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Fivra was born in a penal colony, but when alien raiders abduct her and her friends and sell them at a galactic auction, she’s thrust into the dazzling world of Erovik—the elite, galactic brothel. There, Fivra draws the eye of Cyprian, the enigmatic director of Erovik. As their romance grows, Fivra learns that the Axis—the shadowy force that imprisoned her people—plans to seize the stolen females, including her. With her life at stake and Cyprian resolute in his determination to protect her, Fivra must release her fears and uncover her true strength, or risk losing everything.

Cyprian Dek’lak has built a name for himself as being untouchable and calculating, but his flawless control shatters the moment Fivra is thrown into his orbit. With a dragon’s possessive instincts surging through him, he is drawn to her in ways he cannot—and will not—deny. Her presence stirs long-buried questions about his hidden past. When the Axis comes for Fivra, Cyprian ignites a dangerous conflict with a power far greater than himself, one that threatens to destroy everything he’s worked for.

The intertwining flames of love and rebellion force Cyprian to make an impossible choice: surrender to the Axis’ might or risk everything to defy it. Can love between an unshakable dragon and a defiant prisoner survive the firestorm—or will it burn them both to ashes?


ONE


Fivra

Terian female 591-A, known as Fivra to the people of her settlement, had always held a positive outlook on things. Even as the crops produced less fruit every season, and punishments for infractions became more severe, and the people around her grew harder, colder, wearier, she held onto the belief that things would get better.

In one moment, that changed.

She sat with her friend Turi and their other friends—Sevas, Nena, Lilas, and Cerani—on Turi’s farm, weaving dry grasses into a headdress for Turi’s bondmating that would take place that evening. None of them wanted to be bonded. Each would be assigned by their father, a male they would be expected to serve and mate with. During the time leading up to the bonding ceremony, the male could choose to have hobbles put on his future mate’s ankles. The metal shackles prevented her from fleeing—which was sometimes attempted. The fact that Turi’s future bondmate chose to do this to her automatically made Fivra dislike him. The hobbles were a despicable device and could only be removed by the male bondmate after their bonding ceremony. Turi looked miserable, but also kind of detached as they sat together for the last time. By tomorrow, Turi would be living in settlement 112-2 with her new mate. Each of them was destined for the same fate. One of them, Nena, already had a bondmate, and judging by the bruises on her, he was as cruel as many of the males on the settlement had become.

Fivra’s father was not as cruel as some. He had promised to find Fivra a suitable mate, one who would treat her kindly and not force the hobbles on her. Who would not force anything on her. A male like that was becoming harder to find, though, and once she was given to a mate, there was nothing anyone could do about it if he turned out to treat her badly.

Her friend and neighbor, Sevas, pursed her lips and struggled to weave her grasses. Not only did Sevas think this a wholly asinine activity, she objected to being given to a bondmate entirely. “They say there are beasts living to the west,” she said, testily. “I’d rather live with them than here.”

“What’s trading one beast for another?” Lilas, who could string sarcasm together far better than her grasses, shrugged one bony shoulder. “Fek them all. I’d rather live to the east, alone, in the shadowlands over the ridge.”

“The shadowlands are deadly,” Fivra said with a jolt of alarm. “The specters live there, and they eat living flesh.”

“Better to be eaten than…” Whatever Lilas may have said faded away as her gaze widened on something behind Fivra.

She turned and dragged in a stilted gasp. A starship, of all things, glided toward them. It was silver and sleek and as silent as the chill that nipped her fingers and toes in the cold season. This was not one of the transport ships sent by their supreme overlords, known as the Axis, to retrieve a shipment of the crops they grew.

“We need to leave,” Nena said. “Now.”

They got up, but before they could run, the ship lowered and slid to a halt in the clearing, blocking their escape back to the settlement. Fivra’s heart pounded and she looked back towards the very directions she, Lilas, and Sevas had been discussing—beasts to the west and specters to the east. The north was blocked by the mountain. They could run for it, though. If they scattered, the ship couldn’t collect them all, maybe. But Turi couldn’t run anywhere. Not with the hobbles, and Fivra would never abandon one of her friends. “Who is this?” she whispered. “What do they want?”

“Us,” said Turi. “For what, I don’t know.”

Fivra’s belly clenched into a tight ball as the ship lowered a ramp and five thickly built aliens emerged. They were clearly male, with thick armor on their pants and boots. They wore nothing over their gray torsos other than scars, patches of fur, and weapon holsters. Their snouts were filled with sharp teeth and their eyes were black and cold.

“Who the fek are you?” Sevas demanded, even though Fivra would have liked to shush her. These creatures didn’t look like the type you should challenge.

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

Fivra felt Turi’s body tense beside her and the hobbled female grabbed Fivra’s wrist in a tight grip. “We’re not going with you.”

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

More credits? Fivra knew little of commerce, but credits were the common currency of the quadrant. It sounded as if these snouted males intended to sell them. They charged up their weapons and moved in closer, making it clear who was in charge. It wasn’t them, the Terian females. Despite this being their home, their settlement, these beings intended to take them. The very thought made Fivra break out in a sweat. There had to be a way out. Any moment now, the settlement’s males would come to rescue them.

The sound of flapping wings diverted attention from the weapons and the males holding them. Fivra let out a breath of relief at the sight of the overseer flying toward them. He was a huge male with enormous wings that glinted dark purple in the afternoon light. Although terrifying in his size and power, he had a handsome face that held warmth at the corners of his silver eyes. No one had ever seen the overseer lose his temper. He was always in control.

He would save them. He would send these males away. The Terians may have been raised to fear the overseer, but he protected them, too. He’d put a mark of protection on Turi’s family farm—property they were on.

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

The male who had addressed them seemed to shrug that off. “Ease off, Zaruxian. We have no dispute with you. The Axis granted us permission to take a clutch of females as payment for services rendered. I can show you the contract.”

The overseer’s claws lengthened in a dangerous warning. “Whatever your arrangement is with the Axis, you may take your ‘payment’ from another settlement. These lands are under my personal protection.”

Well, that wasn’t what Fivra had expected. There were four settlements combined to make up one large group. Each operated independently, but shared information and, of course, females for breeding. That the overseer was telling them to go elsewhere, but not leave, made her frown in confusion.

The alien in charge appeared patient, yet undeterred. “Now, now. I respect your jurisdiction here. There’s no need for us to squabble.”

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

Fivra had never heard of such a directive. Then again, there were different rules for the overseer than for the Terians. The snouted alien male smiled. “Well, if the damage is already done, let’s work out a deal. Are all of these females from this land you protect?”

The overseer didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he looked over them as one would a crate of sogfrut, before his gaze fell on Turi and stayed there. This was not good. Not what Fivra thought he would do at all. The overseer was their one conduit with the Axis, who controlled everything on the settlements. But if the Axis was allowing these beings to take six Terian females, then the overseer would have no power to stop them.

“Let me see that contract,” the overseer said.

The male handed him a datascreen like the ones used by the Axis crop collectors. “See for yourself.”

The overseer clearly didn’t like what he saw. “This is unprecedented. I was not informed of this arrangement.”

“It’s a recent development. The Axis wasn’t able to procure our requested payment,” the male said with the tone of someone who knew he had won. “As you can see, the contract is authentic.”

The overseer’s face darkened. A shadow of dismay moved over his features. “Will they be harmed?”

The male laughed. “The fek if I know. They’re to be sold at the next auction on Falmic-5. Terian females fetch high credits.”

The overseer turned his gaze to Turi again. He pointed at her. “That one.”

The brute blinked. “What about her?”

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

And that was when Fivra’s panic set in and the rest of the discussion turned into mush and noise to the roaring in her ears. They would not be saved. They were going to be sold, of all horrible things. Turi was ripped away from them, despite everyone trying desperately to hold onto her. Sevas cursed viciously as they were herded toward the alien ship.

Nena, whose silvery-green hair was in Fivra’s face, snarled at the nearest male. “I have a bondmate.”

“Not anymore,” he replied. “Your incarceration here is over. You’re our property, now.”

Incarceration? What did that mean? They were hardly prisoners. Just farmers.

It was Lilas’ expression, her friend who was typically indifferent to everything unless she had some sharp-witted thing to say, that chilled Fivra’s blood. Her friend’s typically bland expression was lit up with fear. Her unusual fuchsia eyes were wide and her nostrils flared in panic. She met Fivra’s gaze with terror.

“We’ll be okay.” Fivra tried to be reassuring, even though fear clawed up her throat.

“Not this time, Fiv,” Lilas said hoarsely. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

That was the fear, at the heart of it. For their entire lives, the females of settlement 112-1 knew what their lives held in store for them. There were no surprises. Everyone’s path was identical—work on the family farm until you become of breeding age, be given to a bondmate, bear children and work on your bondmate’s farm until you die. That was it, and the males didn’t see any variation, either. But now…

Their future was not only unknown, but it was most certainly not going to be okay. Being sold at an auction was the last thing Fivra had expected to experience in her sheltered but difficult life. But as they crowded into the ship and were strapped into seats, the foreign smells of the cluttered starship and the creatures who’d abducted them filled her senses. A tear rolled down her cheek as the ship lifted off, taking them from the only world they’d known.


TWO


Cyprian

“What the fek am I supposed to do with this?” Cyprian Dek’lak’s wings flexed in annoyance as he gazed down at the small, miserable creature cowering in his receiving room. It was female, as far as he could tell, but not the type that would fit in at Erovik, the brothel he managed for the Axis on the space Hevatica Station. He glared at Glivar, his assistant. “How many times have I told you not to get females from auctions? Our clients will not want this creature.”

Glivar crossed his green arms. “Sorry, boss. The Falmic-5 auction had a group of Terians and they’re both rare and beautiful. Said they were rescued from a forced-breeding colony, but…” He gestured with a meaty hand. “Look at her. I couldn’t leave her there. I just couldn’t.”

“We don’t acquire females we pity, Glivar.” Cyprian took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “This is a business, and the Axis demands an accounting for every credit. This is a house of pleasure, not a rescue organization.”

Glivar had the grace to wince. “Can you train her?”

“Rescuing” people did not end in rewards, as he’d learned the hard way when he’d made the same mistake a long time ago. The last female he’d tried to help was clearly traumatized—as this one was—and never acclimated to Erovik. She had remained terrified of all males, no matter what he’d done to try to calm her. Her story and life ended tragically, with her running away and ending up killed in a raider’s hive. He did not want to go through that again.

Cyprian tilted his head to get a better look at the small bundle on the floor. She was barefoot and curled into the smallest ball she could contort herself into. All he could see was a collection of bony limbs, a shock of pink hair, and a skinny, trembling form covered in a transparent shift that barely covered her ass. He wasn’t sure any amount of training would get this creature to become an enticing courtia. He snorted and shook his head. “Fek. I don’t know. But I do know that you will not go on any more scouting trips. Our clients want experience and passion, not a terrified creature who won’t even show her face.”

Glivar hung his head. “There was nothing suitable at the usual spots. She is beautiful, I promise you that.”

Cyprian seriously doubted that, even though Glivar was usually a good judge of that vital quality. He sat on the edge of his desk and gazed at the shaking female with a sigh. He’d either get her to accept a suite and work at the brothel or, worst case, he’d have to cut her loose and absorb the loss. The second scenario would be a hassle, so he hoped to train her to be a courtia. Explaining to the Axis, the huge entity that owned Erovik, that he’d acquired an unsuitable female was not an activity he relished. The Axis did not like losses on the record. “Off you go, Glivar,” he said wearily. “Go to Viparia’s quarters before you leave. She is displeased with the air purifiers in her sitting room.”

Glivar snorted and rolled his large milky eyes. “Viparia is always displeased with something.”

“Perhaps, but she is a client favorite, so we make her happy.” Cyprian ran his fingers through his hair and wondered for the millionth time what he was doing here. This was the only job—the only life—he’d ever known. He’d been managing Erovik for as long as he could remember. He did a good job. The courtias were happy. Most were ex-mistresses of warlords and wealthy merchants, used to luxury and attention and skilled at the art of pleasure. After completing their contract, most stayed on. The brothel itself catered to only the wealthiest and most prominent clients. Cyprian had made it an exclusive and highly in demand establishment, but he didn’t cater to clients with darker inclinations. The last thing he would do was toss this female into a suite and send in a client.

He glanced at the Terian female who had not budged from her spot on the floor. Inexperienced and unwilling females were a liability. This was why he rarely acquired courtias from the auctions, and when he did, it was after learning her past and confirming that the female would be a good fit for Erovik. A quick conversation with this female would have revealed her inappropriateness for brothel life. On the other hand, her fate might have been worse had she been purchased by another.

“What is your name?” he asked, and sighed when he received no response. “I will not hurt you, but I need to know how to address you and find you quarters.” He cocked his head. “Do you speak the common language?”

The shaking paused and slowly—very slowly—she lifted her head from the nest of her arms. Her eyes widened and her full lips quivered as hope sparked in her expression. “Overseer?”

Cyprian heard her say something about an overseer, which he knew nothing about, but the instant he saw her, he knew why Glivar had bid on her. This female wasn’t just beautiful, she was stunningly gorgeous. Her face was a soft oval with large aqua eyes and and gold freckles dusted her forehead, disappearing into soft waves of pink hair. Tear-streaked cheeks were pale and sunken.

For a long moment, Cyprian stared at her, unable to do anything but take in the female before him. Everything just stopped, as if his entire world hit a pause button and froze. All he could hear was his pounding heart and her shallow breaths. He cleared his throat, forcing himself out of the trance. “Do you know where you are?” he asked in a gentle voice.

Her gaze darted around the room before landing back on him. Confusion clouded her remarkable eyes. “Do you know the overseer?”

“The who?” he asked, getting his bearings.

“You look like him,” she replied softly, swallowing hard. “The overseer who looks over our settlement. He’s big, like you, with wings like that. B-but he has purple scales. Not red, like you. And your hair…” She shook her head. “You look like him,” she said again with a dejected sigh. “But you’re not him.”

Cyprian’s pulse pounded. Another being that looked like him? He’d never seen another Zaruxian. Not once in his life. Certainly, none had come through the doors of Erovik. But this female had been hopeful that he was this overseer. It was unmistakable. “You say there was a Zaruxian where you used to live?”

“I don’t know that he was called that, but I would swear you were brothers.” Her lips compressed to a line. “I thought he protected us, but he allowed those aliens to abduct us from my friend’s farm. The Axis allowed it.”

Cyprian’s head spun with this new information, which he didn’t how to process. What did this unique female have to do with the Axis? What was another Zaruxian doing on her planet? His scales crawled with the dark coincidence. “What is your name?” he snapped, needing to get off this topic. He would be doing some digging into this female’s past.

“Fivra,” she breathed. “They call me Fivra, but my designation is 591-A.” She tilted her head, allowing him to see where those symbols glowed blue beneath her ear.

Cyprian’s blood ran cold. Those looked like the marks of inmates held in Axis penal colonies. What the fek was a prisoner doing in the Falmic-5 auction? Forced-breeding colony. What a lie.

“W-what are you going to do to me?” she asked in a small voice.

“Nothing.” The tremble in her voice was pitiful, but the knot in his gut was tight. He could not imagine what this delicate little female had done to find herself incarcerated in one of the Axis’ many horrendous prisons, but it explained her thin, ragged appearance. “No one will hurt you here. I promise.”

She didn’t look reassured. If anything, she shrank further against the wall. “Who are you?”

“How impolite of me.” He pressed his shoulders back and flared his wings. “I am Cyprian, director of Erovik, the brothel in which you currently reside.”

“Brothel?” Her face folded in horror as she comprehended the word. “No. Please, no. Don’t make me—”

He held out his hands. “Calm down. You won’t be working here until you’re ready. We don’t force females into bed with clients.”

She dropped her head back into her arms and shook it. “I’ll never be ready for that.”

At this point, Cyprian had no idea what to make of her, but he had to at least process her into the brothel and hope for the best. “For now, let’s get you settled. You need food, a bath, and some rest. Come with me.” He held out a hand to help her up.

Her head rose again, but this time, the look on her face was defiant. “If I go with you, how do I know you won’t make me…you know.”

Fek it all, she couldn’t even utter the words. He let out an exasperated sigh. “I won’t force myself or anyone else on you, Fivra. You’ll have to trust me.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“Well, you can’t stay on the floor of my office,” he said, reasonably, although he was losing patience. “I’ll bring you to a room where you may eat and rest undisturbed. You are hungry, aren’t you?”

Ah, that was a soft spot in her armor. Her eyes shifted and her face pinched with longing. This female wasn’t just hungry, she was starving. She reluctantly nodded.

He held out his hand again. “Come, then. You’ll have any kind of food, and as much as you want.”

Her eyes widened at that, and he knew he had her there. She let out a shaky sigh and reached one thin arm out to place her hand in his. It was surprisingly strong, with thick calluses that contrasted with the narrowness of it. “Okay.”

Finally. He helped her up and at last, got a look at the rest of her. There was nothing to miss with the transparent shift the auction managers put on her. Once again, he understood Glivar’s choice in snapping Fivra up. The female was too thin, of course, but the curves were there and would only become lusher and more alluring as her diet improved. Her legs were long and those golden flecks sprinkled down her back, straight into her nicely shaped ass. From there, they went underneath and around to splay out over the apex of her thighs and highlight her sex.

Cyprian rarely noticed the females of Erovik in a sexual manner. They were his employees. He treated them well—too well, some said. If a courtia objected to a client, he didn’t force them on her. The Axis didn’t care how he ran the brothel as long as it brought in credits and stayed clear of scandal. Which it did, on both counts. But this female sent a warm curl through his gut and a hot pulse through his cock that yanked him from his role and reminded him he was a male. A male with needs of his own that had been suppressed and pushed away for a very long time.

He dropped her hand and looked away from her with a tight jaw and a swirl of confusing feelings racing through him. He didn’t mate with the courtias. Doing so would give the impression of favoritism and give him so many headaches, a dalliance wouldn’t be worth it. He hadn’t even been seriously tempted before today. Something about this Terian lit him up inside. As if he needed more reasons to keep his hands off her. Her story was far too unusual to ignore. Prison marks on a female who, by all appearances, didn’t seem to be aware she was a prisoner. And she knew another of his kind…

“This way,” he said stiffly as he led her from his office to the hall beyond. A lift took them up to a floor of suites. There were two unoccupied ones there, and he led Fivra to the more lavish of the two. If she was going to be a courtia in Erovik, she should experience the luxury the position granted her.

As expected, her eyes widened and her mouth opened in surprise as she stepped inside the sumptuous suite. Her toes disappeared into the soft, thick carpet, which she pedaled her feet on as she gaped at the room. The courtias received the best of everything, from the fine, tertik linens on their beds to custom food and drink from top-notch replicators capable of creating any dish in the quadrant. When she slept, the bed would scan and transmit her measurements to the main computer and the wardrobe would generate a collection of garments for her that would be available by the next wake cycle. In the meantime, she needed something other than that transparent shift that she clearly found uncomfortable. There had been no missing her efforts at covering herself in the lift. Or perhaps she was just cold. She had done a lot of shivering.

“I’m…staying here?” she whispered in a scandalized voice, as if just being in this space was an act of trespassing.

“Yes,” he replied, enjoying her reaction. “These are your quarters. Yours alone. Only I and the maid I will assign to you will be allowed to come in here.”

She turned to him with suspicion. “No males?”

“You don’t consider me a male?” He smirked, testing out a teasing line on her. “Last I checked, I was one.”

Bright color flushed her face as her brow dropped in a frown. “No other males?”

“No other males.” He took her response as a good sign. Perhaps in time she’d trust him. The other courtias did. “Not until you’re ready, that is.”

Her expression shut down. “And if I’m never ready?”

“We’ll deal with that possibility if it arises,” he replied. “But I urge you to keep an open mind. Speak with the other females here. Life in Erovik isn’t bad. The courtias who live here are practically worshipped by their clients. Lavished with gifts and treasured.”

“I don’t need to be worshipped,” she hissed. “I just want to go home.”

He stepped close and tipped her chin up with his finger to gauge her reaction to his words, but switched it to a caress. His thumb slid over the soft curve of her jaw. She was…impossibly appealing. So much so, that he wondered how he’d be around her without giving in to the urge to touch her. “Your previous life could not have been a pleasant one. You may like this one better.”

Her brows snapped together as she jerked her chin from his touch. “I was a farmer. And it wasn’t pleasant, but…” She trailed off with a grimace.

Farmer? That was vastly different information than what both Glivar and the evidence stamped on her neck had told him. The Falmic-5 auction was not known to be humane, but they were usually honest about the origins of what—and who—was sold there.

His fingers curled into a fist, as if trying to hold on to the warm tingle that touching her had produced. He’d find out the truth of Fivra’s farming claim. His curiosity about her was intense and concerning. “Whatever you were, you are here now. I expect you to take advantage of all the luxuries afforded here. I will have some clothing brought to you and your maid will show you how to use the replicator and the bathing chamber. We expect cleanliness at Erovik. And you will receive a full medical exam tomorrow, to make sure you haven’t brought any diseases with you from your…farm.”

She swallowed hard and nodded. “Will it hurt?”

“The exam?” What sort of barbaric place had she come from where a medical exam was cause for worry? “No, the medical technician will scan you and take a sample of your blood—also not painful—to ensure your health and treat you for anything you may have contracted.” He cocked his head. “Haven’t you been examined before?”

“They did…on the ship that took us.” She shuddered and squeezed her eyes shut. “It was unpleasant. Invasive. But not before that. We had little technology on our settlement.”

Again with the “settlement.” Fek. Someone had lied about this female’s life. “You are not in your settlement any longer. This is Hevatica Station, your new home.” He swept an arm toward the huge windows that looked out on the center of the station. It was a fantastic view, showing the glimmering spectacle of the countless lights from the gleaming silver and onyx structures that made up the massive base. As a center of commerce and life for thousands, it was always alive. Like a giant organism, Hevatica buzzed with activity, movement, and color.

She looked away from it with fear in her eyes. “This is not my home.”

“It would serve you to begin thinking of it that way.” He crossed his arms, ignoring the pity he felt for her and the urge to draw her into his arms and say something soothing. He was her manager and she was his employee. “Whether you like it or not, this is your home, now.”


THREE


Fivra

No, it wasn’t. A—a brothel was not her home and it would never be.

Fivra stood by the enormous window, a glass barrier between her and the vast, swirling expanse of the cosmos. The endless dark was speckled with stars that twinkled like distant promises, but dominating her view was the glimmering space station, a sprawling web of metallic structures entwined like the roots of a hollane tree, each building pulsating with soft lights of every hue. It felt alive, a creature made of steel and energy, thriving in the void of space. She had never seen anything like it, nor could she fully comprehend it.

Her chest tightened as she thought of the farm back home—a simple life and fields stretching beneath a sky that swirled with the great eye of the Axis. Here, there was none of that, only cold metal and the absence of natural light. The station buzzed with an alien rhythm, one that felt disorienting and overwhelming. There were no crops to nurture, no familiar scents of tilled soil, and the steady rustle of wind through tall grass was replaced by the hum of machinery and the city’s pulse.

Fivra’s heart sank as she leaned closer to the glass, feeling both a sense of awe and an unfamiliar ache. The existence she once knew seemed a lifetime away, and fear coursed through her as the reality of her situation sank in.

By her side, Cyprian was a bright, overwhelming presence. He stood tall. His broad shoulders were draped in a fitted dark jacket that accentuated his powerful frame. He looked so very much like the overseer, who both protected and regulated settlement 112-1, who was feared and revered as the one true link to the Axis’ power. But the similarities ended with physical features.

This male wore gold jewelry on his neck and wrists. Red gems adorned his earlobes. He even had intricate designs embedded into the bones of his wings, making them appear as if veins of gold ran through him. He was dazzling. Cyprian’s wings were folded gracefully against his back, leathery and grand, with a red sheen that caught the station’s lights and radiated an ethereal glow. His hair was light gold, shot with bronze. He was the same species as the overseer at the settlement, for sure, but they were not the same. The overseer was dark-haired, remote, cold, and imposing, but Cyprian was…personable. He smiled. The few times she’d laid eyes on the overseer, she’d never, ever seen him smile.

It was a juxtaposition that intrigued and confused her—Cyprian’s predatory elegance whispering of strength and danger while offering a gentle, charming side as he spoke to her. But it was his face that truly captivated her. His features were sculpted like the statues of the ancients, all sharp angles and delicate lines that seemed impossibly symmetrical. The striking contours of his strong jawline led to full lips, often curled into a sardonic smile that played at the edges of his mouth, hinting at amusement or mischief. His skin held a warm undertone, a deeper hue that spoke of sun-kissed days. Yet, it was his eyes—oh, those eyes—that drew her in. They glowed bright silver, like twin moons reflecting the stars.

Fivra caught herself staring at Cyprian. Just as she was about to voice a question, a low whirring interrupted her thoughts. A sleek, silver robot glided into the room. Its movements were smooth and fluid and it carried a tray adorned with an array of colorful dishes that emitted enticing aromas. Draped over one metal arm was a soft-looking, luxurious robe that shimmered under the ambient lights.

“Ah, here we are,” Cyprian’s voice held a hint of satisfaction. “Ria, meet Fivra. She is our new charge.”

The robot turned its optical sensors toward Fivra. The warm glow of its lights pulsated gently. “Greetings, Fivra. I am Ria, your personal maid,” said the machine in a feminine voice. “I will attend to your needs and ensure your comfort.”

Fivra blinked at the robot, feeling a mixture of confusion and intrigue. “My needs?”

“Everything a female in Erovik requires,” Cyprian explained, his gaze softening as he met her eyes. “Ria will help you navigate your quarters, assist you with using the replicators, and provide anything you need for your comfort. She’ll serve you meals, take care of your garments, and ensure you feel at ease here. Ria is quite efficient.”

Ria’s mechanical voice hummed with a touch of warmth. “I am here to serve you, Fivra. Please do not hesitate to request anything you desire.”

Cyprian stepped back slightly, rubbing the back of his neck. “I must attend to some matters, but I will return soon. I wish to know more about the overseer and the settlement you came from. There is much we need to discuss.”

His intense gaze enveloped her once more, and Fivra felt a strange comfort in his presence, despite the circumstances that had brought her to his door. “You are safe here, Fivra. I protect all the females who live and work at Erovik from harm, and that includes you.” His silver eyes shimmered with sincerity, sparking a flicker of hope within her.

“Okay,” she whispered, finding her voice with difficulty as Ria subtly proffered the robe, holding it for Fivra to take.

With a final nod, Cyprian turned and left. The door slid closed behind him. Pushed into the silence that remained, Fivra found herself alone with Ria. Soft scents of the food wafted towards her, tantalizing her senses and stirring her stomach, which had been empty longer than she wanted to think about.

“Please, Fivra. Take a moment to eat,” Ria encouraged, shifting the tray closer to her. “You’re clearly undernourished.”

Hesitantly, Fivra took a step forward. Her bare feet pressed into the plush carpet as she peered down at the dishes. Fruits burst with color, none of which she recognized. An array of fragrant spices filled the air, making her stomach twitch. Each piece glinted invitingly as if calling out to her from this strange new life. “My diet at the settlement I came from was very bland and plain. I’m afraid I won’t be able to tolerate these foods.”

“The green fruit is low in sugar content. The triangle-shaped wraps consist of simple starches and carbohydrates that should agree with your digestive system,” Ria said, tilting her head slightly. “I will be sure to modify your diet to slowly add new flavors and proteins.”

Fivra tentatively reached for a piece of the green fruit. Her fingers trembled slightly. “Thank you, Ria,” she murmured, attempting a brave front despite the weight of uncertainty. “I appreciate that.” Bringing it to her mouth, she bit into it cautiously. Juice exploded on her tongue, sending waves of flavor that pushed the memory of her dry meals to the recesses of her mind.

“This is delicious,” she breathed. The taste ignited a spark of warmth deep inside her. She found herself savoring each morsel and moving to the triangle pastries, as Ria suggested. Each bite was a reminder of everything lost, and yet, it carried the possibility of something new.

“Would you like more?” Ria inquired, her tone gentle. “This must seem very new and strange to you.”

“Yes, please,” Fivra replied, her voice steadier now, emboldened by the taste of hope. She hesitated, curiously glancing at the assortment of dishes. “It is. Very strange, that is.”

Ria responded by taking away the tray and replicating another serving of the green fruit, along with the triangle wraps, which Fivra devoured quickly.

“Would you like to explore the replicator yourself?” Ria asked. “It can create meals from a database of recipes.”

Fivra felt a flutter of excitement. “Can I?” It felt like a luxury unlike anything she had experienced before. Her hands shook again, but not with fear—rather, anticipation. “How does it work?”

“Simply state your request, and I can assist, or you may speak with the replicator directly. Would you like to try?”

Fivra nodded, her heart racing as she approached the device against the wall. “Um, can you suggest something?”

“Considering your limited diet, how about some fresh burtok bread, simple with a crunchy crust and fermented cheese?”

Fivra’s mouth watered. “Yes, please.”

Ria showed her how to choose the selection and a golden loaf appeared, steaming slightly as it landed upon a soft, woven plate. Fivra’s mouth watered. “That looks…” She closed her eyes at the warmth drifting through the air. “It looks too good to eat.”

Ria’s sensors pulsed light cheerfully. “Erovik prides itself on providing only the finest,” Ria answered, seeming pleased by her reaction. “And I assure you, everything you’re offered to ingest is perfectly edible. You will have access to a wide variety of culinary delights prepared for you based on your preferences.”

Fivra paused. Her heart raced at the thought. Everything was, at once, wonderful and terrifying. The freedom of choice was empowering yet new, exhilarating yet laden with possibilities she had no experience navigating. She’d never had such luxuries, but she also could not shake the feeling of remaining a captive—the true depths of her new reality still out of reach. And underneath it all lay the fear that her friends—all of whom had been separated and taken to auction—had not ended up in a place where they were safe. Not that Fivra was. Cyprian’s goodwill wouldn’t remain intact forever, especially when she refused to take males to her bed. But for now, she was safe.

“What happens next?” she asked around a mouthful of bread. She glanced at Ria, whose round, metal form hovered quietly beside her. “Do I…” More words caught in her throat as she hesitated. “Do I really have to…work?”

Ria’s sensors blinked softly. “That decision is not for me to make. Your comfort and well-being are my only priority. However, I can assure you that for the duration of their contract, none of the females here suffer or endure fornication with males they detest.”

Fivra furrowed her brow. “What does that mean? I am bound to a time frame of service?”

Ria emitted a gentle whirring noise. “Your future depends on how you choose to navigate your time in Erovik. Cyprian is not unkind. He strives to make the courtias content and happy. He has never forced a client on anyone who works here.”

As she mulled over Ria’s words, Fivra’s heart clenched with uncertainty. The allure of the tastes and scents around her filled her with a hope that these luxuries—food, comfort, possibly even friendship—could be part of her new normal. But the heavy memories of her past—of Turi, of Sevas and the others—and the overwhelming fear of being trapped in a brothel clouded every glimmer of potential.

“Can I choose not to stay?” Fivra finally asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Choose a life outside of…your brothel?”

Ria’s sensors pulsed. “That is a discussion to have with Cyprian.”

Fivra straightened, her resolve hardening. She’d been abducted from the settlement, taken away from a life that offered little but pain and duty. Here she was in an all-new world. It would be foolish to dismiss the chance to redefine herself. “Then I’ll make a plan,” she said firmly, determination stirring within her. “Perhaps there are other things I can do here. I won’t return to a life of hunger and hobbles.”

“That is an interesting mindset, Fivra,” Ria responded, unfurling the soft robe with narrow metal fingers and presenting it to her. “Please put this on. Your body temperature is low. The warmth will feel comforting and allow you to rest more easily.”

Fivra accepted the luxurious fabric with tentative fingers. The material felt impossibly soft against her skin as she slipped it on and covered the awful see-through shift she’d been forced to wear at the auction. It flowed beautifully around her, a hint of silkiness that she wasn’t used to. Nothing here was anything she was used to.

“Sleep, Fivra,” Ria said in her soothing mechanical voice. “It is not yet the down cycle, but you have been through too much to worry about that.”

“Down cycle?”

“We have no day and night on Hevatica Station, unlike those living on planets that rotate near a bright star, so time is measured in cycles. Down cycle is a period of less activity—rest, for those who need it. Even I need to recharge and get repairs. Up cycle is more activity, when beings like you are awake and functioning. It’s manufactured, but it works and in time, you’ll get used to it.”

“I already miss natural light,” Fivra said bleakly. “We have a nearby star called Purrik. It provides light on my home planet.” Not only was she far from the solid ground she’d known her whole life, but the only light she’d know from now on was produced by machines.

“This is a large station set in deep space,” Ria explained. “There is no light provided by a star, but I would not call any light unnatural if it illuminates our world.”

Fivra turned to her metal maid, whose optical node blinked at her. “You’re right.” She smiled. A sliver of the darkness that had settled into her mind lightened, just a little. “Thank you for that.”

Ria retracted her thin metal arms into the oval of her body. “I am here to assist you, Fivra. That includes your physical and mental well-being. Now, get to bed before I request permission to sedate you.”

“You wouldn’t,” Fivra said. She smiled a little.

Ria emitted a weird monotone laugh. “No, but off you go, now. The next cycle will be better than this one, for you. I promise you that.”

Fivra crossed to the bed but said nothing. There was no promise in the world that could guarantee the coming days—or rather, cycles—would be better. Her entire life now centered on the choices and mood of a single male. Cyprian, a Zaruxian, held her existence in his very large hands. She could only hope he didn’t crush her in them.


FOUR


Cyprian

Cyprian stood alone in his office with walls lined in opulent fabrics. The faint hum of the station thrummed beneath his feet. The window revealed the station at the beginning of the down cycle. Fewer lights shone from the many structures, making the darkness of space more black than usual. He rubbed the nape of his neck, pacing. Fivra’s origins haunted him. It was a puzzle missing crucial pieces, and he’d never had a fondness for puzzles or missing pieces. He couldn’t shake the thought of her gaunt frame and the prison markings on her neck. What had she endured? And, crucially, why? What had this gentle female done to put her in an Axis prison?

“Glivar,” he called, his voice reverberating with impatience. The heavy door slid open, revealing his assistant’s hulking figure as he lumbered in, arms crossed and brow furrowed.

“Yes, boss?” Glivar’s voice rumbled.

“Get me the full details of Fivra’s profile. I want to know everything there is to know about her before we proceed.” Cyprian settled in behind his large desk, fingers tapping rhythms against the polished surface. “I need her history—the complete file. You may need to use the characters on her neck to find her designation—591-A.”

Glivar frowned, a flicker of confusion passing over his features. “Boss, you know as well as I do the Axis maintains tight control over the information regarding penal colonies. If she’s been in one of their facilities, we’d be locked out of those files.”

“Locked or not, she’s here now,” Cyprian growled, agitation sparking in his chest. “This isn’t just a financial investment anymore. She knows another Zaruxian—a male who oversaw the colony. I want to know who he is and why a female like Fivra was in a prison.”

“I hope you’re not…influenced by her delicate appearance. There are many reasons a female could be a prisoner, and she could be very good at feigning innocence.”

He looked flatly at Glivar. “Do you think she’s a hardened criminal, Glivar?”

His assistant sighed. “No, but females don’t come to Erovik unless they have a past. And they really don’t end up at Falmic-5 unless they crossed someone wrong. Very wrong.”

That was true, usually. No, always, in Cyprian’s experience. But Fivra said she was a farmer, and the calluses on her hands backed up that claim.

“Also, it would help if we knew what penal colony she was from,” Glivar added. “There are hundreds, if not thousands, of penal colonies within the Axis’ system. She could be from any of them.”

“Then let’s find out which one,” Cyprian countered, leaning forward. “Start by checking for recent records of Terians being moved, and those with a settlement designation.”

Glivar nodded, but a grim smile crossed his face. “Leave it to me, boss. But it might take a while, and I might have to go through some…alternate channels to get around locked files.”

Cyprian sighed. The weight of the station’s bureaucracy was not a light burden. “Do what you must. But don’t draw attention to yourself. We cannot afford any scrutiny over our activities here.”

“Understood,” Glivar replied. “I will report back when I have more information for you.”

As Glivar walked out, Cyprian returned to gazing out the window, his thoughts whirling like the stars in the galaxy beyond. Fivra’s worry etched deep lines across her soft features, and her gaze—filled with longing and fear—nagged at him. It wasn’t just a business transaction anymore; it was personal. He wanted to protect her and find the Zaruxian she’d initially confused him with.

His fingers splayed on the surface of his desk, but it was his mind that drifted back to the beautiful female who had just landed in his brothel. Though she had arrived in a vulnerable state, there was a flicker of resilience in her eyes, like a fire struggling to stay lit against a strong wind.

Cyprian straightened, determination sharpening his focus. As much as he attempted to place distance between himself and his emotions, he couldn’t dismantle the knot of concern that twisted in his gut. He needed answers to questions that had plagued him for his whole, long life. Where did he come from? Who were his family? For the first time in a long while, he felt a stirring of purpose that reached beyond the walls of the brothel, igniting something deep within him—a desire to uncover the truth about his people.

He settled into his chair, a flood of ideas surging through him as he considered the depths of the Axis and their tightly held secrets. Erovik was just a line in the Axis’ datalog, among a huge number of businesses. Most of those businesses were associated with penal colonies, but brothels, trade ships, and even commodities made up the Axis’ intensive web of dealings. They were massive, and whoever ran it had control over vast swaths of the galaxy. As far as he knew, the Axis was a consortium. A group. Not one individual. They kept their identities secret. When Cyprian had to report to them, it was always to a proxy, if in person, or to a communications hub, in which case he spoke to a computer.

Cyprian’s thoughts were interrupted by a soft chime that signaled someone requesting entry. He glanced at the monitor beside his desk and saw Ria hovering patiently outside his office. “Enter,” he commanded, and the doors parted smoothly to admit his mechanical aide.

“Director Cyprian,” Ria said, her voice gliding over the syllables of his name with mechanical precision. “You requested to see me once Fivra was asleep.”

He nodded, leaning back in his chair. “Yes, thank you for coming. I trust she’s settled in?”

“Fivra is resting,” Ria confirmed. “The transition has been overwhelming for her. The comforts of Erovik are a stark contrast to the life she described on her home settlement.”

Cyprian’s gaze sharpened. “Did she reveal anything more about her past? Or about the overseer she mentioned?”

Ria’s sensors flickered in a pattern that Cyprian recognized as her equivalent of a thoughtful pause. “She said nothing new about her experiences prior to her arrival here. However, she did express a strong desire not to become a courtia. She seemed particularly distressed by the idea.”

He exhaled slowly, the tension in his chest tightening. “I see. And what of her home world?”

“Yes,” Ria replied. “She spoke of a star that provided light for their settlement. It seems she finds the absence of natural light here on the station…unsettling.”

Cyprian rubbed his chin, mulling over the information. A settlement with a star for light, rare Terian females, and an overseer who shared his species—it was a quandary that refused to fit into the neat categories of his world. “Thank you, Ria. You’ve been most helpful. Ensure Fivra is comfortable and see to it that she is not disturbed unless she doesn’t awaken before her medical examination during the next up cycle.”

“Of course, Director.” Ria’s lights dimmed slightly, a sign of her deference. “Is there anything else you require?”

He shook his head, dismissing her with a wave of his hand. “No, that will be all. Update me on changes in her behavior or if she relays any additional details about her past.”

“Understood,” Ria said with a slight bow of her metallic form. “I will monitor her closely and report back to you with any new information.”

As Ria glided toward the door, Cyprian’s mind raced ahead. The puzzle of Fivra’s origins demanded his attention. He had a brothel to run, clients to satisfy, and the ever-watchful Axis to appease, but the thought of another Zaruxian overseeing a settlement of Terians was unsettling. It hinted at a larger narrative, one that might explain his own presence in this corner of the galaxy.

The Axis had always been tight-lipped about the specifics of their operations, especially when it came to their penal colonies. Cyprian had learned long ago not to ask questions that would bring unwanted scrutiny upon himself or Erovik. But Fivra had unwittingly dragged him into a web of intrigue that he could not ignore.

He activated the holographic interface on his desk. The air shimmered as data fields sprang to life around him. With deft movements, he sifted through the records of the recent auction on Falmic-5, searching for any mention of Terian females. The information was sparse, but it confirmed that a group of Terian females had indeed been sold. The seller was listed simply as “Contract Fulfillment Services,” a known false title for raiders looking to distance themselves from their wares. So, raiders were involved in their fate, too.

Cyprian’s fingers moved across the interface. He input a request for any data on Zaruxian employees within the Axis’ vast network, knowing it may flag him for an improper request. He also knew it was a long shot that he’d get any information in response. The Axis was notorious for compartmentalizing information and protecting the identities of its agents. But he had to start somewhere.

As he waited for the search to yield results, he found himself hoping that Fivra would find some measure of comfort in her new surroundings. The thought of her waking up to the cold reality of her situation made his chest ache in a way he hadn’t felt in centuries. Females who ended up at Erovik were typically accustomed to a luxurious, but tightly regulated, life. Some didn’t know how to exist without it. There was a certain level of brokenness to all new arrivals at the brothel, but it was the opposite with Fivra.

She wasn’t broken. She was whole and unruined, and fek if he didn’t want to keep her that way. Too bad he couldn’t.


FIVE


Fivra

Fivra awoke to the soft glow of ambient lighting, which had been programmed to simulate a gentle sunrise. It had been a kind gesture from Ria to ease her transition into the station’s artificial day-night cycle. The room around her was a sanctuary of opulence, the walls adorned with intricate designs that shimmered under the warm light. The bed in which she lay was a cloud of comfort, enveloping her in layers of the finest fabrics she had ever felt. For a moment, she allowed herself to bask in the luxury, a stark contrast to the sparse conditions of her settlement.

“Ah, you are awake.”

Fivra heard a tinge of relief in the robotic maid’s voice as she bustled over to the bed where Fivra stretched. “Were you here all night?”

“No,” Ria replied, fussing over the covers with delicate metal fingers. “But I needed to awaken you if you didn’t rise before your medical appointment.”

Fivra tensed at the mention of the exam. “Cyprian said it would be painless.”

“It is. The purpose is to make sure you have no diseases that can be passed to clients, and that you are healthy enough to entertain them.”

Fivra’s stomach knotted into a nauseous ball. “I don’t want to do this.”

“It is clear that you are not ready to,” Ria said, gently tapping a metal hand on Fivra’s knee. “This is protocol, that is all. Come. Let me show you how to use your bathing chamber. You were too tired last night, but you’ll find the waterfall to be a pleasant experience. And then a nice meal.”

Fivra went along with all this because she did want to get clean and she was hungry. The unique bath chamber was as overwhelming as the bedroom, and almost as large. Oils, makeup, perfumes, and bottles of things she couldn’t identify lined shelves on one golden wall. She allowed Ria to brush out her long pink hair and add a perfumed serum to it, then redonned the robe.

“Let’s get you dressed.” Ria led her to a section of movable wall and activated it with a wave of her metallic hand. The doors slid open, revealing an array of garments that were a riot of colors and textures. They hung in perfect order, each one more vibrant and elaborate than the last.

Fivra’s bare feet sank into the plush carpet as she entered the wardrobe room. She reached out tentatively to touch the fabric of a nearby garment, its material foreign and light under her fingertips. The colors were bold and beautiful, but the clothes were not hers and she couldn’t imagine putting them on her body.

“These… These are beautiful, Ria,” Fivra said, pressing her palms together. “But they are not for me. They are too bright, too revealing. I cannot wear such things.”

Ria’s sensors blinked, processing Fivra’s reaction. “These garments are standard attire for the courtias of Erovik,” Ria explained, her voice steady and soothing. “They are designed to entice and captivate, and be comfortable. However, if you wish for something different for now, I can adjust the selection accordingly.”

Fivra winced, not wanting to make things difficult for Ria. “I did not ask for any of this,” she murmured, her gaze lingering on the clothing—if it could be called that—before her. “I am not a courtia. I am a farmer.”

Before Ria could respond, the door chimed and Fivra opened it to reveal two females who had to be courtias. The first had vivid green skin and a cascade of iridescent hair. She exuded confidence and allure and was vaguely terrifying. She was incredibly tall—at least two heads taller than Fivra—and proudly displayed not one, but three pairs of full, buoyant breasts. Each was held up by strips of glittering fabric in an ingenious garment that looked like it barely contained her. “Ah, the new arrival,” the female purred. “I am Viparia, one of Erovik’s famed courtia,” she announced with a high chin and a smile. “Let me take a look at you.”

Beside her, the other female’s pale blue complexion and delicate features were a stark contrast to Viparia’s bold presence, yet she carried an icy elegance that was equally captivating.

“Do not pounce, Vipa,” the other one gently scolded, then turned eyes with slits for pupils to Fivra. “I am Siku, another of Erovik’s famed courtia,” although she said that last part with thick amusement. “You must be Fivra.”

Fivra broke herself from the trancelike stare she’d been stuck in. “Ah, yes. Hello.” She had never met a courtia before. They were only rumored of on the settlements, but here were two of them, looking like living goddesses in her bedroom and gazing down at her like a new pet.

“Pardon me. Good cycle, Fivra,” Viparia greeted her, her voice a sultry purr that matched her feline grace. “We heard you were acquired from the Falmic-5 auction. Quite the place, I hear.”

“Yes.” What was she supposed to say to that? “It was.”

Siku offered a warm smile, despite her slightly sinister-looking natural appearance. “It can be overwhelming here at first, but we’re simply here to greet you. Viparia is curious. As am I.”

Fivra looked at the two women, unsure of how to respond. Their beauty was undeniable, and they carried themselves with a poise she could hardly fathom. “I… I don’t think I belong here,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Oh, that is as clear as the dawn of an up cycle,” Viparia replied without blinking. She turned to the wardrobe and let her fingers flutter over the selection. “Let me guess. You can’t imagine wearing any of these stunning clothes?”

“No.” Fivra swallowed hard. “I—I have only worn simple farm clothing.”

Siku drew back with a hiss. “Farm clothing. You were a farmer?” She said it like it was a scandal.

Fivra nodded. “I, I mean, we were abducted and then I—”

Viparia had heard enough. She flicked a hand toward Ria, who had been hovering quietly nearby. “Where is Cyprian? Get him in here. He needs to explain himself with this one.”

“I will summon him, my lady,” Ria said, and her visual interface lights blinked rapidly.

Viparia walked a slow circle around Fivra. “What was he thinking?” she murmured.

“She’s pretty,” Siku said, consideringly. “There is no denying that.”

“Of course she is. But she’s terrified. She’s shaking, for fek’s sake.”

“Wouldn’t you, if you were taken from a farm?” Siku shivered. “I have never touched my food with my bare skin. I use a utensil, or it is fed to me.”

Fivra blinked at her, not sure how that was even possible, but the blue-skinned beauty had hands that looked as fine as the silk of Fivra’s robe. She clearly had never held a tool or worked the soil. Or sweated in a field that refused to grow the quantity of crops demanded by the Axis.

“What is the problem?” a vexed-sounding Cyprian said as he strode into the room, filling the wardrobe with his large presence. His gaze narrowed on Viparia and Siku. “What are you both doing here?”

Viparia held out a jeweled hand toward Fivra. “What were you thinking, bringing an inexperienced creature like this into Erovik? You know better, Cyprian.”

He rolled his silver eyes to the ceiling and muttered something under his breath, before running a hand through his hair. “Glivar acquired her. I was not pleased, but I will do my best to train her.” His mouth pinched as he said the words, as if the thought of “training” Fivra was about the most distasteful thing he could think of doing.

“You can’t train this,” Viparia said. “This does not belong here.”

Fivra wasn’t sure if she should be insulted or relieved by the courtia’s assessment, but her spine straightened and her chin rose.

“According to the auction records, Fivra was taken from a forced-breeding colony.”

Viparia rolled her eyes. “This female has never been bred, Cyprian.”

“I can see that, Vipa.” His voice was dry as he ran an evaluating eye over Fivra. “But she is here, and we paid a considerable amount for her. She will have to complete a contract to earn it back.”

Siku crossed her smooth arms. “I would not send Glivar on acquisition trips any longer, if I were you.”

Fivra looked from Cyprian to the two female courtias in fascination. They spoke to him as if he were their equal, not the director of the facility, and therefore, their superior. They were not afraid of him, and he did not seem the slightest bit offended by their bluntness.

“I don’t intend to.” Cyprian’s silver eyes flickered between Viparia and Siku. He had the look of someone who was used to digging deep for patience. He was clearly very good at holding his temper in check, making for an interesting balance of power and respect that existed within Erovik’s walls. “Regardless of how she came to be here,” Cyprian said firmly, “Fivra is under my protection. I will not send her back to the auction, nor will I allow her to be mistreated under my watch.”

Viparia’s golden eyes went wide. “We were not mistreating her.” Her posture went rigid with insult. “We are concerned for her. She is not suited for the life of a courtia. She’s barely fit for the role of a companion. Look at her, Cyprian. She’s practically fading into the walls as we speak.”

Fivra’s heart raced as she stood there, the subject of their scrutiny. She felt utterly alien compared to these females.

“She could work in the kitchen or assist with the daily operations of Erovik,” Siku suggested, her icy gaze softening as she regarded Fivra. “She needs a place where she can learn and adjust without the pressure of entertaining clients.”

Fivra brightened up at that. The tension in her shoulders easing slightly at Siku’s words. The idea of not having to entertain clients, of not having to pretend to be something she was not, was exactly what she was hoping for. She could work in a kitchen. She wasn’t a bad cook, given the scant ingredients she’d had to work with back at the settlement. “I would not mind the kitchens.”

Cyprian shook his head at Siku’s words, his gaze shifting to Fivra. “I did not pay two hundred thousand credits to gain kitchen help, which is only needed when the replicators can’t produce an obscure or rare dish.”

“Fek, that’s a lot,” Siku muttered. “Glivar, you fool.”

“I agree,” Cyprian said, his voice thick with annoyance. “And I know that Fivra will take time to acclimate to the role of a courtia. I will work with her and see what we can do. But the Axis likes returns on investments. You know this.”

Viparia huffed, her full lips pursing in displeasure. “The Axis can go rot.”

Cyprian’s lips twitched, his wings flexing slightly as he maintained a neutral stance. “They pay you well, Vipa.”

She sniffed. “They could pay better.”

He shrugged, as if to say, yes, they could, then crossed his arms. “Fivra will be given the opportunity to find her footing here before joining the courtia lifestyle. I expect you two, and the others, to help her.”

“We will, but I’m not sure what you want us to do.” Viparia’s gaze dropped to Fivra’s chest. “Pity she only has two breasts.” She placed her hands under her bottom set and lifted, pushing up the two pairs above it until the six plump mounds were almost under her chin. “Helps to have good equipment.” She released the breasts, and they bounced buoyantly to their usual position.

Unable to help herself, Fivra stared in fascination. Viparia’s breasts were truly a marvel, unlike Fivra’s own. She glanced down at her small breasts, barely making a bump in the robe.

“There is nothing lacking about her equipment,” Cyprian said roughly. “We have clients who prefer no breasts at all.”

“Cyprian, Fivra’s medical appointment is in one half lik,” Ria interrupted. “She needs to eat and dress.”

Viparia and Siku got the message and moved toward the exit, but not before Viparia wiggled a finger toward Fivra and said, “At least let your maid do something with your hair.” The courtias left with a cloud of perfume in their wake.

Fivra’s suite was instantly quieter. “Thank you, Cyprian,” Fivra said quietly, her gaze dropping to the floor before steeling herself to meet his silver eyes. “I… I don’t know how to be anything but what I am—a farmer from settlement 112-1. I am willing to contribute to Erovik in some way, but I could never be like those two.”

The room fell silent, the air heavy with the gravity of the situation. Cyprian’s expression was unreadable. Finally, he let out a long-suffering sigh. “Fivra, you owe the Axis two hundred thousand credits. That is the price that was paid to take you from the auction.” He pressed his hands together before him and gazed at her as if he were trying to impress a big thought to a young child. “You were going to be mated, yes?”

Reluctantly, she nodded. “I know how the mating act works. All Terian females who come of age are taught what happens between bondmates. My father promised to choose someone who was not cruel.”

“Someone you knew?”

“No. We are matched with males from other settlements,” she said.

“So, how is this so different?” His mouth turned down at the edges, as if he disliked the words he was saying. “Instead of one mate, you’ll have several, and I also promise that they will not be cruel. Instead of your purpose being producing offspring and toiling in a field, you will bring pleasure to others and yourself.”

Fivra dropped her gaze. “How long is this contract?”

“By my calculations, five mig-cycles. In planetary dweller terms, it’s approximately seven years.”

She pressed her hands to her ribs as the air rushed out from under them. Seven years.

“If I had my way, I’d send you away from here, but Erovik did pay a large sum for your contract and the Axis expects returns on their investments.” He leaned in and once again, his hand was on her face, tilting her chin up to meet his gaze. “I promise to introduce you to this life slowly, but you must learn the ways of Erovik and the station. There are rules and customs that must be adhered to, for your safety as much as our reputation.”

Fivra nodded numbly, but she knew this was as good as she was going to get for now. Cyprian didn’t have to give her any grace at all. Hopefully, she could convince him that she was suitable for something else. Something aside from fornicating with strange—not cruel—males on a daily basis. “I will…try,” Fivra said, meeting his gaze and holding it for the first time. “But I can’t promise that I will make a good courtia, no matter how much time and training you give me.”

His expression confused her. He looked as if he was resigned to something he wasn’t pleased about. A look that almost appeared to be disappointment crossed his handsome features, even as he lowered his lips and brushed them over her forehead. Fivra held her breath, shocked at the spray of sensations that spiraled out from that point of contact. His fingers were still splayed on her cheek, her jaw. His breath came ragged on the gold flecks on her head. For a moment, it was all frozen, still. The scant space between them was charged with something unbearable.

Suddenly, he straightened. “Good.” His face was taut, hands curled into fists. He spoke roughly, as if there was an invisible rope around his neck cutting off his air. “We will begin your training tomorrow.”


SIX


Cyprian

Cyprian didn’t know how he was going to do this. His gaze flicked to the elaborate tapestry taking up one whole wall of Fivra’s suite. It was quite a contrast to the pretty little Terian attempting to walk across the room in a seductive manner. His gaze then settled on her once again, a sliver of amusement threading through his voice. “You’re still thinking too much about it,” he said, running a hand through his hair. Never, not once, had he encountered a female so unsexy in a way that made her utterly irresistible. Even now, he forced his hands to be still when they wanted to reach for her. He kept his body where it was, when all he wanted to do was close the space between them and see how they fit together.

It had been a full turn of the station’s cycle run—forty cycles in all—since Fivra had arrived. During that time, he’d given her space. He’d made sure her health improved by having Ria serve her nutritious food and ensuring she had access to Erovik’s extensive exercise center, where he knew Fivra enjoyed learning to swim in the pool and using the virtual walking course.

He told himself he was keeping an eye on her. Making sure she adapted to the station, but there was more to it. So much more. The truth was, he couldn’t not watch her. Every free moment he had, he needed to know where she was, what she was doing. Was she happy? Was there anything she needed? He was becoming obsessed—him. The director of the most elite brothel in this part of the galaxy.

Fek, he had no idea what to do with the attraction he felt for her. “If you’re going to capture someone’s attention—” he leaned closer, because he could “—the allure needs to be a natural state. Like it’s involuntary.”

“Doing this with my hips isn’t a natural state.” Fivra’s back remained stiff as she tried to act out Cyprian’s instructions. She took a step forward, but nothing about it was fluid. A sharpness remained in her posture—her shoulders too rigid, her footsteps too measured. She simply wasn’t built for seduction. Or rather, seduction of clients. She was doing an excellent job of captivating Cyprian. So much so that the thought of her with another male put a sour taste in his mouth.

The outfit she wore had been a compromise, according to Ria. It was a two-piece confection of shimmering red-gold fabric. The top was snug and sleeveless. It ended at her ribs and revealed her midsection. The bottom was a skirt only in the most literal sense. It had slits on either side that ran straight up to the hip, revealing the length of her legs as she moved. It was one of the more modest options in her new wardrobe and it drove him to the point of madness.

“Stop.” He waved a hand and closed his eyes, partly to block out the mouthwatering view as she moved her hips in an attempt to walk with “allure.” He needed a moment to get his head together. She was fekking stunning. “You’re going to pull something if you keep trying this.”

Fivra paused. Her pink hair fell over her shoulder as she turned her head. A fleeting look of frustrated defiance crossed her face. It was her new characteristic look, one he noticed now that she was settled in and was no longer in a state of acute fear. He liked seeing her personality emerge—the real one. Not the terrified abductee. This Fivra had opinions. She had no trouble voicing them, either. “I’m not like the others here,” she muttered.

Cyprian sighed and leaned back against one of the plush chairs in the suite. “That is true. But if you’re going to deal with clients, you need to be…something else.” He hated saying that. He really hated thinking of another male in this suite with her. Touching her. Using her beautiful body. Bringing her pleasure. He wanted to bring her pleasure. No one else. Ever.

Fivra’s chin lifted a fraction, something that came close to pride in her expression. “I’m capable of many things, Cyprian,” she challenged, her voice a note lower than before, almost with a hint of menace. “Is there another way I can pay off the contract?”

He couldn’t think of one that wouldn’t take most of her life, but the closer the time came for her to be with a client, the more he pondered paying it off himself. It was becoming a problem, this possessiveness he felt for her. It didn’t matter how many times he reminded himself that she was not his. His body continued to be aroused when he was near her—fek. Just thinking about her made him hard. And his heart didn’t accept it, either.

He exhaled slowly. “No. Sit,” he ordered, gesturing to the low velvet chair near the window. “Let’s see if you know anything about lounging. Looking relaxed and inviting. That can be as seductive as walking.”

With a terse nod, Fivra lowered herself to the chair. She paused before sitting, omitting the usual motions he would have expected—no graceful fall of fabric, no flash of bare leg revealed by accident. Instead, she plopped down, straight-backed, with legs tucked neatly together under the slit of her skirt.

Cyprian rubbed his temple. “Not like that. If you sit like that, you’re giving nothing away. Not a flicker of intrigue, not a single reason to look twice.” He came forward and crouched in front of her, his hands taking her ankles and sliding her legs together to the side. “Try this. Angle your legs. Relax your shoulders.”

Her eyes fluttered as his fingers moved over her skin. Her bright blue eyes burned with quiet intensity. “Why should I want to be looked at like that?” she asked, her voice steady as ever. “Like I’m prey?”

His breath caught—just for a moment. There was something dangerous in those words, something that made his dragon fire burn in his throat and his cock stiffen in his pants. He shifted, feeling the tension between them grow heavier, more layered. “That’s the way the quadrant works,” he said, but even to him, the words felt shallow, insufficient against the weight of her question. “You’re not prey, you’re…controlling the prey. There’s a difference.”

She studied him carefully. The silence stretched between them. Her cheek twitched slightly—a tiny change—but enough to signal, maybe, the flicker of doubt in her mind. “If that’s the way the quadrant works,” she replied after a moment, her tone cold yet thoughtful, “then perhaps it’s the quadrant that needs changing.”

He dropped his hands with effort—her skin was impossibly soft—and moved back to sit on the chair opposite her. “Tell that to the females who work here, who earn credits and plan to retire in wealth and comfort. Unlike you, they were raised for this life. They know nothing else.” He knew nothing else. “Courtias are experts in the art of pleasure. Here, we give them safety and choice.” For years, he’d been part of the elaborate games of power and manipulation, thinking he understood every nuance of how these dynamics worked. But confronted with Fivra’s quiet refusal to play by those rules, he realized for the first time that perhaps there was a path outside the one he had always followed—whether he liked to admit it or not.

She frowned. “I see your point. For them. But Cyprian…” She lifted her hands and let them fall. “I know what happens in these rooms. When Terian females show the gold spots and our hair changes color, we’re taught about the mating act to prepare us for bondmating. The older females tell us how to make the males complete fornication as fast as possible. With as little pain as possible.”

He frowned. “It shouldn’t be painful. It should be enjoyable.”

She shrugged, clearly unconvinced. “This is what we’re taught. Our elder females advise against doing things to make the males want to copulate more, or to draw out the process.”

Fek, no wonder she was resistant to, well, everything he was trying to show her. If she associated sex with pain, or at least, annoyance, the job of a courtia must seem like torture. “That’s not at all what good sex is like.”

She met his gaze with one raised eyebrow. “Do all the courtias have good sex with their clients?”

“No,” he admitted. “But they do not have painful sex.” And if they did, that client never set foot in Erovik again. “Clients need to win over our courtias in order to be granted access to their suites. It’s an honor for one like Viparia to welcome a male to her bed.”

“And you?” she asked quietly. “Does anyone welcome you to their bed, Cyprian?”

The question nearly knocked him off the chair. He stood up abruptly, walking a few paces towards the window. Hevatica Station’s light painted half of the room in an icy glow, piercing through the room’s warm lights like a cold eye judging him from above. If she knew how much that question affected him, she’d be shocked, at the very least. He felt her presence behind him, still seated in that impossibly composed posture. “No. I am not a client.”

“Never?” She sounded skeptical. “Viparia and Siku are so beautiful. It must be hard to be around females like that and never be tempted. Surely, they’ve been interested in you.”

He let out a garbled laugh. “It’s not as hard as you think. The courtias are beautiful, but they are a lot to manage, and as for being interested in me, no. They’re not.”

She shook her head. “I don’t believe that.”

“Why not?” He turned and looked at her, puzzled.

“Because you’re…” She waved a hand up and down toward him. “Very attractive.”

Cyprian dragged his gaze back to the illuminated station beyond the window as he grappled with the turn of the conversation. She thought he was attractive. Attractive enough to draw the gaze of one of Erovik’s courtias. “There is a hard rule within these walls,” he explained with a tight throat. “Management does not touch the courtias, and the courtias do not seduce management.” Turning back to Fivra, he dragged in a ragged breath and forced away the thoughts of Fivra in his bed. Whether either of them liked it or not, she was a courtia in training. She was not his. Would never be his.

If only his body would listen.

She met his gaze steadily, even as color crept into her cheeks. “I see.”

“Good.” He clasped his hands behind his back so she couldn’t see the claws that threatened to extend. “Your resistance to the ways of Erovik is understandable, but you will pick up on the tools you need and learn in time. We are throwing a party of sorts for our regular clients two cycles from now. I want you to attend—not as a courtia—but as an observer, to see how interactions work between clients and courtias. I will make it clear that you are not available.”

Her face went blank. “What do I have to do?”

“Mingle,” he replied. “Talk to those who approach you. Watch the other courtias.”

Her brows furrowed. “You’ll be there?”

“Of course. I’m the host.” Cyprian reached out and tucked back a lock of pink hair. It was impossibly soft, just like her skin. “I will keep a close eye on you.” Very close.

She looked pinched. Her hands knotted together. “You promise?”

“Yes.” Fek, yes. Anyone who touched her would be expelled from Erovik so fast, his head would spin. “Let’s put these lessons aside for now,” he said. “I can see we will not get far today, and I’m not one to beat a dead bot.” He offered her a small, wry smile, hoping to ease some of the tension that crackled in the air between them.

Fivra’s posture relaxed ever so slightly, the barest hint of relief showing in her eyes. “So, we’re done?”

“For now.” He nodded, crossing the room to settle back into the plush chair opposite her. The soft hum of the station’s lifeblood pulsed around them in time to the thick beat of his heart, which was sending far too much blood to his cock to keep his head clear. It was time to change the subject. “But I’m curious. Tell me more about your previous world. I’m curious about this overseer,” he said, leaning back and fixing her with an intent look. “I’ve never met another Zaruxian, and yet, here you are, speaking of one as if they were commonplace.”

Fivra’s gaze dropped to her hands, which were folded in her lap. “The overseer… He is a figure of authority and protection in our settlement.” Her voice was quiet with the weight of memory. “He’s the one who communicates with the Axis, who mediates disputes, and who ensures we meet our crop quotas.”

“Crop quotas?” Cyprian echoed, his interest piqued. This was the first he’d heard of such a system in the penal colonies. It made sense that the Axis would try to squeeze as much resources from their inmates as possible. It was a very Axis thing to do.

“Yes,” Fivra continued, her gaze distant as she recalled her past life. “We are required to provide a certain amount of produce to the Axis at regular intervals. If we fall short…” She trailed off for a moment before beginning again, her voice barely above a whisper. “We receive fewer resources of food, medicine, tools. Our fathers are afraid of the Axis. They have to be. The Axis doesn’t tolerate failure, and yet we never produce enough to please them.” She wrapped her arms around herself, as if the memory of those harsh times sent a chill through her bones.

Cyprian watched her closely. “And this overseer,” he said, his voice steady, “he looked like me?”

Fivra nodded. “He has wings like you, and his eyes are silver, too. But his scales are a deep purple, not reddish, like yours. He is…imposing.”

Cyprian’s wings twitched involuntarily at the description. It was strange to hear of another of his kind, especially one who held such power over others. “Did he ever mention where he came from? Or why the Axis chose him to oversee your settlement?”

“No,” Fivra replied fervently, shaking her head. “He rarely spoke to us directly, unless it was to deliver instructions or reprimands. We were told to never approach him.”

A heavy silence settled over the room as Cyprian processed this information. It was clear that Fivra’s overseer played a significant role in the lives of those on the settlement, yet he remained an enigma—a distant figure whose motives and origins were shrouded in mystery.

“Fivra,” Cyprian said, leaning forward with a troubled expression, “I need to know more about the Axis’ involvement with your settlement.” He wasn’t ready to tell her that she had been a prisoner in a penal colony. At least, he assumed she wasn’t aware of it. She never described herself or the others there as anything but farmers or residents. One thing he’d learned from her was that this was a generational penal colony, which meant Fivra had committed no crime. She was serving a sentence of her ancestors. “Were there other beings working for the Axis?”

She frowned, her brow furrowing in thought. “The overseer’s the only one who lived there with us. He has a fortress on the mountain. We were taught to avoid the Axis’ agents when they came to collect the crops. My father spoke with them, though, when he loaded the crates onto the transports. He said there were rumors about the overseer.”

“Rumors?” he prompted, eager for any scrap of information that might shed light on his own past.

“My father said that the agents hinted that the overseer wasn’t the only one of his kind,” Fivra said hesitantly. “That there were others scattered elsewhere in the quadrant. But it was all hearsay. And it didn’t affect us, so we didn’t think much of it.”

Cyprian’s mind raced with the implications of her words. If there were more Zaruxians out there, working under the Axis’ command, it could mean that he was part of a larger plan—one that he had been ignorant of for far too long. “And did the overseer ever tell any of you why you had such a connection with the Axis?” he asked, trying to find out for sure whether the Terians knew they were prisoners.

Fivra shook her head. “No. Our lives were tied to their interests. We were taught to worship them. To see them as our protectors.” She snorted, a sound that was not very courtia-like. “That is a lie, obviously. They gave us to those raiders. The way they demanded our crops, the way they controlled our lives… It was as if they were cultivating us, just as we cultivated the land.”

Cyprian’s jaw tightened. Her assessment was incredibly accurate. The Axis’ reach was far and wide, but the notion that they were meddling with entire populations for generations was unsettling. “Thank you, Fivra,” he said, his voice low. “I wish I could have met your overseer, but we don’t even know what planet you are from.”

Fivra looked up at him, her blue eyes reminding him of the waters of the station’s healing petrel bath. “Do you think you may be related to him? Like I said, you have similar features.”

“I…don’t know,” Cyprian replied. “I am not aware of having any family. I was raised by the Axis, myself.”

“Raised by them?” Her face pinched. “How does that work?”

“Ah, I wish I could tell you, but I have very few memories of my youth. It’s as if they’re blurred out, somehow. Perhaps my kind doesn’t retain memories of their juvenile phase. When I was of a certain age, I was sent here to train under the previous director of Erovik. Now, I run it.”

A flicker of confusion crossed Fivra’s face. “That’s sad, Cyprian,” she said quietly. “I hope you find out about your family.”

“I’m not sure there’s much to learn about them.” No one had come looking for him, that was for sure. Cyprian stood up, his wings unfurling slightly. He intended to move towards the door, but Fivra rose, too, and suddenly they were standing too close together. She was right in front of him. He could feel the warmth of her body. Her breath feathered against his chest and he shuddered.

Her brows knitted. “Are you cold?”

“No,” he murmured. “Just the opposite.” And before he could think it through and talk himself sensibly out of it, he dipped his head and brushed his lips to hers.

It was reckless, bold, and a terrible idea. And his entire body shook with the relief of it. Of finally tasting her.

Fivra didn’t back away. She didn’t move. Her mouth stayed where it was, under his. There was something tentative about the way she held her head just so—tilted and upturned, as if she was testing this out, seeing if she liked it.

He did. Very, very much.

He needed to think. He needed to get out of this suite and away from Fivra before he did something incredibly foolish and let this continue. With supreme effort, he straightened and stepped back, dragging air through his nostrils and not placing a hand on his rigid cock that screamed to be released from his pants. “I will leave you now,” he said, taking in the color in her cheeks and the rapid rise and fall of her chest. “Rest and relax, Fivra. I will see you at the party.”

She blinked and shook her head. “Keep your expectations low.”

He smiled, attempting a teasing tone. “That’s not what we tell clients.” It came out a touch harsh, because of the hunger pounding through him.

As expected, she didn’t get the humor. Her eyes went dark and inscrutable. “But you’re not a client. You’re…you.”

What the fek did that mean? he wondered as he left her suite, finally alone—no one was in the corridor, thankfully—and rubbing a hand on his aching cock. He thought he understood females, after all these many, many mig-cycles of working at Erovik, but this one confounded him. This one had the power to undo him.


SEVEN


Fivra

The soft glow of the evening lights in Erovik’s huge, grand hall filled the space with a warmth that was both welcoming and disconcerting to Fivra. Its towering ceilings were decorated with swirling patterns of gold and silver. The sounds of laughter and light music wafted through the air. Extravagance was everywhere, from music to the free-flowing drinks, to the dizzying array of food. For her, it all held an air of risk and expectation.

As Ria guided her around the beautifully adorned room, Fivra’s heart pounded. Her palms were tacky with nerves. “Tonight is a special event,” the robotic maid explained, her tone bright despite the tension that coiled in Fivra’s stomach. “We’re hosting a gathering for some of our most esteemed clients. You will not have to entertain anyone specifically, but you will be expected to mingle.”

Fivra knew this. Cyprian had explained it all, but she swallowed hard, unsure whether to feel a spark of excitement or overwhelming dread. “Mingle?” She thought she knew what it meant, but the word felt foreign and unwelcome. A heavy weight that settled like lead in her chest. She’d rather face the specters of the shadowlands than confront the crowd of males who gazed about the stunningly adorned courtias as if they were shopping for a dress. They were of many species—none of which she recognized, but then, her people had been purposefully isolated, thanks to the Axis.

“Yes,” Ria said. “You are a new arrival. Your presence alone will be a point of interest. Just relax and engage in conversation. In time, it will come naturally.”

Fivra nodded, but the confidence she tried to muster was shaky at best. What did she know of “mingling” amongst those accustomed to wealth and frivolity? How could she charm them when it took every bit of courage to just stay in this room instead of bolting back to her suite? “Where is Cyprian?” she asked with a hint of desperation. She didn’t see him anywhere. After the kiss they’d shared, he was the only male she was looking forward to seeing. Had he regretted it?

Probably. He hadn’t told her not to come here, to meet clients, to show herself off. Just the opposite. Maybe the kiss had been a test of sorts, to find out if she had some level of seduction to offer the clients. If that were the case, she supposed she passed. She was here, after all.

“Cyprian is all the way to your right, against the wall, behind the tall client in the white robes,” Ria replied. “Remember, hold yourself as if you know you are the most beautiful female in the room.”

“I’m not the most beautiful female in the room,” she said through gritted teeth, craning her neck to glimpse Cyprian, but it was impossible to see past the large, robed client. All she glimpsed were the sides of his large, dark red wings.

Ria made her digital-sounding laugh. “You underestimate yourself. I guarantee that you are the most beautiful female to someone in this room.”

But not Cyprian. Fivra sighed, wishing she could have a do-over of that kiss. She should have said something more. She could have let him know that she’d liked kissing him, or something to indicate her interest. Even if he rejected her, she’d know where she stood with him.

Lights twinkled above and laughter danced through the air as Fivra struggled to breathe evenly. All around her, elegant beings adorned in sumptuous fabrics moved about, each uniquely exquisite, with soft music playing in the background, weaving through the chatter like a silken thread.

Fivra’s instinct was still to flee, but she pressed her lips together and forced herself to march forward. Her feet took her deeper into this uncharted territory. She could feel the stares of multiple patrons landing on her; some curious, others calculating. They were sizing her up, as if gauging her worth through the stark lens of their wealth and experiences.

“Keep breathing,” Ria whispered beside her, and the gentle reminder provided a small tether amid her spinning thoughts. “You are doing wonderfully.”

Fivra didn’t feel wonderful. “I’m not walking right,” she muttered, smoothing the gold sheath she wore. The hem landed high on her thigh and the straps over her shoulders were thin gold chains, draped to flow and wink in the dim light. “What if I fall in these shoes?” The heels were high and narrow, held on by delicate straps.

“You get up.” Ria’s voice was the only thing that felt real to Fivra. “Here is where I leave you.”

“What?” she said. “No.”

“Yes.” Ria’s light blinked up at her. “I must leave. You are fine, Fivra. I recommend a glass of the ravitok spring wine. It’s light and sweet. Drink nothing that is blue. They are all too strong for you.” With that parting advice, her maid turned and glided swiftly from the hall.

Deciding it was better to move than remain frozen in place, Fivra forced herself to the massive, curving bar where a tall, angular bot turned toward her. “Something to drink?”

“Um. Ravitok spring wine, please.”

The bot nodded and produced a slender glass filled with pale red liquid. She took a sip. It fizzed on her tongue and tasted as Ria had described.

“You look lovely,” said a smooth, female voice.

Fivra turned to see Siku, dressed in a black garment that looked like a ribbon twisted around her stunning figure, barely concealing her. “Thank you.” She took another sip. “This is weird.”

Siku chuckled, deep and sultry. “Being on display? Yes, it is. But it allows us to see what clients we would like to add to our collection, and which ones might be better passed off to another courtia.”

“Collection?” Fivra asked, confused.

“Yes. We think of clients as part of our collections.” She shrugged carelessly as her sharp gaze moved around the room. “And collections grow and change.” Her mouth curved as a tall male with sleek dark scales approached them. “Ah, just in time to illustrate my point,” she murmured for only Fivra to hear.

“Siku, you look ravishing,” said the tall male, bowing his head as Siku lifted hers.

“Thank you, Horian,” she purred, then took Fivra’s hand in hers and lifted it, presenting it to the male. “May I introduce Fivra, a fresh addition to our humble home.”

“It is always a pleasure to see fresh faces at our gatherings,” Horian said and pressed his thin lips to Fivra’s knuckles. “Welcome, Fivra.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” Her voice wavered, but got steadier as she found her footing in the interaction. Even as she spoke, the urge to retreat shimmered at the edges of her mind, but she inhaled deeply, willing herself to stand firm.

Horian adjusted his eye-catching collar and leaned toward her. “What brings you here, my dear?”

“Easy, Hor,” Siku chided with a grin. She placed a hand on the male’s chest in a way that looked very familiar. “She’s not available, yet, as I’m sure you know.”

“Just catching her scent,” Horian said, blinking his huge, black eyes and turning to Fivra. “You smell delicious, my dear. Perhaps when you’re ready, you’ll consider allowing me to call on you?”

Fivra’s mind blanked, but before she could stammer out an answer, another client—a rounded male with shimmering blue hair—flitted closer, eyeing her with a wide, toothy grin. “First time at an event like this? You must be a few days fresh, my lovely.” The male leaned forward, excitement dancing in his eyes. “The glimmering lights and delightful company can be quite overwhelming. You’ll find it addictive, I assure you. I am Pimmi, duke of the Yura’lav kingdom on Acur-9.”

A duke? Fivra swallowed hard, her heart racing. “Nice to meet you. I’m Fivra. And yes, I—it’s a lot to take in,” she managed, the words slipping out a touch more stilted than she intended. But as she glanced around the room, catching snippets of laughter and the soft clinking of glasses, she recognized that this interaction was not as terrifying as she had expected. Perhaps there was a way to fit in without entirely losing herself.

“Indeed, little one.” Horian flashed a charming smile. “There are many temptations here. Your beauty will draw attention, even from those who may not have your best interests at heart.”

“Beauty,” she breathed, “was not a thing of value where I came from.”

“It is here,” said Siku. “And you would not be here if you didn’t possess it.” She slid a finger down Fivra’s pink hair, which flowed freely but had gold strands woven in with it.

“Yes! Such radiance is as natural as breathing among our courtias. How refreshing!” Pimmi clutched his hands together as though in delight. “Tell me, Fivra, what is it you desire?”

The question echoed in her mind. It was an odd thing to ask someone shortly upon meeting them, and to be asked by royalty was disorienting to say the least. “I want…”

At that moment, she looked up and finally had a clear view of Cyprian. He stood clear across the hall, a drink in his hand and an inscrutable look on his face. It struck her how he too flaunted his own strength in this world, yet still held mystery—his role as protector uniquely intertwined with her journey. His silver eyes bored into hers, leaving her feeling both grounded and oddly light. Him. I want him. But she didn’t say that. Oh, no. Those words could never fall from her lips. “Oh, I don’t know,” she said, trying for a light tone. “Another glass of this, I think.”

They laughed, light and airy, and for the first time during the party, Fivra felt like she said something that was expected of her. Or, at least, not strange. Fivra managed to smile, quietly recalling Cyprian’s words about controlling the prey and trying not to recall the feel of his mouth on hers. Maybe mingling wasn’t solely about charm and seduction; maybe it was more about connection—finding common ground among unique individuals. Her head felt light, and it wasn’t from the wine.

“Well done,” Siku whispered as Pimmi took Fivra’s nearly empty glass and hurried off to fetch her a new one. “Although be careful.” Her gaze slid to Cyprian, making it clear that she’d seen where Fivra had looked. The female was smart and clever and, judging by the amused look on her face, knew very well what had been on Fivra’s mind when asked what she desired. “He is beautiful, our fine director. The ultimate prize. But he will not touch us.”

Fivra didn’t react. At least, she tried very hard not to. Horian wasn’t listening. He had turned to speak with a male who came over to ask him something about business. “I…am not interested in Cyprian.” What a lie, but she knew better than to think anyone could be trusted.

Siku smirked, knowing better but dropping it. “Horian was mine some time ago, but we grew bored with each other. He would be a good client to start with when you’re ready.” She nodded toward the male standing not far away, still engaged in conversation. “He’s gentle, considerate, and his cock is simple. Not too large or uniquely shaped.”

Fivra blinked rapidly, trying to find something to say to that. Thank you didn’t seem like the right thing. She’d never been offered someone else’s lover before. “Um.”

“Here you are, darling,” Pimmi said, returning. He handed the glass to Fivra with a flourish. “What a fabulous party,” he announced to no one in particular, but clapped Horian’s arm as he rejoined the group. “It is always a pleasure to find company with those who revel in the thrill of hedonism.”

Siku inclined her head. “Well said, your grace.” But she turned to Fivra with a look of restrained laughter. “I am glad you are enjoying yourself.”

Fivra felt a familiar presence looming on the fringes of her awareness. She turned her head slightly and her gaze locked with Cyprian’s across the room. His silver eyes were fixed on her with a look of intense focus etched into his features. There was something in his stare that made her skin tingle. A silent claim that sent an unexpected thrill coursing through her veins.

“Indeed,” Pimmi replied, taking another big drink from his glass of blue liquid—the variety that Ria had advised Fivra against trying. “And meeting such an interesting newcomer is truly a treat. Where are you from, darling?”

“I don’t know the name of the planet,” Fivra admitted. “A settlement. Far from here. We were farmers.”

The fluffy-skinned creature jiggled his drink enthusiastically. “How unique! It’s truly fascinating to see a former farmer from an Axis penal colony rise through society and land at a place such as this. I suspect you will be the captivating anomaly we all desire, Fivra.”

Fivra froze. Her smile was plastered to her face as the words rolled through her head.

Penal colony. The clamor of laughter and conversation blurred into a background hum. Fivra forced herself to keep hold of the glass in her hands, but her fingers shook. She looked up at Horian and Pimmi and the words were on her tongue: what penal colony?

But a warning look from Siku made her close her lips. “Excuse me, please,” she said instead, and stepped away. The room tilted, spun. She needed to get out of here. Away from this and out of these cursed shoes. If she didn’t sit down soon, she was going to fall down, and she wasn’t at all sure she’d be able to get up.

A shadow fell over her, and the scent of clean male and wine smashed into her senses. “Fivra.” Cyprian’s deep voice instantly centered her. “What happened?”

She looked up at his strong, gorgeous face. His brows were low and drawn together. His lips were a tense line.

“Did one of them say something to upset you?” A hint of something dark lay in his silver eyes.

“No,” she said, pressing a hand to her forehead. “And yes, but nothing like…” Something clicked into place. “He said I was from a penal colony?” She turned her gaze to Cyprian, bubbling with anger. “Am I?”
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Cyprian

Cyprian’s expression shut down. His hand curled around her arm. “We’re not having this conversation here.” He propelled her toward the exit gently enough that no one would suspect anything was amiss. Firmly enough for her not to resist.

“Here’s to new beginnings,” Pimmi declared, raising his glass as they passed.

Cyprian’s grip tightened. “Excuse our new arrival. It is time for Fivra to retire,” he said to the protests of the males. “Too much wine, I’m afraid.”

Fivra gritted her teeth, not even pretending to agree with him. Her fists clenched, but thankfully she kept quiet. Cyprian drew her down the hallway. His large frame cast a shadow that seemed to envelop her as they retreated from the party. “Fivra,” he said. “Do not speak until we are alone.”

She stumbled along on her high heels, trying to match his longer stride and failing. She tripped and lost her balance. If not for his hold on her arm, she’d be sprawled on the floor. “Must you walk so fekking fast?”

In response, he scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder, one arm locked around the back of her thighs.

She squirmed, wriggling and causing her breasts to rub against his back. “I can walk, Cyprian.”

“Not fast enough,” he growled in reply, taking her through corridors he could navigate in his sleep, and finally ending up in his office, where he shifted her off his shoulder and onto the floor.

Cyprian studied her for a moment. She looked vastly different from the terrified bundle that had huddled on the floor the first time they met. Fists on hips, and a rolling fury that turned her eyes nearly luminous, she was a powerful, beautiful, and dangerous female.

Her gaze narrowed on the flare of his nostrils. Twin ribbons of smoke curled from them. “Is smoke coming out of your nose?” she asked.

He turned and pinned her with his own gaze, which must have looked furious, but actually was not. “Yes. I am a dragon underneath this civilized creature you see,” he explained. “And when I am upset, the dragon comes to the surface. If I am pushed too far, I become it.”

Fivra bit her lip. He could see that she had more questions about this, but now was not the time. She took a steadying breath and sat in the closest chair. “Why did that male say I was a former member of a penal colony?”

Cyprian’s wings flexed at her words. “Because you are from a penal colony.”

“And you knew this?”

“Yes.”

Her voice rose in pitch. “How did Pimmi know this?”

“The symbols on your neck.” He gestured to the 591-A that glowed blue on the skin below her ear. “They are commonly used by the Axis to mark their inmates.”

She blinked rapidly, one hand curling into the delicate fabric of her dress. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He hesitated, weighing his words carefully. “I didn’t see how that would help with your transition here. It would give you one more thing to worry over.” He flicked a hand in her direction. “As it clearly has done.”

“So you thought it wiser that I hear it from a client at a party?”

He rubbed his face. What a mess. “I did not foresee anyone bringing it up, no. And if Pimmi hadn’t overindulged in his drink, he would not have.”

“My entire settlement…” Her gaze drifted vacantly toward the window, as if searching the stars for the one that held her planet in orbit. “We are all prisoners?”

He nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“Were we going to be released at some point?”

“It doesn’t appear so,” he replied. “I am no expert on the Axis’ colony policies, but it seems yours is generational incarceration.” Just saying those words made his gut twist. He couldn’t think of anything more cruel, more sick, than punishing generations of people until they didn’t even know they were prisoners anymore. Suffering had become their life, but they never knew why.

“What did we do?” Her voice was mostly air. “What crime did we commit to deserve—” She cut off with a choking sound and shook her head. Her shoulders rounded and her face crumpled. Tears turned her eyes to sapphires and fell down her cheeks.

And that was all he could take. His control cracked into a thousand shards. He came forward, pulled her up from the chair and dragged her into his arms. She clung to him, letting the tears fall. Her hands fisted in the front of his shirt. “Nothing,” he said just as quietly, as his wings moved forward and wrapped around her. “Nothing at all.”

“Then, why?”

He didn’t have that answer. It was somewhere deep in the Axis’ database, with thousands of other secrets. All he could do was hold her, and a twisted part of him was fekking grateful for an excuse to do so. Her warm body curled against his, waking that hunger that always scratched just beneath the surface when she was around. He breathed in the scent of her pink hair, unable to recognize himself in the male he was when he was with her.

Long ago, he’d learned that there was no use for softer emotions. No point in trying to help people. If they were damaged, they were damaged, and the kindest thing to do was leave them alone. That was why Erovik was a place for courtias who knew what they were doing. Perhaps they were damaged, too, but they knew how to thrive in a place that played by their rules. They could earn enough credits to choose their own path.

But Fivra threw everything he thought he knew about his life, his role, into disarray. He was angry for her, for her people and for what they had endured. And more troubling, he had been desperate for a reason to take her from that party the moment she’d stepped into the room. He’d wanted to rip her away from the very clients he’d told her to socialize with.

Who did he think he was fooling? He wanted Fivra for himself—had wanted her the instant he’d laid eyes on her. Now that the time was coming when he’d be expected to share her with clients, panic was setting in. He couldn’t—absolutely could not—do it.

Cyprian held Fivra close, his mind racing as he grappled with the turmoil of emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. He was supposed to be the unflappable director of Erovik, yet here he was, holding a sobbing Terian female who had just turned his entire existence on its head.

“Fivra,” he said gently, hand stroking her back in smooth, soothing circles. “I can’t change what has happened to you or your people, but I promise you this—I am doing everything in my power to find out why your people are imprisoned by the Axis. Why you were taken from your settlement and sold at that auction. There is no logical reason for someone like you to be there.”

She clung to him, her body shaking. “It makes no sense. We were just farmers. We never hurt anyone.”

He had no answers for her, and the injustice of it all made his dragon fire rise in his throat. The Axis was a formidable entity, but they were not infallible. If there was a reason for the suffering of Fivra and her people, he would find it. “I don’t know why,” he admitted, his voice a low rumble. “But I have someone looking into your settlement. I want to know who made the decision to place you in that situation and, personally, I want to know about the overseer. My past is a mystery to me, too.”

“I don’t know the overseer, but he always struck me as…lonely,” she said. “I think he would like to meet you, too.” Fivra pulled back slightly, her blue eyes filled with a mix of gratitude and desperation. “And then there are my friends who were also taken. I’m so worried about them, Cyprian.”

Cyprian’s jaw clenched. He had not forgotten about the other Terian females and fek if he could deny Fivra anything. “I will do my best to locate them. If they have been sold to clients within the station or elsewhere, I will find them. That’s all I can promise.”

A small flicker of hope ignited in her eyes. “Do you really think you can find them?”

“I have resources and contacts that stretch far beyond Hevatica Station,” he assured her. “I will use them to…inquire about your friends.”

Fivra’s fingers curled into his shirt, her gaze searching his. “Why would you do this for me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Cyprian’s gaze held hers. The weight of his next words pressed heavily on his chest. It was a line he’d sworn never to cross, a boundary he’d carefully erected and maintained over the countless cycles he’d managed Erovik. But looking into Fivra’s tear-streaked face, he knew that line was gone. Obliterated, along with his good sense and the healthy distance he put between himself and the courtias. Fivra was not a courtia and would never be, if he had his way. This was about a connection he’d felt from the moment he’d set eyes on her face—a connection that defied logic, reason, and the very rules he’d lived by for so long.

“Fivra,” he began, evenly. “The truth is… I am drawn to you. I cannot explain it. I can’t push it away.” His eyes bore into hers with an intensity that left no room for doubt. “From the moment you entered this station, you have consumed my thoughts. I cannot tolerate the thought of you with another male. The mere thought of it—” He broke off, clenching his jaw.

Her breath hitched, the color draining from her face. “Cyprian, what are you saying?”

He took a deep breath. The walls of his office felt like they were closing in around him. “I am saying that I have feelings for you that go against every rule that governs my life and this establishment. Feelings that are forbidden for a director to have for a courtia.” His hand came up and brushed the wetness from her cheeks. His touch lingered on the softness of her skin.

Fivra stared at him, her lips parting in silent surprise. “When you kissed me…it wasn’t a test?”

A wry smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “A test? No. I couldn’t help myself from kissing you. I’d been wanting to do that since I met you, and now that I know your taste, I don’t know that I can hold back from doing it again.”

Her body trembled in his arms. What little tension remained in her melted away, leaving her soft and pliant. She licked her lips. “I don’t want you to hold back.” Her voice trembled. “I liked it.”

He groaned. “Don’t say those things.” Cyprian’s expression softened, his thumb gently tracing the curve of her cheek. “My restraint is very thin as it is.” He let out a shaky sigh. “I will keep you from the life of a courtia. I—I cannot share you.”

Fivra’s eyes searched his. “But how? The Axis—your bosses—they expect a return on their investment. They won’t just let me go.”

“I am still the director of Erovik,” he reminded her, a steely determination creeping into his tone. “I have influence and leverage. I will find a way to renegotiate your contract, to buy your freedom if necessary. There are many who owe me favors, and I am not without resources.”

She swallowed hard. “Cyprian, I’m not worth upending your life over. I’m just a—”

“You are mine.” Cyprian’s gaze was unwavering and his words more forceful than intended. In fact, he’d had no plans whatsoever to declare this to her without an inkling of her feelings for him. He cleared his throat as her eyes widened. “I will do whatever it takes to ensure your safety, even if you don’t choose to be with me in the end. The Axis has had enough influence over your life.”

Fivra’s hand came up to cover his, her touch sending a jolt of electricity through him. “I don’t know what to say. I never expected this.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” he assured her, his voice barely above a whisper. “Just know that I will fight for you, Fivra, whether you return my feelings or not.”

Cyprian’s confession hung in the air between them—a bold declaration that defied the very principles upon which Erovik was built. The silence that followed was heavy with the gravity of his words, and he watched Fivra closely, her reaction a delicate dance of shock, disbelief, and the faintest glimmer of something that looked a lot like hope.

“Fivra,” he said, his voice a low rumble that seemed to reverberate through the very core of him. “I have spent my entire existence following the rules, maintaining order, and upholding the reputation of Erovik. But from the moment I met you, something shifted within me. I cannot—and will not—stand idly by while you are subjected to a life that you neither want nor deserve.”

Her lips parted, the color slowly returning to her cheeks. “Cyprian, I… I do return your feelings.”

Cyprian’s heart thundered at Fivra’s confession. Her words ignited a fierce, possessive fire within him, a blaze that had been smoldering since the day she’d arrived at Erovik. The space between them seemed to crackle with an electric charge, drawing them together with an irresistible force.

He felt the world around them fade into insignificance as his gaze locked with hers. The vulnerability in her aqua eyes mirrored his own. A bond had formed between them. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew it was real. He lowered his head. Anticipation sent a shiver down his spine. His wings expanded, enveloping them as their breath mingled, warm and uneven.

This kiss wasn’t the gentle brush of lips like the last time. He kissed her hungrily, needy. She let out a small moan that rocked him to his toes. Silken arms slid around his neck. Fingers caressed the back of his neck and slid into his hair. Her mouth wasn’t hesitant. It was as if she’d been waiting for him to do exactly this—to break the rules and claim her.

A fusion of hunger and tenderness shattered the last remnants of his control. His mouth moved over hers with unrestrained passion, tasting the sweetness of her, learning the feel and texture of her. It had been so long—so impossibly long—since he’d touched a female, and Fivra made him ache so badly he shook with the power of his need.

Her hands found their way to his chest, gripping the fabric of his shirt as she responded with an ardor that matched his own. “Cyprian,” she breathed, and tipped her head back, offering her neck for him to kiss.

Which he did. His mouth moved over the smooth column of her throat. Her pulse throbbed there, fast and hard. The intensity of the moment threatened to consume him. His senses were awash with the intoxicating scent of her desire, the softness of her skin, and the delicate moans that escaped her throat. It was as if every touch, every caress, was a step toward either a future they were destined to share, or the edge of a cliff neither of them would come back from.

A sharp rapping on the doorframe shattered the moment, sending a jolt of alarm through Cyprian’s veins. He broke the kiss, his chest heaving as he turned his gaze toward the intrusion. Fek, he’d forgotten to close the door behind them. Glivar stood there, his meaty green hand still raised from knocking. The assistant’s gaze looked everywhere except at the sight of Fivra in Cyprian’s arms. He’d gotten an eyeful. The evidence of their intimate moment was clear.

“What is it?” Cyprian growled, his voice a low, dangerous rumble that betrayed his irritation. He couldn’t let Fivra go. There was no point in it now, anyway. Glivar had seen enough.

“Ah, boss,” Glivar stammered. “I have that information you were looking for.”

His mind spun as he carefully unwound himself from Fivra and tucked his wings back. He briefly considered sending Fivra back to her suite, but this concerned her directly. She needed to stay. Whatever Glivar had learned, she deserved to know.

“What have you found out?” Cyprian asked, cutting straight to the chase.

Glivar’s expression was serious as he passed Cyprian a slim datapad. “I’ve got a lead, but it’s vague. I accessed a network, and it seems someone has been monitoring the movements of prisoners being removed from one of the penal colonies. It doesn’t give the location of the colony, but I think you’ll find the information in the report interesting.”

Cyprian took the datapad and began reading the case on file. There it was—the mention of a “Claim of Breach” and four settlement numbers. One of them matched the settlement Fivra claimed to be from, but it was far more than he anticipated. The entry indicated insurrections in the remote penal colony. Uprisings that had led the Axis to withdraw from the region and close their contract with the client who funded the penal colony.

Cyprian leaned closer to the datapad, narrowing his focus as he read. The report was concise. It listed ships deployed, how many were lost, and the cost analysis of retaking the colony versus the time left on the contract. It was decided to abandon the colony. An addendum indicated it was believed the neighboring species on the planet would overtake and slaughter the rest of the inmates. File closed. But one line stood out to him as brightly as the glowing marks on Fivra’s neck. Apprehension and rehabilitation of Zaruxian male unsuccessful. Deleted from the system.

“Fek,” he breathed, letting the weight of the revelation settle over him.

“What does it say?” Fivra asked anxiously.

“Here.” He handed her the datapad absently as his thoughts raced.

She pressed it back to him, shaking her head. “I can’t read. We weren’t allowed.” Her voice held an edge of anxiety. “Please tell me what it says, Cyprian.”

“Very well.” His gaze turned to hers. “But you won’t like it.”
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Fivra

Fivra listened in stunned silence as Cyprian relayed the information from the report. Her heart pounded in her chest, each beat echoing the grim news of her home and her people. The Axis had abandoned her settlement after an uprising, leaving chaos and uncertainty in their wake. The overseer, a figure who had always loomed large in her life, was gone—deleted from the system. And her people, her friends, her family… They were presumed dead, overtaken by the neighboring, beastlike species they had been warned about since childhood.

Her legs shook and threatened to give out, and she lowered herself into a plush chair near his desk. The room spun around her. The reality of the situation threatened to pull her into a dark abyss of despair. “Dead,” she whispered, the word tasting like ash in her mouth. “All of them…gone.”

Cyprian kneeled before her, his silver eyes filled with a mixture of defiance and resolve. “I don’t believe it,” he said flatly. “The Axis can’t tolerate a loss, and admitting that a bunch of inmates overtook their forces would look terrible.”

She shook her head. Her gaze focused on the intricate patterns of the carpet beneath her feet. “I hope you’re right,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “My people were not kind to each other. Maybe we once were, but I don’t see how they could have overcome the Axis’ forces. We had no weapons. No skill at fighting.”

He smirked. “I suspect they had help. Your overseer didn’t side with the Axis, clearly, and losing him must have dealt a blow. Zaruxians can be formidable when we are in dragon form. Perhaps he was protecting…” His eyes lit up. “You said he kept one member of your group?”

“Yes. Turi.” She dropped her gaze. “She was so scared.”

“Maybe she didn’t stay scared,” he said dryly. “Maybe what happened between them is what is happening between us.”

Her gaze flew to him. It was possible. Turi had appealed to the overseer years earlier, but she’d never revealed what she’d done to earn a mark of protection over her family’s farm. “It’s possible.”

Cyprian sent a look to Glivar, who stood quietly, looking extremely awkward. “The fury of a Zaruxian in dragon form would cause enormous damage. And if he had allies, there would be too much for a standard Axis defense fleet to deal with. The cost of maintaining control over the colony got to be too high,” Cyprian explained, his hand gently squeezing hers in a show of support. “The report suggests there was some form of rebellion, an uprising that led to losses. In the end, the Axis made the decision to retreat. If your people are anything like you, they did not take well to learning the truth about the Axis.”

Fivra’s mind raced as she tried to process the information. Her people worshipped the Axis. They were forced to pray to them. Thoughts of her friends flashed through her mind—females she’d grown up with, shared dreams and fears with. They had all been pawns in a game they didn’t even know they were playing. And now, wherever they were, they did not know that the settlements were no longer under Axis rule.

“There’s something else.” Glivar shifted his weight, his eyes darting between her and Cyprian.

Fivra’s heart raced. The room felt smaller, the air thick with tension and unspoken truths. “What is it, Glivar?” Cyprian’s voice was steady, but Fivra could hear the underlying note of concern.

Glivar cleared his throat. His gaze fixed on a point just over Fivra’s shoulder. “Something I heard through my sources. Don’t know how true it is.”

Cyprian’s silver eyes narrowed, and his wings twitched slightly—a clear sign of his growing impatience. “Spit it out, Glivar. We haven’t got all cycle.”

The large green male swallowed hard, his fingers nervously clenching and unclenching at his sides. “Rumors, boss. Just rumors, but they’re saying that the Axis… They’re saying that the Axis might be looking to dispose of some of their…assets. Assets connected to recent acquisitions from Falmic-5.”

Fivra’s breath caught in her throat. “Dispose of?” she echoed softly. The word felt like a cold, hard stone settling in the pit of her stomach.

Cyprian’s hand tightened around hers, his gaze never leaving Glivar’s face. “Are you suggesting that the Axis might be planning to…eliminate the Terian females sold at the auction?”

Glivar nodded, his expression grim. “It’s just hearsay at this point, but considering the sensitive nature of the situation, it’s possible they’re trying to cover their tracks. To make sure no one can trace the…the breach in protocol.”

Breach in protocol? Fivra’s mind reeled. It was as if she’d been dropped into the middle of a dangerous and complex game, one where the rules were constantly changing and the stakes were life and death.

Cyprian rose to his full height. His wings unfurled in an obvious display of agitation. “I want you to dig, Glivar. Find out if this is true or a rumor. If the Axis is looking to collect the Terian females that were taken to the auction, they have a reason for it.”

“The Axis gave the raiders permission to abduct us in the first place,” Fivra said.

“They weren’t dealing with a full-scale uprising at the time.” Cyprian shook his head. “Penal colonies rebelling and overthrowing their rule is bad for business.”

“So why not stamp it down?” Glivar asked. “They have the power to do so.”

“Maybe they have more problems than we’re aware of,” Fivra mused, having wondered the same thing. “They might not be as powerful as the impression they give. Or maybe bringing in a huge fleet to put down one small colony would have attracted too much attention.”

Cyprian’s gaze turned sharply to Fivra. “One of those scenarios is likely,” he said. “I have met with Axis representatives—never any of the leaders—and they are tight-lipped about the prison element of the Axis’ business. Makes me curious to find out what they’re hiding.”

“Whoa, boss.” Glivar held out his huge hands. “You have Erovik to think about. Nothing good can come from angering the Axis. Look what was said about the Zaruxian at Fivra’s settlement. He was going to be rehabilitated, and you know what that means.”

Cyprian winced, and Fivra crossed her arms. “What does it mean?” she asked.

“The Axis have a way of making people forget things.” Cyprian scratched the back of his head. “Not clear how it’s done, but Glivar and I have both experienced it firsthand. A client with deep business ties to the Axis stopped coming in. We encountered him in the primary hangar of the station and he had no idea who we were.”

“He wasn’t faking it, either,” Glivar added grimly. “The male didn’t know us. And he was different. Vacant.”

“And you think the Axis did this to him?” Fivra asked.

Cyprian nodded. “The Axis dropped all ties to him, and he’s not the only one. There have been others. The Axis doesn’t go out of the way to hide it. When they say someone needs ‘rehabilitation,’ it means they’re altering someone’s mind. You could say it’s an open secret. An extremely well-planted threat.”

Fivra’s eyes locked onto Cyprian’s. A swirling mixture of fear and anger drove her words. “If the Axis tried to erase the overseer’s mind, if they made these other people…forget, then what’s stopping them from coming here for me? Or the others?”

“They won’t touch you.” Cyprian’s voice was steel, his silver eyes flashing. His wings flared. “Not while I’m here.” He took two calculated steps toward her, his sheer presence dominating the room.

Fivra’s gaze dropped momentarily, overwhelmed by his intensity. “You don’t know what they’re capable of,” she murmured. “You said it yourself—they quietly erase memories. If they’ve decided I’m a breach—something they can’t afford to leave unchecked—what’s stopping them?”

“I am stopping them,” he said firmly. His voice reverberated with power, leaving no room for doubt. “They will not take you, Fivra.”

Glivar let out a low whistle. “Boss, I don’t mean to get in the way of your proclamations and all, but…we’re talking about the Axis. They’ve got resources we can’t even dream of. This isn’t a fight we can win in the open.”

Cyprian’s jaw ticked as he turned his attention to his assistant. “I am aware of what we’re up against, Glivar. I’ve worked under their thumb for cycles. But since they abandoned Fivra’s settlement and left loose ends crawling around their well-oiled machine, they have a problem. If the Axis were all-powerful, those females wouldn’t have ended up on Falmic-5, would they?”

Glivar hesitated. “No, but that doesn’t mean they can’t fix their mistake with firepower and ‘rehabilitation.’”

“Let them try.” Cyprian’s wings flexed, and his silver eyes were stormy. “They will learn it’s a mistake to underestimate me.”

“You’re being reckless,” Fivra said, rising from the chair. She moved closer, her hands reaching out to grip his arm. “You can’t take on the Axis alone. It’s suicide.” She searched his face, her voice dropping to a tremble. “I won’t let you die because of me. I can’t.”

Cyprian’s eyes softened just slightly as he dipped his head to meet hers. “I have no intention of dying. Nor will I let you sacrifice yourself for their convenience. If you think I can’t keep you safe, Fivra, then you don’t know me as well as you should by now.”

Fivra’s breathing hitched. A part of her still balked at the idea of Cyprian confronting the Axis—this impenetrable, multi-tentacled beast that had shaped both their lives. “You’re talking about going up against something that could wipe out all traces of your existence. How can you fight that?”

Cyprian’s lips curled into a smile—grim and determined, yet oddly reassuring. “Because I have more at stake than they can take from me. I’ve grown comfortable in my life here—complacent, even. I’ve let the Axis believe I was their obedient servant for too long. But now?” He reached out, his warm hand cradling her face, his thumb brushing along her jawline. “Now, I’ve been given something worth fighting for. Someone worth fighting for.”

Fivra’s heart skipped a beat at his words. Her mind wrestled with the sheer audacity of his certainty. “You’re not just talking about me,” she whispered. “Are you?”

“No.” Cyprian’s voice softened, but it held all the weight of his conviction. “I will not let the Axis dictate my life any longer. And I will certainly not let them take yours.”

Glivar cleared his throat loudly, breaking the electric tension between them. “Not to interrupt the touching moment, but if we’re going to make plans to hide—or fek it all, evacuate—Fivra, we’d better start sooner rather than later. If the rumors I’ve heard are true, the Axis won’t waste much time cleaning up their mess.”

Cyprian straightened. His demeanor once again that of the commanding and calculating director of Erovik. “You’re right,” he said briskly. “We need to move swiftly. If the Axis’ agents come sniffing around, I want nothing here for them to find.”

“That’s easier said than done, boss,” Glivar muttered. “Where do you want to stash her? You know they’ll check every hidden corner of this station.”

Cyprian considered for a moment. His sharp mind raced through the possibilities. “We need somewhere off-station,” he said firmly. “Somewhere they wouldn’t think to look. Somewhere with no connection to Erovik, or to me.”

Glivar scratched his head, his brow furrowing. “Off-station’s tricky. The Axis has eyes in a lot of places. Every port we use regularly is monitored to some degree.”

“I know,” Cyprian said. His tone was clipped. “But I have one or two places in mind. Options we’ve never needed to use before.”

Fivra watched the exchange in silence, her fingers tightening their grip on Cyprian’s arm. “You mean to send me away?” she asked. “Cyprian, I can’t just run.”

“You’re not running,” Cyprian assured her, his voice low but resolute. “You’re surviving.”

She shook her head. “If they’re coming for me, then they’ll come for you when they see you’re protecting me. They won’t stop. We’re… We’re in this together now.”

“Fivra, staying here isn’t an option right now,” he said, taking her tense hands in his own. “Not while we don’t know for certain when or if they’ll come. You are the leverage the Axis would use against me if they knew… If they knew how much you mean to me.”

Her breath hitched, but she refused to back down. “And what will you do when they come looking? Fight them off on your own?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Cyprian said simply, his head tilting as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I’m a dragon, after all.”

Glivar groaned, shaking his head. “Boss, I hate when you get like this. Running headfirst into the fire only works when the flames can’t burn you.”

Cyprian glanced at his assistant, his lips curling into a grim smile. “I’ll assess the flames before running through them, Glivar, and I’ll remind you that I have a few of my own. I’ll handle the Axis however I need to.”

“Then let me stay and fight with you,” Fivra implored. “You can’t expect me to just—”

“Absolutely not,” Cyprian cut her off, his tone firm but soft. He stepped closer to her, his wings curving inward to enclose her in a leathery fold. His voice gentled as he spoke, but his words were edged with resolve. “Fivra, I will not let you stay here and risk your life. I’ve seen what the Axis does to those who stand in their way, and I cannot—will not—allow that to happen to you. If I have to burn this entire station to ash to keep you free of their grasp, I will.”

Her eyes widened, and her breath caught in her throat. “You can’t mean that—”

“I mean every word.” Cyprian’s hands gripped her shoulders gently but firmly. His silver eyes locked on hers with an intensity that made it impossible to look away. “You will not fall into their hands again. Not while I have air in my lungs and fire in my veins.”

“Why me?” she whispered, trembling under the weight of his fierce gaze. Her inner voice, the one conditioned by years of submission and survival, whispered that his resolve to protect her was dangerous—not just for her, but for him. “Cyprian, I’m just a—”

“You don’t get to decide what you are to me,” he interrupted, his thumb brushing along the line of her jaw, chasing away the tears that threatened to spill. “You are mine, Fivra. I felt the pull of it the moment you looked up at me, right there.” He pointed to the spot on the floor where she’d been when they’d first met. She’d been so afraid, so empty of hope. “My dragon fire burns for you. You may not see it, you may not believe it, but I do. That’s enough.”

Her heart squeezed painfully at his words, the raw emotion she heard in his voice a contrast to the impenetrable strength he exuded. “What about the courtias? Can they be trusted to keep this secret?”

“Most of them, yes,” Cyprian replied. “Courtias are excellent at discretion, but they have a price, of course. We’ll come up with a story for them, if they become curious. The fewer who are aware that you are a Terian the Axis is seeking, the less chance there is of information leaking to the Axis.” His claws had extended. They gently grazed the fabric of her dress where his fingers rested. “It’s the best option for now, and temporary, until I’m certain you’re safe.”

“And where will you send me?” she asked, her voice tight, torn between despair and anger. “Do you have a secret place where the Axis can’t find me? Or anyone else?”

Cyprian glanced at Glivar. “There’s an old contact I have from my early days here,” he explained. “Kaelen. He was an old client who used to come in to see this one courtia. He’s a smuggler, a revolutionary in his own way. He runs an outpost operating outside the Axis’ surveillance systems.”

“Outpost?” Fivra tilted her head uncertainly, her soft voice carrying her curiosity and unease. “What kind of outpost?”

Cyprian hesitated for a moment, his wings twitching slightly. “It’s…isolated,” he admitted. “Hidden in the frozen reaches of a rogue planet past the edge of Axis-controlled space. Kaelen and his group specialize in shielding fugitives, smuggling supplies, and generally making things difficult for the Axis.”

“Sounds like the opposite of safe,” Fivra said flatly, pulling her hands from his and crossing her arms. “If they’re already on the Axis’ bad side, wouldn’t I just be walking into more danger?”

“No,” Cyprian said firmly. “Kaelen has survived this long because he’s smart and careful. He knows how to stay out of their line of sight. Plus, there’s no one better at keeping secrets—and people—hidden. He owes me a favor—a big one. He will protect you until I can ensure the Axis won’t come after you.”

Fivra’s gaze flicked to Glivar, searching for any sign of doubt on the massive green male’s face. To her dismay, he only nodded grimly, as if Cyprian’s plan made perfect sense.

Glivar huffed out a sigh. “It’s not a zero-risk solution, but it’s better than leaving her here, out in the open, with clients and staff who might catch wind of the Axis’ interest. Kaelen’s outpost has weathered storms like this before.”

Fivra turned back to Cyprian, her jaw tightening. “And what will you do while I’m there? You said yourself the Axis might come here looking for me—or worse, for everyone else from my settlement. How are you going to convince them I’m not worth their time without handing me over?”

Cyprian’s silver eyes darkened, reflecting not just anger but a deep, protective fury. “They won’t find out I’m hiding you, Fivra,” he said. “And if they come asking, I’ll deal with them.”

“And if ‘dealing with them’ doesn’t work?” Her voice shook as the enormity of his plan settled over her. “What if they don’t take no for an answer?”

“Then I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure you stay free.” Cyprian’s wings stretched slightly, his imposing frame looming even larger. “They don’t scare me.”

“They should,” Glivar grunted. “They absolutely should.”


TEN


Cyprian

The beginning of a new cycle brought no solace to the storm brewing inside Cyprian. Anxiety licked at his nerves like fire. He had barely rested, his mind too consumed with the details of Fivra’s escape. Every contingency, every obstacle ran circles in his thoughts. At this cycle’s start, he’d planned to finalize arrangements with Kaelen and secure her passage aboard one of Kaelen’s courier ships. It was a delicate operation that required precision and silence. The rogue planet Kaelen called home was hidden well enough, but for all of Cyprian’s assurances to Fivra, this plan wasn’t foolproof.

He stood in his office, about to signal Glivar to complete the plan, when the sleek gold comm panel embedded in the far wall emitted a deep, ominous hum. Cyprian’s head whipped toward the source of the noise. Every instinct in his body went still and sharp as his wings slowly flared out behind him. The light on the panel flickered, then blinked steadily.

An incoming signal.

Not just any signal—an Axis transmission. Even before the blinking gold light turned crimson, signaling its authority level, Cyprian knew. Tension coiled deep in his stomach. The sensation was so thick, he placed a hand on his churning gut.

“Director Cyprian Dek’lak,” the synthesized voice sounded from the panel’s built-in speaker. Smooth, soulless. As clinical and cold as the faceless entity it represented. “Prepare for inspection. An Axis representative will arrive within three liks.”

“Inspection?” Cyprian played at raising his brow slightly. His demeanor stayed calm, even though his insides were a storm. “We received no prior notice. Shall I inquire with the central office to confirm this visit?”

The voice clipped into a low register, as though offended by the suggestion. “The Axis does not schedule inspections according to its employee convenience, Director. Prepare your facility for assessment or expect repercussions for noncompliance.”

The transmission cut abruptly, leaving silence ringing in its wake.

Cyprian stood frozen, his mind racing faster than it had before. His silver eyes locked on the crimson panel light as if expecting it to burst into flames. He turned swiftly toward the door. “Glivar,” he called sharply through the comm-link embedded in his desk, his voice brooking no argument.

Glivar’s gruff reply was immediate. “Boss?”

“Get to my office. Now,” Cyprian commanded before cutting the channel. He didn’t need to explain further. The urgency in his voice said it all.

His wings twitched as he strode across the room. His hands clenched into fists. An unannounced Axis visit was bad enough under normal circumstances, but now? With Fivra still on the station? It was a catastrophe in the works.

A moment later, the door slid open with a hiss and Glivar lumbered in. His green face was already set in a frown. “What happened?” he asked, his deep voice laced with concern.

“The Axis is sending an agent for a surprise inspection,” Cyprian said bluntly. “They’ll be here in three liks or less.”

Glivar’s eyes widened. “That doesn’t give us much time.”

“That is the idea,” Cyprian said, his tone sharp. “We need to assume they’re coming for Fivra. It wouldn’t have been hard to track her through the auction to you, to Erovik. At the very least, they will ask questions. At most, they’ll take her.” His silver gaze bored into Glivar. “We need to hide her. Now.”

“You want me to stash her in one of the lower levels?” Glivar suggested, though his tone was uncertain. “The sub-suites are off-record. Only essential staff can access them.”

“It’s too risky if they decide to scan the entire station,” Cyprian said, shaking his head. “The Axis aren’t likely to accept a simple tour. They’ll dig until they’re satisfied—or until they confirm what they’re looking for.”

“Then what do we do?” Glivar asked, his voice a low growl. “We can’t just hand her over.”

“I’ll die before I let that happen,” Cyprian said darkly, his wings flaring slightly in response to his rising anger.

“Boss,” Glivar said, lowering his voice. “I know you’re in lo—I mean, I know you have feelings for the Terian, but you need to be smart about this. The Axis doesn’t lose. If they find out we’re hiding her, they’ll tear Erovik apart piece by piece. They won’t just take her; they’ll make an example out of all of us.”

Cyprian’s claws extended involuntarily, the tension in his body sparking his dragon instincts. He knew what Glivar had been about to say—that he was in love with Fivra, and he wasn’t sure about that. He’d never been in love, but he’d also never felt like this before. His gaze darkened as the unflinching reality of Glivar’s words settled heavily on him. He knew what the Axis was capable of. He had seen their ruthlessness before.

“That’s why we don’t let them find her,” Cyprian said firmly, his voice razor-edged. “She needs to disappear before they arrive. We don’t have the luxury of options anymore.”

Glivar’s broad shoulders slumped slightly as he ran a hand over his scarred scalp. “You’re sure that smuggler friend of yours—Kaelen—can be trusted?”

Cyprian’s wings twitched. “Yes. He owes me, and he’s too pragmatic to get sentimental or sloppy. If anyone can keep her out of Axis hands, it’s him.”

“How do we get her to him without getting flagged?” Glivar challenged, his skepticism tempered by the urgency of the situation. “The Axis will have eyes on any ship leaving the station before the inspection. That means the space docks and hangars, too.”

Cyprian’s mind raced. Each thought scrambled to invent a workable plan. “The maintenance sector,” Cyprian mused, his voice cold and calculating. His wings were folded tightly against his back as he paced. “The emergency breach tunnels aren’t on any official Axis schematics and they run well below the lower levels, where the scanners would not reach. We could keep her there, hidden, until the inspection is over.”

Glivar’s brows knit together in a dubious scowl. “The breach tunnels? They’re part of the waste systems, boss. It’s a forsaken pit. Smells worse than a Gurvok’s armpit.”

“I don’t care about the ambiance, Glivar,” Cyprian snapped, his patience thinning. “It’s isolated, secure, and impossible for anyone to wander into by accident.”

Glivar sighed, his thick fingers rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Boss, the maintenance sector might be secure, but you’re asking to stash a delicate Terian female in the fekking waste tunnels. They’re completely dark, and I may add, not lacking in life forms. The Axis may not get her, but there are creatures down there that will.”

Cyprian winced. He wasn’t aware of the state of the breach tunnels, but then again, it wasn’t his role to be. Glivar handled much of the management of the facility and if he thought the tunnels were a threat to Fivra, she wouldn’t go there. Cyprian exhaled sharply through his nose, irritation and guilt simmering beneath the surface. “Do you have a better suggestion?”

Glivar raised a hand to stall Cyprian’s growing tension. “Actually, yes. The courtias.”

Cyprian froze mid-step, turning his silver eyes on his assistant. “The courtias?” His voice was skeptical, but a flicker of curiosity crept in. “Explain.”

Glivar straightened. “Look, they’re good at keeping secrets. Most of them would rather let their tongues get severed than betray one of us. And they already know how to work with clients who have too much power for their own good. We talk to Siku and Viparia. Siku’s sharp as a blade, and she can keep the rest of the courtias in line if they get curious. I know for a fact that Viparia’s wardrobe has a scan suppressor inside it to hide her true wealth. Between the two of them, they can make sure Fivra stays hidden right under the Axis’ noses.”

Cyprian’s wings flexed slightly, tension coiling in him as he considered the suggestion. “You want me to involve courtias in this? They already have enough to deal with.”

“Yeah, and so do we,” Glivar countered. “Hiding her in the tunnels risks her losing her fekking mind and getting hurt, and the Axis might still scrutinize high-level maintenance zones. But the courtias’ private quarters? No one from the Axis would dare compromise client confidentiality. They might audit the station as a whole, but they won’t do anything to lose our high-paying patrons.”

It was a compelling argument, and Cyprian already felt the plan clicking into place in his mind. The private suites of the courtias were sacred ground. They operated under an unspoken rule of secrecy in Erovik. No one intruded there without explicit permission, not even Cyprian. It was part of why courtias chose to stay at Erovik even after completing their contracts. It was their sanctuary, their domain. And if the Axis representatives were as arrogant as he suspected, they would avoid violating those boundaries unless absolutely necessary.

Cyprian’s jaw tightened. “Viparia hates the Axis. I think she would help.”

Glivar tilted his head slightly, his arms crossing over his thick chest. “I think Viparia has a soft spot for the little Terian. The courtias have had your back before. Siku’s like ice—nothing shakes her—and she’s clever enough to keep her mouth shut if pressed. And Viparia would bite an Axis agent for fun, then demand payment from him for it.”

Cyprian let out a low growl, pacing again as he considered the plan. It wasn’t ideal. There was too much at stake, too many variables. But Glivar was right: the courtias knew the game they were playing, and they excelled at it. Viparia’s quarters were the most untouchable place in Erovik. If pushed, she could be a formidable ally.

“Fine,” Cyprian said finally, his tone clipped but resolute. “I’ll speak to Siku and Viparia first. They will need to understand exactly what’s at stake. If even one of them breathes a word of this to the wrong person—”

“They won’t,” Glivar cut him off, his voice firm. “They’re loyal to you, boss. You treat them better than most would, and they know it. They won’t jeopardize the sanctuary you’ve built here.”

Cyprian nodded slowly, though the weight of the situation still pressed heavily on his chest. “Bring Viparia and Siku to my office now. The inspection starts in less than three liks, and I want Fivra hidden before the Axis so much as sets one foot aboard this station.”

Glivar gave a curt nod and turned to leave, but hesitated at the door. “Boss…you sure about this female? It’s not just your reputation on the line. If this goes wrong, the Axis could burn Erovik to the ground.”

Cyprian’s silver eyes glinted with determination, his expression carved from stone. He knew what Glivar was asking of him. He heard the question threaded through his second-in-command’s words. What did Fivra mean to him? He didn’t even have the words to describe that, yet. Still, too much was at stake to not give an answer. He closed his eyes and spoke, letting the words flow, uninhibited by doubts, or fears, or the very real possibility that Fivra would reject him. “She is mine. My dragon fire burns for her. I—I was planning on paying off her contract and asking her if she would stay here. With me. As my mate.” He pulled in a shaky breath, reeling from the relief he felt at acknowledging the truth. “If the Axis wish to play with fire, I’ll make sure they get burned first.”

Glivar nodded once and left without another word, the door hissing shut behind him. Cyprian turned back to his desk, his claws tapping on its surface as he tried to focus on the plan.

The courtias were his best option, and for now, his only option, but he couldn’t shake the unease brewing inside him. He had spent cycles building this place, ensuring it ran smoothly, thriving even under the shadow of the Axis. Now, in the span of a few cycles, all of it had been thrown into chaos because of one terrified, breathtakingly defiant female.

And yet, as he thought of Fivra—her determination to protect her friends, her despair at learning the truth about her home, and the passion in her kiss—he knew there was no alternative. He’d burn the stars themselves if it meant keeping her safe.

A sharp knock interrupted his thoughts, and the door opened to reveal Siku and Viparia, their contrasting presences filling the room. Siku’s icy elegance and Viparia’s raw sensual energy couldn’t have been more different, yet they both carried an air of confidence and composure that Cyprian deeply respected. They stepped inside, their gazes sharp and inquisitive, though markedly different in their approach.

“An unannounced summons? I thought VIPs only got that treatment,” Viparia said with a feline smirk, crossing her arms beneath her lower pair of breasts. “Are we being accused of something scandalous?”

Siku tilted her head, her gaze narrowing as she studied Cyprian’s face. “You look troubled,” she stated, her tone cool but probing. “This isn’t about client behavior, is it?”

Cyprian got straight to the point. Time was of the essence. “Axis agents are coming for an inspection.”

Siku’s pupils shifted subtly, the slits narrowing in what could only be described as controlled alarm. “Inspection? That’s unlike them. We usually get advance notice when they come to nitpick their gilded operations.”

“Exactly,” Cyprian replied. “Which means this has nothing to do with routine assessments. They’re looking for something—or someone.”

Viparia’s smirk evaporated, replaced by a serious expression. “Fivra,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically low. Her arms dropped, and her hands settled on her generous hips. “They’re coming for the Terian. That poor little creature. What do they want with her?”

Cyprian inclined his head. His wings gave a slight twitch as his frustration spilled out. “It’s a very long, complicated story, which I don’t have time to tell right now. I need your help to keep her hidden. At least until the inspection is over and I can get her off the station.”

Siku exchanged a glance with Viparia. Her cool demeanor was unchanged, but her focus was razor-sharp. “Why would we take that risk?”

Cyprian’s silver gaze swept between the two courtias, his jaw tightening. “She isn’t just some fragile newcomer. She’s part of something bigger, something the Axis doesn’t want us—or anyone else—learning about.” He waved a hand. Fek it. “Also, I love her. So there’s that.”

Viparia’s lips swung upward. “At last. The director has fallen. I knew it would happen one day.” Then, remembering something baffling, her brows snapped together. “But, Cyprian, she has no breasts.”

“Yes, she does,” he replied testily. “But that isn’t the point here, is it? Will you hide her or not?”

Viparia’s lips pressed into a coy line. Her usual playfulness was nowhere to be found. “We’d be deceiving the Axis,” she said, tapping her lower lip. “It’s risky, but then again, I do enjoy a bit of excitement. And if it means denying the fekking Axis something they want, I’m intrigued.”

Siku’s thin brows furrowed, and her cool gaze settled on Cyprian. “Hiding her in Viparia’s private suite would be the safest place, but the other courtias will need to be brought in line—subtly—and quickly.”

Cyprian nodded. He’d expected this reaction from Siku. Her pragmatic approach was one of her greatest strengths. “Tell the courtias to inform the inspectors that Fivra didn’t work out. That she was sent away somewhere. Keep it vague. Can you ensure their cooperation without raising suspicion?”

Siku tilted her head thoughtfully. “The other courtias trust Vipa and me, and more importantly, they respect the sanctuary we have here. As long as they don’t have to spin any elaborate lies, they’ll say they don’t know where she is.”

“Good,” Cyprian said firmly. His gaze shifted to Viparia. “And you?”

Viparia’s mouth curled back into its mischievous smirk as she leaned casually against the edge of Cyprian’s desk. “Oh, you don’t even need to ask, darling,” she purred. Viparia’s expression shifted from playful to predatory. Her golden eyes gleamed with dark delight. “Let the Axis send their inspectors. I’ll hide her in my wardrobe, which can’t be scanned. I’ll give them such a show, they’ll be too flustered to find their own tails, let alone a hidden Terian.”


ELEVEN


Fivra

Fivra sat on the plush floor in the back of Viparia’s wardrobe. It was a large space, but it was crammed with so much stuff that it felt quite cramped. Gowns of every imaginable hue and texture draped over carved hangers. Their shimmering surfaces caught the soft glow of the lights embedded in the ceiling. Displays of jewels sparkled like miniature galaxies, some nestled in ornate cases, others laid out in cascading trays as if they’d been casually tossed there by a being with far too much wealth to care. Above her, shelves held crystalline cases containing wigs dyed in colors she couldn’t even name, styled in elaborate coils and waves.

The sheer indulgence of the space was overwhelming, suffocating. It was everything her home hadn’t been, and it made her feel small in a way not even the Axis could manage.

“You look like you’re about to bolt.” Viparia’s smooth voice broke the silence as the courtia leaned casually against the doorframe. Her arms crossed between her two lower sets of breasts. Every movement the female made seemed deliberate, languid, as if even standing was an art form she’d long since mastered.

“I don’t think there’s anywhere to bolt to,” Fivra muttered, keeping her gaze fixed on the shimmering hem of a nearby gown. The golden threads curled and coiled like tiny rivers, mesmerizing in their complexity. “Not unless you’ve got a secret escape chute hidden under all this—” she gestured vaguely to the wealth around her, “—stuff.”

Viparia chuckled, a low, throaty sound that somehow was both comforting and intimidating. She stepped fully into the room. The lush carpet muted her heels as she crouched gracefully in front of Fivra. Up close, the courtia’s vibrant green skin seemed to glow softly, amplifying the glint in her golden eyes.

“My dear little farm girl,” Viparia began, the corners of her mouth lifting in a knowing smile, “you are not hiding in here to escape. If I know Cyprian—and I do—you are hiding because he is afraid of losing you. And I am inclined to agree with him.” Her hand darted out, surprisingly gentle as she took hold of Fivra’s chin and tilted her face upward. “So why do you look like you’re the one about to run away?”

Fivra gently retracted from Viparia’s grip. “Because none of this makes any sense,” she said, her voice sharp in contrast to the trembling in her chest. “I don’t belong here. Not in this wardrobe. Not in this station. And certainly not with Cyprian.”

Viparia didn’t say anything immediately. Instead, she rose to her full, towering height and reached casually into a display of hair ornaments. Her fingers played over jewels and combs until she plucked out a delicate clip shaped like a starburst. Idly, she turned it in her hand, letting the light refract off its many facets. “Cyprian thinks otherwise,” Viparia finally said, her tone teasing yet laced with a seriousness that made Fivra glance up, despite herself. “And between you and me, darling, Cyprian is not a male prone to whims.”

“I think I’m a whim,” Fivra countered, hating how small her voice sounded even as she tried to keep her jaw firm. “Or at least…whatever he feels, it’s not real. It can’t be.”

Viparia raised a perfectly sculpted brow. “Oh? And why is that?”

Fivra sighed. “Because males like him don’t fall for females like me,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m nothing special. I’m just an ordinary farmer who got caught in something I don’t understand. He’s—he’s powerful, confident, and everything I’m not.”

Viparia tilted her head, studying Fivra as if she were an intriguing puzzle. Then, with slow deliberation, she crouched again, leaning just enough to bring their faces level. Her golden eyes sparkled with a mixture of amusement and exasperation. “Oh, my dear, sweet Fivra. How little you understand the heart of a male—especially one like Cyprian.”

Fivra blinked, her gaze dropping self-consciously. “What am I supposed to understand?”

Viparia straightened and began to pace the luxurious wardrobe, trailing a fingertip along the edge of a line of gowns as if choosing her words with the same care someone would choose a gemstone. “Cyprian has been at the helm of this place for longer than most beings in this station have been alive. He’s cunning, calculated, and fierce. But despite all that power, all that…control, I see something in him now that I have never seen before.”

“What?” Fivra asked, her voice softer now, her curiosity piqued.

A sly smile curved Viparia’s lips as she turned to face her fully. “Vulnerability.” She let the word hang in the air for a moment, letting its weight press itself into Fivra’s thoughts. “Do you know how rare it is for a male like Cyprian to expose even the smallest crack in his armor? To admit his emotions—let alone act on them? And for you, no less.” Her gaze dropped to Fivra’s chest with an expression of bafflement. “Your breasts are so very small.”

Fivra flushed, the warmth crawling up her neck and into her cheeks. “He doesn’t act vulnerable,” she said, ignoring the comment about her chest. It was impossible to compare herself to a female with six full, bouncing breasts.

“Of course, he doesn’t,” Viparia said with a breezy laugh. “He’s the director, darling. They have to project strength—it’s part of the job, you know. But you…” She stepped closer, her voice dipping into something almost conspiratorial, “You’ve made him want. Do you have any idea how dangerous that makes you?”

Fivra blinked, caught off guard. “Dangerous?” she echoed, frowning deeply. “I’m not dangerous, Viparia. I’m—”

“—a female who holds sway over a dragon male,” Viparia interrupted smoothly, her eyes sharp. “Don’t underestimate what that means, little one. Cyprian’s fire burns for you. Not for the glittering courtias who surround him, not for the wealth and power he’s worked centuries to secure, but for you. That makes you the most dangerous creature in his world.”

The words settled around Fivra like an unfamiliar cloak—one she wasn’t sure how to wear. She hugged her knees tighter. Her gaze flickered to a display of shimmering tiaras as if they held some answers. She wanted to believe Viparia’s assessment, to take comfort in the idea that someone like Cyprian could care about her deeply and genuinely. But doubts clawed at her. Could it really be true? Or was she somehow misreading everything?

Viparia seemed to sense the confusion in her thoughts. The courtia sighed extravagantly and dropped gracefully onto a plush ottoman beside Fivra, her arms draping over its edges like languid vines. “Fivra, let me be blunt with you. Cyprian could have chosen any courtia in Erovik if it was merely about indulgence or fleeting infatuation. But he hasn’t. And he won’t. He wants you.”

Fivra swallowed hard, her fingers twisting the hem of her robe. “I still don’t get it,” she whispered, her voice laced with vulnerability she hadn’t meant to betray. “Why me?”

Viparia’s expression softened. Her predatory edge receded as warmth seeped into her gaze. “Sometimes, darling, a heart recognizes something it needs before the mind can grasp it. Many, many males have fallen in love with me, so I know what it looks like.” She smirked faintly, leaning closer as she added, “I’ve never been in love myself, but if I had…” She waved a hand. “I would have followed them anywhere. Left this place in a heartbeat and had scads of babies. My species births four to six offspring at a time, you know.”

Fivra, to her credit, kept her gaze on Viparia’s face. “I believe you.”

“Then believe this—when a male like Cyprian chooses, it’s not something done lightly. His heart is a stubborn thing.”

Fivra opened her mouth to reply, but Viparia held up a hand and cocked her head, listening. “They’re coming down the hall.” Her voice turned cool. “Get far back in here and don’t move. Don’t make a sound.”

Fivra scrambled to her feet, panic constricting her breath as Viparia’s sharp tone broke through her thoughts. Without a second’s hesitation, she ducked deeper into the wardrobe, weaving her way past swathes of shimmering gowns and elaborate wigs. She wedged herself into a narrow alcove lined with cascading jewels and a startling number of feathered headdresses, her breath shallow as the muted sound of Viparia’s heels faded behind the closed door.

Her pulse thundered in her ears as she crouched low, pulling a satin garment over her legs to conceal any trace of herself. The soft material was hardly armor against her fear, but it was all she had. The darkened enclave of gem-toned fabrics felt suffocating yet oddly protective.

She heard the door to Viparia’s quarters slide open with a gentle hiss, and Fivra’s heart stopped. She was glad she could hear through the layers of gauzy dresses and the wall to her left that divided the wardrobe from the main room of the suite.

“Ah, how bold of the Axis to come knocking without an invitation,” Viparia’s sultry voice cooed, dripping with amusement. “I suppose even the most powerful must lower themselves to bell-ringers from time to time.”

A deep, metallic voice followed, devoid of warmth or mirth. “I am Xryvos, Axis Inspector #449-12S. My entourage and I are here to ensure compliance.” His tone was sharp, like the echo of a blade sliding from its sheath. The distinct sound of boots stepping into the room sent a shiver down Fivra’s spine.

“Compliance?” Viparia purred, the faint creak of leather accompanying her voice as she probably perched herself onto one of her ottomans. Even without seeing her, Fivra could picture every calculated motion, every deliberate flick of her hand. “Such a dull word to bring into a room as vibrant as mine. Shall I pour us a drink to liven it up?”

“Your hospitality,” the inspector said coldly, each syllable clipped and careful, “is unnecessary. I am here to verify reports concerning a recent acquisition from Falmic-5. A Terian female. I require immediate access to all spaces where personnel may be within this facility.”

“Oh, there’s no need to hunt, darling,” Viparia said, her voice blooming with feigned distress. “Tiny thing with pink hair? That female didn’t last long here. She just wasn’t cut out to be a courtia.”

“Are you saying she is no longer here?”

“I really wouldn’t know,” Viparia answered airily. “I haven’t seen the little snip in several cycles. Of course, I haven’t been looking. I’m the most in-demand courtia at Erovik.”

Xryvos sighed impatiently. “Step aside so I may search your quarters.”

“Ah, dear inspector, Erovik is all about discretion. You see, our…esteemed patrons would take grave offense if they thought representatives of the Axis were snooping about their favorite playground. And we wouldn’t want to upset our patrons, would we?”

The silence that followed was thick, tense, but Fivra could practically feel the courtia’s smile radiating through the walls of fabric that concealed her. Viparia was weaving the conversation with the skill of a seasoned courtia, pulling the threads of flirtation and threat into a web that even an Axis inspector would tread carefully through.

“I will not be deterred from my task,” Xryvos finally said, sounding irritated. “If you have nothing to hide, then you will not object to my search.”

“But of course,” Viparia purred, her voice warm. “Shall I start by giving you a tour of my wardrobe, then? Though I must warn you, the sheer opulence of my collection has been known to blind lesser beings.”

In Fivra’s tight hiding spot, her heart nearly leaped out of her chest. No, no, no. Viparia couldn’t possibly let them search—not here. She clutched the fabric tighter. The sound of her own breathing was too loud in the suffocating space.

“A wardrobe is hardly—” Xryvos began, only for Viparia to cut him off with a sharp, delighted laugh.

“Oh, please, spare me your dismissiveness. This wardrobe is, in fact, a masterpiece in itself. I cannot allow you to overlook such a defining feature of my quarters. Failing to appreciate it would simply be uncivilized.” Viparia’s voice dripped with faux indignation, underlined by a coy, teasing tone.

A heavy pause followed, during which Fivra could almost sense the inspector’s hesitation. Viparia had masterfully flipped control of the encounter onto herself, and now she was reeling her prey in step by careful step.

“Fine. Show me the wardrobe,” Xryvos relented, sounding annoyed but resigned.

Fivra’s stomach plummeted. She pressed herself as far back as possible. Her body trembled. The jewels and silks that had once been a strange source of comfort now felt like chains, pinning her in place.

“Wonderful,” Viparia purred. “But I must insist on some ground rules. One does not simply barge into a space like this without the proper reverence.” Her tone shifted, as if chastising a child for a minor infraction. “Do try not to touch anything. Many of these pieces are one of a kind and worth a small fortune in credits.”

“I do not have time for this, courtia,” Xryvos snapped. “Step aside.”

She heard the wardrobe door slide open the sound of heavy boots crossing the threshold. Fivra bit down hard on her lip, forcing herself to remain still and silent. Fabric rustled as the inspector began his search.

“All this,” Xryvos said, his voice holding a tone of disbelief, “for one female?”

“Oh, darling,” Viparia crooned, her voice slinking through the air like velvet. “Do you know the lengths one must go to maintain elegance in a world such as ours? Each piece tells a story, Inspector, one you’ll never quite grasp with that dreary uniform of yours.”

“Your point is noted, courtia. But I am not distracted by your…flamboyance.”

“Oh, such a pity,” Viparia replied dryly. “It’s so rare to meet someone immune to my charm. Truly, I’m devastated.”

Fivra could hear the smirk in her voice and, despite her own terror, respected the courtia’s fearlessness. Viparia was buying her time—drawing the inspector’s ire and shifting his focus.

“Inspect quickly,” Viparia continued. “Though I do wonder,” she added after a pause, “what you think to find among my clothing, Inspector? Some unfulfilled longing, perhaps? A need you’ve buried under all that metal and formality? I must say, it’s a tragic waste if you’ve never explored the pleasures Erovik has to offer.”

“Your silence would be a pleasure,” Xryvos barked. “You are walking a dangerous line, courtia.”

“And yet,” Viparia said, her voice low and silky, “you’re still here. Digging through gowns and silks when you clearly have far more pressing matters. Perhaps you enjoy this more than you let on.”

The rustling ceased again, and Fivra felt a trickle of sweat run down her spine. She squeezed her eyes shut. Her body trembled as she strained to hear what would come next. There was an ominous silence, the kind that preceded a storm—or, in this case, an Axis agent’s wrath. Fivra bit her lip so hard she tasted copper.

“This is not a game,” Xryvos snapped. His voice betrayed a gritted restraint, as if it physically pained him to interact with her nonsense any further. “We are hunting for a serious breach of Axis protocol.”

Viparia’s laughter softened into something almost conspiratorial. “Oh, Inspector, that is where you and I differ. Every moment we breathe is a game. The only question is whether you’re clever enough to win it. And right now, dear, I’m afraid you’re not even close.”

Silence followed, and Fivra could practically hear the bubbling frustration emanating from the inspector. For one agonizing moment, she thought he might lose his temper and order the entire wardrobe dismantled. She held her breath, her fingers clutching the soft fabric of the flowing gown draped over her knees.

Then came the sound of muted footfalls moving toward the door. “Very well,” Xryvos said. “I’m satisfied. But if I find even whispers of noncompliance here…”

“If there’s nothing else, Inspector,” she drawled lazily, “do make sure to avoid the crowd on your way out. We wouldn’t want anyone mistaking you for one of our more…curious clients, now would we?”

The growl that followed from Xryvos was indistinct, definitely not professional, and Fivra heard the hiss of Viparia’s door sliding shut behind him. For several agonizing seconds, silence reigned before the sound of Viparia’s heels sounded once again, the rhythm measured and unhurried as if she had not just taunted a representative of the most powerful entity in the quadrant.

Fivra released the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Her hands unclenched from the fabric she’d been gripping. The sheer audacity Viparia displayed left her stunned, though admiration stirred in her chest.

“Safe to come out, little farmer,” Viparia called in an amused voice. “The big, bad inspector has tucked his tail between his legs and scurried away.”

With a shaking breath, Fivra pushed herself up and stepped carefully out from her hiding spot. She nearly tripped on a flowing cascade of fabric that caught on her ankle, but Viparia steadied her. “Careful now, darling. This isn’t your farm anymore; it’s filled with treasures and trip wires.”

Fivra straightened, blinking up at Viparia with a mixture of gratitude and confusion. “You really handled him,” she breathed, still reeling from nearly being discovered. “I… I don’t think I could have done that.”

Viparia waved a hand dismissively, a sultry smile unfurling on her lips. “Xryvos didn’t scare me. The Axis is good at many things, but they are terrible at charm. You just have to know how to wiggle your way around their authority while wrapping them in silk.” She chuckled lightly. “And, darling, I know endless ways to incapacitate a male if the need arises. He wouldn’t have left here with you.”

Fivra couldn’t help but smile slightly at the confidence radiating from Viparia. It was infectious, rekindling a small spark of hope within her. “The way you handle everything… It’s incredible.”

Viparia stepped back, crossing her arms as she regarded Fivra with a thoughtful expression. “Listen closely, Fivra. I haven’t just navigated these waters for the thrill of it. Many cycles ago, I paid off my contract and decided I’d steer my own course.” She leaned in slightly, her voice lowering as if sharing a deep secret. “I intend to retire on a lush resort moon when I no longer find pleasure in this life. I won’t be dragged down by someone else’s choices—especially not the Axis’.”

“You paid off your contract?” Fivra asked, wary yet intrigued. “But you’re still here.”

“Yes, darling. Once you reach a level of influence and gain sufficient credits, you hold the power. However, it does require determination and skill—qualities I see in you, too, even though you wear them like a cloak you want to cast aside.”

Fivra bit her lip. “I don’t feel powerful. I feel lost.”

Viparia straightened, her expression firming slightly as she grasped Fivra’s hands in hers. “Love has a strange way of breathing new life into a being. Believe it or not, I know this. You’re stronger than you think. Don’t let fear rob you of something that could be breathtaking.”

Fivra’s heart fluttered at the praise. “But I’m just a farmer,” she argued, hearing the words she said, over and over. Just a farmer. She was the only one who seemed to see her as that. “What could I possibly offer someone like him?”

“More than you realize.” Viparia’s grip tightened around Fivra’s hands, golden eyes radiating sincerity. “You bring him something that has been missing in his world for far too long. It’s right there in his eyes when he looks at you.”

As Fivra absorbed Viparia’s words, the warmth seeped into her soul, igniting flickers of bravery she didn’t know she possessed. She was a survivor. She’d endured exhaustion, hunger, hopelessness in a settlement that offered no respite. Perhaps it was time to see herself as something other than a Terian female whose only purpose was work and breeding. “I’ll think about it,” she said, her voice steadier than before.

Viparia smiled, a slow, satisfied grin that glimmered like the jewels draped around them. “Good. Now get back in those dresses until Cyprian tells us they’re gone.”

A sudden thrill of warmth moved through Fivra, enveloping her in an emotion just out of her reach. The courtia’s confidence was inspiring and the realization that she wasn’t alone in this strange and terrifying world meant something. Perhaps she was not just a farmer lost to the winds of life. Maybe she could have more. Maybe she could be more.

With a last squeeze of her hands, Viparia stepped back, her demeanor shifting as she regained her composure, the courtia façade slipping back into place.

“Viparia,” she said, just as the other female turned away.

“Yes, my dear?”

“Thank you.”

Viparia turned, something tender yet mischievous dancing in her golden eyes. “You’re welcome, little Terian. Now, stay out of sight and don’t fret. The Axis will look for you, but they won’t get past Cyprian.” With a flourish, she slipped out of the room.

Fivra took a deep breath, settling back among the sumptuous silks and jewels in the wardrobe. She closed her eyes and allowed herself a moment to let her muscles unwind and her belly to settle. While the path ahead was uncertain at best, tragic at worst, she also had a purpose. And there was a connection to Cyprian that was deeper than she imagined.

“Alright, Fivra,” she murmured to herself. “Let’s see what happens next.”


TWELVE


Cyprian

Cyprian stood near the grand entrance hall of Erovik. Fully aware that his composure was the only thing shielding his operation from chaos, he kept his wings folded tightly to his back, his posture commanding but unthreatening. The tense atmosphere had already seeped into every corner of the establishment. Word of the Axis arriving on station spread faster than plasma through an exhaust conduit, and now, half the courtias were gathering in each other’s suites while the other half were notably absent from Erovik entirely. None of them liked the Axis. To them, it was just another hand out to take a cut of the credits they earned.

“Director,” Glivar’s gravelly voice interrupted his thoughts. The hulking green male appeared at Cyprian’s side. His expression was set with grim determination. “The inspector and his people are moving through the upper suites. He’s already threatened three staff bots, and I overheard him questioning one of the newer courtias.”

Cyprian’s claws flexed involuntarily at his sides before he forced his hands to remain neutral. The general story given to the inspector was that Fivra hadn’t worked out and was gone. No one knew where. No one cared. “Did the other courtias given anything away?”

“Nothing useful,” Glivar assured him. “They’re sticking tight to the story, but the bots might crack if he digs deeper. They’re programmed to answer to only certain people, but not adaptable enough to outwit someone who knows what to ask.”

Cyprian exhaled sharply through his nose and tilted his head, scanning the crowd through narrowed eyes. They didn’t have time for this game of cat and mouse. Xryvos and his small staff were a blunt instrument in a calculated world, and if the inspector had already resorted to intimidation tactics this early in the inspection, it meant he was getting desperate.

“Let him make his threats,” Cyprian growled. “The courtias will stay out of his way, but if anyone breaks down and tells him about Fivra, I want to know immediately.”

Glivar started to say something, but both males turned sharply as the hiss of the entrance doors cut through the air. The heavy thud of boots followed, signaling the arrival of the Axis inspector. Xryvos entered with all the grace of a battleship—large, imposing, and devoid of warmth. His angular, metallic armor caught the light, throwing harsh reflections across the walls. Behind him, two subordinates walked like silent sentinels.

All pretense of civility stuttered as Cyprian and Glivar turned to watch the inspector’s purposeful stride. Cyprian’s wings flared out just enough to establish his dominance without appearing overtly threatening.

“Director Cyprian,” Xryvos’ voice was a cold, mechanical echo that carried through the hall. Every syllable was precise, clipped, and devoid of emotion. “We are short on time, so I will dispense with pleasantries.”

“I wasn’t expecting any,” Cyprian replied. “Welcome to Erovik. Shall I provide a tour, or do you intend to disrupt my courtias’ and clients’ experience with further dramatics?”

Xryvos ignored the jab, stepping closer. His two subordinates remained at the edges of the hall. Their sharp gazes scanned the space like hovering predatory drones. “I have reason to believe your facility is harboring a fugitive,” he said bluntly. “A Terian female acquired from the Falmic-5 auction.”

“Ah, yes. Fivra. She is not a courtia here.” Cyprian’s voice was calm, but bladed. “She was not a good candidate for the occupation. Despite that, since she was acquired through proper channels and entered into Erovik’s records, I do not see a problem. We are a legal, Axis-sanctioned establishment.” His words were carefully chosen, even as defiance boiled beneath his surface.

“The Terian female is not an ordinary acquisition, Director,” Xryvos snapped. He took another step forward, his metallic boots resounding with deliberate intent. “She, and those like her, are part of a…delicate matter within the Axis’ jurisdiction. Their current status is classified, but she should not be here. Your courtias claim she is no longer here, but I find that unlikely. Produce her now, and this process will be considerably less…disruptive.”

Cyprian’s wings flexed as dragon fire burned in his throat. His expression remained neutral, but his silver eyes gleamed like molten metal. “You have done your search, Inspector. If you could not find the female you seek, then she is not here. But to barge into my halls, fracture my clients’ trust, and issue baseless accusations—not to mention vague threats. Your actions have been more ‘disruptive’ than anything you claim I’ve done.”

“You seem to misunderstand your position here,” Xryvos growled. His hand grazed the hilt of a weapon strapped to his side in a simple, calculated gesture. “This is not a negotiation, Director. If the Terian female is not presented to me within the next five liks, I will consider this an act of noncompliance. You may think your reputation or business will shield you, but let me assure you, neither carries weight against Axis authority.”

Cyprian’s lips twitched upward in the barest hint of a mocking smile. He took a step forward, closing the distance between them until their faces were mere inches apart. “It’s you who misunderstands, Inspector.” Cyprian’s voice dropped to an icy calm that coiled like a serpent ready to strike. “You may claim authority here, but Erovik is under my protection, and so are the beings within it. If you wish to make seizures, tread carefully, because the Axis is not the only power in this quadrant.”

It was the first time in his life that Cyprian had directly challenged an Axis ruling, and it felt as if he were stepping out of an air lock and into open space. Smoke curled from his nostrils as the fire churned and his dragon itched to emerge and tear this fool apart. The air crackled with unspoken tension.

Xryvos’ subordinates shifted slightly, the barest flicker of unease passing through them, but it was Xryvos who stood his ground. His sharp features twisted into a sneer. “A dragon’s roar may sound impressive, Director, but without teeth, it is merely noise. If you continue to obstruct—”

“You want Fivra?” Cyprian cut through the inspector’s sentence. “Then you will deal with me directly.”

Glivar, who until now had remained a looming shadow at Cyprian’s side, stiffened in place, his usually stoic expression dipping briefly into shock.

Xryvos’ expression darkened as he squared his metallic shoulders. His presence, though formidable, paled against the sheer command Cyprian radiated. “So, you do have her,” he said with smug satisfaction.

Cyprian took another step forward, forcing Xryvos to crane his neck slightly just to maintain eye contact. He was well aware that his crimson wings gave him the aura of a predator ready to strike, because he was actually holding back from striking this miserable being. Cyprian’s wings flared wide, casting a long shadow that stretched across the floor. “The Terian female you seek is under my protection. She is not a courtia to be bought and sold. She is my chosen mate.”

The words echoed through the hall like thunder. The weight of the pronouncement rippled through the room, eliciting a collective intake of breath from a collection of people Cyprian hadn’t realized had congregated around the edges. He glanced up to see courtias poised in the doorway, listening. The faces around him showed shock. Even Viparia leaned against a nearby column, head tilted in visible surprise that he would admit this to an Axis agent.

Glivar groaned softly, but he didn’t speak. His jaw tightened, his sharp eyes flickering between Cyprian and the Axis inspector.

Xryvos tilted his head slightly. His sharp, angular features twisted into a sneer. “Mate?” Disbelief and more than a little condescension infused his tone. “Do you expect me to accept this? The Axis does not recognize petty romantic entanglements as a shield against their authority.”

Cyprian’s eyes narrowed. He had run out of patience with the inspector. Tension radiated from his body. He loomed over Xryvos. When he spoke, his voice was low and thrumming with power. “I don’t care what the Axis recognizes. Fivra is mine. That is the end of it.”

The inspector faltered for the first time. His sneer was replaced by a flicker of doubt. His subordinates exchanged uneasy glances.

“You expect us to believe this?” Xryvos hissed. “A director of a brothel acquiring a mate from among his staff? The Axis will see this for the desperate ploy it is.”

Cyprian pulled in a deep breath. There was no walking back this conversation. Every word he uttered would be in the inspector’s report. Every word sealing a fate he’d never imagined would be his. “You’re welcome to inform the Axis, Inspector.” He extended his hand toward Xryvos, palm upturned in a mocking invitation. “Tell them that a Zaruxian has chosen his mate, and that they now seek to lay claim to her. Let them weigh the profits of this inspection against the wrath of a bonded Zaruxian stripped of his mate.”

Xryvos’ gaze darted to Cyprian’s wings and then the crowd behind him. Only a fool would miss the shift in the room—courtias, guards, and even the staff bots now hung on Cyprian’s every word. In this moment, he wasn’t just the director of Erovik. He was the embodiment of power and defiance.

“You may posture all you like, Director.” Venom dripped from Xryvos’ words. “But this changes nothing. I will inform my superiors of your transgressions, and when I return, I will bring an elite legion. The Terian female will be found, and there will be nowhere for her—or you—to hide.”

The corner of Cyprian’s mouth twitched in a wry, humorless smile. Slowly, like a predator savoring the moments before a kill, he cocked his head. “Let me make something clear to you. You could bring a legion, a fleet—fek, the full might of the Axis—and it still wouldn’t be enough.”

Xryvos took a small step back, but his expression remained dark. “Big words. But words are just that. When the Axis sends that fleet, your bravado will turn to ash, and so will she.”

Cyprian trembled with the urge to change to his dragon form. It licked beneath his skin and the desire to tear this insolent creature to shreds was so strong, he salivated from it. More smoke curled from his nostrils. The wisps hinted at the fire waiting just below the surface. The room held its collective breath, and even the two agents flanking Xryvos took a step back, their metallic grips tightening on their weapons instinctively.

Cyprian’s voice dropped to a low, dangerous rumble. “If Axis agents try to harm her—or anyone under my protection—they will face my fire.”

“You underestimate the Axis,” Xryvos said, but his voice quaked faintly.

Cyprian’s claws flexed. “I know the Axis better than you imagine, Inspector. You are not invulnerable. Not here, not anywhere. If you think your superiors will risk the wrath of one of my kind, let alone the scrutiny of clients within Erovik, you are even more foolish than I thought.”

“The Axis will not back down, Director. Not for you. Not for your primitive ‘mate.’ They will erase her from existence, and when they do, you will see the futility of your arrogance.” The inspector straightened abruptly. His metallic armor clicked faintly. “Mark my words, Director,” Xryvos said, his voice mechanical but laced with brittle fury. “The Axis will not ignore this insult. You’ve made an enemy.”

Cyprian’s lips curled slightly. “No,” he said simply. “They have.”

Xryvos’ gaze lingered on Cyprian’s imposing form before he spun on his heel. His boots tapped against the floor as he made his way to the exit, his agents following close behind. The hiss of the entrance doors closing behind them was a signal that the storm—at least for the moment—had passed.

The silence that followed was suffocating, like the calm after a blistering battle. Cyprian remained where he stood, wings slowly retracting, folding neatly against his back. His eyes burned with the remnants of his defiance. What had he done?

It was Viparia who broke the fragile moment, stepping forward from her place by the column. “Well, well.” Her voice dripped with amusement, though her golden eyes gleamed with a mix of admiration and concern. “If I wasn’t fond of your little mate, Director, I might have fallen a bit for you myself, after that little display.”

A ripple of nervous laughter flitted through the onlookers, but it was faint and uncertain, their gazes flickering between Cyprian and the now-empty exit.

“The show is over. Everyone go back to your suites.” Cyprian’s head spun. Not only had he just declared war on the Axis, he’d potentially put Erovik and everyone who worked here in danger.

As the onlookers began to dissipate, Cyprian turned to Glivar, who stood with a look of hardened determination. “We need to move quickly. Have my transport ready. I’m taking Fivra and leaving.”

Glivar blinked. “You’re serious?”

“Not only serious, it’s our only option,” Cyprian replied, his voice low with a sense of urgency. “Congratulations, Glivar. You’ve just been promoted to director.”

Glivar’s jaw dropped. “No, boss. You’re the director. There has to be another—”

“I said what I said.” Cyprian ran a shaky hand through his hair. “And I meant every fekking word of it. Now find a way for me and Fivra to get off this station. Kaelen is getting two guests instead of one.”

But as he strode to Viparia’s suite, doubt flickered through his mind. What if the Axis found out before they could escape? What if Xryvos was already a step ahead of them? Shaking off the thoughts, he pushed open the door and looked around, finally finding Fivra still hidden in the wardrobe, surrounded by a sea of shimmering silks and jewels.

She poked her head out. “Are they gone?”

“Yes,” he said. “For now. We need to leave.”

She emerged slowly from her cocoon of fabric, expression wary. “Why? Do they know I’m here?”

“Probably, but we can’t worry about that right now.” He pushed the fear down deep as the instinct to protect flared fiercely in his chest. “I need you to trust me. We have a plan, but I need you to stay close. I won’t let them take you.”

She nodded slowly. “I trust you.”

He reached out a hand to her, feeling like he was about to jump off a cliff, unsure if his wings would hold. “Come with me.”


THIRTEEN


Fivra

Fivra clutched the edges of the hood pulled low over her head to keep her pink hair hidden. She peeked out from beneath its dark folds as she followed Cyprian through the winding, chaotic corridors of Hevatica Station. The clean, perfumed luxury of Erovik was quickly replaced by the gritty, unpolished reality of Hevatica’s lower levels. The air was thick and damp, carrying a metallic tang and the faint stench of recycled waste. Machinery droned endlessly, punctuated by bursts of hissing from steam vents.

Noise rumbled around her—gruff voices shouting over each other in haggling disputes, the heavy thud of boots against metal grates, the occasional shriek of metal grinding against metal. She flinched as a small delivery bot zipped past with a high-pitched beep, nearly colliding with her. The tight space felt alive, charged with tension. Everywhere she looked, beings of all shapes and sizes moved with rapid purpose as they scurried through the metallic maze.

Her senses were overwhelmed, but she held tight to Cyprian’s hand. It was the only thing that felt real. Overhead, long, flickering strips of light cast an uneven, dull green glow that barely illuminated the passageways below. Grime-streaked walls were plastered with holographic ads that sputtered and stuttered as if too tired to function. The ground beneath their feet echoed with every step, the grates riddled with layers of grease and dirt.

“Stay close,” Cyprian said, unnecessarily. Nothing could pull her away from him. His brow was furrowed and his silver eyes darted continuously to scan faces in the crowd. His wings were impossible to conceal. They were too big to hide under anything, so they opted for speed as they hurried through the station.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” she whispered, wincing as a loud crash echoed nearby.

He glanced at her. “Don’t make eye contact with anyone. We draw enough attention as it is.”

She nodded and clenched her jaw, forcing herself to focus on the path ahead. The farther they descended into the station’s depths, the darker and more suffocating the atmosphere became. The sharp smell of chemicals burned her nose, mingling with the acrid tang of ozone and the faint, unmistakable odor of decay. She pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders, trying not to think about what might be causing the stench wafting up from the grates they hurriedly crossed.

Cyprian’s pace quickened and Fivra had to jog to keep up. He moved with purpose, navigating the labyrinthine depths of Hevatica with a confidence that spoke of his long familiarity with its less-polished sectors. Fivra’s heart pounded as she struggled to keep up, every shadow and sharp noise making her jump. A group of scruffy workers argued loudly near a pile of dismantled tech scraps, their harsh voices echoing off the metal walls. They barely spared Cyprian a glance but cast long, narrow looks at her as she passed.

Another flash of movement caught her eye—a scrawny, pale being with impossibly long arms skittered between the shadows. Its glowing eyes fixed briefly on her before vanishing into the darkness. Fivra bit back a gasp and pressed herself closer to Cyprian’s side. “Do you come down here often?” she managed, her voice trembling.

“Often enough to know the way,” he said. “There are supplies and shipments that only arrive in this sector.”

They rounded another corner, and the surrounding air shifted. The narrow corridors opened up into a sprawling lower dock. Its massive domed ceiling was a patchwork of corroded metal and translucent panels, revealing the unfeeling blackness of space above. The space was loud, chaotic, and alive with activity. Workers shouted as they moved crates of goods onto waiting ships. Sparks flew from a crew hastily welding a patch onto the hull of a cargo freighter. Nearby, a group of armored beings monitored a transaction, their weapons glinting ominously under the dim lights.

In the center of the bay sat their apparent destination, as Cyprian was heading straight for it—a battered transport vessel that looked as though it had seen more than its fair share of scrapes and near-misses over the cycles. Its patchwork hull, coated in mismatched shades of tan and gray, bore the scars of countless journeys: dented panels and scorch marks.

A figure emerged from the ship’s loading ramp—a tall, sinewy male with deep marks carved into his pale gray skin, each one glowing faintly with a soft blue light. His eyes glimmered like molten gold, assessing with cool precision as he scanned the busy dock before landing on Cyprian. A wide grin split his face, revealing rows of sharp, jagged teeth. He radiated the sort of casual confidence that made Fivra nervous and relieved at the same time.

“Cyprian,” the male drawled. His gravelly voice carried just enough charm to mask the hint of menace beneath. His accent was foreign, curling around the syllables like smoke. “Your message sounded so urgent, I had to come myself, old friend.” His gaze fell to Fivra and that gold gaze held hers with interest. “With a guest. This is the reason for the urgency, I presume.”

“You presume correctly. Kaelen, this is Fivra. Fivra, Kaelen.” Cyprian’s voice was steady, but his wings twitched. “Can we board?”

Kaelen’s golden eyes flicked once more to Fivra, studying her as though they could peel back the layers of her cloak with a glance. Fivra tightened her grip on Cyprian’s hand and resisted the urge to tug the hood farther over her head. She had a feeling this being missed nothing.

“Of course,” Kaelen murmured with a careless wave. He turned and started toward the transport’s loading ramp. “Come on, then. The less time we’re out in the open, the safer we’ll all be.”

Cyprian released her hand, only to place his on Fivra’s lower back. He urged her forward as they followed Kaelen into the ship. The temperature dropped noticeably as they ascended the ramp. The cool, much cleaner air inside the transport was a relief to Fivra’s senses. Even the faint, metallic tang of recycled oxygen was preferable. The doors hissed as they closed and pressurized the cabin.

The interior of the transport was open and sparse. Clearly, this was a ship used for moving goods. Every panel and seat was worn with the mark of heavy use. Tubes and exposed circuitry snaked along the walls and ceiling.

“Quickly now, put on gravity belts. They project a field around you and interface with the floor to simulate gravity when we’re in space. Also, use the safety straps in your seats. These trips can get bumpy.” Kaelen dropped into the pilot’s seat. His long fingers danced over the controls. Fivra moved toward the row of simple seats bolted to the wall and sat in the one closest to Cyprian. The belt sitting on the seat was thick and appeared to be made of woven metal. Her fingers were stiff. The gravity belt felt awkward in her hands as she fumbled to secure it around her waist.

“Let me,” Cyprian murmured and leaned over to secure the belt. “You’ll need this when we’re off the station.” Then he pulled the safety straps over her shoulders and clicked them in place so she was secured to the seat. His fingers brushed hers. A flicker of warmth traveled up her arm, a welcome contrast to the cold metal pressed against her. She hoped he didn’t regret taking her.

“Hold tight,” Kaelen called back to them. “This is going to get messy.”

“What do you mean by messy?” Fivra’s heart slammed against her ribs.

“Station controller announced a full-scale lockdown,” Kaelen said, waving casually toward the flickering alerts glowing on the overhead display screens. “Axis scan teams looking for someone.” A sharp, knowing grin. “Someone important.”

“They’re shutting down the station?” Cyprian leaned forward, his jaw taut.

“Not yet,” Kaelen said lightly as he flipped a lever above his seat. The vibrations beneath them grew intense as the thrusters came to life. “We’ll be ahead of it. If you trust me.”

Fivra’s knuckles whitened as she gripped her armrests. “And if we don’t make it out?”

Kaelen’s gold eyes glinted as he glanced back at her, unbothered. “Oh, we’ll make it. I never miss a window.”

The screens flashed red. A low, droning alarm spread through the ship as Kaelen grinned and engaged the thrusters. The ship shot forward. The sudden force slammed Fivra back against her seat. A sick pressure dragged through her chest as the vessel surged toward the dock’s exit portal. Her eyes darted to the viewport at the front. Several hulking Axis ships hovered just beyond the station’s perimeter, their dark, angular silhouettes unmistakable. Their scans, represented as sweeping beams of pale blue light, fanned out in slow, deliberate arcs, seeking…her. The portal leading out of the station flickered with faint energy barriers as the lockdown crept closer. Fivra dragged in a breath and held it.

“They’re scanning everything,” she whispered, clutching at the armrests like lifelines.

“They won’t find you.” Kaelen’s tone was light. He didn’t look concerned. If anything, he seemed to be enjoying himself. “I have a scanning re-sequencer that will give them data showing this ship carrying a mixed cargo of little value and only one life form.”

“This re-sequencer,” Cyprian said. “It’s always effective?”

“So far. I’ve been dodging Axis scans since before your lady mate was born,” Kaelen replied as he toggled a few switches. “Trust me.”

Kaelen wrenched the controls abruptly to the right. The ship jerked with such force, Fivra was almost certain the straps holding her in place would snap. Her stomach rolled as they narrowly avoided a heavy cargo vessel veering toward its docking bay.

“They’re locking down sectors faster than I expected,” Kaelen murmured, almost to himself. His eyes flicked to another monitor, scanning the paths filtering through in garbled streams of data. “Hold tight. We’re cutting it close.”

“What does that mean?” Fivra squeaked as the viewport filled with the sight of a glowing energy barrier crawling its way down the last open docking bay corridors. For someone who had very little experience off-planet, this was both terrifying and fascinating. At the moment, mostly terrifying.

“It means we’re threading the needle,” Kaelen said calmly. His hand slapped another lever. The hum of the thrusters escalated into a thunderous roar that made her teeth rattle.

The ship shot forward, weaving between sluggish, larger freighters to escape the impending lockdown. Fivra’s vision blurred at the speed, her breath coming shallow. The glowing energy barrier grew closer, so close she thought she could hear it.

“We’re not going to make it,” she whispered to Cyprian, her voice cracking.

Only the tightness of his jaw revealed nerves. “We will,” he said.

In a fluid motion, Kaelen adjusted the controls, and the ship tilted sharply downward as it hurtled toward the narrowing space at the bottom of the docking portal.

Fivra’s breath seized in her chest as the edge of the energy barrier sizzled just above them, close enough to singe the top panels of the ship’s patchwork hull. Sparks danced along the canopy, illuminating the inside of the cockpit in brief bursts of electric blue light.

“Kaelen.” Cyprian’s voice was low. The hint of dragon fire rumbled beneath his tone. His wings tensed. The crimson membranes flared as if preparing to push the ship through the void by sheer force of will.

“Steady,” Kaelen muttered to himself. His sharp golden eyes stayed glued to the monitors. At the last possible moment, he yanked the controls upward, the ship responding with a gut-wrenching lurch. They slid below the final arc of the energy barrier and out into the open expanse of space just as the portal sealed shut with a resounding hum behind them.

They’d made it out of Hevatica Station, but Fivra knew their journey was only beginning.
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Fivra

The silence that followed was deafening. The oppressive tension eased only slightly as the ship stabilized and Fivra felt the change in weightlessness. If not for the belt and the gravity field it projected around her, she’d be weightless. She let her muscles relax and uncurled her fingers from the armrests. Her nails had left imprints in the soft material.

“That,” Kaelen drawled, unfastening his safety straps and leaning back in his seat with an infuriatingly relaxed grin, “is how you fly out of an Axis lockdown.”

“We barely made it,” Fivra whispered, her voice shaky. Her hands twitched involuntarily. Adrenaline still thrummed through her veins.

Kaelen’s golden gaze slid toward her, sharp and predatory and quite amused. “Barely is still making it. I’ve been in much tighter spots.” He gestured toward the viewport, where the dark shapes of Axis ships hovered. Their scanning beams shifted to the ships remaining in the station as they searched for their prey.

Cyprian, who had remained stone-still throughout the ordeal, finally released his grip on his own armrests. His claws retracted as he exhaled slowly. “If you ever do that again,” he said darkly, his voice like a growl rolling through gravel, “I will personally ensure your next flight is without wings, Kaelen.”

The smuggler’s grin widened, unbothered by the Zaruxian’s threat. “You wound me, old friend,” he replied, his tone dripping with mock offense. “Where’s the trust? I got you out, didn’t I? Not a scratch.”

Fivra’s heart still raced. She turned to Cyprian, her trembling voice barely above a whisper. “Are they going to follow us?”

Kaelen chuckled as he began flipping switches and preparing some sort of autopilot system. “Not a chance,” he said confidently. “By the time those Axis clunkers figure out what happened, we’ll be halfway to my outpost.”

Cyprian didn’t appear ready to relax entirely. His sharp silver eyes cut toward Kaelen. “You’re sure your ship’s cloaking signature held? Any trace of us, and they’ll be on our tails.”

Kaelen spun his chair around lazily, resting his hands behind his head as though they weren’t discussing life-and-death stakes. “Cyprian.” He dragged out the syllables like he was speaking to a particularly dense child. “I’ve been doing this longer than I care to admit. My love here—” he patted the side of the control panel affectionately, “—is a ghost in space. No radiation signature, no thruster trails, not even a fekking sneeze will give us away. The re-sequencer showed the Axis a ship with full cargo and no passengers that wanted to get out fast to avoid a delay.”

Fivra’s brows furrowed as she glanced suspiciously at Kaelen. “But what about the energy sparks when we passed the barrier? Won’t that leave some kind of evidence?”

Kaelen’s golden gaze flicked to her, and his grin softened just slightly. “Clever female,” he said. “You’ve got a good eye. But what you saw was static discharge—a byproduct of the barrier’s energy signature reacting to the hull. It happens so often in traffic jams, the Axis won’t give it a second thought.”

Cyprian’s eyes narrowed, but he finally settled into the seat next to Fivra, his wings folding tightly against his back as though to keep himself grounded. “Let’s hope your confidence isn’t misplaced,” he muttered. His gaze shifted to Fivra, softening. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Fivra said, her voice quieter now, the adrenaline ebbing. “So, how do you two know each other?” She glanced between Cyprian and Kaelen.

Kaelen’s grin widened, flashing those sharp teeth. “Ah, the Director and I go way back, little one.”

“Too far back,” Cyprian muttered, leaning into his seat and crossing his arms.

Fivra tilted her head, curious. “You were a client?”

Kaelen winked. “Occasionally. Back when Erovik was new to me and your Zaruxian protector, here, introduced me to a courtia who captured my heart.”

“You fell in love?” Her brows furrowed. She couldn’t imagine this male having soft feelings for anything but his ship, which he’d called “my love.”

“Utterly.” Kaelen propped his boots on the edge of the console. “Did Cyprian, here, tell you I ran his deliveries, too? I was a purveyor of everything refined. Rare liquors, obscure delicacies, other things we shall not mention—”

“Thank you,” Cyprian cut in.

“Anything the Axis couldn’t supply,” Kaelen continued. “It’s not uncommon for stations like Hevatica to attract generals, diplomats, and trade lords. Erovik kept their tastes satisfied.”

“And Kaelen got paid handsomely,” Cyprian said.

Kaelen shrugged. “My trades kept Cyprian ahead of his competitors.”

“And the Axis didn’t interfere?” Fivra asked.

“They didn’t notice,” Cyprian explained. “Kaelen was sneaky.”

“I prefer discreet,” Kaelen said.

“And yet, here you are.” Cyprian’s wings flexed slightly.

Kaelen laughed.

Cyprian sighed. “We had a mutually beneficial arrangement. Although I did lose one of my best courtias to you. How is Xentia, anyway?”

“Still profoundly beautiful,” Kaelen replied with a sigh and a smile. “And she still has my heart.”

Fivra blinked. How interesting. “May I ask why you’re in hiding now?”

“Cyprian may tell you that I’m a nosy, meddlesome individual who cannot leave well enough alone.” Kaelen chuckled. “I found out too much about the Axis’ dealings and landed on their enemy list.”

“An accurate description,” Cyprian quipped. “If vague. You took Xentia without paying off her contract, dug into the Axis’ data systems and stole an obscene amount of information, and liberated one of their prison colonies.” He looked to Fivra. “Not yours. A different one.”

“I’d do it again.” Kaelen’s jaw raised. “I have, in fact.”

Cyprian rubbed his knuckles along his jaw. “And this is why he cannot travel openly.”

“Which is your fate now, too.” Kaelen’s expression sobered. “At least, for a time. We’ll talk more when we reach my home. I have some interesting information to share with you. For now, why don’t we find you two quarters?” Kaelen rose.

Cyprian looked as if he wanted this “interesting information” now, but unclipped himself from the seat and stood up. Fivra did the same, noticing how different it felt to be here than on the station, and certainly different from on her home planet. The gravity belt worked, but she felt lighter, less attached to the floor than she was used to.

Still, she had no difficulty following Kaelen to the quarters he’d set aside for her. The room was small but serviceable. It lacked any of the luxury Fivra had grown used to at Erovik, but was a welcome sight and had everything she needed. The walls were a steely gray, interrupted only by storage compartments and a small bathroom. A single light strip cast a soft, yellowish glow over the room’s one defining feature—a wide bed set against the far wall.

“Perfect for a pair of runaway lovers, wouldn’t you say?” Kaelen asked. “We have little space on this ship, but I imagine you two won’t mind keeping close.”

Fivra blinked. These weren’t her quarters. They were hers and Cyprian’s quarters. Her face warmed. “Um,” she began, but her voice faltered as Cyprian stepped forward to address Kaelen, his voice steady and low.

“Thank you, Kaelen. We appreciate the accommodations.” His silver eyes flickered briefly to Fivra before settling back on the smuggler. “When do we reach this outpost of yours?”

“It’ll be a few cycles, assuming we don’t run into any patrols or unwelcome surprises along the way.” He stepped away from the door. “I’ll leave you two to clean up, rest. There’s a replicator over there for when you’re hungry. Call for me if you need anything. And don’t hesitate to explore the ship, though I’d avoid the cargo hold if I were you. The less you know…” He winked, and with that, Kaelen gave them a sharp-toothed grin and disappeared down the corridor, the door sliding shut behind him with a soft hiss.

The silence that followed was thick and taut, like a tightly stretched wire humming with energy. Fivra swallowed hard, her eyes flicking back to the single bed as her belly fluttered with a mix of nerves and anticipation. Her fingers played anxiously with the hem of her borrowed cloak before she finally dared to glance at Cyprian. His tall, imposing frame nearly filled the small space. His crimson wings cast faint, shadowy shapes on the walls. He stood motionless for a beat, his silver eyes focused on the bed with an intensity that made her heart race.

She took a tentative breath, trying to ground herself, and then spoke before second-guessing herself. “There’s only one bed,” she said.

“So there is.” Cyprian’s gaze fixed on hers. His wings twitched like embers waiting for a spark. Then, he moved closer—a single, purposeful step into her space that sent a dizzying mix of warmth and electricity surging through her. She tilted her chin to meet his gaze. Her breath caught as he towered over her, all coiled power and restraint.

“I’ll take the floor.” His voice was a low rumble.

Tension was as palpable as the recycled air moving through the ship’s ducts. Fivra breathed deep through her nose. “No,” she blurted. “You don’t need to do that.”

Cyprian’s gaze narrowed slightly as he tilted his head to study her more closely. “You need rest, Fivra. This isn’t about comfort for me. The floor will do just fine.”

She shook her head, her voice trembling but gaining strength. “We both need rest. And there’s only one bed. We’ll…share it.”

His sharp intake of breath sent a shudder through his broad shoulders. His wings flexed, casting longer shadows around them. For once, the unshakable director of Erovik looked uncertain. A flicker of vulnerability cracked through his smooth exterior.

“Fivra…” His voice was a mix of warning and restraint, but she cut him off with a hand to his chest. Her fingers spread over the muscles there.

“Cyprian.” Her voice was steadier now. Her momentarily fear faded against the quiet resolve building in her chest. “You will not sleep on the floor.”

His silver eyes searched hers. His wings lowered slightly, no longer poised with the tension that radiated off him like heat from a fire. “I will not sleep in that bed with you,” he said quietly, taking another step closer. The space between them was shrinking to nothing.

Fivra swallowed hard against the lump rising in her throat. Her pulse quickened, cheeks warm under the low glow of the light. The tension between them wrapped around her like a tether, pulling her closer to him. Her voice wavered, but when she spoke, a surprising steel undercut her words. “Cyprian.” She took a breath, gathering every ounce of courage left in her. “I don’t want you to take the floor. I want to share the bed with you. I want to be with you. Fully.”

His expression froze. She could see stoic resolve he was working to maintain crack around the edges. His silver eyes, which were usually so carefully guarded, melted into molten pools that burned with longing. “Fivra.” He breathed her name like a warning, a plea. The fragile thread of self-control threatened to unravel entirely. His wings shifted, flaring faintly before settling again, his fingers twitching at his sides. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I know exactly what I’m saying.” She pressed her shoulders back, spurred by the hunger burning in his gaze. “I’ve been afraid my whole life, Cyprian. Afraid of what’s coming, of what I couldn’t control. But out here, on this ship, with you… I’m not afraid anymore. Not of this. Not of us.”

Her own voice stunned her—it was steady, certain. For so long, her life had been shaped and defined by what she couldn’t choose. Taken from her settlement, thrust into the strange, glittering world of Erovik, she had grown used to feeling lost in the currents of much larger forces. But this—this she could choose.

Cyprian’s hands flexed again. His wings shifted as though struggling to stay tucked. His breathing was shallow as his chest rose and fell unevenly. “Do you know what it means for a Zaruxian to take a mate?” he murmured hoarsely. “Even I cannot grasp the depth of it. It feels impossibly big. Like a beast growing inside my chest. It would not just be an act, Fivra. It would be forever.”

The weight of his words reverberated in the small room. Fivra didn’t flinch. “I know what I feel, Cyprian,” she said, her voice unwavering. Her heart hammered, but she locked her gaze to his. “I’ve had my life controlled from the moment I was born. But you are my choice. If being with you means something bigger, something permanent, then so be it.”

For a moment, Cyprian looked as though he were holding his breath. His silver eyes widened slightly, then darkened. His wings flared fully now, the deep crimson of their membrane glowing against the sterile light of the chamber. He stepped closer and his broad frame blocked out everything else. It was just him, just her, and the air between them crackling with enough heat to incinerate them both.

“Fivra.” His voice rasped. “You do not know the power you hold. To be my mate means to accept all of me—my dragon, my fire, my life. There’s no going back. And if the Axis send agents for you, I will burn the universe to ash before I let them lay a single finger on you.”

His words resonated like a physical force. Fivra’s breath hitched. Her pulse hammered harder as the sheer intensity of the moment bore down on her. She couldn’t look away from him—his molten silver eyes, his flared wings that seemed to envelop the room, the raw emotion etched into every line of his handsome face.

She took a trembling step closer and brought both hands to his chest. The muscles beneath her fingertips were taut, trembling like they held back a storm. “I understand, Cyprian,” she whispered, her voice a soft but sure flame amid his roaring inferno. “And I accept you—all of you.”
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Cyprian

Cyprian couldn’t stop himself. Her words had ignited something deep within him, something primal and unrelenting that clawed its way to the surface. His dragon roared inside him as his hands tightened on her arms, but not enough to hurt. The feel of her skin—soft, warm, and pulsing beneath his fingers—was unbearable and irresistible all at once. He lowered his head, his breath hot against her face as her scent wrapped around him—sweet and bright, with a faint spike of nervous adrenaline that only drew him closer.

His lips found hers with a hunger he couldn’t contain. The moment their mouths met, his control shattered. Her lips were soft, trembling against his, but quickly melted into him with a warmth that drove him wild. He angled his head, deepening the kiss, his sharp teeth grazing her lower lip. The sound she made—a soft, desperate whimper that set his blood on fire. His hands slid up her arms, slow and deliberate, feeling every inch of her before curving around her neck. His thumbs brushed the delicate line of her jaw as his lips devoured hers, mapping the taste and the feel of her.

She gripped his shirt. Her small hands fisted in the material as she pressed herself closer, and he growled low in his throat. He pulled back for a breath, his forehead pressing against hers as he dragged in the scent of her, the heat radiating from her trembling body. “Fivra,” he rasped, his voice rough and thick with need.

Her name tore from his lips and he kissed her again, deeper this time, his tongue sliding past her lips to taste her fully. She responded in kind, growing bolder with each passing moment. Her softness yielded to his fire. Her fingers trembled but didn’t stop as they slid up to tangle in his hair, pulling at the strands and sending a thrill through him that hit him low in his belly.

His hands moved down, dragging over the curve of her shoulders and traveling along the silk of her arms before settling firmly on her waist. Her breathing came in sharp, shallow bursts as his thumbs grazed the curves of her hips, reveling in the way her body shifted under his touch. She was molten beneath him, her warmth bleeding into him as if she, too, was kindling to his fire.

He’d wanted this for so long. Since he’d first met her and felt that stunned punch to his gut. And now she was soft and pliant beneath him. He felt drunk on her, each touch and sound pulling him deeper into an unrelenting haze of heat and need. He couldn’t think clearly, didn’t want to. Logic was a distant echo drowned out by the fierce pounding in his chest and the possessive growl rumbling low in his throat.

Slowly, deliberately, he slid his hands to the clasp of her cloak. The soft fabric rustled as he pushed the cloak off her shoulders. The garment fell to the floor in a whisper, pooling around her feet, leaving her dressed in simple pants and a tunic—hastily made in the replicator before they’d left.

For a moment, he paused, drinking her in. The contrast of her vibrant pink hair against her soft skin caught his breath. The gravity belt sat loosely around her waist and her chest rose and fell unevenly with every breath. Her lips were pink and swollen from his kisses and her stunning aqua eyes locked with his in a gaze so raw, so full of trust and desire, it nearly stripped away what little control he had left.

“Fek,” he murmured, his voice rough and low. “You’re…magnificent.” His hands trembled, overwhelmed by the need to touch her again, to learn every dip and curve of her body.

Her cheeks flushed, and the stain spread down her neck. “Cyprian…” Her voice was breathy and vulnerable, yet there was no hesitation in her eyes. Only a surprising strength, a pull that tethered him to her as surely as the fire roaring in his chest.

His hands moved to the hem of her shirt, fingers skimming the fabric. “May I?” he rasped. His gaze flicked to hers for permission, though every sinew in his body screamed for him to tear it off her.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He grasped the edge of her shirt and slowly—agonizingly slowly—lifted it over her head. The material slid over her skin like water, revealing the bare expanse of her torso one inch at a time. She quivered under his touch, her soft curves enticing him to move faster, but he forced himself to take his time.

Cyprian’s gaze devoured every inch of her bared skin. His mouth dropped to her nipple, tongue hitting the tight bud. She gasped as he pulled it into his mouth. His teeth grazed the smooth skin gently, drawing out a whimper deep from her chest. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him tighter against her. His other hand covered her neglected breast, cupping the small, perfect mound. He switched sides, his mouth moving to the other, robbing her of any semblance of composure. Her back arched, pressing her against his lips.

“Fek, Fivra. I want you,” he breathed against her skin, his voice low and gruff.

She moaned, fingers digging into his scalp, hips shifting restlessly as she rubbed against him.

His mouth traveled lower, kissing every inch of her exposed skin as if it were sacred ground. Her stomach quivered under his lips, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts. He dropped to his knees in front of her, his hands moving to the waistband of her pants. He looked at her with hungry eyes, holding her gaze as he slowly pulled her pants down. He took her undergarments with them, leaving her exposed to him. The gravity belt around her waist stood out as a contrast of technology against the softness of her skin. She gazed up at him, breathing hard. Vulnerability and a hint of nerves pulled the edges of her mouth.

“You are perfection,” he ground out, barely coherent. “Turn around, Fivra.”

She gave him a puzzled look, so he took her shoulders and spun her around. He ran a finger along the line of gold spots that ran down her spine to the crack of her ass. He bent her over the edge of the bed. The sight made his cock throb. He kneaded the soft flesh of her buttocks, spreading them slightly to get a glimpse of her gold-sprinkled cunt, wet and glistening with arousal. He leaned down to bite her ass playfully, and she gasped, twisting slightly to look back at him with wide eyes.

Cyprian kicked off his boots and stripped his clothes off in a hurry, his cock springing free. The sight of her bent over the bed was enough to make him want to come. He slid a hand between her legs, drawing a moan from her when he cupped her sex. Mine, he thought with a ferocity that made the dragon roar inside him. His fingers slicked along the folds of her pussy, feeling the wet, quivering heat that waited for him.

Cyprian’s breath was hot against her skin as he whispered, “So wet, Fivra.” He lowered to his knees again and brought his lips to her pussy. Her sweetness flooded his senses. He lapped at her cunt, savoring each twitch and moan and tremble he drew from her.

Fivra’s hips moved involuntarily against his face. He slid two fingers inside her, feeling her tightness. He added another finger, stretching her. She was so tight. So hot. Her moans filled the room, growing louder and more desperate. “Cyprian…please.”

Ah, he liked the sound of her pleading. He liked it a lot. Cyprian pulsed his fingers in and out of her, and pressed his thumb to her clit as he worked his fingers in her. Her arms shook, then gave out, putting her down on her forearms. Her forehead pressed to the bed as she let out a cry. Her body trembled. He continued, drawing out her pleasure. Her hands clutched the sheets, every muscle tense.

“Oh fek, yes,” she groaned. Her voice was hoarse with desire. Her hips bucked, and she came, her pussy clenching around his fingers. He drank in her release. The sight and sound of her pleasure fueled his desire.

He stood up. His cock was now a rigid, throbbing rod against his stomach. He grabbed Fivra, pulled her upright and kissed her deeply. Their lips and tongues tangled as he tasted her.

“Look what you do to me.” His voice was low and powerful, filled with his dragon’s possessiveness. Fivra looked at him, her eyes hazy with pleasure and desire as her gaze traveled down to his thick, bulging cock. Her eyes widened, and he wondered if it looked different from the males of her species. His was red and full, with thick ridges.

She reached out and grasped him, drawing a deep shudder from him, and squeezed. He ground his teeth together and let her explore. But there was only so much he could take. She licked her lips and ran her thumb over the tip. That was all he could endure. He clamped a hand over hers and dragged it off his aching cock. “I’m going to take you now, Fivra,” he growled. “From behind.”

She swallowed hard and nodded, then turned and faced the bed, arms braced and ass turned up toward him. She looked back over her shoulder, lips parted, eyes heavy. “Like this?”

“Spread your legs.” She did so, spreading them wide. Cyprian took in the sight before him. Her gold spots framed her wet, swollen sex that invited him. The vision of Fivra spread out before him would forever be burned into his memories. He moved forward reverently, knowing that everything about this female was a gift—one he probably didn’t deserve, but one he would die to protect. He positioned himself at her entrance. His cock twitched with anticipation. He entered her slowly, watching the tip disappear into her heat. He held her hips and pressed forward. Not too fast, so she could get used to the feel of him, but he shook as her tightness gripped him. At last, he filled her completely. Her body convulsed around him, and she let out a groan.

He began to thrust. Their connection was fierce, raw, and all-consuming. The flames of their love and lust entwined, a burning inferno that threatened to consume them both. But in that moment, nothing else mattered. Only their passion, their love, and the knowledge that they were meant to be together, no matter the cost.

The sound of their bodies joining filled the room—wet, rhythmic slaps that echoed off the metal walls. His grip on her hips tightened, fingers digging into her soft flesh as he thrust into her over and over again. He felt her body tense each time he filled her. The tremors built with each powerful stroke. Her cries of pleasure were a symphony to his ears, driving him on, stoking the fire within him to a fever pitch.

“You’re mine, Fivra,” he growled. The words slipped out in a voice thick with need. “Say it.”

“I’m yours,” she gasped. Her voice was a ragged whisper. “Only yours, Cyprian.”

Her words sent a jolt of possessive triumph. His. He increased his pace, driving into her with a fervor that bordered on desperation. His cock throbbed with the need for release, but he held back, determined to bring her to the brink first.

He reached around and found her clit with his fingers, pressing the sensitive bundle of nerves in time with his thrusts. Her body jerked beneath him and she once again collapsed to the bed. Her hands gripped the sheets. Her flushed cheek pressed to the bed. She panted and her body clenched, signaling to him that she was close.

“Come for me, Fivra,” he urged. His voice was barely recognizable as his own. “Let go.”

Her body obeyed his command. Her inner walls clamped down around his cock as she moaned his name. The bedding muffled the sound as she rode out the storm of her orgasm.

The sensation of her tight pussy convulsing around him was too much for Cyprian to bear. With a final, powerful thrust, he let out a roar that shook the room. His own climax tore through him, his seed spilling into her in hot, pulsating waves. The sensation was overwhelming, a connection so deep and intense, it shook him to his core. His vision blurred, and for a moment, the world went blissfully dark as he surrendered to the overwhelming pleasure.

They remained locked together for several long moments. Cyprian’s body lay draped over Fivra’s. His breathing was ragged and his heart pounded. Slowly, reality seeped back in.

With great reluctance, he pulled out of her, and they eased onto the bed. He reached out to steady her, his hands gentle on her trembling form. There was no taking it back, now. She was his and he would burn to ashes anyone who tried to take her from him.


SIXTEEN


Fivra

Fivra collapsed onto the bed, her chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. Cyprian lay down beside her, gathering her into his arms. She could feel the rapid beat of his heart against her back. His uneven breath against her neck.

Her body hummed with a satisfaction she’d never known. The air was thick with the scent of their lovemaking, a raw, primal reminder of the bond they’d forged. Cyprian’s muscular arms wrapped around her, his wings folded gently over them both like a protective blanket. She nestled into him. Her fingers traced the lines of muscle and scale along his arm.

“Cyprian,” she murmured.

“Yes, my love,” he replied, his voice a deep, soothing rumble that resonated through her very soul.

She smiled softly, feeling a warmth spread through her that had nothing to do with their physical exertions. “I didn’t know it could be like this,” she confessed, her cheeks warming with thoughts of what they’d just done, and wonder.

Cyprian turned her around and looked into her eyes. His gaze softened as he leaned in to press a tender kiss to her forehead. “Neither did I,” he admitted, the honesty in his voice making her heart swell.

“Do you think we can make a child?” she asked, thinking of the seed he’d released inside of her. The idea of a little one with Cyprian’s rich laugh and her blue eyes appealed to her, but even as she asked the question, she knew the likely answer to it.

“I don’t know,” he replied with a sigh. “We are not the same species, even though we work together in a physical sense. Would you like children?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I would welcome them with you, but if we can’t…I am satisfied with what we have.”

“I feel the same.” He pulled her close. She pressed against his warmth and breathed in the male scent of him.

Their days aboard the ship settled into a comforting routine. Apart from Kaelen’s knowing glances, they relaxed into their new connection. They explored the cramped corridors—staying out of the cargo hold—shared meals prepared by the ship’s replicator, and lost themselves in heated embraces that left them breathless and yearning for more. They spoke of hopes and fears, of the future they dared to envision together.

Every moment she spent in Cyprian’s arms brought a sense of peace she had never known. Their conversations were deep and charged with the electricity of their growing bond. Their lovemaking was passion and discovery, each touch a revelation, each sigh a wordless vow. They were two souls intertwining in a universe that threatened to tear them apart.

Fivra was fascinated by Cyprian’s tales of his life at Erovik. There were outrageous antics by clients and courtias that made her laugh or gasp. He had also faced many challenges as the director, and his newfound understanding of the Axis’ manipulations changed how he described the workings of the brothel.

“Tell me about your life at your settlement,” Cyprian said one cycle, his fingers stroking her hair as they lay in the dim glow of the cabin’s single light strip.

Fivra sighed as her mind drifted back to the life she’d been forced to leave behind. But now, as she looked up at the male who had risked everything for her, she realized she wouldn’t change a thing. The fear, the uncertainty, the danger—it had all led her to this breathtaking connection and the male who had her heart. “It was hard,” she admitted. Her voice held no self-pity, just a stark honesty. “We worked from dawn until dusk, always trying to meet the Axis’ demands. We hoped for a good harvest, for enough food to last the dry season, but it was never enough.”

Cyprian’s arm tightened around her. His silver eyes reflected the pain of her words. “And yet, you found joy in those moments.”

She nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “Yes. In the quiet evenings, my friends and I would gather under the stars. We shared stories, sang songs passed down through generations. We had each other, and in those moments, it was enough.”

“I know you would like to find your friends,” he said. “And it’s important that we do so, as the Axis has likely sent agents to look for them.”

She nodded, her heart squeezing at the thought of them, wherever they were.

A sudden, urgent pounding on the door shattered the peace of their quarters. Cyprian jumped up. His wings twitched and a low growl built in his throat as he instinctively shielded Fivra with the expanse of his body.

“Cyprian! Fivra!” Kaelen called from the other side. His voice was tense. “Get decent and move now. We’ve got company—hostile company.”

Fivra’s heart leaped into her throat. All at once, the threat of the Axis was no longer a shadow left in their wake. They were here—an immediate threat. Cyprian’s crimson wings flared wide before he grabbed the nearest clothing.

“Stay close to me.” His voice cut through her rising panic like a blade. He pulled his shirt over his head in one smooth motion and grabbed her tunic, tossing it to her. “We need to move.”

Fivra’s hands shook as she scrambled to get dressed. The urgency in Kaelen’s voice still echoed in her mind, layering over the rising adrenaline that coursed through her veins.

Before they could get to the door, it hissed open, and Kaelen stepped inside. His golden eyes were sharp and feral, his usual smirk replaced by a look of grim focus. “Sorry, but I couldn’t wait. Axis fleet,” he said bluntly. “Three ships are on an intercept course. They’ve already pinged us.”

“Axis.” Cyprian’s silver eyes darkened like storm clouds. His jaw tightened. Fury rippled off him in waves. “They followed us.”

Kaelen shook his head. “Maybe they didn’t fall for the re-sequencer after all,” Kaelen muttered, his clawed hands curling into fists briefly before he waved toward the corridor. “We have about six liks before they’re in assault range.”

“Six liks?” Fivra’s voice rose with alarm. “Can we outrun them? Or attack them?”

Kaelen let out a humorless laugh, already moving back toward the hallway. “Not in this beauty, little Terian. She can handle a lot of things, but not warships. We can outrun them for a time, but not forever.”

Cyprian’s hand rested briefly on Fivra’s shoulder. His touch was steadying, even though tension radiated from every line of his body. “Stay right here in this room. You have to—”

“No,” she interrupted, surprising even herself. “I’m staying with you.”

Kaelen paused in the doorway, one brow quirking upward despite the dire situation. His sharp teeth glinted as he tilted his head toward Cyprian. “Seems like your mate has a bit of fire in her. She might have been better off with me, if I wasn’t already taken.” That earned him a withering glare from Cyprian, whose wings flared slightly in a silent warning. The smuggler shrugged and turned away, calling over his shoulder, “Fine, but both of you better be on the command deck in one lik. No time for mate quarrels.”

Cyprian’s gaze softened as he turned back to Fivra. “You are as stubborn as you are beautiful,” he muttered, pulling her close for a brief, hard kiss that left her heart pounding. “Fine, come with me, but stay strapped in.”

Moments later, they were at the command center. The viewport displayed the approaching Axis fleet—a deadly trio of hulking ships clad in gleaming black armor. Each was flanked by smaller interceptors, darting and predatory.

Fivra sat in the same seat she’d chosen when they left Hevatica Station, but Cyprian took the second command chair beside Kaelen, who adjusted the controls with hurried precision.

“We’re about to find out if you’re any good as a co-navigator,” Kaelen growled. He turned and looked at Fivra. “Hold on, little one. This is going to get rough.”


SEVENTEEN


Cyprian

Cyprian’s heart pounded as he settled into the chair. The weight of the moment hit him like an ax across his shoulders. Beside him, Kaelen moved with the quick competence of one well acquainted with his ship. Cyprian watched, trying to understand the controls. He’d never flown this kind of ship before. In fact, he had flown a vessel in space exactly twice in his life. If Kaelen needed help, he wanted to be able to do so.

“We’ve got two options,” the smuggler said. “Option one: we veer off-course and head for an asteroid belt a few light cycles out.”

“Option two?” Cyprian asked.

“I’m still working on an option two.”

Fek. “Your outpost,” Cyprian barked to Kaelen. “How far are we from it?”

Kaelen tilted his head, his hands still a blur over the controls. “Too far. They’ll catch us long before we hit its safety fields. And I’m not too keen on leading them to my home.” Kaelen scowled at the monitors that displayed their pursuers closing in. The ship’s alarms blared in steady rhythm, filling the cockpit with an unrelenting pulse. “I suppose I’d better tell you what I was planning on sharing at my outpost. Just in case.”

Fivra sat just behind them, strapped in and as safe as she was going to be in this situation. Her pink hair was tousled from their lovemaking. She was deathly silent. Her aqua eyes were wide but calm. Cyprian caught her gaze for the briefest moment, willing her to hold steady. He couldn’t falter now—not with her life in his hands. “Talk to me, Kaelen,” Cyprian said as he opened the navigation panel and quickly scanned the controls. They were fairly standard. He’d be able to perform some basic tasks without too much confusion.

“I have a source,” Kaelen began. “And I have the data I stole from the Axis’ databases. It’s not the Terians they’re concerned about. Not really. It’s you.”

“Me?” Cyprian’s gut clenched as he studied the navigation console before him. His wings were crushed uncomfortably against the back of his seat, doing nothing for his already fraying nerves. “What do they want with me?”

“They don’t want to lose you—and the others like you. There are more Zaruxians, did you know that? I gave Glivar what I know about what happened at the Terian penal colony. That revolt put something in motion. Your Zaruxian brother easily destroyed several of the Axis’ best ships. Easily, Cyprian. He did it to protect his mate.”

“He did so in his dragon form?” It was a foolish question. Of course, this Zaruxian was in dragon form if he used fire to destroy the Axis ships. But Cyprian had never completed the transformation. Inside the confines of Erovik, there was no place to make the change, and no reason to do so. Flying was also out of the question on a space station, where corridors were small and open spaces were still filled with life forms. It was a luxury to even stretch out his wings fully.

“Yes. But here’s where it gets interesting. There is concern that Terians are natural mates for males of Zarux. That the rest of their collection of Zaruxians will rise up and revolt if they find their mates among the Terian females. Your rebellion has proven to them that this is a credible threat.”

“Collection?” Cyprian processed this as he began to grasp the controls of the navigation interface. The star maps unraveled before him, spreading out like the threads of a tangled web. He needed to find them a safe haven—a planet, a moon, anything that could shield them from the Axis’ relentless pursuit. Preferably not that asteroid cluster. The glowing markers of nearby celestial bodies blurred as he scrolled through potential destinations. None of them seemed particularly promising.

“That’s what the Axis calls them,” Kaelen said. “I don’t know how many Zaruxians they have in their, ah, collection. They’re down two, now. The one on the colony and you.”

A plasma burst slammed into their rear thrusters. Kaelen hissed through his teeth as the control displays flickered and dimmed momentarily. The entire ship shuddered violently, throwing Fivra against her straps with a sharp gasp. The Axis had closed the gap. Their six liks were up.

“I wish you would have told me this earlier.” Cyprian’s gaze moved over the star maps.

“I wanted to show you the data, not just tell you about it,” Kaelen said. “Something about your kind frightens them. But what? And the more I think about it, something about this isn’t right. They shouldn’t have found us.”

But they had. “We’re being tracked.”

“Not this ship,” Kaelen replied. “I run regular sweeps to check for tracking devices. Nothing.”

“There has to be…there!” A flickering blue marker caught Cyprian’s attention—a small moon hidden in the dense asteroid field he’d been hoping to avoid. It wasn’t ideal by any means, but it had an atmosphere and a surface riddled with craters for hiding. “I’m sending over coordinates to a moon in the Vypex system. If we can thread through the field, we can hide and regroup. Plus, the debris might throw off their scanners.”

Kaelen spared him a dubious glance, his gold eyes narrowing. “Vypex Belt?” He let out a low whistle. “Option one it is.” Kaelen tapped a series of commands into the navigation console and adjusted their trajectory. The ship groaned and protested but obeyed. “All right then, to our doom we go. Hold on tight, little Terian. We’re about to play a game of dodge the death rocks.”

“Anything else you want to tell me?” Cyprian clenched his jaw as red lights flashed to warn of incoming fire. Plasma bolts flared in the viewport’s edges. The ship’s shields shimmered faintly as they absorbed another glancing hit, the force rocking them sideways. “Just in case.”

“Just that your dragon fire is a serious threat to the Axis,” Kaelen said. “They’re tracking down the Terian females to keep them away from the Zaruxian males in the Axis’ custody—oh, and you’re also on an inmate list. Meaning that you’re a prisoner of the Axis. Clever of them to make you think you worked for them.” He shook his head. “Brilliant, I have to admit.”

Cyprian’s head swam with this new, casually delivered information. “I’m a prisoner of the Axis.”

“Yes. Since birth, I believe. See why I wanted to tell you at the outpo—fek. Shields are down to forty percent.” Kaelen set about rerouting power to the aft shielding. “One more direct hit and we’ll be getting very warm in here.”

“Time to get fancy with the flying.” Cyprian’s gaze moved between the map on his console and the glowing debris field growing larger by the second in the viewport. Each asteroid spun ominously, glowing faintly with reflected light from the local star. Their jagged surfaces jutted out like the teeth of a monstrous beast waiting to devour them. “We’re nearly at the asteroid field.”

Kaelen chuckled darkly, gripping the thruster controls tightly. “Relax, mate. I always do my best work under pressure.”

Cyprian heard Fivra make a little noise that was a half laugh, half whimper as the ship lurched again. He glanced back to see her determined expression and steely gaze. She was holding it together.

“Ha!” Kaelen put the ship into a sharp dive to dodge an incoming plasma blast that narrowly missed their tail.

Cyprian’s grip on the controls tightened as he mapped out a path through the Vypex Belt. The asteroid cluster was unforgiving. Its ever-shifting debris created a labyrinth of death for anyone reckless enough to enter. “Keep it steady heading into this mess,” Cyprian warned. “Try not to get us killed before we get to the belt.”

“Your faith in me is overwhelming,” Kaelen quipped as he flipped the stabilization thrusters online. The ship leveled, its vibrations worsening under the strain of repeated evasive maneuvers.

Cyprian shifted his focus to their pursuers. The Axis ships gleamed sleek and menacing. They weren’t just trying to disable Kaelen’s ship—they were trying to destroy it. No prisoners, only ash.

The ship plunged into the Vypex Belt, weaving between hulking asteroids that tumbled and spun in bizarrely mesmerizing trajectories. The viewport filled with impervious shards of rock and metal, each one a potential death sentence. Kaelen gripped the controls with a steadfast intensity, his usually sarcastic bravado subdued by the precision required to navigate the chaos swirling around them.

“Hold steady,” Cyprian barked, though his own claws dug into the edges of the console. His wings pressed back against the chair, every muscle in his body coiled tight as Kaelen’s craft narrowly slipped between two grinding boulders.

“Steady is for amateurs,” came Kaelen’s irritatingly collected reply. He pitched the ship with what looked like reckless abandon, skimming the jagged underside of an asteroid. “This is art.”

“This is insanity,” Fivra muttered from behind them.

Kaelen turned into a sharp roll that tilted the entire cabin enough to make Fivra gasp. “The best art comes with a little danger, doesn’t it?”

Cyprian growled low in his throat. “I’d rather not rely on your ‘art’ to keep us alive, Kaelen.”

A whistle came from Kaelen as he banked the ship hard to avoid a cluster of smaller debris. “Shields are down to twenty percent and the right thruster’s barely hanging on.”

Cyprian glanced at the darkened edges of his own console. No power rerouting would save them now if the Axis dared to follow suit through the asteroids. The ship violently shook as a piece of debris clipped the hull, setting the emergency alert lights into a chaotic pulse of red.

“The field is dense enough to throw off their targeting scanners,” Kaelen continued. “But I have a theory about how they tracked us.”

Cyprian kept his gaze locked on the viewport. “Care to enlighten us?”

Kaelen pulled a tight turn. The ship vibrated dangerously under the strain. “They’re tracking you,” he said. “When I scan you, I’m sure I’ll find an implant.”

“Fek,” Cyprian growled. He was still working through the whole “prisoner” part, replaying his life for evidence that this was true.

Fivra craned her neck to glance at the console that displayed the Axis ships. Her voice was urgent. “Are they still following?”

“For now.” Kaelen jerked the controls again. “But we’re gaining space. The debris is slowing them down.”

The metal groan from the ship’s frame grated on Cyprian’s nerves. “This ship will not hold together much longer.”

“We’re close,” Kaelen said, his voice tighter now, all pretense of levity gone. His clawed hands moved over the controls with surgical precision. Ahead of them, a dark crescent on the navigation map glimmered faintly. “There. That’s our moon.”

The ship’s thrusters sputtered as Kaelen pushed them harder, weaving through the last stretch of the asteroid field with a reckless grace that bordered on miraculous. The moon loomed ahead. Craters of varying sizes scarred its unremarkable surface, casting long shadows across the terrain. Gaping scars of black rock swallowed the harsh light from the nearby star, shrouding sections of the surface in a cloak of impenetrable darkness.

“We’re heading into that big crater—dead ahead,” Kaelen announced. He tilted the controls, sending the ship into a steep dive just as a rogue fragment of rock tumbled dangerously close to their tail.

The ship made unpleasant noises as its hull strained, going from space to the moon’s gravity. “We’re going in fast, but we’ll land. Probably.”

Cyprian shot him a glare. “That’s not comforting, Kaelen.”

“Good, because I wasn’t trying to be.” Kaelen’s grin was sharp, though his gold eyes were bright. Kaelen cut the thrust in one engine and engaged the landing stabilizers. Sparks flew from the console as Kaelen slapped a large switch on his right. “Brace for impact!” he yelled.

The ship plummeted into the yawning crater. Its underbelly skimming the jagged ground in a cascade of sparks and grinding metal. A deafening roar filled the cabin as they finally skidded to a halt. The craft settled deep into the shadowy depths of the moon’s surface. Silence followed, broken only by the faint hiss of cooling systems and the groaning protests of the ship’s stressed framework.

“Well, we made it.” Kaelen rubbed a hand over his face.

“Not quite.” Cyprian’s blood ran cold as dragon fire burned in his throat. “They’re still coming.”


EIGHTEEN


Cyprian

Cyprian stood at the air lock of Kaelen’s battered ship. The faint hiss of cooling systems and the low whine of engine distress faded behind him. According to exterior readings, the moon’s atmosphere was cold and biting. Above them, the crater walls rose steeply. The vast expanse of barren rock stretched out before him, illuminated only by the glow of the distant star.

Behind him, Fivra’s voice trembled as she grabbed his arm. “You can’t go out there, Cyprian. They’ll kill you.”

He turned. His dragon fire simmered just beneath the surface. His wings flared slightly. He placed a hand over hers, firm and steady. “They won’t kill me, my love. Not easily. They don’t know what they’re up against.” His voice was low, a growl edged with determination. “But you must stay here.”

Her aqua eyes searched his face, wide with fear and defiance. “You can’t ask me to just hide while you face them.”

“Fivra, listen to me.” His voice dropped, and he bent his head so their foreheads nearly touched. “The air out there is freezing. Your body won’t last long in this atmosphere. Kaelen’s ship has heat, shelter, the protection you need. I need you alive—safe. Do you understand me? You are my mate, my reason for everything. If I fail out there, at least I’ll know I shielded you from them.”

Her lips parted, trembling with the weight of his words, but she refused to look away. “And if you die out there, Cyprian? What of this ‘shield,’ then?”

Kaelen appeared at the entrance to the air lock. His arms were crossed and sharp golden eyes flickered between them. “Hate to interrupt your heartfelt moment, but he’s right, little one. You step out there, you’ll freeze.” He shifted his stance, his earlier smugness now replaced by a grim edge. “You’ve got maybe four liks before the Axis ships make landfall. If big red, here, wants to make a stand, let him. You staying alive isn’t up for debate.”

Fivra’s jaw clenched. Defiance simmered in her eyes like her own kind of fire. But she nodded reluctantly, her hands tightening into trembling fists at her sides. “If you’re not back,” she whispered, her voice breaking like glass, “I’m coming for you. I don’t care what’s out there. I won’t lose you, Cyprian.”

His heart twisted, molten and heavy with her words. “You won’t lose me,” he said. “I swear it on the fire in my veins, Fivra. Trust me.”

Before she could argue further, he cupped her face in his hands. His thumbs brushed over her cheeks and he kissed her—fierce, deep, brimming with the promise of his return. For a moment, the cold of the moon, the looming threat of the Axis—all of it dissolved into the heat of their connection. He was forever hers.

When he finally pulled back, her hands had found their way to his chest, clutching him tightly, as if trying to anchor him to the ship. “Come back,” she whispered. “Promise me.”

“I promise to do everything in my power to come back,” he murmured. “Whatever it takes.”

With that, he turned. His wings unfurled to their full span as he stepped through the air lock door and, after sealing it behind him, he opened the outer hatch to the outside. He could feel Fivra’s gaze, even as the frigid air sank sharp teeth into his skin. He stepped fully onto the moon’s surface. Each step crunched over a thin crust of brittle frost. The atmosphere was thin and quiet, but the sound carried oddly—the distant sounds of the descending Axis ships were an eerie purr on the icy, desolate moon.

The Axis ships broke through the haze of the upper atmosphere like sleek predators. Their dark forms were stark against the pale, lifeless expanse of the moon. Their light beams cut through the gloom, illuminating the crater in sharp, bone-chilling clarity as they slowed to hover above the desolate landscape.

Cyprian scanned their formation—two transport carriers flanking a smaller, more intricate vessel that hummed with a menacing authority and dripped with the arrogance of power. It was designed for command. Its angular lines spoke of efficiency, strategy, and precision. And, very likely, devastating weaponry.

Cyprian strode out from the center of the crater and stopped on the surface in full view. His wings flared wide behind him. He knew their rich crimson was impossible to miss against the bleak backdrop of the moon. The surrounding air crackled with the heat his body radiated. He tilted his head, baring his teeth in a feral smirk as the Axis ships continued their descent.

“Come, then.” His claws flexed involuntarily. The brothel director felt very far away—like a different life entirely—as the primal instincts of his dragon roared. This side of him had always frightened him. He saw himself as civilized, in control. But the beast was anything but. It wanted to destroy. It wanted blood. “Let’s see what you’ve unleashed.”

From the Axis command ship, Cyprian watched a sleek transport pod detach and descend toward the frozen ground with deliberate slowness. Its lights flashed ominously. It hissed as it landed with sharp, mechanical sounds in the icy quiet. The pod door slid open, revealing a contingent of six Axis soldiers in their full, gleaming black armor. Their steps were precise and their formation flawless as they fanned out in a calculated arc. Plasma weapons hummed faintly in the bitter cold.

And then he appeared—the unmistakably metallic figure of Xryvos, the Axis inspector Cyprian had faced in Erovik. His cold, metallic face glinted faintly in the light of the search beams as he stepped forward, flanked by two of his armored subordinates. He carried himself with the same rigid arrogance as before. This time, his sharp, glowing eyes showed a flicker of satisfaction. He thought he’d won.

“Director Cyprian.” Xryvos’ voice was smooth with its metallic edge. “How noble of you to make this so convenient for us. For an enemy of the Axis, you lack a certain…elusiveness. Cannot be helped, I suppose. Your brain was implanted with a tracking bug before you were installed as Erovik’s director.”

Cyprian tilted his head ever so slightly. So, he was the one who had made it possible for the Axis to find them. Him. That meant it was on him to get Fivra and Kaelen out of this. He didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he let his silence draw out and fill the space between them. There was not much to say, anyway. He had no more words to waste on this pawn of the Axis.

Cyprian spread his crimson wings wide, like a silent warning against the desolate cratered backdrop. The gleaming Axis soldiers leveled their weapons toward him, but they seemed insignificant compared to the heat simmering beneath his skin. His blood thundered in his veins, molten and ancient and thrumming with instincts he had denied his entire life. This would be his first true transformation—the first time his dragon form would be unleashed onto a battlefield, into a fight, into the open—and yet, something within him knew exactly what to do.

He focused, allowing the fire inside to swell, to build. His silver gaze fixed on Xryvos, standing in the center of his guards. Cyprian’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. The shift began deep within him, like a fierce pull that snapped across his spine. It ignited a blaze of raw, unrelenting power.

“You shouldn’t have followed us,” Cyprian growled. His voice was roughened by the first signs of the shift. Clouds of smoke curled from his mouth and nose. His scales thickened. The membranes of his wings glowed faintly with veins of shimmering fire as the heat flowed from his body.

Xryvos sneered, unperturbed. “Pathetic posturing,” the inspector spat. “You are nothing more than a stubborn animal clinging to outdated instincts. The Axis will tame you just as they have the others.”

“Others?” Cyprian’s voice turned guttural, vibrating with something ancient and dangerous. He stepped forward, his towering frame trembling as raw power pulsed through him. His gaze locked onto the vile being before him. “You know nothing about what I am.”

Pain lanced through him, sudden and unyielding, as his dragon roared from within, demanding release. Cyprian stumbled forward, his wings twitching against the rapid changes overtaking his body. The pressure in his chest swelled, throbbing in time with the molten fire that coursed through his veins. His muscles coiled and twisted, straining against the transformation that consumed him.

“You will surrender the female,” Xryvos declared. His voice was cold and unrelenting, seemingly disinterested in the transformation taking place in front of him. “She is property of the Axis, as are you. Resistance is not just futile—it is suicidal.”

Cyprian let out a guttural growl, his body trembling under the strain of the transformation that felt as if it were ripping him apart. His fiery veins pulsed visibly beneath his skin. Scales—thick and crimson, glinting almost black around the edges—thickened and hardened in waves across his shifting frame. His body contorted. Sharp angles replaced smooth muscle. His claws extended into talons, vicious and gleaming like obsidian. Each movement brought searing pain, but it was a pain with purpose—a rebirth into his true form.

The cracks and pops of his shifting bones echoed. His wings flared to their full span, now massive enough to blot out the starlight above them. He threw his head back and a mix of agony and freedom roared through his throat as his jaw elongated into a razor-lined snout. His teeth gleamed like forged blades, steam curling from the corners of his mouth. His dragon fire swirled dangerously within like a furnace on the verge of eruption.

Xryvos faltered for the first time. His metallic frame stiffened as he took a step back. His eyes flickered with what could only be described as disbelief. “No,” he hissed under his breath. “You should not be able to—”

Whatever he was going to say was drowned out by Cyprian’s thunderous roar. The sound tore over the ground. Frosted debris rattled like shards of glass. The guards stumbled. Their disciplined formation broke as their weapons wavered in their hands.

The first of Cyprian’s heavy strides toward Xryvos cracked the ground beneath him. Ash and steam billowed around his enormous claws. His dragon eyes locked onto the Axis inspector with a singular purpose. He was no longer confined in a civilized form. His dragon fire threatened to consume everything in its path.

“Run,” one of the guards whispered, his voice cracked with panic.

And with that single, broken word, chaos erupted.

The Axis guards opened fire. Their plasma weapons charged and discharged in rapid succession. Bright streaks of blue energy sliced through the frozen air. Yet the volleys of light did little against Cyprian’s thick, fire-hardened scales.

He barely noticed the few bolts that struck true. Cyprian advanced, unflinching. Each step of his massive claws crushed rock and frost beneath their weight. His wings stretched wide, their crimson membranes illuminated with veins of flowing, molten fire. He inhaled deeply, the icy air hissing as it mixed with the searing heat radiating from his body. His chest expanded, a visual warning of what was coming.

Xryvos barked an order, sharp and tinged with fear. “Regroup! Do not break—”

Cyprian’s head snapped forward, and from his gaping maw erupted a stream of fire so fierce it turned the air to shimmering waves of heat. The inferno spread across the moon’s surface in a blinding arc, rolling over the Axis guards like an unstoppable tide. Plasma weaponry melted into slag and advanced armor designed to shield against extreme temperatures glowed red before crumpling under the onslaught.

Two of the soldiers collapsed, instantly melted into the roar of the flames. The others scrambled for cover, darting behind jagged outcroppings of rock that offered little refuge against Cyprian’s molten wrath. Xryvos staggered backward, his once-impeccable metallic form now twisted from heat and blackened with ash. He fell to the ground, finished. Cyprian didn’t know if he lived or died. The dragon’s only concern was eliminating the threat to his mate.

Cyprian’s flames receded, leaving trails of orange embers that floated ominously in the still air. The ground was scorched black. The frost evaporated, leaving behind steaming craters that hissed in protest. Cyprian raised his head and scanned the uneven battlefield with a chilling deliberation. There were still enemies hovering above. Deciding their next move, and there was little doubt what the Axis ships were planning to do.

Cyprian’s massive wings were damaged. He could feel the charred tears and rips as he unfurled them with a snap. They had to carry him, though. He had to fly. The glow of his molten scales dimmed slightly as he leaped into the frigid air. His claws left deep gouges in the ground as his powerful legs propelled him skyward. His tattered wings caught the faint, thin air of the moon’s atmosphere and carried him higher with each powerful beat. The crater and the remaining Axis soldiers below shrank rapidly as he climbed into the empty expanse above.

The Axis ships loomed ahead. Their sleek hulls cut shadowy silhouettes against the light. Cyprian’s dragon instincts flared. These ships had pursued him, pursued him through space and to this desolate moon, putting her in danger.

They had dared to threaten his mate.

The furnace within him roared to life as he climbed higher. His wings beat with relentless determination. As he neared the first of the ships, its forward cannons turned toward him. The massive barrels glowing faintly with the energy charging within. This would not be the weak stream of a plasma weapon, but something much worse. Cyprian’s dragon fire burned hotter in his chest. The urge to destroy was overwhelming.

The ship’s shields shimmered into view, a translucent barrier of glowing energy that extended like a dome around the vessel. Cyprian didn’t hesitate. He reared back mid-flight. His massive form suspended as he inhaled deeply. Molten heat spiraled through his body. His chest expanded, his golden veins glowing brightly as he summoned the inferno within.

And then he unleashed it.

A torrent of flame erupted from his jaws. The blinding light cast the sleek, dark hull of the ship into stark relief. Fire slammed into the shield, spreading over it like liquid sunlight. Heat distorted the atmosphere. It warped the light around the barrier, making it ripple under the force of his attack.

The barrier held—for now. Its luminescence flickered and pulsed under the assault, straining against his power. Cyprian could see the edges of the shield darkening, its glow dimming. But it wasn’t enough. The shield’s energy stabilized. Its flickering light solidified into a powerful barrier once again. It was as if the Axis had engineered these protective fields to combat his flames. After losing a penal colony to another Zaruxian, perhaps they had modified their ships to withstand his fire.

Cyprian roared in frustration. He banked sharply, thankful that his wings were holding together, despite the air whistling through the gashes. His wings sliced through the frigid air as he evaded a retaliatory volley of plasma fire from the ship’s cannons. Bright streaks of energy cut through the darkness, each one narrowly missing him as he twisted and turned with agility, despite his size.

The second ship joined the fray. Its weapons charged with a low hum that resonated ominously through the atmosphere. Cyprian turned his attention to it. His dragon fire still burned hot within him, but his dragon mind raced. He couldn’t break through the shields alone and the ships were adapting to his attacks. Their movements were more calculated. Their volleys were more precise.

He roared again, this time not out of fury but from sheer determination. He wouldn’t let them win. His mate was down there, on that barren moon, counting on him to keep her safe. He wouldn’t fail her. He couldn’t.

Diving toward the second ship, Cyprian flew to the left and unleashed another stream of fire. This time, he aimed not at the center of the shield but at its edge, where the energy field flickered faintly. The flames burned there, and for a fleeting moment, the shield shimmered as if struggling to recalibrate. But the ship adjusted, reinforcing its defenses with a surge of power that repelled his attack.

Above him, the lead ship—smaller but more intricately designed—had repositioned. Its cannons charged not with plasma but with a slow, steady buildup of energy. Cyprian could feel the shift in the air. It was a crackling tension that was unmistakable. They were preparing something stronger. Something designed not just to repel him, but to obliterate him.

He couldn’t give them the chance to fire. With a powerful beat of his injured wings, he climbed higher. From this vantage point, the barren moon below seemed impossibly small. Its craters and shadows were reduced to mere patterns against a backdrop of gray. But Fivra was down there—waiting for him. The thought ignited a fury inside him that was almost impossible to contain. He wasn’t just fighting for himself. He was fighting for Fivra. For her survival. For the fragile but unbreakable bond that now tethered them together.

The smaller, lead ship pulsed as its weapon reached full charge. Cyprian’s sharp silver eyes locked onto it, and in that instant, he made his decision. He hurtled toward the ship like a living comet, crimson wings tucked tight against his body as he arrowed straight for the energy source. His dragon rage burned hot and fierce, but even through the primal storm, his mind remained calculated. The Axis had underestimated him. He would make them regret it.

Suddenly, an explosion sent fragments of molten metal flying everywhere. Fear spiked through Cyprian as the brilliant flash of light exploded from the lead Axis ship. He faltered, fighting to stay aloft as a shockwave rippled through the air, upending his tenuous flight. Stunned, he scanned the scene. Where the formidable Axis ship once hovered, there was now nothing but smoke and scattered debris.

And then he saw it—a strange, angular ship emerging from the wreckage. Its black hull shimmered as it cut through the haze. It was unlike anything Cyprian had ever seen. Its design was both elegant and ominous, with long, jagged lines that gave it a predatory grace. Cyprian felt the heat of the ship’s energy radiating outward, powerful and unfamiliar. Whoever piloted this vessel was immensely skilled—or infinitely reckless.

The new arrival wasted no time. It surged forward, moving through the chaos with deadly precision, its weapon systems already back online. Twin beams of concentrated energy spiraled from its weapon bays, lashing out at the nearest Axis vessel. The translucent barrier around the Axis ship crackled as the new ship’s barrage slammed into its shield, sending ripples of energy cascading outward. Unlike Cyprian’s flames, however, this energy broke through. The Axis shields flickered, dimmed, and finally collapsed.

Cyprian’s dragon instincts flared as he worked hard to remain in place, suspended between shock and determination. This new ship had come to his aid, but who commanded it? He let out a roar. He wasn’t sure if they’d heard, but it didn’t matter. Whoever these beings were, they shared his goal—to destroy the Axis fools who had dared to follow him here.

Another Axis ship rotated sharply, turning its focus toward the intruder. Its cannons hummed as they released a volley of plasma fire. The bolts streaked through space, each one a searing blue, but the strange ship was quicker. It banked sharply to the left. The plasma streaks narrowly missed it. The new vessel retaliated without hesitation, unleashing another barrage of energy beams that seared into the Axis ship’s hull, now that its shields had failed. Sparks and debris erupted from the point of impact. The Axis ship shuddered violently as its systems faltered. Smoke spilled from the gaping wound torn into its side as it slid on a trajectory toward the surface, in a free fall to its doom.

Cyprian’s wings beat fiercely, propelling him toward the remaining Axis vessel—the one that had yet to engage. This ship, larger than its disabled twin, had been holding its fire, likely assessing the situation or waiting for its weapon systems to charge. But Cyprian would not give it the luxury of calculation. He was getting tired. His wings ached, but he dove toward the ship. His massive claws extended and his molten silver gaze locked on its shield projector array.

He opened his maw and unleashed a torrent of dragon fire. The blaze struck the shield and spread like liquid fury. He could see the edges of the shield flicker and fracture under his flames, each pulse of energy weaker than the last.

The new ship swooped in beside him, its energy weapons firing in calculated bursts that targeted the same points Cyprian had softened with his attacks. The coordinated assault was working. Together, they battered the Axis ship’s shields until, at last, they gave out. A shimmer, a pulse, and then the protective barrier collapsed entirely, leaving the vessel exposed.

Cyprian didn’t need further encouragement. With a roar that rattled his very core, he barreled toward the Axis ship. His massive form collided with its hull in a thunderous impact. Claws like blades tore through metal as though it were paper. He drove his talons into the exposed machinery, ripping apart weapon systems and communications arrays with ruthless precision. Fires erupted within the ship and fragments of its ripped hull fell to the ground below.

The Axis crew scrambled within their damaged vessel, their attempts to mount a defense growing increasingly erratic and desperate. But Cyprian was relentless. His molten scales deflected the few plasma bolts the crew managed to fire, but his dragon fire reduced their weapons to slag before they could pose a real threat. He was a force of nature—a living inferno fueled by purpose—but his strength was waning. The effects of his injuries were taking their toll.

Cyprian held out, through sheer force of will, until the final Axis ship careened toward the moon’s surface, defeated. Finished. The last of his energy deserted him and he tumbled through the cold, thin air toward the hard ground below.


NINETEEN


Fivra

Fivra’s heart plummeted as Cyprian faltered in the air. The fight had been brutal, what she could see of it. The viewport hadn’t given them an unobstructed view, but as the final Axis ship spiraled downward in defeat, so did Cyprian. Her eyes locked onto his massive dragon form as his powerful wings—battered and torn—struggled to keep him aloft. And then it happened—a sharp jolt as his wings gave out entirely.

Fivra’s chest constricted. “No.” Her voice was a ragged whisper. She pressed her hands to the viewport, fingers splayed against the cold surface.

Fear gripped her. It was a visceral thing that wrapped her body in ice. He was falling. His large frame twisted and spiraled like a crimson meteor through the thin atmosphere. Time slowed. Every heartbeat thundered as she watched him hurtle toward the moon’s surface.

Kaelen’s voice was distant, sharp, but meaningless to her ears. He said something—something about staying put, about safety, about waiting. His words were air. She didn’t care. Her world was falling out of the sky.

The impact was a deafening crack that echoed over the surface. The vibration shook her to her core. Dust and debris erupted in plumes, painting the air with gritty shadows. Her breath hitched. Her fingers pressed against the viewport so hard her nails ached.

“Fek,” came Kaelen’s hissed curse from behind her.

Fivra whipped around, eyes blazing with determination. “We’re getting him.” Her voice trembled but she was resolute. She turned her gaze toward Kaelen, who was standing at the console, his sharp gold eyes assessing the scene outside.

Kaelen blinked. “We can’t go out there without proper preparation. We are not Zaruxians, who apparently can endure this environment; the cold will snap you in half.”

“Then let’s get the proper preparation,” she snapped, her voice breaking with raw urgency. “He could be dying, Kaelen, and I’m not going to just sit here and do nothing while he’s out there alone.” Her hands clenched. “We’re getting him.”

Kaelen exhaled sharply, muttering something under his breath, but nodded. “Fine.” He strode toward the storage compartment at the back of the ship and pulled it open. He removed envo-suits for both of them and gave one to her. Its thick, insulated fabric was dark gray, lined with luminescent strips that pulsed faintly. “Put this on. I don’t know how we’re going to move him, though. He’s much larger in this form.”

Fivra snatched the suit and pulled it on over her clothes. “We’ll find a way.” They would. And if he was alive—he had to be alive—they’d get him well again. And, hopefully, back to his previous form.

Fivra sealed up her suit and donned a pair of boots and gloves designed to withstand extreme cold. She adjusted the integrated oxygen respirator over her face. Without another word, she crossed to the air lock and looked back at Kaelen. “Are you ready?”

Kaelen was at her side in moments. He took a weapon from a supply crate. “If the Axis left any stragglers, we’ll be wide open out there,” he warned her. His tone was sharp, but his movements were quick and efficient as he gripped the weapon. “Keep your head low, and for the love of the stars, don’t do anyth—”

Fivra didn’t wait for him to finish. She passed into the air lock. The outer hatch hissed open, and she stepped outside. She took one sharp inhale through the respirator as her boots crunched against the frosted surface. The stark, barren expanse stretched before her, but her gaze was locked on the spot where Cyprian had fallen.

“This way!” she shouted over her shoulder to Kaelen. Her voice was muffled and distorted by the respirator’s filter. Without waiting for his reply, she surged forward. Her legs pumped as she sprinted toward the wreckage.

Kaelen was hot on her heels. His longer stride quickly caught up. The roaring of her blood pumping through her veins drowned out everything. Craters and jagged rocks littered the icy terrain, making her footing precarious as she stumbled over uneven surfaces.

“Slow down,” Kaelen barked. A hand shot out to steady her as she nearly tripped over a shard of debris from one of the fallen Axis ships. “If you break your neck on the way there, he’ll definitely want to kill me.”

Fivra shook his hand off and pushed forward, and her heart froze at the sight before her. Cyprian’s dragon form lay crumpled on the ground. His crimson scales were marred by soot and cracks. His wings were battered and torn like a fallen banner in the wake of war. Steam rose from his massive body in tendrils, mingling with the dissipating dust.

“Cyprian.” Fivra’s voice was raw. She staggered toward him on shaking legs. Her breath came in uneven gasps through the respirator. Fear clawed at her throat, but she pressed on, her hands reaching out as she closed the distance between her and her mate.

Kaelen came to a halt behind her. His sharp gaze quickly sweeping their surroundings before falling to the massive figure sprawled before them. “Stars above, he’s still breathing,” he muttered, gripping his weapon tightly.

Fivra barely heard him as she collapsed to her knees beside Cyprian’s massive head. Her gloved hands trembled as they brushed against the edges of his scales. “Cyprian, it’s me. It’s Fivra.” Her voice cracked. Tears threatened to spill inside the envo-suit’s helmet. She pressed her hands firmly against his snout, feeling the faintest rise and fall of his slow, labored breaths.

“Come back to me,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “Please. I love you.”

His massive eyes, once molten silver with streaks of fire, remained closed. His mighty body, which had defied the Axis and the frozen temperatures of the moon, now lay still, as if the weight of the battle had finally crushed him. Fivra’s chest ached with a grief that threatened to consume her, but she couldn’t—wouldn’t—accept that this was the end.

“Do something,” she hissed at Kaelen, glancing over her shoulder with desperation.

Kaelen’s golden eyes softened as they shifted to Cyprian’s battered form. “I’m a smuggler, not a fekking healer. If we can get him on the ship, we can warm him up, but all I have is a basic medbay.”

Fivra turned back to Cyprian. Her hands traced over the ridges of his angular snout. Her knees protested at being pressed into the frozen ground, but Fivra ignored the discomfort. Overhead, the distant rumble of a ship’s thrusters cut through her focus. Slowly, she looked up with dread.

Kaelen’s sharp gaze snapped upward. “Fek me sideways,” he muttered, gripping his weapon and stepping closer to Fivra. “They’re landing.”

The ship that had appeared from nowhere to destroy the Axis vessels earlier now descended upon them. Up close, it was overwhelming in its magnitude. Unlike any ship she had ever seen, it shimmered faintly like liquid shadow. Its surface seemed to drink in what little light the moon offered. Giant stabilizers unfurled from its underside, sending massive blasts of hot air and steam across the barren surface as it began its landing sequence.

“Hmm.” Kaelen’s posture shifted. He positioned himself protectively near Fivra. “So, here’s hoping they’re friendly.”

Fivra didn’t respond. Her fingers dug into Cyprian’s scales. Her gaze locked on the massive ship as it settled into place. As the vibrations below her feet steadied, the ship released a loud, resonating hiss, and thick ramps began extending down from its hull. They weren’t like any docking ramps she’d seen—they were more like bridges, intricately patterned with ancient glyphs.

It wasn’t just the size of the ship that sent a chill racing down her spine. No, the reason her chest now felt impossibly tight was that the ship—it looked familiar. The sharp angles, the fortress-like structure carved into its sides. The massive metal doors seemed more like gates. This ship was an uncanny reflection of the overseer’s fortress back on her settlement.

Fivra’s breath stuttered in her chest. Her hands trembled. Was this a coincidence? A cruel trick of the universe? Or had the overseer found her, somehow, crossing the expanse of space to reappear in a moment she couldn’t make sense of?

Kaelen muttered behind her, his voice tight with suspicion. “That’s like no ship I’ve ever seen.”

Fivra’s pulse quickened as the ship’s massive metal doors split open. Out stepped two figures. The first was tall and broad, radiating an aura of control that made her gape in surprise. His wings—a deep, shimmering purple—spread out slightly, as if ready for an altercation. The angular lines of his face were so familiar it nearly stole her breath. It was him. The overseer.

That ship, that fortress-like design—it wasn’t just reminiscent of the overseer’s home. It was the same. The very same. But it wasn’t just him. The lone, distant figure from the settlement who’d always been in shadows was with another. Walking beside him was a smaller form. A feminine-shaped form. They were no less commanding, and entirely hidden beneath a sleek, full-body suit. The mask covering the being’s face was clear, but reflected a glare that made it impossible for Fivra to see a face. She tensed up as the two figures approached.

“No…” The word slipped from her lips, barely audible. Her body refused to move. No matter what happened, she’d stay with Cyprian. The overseer had no control over her here.

Fivra’s fingers curled around Cyprian’s arm as though holding him would anchor her to whatever reality she was witnessing. The overseer’s imposing purple wings caught the light. She couldn’t tear her eyes away. Every muscle in her body screamed for her to run, to hide, but she would hold her ground.

Beside her, Kaelen shifted. His golden eyes locked on the approaching figures and his grip tightened on his weapon. “Stay behind me,” he growled lowly. “If they make a move—”

But then the smaller figure broke away from the overseer. “Fivra?”

Kaelen let out a hiss. “How does that being know you?” He swung his weapon toward the female in the suit, causing the overseer to stop, spread his wings and shove the female behind him. Kaelen’s voice was sharp as a knife. “Don’t fekking move—”

“Wait.” Fivra’s voice cracked. She knew that voice. It was familiar. So painfully familiar.

She knew that stride. Knew it like the voice of an old friend calling across the wind. “Kaelen—put that weapon down.”

The figure leaned out from behind the overseer. The glare was gone, revealing a face Fivra never thought she’d see again.

Turi.

Her friend. Her strong, defiant, fiercely loyal friend from Settlement 112-1. Her face was the same one Fivra had spent nights talking to under the stars.

“Fivra?” Turi’s voice cracked. “Is that you?”

“Turi,” Fivra whispered, and stepped fully out from behind the overseer. Then, louder: “Turi!”

The dam holding Fivra in place broke. She surged to her feet. Her legs trembled beneath the weight of disbelief and sudden hope. All the fear, all the grief that had pressed against her chest evaporated because of a single, undeniable truth—Turi was alive. The others could be alive, too.

Without hesitation, without thinking, Fivra ran. Her boots crunched over the icy ground as she closed the distance between them. Turi’s face softened as tears streamed down her cheeks. At the last moment, her arms opened wide.

The impact of their embrace slammed into Fivra with a force that nearly knocked the breath from her lungs. The moon’s desolation, the massive ship hovering behind them, even Kaelen’s muttered curses—all of it faded into a blur. She hugged her friend fiercely, as if loosening her hold would make this moment disappear.

Fivra choked on her own sob. “I thought you—you were gone, Turi. They took us—sold us—I thought I’d never see you again.” Her words poured out in a broken rush, each syllable raw and tremulous.

Turi pulled back just enough to look at her, hands gripping Fivra’s arms as though she might slip away. Her green eyes burned bright. Though lined with fresh sorrow, they glimmered with the stubborn fire that Fivra had relied on during their darkest nights in the settlement. “I survived,” she said with watery defiance. “Ellion—the overseer—he saved me. He—” Her breath faltered, catching as she glanced toward the towering purple-winged male who quietly watched. His piercing silver eyes gleamed, and there was no missing the pure affection that passed between the two. “He’s not what we thought, Fiv. None of this is.”

Fivra followed Turi’s gaze toward the overseer—whose name was Ellion? She hadn’t known he had a name. The towering male had once been a figure of authority and untouchable power back at the settlement. He was still as imposing as she remembered. His wings, deep and shimmering like dusk on the horizon, moved slightly with the faintest pulse of energy. His sharp, angular face was unreadable, but his silver eyes were identical to Cyprian’s and they were locked on Cyprian’s unmoving form.

The overseer didn’t spare another glance at Turi or Fivra. His long strides carried him forward, closing the distance to Cyprian within moments. Fivra tensed. Her relief at seeing Turi alive and well quickly gave way to a ripple of unease. Why wasn’t he saying anything? This was the overseer—the same mysterious figure she and her people had feared and revered for years. And now he stood before Cyprian, still and silent, his gaze fixed with an intensity that made her heart race.

Fivra’s hands trembled at her sides. He moved deliberately, lowering to a knee and touching the ground with one hand while placing the other gingerly against the scorched scales of Cyprian’s chest.

“No,” Fivra whispered. The sound barely carried over the emptiness of the moon’s surface, but something in her broke free. The protective instinct flared inside her. She hesitated only for an instant before rushing forward. Turi’s lingering grasp fell away as she moved. Her heart hammered as her boots slid across the frosted ground until she dropped to her knees beside Cyprian, on the other side of the overseer.

“What do you want with him?” she asked, her gloved hand landing on Cyprian’s chest in a gesture both possessive and defiant. Her voice trembled. “Don’t hurt him.”

The overseer lifted his head slightly, his silver eyes flickering toward her. There was no malice in his gaze, no threat—only curiosity, mixed with something that felt much heavier, much older. He tilted his head, and his expression softened. Ellion smiled. His sharp features, so often cold and unreadable, seemed…gentle. It was a smile that disarmed Fivra, stripping away her prepared fear and defiance.

“I want only to meet him.” His deep voice was steady and calm, with the faintest hint of nerves. “To know him. I have never even seen another of my kind.”

“He hasn’t either.” Fivra relaxed a fraction. “Will he be okay?”

“Yes,” Ellion replied, placing his fingertips on Cyprian’s throat. “He is alive and will remain so, if I have any say in the matter. Are you his mate, Fivra?”

“I—I…yes.” How strange it felt to acknowledge it to this male. Even stranger to sit there and converse with him. But she lifted her chin, refusing to be intimidated. “I am.”

He smiled wider. “Good. Your mate is stronger than he looks. He needs rest, which will heal most of his wounds, and a bit of repair to his wings. The shift to his dragon form has drained him. He will revert to his two-legged form soon, though he will be weak and his body sore for a time. We should bring him back to my ship.”

Fivra watched him warily. Her hand still rested protectively on Cyprian’s massive chest. The faint rise and fall of his breathing beneath her gloves offered some comfort. Her voice came out strained, edged with suspicion. “You mean your fortress that can suddenly fly? I don’t know…” She could feel Kaelen step closer behind her, no doubt tracking the overseer’s every subtle movement.

“My ship isn’t going anywhere right now,” Kaelen said. “But that doesn’t mean we’re getting on that thing with you.” He nodded toward the massive ship.

The overseer’s gaze flicked back to Cyprian, lingering on the crimson scales that still glowed faintly with the embers of his fire. His wings shifted slightly, as if contemplating how best to answer. “He is safe with me,” the overseer said slowly, his voice heavy with meaning. “I will protect him with my life.”

Fivra’s breath left her in a shocked exhale. Her head turned toward Turi instinctively, searching for some confirmation in her friend’s expression, but Turi only nodded slightly, her green eyes cautious and somber. Fivra turned back to the overseer, her voice tremulous but insistent. “Why?”

“We learned there are others like me, and with you and the other four females who were taken, we became determined to find my people and yours.” His voice was quiet, reverent. “We intercepted an Axis transmission that mentioned a Zaruxian and a Terian on the run. I set an intercept course immediately, and we arrived in time to assist.” His silver-eyed gaze shifted to Kaelen, who listened but did not put his weapon away. The overseer’s voice remained calm and deliberate. “I give you my word. I will not harm either of you. Nor your smuggler companion.”

Kaelen’s golden eyes narrowed skeptically. His grip on his weapon stayed firm. “Forgive me if I don’t leap at the chance to trust the towering mass with wings and a fortress for a ship,” he said sharply, gesturing at the vessel behind them. His voice was rough, but there was an edge of caution, as though he were weighing the sincerity in the overseer’s words.

“Is this true?” Fivra asked Turi. She kept her hand pressed firmly against Cyprian’s chest. “The Axis ruled over our settlement for generations. They allowed… They endorsed suffering. The overseer was there among us. He was—”

“I know,” Turi said quietly. She reached out and took the overseer’s hand. “He was a guardian put on that mountain to enforce their rule. And for many cycles, he did. But the settlements overthrew the Axis’ rule. They’re free, thanks to Ellion.”

The overseer sighed—a sound deep and somber. “My actions—my presence—were conditioned and controlled, just as Cyprian’s were. The Axis makes tools of those they fear. They kept me isolated, distant, beholden to their directives. They tampered with my mind, with my instincts. I do not excuse my compliance, but I want you to understand: I was not free.”

“You were imprisoned.” Fivra’s voice softened slightly, though her skepticism remained. “Controlled, just like we were.”

The overseer’s wings shifted again, a restless ripple that sent a faint haze of frost scattering around him. “Yes. The Zaruxians under Axis control are not prisoners in the traditional sense. We are…assets. Tools molded to serve. They feared what we might become if our fire burned freely. They conditioned us, monitored us, and ensured our bonds to them were unbreakable—or so they believed.” His eyes rose from Cyprian’s form and settled back on Fivra. The weight in his gaze was heavy. Burdened. “Meeting Cyprian was no coincidence. The Axis must have feared the bond forming between Zaruxians and Terians was more than anecdotal. And they were right.”

“That corroborates what I have heard,” Kaelen said. Finally, he slipped his weapon back into its holder on his hip.

Turi stepped forward, her hand brushing Fivra’s arm. “He’s telling the truth,” she breathed. “He’s the only reason I’m still alive.”

Fivra didn’t know how to feel. Her heart swayed between disbelief, anger, and the slow, creeping understanding that perhaps she and Cyprian weren’t the only ones tangled in the Axis’ web of control and manipulation.

Kaelen crossed his arms. “I intercepted a few reports of my own. You made out a lot better than the inmates you were watching over.”

The overseer’s eyes turned to Kaelen. There was no hostility in his expression, merely a deep, endless weariness. “It was…survival,” he admitted. “At first.” His wings drooped slightly, his posture losing some of its imposing rigidity. “But they erased my memories when I defied their commands. A Zaruxian’s fire burns brighter, stronger, when it ignites for a mate. That bond allowed me to break free of them for good. That bond can make others rebel, as well.”

Fivra stared at him, her breath catching in her throat. The words echoed in her mind. The bond she felt with Cyprian—it was undeniable, elemental. It was as if the very core of her being had been rewired to respond to his presence. “They did not know,” she whispered. The weight of the overseer’s revelation settled like a stone in her chest. “When we were auctioned off, it was just business, but we wound up finding Zaruxians. And two now have rejected the Axis’ control.”

The overseer nodded, solemn but firm. “Now they’re trying to extinguish fires before they can truly burn. But they underestimated something, Fivra.” His eyes flickered to Turi briefly, then back to Cyprian’s massive form. “The fire in us cannot be controlled forever. Bonds like yours with Cyprian—like mine with Turi—are more than mere biology. They are inexorable. A force that even the Axis, for all their might, cannot hope to contain.”

Her gaze turned to Cyprian, whose still form was far too quiet for Fivra’s liking. She needed him to wake up, to be here. “We need to move him inside.”

The overseer moved closer to Cyprian with deliberate grace, his wings settling slightly tighter against his back as he shifted onto one knee beside the fallen dragon’s immense form. With a level of reverence that surprised Fivra, he placed a hand against Cyprian’s long neck, feeling out the faint rhythm of his still-beating heart. “The fire inside him is growing,” he murmured, almost as if speaking to himself. “He is healing, but you’re right. We cannot wait for him to recover.”

“Agreed,” Kaelen grunted. His golden eyes darted between the ship and the horizon. “We’re exposed if the Axis sends reinforcements. They don’t take missing contingents lightly.”

“The fortress is equipped with cloaking arrays,” the overseer replied evenly. “If we return to orbit, we’ll disappear from their scans before an alert can spread. For now, trust that the Axis will be more focused on containment than retaliation. They’ll prioritize suppressing word of their failure here—they don’t want allies rising up in defiance.”

Kaelen let out a low whistle and muttered under his breath, “Stars and smoke, you really are an ex-Axis officer. You speak their language too well.”

Ignoring Kaelen, the overseer’s attention shifted back to Fivra, his expression unexpectedly gentle. “May I carry him?”

Fivra’s eyes widened at the quiet request. He was asking her permission? “Yes.” She raised her head, reminding herself that Ellion was not the overseer any longer. He was not in charge of her, or even Turi. Fivra was the mate of a Zaruxian, and that made her pretty fekking powerful.


TWENTY


Cyprian

Cyprian blinked. Soft, muted light from an unfamiliar room surrounded him. He shifted in the soft bed he lay in, then stiffened with a wince. Everything ached, from the tips of his wings to his feet and everything in between.

His senses slowly adjusted. The air was thick with an unfamiliar scent—something floral yet earthy. Massive metal walls surrounded him. The room bore the unmistakable mark of elegance. Its architecture was a blend of strength and warmth, and was familiar to him in a way that made his chest ache. A slow unease crept through him.

He tried to sit up, but a wave of fatigue washed over him and a gentle hand splayed on his chest, pressing him back into the plush bedding. “Easy, now,” said a soft feminine voice. “You’ve been through a lot, my love.”

“Fivra?” His voice came out hoarse and raw, as if he hadn’t used it in ages. He turned his head to see Fivra nestled against him. Her pink hair spilled over the pillow. The sight of her brought a rush of relief but also a painful reminder of everything that had transpired. “Where the fek are we?”

This was a far cry from his office, and certainly not Erovik. His mind flickered with fragmented memories of battles fought, dragon fire unleashed in a chaotic rage. And then she appeared beside him.

A slow smile spread across her face. “We’re glad you’re awake.” She shifted closer, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “You’re safe now.”

A frantic rush of memories collided within him—shouts, the screeching of ships, the taste of ash and flame. “What happened?” he rasped, blinking at her as he forced his mind to clear. “Where are we?” he asked again.

Fivra sat up straighter. “We’re in Ellion’s fortress ship, on our way to Kaelen’s outpost,” she explained. “After you… Well, after you fell, we made it to his ship. He carried you here to his home, and we took off before more Axis ships could arrive.”

Cyprian’s brow furrowed as he took in her words. “Who is Ellion?”

“Ellion is the overseer of my old settlement. The other Zaruxian I told you about. He found us and helped you defeat the Axis ship.” She raised her brows. “You wouldn’t have survived without his help.”

Cyprian’s scales shivered with unease. He didn’t like the idea of being indebted to anyone, even if it was one of his own kind. And this was not the kind of debt that was easily repaid. “What does he want?”

“He wants to offer you his protection,” Fivra said. “The Axis will send agents after us.”

The implications lodged like ice in Cyprian’s chest. “Of course they are. And they know I’m here protecting you.”

Cyprian noticed Fivra’s gaze drift past him and a look of communication in her expression, as if addressing someone unspoken. His instincts roared to life. His wings twitched beneath the layers of blanket and fatigue weighed him down. Slowly—cautiously—he turned his head toward the shadows pooling in the corner of the room.

There, partially obscured by the warm amber light, a figure sat in a high-backed chair. The outline was unmistakable: broad shoulders layered with deep, shimmering purple scales. Massive wings were folded neatly behind him, their intricate membrane glowing faintly in the dim light. The figure sat with a calm yet unerring presence, statuesque and impossible to ignore. The overseer—Ellion. Another Zaruxian.

For a precarious moment, the room tilted. Cyprian’s chest tightened as an ancient, primal jolt surged through him. He’d never seen another of his kind, not in his entire existence under the Axis, not once in the cycles he’d been confined to Erovik. And now, before him, sat another Zaruxian—a mirror image of what he was, but also something very different.

“You…” Cyprian’s voice was strained, gravelly with the force of suppressed emotion. His silver eyes locked onto Ellion’s, sharp and molten, as if to peel apart every layer of the male without a single word. “You’re real.”

Ellion inclined his head ever so slightly—as if acknowledging a truth neither of them knew how to articulate. His silver gaze was steady, but bright with curiosity and barely concealed awe. “And so are you, Cyprian.”

The silence between them crackled, heavy and profound. For a moment, Cyprian’s breath hitched. His shoulders felt heavy under the weight of something he couldn’t name. It wasn’t just the shock of seeing another like himself—it was the soul-deep recognition that he wasn’t alone. For cycles, he’d believed himself to be the only one of his kind, but now another male with Zaruxian fire in his veins looked back at him—not as a stranger, but as kin.

“You… You were from Fivra’s settlement,” Cyprian said finally, his voice low but certain. “The overseer of their colony.”

Ellion’s gaze didn’t waver, though there was the faintest flicker of something in his silver eyes—remorse, perhaps, or understanding. “I was,” he said simply, the weight of the admission sinking into the room. “I oversaw the settlement for generations, bound by the will of the Axis. But I was as much a prisoner as the Terians I governed.”

Cyprian’s wings twitched against the bedding, and he couldn’t stop himself from sitting up. Fatigue be damned. “Bound?” he echoed, his voice sharp, laced with skepticism. “You were on a mountain, in a fortress they revered. You held their lives in your hands. And you call it bondage?”

Ellion’s shoulders tensed, his wings shifting slightly. “I do,” he said evenly, though his baritone carried an edge that Cyprian recognized all too well—the sting of shame buried beneath pride. “The Axis controlled my mind, my instincts—my very fire. Like you, I served them without question, not knowing what or who I truly was. My choices were theirs. My freedom stolen before I even understood what it meant to have it.”

Disbelief warred with the anger surging in Cyprian’s chest. He clenched his fists, his claws digging into the mattress. He couldn’t reconcile the careful, watchful male before him with the overseer Fivra had described—the distant figure who had enforced the Axis’ laws with cold efficiency.

Ellion leaned forward. “When we brought you into the fortress, you were depleted and wounded. Do you know why the Axis found you so easily?”

Cyprian stiffened as he recalled Xryvos’ words on the moon’s surface. “I was tracked.” He shook his head sharply, frustration curling through him as the lingering fatigue tugged at his mind. “An implant, that Axis inspector said.”

Ellion rose from his seat and stepped closer, moving with the careful grace of a predator who knew the strength of his presence. Slowly, he reached out, palm upwards. In the center of it was a small, metal cylindrical object. “Before you woke, we found this and disabled it.”

Cyprian stared at the thing with dread. “That was in my head?”

“Yes,” Ellion began, his voice low but resonant. “These are small, easily concealed, and not detectable without specific tools. It allowed the Axis to track you. Every movement, every breath you took, they knew where you were.”

Cyprian’s silver eyes narrowed, his breathing deepening as the weight of Ellion’s words bore down on him. His claws flexed again, digging into his thighs as a low rumble stirred within his chest. “You removed it?” he rasped, his mind racing at the thought of something so invasive—so violating—within his own body.

Ellion nodded, his wings folding tighter against his back. “These devices are their leash, their chain. Without it, they lose their ability to find you, to summon you back into their fold. You’re free from their watch now, Cyprian.”

The words should have brought him relief, but instead, a deep rage burned in his chest. Free? Was he ever free? He raised a hand to the base of his own neck, fingers trembling as they traced the scales there and felt a raised line where an incision was healing. The idea that such an implant had been in his body. That his movements, his very existence, had been monitored—ignited a fire as hot as his dragon flames.

Ellion turned slightly, exposing the back of his neck with a deliberate motion. He brushed back his hair and exposed a scar etched into the flesh. The mark pulsed faintly, a reminder of something both invasive and insidious. “I had an implant, too, but it did far more than track me.”

Cyprian’s mouth went dry. “What did it do?”

Ellion’s voice was calm but weighted, as if the truth were hard even for him to share. “For those of us the Axis deem unruly, the implants do more than simple tracking. They are a means of control. A way of ensuring obedience.”

Cyprian’s silver eyes snapped up, a growl rumbling low in his throat. “Control? How?”

Ellion’s jaw tightened. “They tamper with memory. Every act of defiance, every flicker of our will, is erased. They wipe away the fire before it can roar. I lost years—many cycles—to their…adjustments. They turned me into their puppet, stripped me of any autonomy. I’d wake knowing only what they wanted me to know. Believing their lies about loyalty, purpose, and obligation.”

The words hit Cyprian like a boulder crushing his chest. A memory flickered unbidden to the surface—one he hadn’t considered in centuries. The strange fog he often felt during his early days in Erovik, periods of blankness where moments escaped him, where he’d awaken unsure of what time had passed or why certain orders felt ingrained, unshakable. He’d brushed them off as the price of efficiency, the strange ways of the Axis’ rigorous structure. But now…

“They did that to me,” he whispered, his voice raw. His hand clenched at the base of his neck, searching, desperate to find something—anything—that explained the blank spaces and his loyalty to an empire he hated. “All this time…”

Ellion’s gaze softened, a flicker of recognition sparking in his silver eyes. “Perhaps not as severely as they did to me,” he said, stepping closer again. “You were valued differently. You weren’t seen as a risk until now. Perhaps they allowed you more freedom because you had a role they believed demanded civility—a director, civilized and polished. A Zaruxian mirage they could use to appease their elite clients. But make no mistake, Cyprian, they left you just enough leash to fulfill their needs. You were never free. None of us were.”

Cyprian’s pulse thundered in his veins as Ellion’s words crawled through him like venomous spiders. His wings twitched against the bedding. Fivra was quiet and watchful beside him. Her hand was a soft reminder of what was important. Of what he would do anything to protect.

“It’s okay, Cyprian,” she said. “You didn’t have a choice. None of us did.”

But they had taken his life—his choices—and molded it to their whims. Every sharp-edged memory that didn’t quite fit, every unexplained pause in his mind—they weren’t design flaws in his memory or character. They were deliberate manipulations.

And he had allowed it by obeying. Fek.

“Why didn’t I—why couldn’t I realize?” Cyprian growled. The weight of it all pressed down on his chest. “The…loyalty to a place I never questioned. If I’d known—”

“They insured you didn’t,” Ellion said softly. His hand rested briefly on Cyprian’s arm, a gesture that was surprisingly grounding. “I believe the only reason you saw the cracks—felt the edges of your cage—is because of her.” He lifted his head to glance at Fivra.

Cyprian turned his head to meet Fivra’s gaze. Her aqua eyes were soft and unwavering under the weight of what Ellion was suggesting. Even with all the chaos that had led them here—with the revelations hanging in the air like a charged cloud—she hadn’t faltered. She held his gaze like a lifeline.

Fivra pressed her lips together. She crouched closer, her body barely brushing against his side as though hoping her touch alone could anchor him. “Ellion and Turi told me that bonds like ours ignite something even the Axis can’t control. They didn’t account for love.”

Cyprian’s chest tightened as Ellion stepped back, giving him the space to process his words. The room seemed to press inward. Fivra’s hand was still warm against his arm—a touch that tethered to reality.

Ellion’s silver eyes glinted sharply. He clasped his hands behind his back, his wings folding with smooth precision as he spoke. “Cyprian, I believe we are not alone. You and I are only two. There are more Zaruxians still under Axis control, and Terian females who were sold in that auction. They’re scattered across penal colonies, stations, or other cloaked operations, but they are out there—trapped in the same chains that once bound us.”

Cyprian inhaled sharply. His fire surged at the idea of others like him, others unaware of what had been stolen from them. The Axis had molded those like him into instruments of power, but what would happen if those instruments ripped apart the hand that wielded them?

“You’re certain?” he asked, his voice calmer now but edged with skepticism. “How many others are there? And what makes you think they’re not broken beyond saving?”

“If we are not broken, they are not broken,” Ellion said firmly. His tone was soft but unyielding, as though he, too, wrestled with the weight of his resolve. “I lived it, Cyprian. I did things…unspeakable things because of the Axis’ grip on me. And yet here I stand, scarred but whole. The Zaruxian fire is more resilient than you know. It burns even when doused, waiting for the spark to reignite.”

Cyprian’s hands flexed. His joints ached from the trauma of his recent transformation. “And this spark—you’re convinced it has something to do with…mates.”

Ellion inclined his head slightly. “I am.” His eyes flicked briefly to Fivra before settling back on Cyprian. “In all my cycles under the Axis, I was conditioned to be a hunter, a guardian, an enforcer—but not a partner. The bond I share with Turi was surprising. It fractured the Axis’ hold on me. Something deep within us responds to our mate’s presence in a way the Axis cannot suppress.” He paused, his voice growing softer, touched with regret. “It was Turi’s courage, her unwavering fire, that reignited my own.”

Cyprian turned to Fivra, his gaze softening. His mate. Every word Ellion spoke struck a chord so resonant it almost physically hurt. “You’re saying…they can’t control us, as long as we’re bonded?”

Ellion nodded, stepping closer again. “We’re stronger when we’re bonded. It weakens their ability to manipulate us. Through our mates, we reclaim pieces stolen from us—our autonomy, our instincts, even our memories. The Axis fears this bond because it disrupts their control more effectively than any weapon. They’ve underestimated it, declaring it a biological anomaly rather than a rebellion born from the soul.” His voice lowered. “The fire we carry is ours to share. It strengthens not just us, but those we’re bound to.”

Cyprian’s gaze returned to Fivra. Her beautiful eyes watched him with a mixture of hope and worry. His heart swelled with gratitude—and no small amount of terror. Everything Ellion said made sense when he looked at her. She hadn’t just saved him from loneliness or given him a reason to fight. She had shattered the darkness within him, redefined the very core of his existence.

He took her hand in his. “You saved me, Fivra,” he murmured. “Not just today, not just now—always.”

Her lips quivered with a faint smile, eyes glistening, though she said nothing. She didn’t need to.

Ellion cleared his throat, giving them a moment before continuing, his purple wings shifting ever so slightly. “I’ve made it my mission to find the others. To free them. To share what we’ve uncovered. But I cannot do this alone. You, Cyprian, and your mate—you have both seen the depths of the Axis’ cruelty. You have felt it.” His gaze intensified. “Help me find them, and together, we could learn what happened to our people. We could be the spark that sets others free.”

Cyprian stared at Ellion. The weight of the request pressed heavy against his chest. Part of him just wanted to hide away in a corner of the galaxy with Fivra, put everything behind them, and just be together. But Ellion’s words offered a path Cyprian hadn’t considered—one fraught with danger, sacrifice, and uncertainty. And yet, it also held something he hadn’t dared to hope for: purpose. The idea of finding others, of shattering the Axis’ control over his kind, was a worthy goal. It was certainly more meaningful than anything he’d done in his life thus far.

But there was Fivra. His mate, his heart. She had already endured so much because of him. How could he ask her to do this? His hand tightened around hers as he turned to her, searching her face. “Fivra…this isn’t just about me. This fight would be ours, and I won’t choose it for you. What do you want?”

“I want to find my missing friends.” Her voice was steady. “What the Axis did to me, to you, to all of us—it’s wrong. And if joining Ellion means stopping them from doing to others what they’ve done to us, then…I’m in, Cyprian. Always.”

Her words brought a fierce warmth to his chest. She had always been strong, but this was a new side of Fivra. He turned back to Ellion, his jaw set. His dragon fire rippled just below the surface. “We’ll join you,” he said firmly. “But this isn’t blind loyalty. We make decisions together.”

Ellion’s lips tightened into something that almost resembled a smile. It wasn’t broad, but it carried with it a weight of gratitude, as though he had expected resistance but found an ally instead. “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he replied. “You are not soldiers, Cyprian. Neither you nor your mate. But you are a force the Axis cannot comprehend. And that’s why we will win.”


TWENTY-ONE


Fivra

Kaelen’s hidden outpost was nestled within the jagged terrain of a rogue planet. It stretched out across the uneven rock like a web. The planet’s surface was a patchwork of glowing veins—minerals or gases that snaked through its crust in fiery ribbons of gold, red, and blue. Jagged peaks and ravines crisscrossed the landscape. The outpost itself blended into this chaotic beauty. Its structures were carved into the rocky terrain. Some buildings dug deep within the cliffs, while others molded into the land as if they were natural formations.

“Wow, Kaelen,” Fivra said. “This is like a city.”

Kaelen crossed his arms. His sharp golden eyes gazed through the viewport of the fortress ship’s command center. “I never said I wasn’t good at hiding,” he replied with a grin. “Ravak Outpost isn’t just hidden—it’s a fortress. The outpost’s cloak extends deep into the planet’s crust. Even if the Axis managed to get ships within scanning range, all they’d detect is rock and mineral deposits. They could scan this planet for centuries and never detect us.”

“Good thing, too,” Turi added from her spot near the corner, where she leaned casually against a wall. Her distinctive green eyes glinted with humor. Reuniting with Turi had been like another homecoming. She and her friend had spent cycles catching up and sharing stories while Cyprian recovered. Turi had stared openmouthed when Fivra told her about living at Erovik. For two females from a farming community, their lives had taken surprising turns. “Otherwise, I doubt you’d be enjoying reunions and offers of rebellion.” Turi winked at Fivra.

Ellion closed his hands behind his back as he observed the outpost, his sharp silver gaze studying its every detail. “It’s impressive.” His voice was calm but carried a weight of approval that Fivra suspected didn’t come easily.

Cyprian stood silently beside her. His strength had returned and his wounds had healed during the four cycles it had taken them to reach Kaelen’s home. The ship they’d lost on the moon was still there, for now, but Kaelen had sent a recovery crew to retrieve it. He liked that ship.

Ellion’s fortress descended beneath a series of jagged overhangs that concealed the outpost from above. He had a small crew of beings called Hecrons, who were large and had fur that trailed from their head, down their spine, and who piloted the behemoth ship with ease.

Fivra caught glimpses of towers rising from the rock, each adorned with beacons that pulsed with soft amber glows. Beneath those subtle warnings were rows of defensive turrets tucked discreetly into the rock. Their barrels gleamed faintly under the planet’s flickering light. Fivra couldn’t help but feel a mixture of awe and relief. This wasn’t just a hidden sanctuary—it was a stronghold, fortified and formidable. For the first time in what felt like ages, she allowed herself a sliver of hope.

The fortress landed on the outpost’s primary docking bay, a cavernous space carved into the side of a cliff. The walls were reinforced with a patchwork of metal plating and rock. Glowing veins of the planet’s minerals provided an eerie ambience. The docking bay teemed with life—beings of all shapes, sizes, and species moved about with purpose. Some carried crates stamped with markings Fivra didn’t recognize, others tinkered with small vessels suspended midair by magnetic fields. The sounds of a typical docking bay filled the air, punctuated by the sharp hiss of steam vents and the occasional clatter of tools.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Kaelen declared as the Hecrons powered down the ship’s engines. “Ravak Outpost. Not much to look at on the outside, but it’s what’s below the surface that counts.”

Ellion moved toward the ship’s hatch with his characteristically measured steps, his purple wings shifting slightly. “If we’re to make allies here, we must tread carefully,” he said, his voice even but firm. “Trust is not easily given in places like this.”

“I’ll handle the introductions,” Kaelen replied with a casual wave of his hand. “These are my people. And they’re not in the business of asking too many questions.”

Fivra followed as Kaelen led the group down the ship’s ramp and into the docking bay.

As they moved toward the exit, a figure ran through the opening in a burst of bright color. It took Fivra a moment to realize that it was a female—wild hair of every color that seemed to move like tentacles, a flowing dress of layered, multihued silks, and a long, lithe form that closed the distance between them swiftly.

“Kaelen!” she squealed and launched herself into the smuggler’s arms.

He grinned and caught her deftly, apparently used to this type of greeting. She wrapped her arms and legs around him and they kissed deeply, oblivious to everyone around them.

“Xentia,” Kaelen said when he came up for air. “We have guests.”

She looked up and blinked at Fivra, Turi, Ellion, and Cyprian. Her stunning face quirked into a mischievous smile when she laid eyes on Cyprian. “You brought the director here?”

“Not the director anymore, love,” Kaelen said. “He’s not on the Axis’ good side anymore.”

“About time,” she said cheekily, not budging from her spot, wrapped around Kaelen. “Welcome to our little paradise.”

“Thank you, Xentia,” Cyprian said smoothly. “I’m glad to see you well and happy.”

“Oh, I am.” She pressed another hard kiss to Kaelen’s mouth. “Now you are sticking around for a while,” she said to her mate. “I have plans for us.”

“Hmm. Let’s get our guests settled in their rooms first,” Kaelen said, placing her on the floor, but keeping an arm locked around her waist. He led them to the corridor toward the guest quarters.

Cyprian pulled Fivra close as they walked behind Ellion and Turi. One hand drifted to her bottom and squeezed. “I have plans for us, too.”

Her skin shivered with anticipation. “You’re still recovering, Cyprian,” she said with a grin. “You mustn’t hurt yourself.”

He leaned close to her ear. “It hurts to be near you and not have you. I can’t wait any longer.”

Neither could she.


TWENTY-TWO


Fivra

Their room was spacious and well appointed. A narrow window ran the length of the room, giving a view of the vivid landscape. A large bed sat dead center in the room, like a huge beacon. Cyprian closed the door behind them. For a moment, neither of them moved. The quiet hum of the outpost was the only sound that filled the air. Fivra’s skin tingled with anticipation. Every nerve was alight as Cyprian took a slow, purposeful step toward her.

“You’ve been so brave.” Cyprian’s voice was a deep rumble that resonated through her chest. His wings flared slightly as he closed the distance between them. “I don’t think you realize how much you mean to me.”

Her breath held as he raised a hand. His fingers brushed against her cheek with aching tenderness. His touch sent a delicious shiver over her skin. She burned where his fingertips grazed. The sensation was sharp and electric. “Cyprian…” Her voice trembled with emotion.

He cupped her face with both hands. His thumbs traced the line of her jaw. The intensity in his molten eyes pinned her in place. “I almost lost you,” Cyprian said. “And every moment we’re together, every moment I can hold you, I…”

His words faded, replaced by the heat of his lips crushing down on hers. The kiss was deep and passionate. Fivra melted against him. She clutched the front of his shirt as if afraid he might pull away. His lips were demanding, yet reverent, moving over hers with a hunger that left her breathless.

Cyprian growled low in his throat. The sound moved through her as his hands slid down her neck, over her shoulders, tracing the curve of her waist. He pulled her closer, pressing their bodies together until there was no space left between them. The heat of him seeped through her garments, warming her from the inside out and making her forget everything but him. She tilted her head, giving herself to the kiss, letting her lips part as his tongue teased hers, exploring, tasting, claiming her in a way that left her trembling.

Her hands roamed his chest, marveling at the solid planes of muscle beneath the thin fabric of his shirt. She wanted to touch his bare skin, to feel every line, every ridge, every piece of him that had burned itself into her heart. Her fingers found the hem of his shirt, grasping it in a silent plea.

He broke the kiss, only just pulling back to search her face. His silver eyes blazed with a heat that made her stomach knot with longing. “Fivra,” he murmured, his voice thick with restraint. “I want you so much, but I don’t want to rush you—”

“Shush,” she breathed, cutting him off. Her hands tightened on the fabric. “I want this. I want you.”

A low rumble escaped him and in one smooth motion, he pulled his shirt over his head, revealing the expanse of his sculpted chest. His skin glinted faintly in the warm light, the crimson veins of his dragon scales just visible beneath the surface. The sight stole her breath. He was magnificent—powerful, primal, yet so achingly tender as he reached for her.

His hands found the closure of her tunic. His movements were smooth as he undid the fastenings. Her skin tingled as the fabric fell away, exposing her body to the warmth of the room and the caress of his gaze. He made no move to touch her right away. Instead, his silver eyes traced every curve, every line. The intensity in his expression made her shiver, but it wasn’t from the cold—it was from the way he looked at her, as though she were the most precious thing in the universe.

“You’re beautiful,” Cyprian said, his voice a low rasp that sent a thrill coursing through her. His large hands spanned her waist. His thumbs brushed against her bare skin. “You take my breath away, Fivra.”

Her cheeks flushed with heat, a mix of shyness and molten desire. The way Cyprian looked at her unraveled her completely. Her hands, trembling slightly, found their way to his chest. The heat of his skin under her palms was intoxicating. The ridges of muscles were alive beneath her touch. She swallowed hard. “And you’re…perfect,” she whispered, her voice barely audible, her every sense consumed by him.

His lips quirked in a small, tender smile—raw, genuine. He leaned down and kissed her again, slower this time, savoring the taste of her. Fivra moaned softly into the kiss, the sound sending a ripple of tension through Cyprian’s body. She felt the strength in him—the way he trembled under her touch. The way he held himself back, as though worried he might break her if he wasn’t careful.

But she didn’t want careful. She wanted him wild, unrestrained, and hers.

Her hands slid up his chest, grazing over his strong shoulders and around his neck, fingers threading through the silken strands of his hair. She pulled him closer, deepening their kiss. Her body pressed flush against his. Her breasts, bare now, met the hard planes of his chest, sending sparks of heat crackling through her. She felt his restraint unraveling, the barely leashed hunger radiating from him.

Cyprian groaned, low and guttural. “Fivra,” he rasped, his hands shifting to her hips, holding her in place as though anchoring himself. “If you keep this up…”

“I want you to lose control,” she whispered. “Please, Cyprian.”

His eyes darkened, the silver turning molten, and his wings flared wide behind him. His touch remained gentle as he guided her backward. The backs of her knees hit the edge of the bed, and he lowered her onto it. The bedding was cool against her back, unlike the heat of the male above her.

Cyprian hovered over her. His body was an elegant, predatory sweep as he braced himself on his arms. His wings arched on either side of them like an enveloping cocoon, shielding her from the outside world. From everything but him. His heated gaze made her chest tighten with want. Slowly, he lowered himself. His lips hovered over her neck. His breath was warm against her skin.

He pressed a kiss to the hollow of her throat, soft at first, then firmer as his lips traveled the column of her neck. His teeth nipped at her shoulder, earning a gasp that morphed into a moan. His hands began their exploration as they glided over her skin. He traced the curve of her waist, the line of her hips, and the soft swell of her thighs. When his fingers brushed between her legs, pressing lightly against the heat of her, her hips bucked instinctively, seeking more. Her breath hitched. A sharp whimper of pleasure escaped her lips.

“Fek, Fivra,” Cyprian groaned. His fingers slid against her slick folds, testing her response, drawing circles that set her body alight. “You’re so wet for me.”

Her only answer was a broken moan as she arched into his touch. She clutched at his shoulders, her nails digging in as a plea for more. Cyprian obliged. His fingers delved deeper, exploring her heat, teasing her until she was writhing beneath him, her body trembling with need. Every stroke sent ripples through her, coiling the tension in her belly tighter and tighter until she exploded at his touch. Lights danced behind her closed eyelids. Sensation burst on her skin. She throbbed against him, soaking in every lick of pleasure. If this was how it would always be between them, she was the luckiest female in the galaxy.

But then, the loss of his touch left her bereft, and she whimpered in protest. He chuckled softly, the sound low and rich with affection. “Patience, my love,” he murmured, his lips brushing her ear. “We are only beginning.”

Fivra’s breath came in short, shallow bursts as she watched him rise to his knees between her thighs. He reached for his pants. His gaze never left hers as he stripped them away, revealing himself fully to her. Her eyes widened as she took him in—all of him. She’d seen him naked before, but had begun to doubt the reality of it. He was magnificent, his powerful body taut with restrained desire, his ridged cock jutting hard and proud from his abdomen.

Her lips parted. Anticipation and awe flooded her senses. He reached down, his hand wrapping around his length as he stroked himself slowly, never breaking eye contact. His movements were deliberate, a silent display of his need for her.

“Fivra,” he murmured, his voice thick like molten metal. “You are everything.” His free hand trailed up her thigh, leaving a path of heat in its wake, until it rested lightly on her hip. “I don’t want to rush this.”

He leaned forward, guiding himself to her entrance. The heat of him brushed against her, and her breath caught. She arched her hips toward him, inviting him in. Her body trembled with excitement. He paused, holding himself poised at her slick entrance. His gaze searched hers.

“You’re ready?” he murmured in a low growl.

“Yes.” Her voice was nothing more than a breath. “I need you, Cyprian. All of you.”

Her words sent a shudder through him. He lowered himself slightly. His powerful body caged hers as his lips claimed hers again. The kiss was intoxicating as he slid inside of her.

The stretch was exquisite. He moved slowly. His cock filled her inch by agonizing inch. Her fingers dug into his back. Her breathing was ragged as she gasped beneath him. The feeling of him inside her was unlike anything she had ever experienced—intense, intimate, and all-consuming. She was overwhelmed by the sensation of being utterly and completely his.

“Fek, you’re so tight,” Cyprian groaned, his voice strained as he fought for control. “Fivra…you’re perfect.”

She whimpered as he seated himself fully inside her, their bodies pressed together. The stretch, the fullness, the way he seemed to mold to her—it was almost too much, and yet, exactly what she needed. He stilled for a moment. His arms bracketed her face as he held her gaze, allowing her body to adjust to the coupling. She could see the taut line of restraint in his jaw, the sweat beading on his brow as he waited for her signal to continue.

“Move,” she ordered. “Now, Cyprian, I need you.”

Her words shattered the last thread of restraint holding him back. He exhaled raggedly and began to move, pulling out slowly before pressing back into her. His pace was measured at first, each thrust an exploration of pleasure and connection. The friction elicited noises from her lips, and she tilted her hips toward him, aching for more, for everything he could give her.

Cyprian groaned low in his throat. “Fivra,” he murmured. “You feel…incredible.”

Her body responded instinctively by wrapping her legs around his hips to pull him closer, deeper. Her fingertips explored the expanse of his back—the ridges of his muscles, the faint texture of his scales, and the thick, corded muscles that supported his massive wings. The sheer heat of him was intoxicating. Nothing else existed but the rhythm of their bodies moving together.

He picked up his pace, hips driving into her with a power that bordered on feral. His wings flared above them, catching the low light and enveloping them in crimson and shadow.

Her hands slid to his face, cupping his cheeks as her gaze locked onto his. The intensity in his eyes stole her breath. The molten silver swirled with emotions too vast to name. Love. Desire. Possession. Devotion. All of it, raw and unyielding, was written in his gaze as he drove into her with purpose.

“I love you, Fivra,” he whispered, his voice trembling with the weight of his feelings. His movements slowed, his thrusts deepening. “You’re my everything.”

Her heart swelled. Tears pricked her eyes. “I love you too, Cyprian,” she breathed, her voice thick with emotion. “I’m yours.”

The words seemed to unleash something within him. His movements grew faster, more fervent, as he chased their mutual release. Fivra’s world narrowed to the sensation of him—the way he filled her, the way he moved above her, the way his body fit perfectly against hers, as though they had been crafted for each other. Every thrust sent shockwaves of pleasure rippling through her. Her cries mingled with his guttural groans, the room thick with the sound of their love and the heat of their passion.

Cyprian’s hand slipped between their bodies, his fingers finding the sensitive bundle of nerves at her core. He pressed against it and her body arched into his touch, her hips rolling to meet his thrusts as the tension coiling in her belly grew tighter, hotter, more all-consuming.

“Fek, Fivra.” His voice turned ragged as his control began to fray. His wings trembled, the crimson membranes glowing faintly with the power thrumming through him. “I can feel you… You’re so close.”

She was—so close it was almost unbearable. Her nails raked down his back. The sharpness of her own need was a desperate, aching thing, and she clung to him like he was her anchor, the only thing keeping her tethered in the storm of sensation that threatened to sweep her away.

“Cyprian!” she cried out as her release hit her like a supernova, exploding through every nerve in her body. Her walls clamped down on him, pulling him deeper as waves of pleasure rolled through her, leaving her gasping and writhing beneath him.

Her orgasm unraveled him. With a guttural roar, his hips slammed forward one final time, burying himself as deeply as he could. He spilled into her with hot, pulsating intensity. His body shook with the force of his release.

For a long moment, neither of them moved. Cyprian’s heavy breaths mingled with Fivra’s soft gasps as the aftershocks of their shared pleasure lingered in the air. His forehead pressed against hers. His silver eyes were half-lidded and languid. His hands cradled her face, as if she were the most precious thing in existence.

His lips brushed against hers in a featherlight kiss. “You’re everything, Fivra. You’re my world.”

Fivra’s heart swelled at his words. Her body still thrummed with their passion. She tangled her fingers in his hair, pulling him into another kiss, filled with all the love she could ever hope to convey. Their lips moved together as the warmth of his body surrounded her, protecting her, grounding her.

When the kiss ended, she gazed into his silver eyes. Her hand brushed along the sharp line of his jaw. “You’ve always made me feel safe, Cyprian. But tonight, you made me feel…whole. Complete. Like I belong.”

He closed his eyes briefly, his breath shuddering. When he opened them again, the tenderness there made her throat tighten. “You do belong. With me. Always.” He cupped her cheek, his thumb gently tracing her flushed skin. “I will spend every moment I have proving that you’re cherished, Fivra. That you’re loved completely.”

Fivra smiled. Her exhaustion melted into contentment as she nuzzled her face into his hand. For so long, she had felt adrift, disconnected from the life once forced upon her. But here, in Cyprian’s arms, she had found her anchor. Her home.

Slowly, Cyprian shifted, pulling her close as he lay back against the pillows, his wings folding comfortably to one side. He wrapped his strong arms around her, drawing her against his chest as if shielding her from the entire universe beyond their room. Fivra sighed into him. Her head rested against the steady rise and fall of his chest. The rhythmic beat of his heart was a soothing melody that lulled her into a deep sense of peace.

The warmth of his body, the protective arc of his wings, were everything she hadn’t known she needed. Here, in this fragile, fleeting moment, they were untouchable, their love a fierce beacon amidst the shadows of their lives.

“We’ll face whatever comes, together,” Cyprian murmured into her hair. “And we’re going to find your missing friends and my…kin.”

Fivra nodded, her eyelids growing heavy but her heart light. “We will. Together.” She nestled closer, surrendering to the comforting hum of his warmth and steady heartbeat. Safe in his arms, exhaustion claimed her, and her last waking thought was a quiet certainty: they had found something indestructible in one another.

Cyprian lay awake for some time after, gazing at the ceiling. He stroked her soft hair, listening to the rhythm of her breathing as it deepened in sleep. Protecting her, holding her, was the most natural thing in the world, and for the first time since he’d been forged into the Axis’ tool, he felt…free.

There would be battles ahead. Their enemies were vast and powerful, their path fraught with danger. But the female in his arms was his fire, his anchor, his strength. And as he pressed a lingering kiss to her temple, he vowed to himself, to the stars, and to whatever gods might be listening: nothing would take her from him.

Tomorrow, they would face the darkness. Together.
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I hope you enjoyed this story! If you’re interested in learning more about my books, getting access to subscriber-only content, and hearing about new releases, please subscribe to my newsletter at my website!

Book three releases on 3/7/25!

You can pre-order it here.

[image: Hunted by the Dragon Alien book cover]


Abducted.

Auctioned.

Forced to fight for the entertainment of others.

That is her fate...until she meets him.

In a brutal arena where survival hinges on bloody spectacle, Sevas, a fierce Terian fighter, finds herself struggling against the shackles of captivity—and her own growing feelings for Takkian, a brooding Zaruxian gladiator whose past is as scarred as his battle-worn body. With their futures hanging by a thread, Sevas and Takkian plan an escape from the dangers of the arena, but the game changes when they’re pitted against each other in a fight to the death.

Takkian is a beast. With no memories of his past, he fights for survival. But when Sevas, a fiery Terian fighter, becomes his cellmate, Takkian finds himself fighting to protect her. As the danger escalates and their feelings deepen, he begins to imagine a life free from the arena with Sevas as his mate. But escape is not easy and the Axis—the powerful entity holding them—won’t let them go. But their lives are intertwined in surprising, hidden ways and Takkian soon learns that leaving the arena is only the beginning of the battle for freedom.
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