. She felt some satisfaction seeing the broker’s smug expression smooth out to a businesslike cunning. “Give me the information I want. Now.”
“My information doesn’t come free,” he said. “What do you have to trade?”
Sevas snatched the blaster from Bruil’s waist.
“Hey,” he objected, but Sevas had already placed the weapon on the table.
The broker’s eyes narrowed. “A good start, but weapons like this are common. I’m given dozens of them every cycle.” His gaze moved to the slingshot at her hip. “Add that to the table and we’ll have a deal.”
She hated the idea of parting with the slingshot. It was the only weapon she had. Without it, she had only her wits and strength, but Takkian was out of time, and she wasn’t about to waste more of it hesitating.
She pulled it out of her belt and held it up. “Fine.”
The broker’s eyes glinted with interest. “Ah, excellent. That is no ordinary slingshot.” His fingers twitched against the table. “Digital aiming display, self-generating electro-ammunition, reinforced frame—where did you get it?”
“Does it matter?” Sevas shot back. “I’m offering it. Take it or leave it.”
The broker extended one hand, long fingers reaching as though he meant to snatch it out of her grip. “Let me see it.”
“Location of the Zaruxian ship,” Sevas said firmly, holding the slingshot out of reach.
The broker let out a slow hiss that might have been a sigh. He tapped something into his datapad, and a holographic map of the docking hangars blinked to life in the air between them. He gestured to one platform, pointing a long finger to a dock labeled 37-D. “The ship you’re looking for is there,” the broker said. There was a glint of sly amusement in his eyes. “However, they are set to depart. They didn’t file a heading. No one does when Axis agents are lurking about.”
“When are they departing?” Sevas pressed, her heart pounding in her chest.
“Ten piks. You’ll never make it, sadly,” the alien said, holding out a hand and flicking his fingers. “Now, the slingshot, if you please.”
Sevas slapped the slingshot into the broker’s waiting palm and drew in a fortifying breath through flared nostrils.
The broker flipped the slingshot over, evaluating the sleek frame before sliding it into a hidden compartment under the table. Then, she saw his keen eyes fix on something far away behind her. “Two Axis agents have entered the atrium. I would run now, if I were you.”
Sevas muttered out a curse and turned on her heel. She grabbed Bruil’s arm and propelled him into motion. “Let’s go.”
They maneuvered through the unpredictable crowd, ducking between crates and past groups of arguing traders. The air felt heavier now. The outpost had become louder, more chaotic, as if it sensed their urgency and actively resisted their progress.
“37-D,” Sevas muttered to herself, her eyes darting upward to scan the narrow pathway signs mounted above each docking bay. So far, she only saw ones in the low twenties. “This traffic isn’t helping.”
Bruil sounded tense as he huffed beside her. “Don’t push so much. You’ll draw attention. That broker wasn’t wrong—Axis patrols are looking for us, too.”
An alien hauling a hovercart full of shimmering blue crystals cut across their path. Sevas stopped short, narrowly avoiding a collision. “Hey!” she shouted, but the alien waved her off and disappeared into the fray.
“This place is insane,” she hissed. “It’s like everyone’s trying to be in the way on purpose.”
Bruil squinted ahead. “Dock numbers are counting up. We’re getting close.”
The crowd thinned slightly, and Sevas spotted the illuminated sign above the docking bay—37. In there, the ship should be on platform D. “There!” she said, breaking into a jog. Bruil followed, but his heavy footsteps weren’t as light as hers. As they pushed through the last cluster of workers and into the docking bay, the platforms came into view. Sevas’ breath caught.
The ship wasn’t what she had expected. Among the enormous freighters and sleek transports stood a massive, dark structure. Its jagged surface shimmered faintly under the harsh lights of the bay. It looked old and intimidating as it rose in a series of tapering towers.
Sevas stumbled to a stop. Her eyes widened in disbelief as memories rushed her, unbidden. How could this be? Before her rose the fortress from Settlement 112-1—the overseer’s fortress. Her heart thudded painfully as she stared at it, her mind racing to catch up.
“Is that…” Bruil’s voice trailed off as he came to a halt beside her. His gaze went wide with awe. “It’s a fekkin’ warship. And not just any ship, but hers. Haven’t seen that one since…”
“It’s the overseer’s fortress,” Sevas whispered, unsure what Bruil was muttering about. Her breathing came in short bursts as some of what he was saying sunk in. “You’re saying that thing was always a ship?”
Bruil glanced at her, his brow furrowed deeply. “It’s a royal Zaruxian ship from before the war. These served as mobile fortresses for the rulers of our planet.”
“I walked past it every day,” Sevas said, her voice a mix of awe and frustration. “I thought—it didn’t—how can it be a ship?”
Bruil frowned, his scarred face hardening. “Probably didn’t want anyone knowing it could take off. More importantly, why the fek is it here?”
Sevas didn’t respond. Her focus narrowed entirely on the ship as the massive docking latches that held it in place began to retract with a low mechanical whine. The large clamps groaned and lifted one by one, releasing their hold on the massive vessel.
“They’re leaving,” Sevas said, her voice rising in panic. She jolted forward, shoving past a group of workers who shouted after her in annoyance.
“Sevas!” Bruil called out, but she couldn’t stop.
Her feet pounded against the metal floor. She raced toward the closest ramp leading to a massive, sealed hatch on the ship’s side. Her lungs burned as she sprinted. The heavy thud of her steps echoed in her ears. The docking latches were halfway up now, groaning as they retracted. The noise mixed with the ship’s systems, which were warming up for departure. She couldn’t let it leave—not without her.
“Wait!” she screamed. Her voice strained against the din of the bustling docking bay. “Stop!”
Sevas hit the ramp at full speed, her momentum carrying her up the incline. Bruil was well behind her, shouting something she couldn’t make out. She skidded to a stop in front of the huge closed door, chest heaving as she slammed both fists against the cold, unyielding surface. “Open the hatch,” she shouted. Her voice echoed in the confined space. “I know you’re in there. Hey!”
There was no response. No movement. Nothing. She banged on the hatch again, harder this time, ignoring the sting in her fists. “Please, open up! I need to see you!”
The ship rumbled louder, a deep, guttural sound that vibrated through the ramp. The docking latches were fully retracted now. The ship wavered slightly, no longer attached to the platform. Her breath hitched. They were going to take off.
Bruil finally reached her, pulling up beside her with a grim expression. “Sevas, they’re not opening it.”
“They will,” she said through gritted teeth. She slammed her fist against the hatch again. “Fivra! Turi! Anyone—please. It’s Sevas!”
“Sevas, we need to move.” Bruil’s hand landed on her shoulder. “If they lift off while we’re too close, we’ll be blasted to shreds.”
Sevas shook her head, tears stinging her eyes. “No! They can’t just leave. They have to hear me!”
The ship suddenly quieted. The rumble faded and Sevas froze. Her heart pounded as she stared at the hatch. For a moment, she dared to hope.
A faint hiss cut through the air as the thick metal hatch slid open, revealing a tall, imposing figure she recognized too well.
It was him. The overseer from Settlement 112-1. His dark purple scales glinted in the light. His silver eyes were just as piercing as Sevas remembered and the exact same shade as Takkian’s. His broad shoulders filled the space, and his wings were partly unfurled, making him look even more massive.
His expression was unreadable at first—stern, as always—but his gaze landed on her and widened. “Sevas?” His voice was deep, just as flat and commanding as she remembered, but there was a note of incredulity buried in it. “What are you doing here?”
Before Sevas could find her voice, a blur of motion shot out from behind Ellion. Turi?
Yes! It was Turi who darted around him, face lit up with pure, unrestrained joy. “Sevas!” she cried.
Sevas gasped, barely bracing herself as Turi collided with her, throwing her arms around her neck and pulling her into a tight hug. The impact almost knocked her off balance, but she clung to Turi as if letting go would shatter her.
“I can’t believe it!” Turi sobbed. Her words tumbled out so fast they blurred together. “You’re alive! I almost didn’t recognize you—your hair is yellow? How did you find us?”
Sevas’ throat tightened, a lump forming as she held onto Turi. “It’s a long story,” she said, her voice shaking. “I thought—I thought you were gone.”
“Never,” Turi whispered fiercely, pulling back just enough to look Sevas in the eye. Her dark hair was longer now—thick, vivid blue—and her face was just as Sevas remembered—soft and strong and kind.
Before either of them could say more, another voice joined them, soft and trembling with emotion. “Sevas?”
Sevas turned, her breath hitching as she saw Fivra step out from behind Ellion. Fivra had always been petite. Her delicate frame was almost fragile compared to Sevas’ tall, solid build.
“Fivra,” Sevas whispered, her voice cracking. She barely had time to open her arms before Fivra sprinted forward, flinging herself at Sevas. The smaller female’s embrace was surprisingly strong, almost desperate as she buried her face in Sevas’ shoulder. With her, appeared a new Zaruxian. He was also tall, ridiculously handsome, but his scales were red and his hair was golden. He peered down at her with open curiosity and an expression more friendly than the overseer’s.
“I—I thought… I thought we’d never see you again,” Fivra stammered, her voice muffled against Sevas’ shirt. “They took us and—we were separated. I thought they’d…”
“Shhh.” Sevas held Fivra tightly, one hand gently stroking her hair. “I’m here. I’m okay.”
The red-scaled male smiled, making himself even more handsome. “So this is the famous Sevas I’ve heard so much about.” He made a small bow. “An honor to meet you at last.”
“This is Cyprian,” Fivra said, taking the male’s hand in her own. “And you know Ellion.” She lowered her voice. “He doesn’t like being called the overseer anymore.”
“I never did.” Ellion raised one eyebrow. “And who is this?”
“The name is Bruil, your majesties.” He ducked his head as his yellow eyes flicked between the tearful reunion and the quiet, looming presence of Ellion. “We’ve got problems.”
Sevas gently disentangled herself from Turi and Fivra, though both clung to her for an extra moment as if afraid she might vanish if they let go. “We do,” she said, her voice steady despite the whirlwind of emotions threatening to overwhelm her. “We need your help.”
Ellion’s gaze hardened slightly. “This is not a good time. The Axis—”
“The Axis is the problem.” Sevas clenched her fists, grinding her teeth as she stood her ground just outside the ship. She wasn’t a frightened prisoner anymore. She jabbed a finger at his chest. “I’m not stepping one foot into this ship until you agree to help me. Takkian’s life depends on it.”
Cyprian cocked his head. “Takkian?” he said. “Who is Takkian?”
“A Zaruxian,” she said, her voice hard and steady. “He saved me in an Axis arena. He helped me escape, along with Bruil. He’s my… He’s mine.” She took a deep breath. Her throat tightened against the fear rising inside her. “They’re tracking him and chasing him through this outpost as we speak. There’s something inside him—a tracker. Will you help us?”
“Inside him?” Cyprian’s red scales glinted under the dim light, and his sharp silver eyes—uncannily similar to Takkian’s and Ellion’s—assessed Sevas with intent curiosity. “You’re saying the Axis implanted a tracker in him?”
“Yes.” Sevas’ tone was desperate as she looked between Cyprian and Ellion. “He’s out there, running for his life—to save mine and Bruil’s.”
Ellion folded his arms. His expression was unreadable. For a moment, Sevas thought he might dismiss her completely. “If he is yours, he is ours, too.” He looked at Cyprian. “Let’s bring him home.”



TWENTY-ONE
Takkian
Takkian moved fast but kept his steps smooth. The moment he broke into a run, they’d notice. Just another face in a crowd—that’s what he told himself. But his nerves buzzed, and his wings itched to unfurl. He’d never flown, as far as he knew. This was not the time to learn how.
He shifted left down a narrow path where corridors widened and broke off to residential quarters, eateries, and storage warehouses. Crates loomed like walls, stacked three high. A perfect maze. Perfect for him. He ducked into the shadows.
The Axis agents’ boots thudded behind him, steady and relentless. They weren’t running either. They didn’t have to. The tracker they had was doing the hard part for them. The thought of their device leading them fueled the fire burning under his ribs. It made him want to smash it apart. To burn down the outpost just as he had the arena.
But that wasn’t the plan. And there were innocent people here. All he could do was keep moving. Not get caught.
A voice echoed somewhere to his left. “Signal’s shifting. He’s close.”
Takkian gritted his teeth and pressed himself against the nearest stack of crates. The cold metal at his back grounded him, but he didn’t let himself breathe too loudly. He peeked out for a better look.
There were three of them now, spread out in a loose formation. The agent holding the tracker called the shots with quick hand gestures. The other two flanked him, weapons drawn. Probably not charged to lethal levels. They’d want him alive, at least for now.
Takkian slid behind a wider crate, and crouched to stay out of sight. He reached for his blade, just in case. His dragon fire flickered deep in his throat.
One agent veered closer, scanning. Takkian shifted, his hand skimming the edge of the crate. Calm. Stay calm.
“Anything?” the voice barked again.
“Can’t be sure. The signal keeps bouncing.”
Takkian smirked grimly. The outpost was chaotic enough to throw off even their fancy tech. For now. He glanced over his shoulder to check the nearest exit—a small hatch leading toward the bays. If he could get to it…
A low hum started up near the docks. Engines powering on. Ships leaving. He swore under his breath. The sounds would mask the noise his movements, but leaving his hiding spot meant it was more likely the Axis agents would spot him. He needed to time this perfectly.
The agent nearest him moved again, edging closer to the stack of crates shielding Takkian. His boots tapped against the metal flooring, unnerving in their rhythm. Takkian tightened his grip on the blade. If it came down to survival, he wouldn’t hesitate to bury it in the agent’s throat.
The leader’s voice cut through the din. “Spread out more. Cut off the bays.”
Takkian clenched his jaw. They were getting smarter. He looked over crates, pipes, and vents, looking for anything—anything—that could buy him another few moments. His gaze landed on an unsteady pile of metal barrels a few yards away, precariously balanced on a platform. There.
He worked his way around the stack of crates, every silent step calculated. His muscles coiled like springs as he positioned himself behind the barrels. He reached up, about to give one of the lower barrels a solid shove.
Suddenly, Takkian froze. His hand was still pressed against the barrel as motion in his peripheral vision caught his attention. He looked upward, his eyes narrowing as he caught sight of…wings?
Not just any wings—Zaruxian wings. Two figures flew through the high ceiling of the hangar. Their forms sliced through the air with swift precision.
For a fleeting moment, he thought his mind was playing tricks on him. Other things moved through the air, like messenger drones and the odd small-winged being, but the glint of red scales on one and deep purple on the other confirmed it. Shock rippled through him, locking his muscles for a beat too long.
“One’s above! Movement!” one agent shouted.
The Axis agents turned, attention diverted. Takkian yanked his hand away from the barrel and pressed farther into the shadows. He needed to stay invisible, needed to use this moment. But his gaze kept flicking upward.
The purple-scaled Zaruxian moved first, diving from above so fast he was a blur. His wings slashed down with smooth power, propelling him forward like a spear cutting through water. The other—deep red—descended with measured movements. His motion controlled and no less precise. They soared straight into the heart of the chaos below, disrupting the Axis agents’ careful formation.
Takkian’s breath hitched. They had no hesitation, no fear. There was no doubt in his mind that these were the Zaruxians they’d been seeking. The ones traveling with Sevas’ friends. One of them was the former overseer of her penal colony. This meant one thing—Sevas and Bruil had found them and convinced them to help him.
His throat went tight with an emotion he couldn’t put a name to. The red-scaled Zaruxian landed on the floor with a force that sent shockwaves rippling through the surfaces. One of the agents stumbled backward, struggling to stay upright as the Zaruxian’s claws gleamed in the dim light.
“Targets acquired,” the Axis agent shouted, raising his blaster. The other two agents surged forward, weapons at the ready.
The deep purple Zaruxian swooped down next, landing with a fluid grace that made Takkian’s own wings twitch with envy. He moved like a predator. His sharp, silver eyes were cold as his massive frame straightened to its full height. His voice rang out, deep and commanding. “You have one pik to move on or this will be your end.”
Takkian couldn’t deny the flicker of awe that twisted in his chest. These weren’t just Zaruxians—they were warriors, unyielding and fierce, but different from him. He weighed his options as he allowed the Axis agents to choose. Unsurprisingly, they scrambled into action, weapons aimed and charged. The lead agent barked orders over the din. “Take them down.”
Takkian was done watching. He leaped from the shadows, narrowly avoiding a sizzling burst of plasma energy. He dodged out of the way and drew his blade from its sheath with a cool scrape.
The fight had broken the controlled chaos of the docking bay into outright pandemonium. Dock workers screamed, merchants abandoned their stalls, and the clang of falling cargo filled the air as people fled. Some joined the fight—attacking Axis agents or each other.
He moved fast and closed in on an agent too focused on the blaster fire to notice him. The weapon in the agent’s grip was charged, but Takkian didn’t give him a chance to use it. With a powerful swipe, his blade slashed across the thin joint of the agent’s armor at the wrist. The weapon tumbled to the floor, sizzling where it struck.
The agent stumbled back, clutching his bleeding arm. Takkian didn’t hesitate. With a sharp pivot, he drove a powerful fist into the agent’s chest, slamming him against a stack of crates. The crack of impact echoed through the bay, and the agent crumpled, unconscious.
“Another one down,” the red-scaled Zaruxian called. He glanced at Takkian briefly, a flash of silver eyes meeting silver. “You caused quite a stir here, didn’t you?”
“They started it,” he said with a grin. Then, without looking back, he added, “Who the fek are you?”
“Your rescue team,” the red-scaled Zaruxian shouted as he dodged another blaster bolt. He ducked behind a stack of fuel canisters and popped up on the other side, returning fire with precision. “And we’re late, apparently.”
The purple-scaled Zaruxian moved in close, his voice cutting through the chaos like a blade. “Introductions later. Help us finish this so we can get out of here.”
Takkian nodded. Fair enough. He charged toward the third agent, who’d turned his focus on the commotion unfolding with the two other Zaruxians. The agent didn’t see Takkian coming until it was too late. He closed the distance in seconds, ducking low to avoid the swing of a stun baton. He shoved his shoulder into the agent’s midsection, sending him sprawling onto the ground. But the agent grabbed hold of Takkian’s leather armor and pulled him off balance.
A prick of pain on his neck made Takkian hiss and shake himself free. He placed a hand on his neck as he saw a small device in the agent’s hand. His legs suddenly felt weak. “Fek,” he cursed. His blade fell from his loose grip. He’d been injected with something.
The agent scrambled to his feet as Takkian fell to his knees, his vision blurry. The agent raised his blaster. “Renegade Zaruxian is neutra—”
The agent didn’t finish, as his words were cut off by a sharp sizzle that sliced through the chaos. The scent of seared metal filled the air. Takkian watched the agent fall to the floor. The device that had tracked him clattered on the smooth, hard surface. He looked up. Standing over the downed agent with calm intensity was Sevas.
Her crimson eyes flared as she brought her heel down on the tracking device, shattering it. A faint wisp of vapor curled from the muzzle of her blaster as she lowered it. It wasn’t the one he’d given Bruil. He did not know where she’d gotten it. Her makeshift outfit—tight black pants and that ridiculous, ill-fitting shirt she’d fashioned into something functional—didn’t lessen the sheer authority she exuded in that moment.
Takkian blinked, his lips pulling into a wolfish grin despite the weakness in his limbs. “Sevas?”
She didn’t respond immediately. Her gaze stayed fixed on the unconscious agent sprawled at her feet. Then she looked at him, raising an eyebrow. “Thought you could handle this on your own?” she asked, her tone even but laced with a sharp edge.
“A warrior’s got his pride,” Takkian said in a slightly slurred voice. “But fek, you’re magnificent.”
Sevas smirked and crouched at his side. “That’s right. And even warriors need backup sometimes.”
He let out a low chuckle. “I thought I told you to stay away.”
“Sorry. Obedience isn’t one of my many skills,” Sevas quipped. “Besides, I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”
Before Takkian could respond, the red-scaled Zaruxian appeared beside them. He gave Sevas an approving nod as he reached down and helped Takkian to his feet. “That was the last Axis agent. Let’s get you two back to the ship.”
Takkian’s limbs were weak, but the drug he’d been given hadn’t incapacitated him completely. He gripped the other male’s arm, but stood upright by sheer force of will. “And out of here. This place will soon be swarmed by Axis agents.”
“True.” The purple-scaled Zaruxian approached and took his other arm. He was the same height as Takkian, but bore only a few scars. “You’re Takkian, aren’t you?”
Takkian’s claws flexed instinctively. “Yes, and you’ve met Sevas,” he said. “My mate. Who are you?”
The purple-scaled Zaruxian shoved a pair of fist-fighting beings out of the way. “I am Ellion. And this is Cyprian.” He nodded toward the red-scaled Zaruxian, who gave Takkian a casual grin as if they weren’t all walking through the middle of a battlefield littered with unconscious Axis agents and other beings.
“You’re both Zaruxians,” Takkian said, though the statement was more for himself than for them. It felt surreal, seeing them here when he’d thought He and Bruil were the only ones for so long.
“Glad to see you’ve got eyes, brother,” said Cyprian. “Makes this whole reunion a lot easier.”
Takkian bristled at the term. “Brother?”
Ellion’s gaze softened just slightly, though his towering presence remained imposing. “Counting you and your friend, Bruil, there are only four of us left, Takkian.”
“That we know of,” Cyprian added.
Ellion’s head snapped toward the sounds of distant shouting. The noise of disorganized footsteps echoed through the docking bay. “Can you walk faster?” he asked. “Or has the nerve agent not burned off yet?”
Takkian winced and clenched his fists. There was a little more strength in them. “It’s easing. I’ll be fine.”
Cyprian gave him a quick nod. “Stick close. This place is a maze, but we navigated it well enough.”
Without another word, Ellion tucked back his wings and led them toward the docking platform. His movements were precise, deliberate, and full of purpose, even as the sounds of chaos roared louder behind them.
Takkian grabbed Sevas’ hand. “Stay close.”
“Always,” she replied, squeezing his hand. She held the blaster in one hand with ease. He was well matched with his warrior mate.
Takkian grunted as he forced movement into his weakened legs. He wanted answers too, but right now, survival came first. The sounds of marching grew louder, the distinct clang of boots on metal echoing through the bay. Axis reinforcements were on their way.



TWENTY-TWO
Sevas
The outpost brimmed with unrest—traders shouting, workers scrambling, and at least one fistfight breaking out between two arguing merchants. But underneath her outward calm, Sevas trembled with a thousand emotions pressing down on her. Hope. Love. Fear. Joy. Maybe a little more fear. It all warred inside of her as they pushed through the crowded atrium, moving fast but not too fast. Takkian, though weakened, kept pace. His grip was firm on her hand and his posture rigid with all the energy he could muster. Ellion and Cyprian stayed close around them, scanning their surroundings for any sign of Axis agents and forming a sort of physical barrier. No one stopped them, but wary glances flicked their way as they maneuvered through the maze of bodies and stalls.
When the docking bay entrance finally came into view, relief slid through her, but not completely. The massive Zaruxian warship loomed. Its dark, angular structure made it stand out among the patchwork of big, boxy freighter vessels around it. The ramp lay open, waiting for them.
Hurrying up the incline, Sevas glanced back one last time. The ship they’d arrived on was in a different bay entirely and unaccessible. This step would reunite her with her friends, but also put her and Takkian at the mercy of her old overseer, inside the very fortress that had loomed over her settlement for her entire life. It made her uneasy.
“Sevas?” Takkian touched her arm.
She glanced at the open hatch and swallowed. “It’s fine. I’m coming.” She took a deep breath, gathered her courage, and stepped inside.
Turi, Fivra,and Bruil were already inside waiting for them. With everyone safe, Sevas watched Turi operate the controls to close the hatch and seal it shut.
The interior of the ship felt eerily familiar. She’d never seen the inside before, and it was a mix of functionality and imposing authority. It brought a pang of bitterness to her chest, but she shoved it down. The walls were dark, sleek, lined with ridged panels that pulsed faintly with embedded lights. The place felt more like a stronghold than a ship. It smelled lived-in—like oil, leather, and something else she couldn’t name.
“To the command deck,” Ellion said as they moved toward a lift. His tall frame moved with the same calculated grace she remembered from the settlement. “We need to be off this outpost before more Axis agents appear.”
Turi and Fivra rushed up and flanked Sevas, staying tight to her and casting tentative glances to Takkian. He had a more brutal, scarred look to him than Ellion and Cyprian, and his mouth was set in a snarled line. Bruil looked no more His expression was unreadable as his sharp gaze darted around the ship’s interior.
Sevas followed along. She hadn’t been told she couldn’t. Takkian was walking better. He stretched his shoulders as he strode along, and flexed his fingers. Turi and Fivra appeared to know where to go and looked perfectly at ease in this monstrosity of a ship. They soon arrived at a sleek metal door that opened to a large control room. It was filled with stations and screens and an impossible number of indicator lights. Sevas swallowed hard, trying not to show how intimidated she was. Cyprian slid into a seat and tapped the control panel in front of him. Ellion did the same and even Turi and Fivra had spots at screens.
“Thrusters are primed,” Cyprian said. “Hey, Takkian. Know how to fly one of these?”
“No.” Takkian shook his head. “Bruil was our operator. He’s a fine one, too.”
Cyprian’s silver eyes flicked over to the quiet, older Zaruxian. “Great. Take a seat.”
Sevas had never seen Bruil blanch, but his scales actually appeared to wash out a few shades. “This is the royal warship,” he said with quiet reverence. “I’ve never been on anything like it.”
“But can you help?” Cyprian asked again, gesturing to an open station next to him. “It’s easier with another set of hands.”
Bruil nodded and slid into the seat. “Of course, your majesty.”
“Why—?” Cyprian began, but Ellion cut him off.
“Shields up,” Ellion said. “Disengaging dock clamps.”
A sharp clunk was felt as the docking mechanisms released their grip. The floor beneath Sevas shifted as the ship tilted away from the outpost. Takkian grabbed her arm, steadying her as the artificial gravity rebalanced.
Sevas barely noticed. Her mind raced. They had escaped. They were actually safe—for now. But…your majesty?
Across the room, Fivra and Turi paid close attention to their screens. “We’re cleared for departure,” Turi said.
“No chatter about incoming Axis on the common frequencies,” Fivra added.
“Good,” Ellion said. “Set a heading and take us out.”
“We’re really leaving,” Sevas whispered to Takkian, where they stayed out of the way against the wall.
“We’re accelerating,” Ellion said flatly, glancing back at them. “Hold on to something.”
Sevas barely had a second to react before the ship jolted forward. She gritted her teeth, scrambling for balance as Takkian’s arm looped around her waist again, securing her against his side. “Got you,” he murmured against her ear.
Sevas pressed against Takkian as a deep vibration rolled under her feet. The ship rumbled. Takkian steadied both of them as inertia pulled them slightly to the side.
“Calibrating cabin pressure,” Bruil growled, and the floor felt even again. “And compensating for gravitational flux.”
Ellion pressed a palm to a panel before him and a blue holo-display popped to life. “Thrusters are at full power. Engaging.”
Sevas exhaled and eased herself from Takkian’s grip, though she wanted to stay right there. She met Ellion’s sharp silver eyes. He was so familiar. Settlement life had been filled with distant glimpses of him watching from above—but not like this. Now, he wasn’t her overseer. He was something else entirely. “We’re really out,” she whispered, half in awe, half in disbelief.
“We are.” Takkian let out a slow breath. She watched his gaze sweep the massive control room, moving from the glowing displays to the rows of thick metal panels lined with symbols of some sort. Likely Zaruxian.
With the ship shooting through space, Cyprian swiveled his chair to face Bruil. “Okay, old one. Time to talk.”
Bruil glanced over at Takkian with a wry sadness. “What would you like to know?”
“Why do you keep saying, ‘your majesty,’ for one thing?” Cyprian looked confused. “Why did you call me that?”
“Because you are Queen Aklian’s sons,” he replied calmly. “And ‘your majesty’ is how a Zaruxian citizen addresses his kings.”



TWENTY-THREE
Takkian
Takkian’s chest tightened. His claws flexed against his sides as he stared at Bruil. “All those cycles. We shared a cell, Bruil.” His voice came out sharp. His pulse pounded with a hundred emotions. “Explain yourself.”
The older Zaruxian exhaled loudly. His ragged wings shifted. “It was never the right time.”
“Never the right—” Takkian’s voice dropped into a growl. He planted his feet as the ship thrummed around them. “You knew I was a—a king?” Fek, he felt absurd just saying the words. “And you said nothing?”
Cyprian let out a low whistle. He stretched his legs out in front of him, hands folded lazily behind his head. “Didn’t see that coming.”
“We were going to die there,” Bruil said, jutting his scarred chin. “And also, I wasn’t completely sure until I met these two.” He glanced at Ellion and Cyprian.
Ellion gazed at Bruil with something like awe. “We are, in fact, true brothers?” he asked.
Bruil chuffed out a harsh laugh. “Look at each other. You have the same eyes. Same height. Same age.” He smiled wistfully. “They’re your mother’s eyes. She was a beautiful female. A wonderful queen.”
Takkian closed his eyes, blurring out the stunned reactions of Ellion and Cyprian—two males he had just met, and now, it seemed, he was bound to. Aimless hurt, anger, betrayal warred inside of him. He turned back to Bruil, every muscle in his body drawn tight. “You knew who my family were, or at least, suspected. And let me go to match after match without telling me? Without telling me my mother was a queen?”
Bruil held his gaze. “Would it have helped? Would it have changed anything if I’d told you what I suspected?” He shook his head. “You would never have believed me. You’d have thought I was a ranting old male who was losing his mind.”
Now that he thought about it, that wasn’t untrue. He would have laughed. He would have thought Bruil’s mind was unraveling, had he started calling him “your majesty” in the cell. Without seeing these other two male Zaruxians, who were undeniably his family, he’d never have believed it. Takkian’s fists unclenched. “Is there anything else you’d like to share?”
“There are six of you,” Bruil said. “The queen had six hatchlings.”
“Hatchlings?” Turi said, brows raised. “You’re from eggs?”
“Zaruxian females drop eggs,” Bruil said. “A clutch of one to four, usually. Queen Aklian had six, and they all hatched.”
“I’m not laying eggs,” Sevas stated, crossing her arms. “Just saying that right now.”
Bruil smiled at her. “Your children would be live births. But like I said earlier, the offspring of a Terian and Zaruxian union cannot take a dragon form.”
“Do they have wings?” Fivra wanted to know. She slid closer, wrapping a hand around Cyprian’s arm. “And scales?”
Bruil nodded. “The ones I saw had wings. Very light, fine scales,” he said gently. “They were beautiful mixes of both of their parents.”
“Well, fek. What a cycle.” Cyprian placed a hand on his belly. “Not sure I can take any more revelations on an empty stomach. We’re due for a meal, I think. And we should continue this conversation somewhere more comfortable, anyway. Preferably with some gragian ale.”
“I could eat,” said Sevas. “And a change of clothes, if possible. And a bath.”
But Takkian struggled to move. Ellion stood there, thumb and forefinger set contemplatively against his chin. He looked like he was taking it all in. “Did you know our mother?” he asked.
“Ah, no.” Bruil scraped a hand through his gray hair. “I was just a regular Zaruxian. When the war began, I joined the fight, of course. We used dragon form when the fighting was on the planet and I operated a small combat craft when in space. The royal family didn’t spend time with commoners, though the king was among the first to be killed.” His face twisted with the horror of his memories. “Fek, we fought for them. For us. For our beautiful world and for the Terians, who were our planetary neighbors. In the end, the Axis outgunned us. Queen Aklian made a deal to turn herself over in exchange for allowing whoever was left to live and for her sons to survive. They accepted.”
“So, how did I end up in the arena?” Takkian asked. “With no memory of my past?”
“And I in a brothel,” added Cyprian.
“You were in a brothel?” Takkian said, momentarily distracted.
Cyprian waved a hand. “As the director, yes. That’s where I met my delicious mate.” He wove an arm around Fivra’s waist. “It’s…a complicated story.”
“And I was installed as the overseer to a penal colony,” Ellion said, his arms folded. “My memory was also tampered with. Repeatedly.” He tapped the back of his head. “There was a device implanted. Right here.”
Takkian’s fingers went to his scalp. There were the ridges of scars, but he couldn’t tell if something else was there. “Do you have the ability to scan me?”
“We do, thanks to some friends who shared their technology with us,” Ellion replied. “And we can extract an implant if the Axis put one in you. But it should wait until the nerve agent that was injected into you is completely out of your system.”
Takkian nodded. “Fine with me.” The Axis weren’t close enough to detect him and besides, he wasn’t ready to have memories returned to him all at once. Not after the cycle he just had. Not after what he’d learned and was still processing. It was going to take time to get used to this drastically different life.
He saw Sevas staring hard at Ellion and it occurred to him that the last time she saw this male, he was in a position of great power over her. “Perhaps Sevas would like to know what happened at her settlement,” he said. “And I would very much like some of that ale.”
Turi and Fivra came to either side of Sevas. “We can do that part,” said Turi. “We’ll get some food and take her to the room you’ll be staying in. We have catching up to do and you…” she gestured to the four males. “You can do your bonding thing.”
Sevas seemed happy to go with her friends. With a kiss to her palm, Takkian watched her leave with the Terian females all but wrapped around her. She was taller and more sturdily built than they were, but still seemed small and delicate to him. It made him smile to see her surrounded by friends. She had a piece of her family back. And he… Well, he was just discovering his.
The four of them suddenly didn’t know what to say to each other, but with a few grunts and gestures, they left the command deck and went through a labyrinth of corridors and lifts to end up in a luxurious dining room. Cyprian set out drinks and Ellion had the replicator prepare a feast that took up most of the table. He gazed at it in disbelief. How could his circumstances have changed from an animal fighting for his life in an arena to a royal Zaruxian with five brothers? Speaking of which…
“So there are three more of us?” He took a sip of the ale and let out a small groan. He’d tasted spirits a few times after winning important matches, but this was sublime.
“Apparently.” Ellion raised one dark brow to Bruil. “Any idea what happened to them?”
“No, your majesty,” he said, taking a drink. “Most of us who survived were sent off to work camps—mining, mostly. I was sent to a few before ending up at the arena, where I was about used up when Takkian was brought in.” He gave Takkian a fond smile. “We looked after each other. I’m sorry for not telling you everything, boy—I mean, your majesty. It was a place without hope, and I was afraid to give you any for fear it would get you killed faster. I—I didn’t want to lose you.”
Takkian plucked a succulent-looking piece of meat from a nearby tray. “I understand, Bruil. And don’t ever, ever call me ‘your majesty’ again. That’s an order, or whatever.”
Bruil smiled, wide and full, showing off decent teeth for one of his age. “Very well.”
“So tell me, Takkian.” Cyprian shifted forward, swirling his glass. “Have you ever used those wings of yours?”
He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the conversations turn light as food was eaten and ale was drank. After a time, with the dark wilds of space outside and the warmth and safety of his family ship inside, the males made their way to the residential wing.
Takkian entered the private chamber assigned to Sevas and him. The sleek metal door hissed shut behind him. The room was dimly lit. The soft ambient glow from the embedded panels cast a deep blue hue along the walls. His stomach was pleasantly full from the feast, and his head swam slightly from the gragian ale they’d passed around during the meal. But nothing could dull the excitement thrumming under his skin.
His brothers.
The word still felt foreign on his tongue, but it settled deep in his chest, warming something inside him that had been cold for far too long. He had family—Zaruxians who had survived the destruction of their world. He had a past, a mother, and a name that meant something beyond the arena. Even Bruil had softened. His gruff demeanor shifted to reveal the lingering guilt of keeping secrets but also the quiet relief of being proven right.
And Sevas…
A deep breath left him as his gaze shifted to the bed. She was lying there, waiting for him. Her golden hair spilled over the dark sheets. Her body was partially draped in the loose fabric of a simple sleep tunic that hugged her curves and made his blood run hotter. She turned her head when he entered. Her dark red eyes reflected the soft blue light of the room, and warmth spread through Takkian’s chest at the sight of her. She was waiting for him, and her expression carried something that felt an awful lot like belonging.
“You survived the male bonding, then?” she teased, sitting up and tucking her legs under her. “You still look like yourself. No royal crown on your head.”
Takkian snorted and ran a hand through his dark, still slightly disheveled hair. “No crown. Just two brothers who make me question the universe and an old friend who will probably call me ‘your majesty’ now and then to annoy me.”
Sevas patted the bed beside her. Her lips curved in that way that made his stomach tighten. “Come here, then. Your ‘majesty’ could use some well-earned rest.”
“I could use something other than rest,” he growled as he moved toward the bed. As he sank onto the mattress, the tension in his muscles uncoiled. Sevas shifted closer. Her fingers brushed over the back of his hand. It was a simple gesture, but it sent a ripple of warmth through him. He turned his palm up, catching her fingers in his, lacing them together.
“You’ve had a long cycle,” Sevas murmured, studying his face. “You found your brothers, learned that you’re royalty—though I can tell you’re trying real hard to ignore that part—and almost got yourself killed.”
Takkian smirked, squeezing her hand. “Just the usual.”
Her lips twitched upward, but there was something softer in her gaze. “How are you actually feeling about all this? About them?”
He exhaled through his nose, letting his free hand massage the back of his neck. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s…a lot. I spent cycles thinking I had no past, no name beyond the numbers the arena assigned me. Now I have brothers. A mother who sacrificed herself for us. A kingdom we lost.” His thumb brushed over her knuckles absently. “I don’t know how to process it.”
Sevas shifted, tucking her legs up until she was leaning into him more fully. The warmth of her body against his side grounded him in a way nothing else could. “You don’t have to figure it out all at once.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “No one expects you to.”
Takkian tipped his head slightly, his cheek brushing her hair. She smelled warm, like clean fabric and the faintest hint of something sweet. The scent of her worked something deep in his chest, loose. “I don’t even know what it means for me.” He let out a humorless chuckle. “I’ve spent so long being a fighter. A survivor. I don’t know how to be a king.”
Sevas snorted. “No offense, Takkian, but you don’t strike me as the type to lounge around in some gilded palace.”
Takkian smirked, his grip tightening slightly around her hand. “No, I wouldn’t. But we don’t even have a palace, do we?”
Sevas laughed and waved a hand. “What is this we’re in right now?”
He smiled and pulled her close. “Well, then. If I’m a king, then I decree that my queen remove her clothes.”
She raised one brow. “You decree it?”
“No good? I’m new at this.”
“Very good.” She reached for the hem of her tunic. “And about to get better.”
Takkian’s heart pounded as Sevas lifted her tunic over her head and let it drop to the floor. The dim blue light of the cabin traced every curve of her body, casting soft shadows along her smooth skin. Before she could say another word, he surged forward, catching her in his arms, his hands molding to the shape of her waist as he pulled her flush against his chest.
She gasped, but her laughter bubbled up a second later, breathless and warm. “I see your royal decrees come with enthusiasm.”
He grinned against her neck, his lips trailing passionate kisses along the column of her throat. “I take my new responsibilities very seriously.”
Sevas hummed, arching as his hands roamed down her back, tracing every line and curve of her. “Then I think it’s only fair that I uphold my duties as your queen.”
Takkian growled softly as he pushed her gently back onto the bed. He hovered above her, bracing himself on his forearms as he took in the sight of her—flushed, smiling, the dark fire in her crimson eyes burning just for him.
He lowered his head and caught her lips with his, sealing his love, his need, his devotion to her in a single, powerful kiss. She responded immediately, her hands sliding over his shoulders, tracing the scars that marked his journey to this moment. His wings spread slightly, twitching in anticipation as he deepened the kiss, tasting her, savoring her.
Sevas shifted beneath him, pressing her body fully against his, the heat between them unbearable in the best of ways. “Your majesty,” she teased between breaths, her voice husky with want, “I think we have a lot to celebrate.”
Takkian chuckled, his lips moving down her neck, over her collarbone, tasting every inch of her as he murmured, “Then let me show you just how much.”
Her laughter turned into a sigh as he claimed her again, their shared passion sealing their bond in a way no name, no title, no past could define. Here, in this moment, in each other’s arms, they were exactly where they were meant to be.
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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 expects 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 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.
Pre-order Pursued by the Dragon Alien and read on 4/18/25.
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