
        
            
                
            
        

    
FATED TO THE DRAGON ALIEN


ZARUX DRAGON BRIDES
BOOK 5


ELLA BLAKE



Fated to the Dragon Alien

Copyright © 2025 Ella Blake

First edition: June 1, 2025

ASIN: B0F4FNMZ69

Cover Design: Camila Marques from Open World Covers

The characters and events portrayed in this book are entirely fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, business establishments, locales, or persons, living or dead, are entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system is forbidden without the written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher.

The scanning, uploading, transcription, and distribution of any part of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property.


CONTENTS


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Also by Ella Blake



Cerani is supposed to die quietly under the endless dust of Settlement 112-1, a tired widow with soil-stained hands. Instead, she is abducted and sent to a hellish mine on a red, burning moon where most people’s lungs wither—except hers. Somehow, Cerani grows stronger, even as the others wilt, and she cannot ignore that. She confronts Stavian, the mine controller, a Zaruxian male who should be her enemy. Instead, she is drawn to his guarded eyes and the guilt that lingers behind them. He should be just another Axis warden, but she senses there is a part of him fighting to break free—and against every instinct, her heart sees him not as the enemy…but as someone she might need to trust.

Stavian never asked for this—this position, this power, and especially not this female. The rules are simple: extract the crystals, crush rebellion, and never step outside the Axis creed. When Cerani walks into his control station, wild-eyed and full of fire, everything inside him shifts. Her defiance should be punished, but when the mine collapses and lives hang in the balance, he finds himself at the blade’s edge between duty and conscience. Even as the whispers of rebellion thunder louder every cycle, her voice is the clearest. Saving her—and the others—means betraying everything he has ever known. But losing her might be the one thing he cannot survive.


ONE


Cerani

The wind scratched across Cerani’s visor with grit peppering the outer layer of her Enviro-Protect suit. She didn’t blink. Her gaze tracked the line of bodies ahead of her, each one wrapped in the same dull gray armor of survival, moving in one sluggish row toward the mine’s opening.

Beneath the suit, sweat crawled down her spine. Not from heat, but from unease. The man in front of her, Jorr, was coughing again. A low, rattling sound that didn’t stop. He was older than her, and the surface conditions had chewed him up faster than most.

The moon they were on didn’t even have a name. FK-22R wasn’t a place meant for life. The ground was cracked and dry. Iron-colored dust stretched like old scars in every direction. Jagged rock clusters jutted from the dirt like broken teeth. Nothing green lived here. Nothing ever had. Even during the wake cycle, the twin suns’ copper haze cast more shadow than light. Every few meters, metal rods stuck out of the crust with blinking sensors, a reminder of who really controlled the land. The air was too poisoned for most to breathe outside the suits. And the sky? Always the same smudged red, as if the whole moon had never stopped bleeding.

Cerani adjusted her pace to stay close behind Jorr. His hunched shoulders gave away more than his cough. His steps dragged too much. “How long’s the coughing been this bad?” she asked.

“Six cycles,” he said through the suit’s comm system. His voice was brittle. “Maybe more.”

“That’s more than enough. You need med intake.”

“They take you offline after four med visits. I’ve seen it happen. You know that.”

Cerani did. They didn’t say someone died here. They took prisoners offline just like tools when they broke. Jorr was right. That kind of record meant one thing.

“I’m not letting you die in that tunnel,” she said.

“You’re a sweet kid,” Jorr replied, and his breath hitched. “But I don’t think that’s up to you.”

She clenched her jaw and faced forward. The others around them looked the same—bent shapes in gray suits, moving slow, coughing hard. To her left, Sema stumbled. Just a hitch in her step, but Cerani caught it. Sema’s suit hung looser than it had five cycles ago and Cerani knew that under the EP suit, Sema had a sealed patch on her arm—a quick fix for radiation blistering. She was shrinking. So was Toval. And Elba. So many of them were running out of fight, their bodies giving up before their minds did.

In thirty-three cycles, Cerani hadn’t seen one person get better.

She stared at her own hands. No tremors. No weight loss.

The mine was eating everyone but her. And she still didn’t know why.

Cerani’s boots kicked up another small swirl of dust as she stepped forward. It settled fast, sinking back into the soil like it had a thousand times before. Nothing here wanted to be disturbed. Not the ground. Not the dead. Not the truth, whatever that was.

Cerani adjusted the air intake settings on her wrist panel, even though she knew it wouldn’t help anyone. What worked for her didn’t seem to work for the others. She didn’t understand it, and saying anything about it only made the other prisoners stare harder, like her lungs had betrayed them.

“Keep the line tight,” said the mech guard at the rear. The static of its vocal processor was loud in her helmet’s comm.

Cerani didn’t answer. No one did. Talking wasted air.

Above them, the twin suns of FK-22R pushed through the dusty sky, bleeding red through the atmosphere. The mine ahead looked like a wound in the ground, rough edges vibrating faintly with the tremble of machines already at work below.

She hated this place. Hated what it did to the others held here. The act of extracting basian crystals was very detailed and nuanced, and so far, no machine had done it as successfully as trained living beings had.

Cerani straightened as the line began to descend toward the entry platform. The railing buzzed faintly under her glove when she grabbed it. Even with the suit’s air filters, the mine air smelled metallic and sharp, like breathing rust. But her chest didn’t seize the way the others’ did. Her blood didn’t throb in her temples. The moon was killing them, and somehow, it wasn’t touching her.

Her boots thumped on the steel-plated ramp as the platform groaned under their weight. Below, the chamber lights flickered across jagged rock walls and tunnels carved by hands and drills that never stopped. The stench of burned ozone hit hard. Someone had overloaded the plasma cutters again.

Cerani glanced across the platform. Sema had fallen further behind. The mech guard didn’t notice. Or didn’t care.

“Step up,” the guard barked again, louder this time. Several in the line flinched but quickened their steps.

Cerani turned back to look at Sema, who was hunched low now, one hand on her side. She should’ve said something. Called a med warning. But that would’ve drawn attention. And attention here was a death sentence in waiting.

The metal grates under them creaked as the elevator scraped lower into the shaft. The noise was constant—hydraulics groaning, tools whining, the endless scrape of tools on rock. It filled the space in her head where thoughts used to go.

She glanced up. No sky now—just steel beams strung with cold lights and the press of stone all around. Down here, time didn’t move. Only the shift did.

Jorr coughed again. So did Toval behind her. And Elba. The sound was spreading.

But not from her.

The mech scanned them all as they stepped off the lift, its single red sensor sweeping through the group like a searchlight. Rows of tool racks lined the wall—picks, scrapers, micro lasers. Cerani reached for her usual set without looking, the grip of the precision scraper shaped to her hand after so many cycles.

A green light blinked on her wrist panel. Her coordinate flashed: T-7L. She checked over Jorr’s shoulder—his was T-7M. Close.

The tunnel they were assigned curved away from the central shaft, tight walls pressed with old drilling scars and the dull, flickering lamps bolted into the rock. Cerani fell into step beside Jorr. His walk was uneven again. When they reached the split in the path, a mess of fallen rubble forced them to slow.

She dropped to one knee, shoved some of the loose rock aside, and turned her head toward him. “You want help getting over this?”

“Depends,” Jorr said. “You offering to push?”

She grinned. “Don’t tempt me.”

He laughed, but it turned into a wheeze. She held out her hand. He stared a second too long before taking it, and she hauled him past the bigger slabs. Once on the other side, he leaned against the wall and pulled in a shaky breath.

“Thanks,” he said.

Cerani nodded and bent to clear more debris from the edge of her path. “I used to move irrigation stones twice this size. No machines at the settlement to help. We used our backs.”

“I thought Teria was all fruit trees and clean air.”

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been to Teria,” she said. “My people live on what we thought was a farming settlement.” She tapped the side of her neck. “Didn’t think much of the symbols here. Every newborn receives some. It’s just our designation. Then I saw everyone here has marks on their skin just like mine and learned the truth the hard way. No one on Settlement 112-1 knows they’re living in an Axis penal colony.”

“I remember some of your story.” Jorr’s brow pulled. “You were taken from there by raiders, right?”

“Yes.” She was glad he was talking with her. Lately, he’d been more and more distant with everyone. “A black ship showed up just before my friend’s bondmate ceremony and took us to an auction.” Her hand tightened around the handle. “They read my number like I was inventory.”

He leaned his head back and stared up at the sloping ceiling. “That’s what we are, you know.”

She didn’t answer. Just angled her scraper against the wall and let the blade flex beneath her fingers. The crystal veins here were tight and delicate—like glass threads wound through rock. It took patience. Jorr shuffled a few meters to the left and began on his own work.

“I was a cook,” he said finally. “In New Vails. Until I poisoned an Axis official.”

“Was it an accident?” she asked. This was the longest conversation she’d had with Jorr, even though they all lived in the barracks together. Conversing about nonessentials was prohibited.

Jorr flashed a quick, weary grin. “Nope.”

They talked until the work got too intense to allow for distractions, then the only sounds were those of the suit respirators and the scrape of tools on rock. Cerani placed the delicate crystals she removed with care into a box with padded sections. She’d filled most of them. Her and Jorr’s shift was nearing its end and she looked forward to getting off her feet and getting a meal. They fed the miners well, at least, and that was the one and only plus to this awful place. She had much more food here than she’d had at the settlement.

A sound broke through the steady rhythm of their work—boots on metal, unhurried but loud enough to prick at Cerani’s nerves. She looked up. The scraper stilled in her hand.

The corridor widened at the bend to her left, letting the light from overhead flicker off a tall figure striding toward them. He stood out, even before his wings caught the light—broad and folded against his back, the same deep, sapphire blue hue as the scales that lined the sides of his neck and the backs of his hands. He was Zaruxian, just like the overseer back at Settlement 112-1—though he’d had purple scales instead of blue. Cerani hadn’t seen another of their kind since, and she’d learned they were rare, almost never outside Axis control centers.

He didn’t wear an EP suit. Apparently, his body was unaffected by the radiation. The uniform he wore didn’t crinkle. It hugged his tall frame, spotless and dark, with the Axis insignia gleaming at his collar. According to the other prisoners, his name was Stavian. Cerani had picked up the name from whispered shifts and ration lines. Everything about him looked sharp—his features straight and clean, his jaw set, the weight of his silver gaze piercing whoever it landed on.

That gaze landed on her.

Cerani held still, not because she was afraid—though maybe she should have been—but because it was impossible not to look back. His eyes were clear silver, bright as the offworld moons, and heavy with something she couldn’t place.

It wasn’t judgment.

It wasn’t sympathy either. Still, something in her chest pitched off-balance.

The controller moved past Jorr, glancing at the scant crystals tucked in his box. Then he turned toward her. His boots made no sound on the smooth floor plating, and when he slipped one gloved hand behind his back to cradle the small inspection tablet, Cerani noticed how precise every movement was. Controlled. Like everything in him had been trained to stay in tight lines.

He stopped two meters from her.

She didn’t lower her gaze. He didn’t speak.

She wondered how he did it—how he walked these tunnels, saw the suffering, and still went to sleep in comfort during each sleep cycle. Did he hear them coughing in his head?

She didn’t hate him, exactly. But she hated whatever had turned him into just another part of the system. Like the overseer on Settlement 112-1. Like the raiders who’d abducted her, and even like the zealots from her settlement who worshipped the Axis, even as the Axis starved them.

It was too bad, really. The controller had a kind face.

Looks were deceiving, though, and the controller’s actions were not kind.

He looked down at the tool in her hand, then back to her. She swore his gaze lingered for a second longer than necessary. Cerani raised her chin, refusing to be intimidated.

“Your quota?” he asked.

“Ninety percent complete,” she replied.

He flicked his tablet, entering data from her box. Then he moved on. His footsteps faded into the tunnel, but the tension in Cerani’s shoulders didn’t.

Jorr leaned toward her once Stavian disappeared around the bend. “Never seen him check anyone individually.”

Cerani scraped her tool along the crystal vein, trying to pretend her hands were steady. “Maybe he thought I was stealing.”

“You’d be the last,” Jorr said. “You finish your quotas like you grew up mining.”

She didn’t answer. She hadn’t—mining was new, awful work. But her body thrived on this red, miserable moon. And now she was drawing the controller’s attention, which had never been good news for anyone here.

Her wrist panel blinked again with an alert—shift extension. She sighed and tapped it without thinking. She glanced toward Jorr’s panel. His didn’t ping.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing.

“They’re making me work an extra half shift,” she said with a frown. “They extended my quota. Again.”

“You’re too efficient.” He shook his head. “You should slow down, or you’ll break down.”

Cerani didn’t think that was going to happen. She looked down at her crystal haul. Thin strands, good clarity. They were excellent as conduits in power systems, she’d heard, and as power sources themselves if the node was large and pure. These were nothing special, but still valuable. Yes—she was too efficient. Shift extensions had been happening more often lately. She wasn’t sure why, but if it meant miners like Jorr got a break, it was worth it.

Suddenly the ground beneath her feet trembled. Gently. But a small tremor could be a big problem in the mines. She froze. Jorr did too.

Another tremor ran through the floor, dropping dust from the tunnel’s ceiling.

“Collapse?” Jorr asked.

But Cerani wasn’t looking at him—she was watching her panel. Four emergency signals lit up in yellow. Not on their mining level, and not a collapse. Just one of the many tremors that made this mine unstable. Still, they were required to evacuate until the mine was cleared for reentry.

“Let’s move,” she said, already grabbing his arm.

He sighed. “Why do they bother? This place is so thick with radiation, we’re dead either way.”

“Out. Now.” Still, he had a point. Death by tunnel collapse was a lot faster and less painful than death by radiation. She’d seen both in her time here.

The miners shuffled to the lifts to be temporarily removed while mechs assessed any damage.

At the lift, the noise picked up again—boots, coughing, the soft clatter of tools hitting the collection bins. A few workers muttered, but no one fought the Axis’ order. Most were too tired. Too used to fear disguised as protocol.

Cerani held Jorr’s elbow to steady him as the metal gates clanked shut and the lift jerked upward. His shoulders slumped the moment he let go of the wall.

The air inside their suits tasted stale, like they’d cycled it one too many times.

When they reached the upper platform, guards were waiting with scanners. Medics, too—but not the kind that healed. Just the kind that logged vitals and made reports. Cerani’s stomach twisted.

“Proceed to the barracks,” one mech said.

Cerani didn’t. Not right away. She turned her gaze to the lift again, watching the empty shaft where the mine yawned below.

Something had shifted. Not just in the rock.

She didn’t know what the controller had seen when he looked at her. Just that it hadn’t felt like routine.

And she no longer believed the Axis did anything without reason.

Whatever this was—they weren’t done with her yet.


TWO


Stavian

Stavian stood in the central command center. It was on the surface level, where transport ships came and went. He gripped the edges of his console as he watched the diagnostic report glitch once, then blink green across the mine schematics. It was too fast. Scan incomplete. He knew the timing. Knew the mines.

Telren Tok’ca, a short Grakian female and an Axis-issued medic, tapped her own wrist panel and announced, “Sweep’s done. No critical destabilization. Reopen tunnels and resume standard rotation.”

“Don’t reopen them,” Stavian said. He pointed to the flashing data feed. “The sweep only covered sectors A through D. You skipped the lower shafts. We had tremors across E levels.”

Telren shrugged without looking at him. “They’re not registering on critical sensors.”

“Because you’re not running a full sweep.”

“We don’t have time for another one. Your directives say to maintain output. You want to keep your rank or flag the entire lot for replacement?”

Stavian narrowed his eyes. “I want the truth before I send people back underground.”

“They’re not people,” Telren said, turning toward the main lift. Her white uniform fluttered over her slim frame, the Axis emblem sharp against her collar. “They’re convicts conscripted to mine as part of their sentences. Replaceable. We have fresh units scheduled for intake—ten cycles out. You’ll barely feel the gap.”

Stavian’s chest pulled tight. “That’s your solution? Let them die off and send the next batch in, then the next? We will run out of Axis convicts.”

“No, we won’t,” she replied without a pause. “If you’re this worried about miner health, maybe you took the wrong position.” Telren’s voice had the bored edge of someone who’d been stationed too long. “Suit diagnostics are mostly clear. Breathers reset. They’ll be fine.”

“They aren’t fine,” Stavian snapped. “Half of them can barely remain upright. You didn’t even run a secondary toxin check on the EP valves. I watched a prisoner called Stelrak collapse out of rotation last shift and be taken offline. His mask was leaking for cycles, and he wasn’t flagged. How much equipment will fail before the next order of suits arrive?”

Telren finally turned to face him. For a second, something possibly real passed through the older female’s eyes. But then it vanished, replaced by that same tired detachment. “You know the miners by their names and not their designations?”

“Some,” Stavian explained. “It’s my job as the controller of this facility to know who is here.”

Telren shook her head. “Orders to commence work as soon as possible came from Axis Central. You’re welcome to file a review if you want to wait two dozen cycles for a reply.”

Stavian slammed the side of the diagnostic terminal with his bare hand. “All I want is for the miners I have to remain alive,” he said. “Breathing. Standing upright. Not rotting in a tunnel while some bureaucrat checks boxes three systems away.”

Telren folded her arms. “You’re coddling these miners. If they hadn’t committed felonies in Axis-controlled systems, they wouldn’t be here.”

“That’s no excuse.” Stavian took a step forward. “You cut the diagnostics short and now you want to dump these workers into a shaft without a clearance sweep because you don’t want to fall behind schedule.”

Telren raised both brows. “It’s not my job to care. It’s not yours, either, Controller. And you’re making this harder than it needs to be.”

Stavian stared at her. “I’m not interested in easy. I’m interested in keeping this facility stable, which doesn’t happen if half the workforce dies.”

“You made quota last cycle,” Telren said. “By Axis standards, that’s a success.”

“By Axis standards, it’s also legal to harvest credit from corpses.”

Telren snorted. “What exactly do you want, Stavian?” she asked, switching to his name. “A cease rotation order? For what? A handful of wheezes and some low oxygen alarms? They’ve lasted longer in worse air and you know it.”

“I want a toxin panel run on every suit that came out of tunnel set E within the last cycle,” Stavian said. “I want a med review of all flagged miners.”

“We’re not equipped to—”

“Then get equipped.” Stavian turned his back and stalked toward the secondary control pad. “Or I’ll file it myself. Direct to High Emissary Bendahn at Central Axis.”

Telren didn’t follow. She just muttered something Stavian didn’t catch and turned toward the med station.

He cursed under his breath.

He was supposed to manage a system, not wage a war over every damn health protocol. He glanced up at a nearby security cam blinking above the tunnel door. The feed was live. Recording everything.

And if anyone back at Central bothered to watch it, including Bendahn, the female high emissary who took him as an orphan infant in and trained him, they’d see what really went on in this place. Not that they would care.

Stavian scrolled down the live suit logs on the terminal. Five miners from tunnel set E had biofeedback inconsistencies. Three more had flagged radiation spikes. The system had auto-cleared them all. Just green boxes on a screen. Green didn’t mean safe. It meant overlooked.

He inputted one miner he wanted to check in on—Inmate 630-I, commonly called Cerani.

Yes, he knew their names. But he especially knew hers.

Her file expanded across the screen as it had countless times before. Stavian didn’t want to think about how many times he’d looked at her file. No known planetary origin listed outside of “Settled Territory – Axis Registered. TP-112-1.” But that wasn’t a settlement—it was a prison disguised as a colony. Probably the most disturbing part of it—the inmates didn’t know they were prisoners. Desperation and survival were what kept them in line.

He pulled up Cerani’s biometric logs. Instead of the same string of slow decline he saw in everyone else, her records told a different story.

Respiration rate: stable. Heart function: above average. Blood oxygen: optimal. Cellular turnover spiked well above standard miner range. No strain markers. No signs of long-term damage from radiation exposure. In fact, unbelievably, her biological systems had improved since she’d arrived.

Stavian leaned closer. “How?” he murmured to himself.

He tapped the interactive feed to match her data with mine exposure levels. Her first ten cycles showed moderate contamination. The same as everyone else. But then something shifted. Her body adapted at a rate that didn’t match other species’ baselines. Not even his. The psiak radiation was nourishing her body, not destroying it.

He pulled up the visual profile next—not for the specs, just to see her. The most recent image of her was captured in the barracks, the previous wake cycle, as she stood in line to receive her rations.

She was beautiful. Unsettlingly so. Not in the delicate, artificial way he was used to seeing in Axis circles, polished and measured. There was nothing cautious about her beauty. It was raw. Defiant. Like her body didn’t know it stood in a prison.

Nothing at the DeLink 22K Mine looked like her. In the still, her body was caught mid-motion, lean and strong, shaped by labor but not weighed down by it. Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back, but strands had come loose, catching the overhead lighting and turning it molten at the edges—gold, copper, crimson, fire. The file said her hair was brown. It was wrong.

He zoomed in.

She wasn’t directly facing the lens, but even in profile, the lines were striking. High cheekbones, a straight nose, full mouth, her face drawn into a look of focus that made it hard to look away. Her skin held a soft olive tone under the grime layered from long shifts below surface, but it was her eyes that rooted him. Even blurred in the capture, they gleamed—light gold, like polished amber under glass. He remembered them clearer in person. Sharp, unwavering, and bright in a way nothing on this moon should’ve been. Bright in a way that felt…dangerous.

Her face was smooth, although there was a maturity to her features, indicating she was far from childhood. Large, gold freckles on her forehead reflected the light, undimmed by the dust. His gaze moved over the curve of her neck. The way her chin was lifted, confident and sure. She looked tired, yes, but not cracked or pale like the others. Not breaking. There was something whole about her. Unshaken. She should’ve looked like everyone else—drained, empty, nearly broken. But this picture betrayed none of that. Cerani looked like someone you could not crush. And that truth scraped at something under his skin.

He hadn’t meant to study her image like this, hadn’t planned to stare too long or wonder what her voice would sound like if she weren’t always half-filtered through a respirator. But something about her unsettled all that control he’d spent a lifetime perfecting.

Stavian pinched the bridge of his nose, not sure whether it was fascination or warning rattling in his chest. But the truth was what it was—he couldn’t stop watching her. And he didn’t want to believe that was dangerous.

Even though it was.

“Why you?” he muttered.

He pulled up health data from his own log on a separate screen. His readings were similar—resilient, no decay markers, stable under prolonged exposure to the psiak radiation. He had been sent here to run the mine because he was unaffected by the radiation. It was, he was told, a trait of Zaruxians, his species.

But Cerani wasn’t Zaruxian. She wasn’t anything defined, if her file was to be believed. No species tag. No medical flags. No genetic match found in the Axis database, and that was anomalous. Everything had a match. Everything had a place.

He scanned through her work records. Over quota for the last eleven shifts. Zero med alerts. No behavioral incidents. Only internal observation flags—those came from him.

Stavian sat back, his eyes still locked on the screen. He’d extended her shift. It hadn’t been reported. He had slid the override through quietly, given five failing miners temporary hold tags for recovery, then shifted her onto Rotation T-7L, solo, for the extra time. She could take it. The others could not.

He locked the file and keyed in a blackout tag for her medical logs. It wouldn’t erase the data, just shuffle it under his name and list it as inactive within default reports. This was a trick he’d learned after too many dealings with auditing teams. They looked for flags. They didn’t dig deeper if something looked like laziness. And despite the Axis’ reputation of being this huge, powerful entity, there was plenty of laziness among the ranks.

He leaned back in his seat and rubbed his hands over his face.

Cerani was a different sort of prisoner. Not for the first time, he wondered what she’d done to land herself in the Axis penal system. Some of those “settled territories” had been around for mig-cycles. For all he knew, she’d been born into one. Her records were missing. That, in itself, wasn’t odd. Plenty of Axis prisoners had incomplete files.

He sighed and stared at the flickering requisition board across from the console. Rations were late in arriving. Power routing in tunnel D still dropped below standard levels. Another tremor and those supports would have to be shored up with materials they didn’t have.

Stavian cracked his neck. Something needed to give.

But not her. She couldn’t break. He simply wouldn’t allow it.

He turned to the console behind him and entered a quick command, making the terminal doors slide shut and locking everyone else out. No one needed to know Cerani was now classified under his personal watch.

He pulled his wrist comm out from under his sleeve and keyed a direct channel to Mech Control.

“Prioritize recalibration sweeps to the suits from E-level. Full toxicology check,” he said.

“Orders came from Med Command yesterday,” the comm replied. “We’re not flagged for override.”

“You are now,” Stavian said. “Route the sweep through my clearance. I’ll handle the report fallout.”

“Understood.”

He ended the feed. As he walked the hallway toward the lift, a figure stepped out from the wall. Lieutenant Darven was his second-in-command. The Etoki male was tall, pale-skinned, with eyes dark as coal. He was one hundred percent loyal to the Axis. He and Stavian tolerated each other, barely.

“You’re overscheduling 630-I,” Darven said.

“Am I?”

“You extended her shift without reporting it to Central. Is she being punished? Has she committed an infraction?”

Eh, the last thing Stavian wanted was Darven thinking Cerani was a disciplinary problem. “No. She’s an efficient miner. Keeps the quotas clean,” Stavian said.

“You care about quotas now?”

Stavian paused, biting back an unnecessary insult. “I care about keeping miners alive in a place designed to kill them. 630-I can take the extra work. The others can’t.”

Darven said nothing.

Stavian stepped onto the lift and hit the button for the lower-level command bay. As the platform dropped, he closed his eyes for just a second and let everything narrow down—the whine of the lift, the metal walls around him, the flickering panel overhead. It was quiet here. Nowhere else in this facility gave him that.

Darven hadn’t said so, but Stavian knew the male would report it. Probably not now, probably not directly, but someone would hear about Cerani being flagged for extra shifts under his authorization. That wasn’t the kind of thing that got ignored forever. Nothing here ever stayed quiet for long.

The lift slowed, then locked into place with a mechanical thud. The doors split open, revealing Lower Command—bare steel walls, three monitoring stations, and one mech stationed for coordination scans. Everything down here pulsed at a different rhythm, heavy with power cycles and bleed-off heat from the surface converters.

He stepped off, scanned his wrist panel at the terminal, and kicked on an encrypted interface.

The sector map pulled up again. He zoomed into tunnel set E. Five suit sweeps were already running. All five units populated: weak radiation leaks at the clavicle seals, pressure faults on two knee joints, and one was marked with a ruptured respirator membrane that hadn’t been caught on entry.

Half a unit from the last shift had been exposed.

He didn’t swear. Didn’t blink. He added those logs directly to the Axis queue with a red flag under General Systems Notice. If he could prove that the medic team failed protocol, it would give him just enough leverage to pause future rotations without Central pulling him from his post. It was a narrow window. Risky. But better than digging another mass grave next to air lock 3.

He exited the suit scan, tapped into Cerani’s imaging feed again, but paused before it opened. He tapped out.

No. Stars, he needed to get a hold of himself. He’d already spent too long staring at her metrics, trying to make them make sense.

Instead, he opened his secure ledger, created a new file, labeled it “Anomaly 630-I,” and keyed in a manual entry: No Axis flags, No visible code. Just the word “Pending.” He rubbed his temples and stared at the screen. If the stimulant injections that kept most supervisors and prisoners upright on FK-22R helped with pressure headaches, he’d consider taking them. But Cerani—she had none of those standard support boosts. There wasn’t a single dose logged for her. No immuno-boosts. No cell-repair stimulants. Nothing to explain how she was thriving here.

He rubbed his thumb against his jaw, thinking. Could it be environmental mutation? Some genetic quirk that let her reprocess psiak the way his body did? No. There were protocols for that kind of screening—nothing in her intake file showed up flagged. Not even in the fine print.

Unless someone buried the data or missed it completely.

Stavian didn’t like not knowing. His job was to control variables, monitor risk, anticipate failure. He leaned back in his chair, positioning his wings to minimize them scraping on the floor. Cerani hadn’t cracked under the pressure, and she hadn’t complained once during any of her extended shifts. She hadn’t even logged an exhaustion flag. Most miners begged for stim breaks after cycle seven. She was on cycle thirty-three and still pulled over quota. Maybe she knew that her extra shifts helped them make quota, and therefore allowed her fellow, sick prisoners the rest they needed.

He thought of her steady gaze when he spoken with her in the tunnel. Her quiet defiance. She did not know her place, and if she did, she didn’t give a fek.

He should report her. Push the anomaly to Central, let them sort it out. That was the right move. The safe one.

But if they pulled her, he’d never see her again. That just wasn’t acceptable to him.

“Controller?” A voice crackled over the comm line. “Suit sweep complete. Rotations authorized to resume. Shall we reengage mining teams?”

He looked at the status lights blinking bright green across tunnel rows A through E.

“Yes,” he said with a sick gut. He didn’t want anyone in those mines with that equipment, but it was always a careful dance with Central, who saw any compassion toward there prisoners as traitorous. “And download a copy of the sweep report before it gets purged. Send it to my terminal.”

“Understood.” The line cut.

Stavian drummed his fingers once against the console. The data wasn’t helping anymore. Numbers didn’t explain her. Records could be forged, sensors could glitch. Charts lied all the time. If he wanted answers, data wouldn’t be enough. He’d already pulled what he could—med logs, vitals, imaging feeds. None of it gave him what he needed. But what did he need from her? He was afraid to answer that question.

But she’d looked right at him—unflinching, grounded, sharp as a blade. She wasn’t waiting for someone to save her. Cerani knew who she was. If he wanted the truth, he was going to have to ask her himself.

Stavian shut down the terminal, stood, and keyed into the security paging system. “Inmate hold on 630-I. Escort her to Central Intake,” he said. “Bring her to me.”


THREE


Cerani

Cerani kept her hands locked behind her back as the mech guided her down the lower corridor. It moved fast for a clunky thing, metal legs clicking against the grated floor while she hustled to keep up. She kept her questions to herself. She’d learned by now that answers came on the administrator’s time, not the miners’.

The mech had pulled her from lineup after second check-in, just before food allocation. One second, she’d been with the others going toward the rations. The next, a mech had scanned her wrist and ordered her to follow it.

A few fellow miners looked at her with worried eyes as she left. They were likely wondering if she’d be coming back.

The tunnel narrowed the farther they went. The noisy overhead lights sputtered and popped. Passageways snaked off into even deeper parts of the structure. Miners never came down this far. This area was for processing and shipping, which were all automated. It would be a good place to take someone if you wanted to make them disappear. Cerani swallowed and kept walking.

They turned twice, passed a stairwell that smelled like fuel, then stopped in front of a thick steel door. A scan clicked, the door hissed open, and the mech waved her inside without a word.

The circular room beyond was colder than the tunnels. She felt it even through the suit. The lights were dim, and the air stirred with the hum of powered stations. Three wall-mounted consoles blinked soft green from open system screens. One terminal sat in the far center, lit with a pulsing blue glow.

He sat behind it.

Stavian looked different behind a screen in a room barely larger than the lift she’d just ridden on. No guards. No mechs.

Cerani took one step inside and stopped. “Didn’t think your office would be this small,” she said, then instantly regretted it. She couldn’t have blurted out a worse way to greet the controller of the mine.

Stavian didn’t smile, but his expression shifted like he wanted to. “This is the smallest of my five administrative spaces.”

“Ah. Five. Well, that’s nice for you.” She hovered at the threshold before reluctantly stepping inside the room fully. Her lungs felt tight, but not because of the air. “Why am I here?”

“Because I sent for you.”

“Okay.” She bit her tongue and sighed. Cerani was tired and hungry, and both of those things made her prone to spouting her mouth off. She wasn’t like her friend Lilas, who said what she thought no matter what and actually enjoyed getting under others’ skin. Cerani was older than her friends, except for Nena. She had learned restraint and knew that this was an unwise place to be lacking in it. “Why did you send for me?”

The controller stood. There was almost no sound to his movements, which somehow made it worse. She watched him cross the room and enter something into the panel nearest the door. He was awfully close. If not for the helmet, she’d be able to smell him. Her gaze moved over the fine scales of his jaw. The dark arch of his brow. The door hissed shut behind her.

Stavian returned to his console and Cerani moved her gaze to his. She wouldn’t show fear. She hadn’t shown fear when she’d been given as a bondmate to a cruel Terian male back at the settlement, and she wouldn’t show it now, even though she felt it.

Cerani pressed her fingers into her palms. Her nails dug into the inside of her gloves. “Would you please explain why I’m here? I don’t know what rule I broke that requires a personal conversation.”

“You didn’t break any rules.”

“Oh,” she said, then drew a blank. “Is it because of my quota? Because I’m not—”

“It’s not your quota,” Stavian said. “You’re not being punished.”

She raised both eyebrows. “So what is this?”

“I’m trying to make sense of something,” he said with a frown. “I think you can help me.”

Oh, no. If he wanted her to be an informant or monitor the other miners, she wouldn’t. There was no way. “I don’t know anything,” she said quickly.

“I think you do,” he said.

The lights on the consoles blinked in slow sync. One of the overhead panels flickered again. Cerani looked up, then back to him.

“I don’t. I’m just a miner, like everyone else,” she said.

That got a reaction—just a flick of his eyes. He didn’t move from the console. Just stood there, like he was thinking through what came next. “You are not like anyone else here,” he said. “And you know it.”

Cerani pressed her lips together. She didn’t answer.

He walked to the other side of the room and gestured toward a second console where a swivel seat sat empty. “Come here.”

She didn’t move. “I’ll stand”

“I didn’t ask you to sit,” he said with the slightest twitch of his lips.

She followed him only because curiosity had started outweighing her fear. This could be about her lack of sickness, and that was something she wanted to understand, too. He tapped the screen. A log opened. She saw a lot of red symbols, which looked like something urgent, but couldn’t make out any of it, of course.

“These are reports from tunnel set E, your mining section,” he said. “Everyone on your level has higher sickness levels from radiation exposure.”

This was news? Cerani stared at him, not sure what she was supposed to say.

“Unfortunately, level E also has the highest concentration of crystals. You’ve been down there longer than any other prisoner and have extracted more crystals than anyone. Yet, you’ve never logged a single health flag,” he said.

“Lucky, I guess.”

“Luck has nothing to do with your body’s resistance to radiation.”

She pressed her lips together. “How do you know I’m resistant to the radiation? Maybe I was issued a suit with a good seal.”

“Your suit is the same as everyone else’s,” he said, arching one brow. “You know that.”

Yes, she did know that. Cerani shrugged one shoulder.

“But scans aside, your vitality and good health are clear by looking at you.”

“If you’re so curious, why didn’t you bring me to Med Command?” she asked.

Stavian paused like he didn’t want to say the next thing. “Because I don’t trust them not to gut you in the name of science.”

That landed harder than she expected. She blinked, once, then again, trying to decide if she misheard him. But there wasn’t any sarcasm in his voice. No threat. Just truth, plain and sharp.

Cerani stepped back, far enough to feel the wall behind her with her heel. “You think they’d cut me open?”

He didn’t flinch. “Possibly.”

That…wasn’t the answer she needed right now.

Her mind darted. She hadn’t thought her resistance to the psiak radiation was something that would interest the Axis, other than squeezing more shifts from her. Maybe she needed to rethink that. Her throat tightened and her left fist clenched. “I’m not someone the Axis would find interesting,” she said, hoping to diffuse some of his curiosity. Her voice came out lower than she meant, steadier too. “I’m just a designation. Like the others. Like everyone back home.”

“That’s something I wanted to ask you,” he said. “Where exactly are you from, Cerani? Not the number on your intake record. The real place.”

Cerani watched him for a long second. He hadn’t used her designation. Just her name, like it meant something. Like she had a say in what happened next. But her fist stayed clenched. “I’m from settlement 112-1,” she said. “It’s supposed to be a farming world.” She paused. “Now I know it’s a prison.”

Stavian didn’t look surprised. “And before that?”

“There was nothing before that,” she replied. “I received my neck designation symbols as a newborn, like everyone else born at the settlements. I’d never been off the settlements until the day my friends and I were taken.”

He stepped closer to the console, like he was thinking again. “There were more of you?”

“Yes. Six of us,” she said, then shook her head. “No. Five. The overseer was able to talk the raiders into leaving Turi. But the Axis had given them permission to take us. As payment for something. They even had a contract.” She muttered the last part through her teeth.

“And where were you taken after you were abducted?” he asked.

She stared at him for a moment, confused. “Isn’t all this in my records?”

“If it were, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“Fine. We were taken to an auction of some sort.” She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around herself as memories struck fresh. “They said I didn’t…present well.” She remembered curling into a ball in that tube she was shoved into—basically naked—and burying her face in her arms. “So I was sold to you for mining.” Her eyes were hot when she looked up at him again.

His brows rose. “I didn’t purchase you. The Axis did. Or rather, they reacquired you, since you had always been in Axis custody.” A twist of his lips. Something rueful passed over his face.

It was interesting to see a flicker of…what? Regret? No, certainly not that. Cerani rubbed her upper arms and stared at him. “Either way. Here I am.”

“The records don’t state what species you are,” he said, tapping fingers on the surface of his console. “I’ve cross-matched your genetic scan. Nothing. Not even a partial tag. That’s not common.”

“I’m Terian,” she replied with a shrug. “That’s not a secret. At the auction, they called us by our species name and everyone seemed to know what we were.”

He looked at her. That same unreadable stare, sharp and too quiet.

“I want the truth,” he said. “Because either you’re someone very rare or you’re not supposed to exist at all.”

“I don’t know what you want me to tell you,” she said, getting annoyed. Had he just called her in here to question her history? It wasn’t her fault if records were lost. “If Terians aren’t in your system, maybe you need to run an update. There aren’t massive numbers of us, but we do exist.”

Cerani dropped her arms and dropped into the seat by the console. The metal was cold through her suit. She didn’t care. She was hungry. Her legs were shaking, and if this interrogation was going to run long, she might as well stop pretending she wasn’t exhausted.

He didn’t tell her to sit, but when she did, he watched. Not in a harsh way, just…watching. Like he was waiting to see what she’d do next. He didn’t speak. Just moved to lean against the console across from her, ankles crossed, arms relaxed at his sides. His wings stretched briefly, then settled on his back again.

Cerani studied him, her eyes narrowing. He didn’t look like someone who sent workers into deadly tunnels. Or ignored failing equipment. He didn’t move like a warden, or talk like one either. But that was exactly what he was. No matter how quiet he stood, how clean his uniform stayed, dying bodies piled up under his orders.

“Why do you think it isn’t affecting you?” he asked. “The radiation. The mining conditions. The exposure rate for your sector is lethal.”

“If I knew, I’d have said already,” she said. “I breathe the same air, use the same equipment. I don’t get it, either.”

“No pain? No fatigue? No cellular decay?”

“I’m tired,” she said. “But who wouldn’t be? I’ve missed meal rotation, and I’ve worked extended shifts for the past four cycles.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Well, it’s what I meant,” Cerani snapped. She leaned forward and locked her elbows on her knees. “You want to stand here and talk about how strange it is that my lungs aren’t collapsing, but you didn’t seem this concerned when Jorr was dragging himself out of the shaft, choking, two shifts ago.”

“I saw that.”

“Great. You saw it,” she said. “Did you do anything about it?”

“I pulled him from rotation this cycle.”

“That’s one,” she said, glaring. “What about Elba? She has lesions on her throat. What about Toval? He can’t pick up his tool kit without taking a stim tab before a shift. It doesn’t take a data stream to see they’re dying.”

Stavian didn’t respond right away. His jaw worked. His eyes stayed locked on hers.

“I’m not the one you should be asking questions about,” she said, softer now, but not gentler. “You’re curious why I’m not falling apart? I’m more curious why you let everyone else work until they collapse.”

“May I remind you that the miners here are convicted criminals,” he said. “Jorr murdered an Axis official. Toval was a spy.”

“I’ve done nothing,” she said quietly. “Aside from having the poor sense to be born into a penal colony.”

Stavian pushed off the console. His pace was slow and steady as he walked to the side of the room. He hit a switch and one of the wall displays blinked dark, then pulled up a rotating feed of more data. It was obvious that he expected her to know what she was looking at. Was he unaware that she couldn’t read any of it?

“I know the system is broken,” he said. “I’m trying to hold it together with repairs that barely hold past one shift rotation.”

“At least you’re making quota,” she said dryly. “The Axis must be pleased.”

He turned to her, silver eyes hot and molten. “Do you think this is the job I wanted? All of this?”

Cerani tilted her head. “I think it’s the one you chose to keep. Every cycle.”

That landed. She saw it in the flex of his jaw. He didn’t argue. Just moved until he stood across from her again.

“I was raised by the Axis. My duty is to them,” he said.

Cerani let out a breath like a laugh, but there was no humor in it. “The riests at my old settlements worshipped the Axis. We bowed to Axis guards when they arrived to take our food. We weren’t allowed to read, of course, but we sang Axis prayers and if we questioned the Axis, the riests would punish us.” Her gaze locked onto his. “You sound like those riests.”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t forget your place, Cerani.”

“Oh, I know my place.” Her voice rose as anger bubbled up. “Did you know that under the Axis rule, we didn’t have enough food to adequately feed every child? The Axis took most of the harvest, kept us rationed and starved. My bondmate died from a fever because we didn’t have even the simplest of medicines. You talk about duty while you watch people suffer.” She missed the surprise that moved over his features at mention of her bondmate, as she threw up her hands. “Fek. Why am I even bothering?”

Silence stretched between them. The only sounds left were the low hum of equipment in the room and the crackle of a nearby power relay.

“I care more than you know, Cerani,” he said.

She stood, meeting his gaze without fear. “My designation is 630-I,” she said. “Do not pretend I’m anything more.”

They stared at each other. Long enough that her stomach growled.

Stavian reached behind the central console and pulled something out—compact, gray, unmarked. A ration square. He held it out.

Cerani didn’t take it. “Think that fixes something?”

“No,” he said. “But you’re hungry.”

She was. With an annoyed growl, she reached out and snatched it from his hand. Her gloved fingers brushed his bare ones. Big. Strong. “If only I could eat it with this fekking suit on.”

Stavian didn’t say anything else. He went back to the console and keyed something in. One of the lights beside the door turned green. “You’re clear to return to the barracks,” he said without looking at her. “I’ll summon you again if I have more questions.”

Cerani held back the words fek you, but just barely. She wasn’t even sure why. She had nothing to lose. The radiation might not kill her, but something here would. The Axis had her and she saw no way that they would ever let her go.


FOUR


Stavian

Stavian stood at his console, staring at the blank screen in front of him. The room around him hummed quietly—the sound of machinery running smoothly, the filtered air cycling through vents overhead. Routine sounds. Safe sounds. But none of it touched the chaos turning in his chest.

He felt numb. Not the kind of numb that came after days without sleep or hours bent over logistics reports. Not even the kind he’d trained himself to feel when delivering casualty stats to Central.

This was different. This was worse.

Cerani.

She’d looked at him like she wasn’t afraid—like she had nothing left to lose, and the only thing she carried anymore was courage and raw truth. Nobody looked at him like that.

He locked his hands back below his wings and let out a slow breath. She should be just another imprisoned miner. Honestly, she should be a problem requiring removal before Central reviews. Instead, he’d brought her to his office, given her food, listened to her. He’d stood there like a fool, watching her instead of doing what he’d been trained to do from his youth. What the fek was wrong with him?

He didn’t want to answer that. But when he closed his eyes, all he saw was her face. That burned-into-his-blood kind of image that wouldn’t wash out. The way she stood tall even when she was exhausted. How she hated him and still told the truth anyway. And stars help him, he wanted to see her smile. Actually smile. What would that look like in a place like this? What would she sound like if she laughed?

Stavian gritted his teeth and forced those thoughts out. This wasn’t about emotion. It wasn’t about need. Not his, anyway.

He moved back to his console and entered a search sequence.

TERIAN — cross-reference species registry. The feed blinked. Loading.

Only four entries popped up. He frowned and expanded all of them.

Sparse. Almost useless. One classified under extinct species, which was obviously untrue. One was listed under unverified classification, Teria origin.” One—a short blurb on Teria itself.

He continued reading. The Axis had stripped the planetary resources of Teria, leaving it uninhabitable over five hundred mig-cycles ago. The rest was short and vague. No data on surviving populations. No species traits. No known genetic structure. No record of current settlements. Not even a planetary map.

He leaned in closer, fingers gripping the console frame.

This wasn’t normal. Not for Axis documentation. There should have been more. Axis records ran deep, deeper than most people ever knew. Whole planets cataloged in detail—topography, climate patterns, gene distribution, historical deviations, asset yields. That was the whole point of their control. They knew everything about everything.

Except this.

Except Teria.

Stavian pulled up the last classified report logged under Terian history. Time-stamped 412 mig-cycles ago. The source field was blank. That alone sent a chill down his spine. No origin, no author, no validation marker. Just a report saying the Terian project was “complete.” No follow-ups. No footnotes.

He closed out of the terminal and paced the floor once, trying to calm the knot in his gut. Someone had buried any trace of Cerani’s people so deep, it couldn’t be accidental. The system hadn’t just forgotten Teria. It had erased it.

That meant someone wanted them forgotten.

Stavian sat in his chair and stared up at the lights—dull, low-burning coils that never fully illuminated the room. Everything down in this low sector felt like the underlayer of Axis control. Functional but forgotten. Much like the miners. Like the truth about Teria.

He’d gone his whole life thinking he understood the Axis. Their structure made sense. Order. Precision. Conformity. It had trained him, educated him, and given him purpose.

But lately—no, for a long time now—none of it felt solid. Bendahn always said doubt was a symptom of incomplete data. “Trust in the system until it proves compromised,” she’d told him more than once.

Well, he had incomplete data now. The system was definitely compromised—and he wasn’t sure who to trust.

Except himself. Maybe not even that.

He opened the encrypted comm hub and hesitated before entering a private call code. It had been nine cycles since he’d last spoken to Bendahn, and he hadn’t reached out then—it was her message. She rarely contacted him, unless it was to issue new instruction or issue a reprimand.

Still, this needed to be escalated. If there was corruption of the Terian data, Bendahn might know how to correct it. He keyed her code. Locked it. Sent it.

The channel activated and a long silence stretched before the screen lit up—orange at first, then shifting to the deep navy overlay of an encrypted Axis comm channel. The Axis symbol rotated once and disappeared.

Bendahn’s holographic image appeared over his console.

She wore the same high-collared uniform she always did—silver-threaded with the Axis emblem pinned at her long, narrow throat. Her hair was drawn back, the braids looped and clipped behind her head with surgical precision. The blue-gray skin around her large, slitted eyes was lined with age and calculation. Nothing ever surprised her.

Not even him.

“Stavian,” she said, tipping her head. “What is the purpose of this call?”

His fingers curled against the edge of the console. “I’ve encountered a problem.”

Bendahn didn’t blink. “Specify.”

He pulled up the file overlay and sent it to her console. “Miner 630-I,” he said, not daring to use her common name. “She’s resistant to psiak radiation. Completely. No degradation markers. No cellular loss. Her logs are clean.”

“That’s been noted,” Bendahn said.

“Not noted enough,” he said. “Everyone else from her sector is failing, but the Terian’s vitals have improved.”

“She’s an anomaly.”

“She’s Terian,” he said. “And I need more information about her species.”

There was a pause. Bendahn moved one hand and dismissed the file he’d sent. “The Terian project is locked.”

“Then grant me access. I’m the designated controller of the DeLink 22 Mine. I have miners deteriorating cycle by cycle. If I can learn how she’s surviving this environment, perhaps a medicine can—”

“No,” she cut in. “You’ve reached your security threshold. Further data on Teria requires clearance you don’t hold.”

Frustration scraped under Stavian’s skin as he stared at her three-dimensional image. “You trained me to manage systems under pressure. To identify patterns. She’s a pattern.”

“No,” Bendahn said. “She’s a statistical error. Not replicable.”

“That can’t be right. If she’s surviving at this rate, others could—”

“I said she’s not replicable.” Bendahn’s voice sharpened. “Her resistance is not an outcome you can duplicate with tech or treatment.”

“Then where does it come from?” he asked, sitting back and spreading his hands. “Because there is little information on her species.”

“There doesn’t need to be,” she said.

“This makes no sense. The Axis’ records are always complete and every species in our sphere is thoroughly documented. Yet, this one is hidden behind a lock. Why not bring more of them to this mine, if they can survive the radiation, and send those who get sick to the farming settlements?”

“One Terian is sufficient.” Bendahn’s gaze rolled to the ceiling as she shook her head. “You won’t receive more Terians. Central has no desire to expand that roster. Terians are strengthened by the radiation, and the Axis do not want them strong.”

“So I’m not supposed to find out what makes her different?” Stavian asked. “You would rather I send another six dozen prisoners to the tunnels instead of exploring a solution right in front of us?”

“She is not your solution,” Bendahn said with a snap to her voice.

That stopped him. He leaned back from the hologram. Then why send her here? he wanted to ask. But he didn’t. Not yet.

Instead, he looked straight at the feed, hands at his sides. “You’re wasting a chance to save lives.”

“You’re wasting your time,” Bendahn said. “630-I is a stable element in an unstable system. That’s all. Move forward. Quotas are being met.”

“She’s not an element. She’s a person.”

Bendahn didn’t even blink. “She is a designation. Do not forget yourself. You are a mine controller, not a medic or a researcher.”

Silence pulled taut between them. Stavian’s teeth clenched. “I’m losing miners at a higher rate. The deeper we go, the faster their bodies fail. Criminals or not, I have to document each body dragged out.”

“Your assignment isn’t to save them, Stavian,” Bendahn said. Her tone never changed. “It’s to keep the operation functional. The DeLink Mine has remained one of the highest-yield sites in the sector. I sent you there because you have high radiation resistance and because I trust you to make choices that serve the Axis above yourself. Do not succumb to sentiment. Remain strategic, Stavian.”

“Then answer me something strategic,” he said. “If 630-I really is just a random miner from a conquered world—why block her records? Why scrub every trace of where she came from? Why hide the entire history of her people?”

Bendahn’s smile was tight and cold. “It’s always been your weakness, Stavian. You think people can grow beyond their design.”

“Maybe they can,” he said.

Bendahn leaned back in her chair. The bruised-blue uniform caught the edge of the light as she folded her hands in front of her. “You’re not authorized to know the history of the Terian people, and you are not authorized to share what you’ve just learned, Stavian. Not with your staff and absolutely not with the subject. The Terian disturbances are sealed under Tier Eight. Communicating their existence would constitute high treason.”

He kept his expression neutral, but fire rolled under his skin. “Is that your final instruction?”

“Yes,” she said. “Observe 630-I. Record her if necessary. But do not interfere. Do not elevate her beyond her function.” Her gaze sharpened. “And do not, under any circumstance, let her leave that moon.”

He stared in surprise, speechless. More unsettled than he could remember ever being. This was beyond strange, and there was a desperation edging the high emissary’s voice that sent a ripple under his scales.

“I’ll send you new intake manifests in three cycles,” Bendahn continued. “Reinforce tunnel set D and realign power to the central drills. Feed all findings from 630-I into your secure log until instructed otherwise.”

She started to disconnect, but he raised his hand. “One more question.”

Bendahn’s brows lifted.

“I request an explanation,” he said. “If you cannot give me clearance to view the Terian data—or records of 630-I—tell me why.”

Bendahn’s expression looked carved from ice. “Because the Axis have long memories,” she said. “Teria was conquered long ago for its resources. To punish its people for daring to defy us, the survivors were imprisoned on a penal colony to be forgotten and reduced to a primitive state. They were never meant to recover. Not culturally. Not biologically.” She glanced down at her long, nailless fingers and idly brushed something off them. “The correction to the records was recent, and a unanimous decision, considering recent developments.”

His pulse jumped. “What recent developments?”

“You asked your one question, Stavian, and now I am finished.” She folded her long fingers and lifted one hairless brow. “Just because I raised you, that does not grant you special privileges. All you need to know is the Terian people didn’t adapt to our takeover. They were unpredictable under Axis control conditions. That’s all you need to know.” Bendahn raised one finger. “Resistance is instability. That is the lesson of Teria.”

A cold heaviness settled behind his ribs. He clenched his hands at his sides to keep from striking the console. She could hardly claim to have “raised” him. He was treated like an obligation most of the time, lived in group quarters with other promising orphans, and trained to be a supervisory guard, which he’d been for most of his life. He’d overseen dozens of facilities for the Axis, providing reports and delegating resources within a highly managed system. This was the first time he’d questioned anything.

“I see.” His voice came out low, but the rage behind it tightened his jaw until it ached. He held her gaze. His chest burned. He didn’t know if it was anger or guilt—but it hollowed out something in him just the same.

She’d just confirmed something he feared—that he would never be trusted. He would never be permitted free thought, no matter how long he toiled for the Axis. And he wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive it.

“Good. You are to maintain standard report flow,” she said. “No alterations. No independent inquiries. The board is pleased with your facility’s output. Crystal conversion markers are holding twenty-eight percent above projection.” She tapped something out of frame. “You’ve always been efficient. Stay that way.”

Stavian didn’t respond. A sharp burst of fury rose before he forced it down. Dragon fire burned the back of his throat as his place in this system was starkly defined. The silence in his head roared louder than any alarm.

Bendahn must have perceived his reaction, because her gaze sharpened. “I mean it. Break contact with 630-I. Remove her from your flagged watchlist. If we sense deviation or unnecessary risk, we will extract her and her next prison will be far less pleasant than your mine.”

He wanted to shove something—break the screen, rip apart every document that dared to call this normal. Every muscle in his body locked in place. “I understand, Bendahn.”

That seemed to satisfy her. “You have done well securing this installation, Stavian,” she said in a rare moment of praise. “Now keep it secure. The High Council votes in six cycles to endorse offworld expansion for deep-mining operations. DeLink 22K is the model,” she added. “Don’t ruin that.”

The hologram dimmed and her image vanished.

Stavian sat completely still. The lighting in the console bay buzzed above him. A faint thermal whine filtered through the vents. The scent of scorched metal drifted in from the far filtration shaft, but the room felt frozen.

He looked down at his screen where the scant data on the Terian species still glowed, meaningless.

One directive. Clear as it had always been: Obey.

He ran a hand down his face. Cerani’s name pulsed at the back of his mind like a ripple he couldn’t stop. The only crime she’d committed was being born of a species conquered by the Axis. She didn’t even know that her people had had a home planet, once. On the surface, she was absolutely no threat. But if the Axis had buried her entire species because they couldn’t be controlled—then she was dangerous just by surviving.

And the worst part?

He knew in his gut and his heart that he would not obey Bendahn’s orders. He could not, if he was to live with himself. For a long time, he had said he owed the Axis for taking him in when he was orphaned, or that the Axis made advancements in technology that served everyone. But not anymore.

If the Axis were hiding Terian history from him, what else were they hiding? There had been something off about Bendahn. She’d appeared cold and unflappable, but he’d known her long enough to be able to sense underlying tension. Worry.

His thoughts descended to corridors as dark as the mine shafts. What if, as a child, he wasn’t rescued and saved like his own records stated?

What if his story wasn’t entirely different from Cerani’s?

Stavian rose. His wings—which he’d been told were useless and incapable of flight—flared as he walked toward the exit. He swiped his wrist over the sensor and watched the door slide open.

There had to be a way to learn the truth and keep Cerani alive, even if it meant breaking every directive left.


FIVE


Cerani

The crystal vein had little depth, putting it close to the surface and easier than some to extract. Cerani scraped along the edge of it, dragging her tool across the brittle rock with shallow strokes. It buzzed against her gloves, a dull vibration she barely noticed anymore. Dust filled the air between her visor and the narrow tunnel wall, smearing gray streaks across her vision.

The shaft was new—barely reinforced, lit with utility lights. Her suit’s air filter sounded like labored breathing, but at least it worked. Mostly. Cerani didn’t count on help anymore.

She crouched and slid a small fragment of basian crystal into her carrier pouch. Then she froze. Footsteps.

She knew the sound of the mechs. Heavy, uneven. This wasn’t that. His steps were different. Precise. Controlled. She didn’t need to look to know Stavian stood behind her.

“You’ve extracted the most high-purity crystals from this shaft than anyone else.” The deep burr of his voice moved through her like warm water.

Cerani didn’t pause in her work. “The veins are better here.”

He didn’t leave. He stayed, like he had the last few times he came down to check in. Most of the time he asked if her panel was working right or if her tools logged output. She gave the shortest answers possible. Never looked at him. It felt safer that way.

“What was your overseer like?” he asked.

That made her pause. Slowly, she eased back onto her heels and leaned against the rock wall. She rested her gloved hands on her knees. “At the settlement?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Cerani wiped at her visor even though the inside stayed dust-covered. “I never knew his name. His scales were purple and his eyes were gray, like yours. He kept very separate from us. I never spoke to him,” she said. “He was not cruel, but he didn’t step in when the riests punished people, either.”

Stavian knelt beside her. Not right at her side, but close enough that she sensed it—his size, the press of heat from his body, even through the suit.

“You saw your people get punished?” he asked.

She looked down and flicked a rock away with her tool. “I saw the aftermath. They took out someone’s eyes for trying to learn how to read.”

Stavian didn’t speak. She didn’t expect him to. There wasn’t much someone like him could say that would change any of it. Cerani scraped at the crystal again, letting the silence stretch. He stayed beside her.

“Did they say why the Axis didn’t allow Terians to read or write?” he asked.

“They didn’t need to.” She shrugged. “Illiterate people are easier to control.”

“That’s true.” He studied her, but she kept her eyes on the rock.

Cerani pulled another shard of basian crystal from the wall and tucked it into the box by her feet. It clicked softly as it fit into one of the padded slots.

“What about your friends?” Stavian asked.

She hesitated. A cycle didn’t pass that Cerani didn’t think about her friends from the settlement. Although time had passed, she worried about them. Wondered where they’d ended up. Hopefully, they were in better places than she was. “Lilas told off a riest when he tried to take my ration slip. She has the best comebacks. Nena drew moon cycles and weather patterns on her wall because she was comforted by knowing what day and season it was. Fivra was positive even when things were at their worst. Sevas was always threatening to run off into the wilds, and Turi…” Cerani’s lips compressed. “She’s still there, I guess. With the overseer.”

“Why did he keep her?”

“She was favored by him.” She didn’t know why she was telling him these things. It wasn’t as if he cared. Just that cycle, another miner had been taken offline by the med unit and he hadn’t even been there when the miner had been carried out by a mech.

“Favored how?” he persisted.

Cerani finally turned her head. Not all the way. Just enough to catch the side of his face through the visor. The dusty light etched hard lines along his jaw, the pale scales on his cheekbone catching the shimmer like burnished metal. His mouth was set, unreadable, but his eyes—what she could see of them—looked tired in a deep, haunted way. Like he hadn’t slept. Or couldn’t. “Favored. We joked he was in love with her, even though that was impossible.”

“Why would you think that impossible?” he asked, deep and quiet. “Are overseers not capable of love?”

“I don’t think they are,” she said with an unmistakable challenge in her voice. “Some are so cut off, so far above the little beings they control, that they lose the ability to feel anything for them.”

He sighed. It went quiet again, the kind of quiet that sank in deep. She went back to her crystal vein and scraped the rock around it. Surely he’d leave now, and let her resume her work in peace.

But no.

“I can’t find anything about your people,” he said. “The data’s gone. No species markers in the database. What scant history I learned, I pried from my guardian and was told to stop looking.”

She blinked and glanced over again. That was not what she’d expected to hear.

His jaw was set, but his expression wasn’t hard. He looked…bothered in a quiet, unsettled kind of way, like he was angry and didn’t know where to place it. His brow was drawn, his mouth pressed thin, but the tension in his shoulders said he wasn’t just thinking about her words—he was feeling them. She’d never seen that from anyone in command before.

“So?” she asked.

“So I want to understand why,” he said. “Why every mention of your species is locked under security tiers higher than mine.”

“You’re Axis,” she said crisply. “I wonder why your own system would block you.”

“I’m starting to wonder about a lot of things,” he murmured.

Something tugged in her chest. Not fear. Not surprise. Just a dull, deep ache she’d been trying to push down since they pulled her from the only home she’d ever known.

“You had someone,” Stavian said. It wasn’t a question. “A bondmate, you called him?”

Cerani’s hands went still. The crystal scraper hovered inches from the wall. “Yes,” she said.

She could feel him looking at her, but she didn’t lift her head.

“What happened to him?” he asked.

“I told you. He died.” She kept her eyes on the rock. “There was a fever wave the winter before we were taken. The supply rations didn’t include medicine. Not even clean water tablets.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She didn’t answer.

After a pause, he asked, “Do you miss him?”

Cerani sat back, her spine straight now, the scraper resting on her thighs. “No,” she answered truthfully. “He wasn’t kind. And he wasn’t my choice.”

Stavian didn’t say anything. She looked at him then—really looked, meeting his eyes through the suit’s visor. “Our bondings weren’t about affection. I was assigned to him when I hit maturity. He wanted obedience, which I gave him, but I didn’t grieve his passing.”

Stavian’s brow quirked like maybe something about that surprised him.

Cerani tilted her head. “There’s no rule that says loss has to hurt.”

The tunnel buzzed with the soft pulse of light from the utility panels behind him, but everything between them had gone still.

“I don’t know who decided what my people were worth,” she said. “But if the data’s gone, it’s because someone wanted us erased. We were trapped in a penal colony, after all.”

“I know,” he said. “Which is why I’d like to keep talking to you. About your people, your past—yourself.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

“Because I think you know more than you think you do,” he said. “And no matter what the Axis have tried to bury, they can’t erase what still breathes.”

Her breath caught, not because of his words, but because of what they stirred—some shred of old hope she thought had been stripped away, along with her name, her home, her choices.

She shook her head once, sharp. “Talking to me won’t change anything.”

“It might,” he said.

“You’ll get in trouble.”

His lips twitched. “Already am.”

Cerani looked away, back at her tools.

But this time, she couldn’t bring herself to shut him out. Not when her chest burned with a feeling she hadn’t had in a long time—like maybe someone saw her. Not as a worker, not as a number, but just…her.

She sat in the dirt, crystal dust sticking to her glove seams, and stared at the jagged wall instead of him. “You keep coming down here,” she said. “Why?”

Stavian took a step closer. “Because I need to see it. Up close. What they’re doing to you. To all of you.”

“So you admit it’s wrong.”

His shoulders rose with a breath. “It’s worse than wrong. I’ve spent cycles writing perfect reports and pretending everything down here is running the way it should. But it’s not.” His eyes locked on hers. “And I’ve known that longer than I’ll say out loud.”

Cerani sat still, but her heart kicked against her ribs. “Then why stay?” she asked. “Why wear that badge if you know?”

“Because I don’t know where to start without losing everything and causing even more harm,” he said. “Rules are what I was raised to follow. Order, performance, control. That’s what the Axis want—and that’s what I’ve done. But…” His voice dropped, almost like saying it hurt, “None of it matters if people are dying and I’m doing nothing but watching.”

Her gaze moved over him and she allowed herself to acknowledge his posture, the tension beneath his careful tone, the way his hands slowly curled and uncurled. The dark fringe of lashes around solemn gray eyes that she could so easily get lost in.

“I wasn’t supposed to connect with any of this,” he said. “Not the miners, not the system we’re breaking every day just to survive. And definitely not you.”

That last part came out rougher than the rest. Cerani swallowed hard. “You don’t even know me,” she whispered.

“I feel like I do,” he said steadily. “Enough to wish I could take you out of this.”

Fek, her chest squeezed at his words. “You can’t.”

He looked down at her gloved fingers and his own flexed, as if he were holding back from taking her hands in his. “But I can do something. A small thing.”

She frowned. “What kind of something?”

“I can teach you to read. If you want.”

Cerani blinked. The words hit her harder than she expected. Harder than when he said he wanted to protect her. She wasn’t ready to believe that—it felt too fragile. Too dangerous.

But this? This was something real. Something small and just for her. A choice she got to make. A piece of something she’d always been denied.

She nodded, once. “I would like to learn.”

His eyes didn’t soften, but the line of his shoulders shifted like some weight dropped off him. “Then you will. I’ll teach you in person, when we can. Short sessions. During your breaks.”

Cerani looked down at her boots. “We have five shared security cams in the lower break halls. You know that, right? If the mechs flag me—if they think I’m getting special treatment—they’ll take me somewhere else. Maybe terminate my placement completely. If anyone sees me with you—”

“I won’t let that happen,” he cut in gently.

“You can’t promise that.”

“Yes, I can,” he said, his chin lifting a little. “I am the controller of this mine.”

Cerani studied him. She didn’t trust easily. Never had. But right now, in the flickering light of a half-stable shaft, something settled snug and unshakable in her chest.

“What are we doing?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he said in a whisper that sounded like a growl. “But I want to keep seeing you.”

Her stomach turned sideways as he said it—like it couldn’t decide if it wanted to clench or float. Maybe he didn’t mean anything personal by it. Maybe this was just about information, or control, or curiosity. But maybe it wasn’t.

Either way, it was too late. She was already caught in whatever this was. Not because he was the controller. Not because he had power over her. But because when he looked at her, she didn’t feel like one more body in gray. She felt different. And maybe that was a different kind of dangerous.

“Teach me then.” She didn’t smile, but her chest pulled in a little easier. She stood, brushed the dust from her knees and leaned closer. “But we do this without anyone knowing. And if I get even a hint that you’re lying—”

“I’m not,” he cut in. “Meet me in the south maintenance duct before third shift break.”

She gave a small nod. “I’ll be there.” Cerani looked at him for a long moment. Her pulse thudded at her throat—faster than it needed to be. He didn’t move. Neither did she. “Why are you doing this?”

He glanced at the wall, like it would have answers. “Because sometimes,” he said, “feelings get buried so deep, it looks like there’s nothing left. But that doesn’t mean someone feels nothing. Your overseer—he made a choice to stay silent. Give me a chance to prove I can make a different choice.”

Cerani didn’t answer. She just turned back to the wall and rested her tool against it, but she didn’t scrape it. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

And even though she didn’t speak, she let herself hope—for the first time in too long—that maybe he meant every word.


SIX


Stavian

Stavian ducked through the south maintenance access just after the corridor sweep cycled off. The security sensors reset for twenty piks, giving him enough time to reach the alcove behind the duct. Officially, this part of the shaft was down for wiring inspection. In reality, it was where he met with Cerani.

The duct was narrow and stale, thick with the smell of metal and pipe grease. The air was too warm, the kind of heat that clung to skin and stayed too long. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was she was there.

Cerani sat on one of the old supply crates he’d dragged in twelve cycles ago, when they began. Her knees were drawn up, elbows resting on them. The data tablet he’d stashed behind a panel, concealed from the ever-watching scanners, was balanced in her hands. She looked up as he stepped in, her mouth already pulling tight with focus—not a smile, not yet, but close.

“You’re late,” she said. A twinge of anxiety tightened the skin around her eyes.

He checked the overhead light. “Two peks, maybe.”

“That’s still late,” she said. “It’s a good thing I don’t worry about you.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “You’ve picked up sarcasm as fast as grammar.”

She held up the tablet and tapped the screen. “That’s because sarcasm is my friend Lilas’ native language. I miss her biting commentary.” She cocked her head. “I guess you can’t see where my friends ended up, can you? If my records are locked, theirs probably are, too.”

He crossed the space and sat on the crate across from her. “I tried to learn anything I could about the Terian people, and you’re right. There was nothing about your friends in the files I have access to.” The distant echo of machines deep in the tunnel system was barely audible. He’d be able to hear if someone approached where they were.

Cerani handed him the tablet. “Look. I got pretty far. I worked on them during my first break.”

He’d set up the tablet with practice lessons, in case she felt like using it, and had been amazed at how hungry she was to learn. It was like Cerani was a dry cloth, soaking up every bit of knowledge she could. “You finished all of these?” he asked as he looked over the completed lessons.

“I did them twice. The first time to learn, the second time to see if the scoring algorithm repeated answers.”

He looked up. “You tried to outmaneuver the system?”

“I wanted to see if I could. Turns out, it reroutes the questions every third input.”

“You figured that out?” he asked, surprised.

Her face stayed even. “That’s what we’re supposed to be doing, right? Tracking patterns.”

She made something behind his ribs shift, every time. She didn’t act like anyone else and never tried to impress him, but she did.

“Impressive. This is advanced syntax,” he said. “I hadn’t planned to show it to you until several cycles from now.”

Her brow furrowed. “Am I picking this up faster than you expected?”

“Much faster.”

“Well, I started working through the safety manuals in the barracks,” she said. “No one looks at them, but since I know what each symbol means, now, I practice reading by putting the words together. It’s what I do until lights out. It’s the extra studying that’s helping me learn faster.”

He passed the tablet back. Her fingers brushed his. Comfortable and steady. Too steady. She didn’t flinch anymore when they touched. He wondered what it would feel like to touch her without gloves. Skin-to-skin. The thought made his cock twitch. He shifted on the crate and cleared his throat.

“You never fail to surprise me,” he murmured, then took back the tablet and pulled up something else. “Let’s try something different.”

Cerani tilted her head. “Different how?”

“Context translation. I give you a mechanic’s report—partial Axis-standard. You translate and summarize it. Then we talk solutions.”

“You want me to fix something?”

“I want to know your ideas. You see things from the shaft floor. I need that view.”

Cerani narrowed her eyes, but took the tablet again. Her fingers moved across the screen as the lines of text pulled up. She read fast. Faster than some supervisors he’d trained in decrypted report systems.

“You wanted a real mechanic?” she said, tapping one display. “Because this says the west sector suits are failing at the thigh seal joints. Thirteen unique reports…” Her finger paused on one passage. “What does this say?”

He leaned closer. He could catch the scent of her hair, if it weren’t for the EP suit. “It says, ‘all the reports were flagged, but dismissed.’”

Her lips pursed. She frowned at the screen and read on. “This says the repair queue updates when a shift completes quota.” She looked up at him. “But, Stavian, how can miners complete a quota if they’re too sick to mine? They’ll never get new equipment.”

He shrugged. “I’ve petitioned for new suits—twice. They won’t send them.”

“Why not?”

“Technically, deaths are still under the replacement threshold. Messy as it sounds, as long as corpses aren’t piling in the lift every cycle, Central doesn’t care.”

Cerani looked away but didn’t say anything. Her jaw locked.

“The knee and elbow seals degrade fastest,” he said. “Then the mask valves. The EP suits weren’t made for extended exposure.”

“Yet here we are.”

He looked around the alcove. The walls were scratched from years of unsupervised maintenance—old tool tags, grease marks, melted patches from weld jobs. This place mirrored the entire mine: patched together and barely holding.

“You think I haven’t tried to push back?” he said quietly. “I’ve sent override requests, sabotage claims, high-priority burst alerts. They delay. Always. Sometimes I think they want the suits to fail.”

Cerani didn’t speak right away. Then she said, “Then stop reporting the truth. Lie. Tell them you’re getting zero yield because your suits are collapsing too fast to maintain output.”

“They’ll just send more prisoners and threaten to send guards from Combat Holdings. If you think things are oppressive now, wait until there’s two hundred soldiers here to put pressure on the miners.” He shook his head. “What survives pressure is given more pressure.”

“Okay.” She splayed her hands. “Even small changes could make a difference, and if you can push one through in the name of efficiency, that would be something. Like the lower knee brace. They could be easily reinforced,” she said.

Stavian leaned forward. “How?”

Hope sparked in her eyes. “I’ve looked closely at them. The seal points are too thin for the amount of time we spend on our knees scraping crystal. They’re shaped for up-and-down movement. That’s not how we work.”

He crossed his arms. “Show me.”

She tapped through the tablet until a rough sketch loaded—hand-drawn overlays on the existing brace schematic. “You’d need to reinforce here,” she said, pointing to the outer lateral band. “Add a double layer here and seal the seam. That’s where it wears down.”

He stared at the diagram, amazed. “You did this from memory?”

She shrugged. “I’ve worn the same model for almost forty cycles. You start noticing patterns of wear after a while.”

“No one in Maintenance flagged this.”

“No one in Maintenance wears one for a whole wake cycle,” she said.

Something shifted in his chest—respect and something deeper. She wasn’t guessing. She understood the system and knew exactly where it failed.

“You think you could do the same with the breathing valves?” he asked.

She didn’t blink. “I already did.”

He tilted his head, not hiding his surprise this time.

Cerani reached behind her neck and pulled out a cuff she’d detached from an old respirator unit. The foam edge was patched with scrap sealant and lined with a coil of insulation cable. Crude. But solid.

“I started doing this for every miner with an aging EP suit five cycles ago. If you could do this with real materials, it could slow down the lung problems.”

He turned the cuff over in his hands, examining it. “You made this?”

“From broken gear in the scav bin,” she said. “Whenever I find materials like this, I stuff them in my suit and work on others’ suits back in the barracks.”

He looked at her—really looked—and felt that same buzz in his chest he tried to ignore every time he left her. She didn’t just survive this place. She read it. Took it apart. Improved it.

“If I put this in front of Logistics…” he said.

“They’ll say I’m not qualified to make gear modifications.”

“Correct,” he said. “But I am qualified.”

She raised a brow. “You’re going to take credit for it?”

“If it helps,” he said with a touch of playfulness. “I can’t imagine your ego would object.”

Her face reddened behind her visor. “Of course, I don’t object. But I wish I could do it myself.”

She should be doing it herself, but input from a prisoner would be dismissed and he’d face disciplinary action. “I will rewrite the source as a field adaptation and say it was submitted by Technical Command.”

“Will they buy it?” she asked quietly.

He nodded. “I think so. These ideas are good, Cerani. Very good.”

Cerani didn’t look away. Her expression was careful, but not guarded—not with him. She didn’t look afraid of what he’d say. And he couldn’t get over how amazing she looked. Not just surviving, but healthy in a way no other miner was, not even close. Her cheeks were flushed, not from exertion, but from warmth. Color infused her skin. Her eyes—bright, golden, clear—they’d only gotten sharper since the first time he’d seen her in tunnel E.

The suits were the same. The food was the same. The radiation hadn’t changed. But she had.

“You’re different,” Stavian said under his breath.

Cerani blinked. “What?”

He hadn’t meant to say that aloud, but now it was out there.

“You’re different,” he said again, louder this time. “The others… I can’t even keep them on cycle for more than a few shifts without medical complications. But you—your vitals come back stronger each sweep. I’ve scanned every report twice, and you’re getting healthier.”

She gave a half nod and looked at the cuff still sitting in his hands. “I’ve noticed the same thing.” She glanced up. “And I don’t use stims. Haven’t from the beginning.”

Stavian’s brow pulled together. “You should’ve collapsed cycles ago.”

“I know.” Her voice was even. Soft. “But I didn’t.”

His breath slowed as he looked at her—her steady hands, her posture, the way she leaned forward like she expected truth and had no use for anything else.

“I’ve been in this mine for cycles longer than the turnover limit,” she said. “Some miners have higher resistance to the radiation than others, but everyone eventually gets put offline. I’m just standing here. Still sharp. Still strong.” She met his eyes head-on. “The radiation isn’t just not hurting me. I think it’s helping me.”

He knew this from his conversation with Bendahn, but there was still no way to know the true limits of her body. How much radiation was too much? “I wonder if you need the suit at all,” he mused.

Cerani turned her head slightly, her gaze flicking to the wall. Her lips pressed together. “Maybe I don’t.”

Stavian stared at her gloved hands, which lay on her lap. He could hear the quiet sound of pipes above them, the shift and thud of machinery in the distance, but everything in him stilled. She wasn’t exaggerating. She wasn’t posing. She meant it.

The suit might not be keeping her alive.

“Have you tested that theory?” he asked.

Cerani let out a slow breath. “No. But once? My mask seal broke. Full exposure for a full shift.” She tilted her head. “I didn’t have breathing problems or burns. I didn’t feel anything.”

Stavian’s hands flexed. “And you didn’t report it.”

“I was fine,” she said. “I’m not going to draw attention to myself if I can help it.” Cerani leaned back, her shoulders pressing into the crate behind her. “But I can’t take the chance. I will wear the suit when I leave the barracks, like everyone else.”

He lowered his gaze to the cuffs of her gloves. The fabric was frayed along the seams, patched once near the thumb. He had the briefest, stupidest thought—he wanted to see her hands. Her real hands. Press his palm to hers, skin-to-skin. Just one touch.

He reached out without thinking, fingers brushing the backs of her gloves. Cerani sat still, like she didn’t want to break whatever this was either.

He wanted to pull the glove off. Just peel it back and feel—

No. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to retract his hand like it’d been burned. That was the problem. He craved more. So much more.

He shook his head. “You’re thriving down here, but—”

“I’m not taking the suit off,” she said quickly.

“I won’t ask you to.” He looked away fast. “Sometimes I wish…”

Cerani didn’t move. “I know.”

The silence that followed stretched between them. Not awkward. Not empty, either. Just full of something too big for this duct. And he couldn’t name it.

He rubbed the back of his neck and turned his focus to the schematic on the tablet again, needing something to look at that wasn’t her. The lines blurred for a second before he forced his thoughts back into order.

She shifted slightly on the crate, boots scraping softly against the floor. “So, what now?” she asked.

His jaw clenched. This wasn’t just a lesson anymore. It hadn’t been for cycles. And with every meeting, sitting this close to her—watching her mind work, listening to the questions no one else cared enough to ask—he was unraveling.

“I’ll get the seams fixed,” he said. “Quietly. It’ll make it into the next batch of mechanic updates. It won’t fix the system, but it’ll give them more time. A better seal. That matters.”

She met his eyes again, and for a second he thought she might reach out. Her fingers twitched at her side.

“I wish ‘more time’ didn’t feel like a win.”

“It is one,” he said. “Even if the Axis never calls it one.”

Her eyes closed briefly. “Some of them may have committed crimes, but many didn’t. And even the ones that did, they don’t deserve to live like this. To die like this.”

Stavian swallowed. His throat moved slow. “They don’t. You don’t deserve to be here at all.”

She looked up. “Neither do you.”

Ah, that felt like a punch to the gut. What did he deserve, after serving the Axis his whole life? Surely not her. Not the soft way she was looking at him. He held his breath for half a beat too long, then stood and stepped back. He instantly missed her closeness.

“We’ll meet again next cycle, same time,” he said.

“Okay.” Her lips turned, just slightly. The barest tease of a smile.

He couldn’t take it. The dragon inside of him wanted to roar and claim her as his own. He wanted to yank her into his arms and take her so far away from here that this place could turn into a bad memory. But here he was, still obeying the Axis—with the notable exception of teaching a prisoner how to read—and until he found a way to break from them, he didn’t deserve her smile. Or anything else from her. He walked to the exit hatch, hesitated with his hand just above the sensor.

“Stavian,” she said quietly.

He turned. “Yes?”

“You said you wanted to help people down here,” she said. “You are.”

He searched her face. The warmth in her voice. The honesty that lanced straight through his chest.

Because you made me see what I’d refused to look at. You make me feel alive. That’s what he wanted to say. Instead, he turned toward the exit. “You matter to me,” he said, and it was no less revealing than his thoughts. “In ways I don’t understand. In ways that scare me.”

Cerani didn’t speak at first. She sat there on the crate, hands folded in her lap, eyes locked on his. The glow from the access light cut across her cheek through the visor, outlining her jaw and catching in a few loose strands of hair that fell in her face.

Her gaze didn’t waver. “You don’t get to say that lightly.” Her voice wasn’t cold—it was quiet. Measured. Careful.

He waited, his breath caught halfway in his throat. “I don’t mean it lightly.”

“This place kills things like that,” she added. “Hope. Want. Even truth.”

He nodded. She wasn’t wrong. He shifted his stance, putting pressure through the balls of his feet so he wouldn’t do anything stupid, like walk back to her, like say something he couldn’t take back.

She blinked once, slowly. “You matter to me, too,” she said. “But it changes nothing.”

“It changes things for me,” Stavian said.

Cerani’s eyes softened. “Stavian, I am your prisoner. You are my warden. Within that structure, we’re not equals, and I won’t willingly subject myself to that dynamic. Not again.”

The air between them buzzed with the hum of pipes above, and something quieter below it—unspoken, waiting.

She stood and walked toward the opening where he still stood, then handed him the tablet. Fek, he hated her EP suit. Hated the extra layer between them. It was more than a protective garment—it was a barrier that divided their two worlds. A constant reminder that they had no business being here, sharing feelings that had no chance of growing into anything, when every instinct in him bellowed that they belonged together.

They stood face-to-face. Just for a moment, her hand brushed his arm, intentional, but brief. “As long as this is how it is, I-I can’t.” Pain crossed her features, quick and potent as her voice cracked over the words. “I just can’t.” Then she stepped past him, out into the dark corridor. “Goodbye, Stavian.”

She didn’t look back.

He stepped into the passageway feeling like his chest was compressed between two boulders. He didn’t need an interpreter to know that her “goodbye” was a permanent one. If he returned the next cycle for her lesson, she wouldn’t be here. There would be no more lessons. No more contact that wasn’t official mining business. And he wasn’t ready for that.

Stavian walked the empty corridor with the weight of that moment pressing hard and deep. It wasn’t her words that cut deepest—it was the truth behind them. She was right—the way things were would not work. Attempting it would destroy them both.

This place ate feelings. Crushed them under duty and survival and fear.

Still… She hadn’t denied her own feelings. Instead, she’d told him that she cared for him, and he’d seen the regret when she’d walked away from him. That was enough to grip something solid inside him, some small tether he hadn’t realized he’d been clinging to.

Enough to contemplate crossing a line there’d be no returning from.

The lift to the supervisor wing was down. He didn’t call for another. He needed the walk. The burn in his legs, the constant thrum of pressure beneath his skin. He needed it to anchor him.

Every time he left that duct, it hurt more.

He reached the lower office and keyed in his access code. The door hissed open. The same lights blinked overhead. The same stale air pressed in. None of it felt right anymore.

He dropped the tablet Cerani had handed him onto his desk and stared at it.

She mattered. She mattered more than anything. The fact that she still couldn’t trust the feelings they had for each other made him want to tear down every checkpoint and security scan until she did.

But he understood. She had every reason to be cautious. In this place, wanting something too much was a weakness, and weaknesses got people killed.

Stavian turned back to the console and triggered the override for the equipment update request. He flagged her rebreather design under internal systems review, then buried the source tag behind several chains of tech approvals.

By the time Axis Command saw it, it’d be just another calibration add-on.

Just another survival mod.

He sat back in the chair, stared at the wall for a long minute, and let silence fill the room. His mind was a churning rush of ideas, feelings, wild rebellion.

He’d spent his whole life playing within the Axis’ rules. But Cerani had lit something in him that didn’t shrink under pressure—it grew. And now, every protocol he followed, every report he filed, tasted like ash.

He couldn’t have both—the safety of the Axis and the heat of her hands in his. One would always poison the other.

But losing Cerani? Letting her go back to the dark and the damage, and pretending he was still loyal to the Axis? That was unthinkable.

Worse—he couldn’t unsee the other miners behind her. The miners whose suits she patched up between shifts. Those quiet eyes watching their numbers drop. The ones who didn’t have whatever strange genetics that allowed Cerani to survive here.

If he wanted her, truly wanted her, he couldn’t just save her. He had to burn the whole machine down.

And stars help him, he didn’t feel afraid of that anymore.


SEVEN


Cerani

Cerani’s tool was steady in her hand as she scraped another long, winding line of basian crystal from its pocket in the wall. This vein was older, the rock dry and brittle under her grip, but the way the crystal sat—open, clean—made the work smoother than usual. The new gloves helped. Fewer cracks in the seal. More padding where she gripped the tool.

The improved suits weren’t perfect, but they didn’t leak around the joints or pinch at the collar. Every one of her suggestions had been implemented in this design. Jorr had been able to work the last two shifts without collapsing halfway. Even Sema had made quota without asking for a stim tab. Stavian had come through.

Cerani shut her eyes for one second. Only one. Just long enough to push his face out of her head.

They hadn’t spoken in three cycles. That was her choice. She’d been the one who ended their meetings. Who said goodbye. Who said it wasn’t safe, or fair—or real. Well, she hadn’t said that, exactly. What was real was what was all around them, and that made any attraction or affection they felt for each other irrelevant. Not when she was still in chains, and he still held the key.

But she’d meant every word. And still, it hurt more than she thought it would.

Heavy footsteps echoed through the tunnel. She lifted her head too fast. Her heart thumped, sharp and sudden.

She turned slowly. Not him. It was a mech, followed by two miners from tunnel line D. Or maybe it was C. They were coughing too hard to tell. She forced her jaw to unclench and went back to work.

This happened more than she wanted to admit. Footsteps in the corridor. Breath caught against her ribs. Hope bubbling where it didn’t belong. Sometimes it really was him, walking past in that dark uniform, wings tucked behind him. And sometimes—sometimes—his gaze caught hers.

He never spoke. Never slowed. But he looked.

And she looked back.

“Still clear?” Jorr called from a few meters away.

“Crystal’s behaving today,” she said.

He gave a low grunt as he shifted and sat back on an overturned supply crate. Their suits whispered and clicked when they moved now, but not from leaks—just the equipment doing what it was supposed to do.

“I know it was you, you know,” Jorr said.

She didn’t look up. “What was me?”

“The suit improvements. You were fixing bad seal points with salvage well before this rollout. You don’t think we noticed?”

“I noticed suits showed up with better pressure patches,” she said. “Overdue, if you ask me.”

“Funny that they arrived so soon after your private, unscheduled disappearance from third shift’s break,” Jorr said.

She kept her face neutral but jolted inside. She’d done everything possible to keep her lessons secret. Of course, they weren’t. “I told you, they pulled me out for a system inquiry.”

“Right,” he said, sticking his double tongues into his cheek. “And this system inquiry happened to line up perfectly with the rollout of suits that just so happen to match all the same repair work you were doing by hand.”

Cerani angled her body toward the wall and kept her focus on her tool. “I submitted a request for better gear like anyone else would. That’s it.”

“You expect anyone to believe that?”

She paused for one beat. “I don’t care what anyone believes,” she said.

“Well, the others do,” Jorr said. “There have been whispers.”

Cerani stopped scraping. “What whispers?”

He scratched his neck through the suit, below the helmet. “That the controller listens to you.”

Her chest constricted.

“And that maybe,” Jorr added, “there’s more going on between you two than old suits and crystal output.”

“No.” The word snapped out sharper than she meant. “There is nothing between the controller and me.”

“Didn’t say there was.” His tone stayed calm, but he didn’t look away. “I’m just saying, people notice things. How he watches you when he walks by. How his eyes follow you like he’s burned you into his frostbitten soul.”

Cerani’s hands curled around her scraper. “Whatever he feels—or doesn’t—isn’t my problem.”

Jorr raised an eyebrow but didn’t push. “Pretty clear you’ve got the cleaner end of this shaft today. Let me know if the vein splits.”

She gritted her teeth as he turned back to his spot.

Cerani returned to her work, even though her tool sat wrong in her hand now. Everything sat wrong. Her breath felt thick in her chest, heavier than the filtered air should allow. When she forced another crystal from the rock, her fingers shook—just barely—but enough.

She missed the way Stavian listened when she challenged him. The way he trusted her instincts over system reports. The way…she used to feel when he was near. Seen. Not watched. Not flagged. Seen.

And yet, every time she heard footsteps, her stomach turned in knots and her chest ached. Her thoughts became torn between the need to look and what it meant that she always did look.

She didn’t want to want him, but she did. And she wasn’t altogether happy about that.

Cerani pressed the scraper into the wall with more force than necessary. The crystal cracked too far down the seam. A clean break would’ve meant better clarity, but now? It’d downgrade to medium purity. “Fek,” she muttered.

“Burning through quota already?” Jorr asked from his perch.

“Just eager to finish and get out of this fekking shaft.”

“Then I’ll try not to slow you down.”

She rolled her shoulders but didn’t answer. Not because of Jorr exactly. He was one of the miners she genuinely liked being around. But even his friendly tone felt heavier than it used to.

That was the thing about hope. It twisted your focus. Made you soft. Made the shifts feel longer and the silences shorter. Ever since she told Stavian they couldn’t meet again, things inside her had stayed too loud. Too tangled.

Three cycles.

Three sleep cycles of lying flat on the barracks slab with nothing but the walls and the recycled air and the shape of his voice haunting the edge of her dreams.

Cerani wedged the scraper into a new section of the crystal seam and focused on the old rhythm—stroke, chip, collect. Her chest burned anyway. She wasn’t mad at Jorr for mentioning what everyone else was talking about. She was mad that he wasn’t wrong. Not totally.

She’d seen Stavian looking. More than once.

Once so long that Sema whispered, “Are you sure he’s not about to arrest you or something?” Like the words were a joke. Cerani had forced a laugh. Then spent the rest of the shift trying not to remember the way his eyes had zeroed in on her like she was gravity itself and he was just waiting to fall.

Her head turned, like it always did when she heard someone coming down the shaft.

She hated that her body reacted before her brain did.

Not him. Another mech. Another guard. Another reminder she was just a designation stamped on a backlit panel. Cerani blinked sweat from her eyes under the helmet and went back to it.

This vein was shallow, and she was almost done. If her hands didn’t betray her, she could be out of here in ten, maybe fifteen peks. Back in the barracks. Back behind a door, where no one looked at her like she was something rare. Something dangerous. Something precious.

Cerani pried a final shard from the wall and set it gently in the collection box. Her breathing eased as she sat back on her heels, fingers cramping from the grip she held on the tool.

Three cycles. It shouldn’t have been enough time to miss anyone like this, but she couldn’t help it.

She knew the signs of getting attached. That hollow sting in her chest when she passed the central walkway and he wasn’t there. The need she felt to look over her shoulder every time boots echoed behind her like maybe, just maybe, the sound would stop beside her. But he never stopped. Not anymore.

Still, she caught his eyes more times than she allowed herself to admit. Always a flash of something buried behind that calm, flawless mask. Regret. Hunger. Something he didn’t dare say out loud. Something that matched what twisted low in her stomach every time they locked eyes.

But feelings didn’t change facts. He still ran the mine. She still served her sentence. And wanting him—worse, missing him—didn’t make it safer to need him.

Cerani blew out a sharp breath and turned back to the wall, forcing her gaze onto the narrow crystal seam. Her tool dug in, scraping through the brittle layer that flaked too fast beneath the surface. Focus. That’s what she needed. Just finish the shift. Get the quota. Get out. She shifted her footing and leaned into the next stroke.

The rock under her boots vibrated. She paused, thinking it was just a fleeting motion she’d imagined—until the ground rolled a second time. The rock didn’t tremble so much as moan. A low sound, deep in the spine of the tunnel. Cerani froze mid-reach, the shard of basian crystal locked between her gloves.

She dropped to a crouch and braced without thinking. The mine moved again—this time harder. A snap echoed through the shaft. Dust poured from the ceiling in thick sheets, and her wrist panel blinked red as the whole tunnel groaned under the weight.

She’d felt tremors before. The kind the system flagged with a casual warning—“Seismic ripple: E-ventilation unaffected.”

This was not another tremor.

“Jorr?” she said.

He was already standing. “This feels bad.”

The floor gave another pulse. She caught herself against the wall with her palm, and her breath snagged in her chest. She didn’t have time to reply.

Then it came.

A roar, somewhere far, but close enough. The sound folded in on itself—less like thunder and more like steel snapping. Not one strike. Multiple. Long, grinding crashes like the mine was caving in from the gut out.

Cerani turned toward the shaft exit just as the platform under them dropped slightly. It jerked back into position, too fast for stabilizers to kick in. A chunk of rock cracked off from above. Dust exploded from the ceiling.

“Move!” Jorr shouted.

Cerani crouched |instinctively, covering her head as gravel and stones poured down like sharp rain. The light fixture dangling above them sparked once, then went out. A fine cloud of powdered stone swept into the narrow space, thick enough to choke on.

Her EP suit’s light system blinked on and illuminated her immediate surroundings with cold, thin light.

She dropped the scraper and pressed herself against the wall, arms over her head, pressing into a support beam like it could protect her from a mine that wanted to eat itself.

“Jorr!” she shouted, coughing hard as dust scraped down her throat. “Where are you?”

His reply was a ragged cry, somewhere behind her, but the tunnel had shifted. Sound echoed wrong now—bounced back too soon, like the walls had narrowed.

Another tremor rolled under her boots. Then a crunch. Very close.

Cerani turned fast, eyes burning behind her suit display—and then a rock came down. She didn’t even hear it land, just felt the blow.

Pain ripped through her lower leg as stone crashed beside her, pinning her from the knee down. Her helmet thunked back against the wall.

“Fek!” she hissed.

Her air filter hissed as the system compensated for the rising dust. Her entire calf throbbed, but she was still conscious. Still breathing, for now. If the tremors didn’t stop, if the whole shaft didn’t hold…

Cerani didn’t let herself look up at the ceiling just yet.

She tapped the emergency beacon on her wrist panel with shaking fingers, but her screen showed no signal. The mine collapses always took the network first. That meant she was on her own until the surface reconnected command.

“Jorr!” she yelled again.

No answer.

She shoved both hands against the large rock pinning her leg. It budged, sending searing pain up her leg to her hip. She pushed harder, digging the back of her helmet into the wall behind her.

Every limb shook from exertion as she tried to free her leg. The dust was a blur, layers thick. She could barely see where the corridor had stood. The lights on her helmet and chest didn’t offer enough illumination to reveal how badly damaged the tunnel was.

Cerani dug her heels into the dirt and shoved at the rock again. It shifted—finally. Her thigh burned. The weight pinned her calf hard enough that she couldn’t feel her boot. Still, she pushed, and with a rough cry, she rolled her knee and threw her body sideways.

The rock gave. It thudded to the side. She hissed as pain shot up her shin, but she couldn’t tell if it was broken or bruised. She crawled toward Jorr, squinting through the settling dust. “Jorr?”

A moan came from the left and she dragged herself toward the sound. The air filter kept whining inside her suit, slower now. Something snapped loose near the edge of her visor.

Then she saw him lying beneath a support beam.

“Jorr?” she said, dropping beside him.

His eyes flickered open. “Look at that,” he mumbled. “I’m bleeding inside my favorite coffin.”

“Save your energy,” she said as her gaze moved over him, assessing the damage. The tear in the side of his suit exposed a gash just above his waist—deep and wet. Blood bloomed fast at his left side. She needed to cover it and slow the bleeding. She needed to find a way to seal up the breaks in his suit. She tried to work the seams of his suit, to draw the edges together, but her gloves wouldn’t let her work precisely enough. Her hands shook as she tried to press her palm over the bleeding.

“I can’t…” she muttered. “I can’t do this like this.”

She sat back on her heels and tore at the seal down the side of her EP suit. The seal released fast, hot air licking her skin as she peeled it down to her waist. Fek, it was cold in the mine. And dangerous. But it was dangerous with or without the EP suit. Cerani pulled the seal below her chin. The strip unzipped with a faint hiss and she yanked off the helmet. The mine air rushed in.

Immediately, her lungs flinched. Not from pain, but from the shock of unfiltered air hitting her nostrils. It felt like metal scraped over fire and smelled like burned ozone, rust, and something sharp—like wet stone and bitter ash. The scent of pressure and death. This was the smell everyone feared. The one they said melted lungs and clothed breath in blood.

Cerani dragged in a slow breath. Then another.

It shouldn’t have been possible. Dust choked the air, thick as smoke, but her chest didn’t burn. Her throat didn’t close. Her vision didn’t go dark.

Her fingers moved faster now. The top half of the EP suit bunched around her waist as she pulled at the stretchable fabric bodysuit beneath. Her under-suit clung to her skin, sweat and dust caught in the seams, but she barely noticed. Cerani ripped the left sleeve off with her teeth and one hand, the fabric tearing with a wet sound.

She hastily folded the cloth and pressed it over Jorr’s wound.

Jorr gasped.

“Hold it here,” she said, forcing his hand up. “Keep the pressure steady. Tight as you can.”

“Feels like I swallowed a shovel,” he wheezed, his fingers curling over the cloth. “Don’t like this plan.”

“Yeah, well, I like your guts inside you, so do as you’re told,” she said.

He gave a weak nod, then coughed. More blood. Cerani swallowed hard.

Her skin tingled. The air prickled across her face and arms, but she wasn’t burning up. No dizziness. No headache.

She pushed upright. Her leg throbbed, but she could walk.

Down the tunnel, another moan sounded. Then another. She squinted through the dust. Three more forms, all slumped or crawling, illuminated by their suits’ lights. One miner dragged herself over a pile of rock debris, her foot bent at an angle that was all wrong.

Cerani turned back to Jorr. His gray face was pale and mottled under the cracked mask.

“Keep pressing on it, alright?” she said. “You let go and I swear I’ll drag you back from the dead and yell at you.”

He gave her a look that might’ve been a grin. “Bossy.”

“Stay alive,” she shot back, and limped toward the others.

Each step hurt, but she ignored it. She had to.

The first body belonged to Rinter, one of the newer miners—thin, wiry, barely grown into his bones. He was breathing fast, shallow, and bleeding from the side of his head. His eyes fluttered, unfocused.

Cerani crouched beside him and tapped his jaw gently.

“Rinter. Hey, need you to stay with me.”

His eyes rolled toward her and then blinked. “Trying to.”

She checked his suit. The visor was cracked, but still sealed. A chunk of ceiling had slammed into his shoulder. His right arm just hung. Useless.

She stripped off her other under-sleeve and wound a makeshift brace around his forearm, tying it against his chest.

“Don’t move that arm,” she said. “Do you understand?”

He nodded. “You…no mask,” he ground out.

“Don’t worry about me.” She patted the side of his face. “Stay still. Help will be here soon.”

She didn’t know if that was true, but it needed to be said. Everyone who was injured down here needed to believe it.

Behind her, another cough scraped through the dark.

Cerani turned fast. Sema. She was hunched against the far tunnel wall, holding her foot in both hands. Her suit was torn across the thigh.

The filter on her pack blinked red, and the ground under her glistened darkly.

Cerani limped over. Her own breath scraped at her throat now, dry from dust, but not strained. Not like the others’.

“Sema?”

Sema’s mouth moved, but no sound came. Her mask was still sealed, but her suit filter was cracked wide open along her thigh—the radiation leak marker flashing in urgent red pulses. The injury ran deep, and the set of her shoulders said she could barely keep from screaming.

Cerani dropped to one knee beside her. “You with me?”

Sema blinked slowly. Her whole body trembled as her mouth moved, but no sound came out.

“Fek,” Cerani breathed out. She peeled back the torn edge of the suit just enough to see the damage. Her stomach turned. The gash had sliced clean through the inner lining, and her skin was blackened and puckered—burned straight through by exposed cable heat or a hit from falling metal.

Sema tried to lift her head. “Too…hot,” she choked out with clear difficulty.

Don’t move,” Cerani said, ripping the last bit of her bodysuit’s sleeve and pressing it gently over the wound. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly. “This’ll hold for a minute. Maybe two.”

Sema grabbed her wrist. “Others—help them first.”

“You need help right now,” Cerani said. “Don’t be noble. Not now.”

But she knew. Sema was fading fast. Her skin was too cold, her eyes already unable to focus. The way she clung to Cerani’s wrist made something sharp lodge in Cerani’s throat.

“Don’t close your eyes,” Cerani said. “Hey. Look here. Right here.”

Sema’s gaze flicked toward her, barely. Her breath rattled.

Cerani pressed both hands down over the cloth and made herself stay still, just long enough to slow the bleeding. It wasn’t working. The rip in the suit wouldn’t hold. Radiation seared too fast, and Sema’s face was pale beneath the grime, her lips parchment-dry.

“Sema, just stay awake,” Cerani said again. “Help is on the way. Medics will be here any moment to get you out of here and treat your injuries.” Lies. They couldn’t. Not in time.

Another tremor rocked the ground beneath them—small this time, just a reminder. The mine groaned loud above as though daring them to hope for escape. Cerani’s knee slid in the dirt from the vibration, but she didn’t move. She couldn’t—not until someone pulled her off this suffering female or the tunnel caved completely.

Then—movement. Hard-pounding footsteps.

A figure. She looked sharply to her left and saw a shape pushing through rubble. He was obscured from the dust that still hung like fog in the air.

Tall. Moving fast.

Her breath caught. He was there.

Stavian. Hope crashed through her chest harder than the rock on her leg.

He was running—faster than she’d seen him move in all their time down here. His boots slid to a stop right beside her. Relief flooded his silver eyes as they locked onto hers.

Urgency and something deeper—fear—were etched into the angles of his face. But not for himself and not for her.

“Don’t move,” he said, his voice low and hard as he dropped to his knees and reached for Sema. “I’ve got you.”


EIGHT


Stavian

The cargo transfer had just cleared when Stavian stepped past the final checkpoint, the scent of hot metal still thick in the air. The transport shuttle sealed behind him with a hiss. Three fortified containers of precious basian crystal were locked beneath reinforced, bolted brackets. He barely glanced at them.

He was thinking about her again.

It had been three cycles since he’d seen her last. Since she’d sat beside him in that too-small maintenance duct and told him goodbye like it hadn’t nearly cut him in half. Truly, she had no idea what she’d left behind in him. Or maybe she did. She was too smart not to.

The bay doors started to close behind him when Darven’s voice stopped him short. “Controller, the transports are nearly here.”

Stavian nodded as they moved into the sealed control center and gave clearance for the transport to open the dome and land.

“You missed the network chatter. Again.” The lieutenant leaned against a standing crate, arms folded, uniform crisp like he hadn’t touched a tool in his life. “Big week for surprises.”

Stavian exhaled, ready to move on. “Transport cleared and landing in progress. No anomalies. We’re on schedule.” He looked pointedly at Darven. “If this is a report, make it short.”

Darven smirked. “It’s not a report. You might be running the model facility in this sector, but you’re still five cycles behind on internal updates.”

That got Stavian’s attention. He paused and turned to his lieutenant. “Five cycles?”

Darven pushed off the crate and strolled closer. “Didn’t you notice that your command feed’s been throttled?”

“No,” Stavian said with a frown. “But I never had much time for ‘network chatter,’ as you call it.”

“I know, but I thought you should know about this,” Darven said. “Network’s been locking tiered oversight reports from certain facilities, including this one. I only heard about it from my brother in the Raakt sector on private channel. You should know that the Axis are reviewing Zaruxian command positions across the board.”

Stavian narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

Darven raised his brows. “You really haven’t heard.”

“Heard what?”

Darven’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. More like satisfaction. “One of the penal colonies sparked a rebellion. Toppled the entire containment grid, sent out a distress beacon, then disappeared. Gone.”

Stavian’s stomach dropped. “Which colony?”

“Vexis 112-1 through 112-4. Borderline-class. Farming,” Darven said. “Internal files aren’t public yet, but word is the overseer is a Zaruxian, and he led the breach. Untraceable since. Did you know him?”

Stavian shook his head as an uneasy numbness tingled in his fingers. “No. I’ve never had contact with any of the other Zaruxians in the Axis system. We’ve always been stationed too far apart to encounter each other,” he said, managing to keep his voice steady. “What else?”

Darven tilted his head, amused now. “You want the full list?”

“Tell me what you know.”

“Slarik Arena is a burned-out shell. There were mass escapees and full annihilation of the mechs there. No official word on if it was an accident or not, but the system noted two Zaruxian fighters among the missing. Word is that the Zaruxian changed into a dragon form and set the whole thing on fire—not sure that’s true. I never heard of such a thing,” Darven said. He lifted a finger. “Plus a brothel collapse in sector twelve. Manager vanished—also a Zaruxian.”

Stavian’s pulse ticked in his temple. “Zaruxians were involved in all three. I can see why the Axis are upset.”

Darven nodded once. “That’s why networks are slow. Axis leadership thinks there’s a pattern. They’re locking down reports until they decide how to handle it.”

“That doesn’t make sense.” Stavian ran a hand down his jaw. “Zaruxian loyalty is higher than any other rank base.” Even as he said the words, he knew they were untrue. He himself had been pondering how to free himself and the miners from the Axis system. Every scenario he envisioned had flaws, however. None ended well for the miners.

“Was,” Darven corrected. “Your kind is giving Central a headache.”

Stavian didn’t reply. His thoughts went to Cerani. To what Bendahn had told him—that Terians were being kept buried and any deviation from Axis policy would result in extraction and likely execution. He’d been flagged once for questioning protocol. If someone noticed how much time he’d spent near Cerani, how many reports he’d altered, how many override codes he’d used…

They’d send a team. Not to audit. To extract her.

He clenched his fists at his sides and tried to keep his voice even. “Were there any other incidents?”

Darven shrugged. “Plenty of rumors. Talk of data leaks, a raided ship that had recently done business at the Falmic-5 auction, and even a skirmish at some remote neutral outpost. At least two of those had Zaruxian involvement. The Axis don’t think this is a coincidence.”

“Do you?”

Darven grinned. “If I were paranoid, I’d say all of you finally snapped. Still—three confirmed failures, all with your species involved? That’s not nothing.”

Stavian stared past him through the window where the transport shuttle had landed. His mind raced. He wasn’t the exception anymore, the one Zaruxian quietly questioning the system. Others had already made their moves. Big ones. Some were gone. Some had vanished so well that the Axis couldn’t find them.

No wonder Bendahn wouldn’t give him clearance. She knew what was happening elsewhere in the Axis network. Knew something had shifted. And now the remaining Zaruxians were being watched. Monitored. He wondered about the Zaruxian who was in the Central Council. The scrutiny there must be intense.

Darven leaned in, his voice just above a whisper. “They’ll be watching you.”

Stavian said nothing, but Darven’s words echoed his thoughts perfectly.

Darven stepped back and shifted his weight. “Hope the mine holds steady. We wouldn’t want that pretty little gem of yours getting caught in the crossfire.”

The words landed like a gut punch. Stavian’s eyes snapped to his. “What did you just say?”

“Come on.” Darven smiled, slow. “You think no one’s noticed the way you watch her?”

Stavian started forward, heat rising fast in his gut.

Darven raised his hands. “Relax. I don’t care what she is to you. Just take a little advice.” His tone dropped, low and almost casual. “Don’t give Central a reason to look too closely. Because if they dig, and they don’t like what they find, they’ll take your memories. Take your existence. They’ve done it before.”

Stavian forced himself to breathe. He’d heard of this memory-erasing business that Darven spoke of. It was a well-known “secret” weapon to keep Axis leaders who were not at high levels, in line. Rebel and you’re taken away to a medical facility. When you leave, you’re a blank slate. It had been whispered about, but never confirmed by Central.

But the warning was clear—and it held weight.

Darven took a slow step backward, like he’d already said too much and was waiting to see if Stavian would call him on it.

“I’m not a fool,” Darven said. “I know those suit improvements didn’t come from Axis design protocol. The materials were sourced off-manifest. The seam points don’t match Central fabrication patterns. And no one—not even your best tech officer—bothered to log them.” Darven tilted his head. “She gave you the plans, didn’t she? The Terian girl.”

“You’re making a lot of assumptions,” Stavian said coldly.

“I don’t care who gave you the schematics. I care that my reputation will be ruined if this place burns,” Darven said. “They’ll purge us all.”

Stavian stepped forward and straightened. His wings flared. “You’d rather we keep the old suits with poor seals and thin seams?” His tone sharpened. “And lose half our cycle workers within nine shifts?”

“I’d rather Central didn’t know we’re letting miners build infrastructure,” Darven shot back. “You don’t see the line anymore. These are criminals, Stavian.”

Stavian’s jaw locked. “You need to remember your place, Lieutenant.” His voice dropped low. “The efficiency numbers will speak for themselves. Those suits are functioning at sixty-eight percent higher endurance rates, now, because of the changes I implemented.”

Darven scoffed. “You implemented. Right.”

“Do not question my decisions.” Stavian took one last step forward, stopping just inside Darven’s space. “Central cares about numbers. They’re pleased with ours.”

Darven’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s hope they stay that way.”

“They will. I’ve extended this facility’s output four cycles beyond expectation,” Stavian said. “What I choose to prioritize is not up for discussion.”

Darven nodded once. “Understood.”

Stavian held his stare for another second, then turned to take a slow breath. He’d been careful with reports. With codes. Even with meetings.

But Darven knew.

“I will report those upgrades as yours, Controller,” Darven said. “But you had better keep this mine off Central’s radar. Keep making quota. Keep the prisoners in line. Keep us off the network chatter.” He turned and walked back toward the upper ramp. “And, Controller,” Darven said over his shoulder. “Terians were involved in those incidents, too. Every one of them. So, watch yourself with 630-I. See that she’s not the downfall of us all.”

Stavian didn’t move. Everything inside him locked up—muscle, breath, reason. “Noted. Dismissed, Darven.”

Terians were involved in the incidents too? Cerani was the only one he’d seen in the system, but she’d been taken with four others, and it was likely they were the ones involved. He hadn’t heard about it because Central chose what he knew and didn’t know. Central kept the Terians buried behind locked files like a secret they hoped the universe would forget.

The rebellion at Vexis 112-1 through 112-4. The Slarik Arena. The brothel. What if those weren’t random outbursts? What if they weren’t failures at all?

What if they were signals?

He picked up the data tablet Cerani had used. He needed to destroy it. Stavian started walking. Fast. Each step echoed, boots heavy on the metal floor. Docking personnel cleared before he passed. No one spoke.

Darven was right about one thing. Central was paying attention.

And everything in Stavian’s gut said someone at the top already suspected he was contaminated. Tainted. No longer loyal.

They were watching him. Watching Cerani. She wouldn’t survive an extraction.

His jaw clenched. Central wouldn’t see her brilliance. They wouldn’t care how flawlessly she adapted, how her plans had saved miners in the last ten cycles. They’d burn her out of existence just to hide what she was.

Too strong. Too smart. Too dangerous.

He turned the data tablet over in his hand—her repair notes, the sketches she’d drawn on her own break time. The ideas that he should have purged after implementation, but just couldn’t bring himself to destroy.

Darven saw the truth. Eventually, others would too.

Cerani had warned him. She’d said that whatever this was between them didn’t matter in a place like this. Said the system would destroy it. She was right.

If they stayed like this, if she kept pretending they could keep their distance and he kept pretending he still played by Axis rules…

It would end the way all dead systems ended. With collapse.

He was done pretending. If the foundation was cracking in places no one wanted to see, it was because it had been broken from the beginning.

He stopped at the lift and scanned his wrist panel. The lift doors opened, but dust billowed from them, or rather, from around them. The floor groaned under his feet as the surface shuddered ominously.

The walls shook first. A low metal whine, deep and slow, rolled through the floor like pressure in the ground had shifted from wrong to worse. A tremor hit hard, pitching the corridor sideways. His wings flared out for balance, knocking against the lift frame. Lights dimmed, then flared harshly back on.

Stavian braced one arm against the wall. “System status—report,” he said too fast.

His wrist panel flickered. One alert pinged. Then another. And another.

His panel lit up with alerts. SECTOR E: STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY FAILURE. SHAFT DAMAGE. MINER STATUS UNKNOWN.

SECTOR D: PARTIAL BREACH. MINER STATUS: SEVEN INJURIES. NO KNOWN FATALITIES.

SECTOR F: PRESSURE DROP DETECTED. FULL COLLAPSE. UNOCCUPIED.

Two of the sectors had sublevels, storage runs, mining scaffolds—and people.

Cerani. She was in E.

Stavian’s heart slammed against his ribs. He didn’t feel the floor under his feet anymore. Didn’t feel the heat flushing into his skin. Only the weight of her name dragged him forward.

Cerani was down there.

He tapped his override key into the panel without waiting for system clearance. “Lift to Auxiliary Shaft 2. Emergency access. Open now.”

The journey to Cerani’s sector felt interminable. Panicked guards and mechs ducked out of his way. His comm screamed with static, too jammed with system-wide crash alerts to cut through. Debris dust sifted down from the ceiling in thin sheets. The whole mine was protesting. Shaking from the inside out.

He reached Mech Control at full speed, slammed through the secondary door, and bypassed the locks toward the shaft leading directly into tunnel E. The main transport lift was down, trapped between floors, but there were ladders. Two levels. Not reinforced. He didn’t stop to think about it.

He didn’t stop at all.

Her name beat against his skull, over and over, louder than alarms, louder than the echo of falling debris.

She was down there.

The mine floor jolted again beneath him. He grabbed a beam to keep from sliding. Broken metal howled from below—something tore loose and rattled loudly, like the bones of the mine had snapped.

He jumped the last rung, landing hard, his boots skimming the debris-laced floor of level E, as he burst into the main tunnel. The emergency lights were off, but the distant lights of miners’ suits cut dimly through the thick dust in the air. They were like beacons, and it would make it easier to find survivors. Smoke curled through the vents like a warning.

The damage reports from his panel looped again—blast radius from the main tunnel, power fails on the E-row supports, vitals fluctuating. He blocked it out, shoving a hunk of rock out of his way as he worked through the ruined tunnel.

The first tunnel door groaned and cracked open just enough. He shoved himself through and sprinted down the main branch. Rubble littered the floor. Pipes hung low. One support beam had folded into the side wall like twisted bone. Mech guards were stalled across the network. Systems were just starting to come back online, but everything critical was too late.

He scanned the corridor for flickers of movement—helmet lights, suit strobes, injured miners. A collapsed section blocked the second access point.

Stavian threw himself at the debris, his boots sliding on broken rock. His arms burned as he shoved a steel panel aside and climbed up onto the rubble mound. From here, he could see deeper into the collapsed tunnel. Half the corridor was gone—buried beneath crushed support beams.

He activated his wrist panel again and sent a direct pulse across the lower frequencies. “Inmate 630-I. Report status. Immediately.”

The signal blinked red. “No response from assigned suit beacon.”

He swore under his breath. She could be unconscious. Pinned. Or—

No.

He couldn’t think like that. Not now. Not when the only thing that mattered was getting her out. Stavian ground his heels into the debris, heaved another slab aside, and forced air into his lungs.

He dropped down the other side of the rubble mound and kept moving. The tunnels here were twisted and half-collapsed. Steam hissed from a cracked valve near the floor. He saw an injured miner, stopped, and kneeled beside him. This male frequently worked alongside Cerani. His name was Jorr, if he recalled.

“Controller,” the male said in a whisper.

Stavian took in the bloody fabric pressed to Jorr’s wound and immediately recognized it as the same type that miners wore beneath their EP suits. The male’s suit had some tears, which were likely causing burns, but he was alive. “Medics have been dispatched to this sector,” he said. “Do you have other injuries aside from this one?”

Jorr shook his head slightly and swallowed with effort. “This one’s…bad enough.”

Stavian sent an urgent ping to the medical techs who were on their way. He held his wrist panel to his mouth and snapped out a voice message to speed up the process. “Injuries requiring triage, on-site stabilization, and evacuation. Highest priority. Get medics here immediately. Get mechs online to clear passageways.”

“You’ll be out of here soon,” he said to the miner.

“Thank you,” Jorr replied. He kept his hand on his wound. “Cerani took off her suit…ripped her sleeve to help me.”

Stavian’s stomach coiled into a knot. She’d taken off her suit to help this male, not knowing for sure whether it was safe for her. “Where is Cerani now?”

Jorr turned his gaze to the tunnel that continued beyond them. “That way.”

Stavian nodded and rose. “Stay still and keep holding that cloth in place.” He turned and kept going. He quickly came across another miner with an arm injury, but more of Cerani’s under-suit was used as a sling. Stavian kept going, sure, now, that she was alive. If she was helping the injured, the radiation hadn’t killed her. One more corner. More rubble. Then—

He saw her. Cerani was on her knees in the dust, no helmet, no gloves, suit shoved down to her waist. Her arms were bare to the shoulder where she’d ripped apart her under-suit. Nothing between her and the raw air of the mine. She wasn’t gasping for breath. Wasn’t coughing. She pressed a strip of fabric to a wounded miner’s thigh, blood soaking through the cloth fast.

Stavian froze.

Cerani turned her head suddenly—like she felt him before she saw him—and their eyes locked between waves of gritty light. Her cheeks were streaked with dirt and her hair was loose, wet from sweat, hanging low over her shoulders. Her lips were cracked, face pale, but she was alive.

Relief hit him so hard he staggered.

Then his mind snapped back to what he was seeing. His wrist panel still didn’t register her suit. It was showing her as offline because, having removed half of it, she should be dead. But there she was, holding someone else’s life together with bare hands in an environment designed to kill.

He dropped to his knees in front of her, but turned his attention to the injured miner Cerani was trying to save. “Don’t move,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

“Stavian,” she said, her voice like gravel and smoke, sharp and wild in a way that made something break open in his ribs.

“Medics are on the way” he said.

“I pinged twice,” she said with desperation. “No one’s answering. Comms are down.”

“Not mine.” His comm popped with static.

“Evac team moving into sector E,” came a strained voice over the channel. “Partial tunnel breach. All upper access points sealed. Prioritizing survivor extraction.”

Cerani looked straight at him—eyes clear, jaw set with that same stubborn strength he could never look away from. “They’re running out of time,” she whispered.

He looked back to the miner, whose injuries were extreme. It would take a miracle for this female to be saved, and the mine wasn’t much for miracles. He could see the small female beginning to fade away. “Hold on,” he said to her, placing his hand on the side of her helmet. “Keep breathing. Look right at me. Help is coming.”

The female—Sema—blinked at him. Her mouth moved, but no sound came. He knew this female’s history wasn’t filled with violent crime. She hadn’t committed crimes against the Axis. Yet here she was, dying on the floor of a mine she’d been sent to.

“Stavian.”

He looked up. Dust clung to Cerani’s lips. Her hands were streaked in blood that didn’t belong to her. She held one of her legs at an odd angle, which suggested she hadn’t escaped injury herself. But she kneeled there, steady, as if the mine’s collapse hadn’t touched her.

He heard voices echo down the corridor. A med team coming closer. His comm chirped again, low and broken.

Stavian looked down at the miner between them. Her breaths were slowing.

“We need to carry her,” Cerani said. “It’s bad.”

Stavian nodded. “I’ll take her.” He gently scooped the female into his arms and rose with great care. Sema groaned, but was a limp weight.

Cerani pushed herself up to her feet. She let out a gasp and shifted her weight to one leg. “You’re hurt.”

“I’m fine.” She swiped hair out of her eyes and held his gaze. “I can walk.”

“No, you can’t.” He could carry both females, but not with the gentleness that was required for Sema to not bleed out completely. There was another way, though.

“Climb on my back,” he said to her. “I’m getting you out of here.”

For a moment, as dust drifted around them and metal creaked above like the ceiling couldn’t decide if it wanted to hold, Cerani kept looking up at him. There was no fear in her eyes. No hopelessness. Just trust. Worn, shaken, but real.

And it lit the same fire under his skin that he fought every cycle to contain.

“Okay,” she replied.

He turned and crouched. His body shuddered as her warm body settled between his wings. His blood heated as her bare arms wound around his neck and locked there. Her breath was on his neck. Her uninjured leg wrapped around his middle. Fek, here it was—the skin-to-skin contact he’d craved, but the circumstances were so impossibly dire, all he could do was try to commit the feeling of her to his memory. He could remember it later, when the crisis was over.

He didn’t understand what she was to him, yet. But he knew one thing.

Whatever happened next—he couldn’t lose her.

Not now. Not ever.
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Cerani

Cerani clung to Stavian’s shoulders as he carried her through the rubble-strewn tunnel. His powerful body moved with confidence. Each step was purposeful and steady, even though chaos surrounded them. Dust clung to the air as he navigated them through the debris. Sounds of alarms and cries for help echoed around them, and she felt every beat of her heart, frantic and loud beneath the burn of fear.

“Keep holding on. I’ve got you,” he murmured. His breath was a warm vibration against her arms.

She closed her eyes, trying to calm her racing thoughts. Her mind kept drifting back to Sema, lying helpless, every breath a struggle. They’d done what they could, but it barely felt like enough. The sight of her friend, so fragile and broken, made her stomach twist.

“Will the medics help them, or…?” she asked, afraid to finish the question.

Stavian’s grip on her tightened. “We’re almost there. Medics will take care of the injured.”

That didn’t reassure her, and he knew what she was really asking. But there was nothing she could do but hold on and hope. With Stavian’s powerful strides, they quickly reached an open area where surgical lights blinked and the smell of antiseptic soured the air. Hovering stretchers were already moving out with the medics—there were too few medics to see to everyone quickly.

Stavian reached the closest available hover stretcher and gently placed Sema down. The stretcher’s gel surface formed partially around her, lights blinking in response to the injuries its sensors detected. A wave of relief hit Cerani as she saw a medic hurry toward them, ready to handle the situation.

But as soon as Sema was in the hands of the medic, he lowered himself and untangled her arms from around his neck. “Hold yourself up on your good leg for just a moment,” he murmured.

She did so, and instantly, he turned around and scooped her up into his arms. The world shifted as he held her as carefully as he had Sema, strong and sure. He began walking toward the back of the med lab, toward a wall covered in doors. She’d been here once, during intake, and had found all those doors ominous. What were they? Cells? The morgue?

“Where are you taking me?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“To a treatment room. I will see to your leg myself.” His expression was serious, focused, and Cerani felt warmth spread through her, even though she was scared. Even though her leg hurt and the world was literally crumbling around her.

She closed her eyes, leaning against him without reservation. The chaos faded as she let herself be wrapped in his strength. Her heart ached for all she’d faced. The pain of not knowing what would happen next, the uncertainty—she didn’t want to think about it now. She just wanted to feel safe, even for a moment.

The further they moved through the lab, the quieter everything became. The alarms were still there, faint behind the reinforced panel walls, but the crash of rocks and shouting had faded. The lights shifted to a sterile white glow. Not the inconsistent burn of the mining levels—this was cleaner, colder. Cerani barely noticed the pain in her leg anymore. Not because it wasn’t there but because she was holding on to the one solid thing left: Stavian.

She felt his chest rise and fall against her shoulder. Felt the steady rhythm of his steps underneath the haze in her mind. Maybe it had only been minutes. It felt like longer. She kept her eyes closed.

He finally stopped.

There was a soft shhhhk as a door slid open. The smell hit her first—sharp disinfectant and warm crystal foam, like the recycled med gel beds the miners weren’t allowed to use. He carried her inside.

“You can set me down,” she started to say, but he didn’t.

Instead, he walked straight to the narrow med bed in the center of the small chamber. He lowered her to the bed and the cool gel dipped under her weight. She sank halfway in with a quiet sigh. The surface gave just enough to cradle her limbs, but it was thick enough that she didn’t sink so far as to feel like she was being swallowed whole.

Stavian stepped away to the control wall, his hands working fast across the screen mounted beside her. A quiet stream of alerts beeped from the panel.

She blinked up at the ceiling, trying to force her breath steady. She hadn’t let herself feel it earlier—but it was there now. Her leg throbbed in waves. Her hands stung where she’d cut them on rocks. Her entire body ached like it had just given away too much at once.

She turned her head. “Is it bad?”

He looked at the screen, quiet for a beat. Then, “You have a fracture above your ankle and another mid-shin. One looks clean. The other…not.”

“Oh,” she said.

“We need to get the bones set and sealed now.”

She looked down. Other beings’ blood had turned her white under-suit red, green, and black. Her EP suit still hung at her hips where she’d pushed it down. The material and her boot hid the damage, but there was no denying that there was a mess under there. “It didn’t feel like that when I was moving,” she said, frowning. “It just burned.”

“Your pain receptors were in shock,” he said. “You were too busy helping others to notice your own injuries.”

She laid her head back. Her arms were heavy now. Too heavy to lift. The gel bed soothed the ache behind her ribs, but her throat still felt dry. Her fingers burned from ripping her own clothing and pushing away rubble.

The screen beside him blinked again. Yellow this time.

Stavian didn’t say what it meant—just typed fast at the panel. His jaw was rigid, like everything inside him was clenched.

“Is it worse than you’re telling me?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “But there’s some bacterial contamination. I’m going to have to remove your clothes to send in microbots to mend your bones and prevent infection. I can administer a pain blocker.” He looked at her with brows furrowed. “I’m asking permission to treat you, Cerani.”

“How do you know how to do this?” she asked.

“The med station is doing the work,” he replied, reaching for a drawer embedded in the wall. “I’m following the instructions it’s giving me.”

Cerani nodded. “Okay. Do it.”

He gave one short nod and pulled out a set of shears that looked like they could cut off a limb with ease. “Hold still. I need to cut off your suit. This part will hurt.”

“I can handle it,” she said.

His hands stayed steady, but it was how carefully he approached her that made her stomach twist. He stood beside the bed and steadied her leg as he pulled off her boot. She sucked in a breath as the movement sent shocks of pain up her leg.

He set to work with the shears next, slicing through the thick, bulky EP suit. Cool air hit her lower half as he peeled it open and laid bare her legs. From there, the under-suit that covered her injured leg split open with a single snip of his carefully handled shears. She bit her cheek at the sight. Her leg was badly swollen. Black and purple flushed the skin and her foot pointed at a wrong angle. Blood seeped from where a rock had crushed skin and bone.

Cold fear pierced through her chest. A wound like this… It meant amputation at best and death at worst. On the settlements, where the Terians didn’t have any advanced medical options, the worst scenario often was the likeliest one. “Oh no. Oh, stars, no.”

Stavian paused. “Cerani—”

“I’m going to lose my leg.” She swallowed and turned her gaze back to the ceiling. “Just make it quick.”

“You won’t lose your leg.” He sounded baffled by her reaction. “This is a treatable injury.”

She looked at him sharply. “It can be fixed?”

“It can definitely be fixed,” he replied quietly. “I need to remove the rest of this suit, though, before the machines can administer treatment.”

She gritted her teeth as he carefully lifted her—part by part—and pulled the remains of her suit free of her body. It hurt. Her body was done fighting, now. The adrenaline was gone. She lay there, trying not to think about how she was completely exposed to this male who held her life in his hands. She couldn’t even summon the energy to cover herself with her hands. But when she glanced at him, he wasn’t looking over her body. His attention shifted between the screen and her leg, never venturing anywhere else.

“You’ll feel a few pinches,” he said, not taking his eyes from the screen. “As the bed inserts some ports to transfer medication and microbots into your body.”

She barely felt anything as slender tubes rose from the sides of the bed on their own and found their insertion points.

“Pain medication being administered now,” he said.

Instantly, cool comfort flooded her body. She sighed in relief as the pain dissipated, leaving her relaxed and comfortable.

His gaze went to her, then, for the first time, and it stayed on her face. “That’s better, isn’t it?” He moved back to the drawer and took out a soft, white sheet of fabric that had a faint shimmer, and laid it over her body, covering her. It felt like air.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

“The microbots are being deployed,” he said calmly. “They’re going to mend your bones, set the crushed shards back in place and bind them there to heal. It will take time.”

“How much time?” she asked, well aware that the more time she was away from mining, the more tenuous her survival became. The Axis had no use for nonproductive workers.

Not once did he flinch at the sound of her breath catching. Not once did he look away. “All the time you need, Cerani.”

Something broke loose in her chest at the sound of his calm voice. “And the others?” she whispered.

“The same,” he replied. “I’ll see to it.”

Cerani looked away from him and focused on the ceiling. Talking suddenly felt harder than working with a fractured leg. “I held her hand,” she said. “I told her help was coming. That she just had to stay awake a little longer. But I could feel her slipping.”

Stavian stood beside the monitor for a long stretch of silence. The screen behind him blinked a steady green now. That had to mean whatever he’d sent into her body was doing its job. Her vitals were holding.

“She heard you,” he finally said. “Even if she didn’t speak, she heard you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I could see it in her face,” he said. “What you did mattered.”

“It didn’t feel that way.” Her chest ached in a place the pain mitigation medicine couldn’t reach. Cerani blinked hard and rolled her hands into fists against the blanket. “She was kind. One of the only people who still smiled. Still laughed.”

Stavian moved back to the bed. He didn’t touch her, but he was close. “I’m sorry.”

Cerani met his gaze, and let her grief show. She didn’t have the energy to keep her guard up, anyway. “I should’ve stayed with her. I don’t even know if she’s still—”

“She’s alive,” he said. “I checked her scan through the interface just a moment ago. One lung collapsed, but they intubated her fast. She’s not gone.”

Cerani pulled the blanket snugly over her. Her mind stayed on Sema—on what would happen next. She dug her nails into her palms.

“I wasn’t sure they’d even try to save her,” Cerani said. “I thought maybe they’d just…let her die. Easier that way.”

Stavian’s face hardened. He stood straighter, his hands curling briefly into fists. “They’ll help her,” he said. His voice was low, rough. “Not because they care. Because I ordered them to.”

Cerani frowned. “Will that get you in trouble?”

He shrugged. “Officially, the Axis can’t afford to lose too many miners at once,” he said. “If output drops below target, it draws attention. And Axis Central hate attention more than they hate getting their hands dirty.”

For a second, the truth of it made her sick. She wasn’t sure why it still surprised her. The air in her chest stuttered. It didn’t quite settle, but knowing Sema hadn’t died—not yet—let Cerani exhale for real. She stared down at her hands again. They were shaking.

“Unofficially,” he said, running his fingers through his hair, “I cannot stomach any more of this carnage and suffering. I just can’t.”

Cerani looked up. His expression was open in a way she hadn’t seen before—no shields, no careful pause. Just honesty. “You’ve been down here long enough to stop feeling anything. How is it you’re not numb like the others?”

“I thought I was,” he said quietly. “But then I met you.”

Cerani

Cerani had never been an eloquent or whimsical person. She was practical. She did what had to be done with as little fuss and wasted energy as possible. Her friends had different personalities. Fivra was optimistic—painfully so at times. Sevas had a temper, and used it when she, or someone she cared about, was threatened. Lilas had pluck and wit and the most cutting tongue of anyone she’d ever met. Turi was determined and inquisitive, which was a combination that often found her in trouble in Settlement 112-1, and Nena…well, Nena was like an ancient sage. She didn’t say a lot, but when she did, it was usually wise and thoughtful and deep. Cerani loved each of them, and she knew that any one of them would be better suited for this situation than she was.

She’d worked so hard to smother her emotions during her miserable life with her bondmate. Feeling nothing was better than sitting with the boiling rage at his treatment of her, and she’d had to bury the unseemly relief she’d experienced when he’d died. And now here she was, faced with a male who was full of emotions. Cerani felt more comfortable back in that collapsed mine than facing and expressing the things rolling through her at that moment. “You’re supposed to protect the mine, not—” She stopped, her throat knotting. “Not worry about one miner.”

“You’re not just one miner.” His voice was low, pulling things out of her she fought hard to keep buried. “You’re fekking everything.”

Cerani fought back the burn in her eyes. No tears. Not now. “Don’t say that.”

“Too late.” His hand hovered above her blanket-covered leg before he thought better of it. “I won’t take it back.”

Cerani swallowed. “What do you want with me, Stavian?”

He stayed quiet for a long moment. The low hum of the med systems filled the room around them. The too-clean, sterile smell of it made the ache in her chest feel worse.

“I don’t know anymore,” he said, running a hand over his face.

Cerani shifted against the gel bed to get a better view of him. “Axis controllers always know what they’re doing,” she said, trying to sound distant. Detached. But her voice cracked on the edges.

He leaned his hip on the side of her bed. The lines of his body were a mix of tension and weariness, as if he was holding too much in. “Then maybe I’m done being an Axis controller.”

Between the burn of her muscles and the grief still raw inside her chest, all she could do was stare at him—at the way he looked at her like she was made of something rare. It was too much.

“You should leave,” she said.

“I’m not going to.”

Cerani couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The walls felt too small, too close. She lay there motionless. Her breath caught somewhere in her throat, but she didn’t know what to do with it. The room felt too bright. Cold in all the wrong places. She pressed her hand into the gel bed like it might help her body remember where she was.

It didn’t work.

Stavian didn’t move either. He just stood there, his eyes locked on her like she’d said something deep enough to shift the ground under them. The silence stretched. She could hear the soft mechanical pulse of the med bed, like it was counting her heartbeats.

Then he shifted forward.

She tensed—for what, she didn’t even know. But his hand didn’t lift in warning or hesitation. He reached up, slow, almost careful, and placed his palm against her cheek.

Warmth spread across her skin, soft and jarring at the same time. His skin was dry, a little rough along the base of his fingers, but solid. Real. She blinked up at him.

“I dreamed of this.” His voice was quiet. “Of seeing your hair. Touching your skin.”

Cerani’s breathing slipped out too fast. She tried to make sense of something—anything—but her brain was just noise now. A buzz that blocked out the state of her leg, the grief in her chest, the fear in her gut.

“You dream of me?” she whispered.

He nodded, his thumb brushing the side of her face as if he’d done it a thousand times in his mind. “Every time I close my eyes.”

She swallowed and leaned into his touch, just a little. Not because she wanted to let go, not yet, but because it had been so long since someone touched her like she was something worth holding. She closed her eyes. Just for a second.

“I don’t want these feelings.” Cerani opened her eyes and found him looking at her like he was trying to read something just beyond the front of her face. “I don’t know what to do with them. This is impossible, Stavian.”

His brow lowered, but he didn’t back down. “I don’t think it is. I see you, Cerani. Not a worker. Not a number. Just you.”

Her throat worked from the rush of feelings that crowded her mind, but no words came out. Her fingers twisted in the thin blanket covering her, like they needed something solid to hold on to. Her whole body went tense all over again, but it wasn’t from pain this time.

A long breath escaped her lips. She nodded, not looking away from him. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he repeated, and he let out a quiet breath like all of his air had been trapped since the moment he entered the room.

Cerani didn’t move as he pulled a stool next to the bed and sat, not touching her, not speaking, just being close.

She looked down at his hand resting on his thigh. Her own hand, bruised and stained, slid across the edge of the bed and out from under the blanket. She turned her palm upward. He looked at it for a moment, then placed his gently in her hand. Warm strong fingers curled around hers—just enough to hold, but not enough to push. Everything about it felt right. As if her hand had waited her whole life to be held by his.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” he said.

“What?”

“I spoke to Lieutenant Darven, my second in command at this facility,” he said. “He informed me that there have been incidents—rebellions. A penal colony collapse, a brothel riot, a full arena breakout.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Is that unusual?”

“Axis networks are starting to flag patterns,” he replied. “The problem with that is… All of the incidents had Zaruxians and Terians at the center of the damage.”

Cerani’s grip tightened over his. “The Terians—could they be my friends who were taken with me?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t have access to any of this information. They’re locking more records by the cycle.”

Her throat worked hard. “They might be out there.” Her voice cracked with sudden hope. “They might be alive.”

“I can’t verify anything,” he said. “And I just learned of this myself. They’re watching me. Probably you, too.”

Silence settled between them again. It was heavy with possibility and a thread neither of them wanted to pull unless they were ready for what unraveled.

“Then you really shouldn’t be here with me.” She looked at their joined hands. “The Axis don’t play games.”

“Neither do I,” he said. “Maybe the Axis put you where they thought you’d disappear. If that’s the case, maybe it’s time for a rebellion of our own,” he said. “You. Me. Everyone still breathing in that mine.”

Cerani didn’t answer for a long moment. Her broken leg felt far away now, but her pulse roared in her ears. Rebellion. The word hit her like ice and heat at the same time.

“You mean that,” she said.

“I do.” His gaze didn’t shift. He didn’t blink. “It’s not just you who doesn’t belong in there. It’s all of them. Every single miner who’s being ground down right alongside you. They deserve better.”

Her ribs tightened around her lungs. “And you think if we start something, the Axis will let us live to finish it?”

“I know they won’t,” he said. “But I’d rather die as part of the storm than the system holding the line. I can’t keep watching them suffer. I can’t keep pretending I don’t look for you in every corridor.”

She stared at him, every part of her still. “You’re serious.”

“I’ve never been anything else.” He leaned closer, his voice low but certain. “I’m falling in love with you, Cerani, and I’m done fighting it.”

Cerani grabbed the edge of the blanket with her free hand as the one in Stavian’s squeezed his fingers. “I don’t know if this can work, but I—I want to try.” She swallowed hard, trying to make her words make sense. “I was never meant for love. Just duty. Just survival.”

His expressive silver eyes were soft on hers. “You are meant for everything. Love. Freedom. Happiness. I will see to it that you get those things, even if I have to tear apart the quadrant to do so.”

Never in Cerani’s life had anyone said words like that to her. They pushed into her like a hard wind and cracked the walls she’d built. Who was she protecting by keeping them up? Not herself anymore. Not really. “You deserve those things, too,” she croaked out as tears slid from the corners of her eyes. “I want to find them, you know. My people. Lilas. Fivra. Sevas. Nena. I don’t know if they’re the Terians in those incidents, but I have to find out.”

Then he nodded, a fierce light burning behind his eyes. “And I want to find these Zaruxians who caused all this mayhem for the Axis. To do that, we have to leave. All of us. You, me, the miners. We tear their system apart and get out before they even know it’s crumbling.”

She didn’t say okay this time. She didn’t nod or squeeze his hand. She just looked at him, trying to memorize him—each detail, each piece of the person who’d stepped so far outside the bounds of what he was allowed to be, just to sit beside her while she healed. “We…escape?”

“Yes.” Then he leaned in, slow but sure.

She didn’t move. It seemed impossible—there was that word again. Impossible. She used it a lot, but Stavian didn’t seem to think it had much meaning.

His hand brushed the side of her face again. Her cheek was warm beneath his fingers, her breath unsteady. Their foreheads brushed.

And then he kissed her.

It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t desperate. It was soft. Grounded. His lips just barely pressed against hers. He wasn’t asking anything from her. But he was promising everything.

Her hand slipped around the back of his neck, just enough to keep him close. Her fingers curled into the space under his collar and stayed there, like she didn’t know whether she needed to hold on or let go. Her heart pounded so hard, surely he heard it.

When he lifted his head, his breath brushed over her cheek. Neither of them spoke. She stared at him, jaw hard and eyes flashing with the weight of what they both knew now.

“You kissed me,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

His lips brushed the gold spots on her forehead. “I did,” he said, steady and sure.

Cerani didn’t let go of his shirt. Couldn’t. Everything inside her felt like it was balanced on the edge of a blade. One wrong move, one wrong word, and it would all fall.

“I don’t know if we can survive this,” she said.

“We don’t have to know yet.”

Her throat tightened. Fear and hope churned so thick in her chest, she didn’t know which would win. Maybe both. Maybe neither.


TEN


Stavian

Stavian stood beside Cerani’s bed, watching her eyelids flutter closed. She’d fought sleep for almost twenty peks, stubborn as always, but the healing solution finally kicked in, and with it, the anesthetic additive that would put her out while the microbots did their work. Her injured leg was wrapped in protective gel, the bone already fusing back together with the help of hundreds of microstructures. She slept with her arm across her abdomen and her other hand still curled in his. Her breathing was steady.

He didn’t want to leave her.

He would stay if he could. Sit there the rest of the cycle, guarding her from the ceiling cracking again or the Axis tracking her movements or even the wind outside if it dared blow too hard against the facility. But the mine needed him. The injured needed him. He would show up for them. Not the way the Axis wanted, but the way he knew was right.

Stavian stood slowly, checking one last time that the monitors beside Cerani’s bed stayed green. They did. Her vitals looked stable. Safe. Only then did he touch her hair. Just once. Light. Like a promise.

“I’ll come back,” he said quietly.

He walked out, sealing the med room behind him with his security code. A guard raised a brow near the corridor, but Stavian didn’t pause. He entered the main lab. The stench hit before the door opened—burned ozone, old blood, antiseptic. Too much all at once.

Telren stood by a console, tapping her panel like nothing out of the ordinary had happened, though her white coat had a slash of grime across the sleeve. She didn’t look up.

“Status,” Stavian said.

“You want the nice version or the honest one?” she asked.

“Honest.”

“Eight miners dead. Five recovered, but critical. Fifteen more with injuries we can stabilize if the rest of the system holds. I’ve got two requiring extensive internal microbot surgeries. Otherwise, they’re offline within the cycle.”

He set his jaw. “Do the surgeries.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, finally looking up. “Their recovery time will be long. That means dedicating almost fifty percent of active resources to prisoners who—by Axis law—should have been cycled offline upon arrival.”

“Yet you kept them alive.”

Her lips twisted. “I needed your approval, but…” Her gaze shifted to the room where Cerani was recovering. “You were with the miner who’s immune to the radiation.”

“That’s right.” He straightened and flared his wings just enough to make his point. “630-I is under my personal protection.”

“Axis law—”

“At this mine, right now, I am Axis law.” He didn’t give a fek what anyone thought about him. His veins burned with a strange kind of heat. Smoke curled from his lips, as if embers burned in his throat. “Keep the miners alive.”

Telren held his gaze for a moment, then turned back to the table. “Yes, Controller. I’ll deploy the microbots immediately. But if another shake hits, don’t expect clean outcomes.”

“There is nothing clean about this place,” he growled, and left before she could say anything else.

The corridor outside the med lab was quieter. Mechs had cleared most of the rubble. The air still vibrated faintly with the kind of tension that told him they weren’t in the clear. Not yet.

He found Darven on the command deck running a diagnostic loop at the central terminal.

“What do we know?” Stavian asked.

Darven pulled up the sector map. Several areas blinked in yellow. Two flashed red.

“We lost most of tunnel line F,” he said. “Complete shaft collapse. Luckily, it was on rest cycle. No one was inside. Tunnels B through D are impacted, but stable.”

“And sector E?”

Darven shifted his weight. “Main support columns failed. Partial ceiling collapse, backflow damage from pulse converters when the pressure valves overloaded. Unsurprising in natural-quake scenarios like this.”

Stavian moved in closer, his eyes tracking the data. “That shouldn’t have happened. There were no warnings. The tunnels should have been able to withstand a tremor like that.”

“True. Either the readings were wrong…or it was poor planning.”

Stavian locked his jaw. “Poor planning?”

Darven shrugged. “The converters in E haven’t triggered since installation. We do regular sweeps, but the mine build was rushed and corners were cut.”

Stavian’s pulse thumped in his ears. “You just saw the casualties. Miners buried alive. Half the shafts offline. This happened because of shoddy construction?”

“The Axis set a deadline.” Darven looked up at him blandly. “And Axis deadlines are met. Period. Even if it means a rushed build.”

Stavian eyed him, trying not to hate him. “You’ve been here since the DeLink Mine’s construction. Why wasn’t I informed of structural deficiencies?”

“It wasn’t relevant to crystal extraction,” Darven replied, sounding exasperated. “Controller, our biggest problem is that when Axis Central reviews this incident, they’ll want names. Someone to blame.”

Stavian’s gaze sharpened. “If Central set an unrealistic deadline that resulted in the construction of an unstable mine, they should look at themselves.”

“You aren’t thinking clearly.” Darven exhaled. “Do you want to survive this or not?”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Stavian crossed his arms.

Darven swore under his breath. “It doesn’t matter how the mine was built. Central will blame us.” His gaze turned considering. “You, specifically, as the controller in charge of the mine.”

“Fine.” Stavian was so done, he had to fight to keep his expression neutral and his raging feelings to himself. Darven would be the first to blame him, but Stavian didn’t care. Not anymore. “Then they can blame me. In the meantime, production is on hold until this mine is made safe.”

“You’re not serious.” Darven let out a disbelieving laugh. “Mechs can clear the debris and shore up tunnel E. Send word to Central that we need a new shipment of miners. We take the current group we have offline, and with fresh bodies, we’ll be back in those tunnels within two cycles.”

Every word Darven uttered made Stavian want to punch him in the face. “No.”

Darven stared at him like he couldn’t believe what he just heard. “You’re walking toward a full tribunal.”

“Then I’ll walk fast,” Stavian said, and he turned to leave before he sent Darven to the med lab himself. He didn’t stop. Didn’t explain. He left Darven standing on the command deck with a vein pulsing at his temple and a list of excuses trying to sputter out of his mouth.

Stavian made his way to the upper hangar. His boots struck the steel floor harder than normal—he didn’t bother hiding the weight of his thoughts. Above him, the emergency lights flicked every few seconds, trying to resume normal function. The mine was so quiet, as if it was holding its breath.

He bypassed the docking bay entrance and keyed into the access corridor that led to the transport inventory. The door scanned his wrist, ran three clearance checks, and opened with a hiss.

The manifest pulled up on the wall screen. He tapped fast, pulling rows of ship specs and cargo loads. Four Axis-class transports were docked. Two were heavy haulers—no good for people, slow and completely exposed. The third was decommissioned for repairs and still missing a functional nav core.

But the fourth…

Stavian’s pulse ticked.

ESS Mirka. Mid-range transport. It was technically rated for ore transfer, but the galley system and recycled air system marked it as multipurpose. Passenger-grade. It was outdated and a couple tons heavy, but the layout had everything he needed. It could fly. It had shields and defensive weaponry. And it could carry them all if he moved fast enough.

He activated his interface and opened a systems map of the ship.

Power core level: 82%.

Navigation systems: fully functional but outdated.

Dock locks: secured.

Override access: Limited to clearance B5-level and above.

Stavian stared at the screen a long moment. His clearance was A7, which meant he had full override access to this ship. It would take several cycles to manually input flight routes without going through the central system, which was monitored. He rubbed his chin, considering his options. If he overrode the system completely and forced a blind jump, it would be a big risk. That would mean rerouting. Forging destination codes. Jamming the comm feeds long enough to move without alerting Central.

The first option was safer. The injured miners needed time to recover, and during that time, he could sneak in and quietly override the ship’s systems so that when they left, they’d be cut off from the Axis network and harder to trace. He could do it. It was still atrociously risky, but once they were spaceborne, it wouldn’t matter.

This was the ship. This was the way out.

He examined the schematics, zooming into the sub-hold beneath the main loading deck. There was enough space for every miner. There were forty-nine of them, currently. He checked the numbers. There were twelve staterooms, but the cargo bay was big enough to hold fifty standard freight stacks. With some reorganization, they’d have more than enough room for every living miner. Each one.

Stavian’s heart settled into a pace he recognized—stable working rhythm. This was no longer about surviving the Axis. It was about running from them.

He turned from the console and keyed into encrypted comms. “Elite mech unit S-three-N—activate and report to dock 4B. Prepare for maintenance inspection.”

The response came fast. “Confirmed. Standing by.”

Good. With any luck, someone on the mining team would have some spaceship knowledge, so he didn’t have to manage the entire bridge once they were off this moon. He reached into the lower console and turned off the terminal behind him. No trace.

Cerani was healing. In one cycle, once the bots did their work, she’d be strong enough to walk. When she was, he’d be waiting—with more than just a plan. He’d have a ship, a path through the stars, and the kind of fury only love could forge. He’d have mapped every checkpoint, rerouted every sensor, and built a way out of this blood-soaked cage.

Because this wasn’t just about rebellion anymore.

It was about her.

Cerani was the pulse behind everything waking up inside him. The fire that had burned through the walls he’d spent a lifetime maintaining. He didn’t care what it cost. The Axis had already taken his past, his history, and—until now—his free will—he wouldn’t let them take her.

He stepped into the corridor with his heart still echoing from her kiss. The memory of her blood-streaked hands, helping others even with her own bones broken. She was terrifying in her devotion, luminous with defiance, and too fekking good to stay in a system that wanted her forgotten.

There was no more waiting.

No more obeying.

He would burn every checkpoint, every coded communication chain, every lie the Axis had used to keep her caged.

And if they came for her now?

He’d burn the whole fekking empire down before they laid a single hand on her.


ELEVEN


Cerani

Cerani woke with her mouth dry and her skin cool. Blinking against the overhead light, she waited for the fog in her head to lift. The air smelled clean—too clean. No dust. No metal. No rust.

She was in the med room. Alone.

Memories came fast. Stavian had been in this room with her. He’d carried her out of the mine and stayed while her leg was being repaired. He’d said things… Stars, he’d said things she hadn’t expected. Things that upended everything she thought she understood.

I’m falling in love with you.

She hadn’t known what to say. Even now, the words sat heavy in her chest. Not because she didn’t feel something, but because she did. Too much, too fast, in a place where survival came first and nothing was guaranteed.

Cerani closed her eyes and let the memory sink in—his voice, his steadiness, the way he looked at her like she mattered. It hadn’t felt like a fantasy. It had felt real. And terrifying.

The monitor system behind her gave a soft click, like it had just figured out she was awake. She didn’t look at it. Dread clawed up her throat as she peeled back the blanket and stared down.

Her leg looked…normal.

Not swollen. Not crooked. No bruising. The skin from knee to ankle was smooth, maybe paler than before. But it was whole.

Cerani let out a breath, only half believing what she was seeing. She wiggled her toes, then flexed them. All five responded. She lifted her foot off the bed a few inches and rolled her ankle.

No pop. No stab of pain. Just a faint soreness. Like she’d taken a hard fall while sprinting and walked it off too fast.

“You’re kidding,” she whispered.

Still, she didn’t trust it. She scooted forward on the bed. The light beside her blinked blue once. Then white. The monitor registered that she wasn’t fully on the bed, but she didn’t care. She let her heel hover above the floor, and tapped her toes onto the hard surface. A light shock ran up her spine, but that was just nerves. Her other foot followed. Slowly, carefully, she stood.

Weight settled through her legs. Nothing buckled. She stood there for a second, then bent her knee. Lowered herself half an inch. Straightened again.

She pressed her palm to the side wall, then took a step. The tile was smooth under her feet, sterile and a little too shiny. Her left leg was stiff, but it didn’t give out.

She could walk.

Cerani looked around the small room, half expecting someone to step in with a warning. A mech guard. A medic. Stavian. But no one came. Her old under-suit and EP gear were nowhere in sight. Not on the chair. Not folded near the wall tray. Not binned for incineration, either. Just gone.

Cerani looked down at herself—bare from head to toe, and inexplicably clean. Her skin was soft and smooth with no evidence of the blood and dirt that had covered her when she’d arrived here. But she was naked. Her leg had been healed, but they’d taken everything else.

She snatched the blanket from the bed and pulled it around herself, dragging it under her armpits and tying the corners until they held. It wasn’t totally secure, but it would do.

The door was smooth. She stepped close and laid a hand against the panel. No alarm. No lock. No one telling her to sit down or wait for clearance.

She pressed her fingers just a little harder and the door slid open with a faint hiss.

Cerani blinked against the brighter light spilling in. The med lab stretched wide—roomier than the intake chambers and ten times cleaner than the barracks.

Along the far wall, beds like hers were lined up in crisp rows. Almost all of them were filled with a body. Miner suits had been stripped away and replaced with blankets like hers. What was left behind was just…beings of different species who had somehow run afoul of the Axis. Not numbers. Not quotas. People, if only the Axis would see them that way.

A female with coils of transparent hair lay still with two lines taped down the inside of her arm. A taller male halfway down the aisle twitched in his sleep, murmuring something through a breathing mask. He must have taken a lung-blast during the collapse. Another miner—one she recognized from the lift crews—was of a species that had no eyelids, so he was wide-eyed but covered to the chest in a thick containment blanket. Monitors blinked above all of them, quiet and rhythmic.

Cerani took one step into the room and stopped.

The floor was warm under her feet. It was so much quieter here than in the shaft. Softer, even. No dust hung in the air.

Far down on the left side of the room, medics moved between beds. They wore standard Axis white with sharp cuffs and zero insignia. One hovered beside the bed of a miner named Sifer, methodically entering something onto the screen beside him.

Cerani’s shoulders eased a degree. They weren’t taking the miners offline. They were trying to heal them.

A second medic adjusted something on the panel above…Jorr. She recognized his tall, blue form instantly. Her chest squeezed at the sight of him. He was alive. Cerani moved forward, down the aisle between the beds, one hand tightened around the knot she’d made in the blanket above her breasts. Every step felt surreal—like she’d walked into someone else’s dream. No crystal trays. No mech barking orders. Just rows of quiet, injured people sleeping and healing.

She stopped when her gaze fell on a small figure who lay on a bed to her left. Sema. Her form was half-covered in a med-wrap blanket. Her hands rested at her sides, palms up. A mask covered the bottom half of her face, and leads ran from her chest to the monitor above her head. She looked…peaceful. Healthier than she’d seen this female in a long time.

Cerani moved to rush forward—then froze.

A medic beside Sema’s bed had looked up, appearing frozen in place.

Cerani blinked. “I’m just checking on her,” she said.

The medic didn’t reply.

The second one—closer to the wall monitors—turned and stared too. She was shorter, with dark hair pinned back at the base of her head. Her mouth parted like she was about to ask a question, but nothing came out.

“I’m not here to cause trouble,” Cerani said carefully. “I just want to see my friends.”

The medics glanced at one another. The second one took a small step back. The look on her face was something between nerves and…fear? No, not quite. Wariness.

Was it because she had left her bed? Because she was walking already?

Cerani swallowed and stepped up to Sema’s side.

She didn’t stir. Not even a twitch. But her vitals blinked steady blue in the corner, and there was no red on the panel. Her breathing looked normal. Her skin had color.

“She’s healing,” the quiet medic said finally. Her voice didn’t match her posture—stiff, arms folded over her datapad, like she wasn’t sure what standing near Cerani meant. “The controller forbade us from taking anyone offline.”

Cerani nodded and her chest swelled at the thought of Stavian. She could imagine him in here, ordering the medics to save everyone they could. He’d changed so much from the cool, aloof controller who strode through the mines, rarely looking at anyone. She didn’t know how much of that was her influence on him, or if he’d just come to his senses himself. But seeing him change, grow, feel, had made all those things happen in her, as well. “Good.”

There was nothing else to say. Relief curled low in her stomach and stayed.

She glanced back toward Jorr. “And him?”

“Ninety-six percent healed. He will be awoken and returned to the barracks later this cycle,” the medic replied.

That reminded Cerani of her own situation, and she turned her gaze to the main exit. “I need to return to the barracks, too” she said.

The taller medic squinted at her like she’d said something in an unknown dialect. “Now?”

“Yes. My leg works. I’m not on a locked schedule right now, am I?”

Neither medic answered.

Cerani tilted her head. “Am I?”

“I…no,” said the second one, but she didn’t sound confident. “It’s just…your status is listed as ‘in treatment,’ and we cannot change it. The controller has placed you under his supervision.”

Cerani tried not to bristle at the word “supervision,” as she knew she was still a prisoner here, and he was still the controller. She looked down at herself. The fancy medical blanket had slipped a little, and her skin was marked with old scarring and fresh pink tissue—proof her leg had healed fast. Too fast. Maybe that was what made them stare.

“Well, I’m not in treatment anymore, as you can see,” she said. “I’ve walked the length of this room. My leg doesn’t ache and I don’t feel like I’m about to fall over. Is there a way to ask him if I can leave?”

The first medic finally spoke again. “Your suit’s been destroyed for contamination protocols. You need to stay here until we can bring you fresh gear.”

“How long will that take?” She crossed her arms. “Where is Controller Stavian?”

“I don’t know.” He wrung his hands. “This situation does not adhere to protocol.”

The Axis and their fekking protocol. They were almost comically lost without it. She shifted her weight onto her good leg—well, her formerly bad leg, now apparently good again—and crossed her arms above the blanket. “There has to be something I can wear now. Basic barracks clothes. Even a shift cloak.” Her stomach rumbled. “I’d like to get back. I’m hungry.”

The taller medic swiped something on her panel and shook her head, muttering to herself. “I alerted the controller, but I don’t know when—”

Footsteps echoed down the hall outside the med lab—quick, deliberate, heavy.

Cerani turned toward the sound. The medics turned too.

The door opened a breath later. Stavian stepped through, shoulders squared, wings folded against his back. He scanned the room so fast it might’ve looked careless to someone else, but she saw it—how his eyes cut down each row of beds, locked on every face until he found the one he was desperate to see.

Her.

For half a second, they just stared at each other. His chest rose with one hard breath. Then he moved. He didn’t even glance at the medics. He crossed the room in five strides and wrapped his arms around her. Just like that. No caution. No restraint. His hands slid to her upper arms, his fingers bare against her skin.

“You’re up,” he said softly, “You’re walking.”

“I am.”

One of his thumbs brushed a line across her shoulder. Her throat tightened like her breath couldn’t catch up to her heartbeat. This was a facility. A med lab. The two medics were right there, staring at them as if they didn’t know what to do. None of that appeared to matter to him. Not right now.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

His hands stayed on her arms. The warmth in them spread fast, unraveling her thoughts. “Good,” she said. “Strong. And very clean.”

“It wasn’t me. The bed has a disinfecting setting.” He reached for her hand and slid his fingers between hers as though he’d done so a thousand times before. “You shouldn’t be up yet.”

“You sound like the medics.”

“They’re probably right.”

She didn’t tell him she’d already walked the whole length of the room. Or that she’d argued with both medics in an effort to get some clothes. None of that was important now. His grip was firm and careful, like he wasn’t sure if this was a victory or a warning.

Cerani swallowed. Her other hand twitched near his chest. If she let herself, she’d reach up and touch the side of his face. She’d pull his mouth down to hers and let every sharp, broken thing inside her get swallowed up. It would be easy. Too easy.

She glanced past him. The taller medic was staring. Not with shock—but with realization.

Cerani cleared her throat and stepped back. Only half a step. Just enough to signal this couldn’t happen here. Don’t.

Stavian seemed to feel the shift in her body. His hands dropped to his sides, but there was tension in his jaw that said he didn’t want to let her go. His hand brushed against hers as he stepped beside her, turning toward the medics. “I’ll take her back to the barracks.”

The tall medic blinked. “She needs a suit. She’s not cleared for exposure yet.”

Stavian raised one brow. “You know she’s immune…”

The medic’s mouth opened, then closed.

Stavian took a step toward the medics, forcing eye contact. “What you really mean is, she needs the monitor panel. That’s what you’re worried about. Not the radiation.”

Neither medic responded.

Stavian gave a cold, thin smile. “That’s what I thought.” His wings twitched. “I’ll requisition new gear and assign her status to my watch rotation. She’s under my escort from now on.”

Still no pushback. Not even a whisper.

Cerani wasn’t surprised. No one argued with the controller—especially not when he carried the full force of the Axis title and looked like he’d throw someone through a wall if they raised an objection.

He placed one hand gently at the small of her back. Not possessive. Not demanding. But steadier than it should’ve been, considering the heat rolling off him.

“Come with me,” he said.

She did.

The moment the med lab door hissed shut behind them, everything changed. The corridor stretched empty ahead, dimly lit and silent, the kind of silence that begged for rules to be broken.

Cerani felt the shift before it happened—his hand flexing once against her spine, his breath hitching.

Then he moved.

Without hesitation, he slid an arm around her waist and turned sharply, guiding her into a dark alcove off the main corridor. It was narrow and shadowed, barely big enough for two bodies. She barely had time to ask what he was doing before his mouth was on hers.

He didn’t ask. He didn’t speak. His wings came forward and wrapped around them, encasing her in the dark, intoxicating scent of him. He kissed her like he’d been starving for it—like every second since the last time had burned in him like a fuse. His hands gripped her hips, pulling her flush against his chest, and her fingers clutched his uniform like she might fall apart if she let go.

Cerani kissed him back. Hard. The kind of kiss that tasted like missed chances and locked doors.

She didn’t hold back. She’d told herself this wasn’t safe, not real, certainly not smart, but none of that mattered. Not with his hands spanning her waist and his mouth moving like he knew what she’d been holding in and wanted to pull it straight from her skin.

Cerani pressed closer, her body caged between the cold wall and the heat of him. He was solid. Too solid. Like gravity. Her stomach flipped as his lips dragged against hers, slow for a second, like he wasn’t entirely sure he should be letting go. Then she curled her fingers into his collar and tugged him closer—and that was it. That was permission.

He groaned, and there was desperation in it. Like he’d meant to keep this quiet, controlled. But control was long gone.

Her hands clawed over his chest, over the hard line of his shoulder, catching the edge of one of his ridged wings. It was huge and heavy, with the same smooth, gleaming sapphire scales that covered the rest of him. She felt the sharp hitch of his breath as she explored the thick muscles that held up those magnificent wings, and he kissed her harder, like the whole world outside the alcove had fallen away.

She wanted to drown in this—the heat of him, the way his mouth moved like it had no intention of ever breaking contact, the way her heart was thudding like it hadn’t beat right in cycles and was just figuring everything out again.

He tipped his forehead to hers, breathing just as fast as she was.

“Cerani.” His thumb swiped gently across her cheekbone. “If this isn’t what you want—”

“I’ll say it,” she whispered.

But she didn’t.

She stared up at him. Every inch of her was pressed against his frame, and she didn’t say a word. Asking him to stop after that kiss felt like asking a star to stop burning.

He brushed her hair back, quiet for a long second. The air was thick with all the things neither of them could afford to say. Then, finally, he stepped back. Just enough to give her room.

“We have to move,” he said. “There’s a storage wing a level down. We’ll get you something to wear.”

She blinked at him, still catching her breath. “Then I’ll go back to the barracks.”

His face changed—not hard, not cold. Focused. “No,” he said.

She frowned. “Why not?”

“You’re not going back to the barracks,” he growled, running a hand down her hair, tugging lightly.

She watched him carefully, unable to read this hungry, possessive version of him. “What are you talking about?”

“You’ll stay with me,” he said.

Her stomach twisted. “In admin housing?”

“In my quarters.” His silver eyes were nearly luminescent in their intensity.

She started. “That’s against every rule—”

“Fek the rules. You’re on medical observation status. We’ll say your vitals require direct supervision.”

“But I’m not sick.” She looked up at him skeptically. “Those medics saw us and they know that you—that I…”

“They know nothing,” he said. “They think they saw a controller who wants to fuck a prisoner, which they’ve seen a hundred times—not with me,” he added quickly. “They won’t say a thing. If I need to file a false record about you needing isolation, I will. That’s something I can manage.”

Cerani hesitated. All the alarms in her head wanted to scream. This would be crossing a line. Not a personal one—she’d already crossed that. But public. Visible. Tied to his title, his control. “I don’t know, Stavian.” She bit her lip, hit with uncertainty. “Why is this necessary? We should keep this a secret for as long as we can.”

“Cerani, if something goes wrong before we’re ready, they’ll come for you first,” he said. “And I will not let that happen. I have a plan. A way to get you—and the others—off this moon. But we need those miners on their feet and that will take a few cycles. During that time, I will keep you safe, and that means keeping you close.”

She exhaled, reeling with this new information. A plan? She’d hoped they’d come up with one, but apparently he’d been busy while she’d been unconscious. “Stavian—”

“You said yes to learning to read,” he cut in. “Say yes to this. To being mine.”

Cerani pressed a hand to the smooth wall beside the alcove. Cold metal. Clean lines. This wasn’t just protection—it was him asking for something more. He wanted her close, not just to keep her safe, but because he needed her with him. As his. Not in some controlling way, but in a way that said, “I’m choosing you.”

He was asking her to choose him back. Not just for now. For what came next. Her chest swelled, not with fear, but with clarity. After everything, her heart already knew the answer. She looked back at him. He held himself still, wings tense, face unreadable like he was bracing for a no.

But all she could think about was how it felt to be with him.

To feel steady.

To hold on to something that didn’t hurt—something that made her feel seen, like she wasn’t just surviving, but was worthy of being chosen. Wanted. Cherished. It was the way he looked at her like she mattered in a way no datapad or designation ever could. It was right there, in his eyes—she wasn’t just useful or strong. She was someone worth protecting. Someone worth upending the galaxy for.

And in him, she saw more than the title. More than the uniform. She saw the way he held people’s names close—the way failure unsettled him more than power ever soothed him. He saw the broken parts of the world and wanted to fix them, not because he was ordered to, but because it was who he was beneath the control they’d forced on him.

For the first time, she wasn’t alone in the fight to be more than the life she’d been handed. And that—that was something worth holding on to.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “Yes, to being yours.”

His eyes softened instantly. Relief washed over his features like a loosened knot unraveling all at once. His shoulders, drawn tight with restraint, eased visibly—as if the weight of the hope and fear he’d carried for her had finally found its answer.

“Let’s go.” He reached for her hand again.

This time, she grabbed his right back.


TWELVE


Stavian

Stavian had never brought anyone here. His quarters sat far above the command wing, just off the secondary access tunnel connecting to the surface compound. The building was nearly deserted at this time, the beginning of the sleep cycle. Lights glowed softly along the curved walls, perfectly spaced, with not a single smudge on the floor.

This room was enormous—too clean, too orderly. The walls were pale gray, sleek and featureless. It looked stripped of personality—like an image from a catalog rather than a space someone actually inhabited. Twice the size of the barracks, yet ten times more sterile. Two wide doors at the back slid open into a sleeping chamber, revealing a perfectly made bed, a sink basin carved from black stone, and not a single piece of clothing scattered around. Another wall opened into a bathing unit, separated by a frosted screen.

The ceiling was all glass. No small section—every inch overhead was clear, displaying the sky outside, or what passed for a sky on this moon. Red haze during the day. Ember stars at night. Those stars were scattered across the dome like splatters of white gold. Cerani’s bare feet didn’t make a sound as she stepped from his washroom, but he felt the weight of that silence.

She’d just traded her blanket for a spare black tunic he’d found for her. It hung past her thighs, sleeves bunched at her wrists, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever forget how she looked right now—bare legs against the pale floor, face scrubbed clean, brilliant red hair pulled back in a hasty tie.

She looked around, wide-eyed. He tracked her every step—from the moment she entered to when she stood square in the center, twisting her fingers like she hadn’t decided what she was allowed to touch.

“So…this is yours.”

“It is,” he said, and he moved to a recessed cabinet he hadn’t opened in weeks. His own space felt foreign now, like he was seeing it through her eyes. As if even he didn’t quite belong here.

She studied the walls, her face unreadable. “It’s very…clean.”

It was. Impeccably so. “A cleaning mech comes through once every four cycles.”

“It doesn’t have much to do.” Cerani pointed around at the pristine minimalism. “No personal items. No books. No anything.”

“It was furnished like this when I arrived,” he said. “I don’t own…stuff.”

“So you don’t have hobbies? Interests? Friends?”

“I have none of those things,” he said. Quiet. Honest. And sad. He hadn’t realized how empty his life was until he saw his private space through her eyes. “I have duty. Responsibility.”

“And I thought I was the prisoner,” she murmured. Her throat moved as she swallowed, and her voice came softer. “Feels like I shouldn’t even sit down without permission.”

“You don’t need permission. Not here,” he said immediately, pulling out a chair for her. She made everything feel like it needed reevaluation. It never occurred to him that maybe his room shouldn’t look like a sterile archive from Axis catalogs. That he had a personality and could change the look of his quarters. He wouldn’t know where to start. That terrified him almost as much as having her here. In the mine, he knew what to do. What to say. How to act.

Here? He was no Axis controller here.

She approached the seat hesitantly, as if it might bite her if she got comfortable.

He stepped around the opposite side, tapping a panel to bring up the replicator. “Are you hungry?”

She opened her mouth, but her stomach beat her to it by growling audibly.

He grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

He keyed in the request for meal 14-C, one of the more savory, warm options their system could generate that didn’t remind him of the nutrition bars handed out in the lower barracks. He watched her reaction as steam curled off the plate—how her eyes widened like she couldn’t quite believe it. He placed the tray in front of her, then turned back for a second one.

Two trays. Four dishes. Enough silence crackling between them to start a fire. He set his tray down across from her and sat.

She picked up the spoon carefully. “It smells amazing.” A pause. “You eat like this every cycle?”

“Not usually,” Stavian admitted. “I eat in one of my offices while doing reports.”

She sighed. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

The instant she took a bite, her body sagged and she let out a moan. “Fek. I forgot what it’s like to eat something warm.”

Stavian couldn’t look away—watching her eat was better than anything he’d experienced in a cycle. His throat was tight as he croaked out, “I’m glad you like it.”

She ate like someone who hadn’t had enough in a long time. He remembered the ration line. Thin food bricks. Dry packets. Tired hands holding their trays like they were gifts instead of punishment. They received plenty of food—the miners were not kept hungry—but it was not pleasant to eat.

When she looked hesitant to keep going, he said, “There’s more, if you want it.”

“Don’t tempt me,” she mumbled around a mouthful. “This is better than anything I’ve had, even at the settlements. Honestly, the rations here are better than the gruel at the settlements.”

“You won’t have ration food again,” he said earnestly. “Watching you eat is a meal in itself.”

She gave him a look, halfway between fond and suspicious. “Is that your subtle way of saying I’m eating too fast?”

“No.” He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “It’s my not-subtle way of saying it’s nice to see you enjoy something.”

She finished the first plate quickly and reached for a second helping of whatever mystery substance the food was made of. “Do you know what this is?”

“Not exactly.” He shrugged. “It labeled itself as meal 14-C. It’s replicated from proteins and…hmm. I can find out, if you’d like.”

“Not necessary.” She held up her full spoon with reverence. “14-C is officially a wonder.”

“You can have it whenever you want,” he said. “And any of the other food selections.”

She looked at him with more weight in her stare now. “I might take you up on that.”

They ate in near peace after that—the scrape of metal flatware, the rustle of his wings, and the unfamiliar rhythm of shared space. It was strange, but wondrous.

Stavian flexed his hands under the table. He knew the conversation that had to come next. The one he dreaded. He set his utensil down. Leaned back.

“There’s something I should say before this goes any further,” he told her. “And I’d rather say it before I lose the nerve.”

She paused mid-chew and looked at him like she was bracing herself. “Go ahead.”

He stared down at the table, fingers lightly curled. Every memory rose at once—training cycles, rank reviews, watching fear walk across a thousand faces that never looked back at him like she did. “I don’t know how to be with someone,” he said.

She blinked, staying still.

He steeled himself and forced the words out. “I’ve never been in any kind of relationship. Not physical, not emotional. I’ve had orders, structure, directives. But connections with others weren’t part of that.” He raised his eyes slowly, locking onto hers. “Not until you.”

Cerani’s chest rose. She didn’t flinch or look away, but gazed back at him, willing him to go on.

“I don’t want to mess this up. Or make decisions from a place that still feels like command,” he added, forcing more air into tight lungs. “So I’m saying clearly—until we’re both free of the Axis, I expect nothing from you. Physically.”

She blinked, swallowed. A subtle shift in her breathing. “Okay.”

His hands curled lightly around the edge of the table. “I want our joining to be yours as much as mine,” he said. “I’ve never touched anyone the way I want to touch you, and I want the first time to be outside of systems and ranks and Axis authority.”

She paused long enough that doubt started crawling up his spine. Perhaps she found his lack of experience disappointing, or worse, thought he’d hurt her. But then she set her fork down and leaned back with her arms folded under the sleeves of his tunic. Her mouth curved into the first wide, full smile he’d seen her make. Her cheeks lifted and her eyes twinkled. “Good.”

“Good?” He hadn’t meant to let the question slip—not like that—but her response had caught him off guard. What did that mean? Good. It could mean anything.

“Yes. Good.” She closed her eyes and looked away as color darkened her cheeks. “I’m sitting in your quarters, wearing your shirt and nothing else. I’d say we’re quite outside the system of ranks and Axis authority.” She raised one arched brow. “Unless you plan to put me back in the mines?”

“No,” he said harshly. “You’ll never go back there. And the miners—”

She held up her forefinger, and he fell quiet. “I want to hear your plan. Later.”

“Later?” He was still recovering from the effects of that smile. He wanted to give her more than what this place allowed. More than what it had stripped from her cycle after cycle. And fek it all, he wanted to make her smile every cycle.

“I’ve been someone’s property since the day I was born.” Her fingers tensed around the plate, then slowly relaxed. “My bondmate never asked what I wanted. He expected me to obey and keep his house running. And when I didn’t—or couldn’t—he punished me. He’d deny me food, make me work without sleep, and sometimes used his fists. When he died, I thought I’d get to breathe a little easier. But instead, I got hauled to a system prison and chained again.”

“I’d like to revive him from death and kill him again.” He kept his voice quiet, but he could hear the menace in his own voice. How anyone could treat this precious female in such a way defied all reason.

“I’m…stars, Stavian. No killing on my behalf, please,” she replied.

That was a request he couldn’t promise to grant. “I’d do much worse than kill for you, Cerani,” he said softly, and considered her surprised flush a win.

“Don’t distract me, I’m trying to get to my point,” she said, moving the conversation away from killing. “I care about you more than I thought I could care about anyone—” her voice faltered just long enough for him to see how difficult these words were for her to say, “—and I’m done being a prisoner.”

Now, it was his turn. “Good.”

She lifted an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “I don’t want you to think I’m throwing logic out the air lock, but…”

Ah, his Cerani. Ever the pragmatist. A smile crept up the edges of his mouth—slow, surprised, but impossible to hold back.

“…I want this,” she said, steady and unwavering. “I want you. Here. And now.”

He let out a long breath. Did he hear what he thought he heard? Tension rolled off his shoulders as he sat there, frozen. How badly he’d wanted to hear that. To know she wanted him, really wanted him, and now he wasn’t sure his ears were to be believed.

He leaned forward casually, but it was an effort to appear so. “Cerani, if you’re sure, I will have you,” he said. “But once I do, there will be no other for me. Ever. So be certain that this is what you want. There will be no going back.” There. He said it, and he knew in his heart and gut and everywhere else that those words were true. There was no more blunt and honest way of putting it.

She nodded, almost regally, as if acknowledging the power she had over him and accepting it. He saw the first glimpse of the female she was beyond the survivor she’d had to be. “I am certain, Stavian. I don’t wish to go back. To any of it.”

They sat in silence again. He wasn’t sure what to do. Should he get up and just…carry her to bed? Perhaps they needed to discuss the terms of their copulation. She might want a physical inspection before taking him inside of her. What if his cock was too big for her? Or too small? Or… He frowned. “I don’t know the protocol for this.”

Across from him, she picked up another piece of 14-C. Her shoulders were straighter now. Lighter. And just like that, another piece of all this fell into place. The ache behind her eyes was gone. Her leg was healing. So was she. Maybe so was he. She smiled at him. “You need to stop with the protocol. There is no protocol.”

He tapped a finger on the table. “Very well. When you’re finished eating, I’m going to get up, carry you to that bed, and make you mine in every way.” He held her gaze, knowing she could see it all—hunger, desire, need. “And if you could hurry, I’d appreciate that.”


THIRTEEN


Stavian

Stavian watched Cerani shift in her chair, draped in his oversized tunic, legs curled beneath her. Heat flared in her eyes. She chewed that last bite of food and slowly put her utensil down. It clinked on the plate like a decree. “I’m ready, Stavian.”

Stavian stood up and slowly walked around the table to stand in front of her. His hands were clenched. His chest rose and fell too fast. He was barely keeping it together.

Cerani looked up from her seat like she owned the room and had just decided to let him breathe in it. She didn’t move.

He reached down, slipped his hands around her, and lifted. Her arms wound around his neck. Her legs wrapped around his waist. She was locked to him, and all that warmth, all that skin, bare under one of his shirts—made him burn.

He carefully laid her on the bed. Everything in him screamed to move faster, to rip her shirt—his shirt—off and finally taste what he’d wanted from the first time she looked at him without fear. He didn’t. He sat beside her instead.

Neither of them spoke. Then her hand slid over his chest, fingers coasting the hem of his uniform. “Off,” she said.

He yanked it over his head without a word, tossing it aside.

She pushed up onto her elbows and helped him pull her shirt off her body. Her breasts were small, perfect, tipped with dark nipples already taut. His gaze dropped. He’d seen only a glimpse of the gold freckles that covered the apex of her thighs and lower belly. Now, he let his eyes feast.

She lay back, bare now.

Mine.

She stared at him like she could feel every possessive thought crashing through his head.

He positioned himself above her. His arms trembled with the strain of holding back as he lowered himself slowly, so slowly, until his mouth hovered over hers. He kissed her hard. Demanding. All of his intentions and promises and desire flowed into the kiss.

She opened to him—mouth, body, all of it—and he groaned against her lips. Her hands ran over his back like she was memorizing the shape of him with her fingertips. She tugged the edges of his wings and he jerked against her, almost lost balance.

Cerani looked up. Grinned. She was naked in his bed and still the fiercest thing he’d ever seen.

He kissed her neck next, then her collarbone, savoring the taste of her skin. It was tinged with a sweetness that hit his tongue like a drug he’d been denied too long. He traced the hollow of her throat, then dragged his lips lower, across the soft slope of her breast. When he finally reached her nipple, his tongue circled slowly—testing, coaxing—until she gasped and arched into him with a shiver like all her reservations had snapped.

Her hands tangled in his hair. She held him there with quiet desperation, and he complied, suckling that tight bud between his lips until she whimpered, hips shifting beneath him as her thighs fell open—an unspoken invitation.

The heated scent of her was maddening. Something primal flared beneath his skin, something old and feral. He’d spent cycles worshiping her with patience, restraining himself. Now he would learn the exact ways she liked to be held, the sounds she made when he kissed her throat or touched her cheek. He wanted every part of her.

He shifted downward, dragging his hand across her torso—palm open, reverent. Her skin was soft like velvet and stunningly warm. His fingers trailed lower, catching the curve of her hip, the flare that gave way to her inner thigh. He kissed down, past the soft swell of her stomach, to the golden freckles that beckoned his mouth. The freckles fanned over the smooth mound of her pussy, dusting the soft folds like stars draped over night.

Stavian slid lower, spreading her parted thighs wider. There was no hesitation in her gaze. No questioning. Just need. Raw and bright and lit with so much trust it made his chest ache.

“I need to taste you,” he rasped. His voice was frayed at the edges. Barely restrained. He had no idea what he was doing. Every move he made was raw instinct.

“Please,” she said, breathless and hoarse. “Don’t make me beg.”

His pulse thudded in his ears as he let out a soft growl. His hands splayed across her hips like he had every right. Maybe he did. They were well past pretending he didn’t ache for her in every way imaginable.

He lowered himself between her legs, inhaling the rich scent of arousal as he dipped his head and placed a broad, open-mouthed kiss across her slick folds.

She jolted, hands fisting in the blanket, heels digging into the mattress. He didn’t lift his head—just delved deeper, licking her with long, slow strokes. Again. Again. Until her thighs trembled and she whispered his name like it hurt to hold it in.

When his tongue flicked her clit, purposefully slow, she cried out, hips bucking up to meet the pressure of his mouth. He held her there with one arm braced below her hips as he pushed his tongue harder against her, lapping in firm, deliberate flicks until her breath caught and her chest arched off the bed.

“Stars,” she gasped, her voice gone, wrecked and needy. “You—you feel—”

He nipped her inner thigh and slid one finger inside her, slow and deep, feeling how she clenched around him, how her body trembled in response. She was soaked. Hot. Unbelievably tight.

“Fekking perfect,” he muttered, more to himself than her.

He pumped slowly, working his tongue over her clit while his finger moved in and out. Her body twitched, every breath broken now, her hand clasped over her mouth to stifle the sounds that came too loudly.

But he didn’t want her quiet.

He wanted to hear every moan, every gasp, every needy whimper. He slid in a second finger, stretching her gently as he sucked her clit with the slow, wet hunger of a male unravelling at her taste. Her inner walls fluttered wildly around his fingers and when she cried his name again—broken, pleading—he went harder.

That did it.

She cried out as her control broke. Her whole body went rigid. Then she shattered around him, back bowed, pretty cries spilling from her lips as she came hard on his tongue, hips grinding into his face like she never wanted him to stop.

The sound of her moaning his name like it hurt to let go would be carved into his memory forever. He slowed, kissing her inner thigh, lingering there, memorizing the shape of her. Then the sharp curve of her hipbone, where golden freckles scattered over dusk-warmed skin. His mouth chased those freckles, reverent and aching. Every spot felt like a secret she’d hidden from the world, and now, she’d given those secrets to him.

His lips brushed her waist, then her abdomen, soft and slow. Each kiss was a vow. A prayer. His hands spanned her hips, firm but awed. He couldn’t quite believe she’d let him hold her this way.

When he finally looked up, her eyes were dark and glassy with want. He moved with patient purpose, crawling over her body, muscles tense with restraint. Sweat kissed his temple. His breath was heavy and uneven, not from exhaustion, but from emotion—raw and unfiltered. His heart pounded against her chest as if it wanted to sync itself to hers.

Cerani didn’t break eye contact. Her hand found his cock the second he leaned down, the movement smooth, confident, and slow. She curved her fingers around him, thick and hot in her grip. He hissed through his teeth and nearly dropped his weight on top of her.

“Stars, Cerani,” he breathed. “Is it…am I…?

He didn’t have a chance to finish his question as she guided him, aligning him with her entrance, and their eyes held for a suspended moment of truth.

“You are perfect,” she breathed. “Take me, Stavian. Make me yours.”

His vision went white for one mind-bending moment, as he absorbed her words. Her complete acceptance of him, then he thrust inside.

One stroke. All of him.

She gasped. Her body arched up in a ripple, drawing him deeper. He groaned, guttural and full-chested. His mouth opened in a sound that broke against her neck. The world narrowed to the slide of skin and the sudden, perfect fullness of connection. Him—inside her. Finally.

He stilled, buried to the hilt, arms locked on either side of her. Her legs lifted and wrapped around his waist, holding him hostage and home all at once. Her breath stuttered, and she reached for him without speaking, dragging her palms over his chest, his shoulders, then finally wrapping around the corded muscle where his wings met his back.

He moved first—shallow, tentative, like he was afraid too much of him would break her. She was tight, small, and he felt too big for her. But her sighs and gasps were not of pain. She met the thrust of his hips with the rise of her own, demanding more. He obeyed. His wings flared, trembling with restrained force, and curved around her like a barrier from the world—as if even the stars through the window above them couldn’t be allowed to see what belonged to only him.

The rhythm found them—deep, steady, hungry. He pumped into her, slow strokes at first, savoring the way her walls clutched him like she didn’t want him to leave. But need built fast between them, and control was no longer a luxury.

“Fek,” he murmured, his mouth hovering over hers. “You feel like…like I was made for you.”

His hand slid down between them, palm cradling her jaw again before it trailed down her throat, over the top of her chest. He cupped her breast, thumbing her nipple until she arched with a stammered cry, then he trailed lower, over her belly, down to where they were joined. He wanted to feel her there—slick, hot, trembling around him—and when he did, it stole the last of his breath.

“I love you,” she said softly, like it was the only truth left in the room.

“Say it again.”

“I love you.” It came out rough and low—confession and possession—and it shattered him.

He kissed her as he thrust into her, hips grinding deeper, harder, each stroke deliberate, like he was carving his name into her walls. Not just fucking—this was something molten, something primal, a collision of need and heat that surged through his blood like wildfire.

Every part of her was addictive. The way she gasped and whimpered his name, her sex fluttering around him when he hit the spot just right, the hitch in her breath when his teeth scraped her collarbone—he memorized it all like sacred scripture. She was slick and perfect, and every drag of his cock through her folds made his brain short-circuit.

This wasn’t claiming. It wasn’t possession. This was worship. Reverence. Her body didn’t just take him in—it took him apart. Showed him craving he didn’t know existed. This wasn’t about force or control—this was about surrender. Desperate, mutual surrender.

Her fingers clawed through his hair, down his back, nails scraping the sensitive skin between his wings and making him snarl low against her neck. “More,” she breathed. “Harder, Stavian.”

It broke something loose—something primal and wild and barely chained. He growled low in his chest as Cerani’s body arched and pulsed around him, and every last thread of control he’d clung to shredded like spun glass.

“Stavian—” she gasped, voice breaking as she shattered beneath him—hips jerking, thighs trembling, cunt pulsing hard around his cock. She let out a strangled cry. Not loud, but raw. Wild. Like the sound had clawed its way out from her lungs.

Her orgasm tore through her body like fire, clutching his length in greedy waves, squeezing him like she’d never let go. She was slick and perfect and it wrecked him.

His wings flared wide, shaking with raw tension as he let go. The slow, careful rhythm he’d kept, shattered under the demand of her climax. He slammed into her harder, deeper, each thrust a surge of molten need. No restraint now—none. His hips snapped forward with staggering intensity. His hand gripped her thigh. His muscles coiled with the force of his release building, then crashing.

“Fek, Cerani—” he snarled against her skin, burying his face in her neck as he lost control. Blood roared in his ears. His vision blurred. All he could feel was the tight, wet clutch of her wrapped around his cock, milking him in hard, greedy pulses as she came apart beneath him.

He came with a full-body shudder, hips bucking as ropes of heat spilled deep inside her, each throb tearing another fractured groan from his throat. The pleasure ripped through him like a firestorm, white-hot and unrelenting. He groaned her name like it was a battle cry, a prayer, a defeat, as he emptied everything he had into her.

Cerani’s arms stayed locked around his shoulders. Her legs were cinched around his hips. Every breath she took shuddered through his body, echoing the aftershocks of what they’d just shared. Her skin glowed beneath the faint light pouring through the glass ceiling—freckles scattered like constellations over her forehead. She was a galaxy pressed against him, warm and wild, and so very alive.

They didn’t speak at first. He rested his forehead against hers. He could feel her heart pounding. Still racing. Like his.

“I wasn’t expecting that,” she whispered at last, voice frayed but grounded.

Neither was I, he didn’t say. Instead, he brushed her cheek with the back of two knuckles and kissed the tip of her nose.

Cerani tilted her head and traced his jaw with slow fingers. “I loved you before this.”

“I know,” Stavian said with barely a breath. He kissed her again, softer now. “But you knew that.”

She smiled, and it was everything. He pressed a hand to the center of her chest. Above her heart. “You’re mine,” he said quietly.

She reached up and placed her hand over his. “And you’re mine,” she answered, her voice rough with heat and something deeper.

Stavian exhaled like it was the first full breath he’d taken in cycles. Her fingers curled over his knuckles. The reality of what they’d become unfurled in his chest. Not prisoner and controller. Not survivor and savior. Just two people bound by something bigger than anything they understood.

He shifted to the side and pulled her into the curve of his body, his arm hooked around her waist. Their skin was slick with sweat where they touched, but neither moved to leave the bed. They lay tangled together beneath the faint wash of stars across the glass ceiling—both quiet in the aftermath, both buzzing under the silence.

Cerani was the first to speak. “That was…” She trailed off like no word would do.

“Yes,” he said against her temple. “It was.”

She chuckled, cheeks pressing against his chest as her breath warmed his skin. “Do all Zaruxian males bring their mates mindless pleasure, or is it just you?”

Mates. He liked that. He tipped her face back gently with one hand and looked into her eyes. They were glowing, not with adrenaline or need, but with the soft, dangerous gleam of something hard-won and deeper than either of them had possibly imagined. Love—terrible and full and real.

“I don’t know, but I plan to bring you mindless pleasure for the rest of our lives.” His voice still growled a thread of hunger that hadn’t fully cooled. “Every time you move beneath me…it’s burned into my bones.”

Cerani’s eyes searched his. There was no laughter now in her expression, just a quiet kind of awe. “Good,” she whispered. “Because what’s between us… That’s not going away.”

“No,” he said. “It isn’t.”

Her fingers traced the edge of his wing—so gently he almost didn’t feel it. When her fingers skimmed one of the sensitive seams along the joint, his chest stuttered. “You’re still holding back,” she murmured. “Why?”

He swallowed. “Because I don’t want to hurt you. Because this, what we just shared, it mattered.”

“It did.” Her voice went softer. “But I’m not fragile. Not with you.”

“I know.” He kissed her again, just a brush this time. If a ship hit them now, Stavian thought, it wouldn’t matter—because holding her like this was everything.

Cerani shifted against his side. She propped herself up on one elbow and gazed down at him. Her golden eyes had sharpened despite the haze of what they’d just done. “Stavian?”

He turned his head slightly, still curled around her, with one wing slung over them like a shield. He had a feeling the basking in afterglow part of the cycle was over. “Yes?”

She brushed damp hair off her face, her voice thoughtful. “You said you had a plan. To get us out of here. To get the miners out.” Her eyes fell to his chest and back again. “Tell me. All of it.”

Stavian looked up at the sky-glass above them and let out a slow breath. Then he looked back at her. “I began preparations for our escape two cycles ago,” he said quietly. Across the long, bloodstained stars above them, the countdown had already begun.

Cerani sat up fully, the blanket slipping down to her hips. “Tell me everything.”


FOURTEEN


Cerani

Cerani didn’t feel different. Not in the way she’d expected. She didn’t emerge from Stavian’s passion with glowing warmth or a ring of clarity wrapped around her thoughts. She just felt…loved. Valued. Powerful. Her hands trembled when she thought about the way he’d touched her, how he loved her with such apparent ease that expressing it was as simple as breathing. It was getting easier for her. She’d told him she loved him without hesitation. She’d let herself feel it, open and full, and the words had tumbled out. She hadn’t even tried to stop them. She never would again.

But that moment was over. The time for softness was gone, buried under the pressing reality of escape and survival. Her heart still ached with the echo of it, but her fists had closed again. There was no room for tenderness in what came next. She loved him, yes. But right now, she needed to think like the female she was in the mines—scrappy, sharp, and out of time. Because reality had returned. And their past wasn’t chasing them.

It had arrived. Tell me everything.

Stavian sat up. He rested his back on the headboard, with his wings stretched out on either side. He maneuvered her so she was tucked against his side with a wing to her back. It was thick and leathery. She’d never felt so protected.

“Every cycle I continue to file reports on ore yields and track losses,” he said. “Routine. Just as I’ve always done.” His voice dropped, slower now. “That keeps Central Axis from looking too close. As long as the numbers are steady, they don’t send review teams.”

“I figured,” she said. “Miners weren’t cycled out or put offline. The medics just let me leave with you. You’ve been buying time. Planning.”

Stavian smiled—but not like he was proud. More like he was pleased she’d noticed.

“And you’ve been watching,” he said.

“Of course I’ve been watching,” she said. “I’m not going to sleepwalk through my own escape. So, go on. Tell me the rest of it.”

He hesitated. It was only a second, but she caught the flicker in his eyes. He was about to lay something out that would lock them both into a path that couldn’t be erased—one he needed her to carry as much as him. “After that tunnel collapse, the review teams will come. We need to go before they arrive.”

Of course they were coming.

Cerani tapped a finger against the edge of the table. “How long until they get here?”

“Soon,” he said. “Six cycles, maybe less.”

She heard the edge in his voice: Probably less.

She sat forward. Here was the big question. The one that had plagued her from the start. “How do we get out of here?”

He got up out of bed, walked across the room gloriously nude, and came back with a datapad. After settling beside her again, he activated the screen. At first, it was blank. Then a ship schematic glowed soft orange and silver across the display.

“I cut this device off from the Axis network,” he said. “It’s not being tracked. This is the ESS Mirka. Mid-range transport.”

She leaned in. “That’s in the docking bay now?”

“Yes. I assigned mechs to it for a full maintenance last cycle.” He rotated the schematic. “No one’s questioning it. The cargo bay can easily be retrofitted for more sleeping quarters. It has a basic shield and weapons array. It’s not fancy, but it’s fast enough and structurally sound. I can operate it myself, but I’m hoping to form a crew from miners with past ship experience.”

Cerani stared at the layout. She knew nothing about starships, but this one looked big enough. It had a long, stacked design with two cargo levels and four thrusters. Her heart thudded once. “You’re going to fly us all out from under the nose of a full Axis surveillance grid.” It wasn’t a question, but she needed him to confirm this. It sounded impossible.

“Yes,” he said.

She didn’t blink. “How many passengers can it hold?”

“Enough. All forty-nine miners will fit.”

“And the guards?”

“I’ll reassign their system rotation for our departure cycle,” he said. “I’ve been pulling them back, anyway, using my override credentials to block queries and using the tunnel collapse as emergency justification.”

She swallowed. Her mouth was dry. “When…? How long until we leave?”

He didn’t answer right away. “Four cycles.”

“Stars.” The air in her lungs turned sharp. “That soon?”

“We don’t have longer. Central’s likely preclearing a review patrol as we speak. That’s two warships with a combined eighty Axis agents. If they arrive before we leave, we’re done.”

She nodded slowly and tried to tamp down the panic that was pushing to be noticed. “Where will we go?”

His gaze dropped to the table. “I chose a destination at the fringe of the system. Deep space. Barely tagged in Axis maps. First, we find somewhere safe for the miners—an outpost or neutral territory. Aside from your friend Jorr, none of them are violent, and Jorr poisoned that Axis agent because he slaughtered Jorr’s family. The miners can choose their own paths. From there…” His gaze met hers. “…we start looking for them.”

Cerani’s brows drew together. “For who?”

“The others,” he said. “The ones like us. The rebels. Zaruxians who’ve broken away. Terians who didn’t vanish—your friends, possibly. You said you wanted to find them. And I want to meet these Zaruxians who have caused so much upheaval to the Axis.”

Hope stirred in her chest and made her heart ache in a way she wasn’t prepared for. Finding her scattered friends was a dream she’d locked away for the sake of her sanity. A ship out of here. A route to her people. A hunt for the truth. All of it. “You think we can find them?”

“If anyone can, it’s us.” Stavian tapped the screen and brought up a new display—navigation now, not schematics. “When we’re off the Axis network, I can track the incident logs of the other events—settlement liberation, ship raid, arena collapse, the brothel incident. We follow those paths. Chart the quiet. Listen differently. It might take us many cycles,” he said. “We’ll have to move like ghosts and break all the rules I was taught to enforce. But…” He turned the display toward her and the rotating star field painted his face in pale silver. “…we don’t stop until we find them. I want to join their rebellion. Do you?”

Cerani leaned in. The screen’s glow lit Stavian’s chiseled cheek, pale blue threaded with the edges of a star cluster. Images of the settlement flashed through her. Cold soil. Hard ground. Kneeling with bare fingers to work a field that didn’t belong to them. Riests walking between rows, chanting praises to the Axis while inking designations into the skin of newborns. She closed her eyes, wishing that could block out the memories.

“I’ve been thinking about my life at the settlements,” she said, her voice low. “I can’t know how we didn’t know we were prisoners. It was so obvious.” She paused and let that truth settle for both of them. “But I’m done with that life. I’m ready to be a part of something more. Yes, I want to join their rebellion.”

He didn’t speak, but his expression shifted. Like a lock turned and something opened. It had been there since the beginning, the way she watched him move, the first time she saw him standing in the mine shaft like the air didn’t touch him. She’d seen the fracture lines in him even back then—how he wanted out, even if he didn’t know it yet.

Now he did.

All of it poured from his eyes. A molten mix of rage and resolve, tethered to her, because she hadn’t stopped at challenging the system. She’d challenged him.

This wasn’t just about DeLink 22K. It was about everything—control, oppression, memory, choice. They weren’t just running to stay alive. They were going to war.

Her fingers moved across the solid expanse of his chest. Small movements. She liked the way his muscles twitched under her touch and the uptick in his pulse as she let her hand drift lower. “This won’t be a clean escape, will it?”

His breathing had turned uneven, but he answered steadily. “It will if they don’t try to follow us.” He placed a hand over hers, holding it still on his abdomen. “But they will.”

Cerani nodded, slow. Her throat felt tight again, but not from fear. From readiness. “What are our chances?”

He shook his head. “Better than if we stay here. The miners will die and I can’t keep cycling in new people to watch them meet the same fate in that mine. And you can’t live the rest of your life in this room.”

She gazed up at him, then leaned up and pressed her mouth to his. Just one press. Solid. Certain. Not soft.

“I’m with you,” she said against his skin. “What will you need from me?”

He smiled, but his gaze was hard. “I’ll need you to lead your people.”


FIFTEEN


Cerani

Cerani paced the length of Stavian’s room—their room. Her boots thudded softly across the polished floor. The insulation in the soles muffled each step, but these were not the soft slippers she’d been wearing for nearly four cycles. These were miner’s boots. She tapped her fingers against her thigh, then crossed her arms. Then, she stopped pacing and stood under the wide glass ceiling, staring up at the red haze of FK-22R’s atmosphere.

Nothing out there had changed. The twin moons still cast their faint glow. The sky still looked like it was bleeding. The surface winds would still tear the skin off anyone caught outside without an EP suit.

But something was changing.

Tonight—during sleep cycle—they were leaving.

Her new EP suit fit snug against her. This wasn’t the type issued to miners; those were generic and always too loose in the joints. This suit bore no Axis tag. The helmet sat on the bed. It magnetized to the neck of the suit and was fitted to her size. Stavian had retrieved it all from long-term storage inventory and burned the requisition code afterward himself. The suit was necessary. All EP suits, including hers and the miners’, had built-in gravity stabilizers that were helpful for anyone planning to stay connected to the floor whilst on a starship. It was planning for details like this that made her think they could pull this off.

She flexed her hand inside the glove. Her sigh came out steadier than she expected it to be.

The room still smelled like him—like clean metal, salt, and something else underneath, like tilled soil after a rain. She glanced at the bed and remembered that sleep cycle together, where he’d pulled her close and said, “I keep waking up just to see if you’re still here.”

When he wasn’t on duty, she and Stavian had planned for all possibilities they could think of, and carved out precious time to love each other. They slept tangled together, hands exploring, mouths and bodies and hearts locked deep into the sleep cycle.

Everyone at the mining compound assumed the obvious—that the infamous prisoner 630-I had become the controller’s personal companion. “Pet” was the demeaning term the Axis officials used for her. They figured she brought him food and warmed his bed and was rewarded with soft sheets and relief from shift duty. No one questioned it—it wasn’t entirely inaccurate—and Stavian didn’t deny it. It kept scrutiny off them. If the controller was a little distracted, or not present in his office as much, well, he needed to unwind a little. It was the privilege of upper command to use prisoners as they saw fit, after all. Stavian told her that Darven made smirky, offhand comments about “new tastes” and “keeping the joints oiled,” and that his lieutenant had stopped questioning his decisions. Cerani was the easy excuse for Stavian’s frequent absences from the mine.

Cerani found enormous relief in letting them all think what they wanted. She even played the part when someone watched. She nodded when medics passed her in the corridor and smiled just enough to make it believable. She even did her hair and wore the lightweight tunics and pants that Stavian had sent in for her. Her new role was easy to play. No one suspected she was part of a plan that would upend the workings of the DeLink Mine.

No one would guess that this was the cycle in which she’d lead all forty-eight prisoners onto a hijacked Axis ship. No one except the forty-eight miners, that is. She’d gotten the plan to Jorr and Sema privately, during a trip to the med lab in which Stavian had taken her for a post-treatment scan. She hoped to fek that they had done what she’d asked and spread the word. The last thing she needed was for a bunch of surprised, disoriented miners to bombard her with questions when she arrived at the barracks.

A ping sounded on her wrist.

Her breath caught. She looked down.

—confirmed: commence barracks extraction

Cerani’s fists clenched. She stared at the message once more, making sure it hadn’t changed.

—confirmed: commence barracks extraction

That was it. No flourishes. No “good luck.” Just go.

She crossed the room in three fast strides and grabbed her helmet from the bed. It locked onto the neck of her suit with a soft click. Her pack sat next to the exit—a small black case with extra filters, gloves, med patches, and a sealed pouch of nutrient squares. She’d reviewed the packing list five times already. Nothing inside would slow her down.

She glanced around the room one last time. The bed had been made. The sheet, smooth. The corners, tucked sharp. This would be the last Axis facility she lived in. She clutched the case and opened the door.

The hallway outside was empty, as expected. No surprise sweep. No guards. Not at this time. Miners were supposed to be asleep. The admin quarters were dead quiet.

Waiting near the lift, the mech Stavian had reassigned stood at alert. A black model with a blank faceplate and twin emitter pods mounted at its shoulders, turned toward her. Its optical light blinked once. “Escort confirmed,” it said in a quiet, mechanical voice.

Cerani nodded. “Let’s go.”

They exited onto the surface platform without a word. The transition air lock hissed open and blew warm pressurized air into the lift chamber. When the outer door opened, the cold of FK-22R’s surface conditions slapped hard.

She followed the mech down the paved pathway. Dust swept sideways across the red ground in long ribbons. The wind screamed above them, but the suit buffered most of it. She reached up and checked her helmet seal, which she needed for the weather conditions. Solid.

They moved quickly across the surface.

From here, she could see the full sprawl of the DeLink 22K barracks. Five hundred meters ahead, the rectangular metal building crouched behind a windscreen wall. Its dull gray cladding was chipped and stained. The lights above the only door pulsed red—standby mode for sleep cycle. Just like every other night.

No one was outside. She saw no motion near the roof or the mech station. Good signs. Everything looked routine.

The reprogrammed mech moved in front of her when they reached the door scanner. A small burst of light flicked from the mech’s visual scanner and the barracks door unlocked with a muted chime. The heavy steel surface slid back.

Cerani adjusted her grip on the pack and followed close behind.

Inside, the air was thick with recycled heat, stale and heavy. The lights were dim. Lines of low bunks stacked three-high lined the room. Inmate tags were stenciled on metal plates at the foot of the bunks. Most of the miners were in their assigned bunks in the dark, but she wondered how many were actually sleeping. The Axis mech assigned to the barracks stood in its usual position—front-left wall, posture locked, sensor light tracking slow lines across the interior, checking for inmate movement. It was in passive observation mode, but alert.

Cerani breathed in once and stepped forward, hands at her sides.

The mech with her made almost no sound on the reinforced floor. Its frame was sleeker by comparison, built for more than monitoring and basic perimeter checks. Stavian had pulled records on it three cycles ago, said it had once served in an off-platform tactical unit before being repurposed for surface mines. He’d spent two cycles rewriting its protocol stream. Now, it belonged to them.

The moment they’d cleared the entryway, the reprogrammed mech’s shoulder pods flared. No light. No alarm. Just a nearly invisible flicker, like static moving over its plates. A static sound filled the room—a noise Cerani felt in her teeth more than heard.

The Axis mech’s head turned slightly. It started a low-alert cycle, a soft rising tone from its vocal unit. But before it could engage the alarm, the black mech struck.

It moved fast—one lethal appendage shot out into the guard mech’s vent panel. There was no dramatic crash, no messy sparks, just a hard crack and a hiss as the Axis unit’s core blinked out. It went still and its scanning light faded to black.

Cerani’s heartbeat pulsed in her ears. This had been one of the parts she’d been nervous about. Mechs had always been terrifying. There was no talking with them, explaining things to them. They were machines with one objective—keeping prisoners in line.

Cerani exhaled. She no longer felt like a prisoner, though.

The reprogrammed mech eased back into its neutral stance. “Axis guard deactivated,” it said. “Command input?”

“Get them up. All of them. Use sub-audible pattern six.”

“Confirmed.”

The mech’s outer chest panel opened, revealing a small emitter node tucked inside its chassis. It pulsed once—a soft thrum that Cerani scarcely felt—but she knew what it was doing. Pattern six delivered a vibration keyed to Axis suit resonance, enough to stir any miners who might be sleeping and signal to those who were awake that the coast was clear.

Within moments, there was movement across the barracks. Miners sat up and moved to the edges of their bunks.

Jorr was up first. He crossed to her quickly. A dark smudge still spread beneath one eye, but his posture was strong, his movements sharp. “Cerani?” he asked, his voice gravel-deep and still bearing a trace of pain. “Are we…?”

“Yes.” She stepped forward. “It’s time.”

People moved faster then.

Blankets were thrown off. Miners climbed down bunk ladders in practiced silence. Nobody shouted. Not a single sound rose above a murmur. Every one of them had been waiting with their EP suits on and helmets at hand.

Rinter pushed off the lower bunk. He gave her a nod. “You sure?”

“Yes,” Cerani said. She looked around the room. Her gaze swept across them all. “Helmets on. Take what you need and leave the rest.”

They moved.

Every footlocker cracked open with clicks and soft creaks. Most of them held little worth taking—threads of personal cloth, trinkets from home they’d smuggled in, or ration scraps folded into cloth pouches.

Sema walked toward her with a slight limp, all that was left of an injury that would have been fatal if not for the medical treatment. “The Axis is going to let us go just like that?”

“No,” Cerani said. “But we’re going anyway.”

Sema nodded once, firmly, and pulled her helmet over her head.

The reprogrammed mech stood beside the fallen Axis unit without comment. No alerts had been sent. Stavian’s override stream was working. Cerani’s breath came easier once she was sure the door had stayed closed. The mine hadn’t noticed.

Yet.

Jorr joined her near the central aisle. He hadn’t buckled his EP suit closed yet and carried his helmet under one arm. “How long until they realize?”

Cerani kept her eyes on the others. “Depends on who’s watching the logs. We have until the security queues flag an anomaly. That gives us twelve, maybe fifteen peks. Twenty, if we’re lucky.”

Jorr winced. “Not a lot of margin.”

“No,” she said. “But it’s enough.”

Around them, the room turned into quiet activity. Elba was helping a younger worker tie the back of their suit. Toval was double-checking his air pack straps, and two others were folding a thin blanket over the fallen Axis mech like it was trash to be taken out later. Cerani moved between groups, checking seals, handing out filters and reinforced gloves from her pack.

She stopped beside the youngest group—three miners barely out of adolescence. Their hands moved too fast, and their faces were too pale.

“Breathe slower,” she said to one of them, a thin, purple-skinned female with a broken tusk and a patched visor tucked under her arm. “Your helmet’s fine. But shaking hands won’t help you fit it faster.”

The female nodded stiffly and pressed her hands to the scanner to check her oxygen levels.

Cerani turned and found Jorr by the back wall, crouched over the low supply shelf. He was rolling ration squares into a slim pouch. Beside him, Sema gathered up water pouches with quiet focus. Even her eyes looked different—clearer. Ready.

Cerani crossed toward them and placed one hand on Sema’s shoulder. “Stay by the younger group. Don’t let anyone fall behind when we move.”

“Got it.”

Jorr slung the pouch over his shoulder and straightened. His expression was quieter than usual. “We did as you asked,” he said, his voice low. “What is the rest of the plan?”

Cerani didn’t immediately answer. She listened to the near-silence around them. The shuffle of boots. The click of seals. Breathing. Steady. Unhurried.

Then she looked at him. “There’s a ship in the hangar bay. The ESS Mirka. It’s waiting for us. The controller—Stavian—will fly it away from here.” It sounded painfully simplistic when she put it that way. There was no time to explain the intense planning that had gone into this.

His brows lifted. “You trust the controller?”

“With my life.” She raised her chin.

“And this ship,” Jorr said. “Is it an Axis ship?”

“It was,” she replied. “It’s ours now.”

“That’s…a risk.” He scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “You know what’ll happen if they catch us.”

“We’ll be killed,” she said. “But we’ll be killed here anyway, if we stay. Why not go on our terms?”

He stared at her, then finally gave one sharp nod. “Why not, indeed.”

She swallowed. Fek, they trusted her. With their lives. With everything. The gravity of that was a sobering blow. She refused to let them down.

“Time to go,” she said. Then she raised her voice, just enough to reach the entire barracks. “Everyone in line. Quiet steps. Six rows of eight.” Except for her. She’d be leading them. “Helmets on. We move as one.”

No one hesitated. Boots scraped gently along the floor as the miners fell into formation with the kind of precision she’d only ever seen from soldiers. There was no panic, no last-minute fumbling. They were ready. Cerani could feel it in the way the quiet settled. The way every face turned toward her now, eyes steady inside their helmets, waiting for her next word.

She took one long breath and placed her helmet over her head. The magnetic seal locked in place with a faint click. Her environmental readout tracked across the inside of the visor. Green. Good.

“Open the door,” she said to the mech through the comm.

It responded with a chirp. “Opening in five… Four…”

Cerani turned and faced the group behind her. Her people from all over the quadrant. Some were from species she couldn’t even name. They weren’t weak. They weren’t broken. They were survivors, every one of them.

She raised her hand. “Once we cross the threshold, we run. Don’t stop for anything. If you fall, you get up. If someone can’t get up and you’re near them, you help. No one gets left behind. Understood?”

Helmet beacons nodded back—forty-eight signals blinking in unison.

“Three… Two…”

The outer shutter began to pull open. Cerani gritted her teeth as the wind howled against her suit.

“One.”

The door opened up. The storm had grown worse, the wind cutting sideways across the surface with sharp lines of reddish haze.

She didn’t wait for more. “Go!”

She ran. The mech moved beside her, keeping pace as she pounded into the storm. Sand pinged against her helmet like needles. Her boots hit hard, steady. Behind her, the line of miners burst forward, fast and focused. The newer suits—reinforced and better sealed—held strong. No slowdowns. No stumbles.

The Mirka was in the hangar ahead. The wind slammed harder the closer they got to the edge of the compound wall. Cerani lifted her arm and signaled right. The black mech veered forward, cutting a clean path to the access bay. She reached the hatch first and smacked the exterior sensor with her gloved hand. The door slid open with a rough mechanical groan—just enough clearance for one row at a time.

“Inside!” she yelled through the comm. “Grab a weapon from the rack only if you know how to use it. Everyone else, go straight to the cargo hold.”

She ducked under the frame and entered the holding corridor, blinking against the haze on her visor. Footsteps echoed behind her as the miners came through in rows, boots slapping the floor, suits scraped with dust. Elba ducked in beside Rinter. Toval followed behind, shoulders hunched as he braced for a fight that didn’t come. Once they were all in, the mech stepped back and turned to the group.

“Outer corridor secure,” it said.

Cerani opened the inner hatch. It dragged upwards with a groan, and the moment it cleared, the dock lay wide before them.

Dock 4B stretched wide, lit with overhead panels that sent streaks of light across the floor. Crates were sealed to the side. A half-dismantled drone cart sat in the corner. The ESS Mirka sat at the heart of it all like an invitation—squat, scarred, and thick-bodied. The vessel was like a sleek pulse of power in a sea of metal and rage. The lights along the sides of the hull blinked green. Its ramp was already extended and waiting. A miracle.

Cerani clenched her jaw. “Hangar is clear. Move.”

She led the group out, watching every step, every shadow. Behind her, the miners flooded the hangar—quiet, with suits coated in dust. As planned, no one spoke. Six rows. Narrow formation. The mech took rear position, escorting the last wave like an empty threat in case someone tried to interfere.

Cerani’s boots pounded against the deck as they crossed toward the ship’s ramp—just one bright strip across the dock floor, flanked by small lights that blinked blue on approach.

At the top of the ramp stood Stavian—her lover, mate, partner—just inside the bay, armored and ready.

The sight of him hit her chest so hard she almost forgot to breathe. Fek, he was magnificent.

He stood perfectly still, helmet in one hand, dark armor gleaming under the hangar lights. His wings were extended just enough to mark who he was. His eyes locked on her through her helmet’s visor.

Cerani didn’t slow down. She climbed the ramp fast, boots striking metal. At the top, she stopped right in front of him.

“We’re all here,” she said through her comm.

He dragged his free arm around her waist and pulled her to his side as his gaze swept behind her to the line still filing up the ramp. “Then it’s time to leave. For the first and last time.”


SIXTEEN


Stavian

Stavian should have known escape wouldn’t be that easy. Actually, he did. His gut had told him so.

The miners moved fast and quiet, just like Cerani had instructed, and since the sickest of them had recently been treated at the med lab, they were stronger than they’d been when they’d worked every cycle in the mines. He nodded as they passed. Some looked straight ahead like they didn’t see him. Others glanced up and went rigid. A few flinched when they met his eyes. Sema actually stopped when she reached the top, tensed like she expected an attack. He held her gaze until she nodded and stepped inside. He didn’t take offense. He understood.

Axis guards killed people who looked back. Axis officers sent prisoners to die in collapses. He’d been part of that system long enough to know why they didn’t trust him.

Cerani had been busy directing the miners to the cargo hold, where they’d all fit comfortably. She stopped beside him and gave a short nod. “They’re almost all in,” she said.

“Good.” He turned, moving farther down the ramp to be the last one on board, and took one last look around. The hangar lights buzzed quietly above them, and dust moved across the floor like it knew they were about to disappear for good. The last pair of miners moved up the ramp and into the ship. Cerani was right behind him. She didn’t speak, just stood at his side, steady and watchful.

He wouldn’t miss FK-22R. The cracked ground. The mountains in the distance that never changed. He was done with it all.

Then a figure separated from the shadows of the hangar bay.

He froze. His body tensed.

Cerani stiffened behind him. “Who is that?”

“Bendahn,” he said. Her name left a sour taste in his mouth.

She wore the same formal coat she always did, silver-trimmed and spotless, like she’d just stepped out of a palace. Not a single hair was out of place. Her hands were folded behind her back. Her boots clicked over the floor as she stepped forward.

“I expected better sense from you,” she said, her tone flat. “But emotion always was your weakness.”

Stavian stood still at the base of the ramp. “If you get any closer, I can’t promise you’ll walk back out.”

“I trained you.” Bendahn’s mouth curved. “You won’t hurt me.”

He stepped forward. “You’re wrong about that.”

She glanced at Cerani. “You really think this ends with freedom? That she’s something new? She is just another flaw in a long chain of weak choices.”

Cerani didn’t flinch, but she pressed closer to his side. “Ignore her. She’s a coward hiding behind a uniform.”

Bendahn ignored Cerani as if she didn’t exist. “Stavian,” she said. “Think about what you came from. What we gave you. Power. Rank. A life with control. A place among us. Who served you? Who kept you protected? It was us. The Axis.”

“You used me,” he said. “You gave me clearance and then kept secrets behind my back.”

“To protect you.” She stepped closer. “You are valuable to us.”

“As what?” he spat. “Another prisoner? That’s what I am if I don’t have the choice to leave.”

She blinked. “No one said you can’t leave.” She actually tried to sound reasonable, rational. “But I can’t let you leave with them,” she said. “Not with prisoners of the Axis. And not with her.”

Stavian braced against a sharp twist in his chest. It spread through his ribs and down his spine. His teeth ground together, pressure building in his jaw. His breath caught halfway up his throat. “I will leave,” he said through a locked jaw. “With whom I choose.”

But he didn’t feel right. Something was happening—inside him.

Cerani stepped closer. “Stavian…” Concern edged her voice. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer. His throat burned. His skin itched like fire under the suit. Heat bloomed through his back, along his shoulders, like muscle was stretching—splitting. He staggered forward, finding a little balance on the flat hangar floor.

Cerani reached for him. “Stavian.”

He wanted to look at her. Wanted to give her assurance. But every nerve in his body was on fire.

Bendahn watched him with interest. Not concern. Interest. Her mouth ticked up with the smallest curl. “So,” she said, “they were right. It just took proper motivation for you to find the old form.”

Stavian dropped to one knee. His hands planted on the cold metal of the hangar floor. His fingers shook as the bones shifted underneath, growing longer. Long, curved claws tore through the tips of his gloves.

“What is happening?” Cerani asked breathlessly. Her hand tightened on his arm.

A pained grunt pushed from Stavian’s throat. The skin down his neck felt like it was on fire. His scales thickened over his shoulders—his wings flexed wide and snapped, too big for his back, tearing the seams of his uniform.

Air left his lungs.

He wasn’t scared. He wasn’t confused. He was furious.

“You lied to me,” he said, no longer sounding like himself. “About what I was.”

“Calm yourself.” Bendahn’s expression stayed neutral, but she didn’t come closer. “Letting the dragon out won’t fix anything. You never found your way to the shift. We trained you to be civilized. Disciplined.”

Dragon. What else about himself and his people was he unaware of? Stavian let out a raspy growl. “You kept me from knowing I could burn down your whole system with one breath.”

He swayed, dropped to all fours. His hands were too big now. His claws scratched against the hangar’s deck plates. His jaw ached as his mouth opened wider, and his bones changed shape. One more breath.

He knew he wasn’t fully there, wherever there was. He was still him, sort of, but in an in-between form. He didn’t have time, though. And more than that, he was afraid of what he could become if he gave himself over to the thing taking over his body. His thoughts were becoming less defined. Rage overwhelmed him. Before he lost himself completely, he lunged forward and roared.

Fire burst from his mouth. A jet of molten heat slammed into the floor not a meter from Bendahn’s feet. It exploded in a rush of white and yellow flame. The deck trembled under the impact. The shock wave forced Cerani to brace, her arm shielding her face.

Bendahn didn’t flinch. She turned her head slightly, her eyes narrowing against the brightness, and raised one hand. “Now,” she said to the shadows behind her.

A faint click. Sleek metal glinted in the light.

Stavian’s growl cut off.

He heard the dart whistle through the air—but was too late to stop it.

The needle-thin projectile sank into the side of his neck. He staggered back. His mouth opened in a silent snarl, fire caught mid-rise in his throat.

Then—emptiness. The burn inside him went cold in a blink.

His limbs weakened. His body jerked, like something had cut the cords holding him upright. His claws retracted. His wings turned lighter, returning to their original size. Whatever was happening to him stopped.

Cerani said his name in a panicked whisper.

Pain flashed through his spine. His hands clenched uselessly against the deck plates as the shift reversed. His limbs shrank unevenly. Bones cracked. Heat left him in an icy rush.

The dart stayed in his neck. Whatever had been in that thin spike was unlike anything he’d ever felt. He collapsed onto his side, breath scraping from his throat.

Cerani didn’t scream or panic. She dropped to her knees and cradled his head, fingers on the dart to yank it free.

“Stavian,” she said, bracing his cheek. “Stay with me.”

His body burned and froze at the same time. His vision blurred. He tried to speak. No sound came out.

Suddenly, the ground thundered around him—pairs of boots pounded nearby. Voices shouted. Stavian’s vision cut in and out. One second there was light; the next, darkness. Cold sweat slicked his back.

“Stavian,” Cerani said. Her hands cupped his jaw. “I’ve got you. Keep your eyes open.”

Then a shadow crossed the light above him. Footsteps thudded past and fired blasters that sizzled off the hangar walls. Sparks flew near his shoulder. He flinched, muscles spasming. The smell of burned ozone filled his nose.

The miners. They were fighting back.

He caught a glimpse of Jorr braced beside him, rifle in both hands. A female named Niat ducked low behind a crate and pulled the trigger on a short-barreled blaster. The bolt sizzled past Bendahn’s feet. She stepped back. Her expression was unreadable as the black-clad operatives behind her returned fire. One dropped before he reached cover.

Stavian winced as he struggled to get up.

Cerani’s grip shifted. “Help me!” she yelled. “Get him on board.”

“On it.” Jorr’s voice came from behind, fast and sharp. A second later, Stavian felt thick set of arms slide around him from the back and locked around his chest. Jorr hauled him upright and pulled him backward.

Cerani was at his side, one hand on his bare chest. “Keep breathing,” she said in his ear. “Don’t stop.”

He wanted to tell her that he was fine—he was. If only every step toward the ship’s ramp didn’t send a flash of white through his vision. Fire still swirled in his chest, but his limbs were heavy. Weak. He swore he couldn’t feel his wings anymore.

Shots rang out near the entrance. The reprogrammed mech on their flank clattered as something struck its chassis. Sparks burst from its shoulder. Jorr fired over his shoulder, covering them as they backed onto the ramp.

Cerani ducked behind a support girder and glanced back. “Rinter! Now!”

A second later, the hull panels began to close.

Behind them, two more miners dragged a third body onto the ramp—someone was bleeding, but alive. Sema followed them and fired twice into the hangar, forcing one of Bendahn’s operatives to dive for cover. The doors sealed halfway. A stray pulse slammed into the frame and scorched the edge black.

“Med kits. Now,” Cerani ordered, pulling Stavian to her. Another arms-wrapped hug from Jorr helped them stagger up the deck. They cleared the ramp as the ship screamed a warning chime.

“Ramp closing,” someone yelled. The ramp sealed with a heavy clang.

The ship was closed.

Something deep and heavy rumbled through the floor. Stavian’s skull throbbed. Lightning scraped behind his eyes. He slumped hard against Cerani as Jorr lowered him roughly onto the floor. Cerani dropped down beside him and hit her comm.

Cerani’s fingers trembled for the first time since he’d met her. Her voice came low. “Rinter, I need whatever you’ve got in the med stash to bring him back around—a stim would work.”

There was chatter, insistent and frantic as the other injured person was tended to as well as him. They had so little time. Even as they fiddled with him, Bendahn likely had someone in the control tower shutting down the hangar and arranging for the hull to be opened. Quick hands snapped a stim into a press-injector. No words. No warning. The tip of the needle slammed into Stavian’s chest—right between his ribs.

The jolt tore through him like acid and lightning.

Stavian gasped loudly, choking and coughing. His back arched off the floor, tendons straining, and for several unbearable seconds, he couldn’t hear anything over the roar of energy flooding back into him.

Cerani grabbed both sides of his head, her eyes locked to his. “Stavian, look at me.”

Like he had a choice. She filled his field of vision, and that vision is what brought him back. It made him focus and pull together the edge of what Bendahn had forcibly frayed. The fuzz in his head faded. His breathing evened out. Slowly, the weight in his arms loosened and sensation returned to his hands and feet.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You’re here. You’re safe.”

Stavian’s breath shuddered in response. He shook his head, trying to clear the static swimming just behind his eyes. His arms twitched like they didn’t know if they worked, but he forced his legs to work and stood up.

“You should stay down,” Rinter said from behind Cerani, already prepping another stim.

Stavian growled. “No more of that, Rinter. Put it away.”

He looked down at himself. His chest was bare, shirt torn from the partial shift. His wings dragged heavy and limp. One folding wrong and the other twitched like a shorted wire. His knees nearly buckled, but he was up, teeth bared. He wasn’t going back down. He was a mess. But he was breathing. He could walk.

Stavian let out a slow breath and planted his feet. He checked his balance—shaky, but functional. He curled his wings against his spine. It felt like something inside him had opened. Something ancient and unwilling to stay buried.

“You were turning into a dragon,” Cerani said in a low breath. Her hands hovered near his waist like she expected him to pitch forward any second. “Fire. Muscles. Your face—everything—changed. She stopped it with this.” She held up the silver capsule tipped with a needle.

He couldn’t even explain what it had felt like. A furnace lit inside his chest, every nerve shredding and reforming. And then that dart—whatever had been inside it—it tore the entire shift back through his body like he’d been ripped out of himself by force.

“I’ll deal with that later,” he said. “Right now, I need the bridge and I need a crew. We have to get off this moon before the Axis send the next strike.”

“Stavian—” Cerani started, but her voice faltered.

“I’m leading this crew.” He turned to her. “I’m not going to let Bendahn stop us. Not now. She can throw fire. We’ll throw more.”

Jorr grunted. “That’s the attitude I’ve been waiting for.”

Cerani nodded and stepped into his space. She slid his arm over her shoulder and gripped his waist. “Then we go together. That’s how we started this. And that’s how we’ll finish it.”


SEVENTEEN


Stavian

Stavian walked past the Mirka’s cargo bay. The miners had gathered in tight groups. Helmets on. Suits sealed. No one spoke.

He surveyed the rows of suits sweeping into the corridor, then turned at the top of the ramp, raising his voice just enough to carry across the cargo hold. A hush settled over the gathered miners. “We depart immediately, but I can’t do this alone. Especially not now.” His gaze swept over the group, just as a thud sounded against the sealed ramp. “If any of you have experience operating a vessel, I need you on the bridge.” He paused, the weight of his history with them pressing in. “I may be the last person in this quadrant you feel like helping. But I’m asking anyway. This isn’t my escape—it’s ours.”

There was a beat of silence. Then, hands rose. Four of them. They didn’t speak, but their steps forward said enough. Stavian nodded and rolled back his shoulders. There would be fight ahead, that much was certain—but for this moment, their rebellion had a crew.

“Come with me.” He turned and strode toward the central lift, four miners trailing behind.

They stepped into the lift with him in silence. When it locked and started to rise, he looked them over. All wore EP suits. He could see the tense lines on their faces through their visors—jaws clenched, eyes alert. No one here expected a soft ride.

The lift stopped. The doors opened to the bridge corridor. Everything pulsed with a quiet blue glow. They entered the large, eight-station space. He wouldn’t fill all the seats, but this would work. Most of the time, extra stations were for backups, anyway. In here, the air felt different. Everything was ready—new and fresh with anticipation and raw nerves.

They pooled into the space. Before his very eyes, the ex-miners, who were now also ex-prisoners, shed their previous statuses and looked around with eyes that were evaluating, bright, calculating. Good. That’s what he needed—a sharp-thinking crew who could make decisions and react fast.

Stavian looked around. Under better circumstances, they’d have a conversation, get to know one another, and decide where they best belonged. But he was reduced to barking, “What are your skills, other than poisoning Axis officers?”

“Operative for Kerran Resistance.” Jorr pushed back his shoulders and raised his chin. “Defense systems. Weapons. Tactical and covert missions. And I’d poison that fekker again, if I had the chance.”

Stavian nodded. “Weapons,” he said to Jorr. “Port console. Get the rail systems charged and the burst shells loaded. And you may never, ever, make me a meal.”

Jorr’s lips twitched as he slid into position and started up the commands.

The next was the tall Grippian youth who had administered his stim injection. “What about you?”

The boy lifted two, three-fingered hands. “Name’s Rinter. I’m trained on ship systems. Engine cores, coolant control, diagnostics—you point me at a system, I can probably find my way around it.”

“Probably?” Stavian crossed his arms.

“This system, definitely.” Rinter shrugged. “This looks standard for this class of transports.”

“Engineering.” He pointed to a bay of consoles on the back wall opposite from the window. “Monitor heat and power flux. Make sure we have the power to get off the ground.”

A female stepped forward next. Strong figure. Dark olive skin. Pale stripe of hair that swept over her shoulder. “Talla,” she said. “Raigal syndicate. I handled long-distance nav before we got picked up. Star charts, pulse-jump vectors, asteroid flows. I know this quadrant.”

Stavian didn’t hesitate. “Navigation. Set exit vector three clicks south of standard launch—get me a route Central won’t auto-flag.”

Talla was instantly at her post and began swiping through star maps. “There’s a debris ring above the Faltor fields. If we burn fast through vector six, we can break pattern before the Axis satellites catch the signature.”

Stavian nodded. “Set it. I’ll buy us the window.”

The last crew member was a short male with deep blue skin marked with pale shimmer lines across his jaw and temples. A long tail curved slightly behind his left leg, steady even in the face of uncertainty.

“Name?” Stavian asked.

“Rek’tor,” he said. His voice was quiet, sure. “Former captain of a six-wing formation out of the Hasyan system. We defended our sector eighty-nine rotations before the Axis brought in fleet-class destroyers. We lost. I’ve been in the mines ever since.”

Stavian heard the weight behind those words but didn’t acknowledge it. Not here. Not now. “You’ve piloted strike-class and long-haul?”

“Yes.”

Stavian pointed at him. “You’re flying the Mirka.”

Rek’tor gave a single curt nod. He slid into the central pilot’s seat, studying the outdated flight system like he already owned it. One by one systems were being powered on and with no time to lose. The onboard scanners showed that Bendahn had ordered a plasma cutter to begin work on the hull.

Rek’tor rested his hands on the twin throttle levers and set the thrusters. The Mirka hummed to life—all systems springing into motion. The main view screen lit up, showing the gray curve of dock 4B and the inner gate locking mechanism.

“Power lines responding,” Rinter said. “Core levels holding.”

“Rail systems warming,” Jorr added. “I loaded the burst shells into secondary. Shall I test on the hangar floor?”

“No. It could overheat the thrusters.” Stavian lowered into his captain’s chair with relief. His legs were still weak. He had a fraction of the strength he usually possessed. “Send an electrical pulse over the hull to dislodge them.”

Talla brought up the nav grid and tapped a series of lines into a narrow arc. “Debris field plotted. Evasive jump course angled toward the edge of neutral space. I’ll adjust once we’re clear.”

The ship’s AI chirped quietly. The system was ready.

“Cerani?” Stavian asked, activating the comm.

There was a crackle, then her voice. “We’re all in. Hatch sealed. Cargo and people secured. Hurry up. They’re making progress breaking through.”

“Stay with them until after we’re away,” he said. “We’re pushing the launch.”

“I’ll see you on the other side,” she said.

No more time. This was it. The moment that would sever him from the Axis forever. After this, there would be no going back.

Stavian pressed his palm flat against the panel beside him. “Disengaging final locks.”

The clamps released with a bone-deep clunk. Through the view screen, dock 4B’s outer gate didn’t budge. Not surprising. “Jorr, blast a hole thought that gate.”

Jorr muttered to himself about an old system, but his hands flew over the controls. He fired and the final barrier broke apart with a flash of light and some debris hitting the hull.

“All stations,” he said. “Go.”

Rek’tor grunted and shoved the levers forward. The Mirka’s rear thrusters lit like a silent roar, fire blurring across the lower feeds. They blasted out of the DeLink Mine hangar in an arc, leaving the prison moon behind in a streak of smoke and spent rage.

No Axis alerts yet. No trailing ships. No orders coming through the clogged, delayed relay.

They were free.

As the Mirka cleared the gravity well of FK-22R, Stavian tried to take a full breath, but they were not in the clear. Bendahn always had backup plans. Plenty of them. Warm pulse monitors blinked beneath his hands. The ship’s thrusters purred. The crew were focused, efficient. Systems held. No alerts. Every escaped miner was safe.

Then, the sound he was expecting—an incoming ping.

Private channel.

The ID wasn’t coded like a security relay or emergency feed. It was direct. Stavian knew exactly who it was. His gut twisted. He exhaled once, then keyed the screen. “Incoming feed,” he said to the others. “Prepare yourselves. She’s fekking mad.”

The hologram activated and Bendahn’s image filled the space in full-color projection. Her tall frame was as rigid and regal as always.

Jorr let out a low, clicking hiss—a unique sound of alarm made only by his species.

“I had hoped,” Bendahn said calmly, “that you wouldn’t take this path, Stavian.”

Stavian kept still and straight, not showing the fact that he was still physically depleted. If a team of guards rushed onto the bridge at that moment, he’d be able to do little to stop them. So, he held a deceptively casual pose and waved a hand as if he were perfectly fine, just a little bored. He knew how much Bendahn disliked anything but rigid deference in her presence. “What did you inject me with?” he asked, ignoring her statement.

“A little something our scientists created to halt the Zaruxian transformation process,” she replied vaguely. “If nothing else, you’re useful as a test subject.”

“Just had that lying around, did you?” he drawled, but inside his mind was churning.

Her lips pressed together. “Let’s just say we’ve had some trouble with your kind recently. Thank you for demonstrating how this compound neutralizes the more difficult qualities of the Zaruxian species.”

This…drug he was shot with was alarming. It wasn’t meant to kill him. It was meant to break him. He suspected she expected him to be rendered incapacitated, and thus, carried off for punishment. Bendahn hadn’t counted on the miners being armed. She hadn’t counted on them helping him, and she clearly hadn’t expected him to be up and functioning.

“You’re trying to spin this as a victory for you. It’s not,” he murmured, resting his chin on his fist. “But surely the other High Council members won’t blame you for failing to subdue us.”

“Insolent. Ungrateful wretch,” she snarled, her eyes flashing. “You were favored. I vouched for you. I spared you. Instead of sending you to burn with the rest of your species, I gave you training. Structure. Purpose. We honored our agreement with her and this is how you pay your debt to me. To us.”

Stavian held very still. It was disgusting how she spoke of his kind, as if they were beasts to contain. But then again, the Axis viewed everything that didn’t bow to them as useless at best, and an abomination at worst. As one who no longer bowed, it was clear that he fell somewhere on that scale. But there was that one word—her—that thudded through the back of his skull, cold and loud.

We honored our agreement with her…

For so long, he’d wondered. He thought maybe his people had been lost in a war, scattered by instability or absorbed quietly into the folds of Axis society. His file had said nothing, but now, he heard the truth that Bendahn had never uttered—the Axis had “burned” his people and hid the truth from him. He had been permitted to live, through some deal that had been paid in blood. And he was supposed to be grateful.

“You could have had a career of significance,” Bendahn went on. “But instead, you turned your back on the Axis and stole government property. Including prisoners.”

“They’re sovereign beings,” Stavian said, deceptively calm. Underneath, his bones ached with fury. His blood felt too hot for his veins. Heat rose up in his throat.

“Silence,” Bendahn snapped. Her gaze didn’t waver. “This ends now, Stavian. Did you think I didn’t know you were planning something asinine? Did you think I’d just let you carry on with that Terian after what’s been happening with—” She cut herself off abruptly and fixed him with a steely gaze. “You will power down your systems, halt your current trajectory, and send a surrender signal. Do it, or the four cloaked ships surrounding you will open fire.”

Stavian looked at Talla, who gestured to the nav screen. She shook her head. Nothing visible. He followed her gaze. A wide swath of stars and debris clusters dominated their route, but cloaked ships could hide anywhere. He pressed his lips into a thin line. The Axis didn’t believe in freedom and they never let a betrayal go unpunished.

Stavian leaned back in his seat. Cloaked Axis ships. “We’re dead either way.”

Bendahn stared through the holo-projection like she still owned him. She clearly still saw him as the orphan she’d selected for her project—her rescue pet in a neat uniform with nothing left to lose. “No, no,” she said, taking on a cajoling tone. “If you do as you’re told, the miners’ lives will be spared. Their memories will be wiped and they’ll be reprocessed into new systems. Some may even be given reduced sentences.”

Rek’tor let out a snarl from the pilot’s chair. “Liar.”

Bendahn ignored him. “As for the Terian female…” Her gaze narrowed. “She will be contained. For safety reasons, of course. But I will spare her, as a favor to you.”

Stavian’s blood boiled over. For a second—just a second—uncertainty crawled up his spine.

She was offering him a choice he’d feared from the start: Everyone’s life (except for his, of course) for the price of their freedom. If he powered down now, they might keep her alive. Might spare the rest. If he made a choice that spared her life…would she forgive him? Because making a choice that killed her was unthinkable.

“Don’t surrender.” Rek’tor swiveled in his seat and looked at Stavian. “Cerani said, ‘If we’re going to die, let’s die on our own terms.’ I’m inclined to agree with her.”

Stavian didn’t move. He pictured Cerani standing behind him, chin raised, eyes burning the way they had on the mine floor when she said she wouldn’t beg for mercy. She’d rather perish than live as a prisoner of the Axis. She deserved more than survival—she deserved freedom.

“You surrender,” Jorr added, “and she’ll never forgive you.”

Stavian glanced down at his hands. They didn’t shake as he rested them on the arms of the captain’s chair. Somehow, that surprised him. He thought this would be harder. Bendahn’s projection waited for his response as her words still echoed through him. His heartbeat thumped once, hard.

There was one more bit of information he needed to get out of her before he did what he had to do. “What was the agreement?”

Bendahn gave the barest tilt of her head. “What?”

“You said, ‘We honored our agreement with her…’” he said. “Who was ‘her’?”

She hesitated. Her throat shifted, too subtle for most to catch. Her gaze darted at something to her left—just a brief glance offscreen—and her mouth opened, then closed again. “It’s not relevant now.”

“Yes, it is.” Stavian leaned forward, voice cold. “I’ll ask again. What agreement did you make, and who was it with?”

“Stavian—” Bendahn straightened, but her expression was starting to fray. “An agreement was made shortly after you hatched, yes. And if you surrender now, I’ll tell you everything.” Her tone turned silky, as if she believed she’d just come upon the key to making him comply. “All of it. The truth about your species. Your family. What we burned and what little we kept. I’ll give you what you want. Just stop this now.”

“She’s bluffing,” Jorr said through his teeth. “Or lying.”

“Or both. That’s all the Axis do,” Rek’tor said, his tail flicking once behind him.

Stavian stared at the projection. At the cracks starting to slip into Bendahn’s polished mask. The strain behind the offer. Not rage. Not discipline.

Desperation.

She was afraid of Cerani. Of him. And that told him everything he needed to know.

Stavian’s fingers hovered above the comm panel. The projection of Bendahn still waited, serene and smug. She thought he would break. That after everything, all it would take was a blade held to the back of the one person he couldn’t afford to lose.

He looked at her and felt nothing but wrath. She had taken his people and erased them. Now she’d come for his future. He wasn’t giving it to her.

He didn’t answer.

He cut the feed.

He turned toward the crew. “Shields to maximum,” he said. “Evasive vector. Cloaked ships or not—we punch through them. Rek’tor, make this ship dance.”

“Yes, Controller,” he replied, eyes on his screen and hands at the controls.

“Rinter.” Stavian turned to the engineer. “We need more power.”

“Okay.” The young male frowned over his many screens, adjusting here, shifting there. “Found thirty-five percent more for the thrusters.”

“I knew you wouldn’t take the deal,” Jorr said, as he swung back to weapons and gazed through his target-finder scope. “Cerani would have killed you herself.”

Stavian figured that was probably true. He sincerely hoped to ask her about it when they were through this. But first, they needed to actually make it out of there alive.

Talla adjusted the nav course. “Trajectory is rerouted. We’ll slingshot through the debris in thirty seconds.”

Rek’tor grinned, hands on the flight console as once-cloaked ships came into view, one by one. “Let’s give your High Council hellfire, Controller.”

“The controller is dead,” Stavian said through his teeth, glaring at the ships that used to be ally ships. “My name is Stavian.”

The ESS Mirka surged toward the stars, raining projectile fire and blaster flares, with four enemy ships hot on their tail. FK-22R and the DeLink Mine shrank into shadow—but ahead, the space opened wide. The entire Axis fleet could be at their backs. They were not returning.


EIGHTEEN


Cerani

Cerani sat on the floor of the cargo bay with her back against a wall panel and her knees pulled up. Forty-four ex-miners packed the space around her, strapped in with old cargo handles and anchor lines. The metal floor vibrated under them. She held the handle loop beside her shoulder and looked around.

“We’re okay,” she said, her voice carrying through the comms channel. “Just hang on.”

A few nodded. Sema had her arms wrapped around one of the more nervous ones, her eyes locked ahead, tense. They’d all lived through worse—suits failing, cave-ins, being imprisoned by the Axis in the first place. This was different. They were away from the mine. They were in space.

Cerani kept her helmet on, gear sealed. She’d been in open air before, but the protective suit regulated air flow and gave the illusion of some control over a completely foreign environment. Practically, the boots had gravity regulators to keep everyone attached to the floor and not floating around.

The ship rumbled again, harder this time. A sharp jolt knocked boots and elbows into loud scrapes against the walls. Something had hit them.

The room filled with muted gasps and curses. More thudding impacts hit the hull. The deck rattled as the ship lurched sideways, then corrected.

Cerani’s pulse kicked up as she pieced together what was likely happening on the other side of the hull. The ship was under fire. They were in combat.

She tapped her comm and pulled up the local channel. “Stavian,” she said. “Do you hear me? What’s happening?”

No answer.

She tried again. Static.

Another strike slammed into the side of the vessel, or rather, the shields. They were holding, for now, but Cerani flinched as the lights flickered. The ship tilted again and alarms started up outside the cargo hold, muffled behind the bulkhead walls.

She had to get to the bridge.

“Stay low,” she said to the others, pushing herself up. Her boots clicked as the magnetic mode engaged to let her walk. “Don’t move unless you have to. I’ll find out what’s going on.”

“No,” Sema said, reaching toward her, “Cerani—”

But she was already moving, each step pulling hard with the stabilizers. She leaned into the slope of the tilting ship and pushed through the internal hatch. Smoke hugged the ceiling above. Hall panels flickered as she moved down the narrow hall toward the lift.

When the doors opened to the bridge, everything hit at once.

Smoke. Sparks. Red lights blinking across every console. Crew members shouting.

Talla was hunched over her nav panel, fingers flying, face streaked with sweat. Smoke curled from the corner of her console. Jorr was at weapons, cursing and slamming controls as reticle lights turned red and blinked out. Rek’tor had one hand locked on the control yoke and the other flying over engine touch-keys, teeth bared like he was physically willing the ship to survive.

Stavian stood at the center of it all, his arm braced against a pillar as he called orders through the comm. The ship rocked again, harder this time. Cerani had to grab the edge of the doorframe to stay upright—even with stabilizers.

Her eyes scanned the consoles. Red. So much red.

“Shields down to thirty-seven percent,” Rinter shouted from the rear diagnostic console. “That’s the last ellipse off the plasma coil reset—we’re on raw core strength now.”

Cerani took in the damage logs on the overhead display. Warning icons flashed across the hull diagram faster than she could track—she was still new at reading, after all, and this was just so much. She managed to pick out that two of the thrusters were running hot, and some shield plating had damage. That was just what she saw at a glance.

Stavian looked up. His eyes locked on hers—and didn’t look away. “Cerani.” He motioned quickly. “Come here.”

She moved fast, sidestepping smoking and hissing vents, and he grabbed her hand. He pulled her flush against him and for one moment, nothing else existed.

“I love you,” he said. “I need you to know that.”

It hit her in the heart like a flare shot. She released the locks on her helmet and pulled it off. “Don’t say it like it’s your last time,” she said. “We’re not done.”

His jaw tensed. “Cerani—”

Another hit rattled the ship. Everyone on the bridge pitched.

“Twenty-two percent!” Rinter yelled, clutching his console. “Plasma filaments on vent nine are melting through the feed lines. If we lose those, shields go dark. I mean, completely dark.”

“Stavian—” Talla coughed as smoke poured from her panel. “We’ve got three hostiles closing. One on vector nine is already charging weapons again.”

“Evasive!” Stavian snapped. “Rek’tor, arc us left and—take us through the edge of that debris field!”

“Aye,” Rek’tor barked. He shoved one throttle forward and the ship pitched hard.

Cerani slammed into Stavian’s side and his arm tightened around her. Behind her, Talla braced against her seat as sparks shot from the nav panel. Smoke rolled in heavy waves from the floor vents.

She looked at Stavian. His jaw was locked, eyes scanning the displays. His arm stayed firmly around her waist.

“These weapons can’t punch through their shields,” Jorr muttered. “I’m scratching them. Minor damage only.”

Rinter slammed his palm against a console. “Shields down to nineteen percent. We’re going to start losing hull plating in thirty seconds!”

Stavian growled under his breath. “I need to know, Cerani—do you love me?”

She turned her face toward his. “Yes,” she said as easy as breathing. “More than I ever thought possible.”

He lowered his head for half a beat. She thought he might kiss her, but the moment passed too fast.

A proximity alarm screamed.

“What now?” Jorr yelled, flipping up a safety cap to fire a round—

—But then everything on the screen changed.

“Something huge,” Rinter warned in a hoarse whisper. “Dead ahead.”

Cerani’s mouth dropped open as a dark ship moved into their line of sight—intimidating, silent, and appearing impenetrable. No Axis markers. No coat of arms.

It didn’t look like any ship she’d ever seen, and granted, she hadn’t seen many ships at all. But the crew’s reaction made it clear that this was not a typical vessel one saw in space. It was wide at the base, which was covered in massive thrusters, and more tapered toward the other end. It wasn’t sleek. The matte metal hull had multiple spires jutting from it. It looked more like a building than a ship.

And yet, there was something strangely familiar about it. She couldn’t place it, but seeing it made her skin crawl and her belly twist into knots.

“What the fek is that…” Talla’s voice shook.

Everyone on the bridge, including Cerani, was silent as the massive ship came closer, filling the viewport. The ship moved in fast. At first, she tensed up, thinking it was going to smash into them, but no. It halted abruptly. It was so close, she could see the dark metal was edged in streaks of pulse lighting. Scars marked the hull—burns, gouges, repair patterning that wasn’t Axis. This ship had taken damage. It had fought and survived and now it blocked out everything, looming ominous and dark.

“Routing override incoming,” Rinter said, reading the panel. “We’re being scanned—”

A nauseating vibration passed through the Mirka. Cerani curled her hands into Stavian’s shirt, holding tight.

“They put a locking beam on us,” Rek’tor shouted. “Can’t dislodge it.”

“We’re behind their shields,” Rinter said in a voice far too high-pitched to be passed off as calm. “At least ours are holding now. Fifteen percent. If they want to crush us…”

“They don’t.” Stavian’s voice held a note of awe. He leaned toward the massive viewport as if he could reach out and touch the intercepting ship. “Look,” he said softly.

Cerani pressed closer and watched as the massive ship released bands of golden light that arched out from its hull and attached to the Mirka like tentacles.

“It’s formed a compound lock of shielding around our vessel,” Rinter said in wonder. “It appears to be protecting us from the Axis ships.”

“What the fek is happening?” Jorr asked, clearly baffled. “Should I open fire?”

“Do not fire,” Stavian said without looking away from the viewport. “Jorr, keep your hands off the weapons.”

Jorr lifted both palms in the air, but his voice was dry. “That ship could swallow us without chewing.”

“Rinter,” Stavian said, his brows drawing together, “don’t try to break the tether. Let it hold.”

Rinter shifted in his chair, uneasy. Smoke still lingered around the ceiling. “Copy that. No override commands. Thrusters idle.”

“Do you know who this is?” Rek’tor asked, turning to Stavian.

Stavian hesitated. “No, but they’re not acting like an enemy.”

“I swear that ship looks familiar,” Cerani murmured, shaking her head.

“There are only a few places you could have seen a ship like that.” His voice was low. “And one of them was not the mine.”

More lights flashed on the outer screen. The Axis ships had regrouped. Two pursuit cruisers burst into the side view, trying to get between them and the big ship. Their engines burned white-hot, blinking with the signature strobe of an Axis combat vessel.

Jorr groaned. “Fek me. I knew they wouldn’t give up.”

The Axis ships opened fire. Yellow plasma streaked toward the massive vessel, hitting the shield barrier with renewed fury. The lights on the bridge dimmed for a second. Every console flickered from the impact, but it was nothing like before.

“We’re still within their shielding net,” Rinter shouted. The young engineer worked fast, clearly trying to verify what was happening. “It’s…repelling the Axis fire. We’re not taking the hits!”

Outside, the shadows moved. Weapon bays opened along the massive ship’s uneven hull. Turrets like rotating fists spun into place.

Cerani felt Stavian’s body go rigid. And then the intercepting ship unleashed a volley so brutal, the entire bridge trembled. The plasma bursts weren’t laced like Axis shots—they were layered, volleyed beams with piercing frequency bands that tore apart the silence. They didn’t fire in narrow streams—they blanketed space in flame.

The lead Axis ship caught the first barrage. Shields flared white, then collapsed. The hull cracked open in seconds. Debris exploded outward like sparks off a grinding blade, spinning in every direction.

The second Axis cruiser tried to veer out of the cone of fire. Too slow. The giant ship’s lock shifted, still holding the Mirka securely beneath its shields, but now moving with her—turning, rotating, angling to protect.

Cerani pressed her gloved hands to Stavian’s chest, where his heart beat like a fast hammer. Watching this strange ship take down Axis vessels was like watching a butcher carve clean through a beast.

“We should be dead,” Jorr said, stunned.

“Yeah,” Rinter whispered. “Should be.”

Rek’tor’s hands were still on his controls, but he wasn’t in control of the ship anymore—it was being carried.

A third Axis ship spiraled away, its hull gouged and venting atmosphere. Emergency flares snapped from its side, then it reversed course and shot out of there, trailing smoke and debris.

“This isn’t Axis tech,” Talla said. “Whoever this is…they built their ship to end fights, not just survive them.”

“No, not Axis,” Stavian said, half to himself. “No flags. No marks. No pattern registry. That armor plating is asymmetrical. And look at the weapon configurations. That’s not standard issue for any known syndicate or military.”

Cerani turned to him. “Then who is it?”

Stavian met her eyes. There was so much fire in them. So much history and hope wrapped behind that stare. “It’s someone who wants us alive.”

There was a deep mechanical thrum beneath her boots. The light shifted underneath them.

“We’re moving again,” Rek’tor warned, his eyes locked forward. “They’ve got us locked in. Docking tether just converted to a dynamic tow. I’m seeing signatures flickering—they’re going to fold.”

“They’re what?” Jorr blinked. “With us attached?”

“This ship doesn’t have fold tech,” Rek’tor snapped. “We could be crushed.”

Cerani knew little about fold tech, only that if a ship had it, they could travel incredible distances very quickly, by creating a sort of wormhole in space, or folding it. It wasn’t without risks, from what she’d read during her lessons with Stavian, but was quite useful for certain circumstances. Like now, if they survived this.

“No—” Rinter leaned over his console, his voice rising. “They’re enveloping us. Pulling us into their shield matrix. They’re making us part of their fold rig.”

Stavian grabbed the edge of the console and held Cerani closer with one arm. “They’re taking us with them.”

“To where?” Cerani got out, just barely.

Everything hit at once. The ship jolted and the light bent outside the viewports. Space folded in on itself, colors distorting as the stars bled sideways. Cerani’s stomach dropped fast, then leveled. She gripped Stavian’s arm, her heart pounding so hard it felt like thunder in her throat. It felt as if her body was being folded, not space. No wonder this was risky. It felt disorienting and uncomfortable.

The Mirka shuddered, deep and hard, then space returned—calm, wide, unfamiliar. No fire. No alarms. The Axis ships were gone.

Cerani turned slowly to the viewport. Outside, darkness stretched in every direction, but the massive ship hovered above them still, enclosing their ship in its light. The tether held firm. The hull lights blinked blue instead of red now. Steady.

Rek’tor let out a breath like he’d been holding it since birth. “We’re out of the fold. Intact.”

“Confirmed,” Rinter said, slumping into his seat. “Shields remain stable at fifteen percent. External field still linked.”

“They saved us,” Talla whispered.

Jorr swiveled away from weapons. “Someone explain that,” he said, shaking his head. “Giant mystery ship yanks us off a death run, performs a one-shot on two Axis cruisers, and doesn’t blast us to pieces in the process? Who the fek are these people?”

Stavian didn’t answer him.

Cerani turned toward him. He looked down at her, and his expression was different now—still focused, still fierce—but there was relief behind his eyes. Real. Heavy. He let out a breath and brushed a strand of hair off her face.

“I suspect we’ll find out soon,” he said. “We’re not safe yet. But we’re not alone anymore.”

Cerani pressed her gloved hand over his. They didn’t know who this ship belonged to and they didn’t know what it wanted, but they were alive. Together. Free. She could work with that.

Lights on the central viewscreen flashed.

Cerani flinched as the tone of the alert shifted—sharp, repetitive. Across the bridge, the crew jumped back to attention.

“Incoming transmission,” Rinter said, looking up with wide eyes. “It’s from them.”

Before Stavian replied, the ship’s AI activated. “External vessel requests contact,” it said in a cool voice. “Message: Lower shields and prepare to be boarded.”

Jorr squinted. “What shields? We’ve got fifteen percent left.”

“We don’t even know who they are,” Rek’tor said. “We need more information.”

“They could be pirates,” Talla muttered. “Or scavengers waiting for us to bleed out before making their move.”

“Not likely,” Stavian said. He stepped to the center and narrowed his eyes at the screen. “They could’ve slagged us in seconds. Whoever they are…they wanted us alive.”

The AI spoke again. “Repeat request: Lower shields. Prepare for boarding.”

“Hold.” Stavian tilted his head. “I want visual contact. Open a channel.”

Rinter tapped a glowing sequence. “On it.”

The frontal screen flickered once, and the chaotic star field and metal hull vanished. In its place appeared a view of another ship’s bridge.

The space was larger. The metal walls were darker than the Mirka’s—older, lined with patterns that looked scorched into the frame. The image struck wide across the command deck.

Four figures stood at the front.

Tall. Muscled. Zaruxian, like Stavian. Their scales were each different colors, cut through with paler scales along the neck, face, and hands. Their wings—massive, curved, and dark—folded behind their backs. They stood shoulder to shoulder. One had a long scar trailing down his jawline. Another wore a breastplate marked with a symbol she didn’t recognize—sharp angles curled into a spiral, like a broken chain. The third smiled. Actually smiled.

They weren’t just similar to Stavian. They were like him. Same stance. Same intensity.

Same eyes. Silver and fierce.

Cerani stepped close to Stavian. She could feel the tremor in his hand where it hovered at his side.

Her gaze stopped and held on one of the Zaruxians. He had purple scales and cold eyes and…and then it hit her. She let out a gasp and stumbled backward. “You.”

The purple Zaruxian on the other bridge nodded. “Hello, Cerani.”

Stavian went stiff as steel beside her. His voice came out low. Rough. “Who are you?”

Cerani couldn’t speak. Her chest felt so tight, she could barely pull in a breath. It was him. The overseer of her old settlement and this ship—this impossibly huge vessel that had just rescued them—was his fortress.

But the overseer’s gaze had moved away from her and locked onto Stavian. There, it stayed. The other Zaruxians, whom she’d never seen before, shifted in tune with him. There were no weapons drawn, no signs of a threat.

The overseer placed one hand over his chest and inclined his head. “We are your brothers,” he said, in that smooth voice she’d only heard a few times. “We’ve been looking for both of you.”


NINETEEN


Stavian

Stavian stared at the screen like it had just cracked his spine. The figures standing on the other bridge were fellow Zaruxians, but they looked like him. Not a little. A lot.

Same scale pattern down the jaw. Same silver eyes. One even had the same frown as him.

Brothers.

His mind scrambled for details. His file said he was an orphan, taken into Axis training at a young age. No family was tied to his designation. He’d believed it. Swallowed it whole, because there was nothing else to believe. Now, four males stood tall in front of him, wings folded, gazes hard and locked onto him.

“Is this real?” he asked, more to himself than them.

“Yes. We are your brothers,” a male with crimson scales said. “For better or worse.”

Stavian’s pulse jumped. That voice—composed, relaxed—cracked something open that nothing else had ever reached.

He couldn’t get another word out. His hands had gone numb at his sides. His brain buzzed with questions. He had dozens of them jammed in his throat and no breath left to ask even one.

How? Fek, why?

Where were they when he was alone in the system, training with the Axis, rising through a structure built to wring his loyalty dry? What horrors had they endured before arriving here?

They stared at him like he belonged to them, and deep in his chest, he wanted it to be true.

Cerani stood frozen beside him. He could feel the sharp pull of her breath as she took it all in.

Then, the holographic screen flickered, and another face filled the center.

“Hello?” A Terian female with yellow hair so bright it looked like a solar flare, peered into the screen. “Cerani, are you in there?”

Cerani jerked beside him. “Sevas?” Her voice cracked as she surged forward, half tripping over the edge of the console. “Sevas!”

The other Terian let out a whoop, then covered her mouth. “I knew it! I swear on every star—I knew you were alive!”

Before Cerani could say anything else, another voice broke through.

“She’s there? Oh, sweet stars!” The screen widened again. A second female burst into frame. This one had blue hair, and bright green eyes that practically hit the projection like a bolt.

“Is that—Cera?” Yet another voice called from somewhere outside the screen visibility. “Oh! It’s her! It really is her!”

“Move over, will you?” drawled a different female voice. “I can’t see her.”

Cerani’s knees hit the floor and she covered her face with her hands. Stavian crouched beside her. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, but he could see her shoulders shake as tears took over—no shame, no filter. Great sobs of, hopefully, joy. He’d seen Cerani angry, sad, fierce, and passionate, but this emotion was new. Her shoulders shook silently.

“Cerani?” he whispered. He reached out and put a hand on her back, steadying her. “What would you like to do?”

Meanwhile, there was chaos on the other ship as the Terian females crowded the screen, each trying to see Cerani, and the Zaruxian males argued whether to just go over to Stavian’s ship or invite them all to theirs. It was like a big…unruly family. For a moment, Stavian thought he might cry, too.

“Stars, I can’t breathe,” she whispered without lifting her head.

On his end, the crew of the ESS Mirka observed the chaos with baffled expressions.

After going from fighting through an impossible battle that they expected to lose, to being “rescued” by an unknown and imposing behemoth of a ship, the four ex-miners-turned bridge crew sat frozen in disbelief. Talla stared at the screen with her mouth halfway open. Jorr blinked a few times and muttered something about hallucinations. Rinter’s hands hovered midair over the shield terminal like he was waiting for someone else to say what they were all thinking: What the fek was going on?

The only thing Stavian knew for sure was that these people were not their enemies. He saw the way Cerani’s face lit up with recognition, disbelief, then pure joy.

This wasn’t just a rescue. It was a reunion.

He looked at the screen and made eye contact with the Zaruxians. “We have frightened passengers in our hold. Permission for Cerani and me to board your ship.”

“Granted,” the purple-scaled male said over the sound of female voices.

He turned to Rinter. “Lower the shields.”

Rinter jerked like he’d just been released from stasis. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” Stavian’s voice didn’t waver. “Drop them now.”

Rinter hesitated one beat, then tapped his console. “Shields falling…now.” The overhead display blinked from red to yellow, then turned green.

Cerani peeked up and gazed up at him with brilliant gold eyes. “Can we really…?”

“Yes,” he said. “You’re going to see your people again. And so am I.”

She blinked hard, wiped her face with one gloved hand, then turned back to the screen as her friends shouted her name again. Sevas had moved in closer, her eyes still shining. “Is that your male back there? That blue one?” She stared, then grinned. “Nice.”

Cerani turned bright red. Stavian might’ve smiled—if he hadn’t been holding it together with the thinnest thread of composure.

A mountain of a Zaruxian with green scales didn’t seem to care for Sevas’ assessment, as he crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at the screen. “You’d best come over now, before we change our minds.”

Cerani looked up at him from where she kneeled. He offered her a hand and pulled her upright. Her movements were shaky, but so were his. She pressed her hands to his chest. Not to push him away, but to stay grounded.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “Are you?”

He wasn’t. He didn’t know how to be. Standing on that ship were Zaruxians who called themselves his brothers. There were Terians who looked like Cerani’s soul carved into different shapes. It was too much. And they were opening the door to a life he hadn’t allowed himself to imagine.

“All systems steady,” Talla said from behind them. Her voice was shaky. “I’ve got a proximity link now. Their ship’s guiding us into a lock zone.”

“Confirm the channel stays open,” Stavian said. “I need to inform our passengers in the cargo hold what’s going on.”

“Can you tell us that?” Talla asked.

He let out a little laugh. “I think we’re going to be okay. When we’re docked, get some rest. Eat. I’ll keep you all updated.”

Rinter’s panel buzzed again. “They’ve initiated zero-pressure air-lock tether. Confirming crosswalk extension from their bay to ours.”

Stavian stared at the screen. His pulse thudded behind his eyes.

He didn’t know if these were the people who would finish the war—or start the next one, but he’d risk it. For her, for them.

That ship didn’t come here to destroy. It came to bring them home.


TWENTY


Stavian

Stavian stood in the center of the fortress hall, surrounded by five towering males with wings, claws, and eyes that matched shades of his own—a circle of blood he hadn’t known existed two cycles ago. Four of them looked too much like him to ignore. One looked like he’d walked through fire and war and stayed standing only because rage asked him to. Every instinct in Stavian’s body screamed that this moment should feel impossible. Too much. But it didn’t. He wished Cerani was there beside him. Her solid warmth pressing against his shoulder would be a welcome presence as he faced the greatest emotional punch of his life.

But Cerani had been enveloped by four joyful Terian females the moment they’d stepped onto this ship. She’d met his brothers, which had been interesting. She’d had a strong reaction to Ellion, who had formerly been the overseer at the settlements they were from. Turi, a pretty, blue-haired Terian, was his mate. Between Turi’s vouching for him, and Ellion’s respectful apology for his previous rule over them, Cerani unbent enough to find her voice and tell him that she forgave him. She added a warning not to hurt Turi, which, by the look of them together, would not be happening, and he accepted this with a few reverent promises, much like the ones Stavian himself had made to Cerani.

Stavian found it telling that each of the Zaruxians were bonded to one of these females. It didn’t seem like a coincidence, but Stavian wasn’t one for destiny, or fate, or any of that foolishness. Still, it was curious. Five brothers. Five Terians who were like sisters.

After introductions, Cerani had left with her friends. To where, was a mystery. The Zaruxian ship was beyond massive. He knew she was safe, but a part of him was anxious to know where she was. To have her by his side.

The space itself—massive, echoing—was dark rock and some metal alloy, with surprisingly homey fixtures—sofas, tapestries, a fireplace. The walls were etched with symbols he couldn’t interpret—but something inside him recognized them. There were no high screens or Axis monitors. No guards in formation. Only silence and tension. The floor beneath him was more flat, dark stone and his boots clicked when he stepped, but not harshly. More like a mark—like the fortress ship listened when he moved through it. It should have felt foreign. Cold. Stark.

It felt like home.

He examined the males before him, cataloging them as they evaluated him.

Bruil stood slightly to the side. Older than all of them, he wore, like badges, the scars of every fight he’d survived. Bronze scale patterns were broken in places from plasma burns. His eyes were sharper than most soldiers, and held a weight that didn’t come from command or age, but grief. Quiet, weathered loss that hadn’t dimmed. Stavian knew that look—he saw it in the mirror when his conscience got the better of him. Bruil didn’t look away. He studied Stavian like he was looking for both a threat and a reminder.

To his left stood Ellion. Cold and still. Leaner than Bruil but just as dangerous. The deep violet of his scales shimmered under the fortress lighting, but nothing else about him shimmered. His posture, his stare, his voice the first time he spoke—it was all precise. Controlled. Too still not to be deliberate. Stavian recognized it instantly as a fellow former Axis leader. A cold mask was drilled into all command training, and Ellion wore it like armor. He’d saved Turi, a free spirit with sparkling green eyes, from the raiders’ ship, having previously laid a claim on her. He’d loved her long before they spoke a word to each other. And his love was apparent as his silver gaze followed her with devotion.

Beside him, Cyprian lounged in a chair like a god bored with worship. He had crimson scales, with gold shot through the bones of his wings like veins of light. He wore a faintly amused expression, his mouth pulled into an easy grin that didn’t match the sharpness in his eyes. The kind of male who flattered you a pek before killing you. His mate was the sweetest, cheeriest little female he’d ever laid eyes on. Fivra, with pink hair and a pure smile, looked exactly as Cerani described her, and Cyprian, who looked like a debauched warlord, gazed on her like she was the most beautiful jewel he’d ever set eyes on. Stavian wasn’t sure he liked him, but he wanted to.

Next to Cyprian stood Takkian, all green scales and bulk, with a jawline that could break bones and scars that spoke of many, many battles. Warrior. That was clear. He didn’t smile. He didn’t blink. And the way he looked at Stavian said he’d gut him if he lied once. His mate was Sevas, the yellow-haired, red-eyed female who had taken over the viewscreen on the Mirka. She was taller than all the other Terians, and possessed strength in muscles and mind that made it obvious she was a match for Takkian in every way. They even held the same pose—arms crossed and chin high.

The last was Razion, with gold scales gleaming like flames. His smile had teeth in it, but not cruelty—intellect. The kind that never stopped calculating. His eyes were razor-edged enough to skin deception alive. Lilas was his mate, and she had looked him over with disconcertingly vivid fuchsia eyes, as if seeking out his weaknesses so she could stab him for sport. She was actually very “sweet,” according to Cerani, but he wouldn’t want to be on the wrong side of her any more than her mate. Razion had a feral look to him. The kind that said he’d fight dirty if it meant a win, and after learning that he was abducted by raiders as a child and escaped an Axis upbringing, Stavian understood why.

These were his brothers. They were vastly different, from scale tones to personalities to histories, but their eyes told the truth. The silver gazes on him were so familiar, he may have been looking in a mirror.

“This was hers,” Bruil said, finally breaking the silence. His voice sounded like crushed gravel. “Your mother’s fortress. Queen Aklian. She flew it in the last cycle of the war.”

Stavian didn’t move. Wait. Queen? Whatever he was expecting to hear first, this wasn’t it. “Our…mother?”

Bruil nodded sagely. “Her majesty traded herself to the Axis to save you when it was clear we had lost. It was her final act as queen, to save her six sons and the few who survived the war. I served her with pride, as I serve her royal sons. This is where you hatched, and then lived during your infancy.”

“We’re leading with this?” Cyprian drawled. “It never goes over well.”

Takkian growled. “Because it’s meaningless. We have no planet. No people. We are just us.”

But it was obvious that it meant something to Bruil. It meant something to Stavian, too. Not the royal part, but that this was his home. His birthplace. His mother’s fortress.

Stavian looked down. The stone at his feet was smooth, but he could feel it. The presence. The history in the air. It pressed against him like something buried and trying to get out.

“We were looking for you,” Ellion said. “And Cerani. Thank you for making it easy.”

It wasn’t easy at all, but Stavian nodded. “If you hadn’t shown up when you did, we’d be dead. Our escape would have failed.” He inclined his head, as these males were due his gratitude. “Thank you.”

“That’s an Axis insignia on your collar,” Takkian said. “You served them. Loyal. Efficient. Obedient.”

Stavian’s head snapped up. “I was raised by them. Lied to about my past. They told me I was indebted to them. They erased everything about my past.” He moved his gaze to Ellion. “You know this.”

Ellion sighed. A shadow moved over his face. “I do.”

“I wasn’t part of their system, but I know how deeply they indoctrinate their agents.” Razion tilted his head. “For the safety of this family we’ve made and what we’re trying to do, we need to know: is any part of you still loyal to them?”

Stavian clenched his fists. “No.”

“Works for me.” Cyprian’s eyes tracked him with interest. “We’d know if you were lying. Can we move on?”

“Not yet.” Takkian grunted beside him. Green-scaled, thick arms bulged over his chest. “What I want to know is why you stayed so long. You knew what they were. Didn’t your blood burn inside you?”

“My blood didn’t matter,” Stavian said. He kept his tone even, though his heart pounded. “The Axis were all I knew. I didn’t know I had anyone else. I thought doing my job kept people safe,” Stavian said. “I was told the prisoners were dangerous, violent. But the more I dug into the records, it became clear that they weren’t. And then I met Cerani, and I…”

“You fell in love,” Ellion murmured.

“I knew I was lost the first time I looked into her eyes,” Stavian said, well aware of how much he sounded like a lovesick fool. He didn’t care. Unless he’d hallucinated everything until now, these males could relate to every word he said. “She is everything. When she opened her mouth, all she did was tell the truth—about me, the Axis, the mine. I’d stood in that place every cycle thinking I was keeping the mine running with mercy. She burned that lie to the ground with a single look.”

Cyprian let out a low whistle. “Hmm. Sounds like love.”

Stavian’s shoulders squared. “It is.”

“You sure?” Razion asked, one brow raised. “Not a sympathy rebound from betraying your creators? Or the kind you pull back when your pretty prisoner looks at you long enough?”

Stavian stepped forward, eyes flaring. “Fek you. Never speak about her like that again.” He bared his teeth as heat clawed up his throat. “I know what my mate is to me and I’d sacrifice everything to protect her. I won’t explain myself to you.” Brothers or not, he’d leave now. He was done with their questioning of his motives. He wouldn’t defend his feelings for his mate to anyone. They just were.

“Ah!” Razion smiled, wide and satisfied. “There he is.”

Takkian grunted, but smiled. His stance relaxed. “Sorry for pushing you, brother. We had to know for sure you weren’t sent here to infiltrate and spy. The Axis are not pleased with us. I’d put nothing past them.”

“We did the same thing to Razion,” Cyprian said. “But he fekked up. Completely deserved it.”

“I did not deserve it,” Razion muttered with a frown.

Stavian’s blood was still hot. “I wouldn’t have escaped if it weren’t for her. I wouldn’t have seen what needed to be done, wouldn’t have rescued the mine workers, wouldn’t be standing here with you.”

Bruil let out a quiet sound—like approval hidden behind a growl.

Ellion’s face didn’t change, but he gave a short nod, and that said more than anything else. “We believe you. Not only because of how you said it, but because we’ve all risked the same thing. Every one of us has a mate who cost us our place in the system—and returned our soul in trade.”

“I’m not asking for approval,” Stavian said, shaking his head. “I’ve already chosen her. I won’t stand here and be measured like I’m holding out for your blessing.”

“Good,” Cyprian said. “We’d respect you less if you were.”

Stavian let out a breath. If this was what having brothers was like, it was going to be exhausting. “Cerani and I came looking for you. The stories—the uprisings—are circulating through the Axis despite Central’s efforts to keep them quiet. We planned to find you.”

“You wanted to join our cause,” Ellion said.

“Yes.” Stavian looked at each of them. “But I have a complication, as you know. When you scanned the ship, you found forty-eight ex-miners onboard. We took them with us because leaving them there was a death sentence. Most of them are still recovering. They fought their way out, just like I did. Most are not trained soldiers, but some are. They deserve safety, freedom, and fresh starts.”

“They’re safe for now,” Bruil said. “We will protect them.”

Stavian nodded. “Good. But they can’t stay in the hold forever and they don’t belong here any more than they did at the mines. I’m thinking of giving them the ESS Mirka.”

“The ship you arrived on?” Razion tapped his fingers together. “It’s a good ship. Old, but solid. You sure?”

Stavian looked at him. “It’s not mine. I’d like to stock it with supplies and point them to a few friendly outposts. Let them build something of their own. The small crew I gathered to fly the thing is good. The pilot used to captain a small fleet. He can lead. It’s the least I can do for them, after forcing them to work in the mines.”

“We can help you with that,” Ellion said, nodding. “We’re well-stocked and can share whatever they need. We can fill it with supplies, strip off all Axis markings, and give them access codes to the outer rings. Friendly routes only. No red-zones.”

Stavian felt tension melt from his shoulders. “Thank you. As for Cerani and me—”

“This is your home, Stavian.” Ellion stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not just you anymore. You have us. Cerani has us. And we will stand by your side. No matter what. We are family.”

“Like it, or not,” Cyprian quipped with a grin.

Stavian was at a loss for words for a moment. He didn’t know what a family was. The Axis had tried to fashion themselves as a family, but they were anything but. He looked at the four irritating, difficult, opinionated males before him and felt his chest swell. They were all the things he thought about them, but they were his. He knew in his gut that what Ellion said was true. They’d stand by him. Cerani was reunited with her chosen family. Now he was, too.

He clasped Ellion’s shoulder in return. “I’m with you. You have my word.”

Everything instantly became more relaxed. Postures eased. Voices became easy and light. Joking commenced and someone went to the replicator for food and drinks. Stavian couldn’t help but feel that this was the most surreal thing that had happened to him. As they sat back on sofas and chairs, just talking, he knew it would take a little while to get used to this.

“There is one more,” Ellion said, almost offhandedly. “A sixth. Our final brother.”

Stavian took a drink from the large cup he held. It was synthesized ale. Not terrible. “There’s only one other Zaruxian in the Axis that I know of,” he said slowly. “But I hope it’s not him.”

“Why?” Cyprian asked. “Is he a half-wit? Most families have one, I’ve heard.”

“No.” Stavian frowned into his cup. “He’s at Axis Central in the high command. He sits on the council of twelve. I’ve never met him, but I know of him.”

“High command.” Razion let out a whistle. “That’s a problem.”

Takkian’s eyes narrowed. “Does he know what he is?”

“I don’t know,” Stavian replied. “But if he does, and still accepts it all, he’s a lost cause.”

Bruil rubbed his grizzled chin. “Tell me, lad. Do you happen to know the location of Axis Central?”

“Yes,” Stavian said. “It’s not a secret.”

Razion laughed. “Yes, it is. I’ve been looking for it for many mig-cycles.”

Ellion reached over to a side table and picked up a data tablet. “Can you show us?”

Stavian took it, hands steady. He pulled up the star charts, tapped through the systems, and dragged his finger across the galactic display until he reached the coordinates and the planet they were looking for. “There.” He pointed, and five heads tipped forward to see where he indicated. “ZX-339. Axis Central. The command citadel has been located here for as long as I can remember,” he said. “They say it’s under a dome that’s fortified down to the mantle. That nothing outside the top tier of Central goes there.”

The silence that followed was loud. No one moved or spoke. They just stared.

“What is it?” Stavian asked.

“That’s not ZX-339,” Bruil said, looking slowly up from the map. “That’s Zarux. Our home planet. Before the Axis came.”

Stavian stared. “No. That’s—”

Razion’s smirk vanished. “They didn’t just take our people. They took our planet and made it a throne.”

Stavian looked back at the projection on the tablet. It didn’t look special—just a place, like every Axis system map. But now? That grid burned. He stayed still for a second, his gaze trailing back to the tablet. Everything was shifting. His mind worked through each part—every system he’d trained under, every cycle of loyalty drilled into his spine. It all felt like a slow crumbling now.

Zarux. Not ZX-339. Not a district. Not data. Not history.

Home.

His mother had died protecting it. Her blood. Her ship. Her sons. And now it sat beneath Axis control, with its true name buried under scrubbed files and renamed skies.

Silence stretched thin through the room.

Takkian hauled himself forward and leaned his forearms on his thighs. “So,” he said, “who’s ready to take it back?”


TWENTY-ONE


Cerani

The small circle of Cerani’s world had been shattered and reforged in less than a cycle, and now it hummed with soft laughter and the murmuring comfort of reunion. She sat cross-legged beside the flickering ion fire, on a thick, plum-colored rug, with her sisters of her soul in a loose circle, shoulder to shoulder, like they’d done a thousand times before. Everything felt foreign—except them. The Terians—Sevas, Turi, Lilas, and Fivra—each glowed with their own unique lights. Their bodies were relaxed and their voices light as they passed a tray of fruit, warm bread, and little sparkling cups filled with a sweet citrus drink.

The room was softer than anything Cerani had allowed herself to imagine: golden light blooming from the wall panels and soft seating pushed into corners, like a dream half-remembered. She wore cream-colored leggings and a sleeveless wrap that hugged her comfortably. Her skin was moisturized, clean, and warm. For the first time since she was taken, she felt fully in her body again. She had bathed. They had eaten. And now they sat in a pile like they used to do back at the settlement, knees touching, heads leaned in close, the fire pulsing gently behind them as Lilas told a story too rude to repeat, and someone laughed so hard they spilled a drink and didn’t try to clean it up right away. Everything felt surreal—like they were sitting inside the impossible—and Cerani couldn’t breathe without tearing a little, because it was true. They were alive. They were together.

All here—except…

She braced herself and asked the question that had been haunting her since she’d wrapped her arms around four of her friends. One was missing. “Where’s Nena?”

They went quiet. Lilas looked away. Sevas’s eyes closed.

“We haven’t found Nena yet,” Turi said, her voice hushed.

Cerani felt something cold settle behind her heart. “Do we know if…?”

“We don’t know anything,” Turi said. “We had a clue as to where you were. Someone saw an Axis manifest that listed a Terian on route to the DeLink Mine system. That’s how we managed to show up. Ellion thought we’d be looking at a full-scale attack on the mine to get to you.”

She swallowed. Hurt stung through her chest like it had been hiding behind her ribs, waiting to burn through. “Your timing was perfect, but we have to find Nena.”

“We will.” Sevas crossed her arms. She was still tall and strong, but rather than the dark, matted hair she’d had on the settlement to hide her true maturity and, thus, delay being forced to take a bondmate, Sevas stood tall and let her hair be its natural bright gold. “We won’t give up.”

“There’s one more brother out there, too.” Lilas pushed back her jaw-length purple hair. “He’s proving hard to find, too.”

“If we find one, we’ll find the other,” Fivra predicted, tapping her lips with a fingertip. “I bet they’re together, just like we are with our Zaruxians.”

Cerani breathed through it. Of all her friends, Fivra was the last one she expected to see end up with a charming brothel director. To his credit, Cyprian was utterly smitten with her. It was impossible to miss the love in his eyes when he looked at her.

Cerani turned toward Turi, who still clung to her hand like she wasn’t ready to let go. “When I saw him,” she said, her voice lower now, “the overseer—I’m sorry—Ellion, standing there on the viewing screen?” What a mind-shock that had been. “I thought it was over. I thought, no way do we walk out of this alive. Stavian and I had brought forty-eight people straight into Axis hands again.” She squeezed Turi’s hand. “Whatever you did to change him, thank you.”

Lilas snorted. “It wasn’t just you. We had that reaction, too. It was…jarring, at first, to be face-to-face with him.” She glanced at Turi. “No offense. He’s great. But for a long time, he was scary.”

“No offense taken,” Turi said. “I thought he was scary, too. I mean, he flew me off to his fortress and told me I’d never leave.” She blew out a hard breath. “It wasn’t the smoothest start to a relationship. But the thing is, I didn’t change him. Not really. It was all there inside of him.”

Cerani’s fear at the initial sight of him, framed beside the other Zaruxians in that command center, had strangled her. But stepping aboard their ship and seeing what they stood for—the fire that flared behind their rebellion, how they no longer served the Axis—had melted that fear away.

Ellion had not only broken away, he’d freed the settlements where Cerani and her friends had lived. He’d started their part of the rebellion by walking out of a penal colony and leveling the Axis forces on his way out.

He’d looked her in the eye when they finally came face-to-face and said, “The minute I stopped pretending the Axis were worth my loyalty was the minute I became free.”

That’s when she’d started to trust him. Really trust him. Not just as a protector of her people—but as someone who understood exactly why they had to burn the system down.

“You walk through life thinking you’ll always be under someone’s boot,” Cerani said softly, holding Turi’s hand. “Then one day, someone like him—like all the Zaruxian males we fell in love with—says no. Just no. And all you can do is look up and realize you’re not meant to survive in a cage. You’re meant to take the whole thing apart.”

Sevas nodded, her voice thick. “That’s basically what Takkian said he felt when we were planning to break out of the arena. Something in him broke, but not in the way the Axis wanted.”

Lilas nodded. “Razion had always been fighting the Axis, but having his brothers changed things. Made it more real. Just like us finding each other again.” It was rare for Lilas to talk like this—real, without a cutting joke. She smiled and lifted her glass. “Who knew a bunch of female farmers would cause so much amazing trouble?”

Cerani smiled and they all raised their glasses. Something about hearing that made it real all over again. Not just the reunion, but the stakes that came with it. For once in her life, someone wasn’t trying to control the Terians. They were powerful. Seen. Loved.

Sevas crossed her arms and tilted her head. “So,” she drawled, “what went down in that mine? Because you’re glowing like someone dipped you in stardust.”

“Nothing exciting.” Cerani made a face. “I worked thirty-four cycles before the mine collapsed. I practically lived there.”

“And yet,” Lilas said, narrowing her eyes, “you have the skin of someone who soaked in monha oil every morning and has never missed a meal.”

Sevas jerked her chin toward her. “Your hair too. It’s—smoother? Brighter?”

“Your irises are clearer,” Fivra added, not blinking. “Like…like they’ve gone more amber than gold. Did they change?”

“No,” Cerani said, then hesitated. “Maybe. I don’t know. The lower levels of the mine had psiak radiation. It made all the other miners sick, but not me. Didn’t even make me tired. Just the opposite, actually. I was the only one who got healthier down there.”

“Ah, so that’s it.” Lilas looked at the others. “Remember what Bruil said about Teria?”

Cerani tilted her head, confusion flickering. “What about Teria?”

All four of them exchanged glances as Sevas leaned in. “Bruil told us about the radiation on Teria,” she said, low and steady. “It sounds similar. Atmospheric exposure—psiak-based. That same energy that breaks down most species? It did the opposite to our ancestors.”

“It…strengthened them,” Lilas added. “He said Terians used to live the same long lifespans as the Zaruxians. Stronger bodies, faster healing, and a much slower aging process.”

Cerani blinked. Her pulse kicked behind her ribs.

“Bruil was around before the Axis took over Zarux and Teria,” Sevas went on. “Our bodies fed on that radiation, needing it like air. When the Axis rounded up the Terian survivors and dumped them on the planet where our settlements were, our lifespans shortened dramatically because there was no radiation. We lived short lives—a small fraction of what they once were. We…forgot who we were and where we came from as the generations rolled on.”

Sevas crossed her arms. “Which makes your case interesting, Cera. You’re thriving.”

“I felt so guilty,” Cerani said. “That whole time in the mine—everyone else was coughing, breaking down, thinning down to bone, and I was just…getting stronger.”

Fivra cocked her head. “It wasn’t your fault, you know.”

Cerani closed her eyes and wished she could believe her friend’s words. “That air took a dozen lives while I filled quotas like I was born to extract crystal.”

“Maybe you were,” Lilas said.

Cerani jerked her head around.

Lilas lifted her hands. “I’m not saying we belong in some Axis mine. I’m saying maybe what they tried to weaponize is just who we are. Strong. Fast. Durable.” She stepped forward. “They made us prisoners for it. Which means it’s probably the most powerful gift we’ve got.”

Cerani’s breath ran ragged through her chest. She thought of the thirty-four cycles she’d worked, the suits she’d patched, the way her skin had stayed smooth under radiation. The miners lying in the med lab, then moved offline—no, killed. How she’d walked out of it stronger than she started.

“They’ll never stop coming for us,” she said slowly.

“No.” Turi’s voice held that quiet fire Cerani had come to rely on. When Turi believed in something, she didn’t say it loudly—she said it with certainty that rang deep. “But we’re not who we used to be. Neither are you.”

Cerani pressed her lips together, trying to hold everything in. The tears. The rage. The relief.

“We fight back this time,” Sevas said.

Fivra nodded. “And we remember who we were before they told us who to be.”

Cerani looked at each of them in turn. They had grown up on a prison world disguised as home. They’d been told what to wear, how to speak, when to smile, and who to belong to. The Axis had written their fates before they’d taken their first breaths.

But now?

Cerani had a crew of fighters. She had a ship. And she had loved ones who still believed she mattered.

“We find Nena,” she whispered. “No bargaining. No waiting. No peace until we do.”

“We will,” Lilas said. “But you also need to hear this. That thing you said earlier? About walking through life under someone’s boot? It was never your—our—fate. We were always meant to lead.”

Lead your people. That’s what Stavian had said when they’d planned the escape. Cerani exhaled, her jaw trembling. The words hit harder than they should have. And maybe they were true.

“It’s true.” Lilas leaned back with mischief twinkling in her eyes. “We’re all mates to princes, after all.” She grinned. “Bet you didn’t see that coming.”

Turi quirked an eyebrow. “I thought we agreed to wait to drop that on her.”

Cerani shook her head. “Say what?”

“Yup. Our Zaruxians are the offspring of the queen of Zarux,” Sevas said. “The planet was falling. She made the Axis agree to spare her six hatchlings—yes, they hatched from eggs—and the remaining Zaruxians in exchange for turning herself over to them. They killed her, of course, but they did let the princes live. I mean, they turned them into Axis agents, but…”

“Except for Razion,” Lilas added. “He was a troublesome fekker from the beginning.”

When Cerani just stared at them, Sevas let out a full, deep laugh and clapped Cerani on the shoulder. “Oh, Cera, We have so much to fill you in on.”

Cerani thought about at the vast ship they were standing in, the brothers who’d broken free to lend them their strength, and the storm of rebellion that was now waiting just beyond the next star.

She drew in a deep breath. “Then let’s begin.”


TWENTY-TWO


The sleep cycle made the ship’s systems dim the lights, signaling rest, comfort, safety—things Cerani still didn’t wholly believe in but was starting to trust, little by little.

The door to her quarters slid open with a soft hiss. She turned on the overstuffed seating cushion at the center of the room just in time to see him step through. Her breath caught.

Stavian filled the doorway like he always did—broad-shouldered, regal, walking like war still clung to his boots. But his face was soft tonight. Not unguarded, exactly, but open in a way he’d saved only for her.

He came to her without a word.

Cerani stood, moving toward him, steady now despite the way her heart kicked. She stepped into his arms and he pulled her flush against him, his mouth brushing her temple. His breath was warm as it skimmed her hair.

“Hi,” she murmured.

“Hi,” he echoed, wrapping his arm around her lower back and tucking her close.

“How are you?” she asked softly. “After this cycle.”

His hand slid over her back. “Shaken,” he admitted into her hair, “but whole.”

“Quite the family you have.” She tilted her face up toward his. “We have.”

His chest rumbled with a faint laugh. “I noticed.”

Cerani smiled and tucked her face against his shoulder. His skin still carried the faint scent of steel and storm. “They’re arrogant and impossible.”

She felt his grin against her scalp. “Yes.”

“And brave,” she added after a beat. “And good.”

He pulled back slightly to look at her. “So are your Terian sisters.”

“I missed them more than I knew,” she said, her voice cracking with the truth of it.

“I know.” His fingers traced a slow, comforting path down her spine. “I’ve never seen you glow like this.”

“I’m happy,” she whispered. “Not just because of them.”

Because of you. And she didn’t need to say it. He knew.

Stavian brushed his hand over her cheek like he was trying to memorize her. “Your eyes are gold fire tonight.” He slid his fingers down the side of her throat. “You don’t know it, but that’s what you are to me.” He leaned in, brushing a soft kiss to the corner of her mouth. “Blinding.”

“Undress me,” she whispered.

He didn’t answer. Not with words.

Stavian reached for the tie of her wrap shirt and tugged it slowly open. His hands were careful, reverent, every motion soaked with significance. When the fabric parted in the middle and his eyes swept over her now-bare torso, he exhaled like all the air had left his lungs.

“You’re breathtaking,” he said, his voice rough.

Cerani didn’t look away. Her heart thudded against her ribs. She let the shirt slip to the floor. Her pulse kicked when he leaned in and kissed her shoulder—just once—slow and unhurried, like he wanted to press the words I love you into her skin.

He brushed her hair back and hooked his thumbs in the waist of her leggings. They slipped down her hips with a whisper, leaving her bare to him. Cerani stood still as his eyes traveled every inch of her like she was a world he was only just beginning to chart.

“I will never get over the way you look at me,” she said, voice trembling.

“Good,” he said. “Because it’s never going to change.”

When his mouth met hers, it wasn’t rushed. It was soft, deep. His hands skimmed over her waist and hips, grounding her even as her knees went weak. She ran her fingers down his chest, featherlight, until she reached the edge of his shirt and tugged.

“You too,” she breathed between kisses. “Everything.”

He stripped off his own tunic, unfastened the belt beneath, and let his pants fall. When his body pressed against hers—skin-to-skin—she sighed, melting into the contact like gravity no longer knew how to hold her up.

“I love you,” he whispered into her ear as she pressed her forehead to his chest.

She closed her eyes, her hand curling gently over the spot where his heart beat strong and sure beneath her fingers. “I love you too. I didn’t think I’d ever feel this way about anyone.”

“Nor I, but I do. Sweet stars, I do,” he said, and in his voice was everything that mattered—hope, certainty, promise. “We’re going to Zarux. Our final brother is there, but he’s… He’s in the highest levels of the Axis leadership. I don’t know if we can get to him, let alone change his heart.” He shook his head. “No matter what happens, Cerani… I’m yours. And I will spend every cycle proving that I’m worthy of you.”

She kissed him again, deciding to leave the worries of the future for another cycle. Now, they were here, in each other’s arms and that mattered. She lifted her arms and he carried her to the bed. They fell together in a tangle of limbs and warmth, the soft lighting above them dimming to gold as the ship drifted quietly through space.

Cerani curled into him, skin pressed to skin, her breath slowing as their heartbeats sank into the same rhythm. The sheets were cool at first, but warmed quickly beneath them. He tucked one wing gently around her, the curved ridge fitting the length of her back like it had always belonged there. She traced lazy circles over his collarbone as he wrapped his arms around her waist. For once, no alarms blared. No hunger pressed under her ribs. No unseen forces plotted in the dark.

There was only this. This soft, steady now.

Stavian brushed her hair behind her ear and kissed the shell of it, his voice barely more than air as he said, “Sleep, Cerani. We’ve done enough this cycle.”

She couldn’t answer at first. Too full. Too safe. But then she tilted her head just enough to kiss the center of his chest, right over the place she’d come to recognize as his heartbeat. “I don’t want to sleep. I want to feel.”

He grinned, and with a rough growl, scooped her up and shifted her beneath him. “As you wish, my lovely mate.”

Outside, the stars wheeled in silence as the vessel made for a planet long forgotten—a cradle of rebellion, of history, and of truth. A place where the Axis had stolen everything from them.

They were going back not to kneel, but to rise. And wrapped in each other’s arms, there was no fear. Only fire. Only love. Only forward.
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Get ready for the sixth and final part of the Zarux Dragon Brides saga with Possessed by the Dragon Alien.
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Madrian is one of the twelve ruthless members of the Axis elite. The little Terian female brought to work the lands surrounding his stronghold should be nothing. Invisible. A faceless worker who will never escape imprisonment.

But once he sees her, he knows in his dragon heart that she is his, and that will be his undoing.

Nena was abducted from her penal colony by raiders only to be dumped at…a different penal colony. But unlike conditions at Settlement 112-1, this one is lush and lavish and filled with the most deadly leaders of the Axis. One never wishes to be noticed by them, but Nena can’t escape the attention of one so beautiful, so forbidden, loving him could only end in a painful death.

But one does not ignore the of the twelve, and once Madrian has her in his sights, Nena’s fate is sealed. Or so she thinks…
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