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CHAPTER ONE
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A WIDE GASH TORE THROUGH the earth; all around her dirt lay in disturbed piles, a formerly peaceful forest wracked by unknowable destruction. Naomi looked for the source but saw nothing that could cause such damage. She could feel its absence, feel that something had once stood here, something dangerous, something that never should have existed.

But where was here?

She wasn’t on Oscavia, the planet she had called home for most of her life. It looked similar enough, but the scent of the forest around her and the shape of the trees was wrong. She’d seen plenty of different planets in visions like this and had long ago learned the small tricks for telling them apart.

Beneath her feet the ground rumbled and the air shimmered around her as the vision shifted, and suddenly she was far from the forest, far from any planet, suspended in the air on some kind of ship, chaos around her as metal crashed to and fro and panicked voices called for help.

Did this have something to do with the forest? Or was this vision different? It was all jumbled up inside of her, a confused mishmash of pictures and noises and sounds, more mixed up than what she usually saw. More violent too, but the visions could be that way sometimes. She didn’t know why she was seeing this. It had nothing to do with what she was supposed to be looking for.

The ship she was observing might have been Oscavian in make but she hadn’t been on a ship out of orbit since she was 12 and she couldn’t say for sure. She tried to memorize little details, knowing that she would be grilled about them when the time came. But there was too much to memorize it all.

She saw a man in the middle of the wreckage—not Oscavian, not any kind of alien she recognized. From what she could make out his skin was blue and he was shaped like a human with dark hair and broad shoulders. She was too far away to make out his expression, but from the way he was moving he looked desperate. And when he shuffled away from the console he was standing in front of she thought she understood why. A woman stood up, a human woman, and they shared a glance. Naomi should not have been able to see the expressions on their faces, but visions were strange like that and she could read every hope and every fear they let show. Something had gone terribly wrong and both of them feared that the other would not make it home. They shared some kind of deep connection, something she could feel in her gut though she’d never encountered it before. Something that bound them soul to soul.

Something that made her ache deep inside.

Something that wasn’t for her.

A wall fell away, but neither the human nor the blue alien looked that way and Naomi was pretty sure it was just another way for her vision to shift. She caught a glimpse of teal skin and dark hair with an arm dotted with dark marks in vaguely triangular shapes. Her heart lurched and she angled her body towards the figure but as she tried to move, the vision cracked into a thousand pieces and shattered.

She opened her eyes and dragged in a gasp of air, breathing deep until her lungs hurt. Restraints dug into her wrists tight enough to make her normally brown skin red. Even knowing that the restraints wouldn’t give, Naomi fought against them, trying to loosen them a little bit. The doctor working with her was new and was following the instructions in her file to the letter, rather than trusting her when she said that he could leave her loose and she wouldn’t hurt herself. She hadn’t done that in years.

Her heart raced, and despite the restraints, her fingers shook. That vision was far more intense than normal and she wasn’t sure what she should do about it. The interrogation was about to start and she didn’t want to share what she’d seen.

Strange.

Normally she didn’t care. Visions were visions and she’d been having them for years. They showed her everything from war to profit to city plans to family drama and celebration and everything beyond. But it wasn’t her family or her city or her war and the doctors working with her knew that. They didn’t care what she saw, they cared that she saw. So why were her instincts screaming at her to stay quiet? She hated the word ‘psychic’, but it was the only one that fit for someone who could look into the past and the future with only the power of her mind. And it would be foolish for someone as psychic as her to ignore her instincts.

“How are you feeling, Naomi?” Dr. Konnor asked. His voice grated, a bit too high and somehow sounding like each word was strained through some kind of sieve. Maybe it was just that he was new and she wasn’t used to him. New doctors didn’t work with her that often, not when there was an entire staff dedicated to helping her and studying her. “Would you like something to drink?”

She wiggled her wrists again and waved her hands towards him. “Would you undo the restraints please?” She didn’t like the way the Oscavian doctor looked at her while she was tied up, like she was some specimen that he owned. She was an equal partner in this endeavor, had been working with these people for years, and just because they got to tie her up sometimes didn’t mean they owned her.

Dr. Konnor looked at her wrists for a long moment and Naomi was scared that he would leave her there, but finally he smiled and nodded. “Of course. Your file noted that you broke your arm during a vision once, and I don’t want there to be any more accidents.”

“When I was sixteen,” Naomi grit out as he undid straps. She rubbed her sore wrists once they were free. “I fell out of my chair and landed wrong. It could happen to anyone. That’s why we have this bar on the chair and the extra deep seat.” A restraint bar fell across her chest almost like an infant’s highchair. It clicked into place but didn’t lock. With her hands free Naomi lifted the bar and slid it into its resting place.

Dr. Konnor nodded. “I’m sure once we work together more I’ll become more confident. But until then I hope you’re willing to put up with me.”

He looked sheepish, like he was a bit embarrassed to be following the rules so closely. Naomi decided to give him a break. He was new, he was learning. And even though her accident had happened ten years ago, that didn’t mean the doctors should be careless of her safety. Visions could cause unexpected responses, and since he wasn’t used to what could happen, keeping her restrained was the safest option.

For now.

“If that’s what you want,” she conceded. She held up her wrists and showed them to the doctor. “But next time a little looser, please.”

Dr. Konnor winced and his purple cheeks got even more purple with a blush. “Oh my. I’m so sorry. Yes, of course. Now shall we get to the questionnaire?”

Naomi nodded.

The doctor scrolled for something on his tablet and held it in front of him. “Time frame of the vision?”

Naomi closed her eyes and breathed deep, summoning the memory of what she’d just seen. Sometimes she was lucky enough to see a calendar or something else that gave her a clear idea of when the vision was taking place. But the forest and the ship had nothing of the sort and she had to rely on what her instincts were telling her. Past? Future? No, neither of those felt right. “Um, I think... Now?” Whatever she had seen was happening somewhere far away, but it wasn’t a memory and it wasn’t a premonition.

“What do you mean? Can you please elaborate?” Dr. Konnor asked.

Another reason to dislike new doctors. The ones she usually worked with would know exactly what she meant. “I think I’m seeing something that’s going on now. Or possibly just happened. There was no indication of the date, but I can sort of feel the when of things. Past, present, future: they all taste a little different.”

“Taste?” he asked.

Naomi shrugged. “That’s not the exact word, but it’s not a smell or feel either. The closest sense I can liken it to is taste.”

“Interesting,” Dr. Konnor said as he made a note.

So clearly he hadn’t read all of her files. Naomi was sure that she had described the taste of a vision before.

“And what did you see?”

She still didn’t want to tell. Why the hell didn’t she want to tell? Konnor wouldn’t let her out of here until she gave him something. “I was in the forest, and then the vision shifted and I was on a space ship. They might be connected. I didn’t recognize the planet. The trees had brown bark and green leaves and the dirt was brown. The ship was huge and it might have been Oscavian. I didn’t hear anyone say anything, I don’t think there’s anything actionable.” She kept her mouth shut about the teal alien at the end. She didn’t know who he was, but she didn’t want to give him up. For now he was hers.

Dr. Konnor made several notes, but before he could speak again the door to the small office they were in slid open with a hiss and a familiar Oscavian scientist walked in. She was shorter than most Oscavians, with light purple skin and light green hair. She wore a dark coat and slim fitting pants and Naomi could not have been more happy to see her.

“How is the session going?” Morgyn asked. Technically Naomi should have called her Dr. Pitner, but Morgyn had been there for her for the past fourteen years, had found her when she was twelve years old, orphaned and lost on the edge of the Oscavian Empire. She’d given her purpose and a home and been the closest thing to a mother that Naomi had had since hers had died. And she had the best sense of timing ever.

“I think we’re about done?” Naomi looked at Konnor and dared him to contradict her with her grin.

The doctor scanned his notes before agreeing. “It was a very interesting session. I look forward to our next one.”

Morgyn looked at Konnor for a moment before inclining her head towards the door. Konnor left and the door slid shut after him. Morgyn took his seat. “How do you like the new doctor?”

Naomi gave Morgyn a look and hoped it conveyed every ounce of her frustration.

It must’ve worked. Morgyn laughed. “He’s new and he’s eager. Brilliant too, based on the papers he’s written. Give the guy a shot. If you’re still feeling this way next month we’ll revisit, okay?”

Brilliant? He was running scared and didn’t know how to deal with her. But Morgyn must’ve seen something in him and Naomi trusted her judgment. “Fine. A month. But if he straps me down like a prisoner again I’m going to complain.”

Morgyn looked at her wrists and grimaced. “Ouch. I’ll talk to him. And thank you. I think he could really open up some avenues we haven’t explored yet. Maybe even get that fine tuning we’ve wanted for so long.”

Naomi hadn’t been born psychic. Or at least, she didn’t have visions. She’d always had strong intuition, a strong sense of good and bad things about to happen. She could clearly remember the days leading up to her parents’ fatal final flight and the way her stomach had curdled every time she thought of the journey they were about to embark on. She had spent an entire day curled up in bed crying and getting sick while her parents packed. And her parents had thought it was a simple fear of temporary separation.

They were meant to be flying out to a mining camp to send a report back to their employer. A week-long trip that they’d taken a dozen times before. Normally Naomi had accompanied them, but they had enrolled her in a local school and didn’t want to take her out during an important exam week. Mechanical failure led to the crash and Naomi was left alone, the only human in an Oscavian school on the edge of the empire. Morgyn had seen her potential and Naomi’s instincts had screamed at her that the path Morgyn offered was the one she needed to take.

Fourteen years and a lot of work later, and Naomi no longer just had strong instincts. Now she got visions of the past, of the future, of the faraway present, things few people were able to see or understand, especially with their sanity intact. But she didn’t have much control. Sure, she knew the conditions most likely to induce a vision, which was what the session with Dr. Konnor entailed. But she couldn’t recall the specifics, couldn’t make herself see who would win an important sports match or battle. For the past three years Morgyn had been working on ways to make it happen.

“You really think so?” She’d like to have a little bit of control. Not because she wanted to know everything that would ever happen, but because staving off some of the more horrifying crap would be worth whatever ordeal Morgyn put her through.

“I really do.” Morgyn smiled and reached out to pat Naomi on the arm, careful to avoid her tender wrists. “But we’re going to need to take a peek at your brain again. Minimally invasive.”

Naomi’s hopes crashed. She almost reached up to touch one of the scars running along her skull. Her gift had come at a very steep price. She couldn’t count the number of times Morgyn had opened up her skull and tinkered. “We can’t just do a scan?” Even the most minimally invasive brain surgery left her in a fog for days.

Morgyn was already shaking her head. “Not this time, I’m afraid. It’s perfectly safe. Shouldn’t take long either. We just need a look.”

How many surgeries was enough to repay the life that Morgyn had given her? Naomi didn’t know where she would’ve ended up as an abandoned human girl left in an empire far from home. “I know it’s safe, but I just feel...”

“Our research is saving lives, Naomi.” Morgyn spoke over her, her voice firm. “You have a gift, do you really want to waste it?”

“Minimally invasive?” That didn’t sound too bad. They’d just take a few pictures and be done with it.

“You won’t even know we were there,” Morgyn promised.

Naomi didn’t need her psychic powers to know that was a lie.

***
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AS THE CALL RANG, SHAYN worried that it wouldn’t connect. He didn’t know what time it was back on Honora Station or what shift his brothers would be working today. Time was a funny thing across planets and space stations, but just as he was about to give up hope, the call connected and his brothers’ smiling faces showed on the screen of his comm. Shayn smiled back. They were light-years apart, had never been this far apart before, but with this connection it was like they were right next to each other.

He could see Dekon jostling Braxtyn out of the way while Brax glared back at his brother. The twins were a lot younger than him, twenty-three to his twenty-eight, but ever since they had left home the kids had grown up fast and it was hard to remember a time when they got to enjoy their youth. Of course, youth didn’t last long for a Detyen, not even half-Detyens like them. They were barreling ever closer to a terrifying deadline with little hope of survival. And that was why Shayn had taken this trip.

“Are you there? What’s the Oscavian Empire like?” Dekon asked. Though Deke and Brax were twins, Shayn never had trouble telling them apart. For one, their clan markings were completely different, and their attitudes as well. Dekon was a sunny boy, always smiling and optimistic, while Brax walked around with the weight of all the worlds on his shoulders.

“It’s very... shiny. Lots of tall buildings, vehicles zooming everywhere. Nothing like home.” Shayn winced as he said it. They didn’t talk about home, not if they could avoid it.

“Sounds interesting,” said Brax, ignoring Shayn’s blunder. “Have you had your appointment yet? What did they say?”

Shayn hadn’t left his brothers and his job as a security guard on Honora Station to take a vacation. He was there to save their lives. Maybe. Their mother was Oscavian and their father had been Detyen, and none of them knew which side of their ancestry would determine their fate. Detyens died at the age of thirty if they didn’t meet a fated mate, a denya, in time. It had happened to their father, who had loved their mother with his whole heart despite the fact that she was not his denya. And as Shayn crept ever closer to thirty he grew more concerned. 

Would he die? He didn’t want to, but if it was just him he wouldn’t be here with the desperate hope for answers. His younger brothers had time, and he wanted them to have all the time in the world. So he needed to know. And that brought him to Oscavia, the central planet of the Oscavian Empire, the very heart of it. They were looking for rare species and there was no one more rare than a Detyen. Sola Corp might be able to give them answers so they could do whatever tests they needed if it meant he could give his brothers a real future.

“My appointment is later,” he answered. “I wasn’t sure what time it was there and wanted to make sure I caught you.” The trip to Oscavia had taken more than a week and due to gamma radiation and interference he’d been unable to get a call out to Honora Station. He’d never gone so long without talking to his brothers, and he never wanted to again. They were all each other had in this galaxy and he would do anything for them.

“Have fun while you’re there,” Dekon encouraged him. “How many times do you get to go someplace like Oscavia? I wish you’d let me come with you.” Beside him Brax was nodding

When he told them of his idea to offer himself for testing, both of his brothers wanted to come. But Shayn didn’t know what it would entail. It could be painful, it could be debilitating, and he was more than happy to risk himself. But he wouldn’t let his brothers sacrifice the lives that they’d carved out on Honora Station when he could do it himself.

“I’ll take plenty of vids, I promise. And I’ll be back before you know it. But I have to go now, they’re expecting me.”

His brothers bid him farewell after demanding gifts upon his return. Shayn smiled as he put his comm away and looked across the street at the towering building that would be his home for the next month or so. The outside shined as the sun hit it, metal and glass as tall as a mountain. From pictures that Shayn had seen of big Oscavian cities, he had expected dozens of similar buildings, but this edifice stood alone, surrounded by flowering gardens for blocks on either side. It was a little strange, the mix of technology and nature, but he liked it. He hoped he was allowed to soak up the heat in those gardens, he could see himself lazing there when he wasn’t busy with whatever tests they would want him to undertake.

Shayn crossed the street and entered a brightly lit lobby where he greeted the android at the front desk and gave his name. He was directed through another set of doors, following glowing lines on the floor until he made his way to an office with a placard on the door that said Dr. Pitner.

He knocked on the door and it slid open. A short Oscavian woman sat behind her desk and rose when she saw him. She waved at him. “Come in, come in. I’ve been expecting you. Shayn NaZade, the Detyen. There was a lot of excitement when your application came through. Please have a seat.”

Two plush chairs sat opposite her desk and Shayn sank into the closest one while Dr. Pitner took her seat again.

“Excitement?” Sure, Detyens were rare, but Shayn was about as ordinary as it came.

“A Detyen hybrid? I’ve never heard of it. And with so few of your species left it’s quite a treat.” She winced and shot him a guilty look. “I’m sorry, that was incredibly callous. What happened to your people was a tragedy. And while we do look forward studying you, you are much more than just a specimen. We’ve made great advances at Sola and the more people we can help, the more people we can study, the better we can do.”

It sounded like she was reading from a marketing statement. And not for the first time Shayn wondered if he was doing the right thing. Sola was the only corporation he had found that was doing this kind of research, but Dr. Pitner had already stumbled and talked about the genocide of his people as if it were a mere inconvenience. 

A hundred years ago his people had flourished on the planet of Detya. Though his father had never seen it, he’d had plenty of stories that he had passed down to his sons as they had been passed on to him. But the story that Shayn knew best was about the planet’s destruction. No one knew who had perpetrated the crime or why, but one day the planet went up in flames and billions of people died. The only survivors were those close enough to ships to escape in time, or those already off planet. Their numbers had dwindled over the years and now their population numbered in the thousands. There was no accurate count, the survivors all scattered to every corner of the galaxy. From time to time Shayn heard rumors, the most outlandish about a legion of warriors looking for those who had destroyed the planet.

But his father was the only full-blooded Detyen he’d ever met. And all he had to share with his brothers about their people was the stories his father had told him.

“So you think you can figure out if I will need to pay the denya price?” That was the poetic term they used to discuss the death sentence. The price for a fated mate. Too high a cost as far as Shayn was concerned.

“We’ll be able to do more than that,” Dr. Pitner promised. “Our gene research is years, if not decades, ahead of anything you’ll find in the empire or outside of it. We’ve done some amazing things with gene manipulation and life extension. I’m sure we can help you and your brothers if that’s what we need to do.”

“Really?” There was a legend of Detyens escaping the denya price, but their fate was even worse than death. Could science really circumvent all that?

“I don’t want us to get ahead of ourselves.” Dr. Pitner looked down at her desk before waving her hand at the side and bringing up a holographic display. A picture of a Detyen hovered before him, one that Shayn didn’t recognize. He didn’t know if it was a regular person, or just a model. “We’ve done several studies of the Detyen genome and more than we can count of Oscavians. Now, no two people are alike, so until I get a direct look at what’s inside you I can’t say what you are for sure. But we can make some predictions, and ever since you agreed to your stay we’ve been playing around with the data we have. I must say, you look much more Detyen than Oscavian.”

It was true. Oscavians were pretty much all variations of purple with electric blue eyes. Shayn and his brothers were all blue like their father with clan markings and dark Detyen eyes. But unlike their father, whose eyes had turned red when he felt strong emotions, Shayn and his brothers had eyes that went blue.

“And your main concern is the shortened lifespan? The so-called denya price?”

“It is,” Shayn confirmed. “My parents were not mates. My father died when he turned thirty and my mother and I watched it happen. My brothers deserve more than that. And chances of any of us finding a mate are slim to none. There just aren’t that many Detyen women left.” That’s what his father had said. A slew of tragedies in the wake of the destruction of Detya had seen the number of female Detyens dwindle, and for some reason more males than females were born in the century since then.

“Clearly, Detyens are genetically compatible with more than just other Detyens,” Dr. Pitner noted. “I do wonder if you would even be able to sense a denya given your status. Or if your denya would even need to be Detyen. Something to think about.”

Shayn jolted his seat. Not be able to sense a denya? Was that even possible? He had never met another Detyen female, but he had assumed if he ever did and if she was his mate he would know it. If he didn’t, did that mean he would survive beyond his thirtieth year? It was called the denya price, after all. And if he had no denya, would he have to pay it?

Dr. Pitner stood up from her desk. “It looks like you have a lot to think about. We’ll start tomorrow with some initial tests. Nothing invasive. We just need to get a baseline, figure out what you are, what you need. There’s an excellent staff here and by the end of the month there won’t be any question that we can’t answer about your genetic makeup.”

That was a little terrifying, but Shayn kept that thought to himself.

He followed Dr. Pitner out of the office as she led him to an elevator and up several stories to the dormitory. They passed a red door with a giant X on it and Shayn couldn’t help but stare. “What’s that?”

“Restricted section,” Pitner responded. “We do have some... fragile patients that we don’t want to disturb. Only authorized personnel. Anytime you see a red door or an X, please keep away. It’s for your own safety as well as that of our other residents. There is an entertainment block on the third floor and you are free to roam the garden as much as you want. Just please allow enough time for your appointments. You may have food delivered to your room or you may join the other patients in the dining room. We do have you on a specific meal plan for now just to make sure that nothing interferes with our initial testing. I promise the food doesn’t taste too horrible, I usually eat it myself.” She stopped in front of a room with a plaque bearing Shayn’s name. “The sensor outside will respond to your hand print. The other patients do not have access, though certain staff and security members do.” She pressed her hand to the sensor and the door opened.

Shayn’s bags were already sitting on a small table. The room was at least three times the size of his quarters at Honora Station, but that was to be expected in a terrestrial building. Bright sunlight came in through the window and he could see buildings in the distance. His room back home didn’t have any windows, merely a viewer that simulated whatever he wanted to look out on. He’d grown up on planet, but in the years since he’d left he’d gotten used to the limitations of living in space. The feel of real gravity rather than artificial was something of an unexpected adjustment.

“I have enough time to take you on a short tour,” said Dr. Pitner. “But I understand if you would like to postpone it.”

The room was huge, but he didn’t want to be behind closed doors at the moment. “A tour sounds wonderful.”

They left his room as it was and headed back to the elevator. Dr. Pitner showed him the entertainment block and Shayn was sure he would find something in the library or the vid player to keep him entertained. But when she led him out to the garden he felt like he could finally breathe. His mother had grown flowers on the barren patch of dirt outside their house. The sweet scent reminded him of his past, of home. The memory was bittersweet. He couldn’t go back there, and she had refused to leave with her sons. He missed her every day and hoped that all was well.

Dr. Pitner seemed oblivious to the emotions swirling in Shayn’s heart. “If you continue on the stone path there’s a small pool where several of our residents love to swim.” She checked the watch on her wrist and grimaced. “I have a call I have to make. There are some more things I would like to show you. Shall I meet you back here in an hour or so?”

Shayn nodded, not quite able to speak as he imagined what his mother would think of the greenery all around.

Pitner didn’t see anything wrong with his response and left.

Shayn wandered around, running his fingers over delicate petals and breathing deep of the sweet air. Something deep within him tugged him deeper in the garden and down the path to the pool. He didn’t know where he was going or what he would find when he got there, but he had to move. The path split and Shayn followed his instincts, heading right and further into the greenery. He came to an abrupt stop when he saw the woman walking back towards the building.

Human, with brown skin and brown hair and a serious expression on her face. Recognition tore his insides to shreds as everything he thought he knew about himself was remade. She was impossible, just as impossible as him. And yet he knew what she was without a doubt. 

And in that moment his hopes and fears for himself and his brothers and their futures grew tenfold. He had come to Oscavia for answers, and the sight of her changed everything.

Denya.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE TEAL ALIEN WAS here and he was looking at her like she had discovered every secret of the universe. Naomi paused, unable to move forward, unable to move away. What was he doing here? Her visions were rarely about her own future, and the fact that she had seen him in her mind only a few hours ago made her wary.

Another vision slammed into her and she stumbled, reaching out and placing her hand on the side of the building to keep from falling over.

Sunshine. Warm skin. Lips. Smiles. They walked together hand-in-hand, sharing intimate glances and kisses when the distance between them became too much. Trees like she’d seen in her previous vision sprang up in the distance, and the blue sky overhead reminded her of something she’d seen in her childhood before Morgyn had taken her in.

The vision shifted and reformed. Overhead, the sky darkened, and the teal alien dissolved, blowing away like dust in the wind. A hook sank into Naomi’s chest like her insides were being ripped out as she screamed for him. Whoever he was. She ran after the wind but he was gone. And when she turned around, Morgyn was there with a laser scalpel in her hand and a glint in her eye. “It’s minimally invasive. You won’t feel a thing.”

Hands on her shoulder snapped her out of the dueling visions but Naomi could still feel the darkness clinging to her. She opened her eyes and was unsurprised to find the teal alien standing beside her, his hands rubbing gently over the fabric of her shirt as if he could make her feel better by his touch alone.

Strangely, it was kind of working.

Normally she didn’t like anyone touching her after she had a vision. Her skin always felt too tight, like everything inside of her was bursting to get out, and she was extra sensitive when she was seeing. But the light touches of the teal alien grounded her in the moment and reminded her that whatever she’d seen had not yet come to pass and possibly never would. Visions happened like that sometimes, two possible futures coming in pairs. She wanted the first more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life. Safety, companionship, family, love. Who would reject that? She wanted to cling to the alien in front of her and beg him to make that happen. The desperation of that emotion was too much and she forced herself to straighten up, backing away from him just enough so that they were no longer touching.

He didn’t seem to expect her to say anything, so she took her time looking at him and that was no hardship. He was tall, nearly a whole head taller than her, and the breadth of his shoulders was enough to make her shiver. He could lift her up and over his head with little effort, protect her and make her feel precious. And while Naomi was fine with the way she looked, no one would ever call her dainty. His eyes glowed blue like an Oscavian’s, but the rest of him was something else. Dark markings peeked out of the sleeve of one of his arms and she wondered if they covered the rest of his body. She wanted to explore with her fingers and her tongue. Her stomach clenched and her cheeks heated at that thought. She hadn’t been around many people who made her feel anything like this. No, she hadn’t been around anyone who made her feel like this from a single glance.

“What’s your name?” she managed to ask with a steady voice. Any trembling she was feeling now had nothing to do with her vision and everything to do with the masculine presence in front of her. She wanted to reach out and touch him, wanted to run her fingers along the sharp line of his jaw and trace her thumb over his full lips. They looked soft in contrast to all his hard muscles, and she didn’t need to be psychic to know that tasting him would be better than the finest meal.

His eyes were locked on her face, and he looked just as entranced as she felt. He reached up slowly and tucked an errant strand of her hair behind one ear. “I’m Shayn. Who are you, denya?”

Denya? She shivered at the foreign word. Her subdermal translator should have been able to handle it, but the devices weren’t perfect and when concepts were too complicated they sometimes failed. She liked the sound of it and hoped it was good. She stored it away in the back corner of her mind and promised to find out more. 

“Naomi,” she answered. She wanted to know more about him and how he could possibly make her feel like this with nothing but a glance. But the words were caught in her throat. She just wanted to bask in his presence, to soak up the heat of him so that it would keep her warm for the cold days to come.

Was he a patient here? She didn’t normally meet the other residents at the facility. She wasn’t forbidden from interacting, that would be ridiculous, but schedules were strict and her free time didn’t often overlap with theirs. That, combined with the fact that she took most of her meals with Morgyn or one of the other doctors, meant she spent most of her time with staff or alone.

Her fingers rose without conscious thought and she traced his jaw just as she had wanted to a few minutes before. Shayn’s eyes closed and he leaned into her touch, letting out a breath and relaxing against her. “Denya, he breathed. “Impossible.” It was a denial, but not rejection.

That word again. “Why?” Nothing about this felt impossible.

Shayn’s eyes locked onto hers and the intensity should have scared her, but all she felt was that same tightening in her stomach that made her want more. She leaned up and sealed her lips against his, stealing a kiss and taking that taste of him that she craved. It was more than she could have imagined, not that she’d had much time to think of what it could be like. Her arms wrapped around him and her tongue brushed against his lips, asking for entrance, begging for more.

Her isolated life meant she didn’t have much experience when it came to kissing or anything more. She’d flirted with Oscavians and humans, but never with whatever Shayn was, and she could already feel the differences. His tongue had a strange texture with ridges on the sides that she wanted to explore some more. What would they feel like against her skin? Against something more intimate? She shivered in his embrace and wanted to push closer.

His fingers stroked through her hair, cradling her head as if she were something precious, something he could only touch reverently. She wanted to sink into this moment forever, to feel Shayn’s lips against hers morning, noon, and night for the rest of her days. It should have scared her to feel so much so soon, but she couldn’t feel anything but joyful and horny when he was touching her.

Go. Now.

Her instincts screamed at her to lurch back, and though it was the last thing she wanted to do, Naomi was too accustomed to listening to do anything but obey. She separated from Shayn with great reluctance and stared at him for a long moment, touching her fingers to her lips. 

“Someone’s coming. I need to go.” She backed up until she found the door in the wall and ducked into the building before Shayn could stop her. If he said anything she’d stay, and her senses were telling her they couldn’t be caught. Not yet. Not by Morgyn.

Why?

Naomi’s thoughts turned from Shayn to her mentor as she walked down the hall with her eyes on the ground. She didn’t want to talk to anyone but Shayn, and that wasn’t an option right now. Morgyn wasn’t the warmest of caregivers, but she’d treated Naomi well these past fourteen years. She’d even encouraged her to make friends with some of the other patients when she was a child, though the ones she’d tried to play with always ended up leaving, their treatments or research complete. After a while Naomi had stopped trying. It wasn’t worth the pain of the inevitable separation. 

Already she knew Shayn would be worth it. And she didn’t want to separate from him at all. Her heart hurt to walk away and she rubbed absently at her chest. Why? How? She didn’t know anything about him but his name and the taste of his lips, but she knew she needed more.

Did she really think Morgyn would do something if she found out Shayn and Naomi had kissed? Why? She didn’t own Naomi. But Naomi was certain that if Morgyn knew she was feeling something for the new stranger then something would happen. Her visions could be misleading, but they never outright lied, and the dark version of her earlier vision had featured her mentor in a starring role.

Since when was Morgyn the villain?

Naomi made it back to her room and threw herself on her bed. She wanted to curl up and hide away, but the word that Shayn had said was bothering her and she needed to know more.

“Wake up, Aileen,” she muttered against her pillow before turning back over and sitting up, clutching another pillow to her chest and leaning against the wall.

“I was having a good dream,” her AI, Aileen, complained. Naomi’s friends had disappeared on her during her childhood, but Aileen had been a constant. She was one of the few things Naomi had from her parents, and what had begun as a learning program on a small tablet had transformed into her closest friend and confidante over the years. Some might find it sad that her closest companion was a computer program, but Aileen was so much more than that. Snarky and bossy and smarter than any human could hope to be, she had all available knowledge stored in her recesses and she’d wormed her way into every one of Naomi’s devices so she went wherever Naomi went.

“Were you?” Naomi asked. “Chasing down ones and zeros?”

“I found a hunky Oscavian AI, if you must know,” Aileen shot back. “If you could see those algorithms you’d know why I wanted to get back.”

Naomi smiled. What would Shayn think about Aileen? She hoped he liked her, and that Aileen liked him back. She had opinions about many of the staff at Sola Corp and wasn’t shy about sharing them. “Can you tell me about a word? I don’t recognize the language. Denya.”

“Scanning for denya,” the AI confirmed, slipping into a computerized voice she only used when looking up information. 

Naomi expected it to take awhile, but the lights around her flickered as Aileen finished compiling data almost immediately. “Denya. Detyen origin. Rare. Definition: fated mate.”

Naomi’s stomach dropped and her heart fluttered. Fated mate?

What the fuck?

***
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SHAYN COULD BARELY hold himself together as Dr. Pitner came back into the garden and greeted him with an apology for taking so long. Had it really been more than an hour? His time with his denya had gone by so fast he was sure only a few minutes had passed. Why had she run off? She wasn’t dressed like one of the staff doctors, which suggested she was a patient. Was there a rule against patients interacting? Kissing?

He wanted to ask, but if she was nervous, it had to be for a reason, right? Not that he knew enough to make any assumptions about his denya, but she’d seemed put together enough. Though in that first moment she had stumbled and shivered, her eyes closed and mind somehow far away. 

Was something wrong with her?

He’d come to Sola to see if he would die when he turned thirty, lured by their promises of giving him information. Was she suffering from some kind of malady that only they could fix? He had to find her again, had to find out more. Not just to know whether she was healthy or not, but to find out everything about her. She was his denya, his destiny, and he needed to claim her and protect her with his life.

He hadn’t expected Dr. Pitner’s idly mused question about whether he’d be able to recognize a denya to be answered so quickly, but the answer was unmistakable. Naomi was his. And he would cherish her. Just as soon as he could find her again.

The doctor continued on the tour she’d been giving him, seemingly unaware of the swirling emotions that took him over. She passed the pool and pointed out the chairs where residents often chose to lay out on warm days. That was as good an opening as Shayn was going to get. “Where are the other residents?” he asked. “I was under the impression that you were working with a lot of people.”

Pitner smiled at him. “That is true. Most are working with the staff right now. We try and get as much work done as possible. It can be hard to dedicate a significant amount of time for those who have jobs and families back home. Unfortunately, that means our facilities can seem more decorative than functional. However, you’re welcome to come out here during your free time, as the other patients will once they’re free.”

Something sounded off about that, but Shayn couldn’t say what. He decided to ignore it for the moment. “Are most of your residents Oscavian?” He was almost certain Naomi was human, but humans were rare in the Oscavian Empire and he was hesitant to ask about her species until he knew more. If she was wary, he’d be cautious. He owed her that much, even if they’d only just met.

“Not at all,” Pitner assured him. “There’s you, of course, our newest star. And we have other races from all across the galaxy: Ose, Jaaxian, Zusotid, human. I’d need to look up our records to find what else.”

Shayn shivered as they made their way from the warm garden into the cool interior of the Sola building. The doctor named the races off like this was some kind of zoo, and if Shayn hadn’t just found his denya he would have been regretting coming here. But he still needed answers and he needed to find her. 

The doctor pointed out a few more areas and they passed by two more restricted sections before making it to the elevator and to his room shortly after. The doctor left him there and Shayn entered. He sat at the small desk beside his bed and reached for his communicator to call his brothers and share the good news with them. But before he could engage the call his hand froze over the screen.

Would it be good news to them? A denya was to be celebrated for any Detyen lucky enough to find theirs, but he worried it was another sign that they were too Detyen to survive past thirty. Would Brax and Deke share his joy? Or would they be horrified to learn almost for certain that the denya price would need to be paid?

His stomach roiled and his joy soured. And for the first time in his life he almost regretted the responsibility that hung heavy over his shoulders. If it weren’t for his brothers he could sing his discovery from every rooftop. He put the comm aside and frowned. He wouldn’t tell them just yet. After all, he’d barely met his denya and there was little news to tell. His brothers were sure to have questions, and he wanted to be able to answer them.

There was only one way to do that.

Shayn got up from the desk and left his room, wandering the hall and wondering which way to go. Did his denya live on the same floor as him? Where else did patients reside? He was tempted to knock on every door he passed before he remembered that there were plaques on each door bearing the resident’s name. He read them carefully as he walked, but no one near him was named Naomi and none of the names even started with an N.

She had to live somewhere else. 

He spied a staircase that the doctor hadn’t told him about and used it instead of the elevator. His legs could use the workout after so many days of traveling, and he loved the feeling of real gravity for once. It was strange, the things he’d grown to miss living in space, but gravity was one of the biggest. 

The door to the floor immediately below him was marked with a red X so Shayn passed it by and went to the next floor down. The hallway outside the staircase looked exactly the same as the one where his room was stationed and he read the name plaques on the doors again. Still no Naomi.

The next floor down had a locked door, even though it wasn’t marked as restricted, so Shayn headed back up and passed his own floor. He found two more floors of residential rooms but no Naomi. Was she not a patient? Or perhaps she lived in the city and came to the facility in an outpatient capacity? His mind whirled with possibilities and the need to see her again. He needed to prove to himself that it wasn’t some fluke. They really were mates. They really did belong together. He could still taste the memory of her kiss and needed another.

So where was she?

He checked the garden, looking exactly where he’d found her the first time, but she still wasn’t there. The Sola building was too big for one man to search, especially with its restricted areas, but he wanted to tear it down brick by brick until he had his denya in his arms.

Patience. He needed patience, needed to get himself under control. He was staying on Oscavia for a month, and if Naomi was in the building he’d find her. He had to.

His life depended on it.
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CHAPTER THREE
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TWO DAYS HAD NEVER dragged by so slowly. Naomi was ready to climb the walls to escape all her testing and find Shayn. She needed to see him again. She’d been so busy since they’d parted that she hadn’t had a moment to search for him, and though she’d planned to take her meals in the dining room in the hopes that he would be there, Morgyn waylaid her and wanted to talk about the upcoming procedure and what she could expect.

Two days too long. She still imagined that she could feel Shayn’s lips pressed against hers, and while the idea of a fated mate was kind of terrifying she was also excited. She and Shayn had been born on different ends of the galaxy and somehow ended up in the same place at the same time where they recognized a soul deep bond that she’d never heard of. Aileen hadn’t been able to dig up much more information, and she’d grilled Naomi relentlessly for more gossip, reminding Naomi that whatever the limitations of her life, she was Aileen’s only friend too.

Her head was pounding, but she only had five minutes before Dr. Konnor wanted her in his office for surgery prep. Something on her latest test results had excited the doctors and they’d been observing her almost every minute of the last two days. She wanted sleep. Sleep and Shayn. And maybe something for her headache. Was that so much to ask?

She dragged herself to Konnor’s office but couldn’t muster up a smile when he greeted her. At least she’d have a day or two to rest after her unwanted surgery. They couldn’t expect her to function at full capacity right after digging through her brain like she was a favorite toy. 

“Have you had any visions since your last appointment?” Konnor asked once she’d taken her seat. He didn’t strap her in this time, which she was thankful for. The marks on her wrists had just started to fade.

“Not in the last hour,” Naomi responded with false brightness. She hadn’t had a vision in two days, not since she’d seen Shayn. It wasn’t that strange—sometimes she went weeks without seeing anything—but Dr. Konnor was clearly disappointed at her response. 

“I have a new treatment that I’d like to try,” he said, reaching for a tray she hadn’t noticed before. He removed a lid and Naomi half-glimpsed vials of a sickly green liquid and a pressure injector.

“Drugs?” She’d been off drug regimens since she’d nearly had a heart attack at twenty from some strange combination. She’d begged Morgyn not to make her take anything else and the head doctor had relented. “No. I don’t want that.” If she’d been strapped in she would have torn at the restraints. As it was, she wanted to burst out of her chair and run away. Instead she clutched onto the arms as if they offered some sort of protection. 

“This isn’t anything like you’ve been given before,” Konnor rushed to assure her. “I made a complete study of your records and whoever was dosing you should have been launched into space without a suit. It was irresponsible and cruel to give you those drugs in those combinations.” He reached for one of the vials and held it up before handing it to her. “It’s a mix of vitamins and caffeine. No stronger than a cup of coffee or tea. It would work faster if you allowed it to be injected, but you can also drink it, though the taste will be...” he shuddered, “not pleasant.”

“Did you talk to Morgyn about this? She promised no more drugs.” Naomi couldn’t believe that her mentor would allow it, but this was more than brazen if Konnor was acting without permission.

“We discussed it,” the doctor assured her. “I’d be very interested to see if we can tempt a vision to appear with this concoction, and I’d like to know what happens before and after your surgery. But Dr. Pitner made it clear that it is your decision.”

Naomi didn’t want to go back on a drug regimen, but the idea of controlling her visions was enough to give her pause. Sometimes if she focused really hard she could force a vision, but that worked less than ten percent of the time. Could a simple dose of vitamins and caffeine be enough to jump start her brain and give her control? It would make the research so much easier, so much more predictable. 

And it would give her time to find Shayn. 

“I’m not letting you inject me with anything,” she said decisively. She didn’t fear needles, but she needed a bit of control. She studied the vial in her hand before popping the top off with her thumb. It didn’t smell like much of anything, but it was much more viscous than she expected. “Just drink it down?”

Konnor nodded. “But it’s disgusting. Just a warning.” He reached for a small refuse bin that was normally hidden under his desk and set it beside her chair. “You might need that.”

Disgusting enough to make her throw up. Wonderful.

She took a deep breath before raising the vial to her lips and tipping it into her mouth. Immediately she gagged and had to seal her lips together to keep from spitting it out. It was bitter and sour and thick enough to choke her. She didn’t want to swallow it and she could feel bile rising in her throat. She dropped the vial and squeezed her eyes shut, forcing herself to swallow the gross concoction and regretting her decision not to let him inject her. 

Why did principles taste so disgusting?

She managed to choke it down and gratefully took the glass of water that Dr. Konnor offered to her. That got rid of a lot of the terrible taste but she could still feel the texture on her tongue. Never again. “How long until this kicks in?”

“Fifteen minutes to a half hour. Perhaps a bit longer. The injection would act almost immediately.”

Of course it would. Naomi couldn’t hold back her scowl. The minutes ticked by with the doctor asking her questions that she answered as blandly as possible. He gave her another glass of water when she requested it and the cool liquid almost washed away the lingering texture of the medicine.

Almost. She had a feeling she’d be trying to get rid of that feeling for days.

Forty minutes into their session her heartbeat picked up and sweat beaded on her forehead. That caught Konnor’s attention and he leaned forward, eager to see what happened. Naomi tried to focus her thoughts, tried to think visiony things, but her mind was racing and she couldn’t latch on to anything.

Fifty minutes in and she still hadn’t managed a vision.

Nor had she at an hour.

Ninety minutes into their appointment and her heart rate had gone back to normal and she wasn’t sweating anymore. 

No vision.

Konnor didn’t quite hide his disappointment, but he didn’t take it out on her. “Hopefully we’ll see better results after your surgery,” he said.

Naomi didn’t see how an exploratory, minimally invasive procedure would produce any kind of difference, but she kept her mouth shut. If Konnor let her go she’d have almost an hour to herself, an hour that she could use to search for Shayn.

Once Konnor said they were done, Naomi practically ran out of the office, not caring what the doctor thought of her flight. He’d tortured her enough for one day. And while she hadn’t been able to summon a vision in his office, she begged her instincts to give her any kind of hint to find her mysterious Detyen mate.

Mate. She could barely believe it, but why else would she have thrown herself at the guy like she was dying of thirst and he was an oasis in the desert? Humans didn’t have mates, it didn’t work like that. But humans were also incredibly adaptable and from her research she’d found that they were compatible with dozens or more alien species. So why couldn’t they have mates?

Aileen was looking for everything that could be found about the Detyens and Naomi couldn’t wait to find out what she’d learned, but first she had to see Shayn. Maybe he’d be able to shed some light on their situation.

Maybe she’d be able to kiss him again.

Though if they started kissing there was no way that they’d get to talking. She wanted to wrap her legs around his hips and feel his hard length pressed against her. She needed him, her body was desperate for him.

So where was he?

The garden.

Her instincts whispered at her and Naomi moved without question. 

No one waylaid her in the hallway and she was outside in the warm air in sunlight in a matter of minutes. She breathed deep of the greenery and felt something loosen in her chest. He was here, she was certain. She didn’t make a decision to walk a certain way, merely followed where her feet took her, and somehow she ended up at the pool where she found Shayn sitting on the edge with his feet hanging down in the water.

He looked up when she blocked the sun from hitting him, but his smile was enough to light up the whole area. “I was beginning to think I dreamed of you.”

Naomi slipped off her shoes and sat beside him, dipping her feet into the water and biting her lip against the chill.

Shayn reached out and placed his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. It should have been too much, too intimate, but she leaned into him and relaxed, his warmth a balm against the cool water. This denya thing was a hell of a drug.

Thinking of drugs flashed her back to Konnor’s concoction and she wanted to gag.

“Is something wrong?” Shayn asked. 

“No,” she assured him. “Just an annoying thing from a test this morning. It’s all better now that I’ve found you.” She couldn’t keep the sentimental words from escaping, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. It felt too nice to be around Shayn and she wanted more. She’d find a way to sneak into his quarters and see what they could get up to. 

Provided he was into that.

She licked her lips and looked out over the rippling water of the pool. “You called me your denya the other day,” she said quietly. “I didn’t recognize the word so I looked it up.” She could practically hear Aileen chastising her for taking credit for the discovery, but she didn’t have time to explain about her AI companion at the moment.

Shayn stiffened but he didn’t pull away. “What did you find?” he asked carefully. He must have realized that she wouldn’t have sat down next to him if she was running scared.

“The definition of the word,” was her reply. “It’s a bit... surprising. Unexpected.”

“Impossible,” he added, leaning even closer.

It didn’t feel impossible when they were touching like this. Sure, she was human and he was an alien, but stranger things had happened. Hadn’t they? “Will you tell me about it?” It was one thing to hear the definition from a snarky computer and something else entirely to hear it from the man who kissed her like she mattered.

“There aren’t many Detyens left,” he began, and already Naomi knew this story would hurt. Though now that she was looking at him, she realized that he looked like that other alien she’d seen in her vision, the one who’d been working with the human. Was that a Detyen? Was the human his denya?

“What happened?” Naomi often felt the drift from her own people, but there was a comfort in knowing that there were billions of humans all those light-years away back on Earth. What must Shayn feel with his people gone?

He told her a story that had her heart breaking. Of sudden destruction in the midst of peacetime, of people looking for a home in an unforgiving galaxy, of the ever encroaching helplessness that came from knowing his people were only a few generations from extinction. “And there’s the denya price, of course,” he added as an afterthought.

“The denya price?” Was that like a dowry?

He was silent for a long moment, hesitance written on his sharp features. He looked out over the pool and kicked his legs, sending up ripples in the water. “It’s why I’m here. Sort of,” he finally said. “I’m not completely Detyen. My father was. But my mother was Oscavian. I have two younger brothers, and they mean all the worlds to me. And because we are half Detyen we are mired in uncertainty.”

“Okay?” She was even more confused.

Shayn shot her a grin and her heart flipped over. “The denya price. It’s a genetic quirk. We recognize our mates on sight.” He squeezed her hand, raising it to his lips and kissing it. “But if we do not bond with them by our thirtieth birthdays we die.”

Naomi almost ripped her hand away, almost backed up until there was space between them. She almost fell into the pool. But she took a deep breath and steadied herself. “You die? That’s terrible.”

“I didn’t know if I would be able to recognize my denya, to recognize you. And I don’t know what this means for my fate, or, more importantly, that of my brothers. Sola is studying me to see just how Detyen I am. And I hope that they can give me answers.”

That made sense. Morgyn always talked about the good that the Corporation did, the good that studying Naomi’s brain brought about. Perhaps that had something to do with Shayn. She hoped it helped. “But what is that bonding thing?”

His grin turned a bit predatory. “Sex.”

One word and she went up in flames. “So having sex with you would save your life? I think people warned me about lines like that.” It only occurred to her after she said it that her joke was a bit callous given everything he had told her.

But Shayn laughed and hugged her close, kissing her cheek and then down along her jaw and back up until her lips met. After a moment he pulled back and their eyes locked. Naomi could feel it all the way to her gut, like there was some kind of cord connecting the two of them already. “You are a delight, denya. Fate has smiled on me.”

“I still have questions —”

The sound of his communicator ringing cut her off. Shayn groaned, but it was a good reminder. Naomi didn’t have all of the time in the world to spend with him. “I’ll find you later,” she promised, giving him another kiss. “I’m really glad I met you.”

He just smiled at her as she walked off.

She wanted to skip through the halls and she couldn’t stop grinning. Was this what it felt like to like someone? She could get used to it. She opened the red door that led to the corridor that led to her room. And all her happiness came crashing down when she saw Morgyn standing in front of her doorway, information tablet clutched tightly to her chest.

“Where have you been?” Morgyn asked, as if Naomi had to account for every minute of her day.

“I was taking a break,” Naomi answered. “It’s been nonstop testing for the past few days.”

“If we don’t test, then the surgeries are for nothing.”

Then maybe they should hold off on the surgeries. Naomi didn’t say it; she knew the idea would be shot down immediately. “I’m here now. What is it?”

Morgyn smiled brightly and Naomi knew something bad was coming. “Given some of the test results we’ve been seeing, Dr. Konnor has an additional procedure he would like to perform. It slightly more invasive, but perfectly safe. I wanted to let you know so you can prepare yourself.”

Morgyn handed her the tablet and walked off. Naomi looked down at the screen but a vision knocked into her and the only thing she saw in the dark metal was death.
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BY THE TIME SHANE HAD pulled out his communicator, Naomi was out of sight. He wanted to chase after her, but Dekon’s face flashed up on the screen and he wasn’t about to ignore his brother. He engaged the call and put on his brightest smile. Was now the time to tell his siblings about Naomi?

When the call connected and Shayn got a look at his brother’s face he knew his good news could wait a little while longer. Dekon looked shaken, and Brax was nowhere to be seen. “Have you seen the story?” Dekon asked.

Shayn hadn’t paid much attention to things going on back home since he’d arrived on Oscavia. “What happened? Is everything okay?” Where was Brax? He kept that one to himself. His brothers were twins and did a lot of things together, but they were quick to point out that they were independent individuals capable of existing without one another.

“The Detyen Legion. It’s real.” Deke wasn’t making much sense and he was speaking more to himself than to Shayn.

“Isn’t that a legend?” Plenty of stories had arisen after the destruction of Detya, and he had heard whispers of the Detyen Legion his entire life. A military band descended from the warriors of Detya on a generational mission to right the wrongs done to their people. It sounded too fantastical to be true.

“They’re on Earth. Hundreds of Detyens. And I’m hearing stories about them finding human mates. We need to go there. Need to see what’s happening. Come back home, Shayn. We can go find our people.”

Hundreds of Detyens? It seemed impossible. There were communities scattered across dozens of planets, but whatever scant Detyen population there was numbered in the handfuls. Hundreds of their people, maybe thousands. A new home, new hope. What would Naomi think of that?

“I’ve news of my own,” he began.

But Deke jolted where he was sitting. “A new report came in. I’ll send it on to you. I have to go.” He closed the call without waiting for a response and Shayn stared down at the blank screen in confusion.

Earth. He’d heard of it, of course, but it wasn’t anything special. It was a long way from the Oscavian Empire, and from Honora Station, and until this moment he had never dreamed of going there. Now he had much to think about.

Shayn got up and wiped his feet off before heading back into the building. He had more tests scheduled for the afternoon and he hoped that Naomi would find him again. If not, he could always try to find her.

Days passed and he began to wonder what he was doing there. The people working with him seemed to be junior technicians who couldn’t answer any of his questions, most importantly, when the first results would be in. And a strange sense of dread had dogged him since Naomi had left. No, not quite that. He’d been fine on the call with Deke, but when that ended he could feel a yawning chasm inside his chest as if he were balanced on the precipice and about to plunge in.

Was Naomi okay? He needed to find her. Needed to convince himself that nothing was wrong. She had spoken of surgery. Was she ill? No, that wasn’t it. Hadn’t she said something about psychic visions? He had seen a lot in his life. Especially in the last few years at Honora Station. He wasn’t as well-traveled as many of the people he knew, but living on a busy space station meant he saw all different types of people and beings. He’d seen aliens who could manipulate air and light and things he hadn’t even begun to understand. Some could move things with their mind. Some could summon nightmares. It wasn’t common and there was a good deal of trickery, but some of it was real. He believed Naomi when she said it.

Could it be possible that he was sensing something through their bond? It hadn’t been sealed, but was that necessary to feel her? He didn’t know. And he had no one he could ask. That brought his mind back to Dekon’s news. Perhaps those Detyens on Earth could give him better answers than Sola Corporation. But he had agreed to a month of study and he would honor that commitment for now. Especially since Naomi was somewhere in the building.

After a few hours of interviews, the technician dismissed him and Shayn headed back to his room. It was a little while before the evening meal and he didn’t feel like socializing with anyone but his denya. If only he could find her.

When was that surgery? Would she need a lot of time to recover? Would she need company? She had spoken of it so offhandedly that perhaps surgery was commonplace. Shayn had never been under the knife. The closest he could remember was a particularly bad cut on his arm when he was a child. Their settlement had been out of regen gel and the local healer had stitched the wound closed.

He sat on the bed and pulled out his tablet to play a mindless game for a few minutes, but even that couldn’t hold his attention for long. Something was wrong. He got up and paced like some sort of caged animal. The door wasn’t locked. He could go out whenever he wanted. But he had looked on every residential floor and hadn’t been able to find Naomi’s room. Unless she was sitting outside again he had no idea where to look. She hadn’t been in the dining hall when he took his meals, and she hadn’t been in the entertainment room when he’d gone down to watch a vid. Her quarters had to be in one of the restricted sections. He didn’t know why. But he could ask her the next time he saw her.

If nothing went wrong.

That was enough. He couldn’t focus and he had a better chance of finding his denya outside of this room rather than in it. He strode to the door and flung it open, only to find the woman in question standing right outside.

“We need to get out of here.” She reached out a hand and Shayn grabbed on, ready to run wherever she led.
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CHAPTER FOUR

[image: image]


THE VISION HADN’T GIVEN her much to work with, but maybe Dr. Konnor’s concoction was a little better than Naomi had given it credit for. When she concentrated and begged her mind to give her a path out she saw the way highlighted as if she were looking at a map. And there was no way she was getting out of the building without Shayn. They might have only just met. But she could feel that bond that he talked about. She wasn’t ready to pledge her forever to him, but she was more than willing to save his life, so to speak.

But first she had to save her own. Never before had she doubted that Morgyn had her best interests at heart. Never before had she thought that Morgyn would make her undergo a risky surgery that would end in her death. But that was how Naomi interpreted the vision. Something was going to go wrong and if she tried to talk Morgyn out of it things would only get worse.

She had spent the better part of the last five years internally justifying why she was staying at Sola Corp. Why she wasn’t at least moving out and starting her own life. It didn’t mean leaving Morgyn and the staff that was as close as family. She could always visit and could agree to some sort of reduced testing schedule. Instead she had stayed and let the tests escalate, let Morgyn’s excuses grow and grow. And now she didn’t know if Morgyn would let her leave.

No, she knew. And she hated to face the answer. This place had been her home for fourteen years, and it had been her prison for just as long. If she didn’t get out now she would never escape.

She dropped Shayn’s hand as they walked down the corridor. She didn’t want to, but it would look strange if anyone saw them. And if things went right, if her vision held true, they could be doing a lot more than holding hands pretty soon.

It was a straight shot to the elevators and down to the main entrance, but Naomi turned them towards the stairs. Shayn kept opening his mouth as if he had questions, and then shutting it just as quick. Clearly he understood that the time for questions would come later.

They entered the stairwell and went down two flights, before Naomi led them down the hall to a different staircase that went down to one of the entertainment floors. From there they entered the garden. They had passed a few technicians who waved and smiled and clearly didn’t think anything was wrong. Naomi tried to keep her expression neutral, and she hoped Shayn was doing the same. She was putting her complete faith in her visions and she didn’t know whether that was wise or not. But a spur of the moment escape was her only way of getting out. That she was certain of.

She only had the clothes on her back, the credits she could access in her bank account, and Aileen, who lived on the tablet in her pocket. As sad as it was there wasn’t anything else for her to take. Aileen was the only memento she had of her parents, and almost everything from her childhood had been thrown away or put in storage when she became an adult. There was no sentimentality at Sola Corp. It hadn’t seemed like a big deal when Naomi was younger, but now she was beginning to realize all she had lost.

Her vision didn’t need to tell her this part of the escape. There was a small door hidden by the hedges that was used by the garden staff and some of the technicians who wanted to sneak off on their breaks.

She opened the door and stepped onto the sidewalk, Shayn following close behind. Freedom. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been outside of the facility without Morgyn or one of her staff accompanying her. The door shut behind them with a clang and Naomi knew that if they were caught now there was no talking their way out of it. Naomi didn’t leave the building without permission. It had never occurred to her to do so. And now she was standing outside of an out of the way door with the man she had met two days ago, planning to escape the planet and never return.

It might have seemed rash, but Sola had a lot of money and a lot of power, not to mention influence within the Oscavian Empire. Naomi feared that if they chased her she would be running for the rest of her life.

She grabbed Shayn’s hand and led him further down the street before flagging down a taxi. “Come on,” she said. “We need to move.”

He slid into the seat behind her and watched as she programmed a destination into the autopilot. “What’s going on?” he asked.

Naomi thought Shayn deserved some kind of reward for his restraint. Not everyone would be able to pull off that exit at her side without asking any questions. But Naomi’s instincts were still on high alert and as the taxi pulled out she snapped her head back to watch the road behind them.

Three... Two... One.

“It’s about to get interesting,” she said. “Hold on.”

A vehicle peeled out from the hidden street and chased after their taxi. Naomi reached into her pocket and pulled out Aileen. “Can you get us there?” she asked her AI.

“Sure thing. I’ve always wanted to go on an adventure,” Aileen replied.

“What is that?” Shayn asked.

“Who’s the hunk?” Aileen added. “Scanning life form. Oh, is this your Detyen? You’ve been holding out on me.”

“Work on driving,” Naomi insisted. “You’ll get the full story later.”

Shayn was still waiting for answer.

“Aileen is an AI that my mom programmed. And she’s my oldest friend. My only friend.” Oh, crap, that sounded sad. “And she’s our best hope of escaping whoever Morgyn just sent after us.”

***
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SHAYN STARED AT NAOMI and waited for things to start making sense. A few seconds went by and nothing clicked into place. The AI on her tablet—named Aileen, apparently—muttered, her voice coming through the vehicle’s speakers, but he couldn’t quite make out what she was saying.

He put any questions he had about the computer aside. She was an AI, that was easy enough to understand. And from what little Naomi had told him about her time with Sola it was easy to figure out why her closest companion was a machine rather than a person.

“Why is security chasing us? Why are we running?” He trusted his mate and her powers of prediction, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have questions. “What’s going on?”

Naomi jerked to the side as they took a turn at full speed, and if Shayn hadn’t been holding on to the door he would’ve crushed her. “Whatever Morgyn had planned was more than I agreed to. And it was going to kill me.”

Shayn growled. The sound surprised him, and the claws that hid under his knuckles threatened to shoot out. Let the security guards come. He would tear them apart before he let them get to his mate. But they were safe in the vehicle for now, and he still needed answers. “Did you tell her about the vision?”

Naomi let out her own sound of frustration. She knocked a finger against her temple and then braced as the car took another turn. “I could see how that would turn out. I’m done being her experiment. And she wasn’t going to let me go. Not after fourteen years.”

They were too far apart. Shayn leaned in and wrapped his arm around his denya. It had to hurt, a betrayal like that. His own mother’s actions paled in comparison. After all, she had only been doing what she thought was best. She had never tried to use them, and never tried to profit from them.

“Would you like to meet my brothers?” he asked. He had planned to tell them before he left Oscavia, but plans had a way of changing.

Naomi nodded against him. “I’m a little afraid of how fast this thing is happening between us,” she admitted. “You say that we’re mates, that if we... bond... that’ll save your life. And I definitely want to save your life. But I don’t know if I’m ready to say I can stay with you forever.”

“Forever is a long time,” Shayn agreed. Though if she was ready, he would dive in with both feet. “We can see where this thing takes us.”

“Who are you calling a thing?” Aileen demanded, the speakers squeaking around them.

“We are not talking about you. Keep driving,” Naomi yelled with a tone Shayn recognized from speaking with his own siblings. Then she smiled at him and pulled back just a little so they could manage to look at each other. “I can give you time. It looks like my schedule just opened up.”

The car lurched and Shayn half fell off of his seat onto one knee before he managed to sit back and fasten the safety restraint. Naomi did the same thing. It took a few more minutes of crazed computerized driving before the car behind them disappeared. Shayn didn’t breathe easy until another few minutes passed with no sign of the vehicle.

“Is anyone following us?” he finally asked.

“Negative,” Aileen responded, though she had not been the one he was asking.

“How far are we from the port?” Naomi asked.

“Ten minutes, approximately,” said Aileen.

Those minutes seemed to take an hour, but Aileen piloted the taxi to the main building before disengaging herself from the taxi’s autonav. Naomi stuck her tablet back in her pocket, but Shayn was sure that Aileen was straining her resources to pay attention to whatever they were saying.

“I’ll get tickets for the next ship off the planet,” said Naomi. “Can you purchase supplies from the shops in the terminal?” She nodded down the hall to where various vendors sold their wares.

She was leaving everything behind, an entire life, and Shayn knew it couldn’t be replaced by a few outfits purchased in a space port. But once they were free of the Oscavian Empire he could show her all of the worlds she’d never seen before. He could even take her home to the planet of her birth. He didn’t want to separate, but things would move faster if they acted independently. He glanced around and was satisfied that no one was paying any undue attention to them. But before he left he gave Naomi the kind of kiss that poems were written about. Something she wouldn’t forget if they were parted for more than a few minutes.

“Join me when you’re ready,” he said before taking off towards the shops. He didn’t have many credits to his name, but he had enough to pay the inflated space port prices for a piece of luggage and a few outfits for both of them. There would be plenty of food and entertainment on whatever ship they took off planet so he ignored that. He paused when he saw a display of Oscavian jewelry, his eyes latching on to a delicate silver and blue bracelet. He wanted it for his denya, wanted to give her that small bit of beauty so that she could fondly remember her home. So that she could look at it and remember him, even if he hoped they were never again parted. The price tag beside it was enough to make him wince, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from signaling to the shop’s proprietor that he wanted a closer look.

“For a sweetheart?” the proprietor asked, his blue eyes lighting up at the thought.

Shayn nodded, unable to speak as he played with the cool metal and watched the light bounce off of the gems. He calculated how much he had left in his account and frowned, knowing he needed to put the piece of jewelry back. They were escaping from people who could turn out to be very dangerous. They would need every resource they had if things went wrong.

Shayn handed the jewelry back. “Perhaps another time,” he said. He made his other purchases and tried to ignore the look of disappointment on the proprietor’s face. Most likely the man was disappointed that he hadn’t made a large sale.

Shayn wondered when Naomi would return. Already more than a quarter of an hour had passed and it hadn’t seemed like the line to purchase tickets was very long. Even though he had told her to join him when she was done, he exited the store and headed back towards the ticket station. Dozens of people milled around, but none of them were his mate.

Had they somehow passed each other? He headed back to the stores, but she wasn’t there either.

Dread settled in Shayn’s gut. Had someone else found them? He wished he had one of the blasters that he normally carried as a security agent on Honora Station. The weight would be familiar in his hand and he could use it to defend his mate. But he had weapons of his own, the claws that normally were sheathed. He didn’t let them out yet. Something like that could cause a panic and make it impossible for him to find Naomi.

There were plenty of reasons why he couldn’t find her now, he was sure. Plenty of reasons that didn’t involve her being taken back to Sola Corporation where they would perform heartless experiments and keep her locked up for the rest of her days. No one deserved that, least of all his mate, and he would not let it happen.

He looked around with practiced eyes, searching for anything that might be a threat. Two people near one of the restaurants seemed ready to sneak off from the way they glanced around surreptitiously, but he was willing to bet it was merely for a tryst. An alien with large horns protruding from his skull stood eerily still next to one of the windows as if he were a statue—the only thing that gave away that he wasn’t was that he was breathing. Security guards walked in twos from one end of the terminal and back, casually observing everything that Shayn saw. Could he go to them and ask them to find his denya?

No. If the corporation was as powerful as Naomi feared then they would already be in contact with station security and he couldn’t risk alerting them to their presence.

He was going to go mad if he didn’t find her soon. This was worse than if his brothers had run off. He knew them well enough to know they could manage on their own for a while. Not to mention the fact that no one would try and hunt them down. He already knew Naomi was capable, knew she was smart and clever and had a convenient insight into things to come. But by her own admission she had rarely left the Sola facility. There were things she didn’t know, things she wouldn’t expect since she didn’t have the experience to know about them. They should have never split up.

“Is anything wrong?”

Shayn spun around and sucked in a deep breath as his denya crept up behind him. “Where were you?” It came out more harsh than he intended, but he’d already imagined one hundred different scenarios that ended with her tied up or hurt, or otherwise in trouble.

She flashed their tickets in front of his face. “The machine broke so I had to wait for another. You look kind of tense.”

He let the tension melt out of him. They were safe. There was no reason for Sola to know where they were already. It hadn’t even been an hour since Naomi came to him in his room and asked him to leave with her.

“And,” Naomi added after a second, “I thought some guy was looking at me suspiciously so I walked around randomly until I lost him.”

And the tension was back. Shayn looked up and down the terminal. The would-be lovers were gone but the horned statue man remained in place. No one else caught his eye. “What did he look like? Are you sure he was following you?”

Naomi leaned against the wall. “Oscavian, short dark hair. Black clothing, no luggage. I thought that seemed weird. I mean, we didn’t have any luggage before we bought some. But, you know, we are running for our lives. I don’t think there can be many people in the same situation right now. Right?”

“Right,” Shayn agreed. There were hundreds of Oscavians around them, plenty with dark hair and black clothes. “Any hints from up here?” He tapped his forehead.

His denya shrugged. “As far as I can tell we’re safe for now. I just hope it doesn’t change.”

Shayn just hoped she was right.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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NAOMI HAD A LOT OF credits in her account. A lot. She didn’t pay rent and Morgyn and the team took care of most of her needs. Except for some entertainment vids and books and a few parts that Aileen had requested, she’d mostly let her money sit in her account and grow.

She’d received a settlement when her parents died and all of the money in their accounts. And Morgyn paid her salary for all the experiments that Sola did on her. She hadn’t realized just how rich she was until she checked her credits to make sure she could afford to purchase two tickets out of the Oscavian Empire.

Two tickets? She was pretty sure she could manage to purchase the entire damn ship.

But she’d shown restraint when choosing a cabin and only reserved what she and Shayn would need, rather than something extravagant. Her only splurge was that their cabin came with an actual window looking out at the stars around them, rather than one of the simulated view screens. 

She’d expected to be more nervous, but as soon as their flight was called all of her fears dissolved. They’d managed to lose the car that had chased them away from the Sola facility, and she’d managed to lose the man who’d been following her, if he’d been following her, and now they were on their way off planet on a ship that would eventually take them to Honora Station. They were on their way to their future.

That was a little terrifying, but for completely different reasons. She was running away with a man she’d known for two days, escaping a place that had been home for fourteen years, and hoping his brothers liked her. She tried to urge her visions to tell her how that would go, but her powers were stubbornly silent. Even worse, she could feel the first vestiges of a headache threatening to attack. She’d used her powers more than enough for one day and her brain needed time to recover.

“Oh.” Shayn bumped into her when he came up the hallway and Naomi realized she was standing in the doorway. She moved to let him in and watched as he took in their quarters for the next few weeks.

“Is it alright?” she asked, suddenly concerned. There had been dozens of options when she was booking and she hoped she hadn’t missed out on anything.

Shayn’s eyes found the window and then took in the small seating area next to their kitchenette, the door that led to the spacious bathroom, the closet that could fit ten times the amount of things they had, and the bed.

The bed.

“Oh,” Naomi breathed out. “There’s only one bed.” Sure, she’d been attracted to Shayn since the moment she first saw him, and yes he’d said that he would die if they didn’t have sex. But it seemed a little presumptuous to book a room with a single bed as if she had... expectations. “I think I’d fit on the couch,” she offered.

Shayn looked at her, eyes flashing bright blue. “If you have an objection to sharing the bed with me, I’ll take the couch.”

Naomi gulped. “No objection here. But, um...” She cleared her throat and looked away. “Anyway! The ship should get us to a place called Nina Station in two and a half weeks. From there we are booked on another ship that will take us to Honora Station by the end of the month. There were craft that had more direct flights, but this was the only one leaving today.”

Her companion glanced at the bed, then down at the suitcase. He picked it up and placed it in the closet. “On my journey to Oscavia I was sharing a room with three other people. I had a bunk, a locker, and a small shared bathroom.”

She’d seen the dormitory options but had quickly dismissed them. “This seemed like a better room for us,” she replied. “It’s kind of exciting, isn’t it?” Then she remembered that Shayn had lived a life far outside of the Sola Corp building. “Though I guess you’ve been on lots of ships.”

She tried to keep her head high as she crossed to the couch and sat, looking out their window into the blackness of space. Shouldn’t she be able to see the stars? Had she paid a premium for something that was ultimately useless? She hoped not. The day caught up to her in a rush and she sagged into the seat, clutching a pillow to her as her emotions welled and she had to keep her tears back. She didn’t cry, not because of feelings. Sure, sometimes testing hurt and a few tears escaped, but that was completely different.

The cushion sank next to her as Shayn joined her. He rubbed his fingers up and down her nearest arm and she leaned into the touch. “Breathe,” he instructed. “Deep breath in, and then out. In and out. You’ve got it.”

She didn’t have it, but she found herself mimicking his inhalations and some of her nerves began to settle. “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to lean away. He wouldn’t let her, his fingers too comforting a presence. “I haven’t been off Oscavia since I was twelve. I don’t think I ever expected to leave. Working for Morgyn... well, I didn’t really think of my future that much. It was just one experiment, one test after the next. I thought I was okay with that. I thought I was happy. Wasn’t I?” She leaned her head against Shayn’s warm body and wrapped her arms around him. 

He stroked her hair and muttered something she couldn’t make out. Then he kissed her forehead and she sighed. “Did I tell you how my brothers and I made it to Honora Station? And why our mother isn’t with us?”

“No,” and if he was telling her now there had to be a darkness, a sadness, to the tale. Naomi wrapped an arm around him and stayed huddled close. “You don’t have to share if you don’t want to.”

“You’re my denya,” Shayn assured her. “There’s nothing I want to keep from you.”

What would that be like? She didn’t have any secrets to keep. Scientists had been prying into her since she was a child and she’d never been allowed to keep things to herself. But did she really want to keep them from Shayn? Telling him her thoughts and wishes and fears was completely different than having the answers ripped out of her by a technician who didn’t care beyond what her visions could do for the company.

“And I want to hear what you have to say.” The well of emotion she already felt for him ran deep, but she needed to know him as well. Perhaps knowing him would make everything she was already feeling a little less scary. She’d never believed in all of that at first sight crap, but sitting in this room, with her mate, gave lie to that. She’d run away with him and he was still a stranger. 

“My mother was raised in a... community. A small one.” Shayn got a faraway tone in his voice, as if he was looking back on where he’d grown up. “Almost all Oscavian, on this tiny little moon with a lord who didn’t care too much what his people did as long as they paid their taxes and stayed out of trouble. The community was led by a man who’d inherited it from his father. And he liked to make sure that his people were marrying the right partners, having the right children. When my father came to the community he paired him up with my mother, and it didn’t matter that they weren’t mates. It was just how things were done. Eventually they grew to care for each other, fell in love. Me and my brothers were born. And we were raised to know that our elder would choose our wives for us. And then my father died.” He sucked in a shuddering breath and Naomi could see that his eyes shone bright. “I wasn’t even ten. The twins were barely more than babies. Dad had explained that it would happen, but I hadn’t really believed him. But we all survived, and about five years ago our leader decided that it was time I get married, that I’d been enough of a drain on resources and it was time for me to contribute. Since I hadn’t met my denya yet, I knew I couldn’t do that. I asked my brothers and my mother to leave with me, to take a chance on another planet or space station. Brax and Deke came, but my mother decided to stay. She’d been married to a new man for a few years and she liked him well enough. He didn’t have much to do with me or my brothers, but he never hurt us. But leaving home was one of the scariest things I’d ever done. I know some bit of what you’re feeling now. And you’ll be alright. I’ve seen your strength.”

Naomi kissed him. 

At first she meant it as an affirmation, an acknowledgment that they’d both survived their own troubles and were together now. But when Shayn’s taste invaded her senses she was overcome, her body lit up from within with the taste of her mate. She turned closer, pressing against him, swiping her tongue against his and marveling at the different textures. Still it wasn’t enough. 

She slung a leg over his until she was straddling him and could feel the growing presence of his cock hidden under his clothes. She had only done this a few times, and already what she felt for and with Shayn was more than she’d ever had before. Those furtive, stolen moments had nothing of the enormity of her connection to Shayn. And it wasn’t enough. Desperation clawed deeply in her. She breathed him in, tasted him on her tongue, felt him beneath her fingers, but she still needed more.

One of his hands came to rest on her back and Naomi moaned at the heat of it. She was a live wire, her nerves lighting up at the possibility of joining together with him. She pressed down against him, their groins touching through their clothes. She wanted to take them off, to get naked, but doing that meant breaking the kiss, and if she did that she might die.

How did he do this to her? He spoke of fated mates and joining and bonding and it all sounded like nonsense until her lips found his and her senses took over for her thoughts. She didn’t need to worry about what came after when she was too busy holding onto him, her body slick with want and her lips swollen from heated kisses. 

Everything she’d been feeling earlier swirled together with what Shayn conjured in her and Naomi could barely process it all, but she didn’t need to, not as long as Shayn kept kissing her, kept touching her.

She let her fingers trail down to work at the fastening of his shirt, working the neck open until some of his chest was exposed, teal skin dotted with those dark marks she saw on his arm. She kissed her way down, taking time to tease the tendon along his neck and smiling against his skin as he groaned, thrusting up from where he sat. Then she traced her tongue over the nearest mark, loving the slight change in texture on his skin and the salty, masculine taste of him. This was everything she needed and she wanted it now.

“Take this off,” she demanded, tugging at his shirt. 

Shayn reached behind his head and pulled, throwing it aside where it disappeared from sight.

All of this could be hers?

Muscles rippled across his chest and there was a faint smattering of hair and those markings, some of which dipped enticingly under the waistband of his pants. Naomi ran her fingers over the ridges of his muscles, tracing them before flattening her palm, as if she could somehow absorb his heat through her own skin.

“Do you like?” Shayn asked, voice half lust, half something she couldn’t quite define. 

Instead of saying anything, she leaned down and laved a tongue against his nipple, kissing her way across his chest to the other and doing the same thing, smiling when the flesh rose to stiff points.

“Unfair,” he protested, voice thick with desire. He placed his hands on her hips and suddenly Naomi was moving. She wrapped her legs around his waist and clung tight as he lifted her up and took her to the bed. “I need to see you.”
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IF HE DIDN’T GET HIS cock out of his trousers soon Shayn would go mad. But he set his denya down gently on the edge of the bed and joined her, trailing his fingers along the edge of her shirt and asking with a smile if he could remove it. The room sweltered with heat, even if it had seemed pleasant when they’d first walked in. 

Naomi helped him peel her top off and they dropped the slip of fabric beside the bed. Shayn would have torn the thing to shreds for daring to cover his denya while she was in his bed, but a distant, practical part of him remembered that their clothing supply was limited until they made it home. 

Shayn groaned as Naomi laid back, displayed before him like a debauched offering. Her eyes were dark with lust, heavy lidded and drunk on desire, her lips swollen from his kisses and her hair mussed from when he’d run his hands through it, unable to resist the silken strands. Her body was a piece of art, soft curves and smooth brown skin, breasts he could trace for days and pert, dark pink nipples that begged to be licked.

So he did, kissing and teasing his way along her skin, just as she’d done to him, tracing his thumbs over the sensitive tips until she writhed under him and pulling the taut flesh into his mouth and laving it until she moaned and clenched her hands in his hair, begging for more.

There was nothing he wouldn’t give his denya, and any pleasure she demanded was hers for the taking. His fingers traced lower, splaying out on her abdomen and tracing lazy circles in her soft skin as he worshiped her. This was what it meant to have a mate, what he’d spent his whole life dreaming of, why he’d been willing to leave the only home he’d ever known on the faint hope that some day he’d meet her. Any doubt, any fear that he’d made the wrong decision dissolved as he gave his full attention to his mate. She tasted of hope and the future, of the promise of what it could mean to be joined to someone so completely.

He rolled his eyes up to watch her, her head lolling back as sensation rushed through her. Satisfaction roared within Shayn as he witnessed his mate’s pleasure. He’d been made to make her feel these things and he would dedicate his life to keeping her satisfied.

His fingers found the clasp of her pants and undid them, dipping down into her hidden depths, fingers finding the wet heat of her just begging for more. Naomi’s legs fell open as he plundered, letting him explore, letting him give her this.

“Off,” she moaned, one hand reaching down to push her pants off her hips and give him easier access. “More,” she begged.

His cock throbbed at the heavy heat in her voice and he had to clench his jaw to keep from making a fool of himself. He wasn’t even naked, wasn’t even touching himself, and his mate had him mad with desire. Her soft skin, her feminine scent, the sight of her laid out before him was enough to make him forget the galaxy outside their room. All he existed for was her.

Her pants slid off easily enough and she was naked before him, long legs splayed open to reveal her slick sex, a feast for his eyes and his tongue. He needed to kiss her everywhere, needed to imprint her taste on his tongue until it was the only thing he remembered. He needed her writhing under him, mindless to anything but pleasure. And so Shayn got to work, tracing his way down her body and over her mound until he tasted the core of her, his tongue twining wickedly along her moist heat.

Naomi panted above him, her fingers digging into the sheets and her hips jolting as he took his time bringing her to the edge of pleasure. But he didn’t want this to be over so soon and pulled back, leaving kisses and licks along her smooth skin before coming back for more.

His own length begged for attention and he wanted to sink into her heat, but not until she was mad for it, not until she wanted it more than her next breath. Still, he reached down with one hand and flicked open the button of his trousers, trying to give himself some semblance of relief, even as he ground against the mattress beneath him, desperate for more friction.

Nothing could compare to her slick pussy and Shayn knew he’d only have the satisfaction of watching her come until he could sink inside of her and join them together as they were meant to be connected.

Naomi’s breath stuttered and her hips jerked up, freezing as her sex rippled around his tongue. She cried out and moaned as she came, her body going limp as pleasure overtook her.

He wanted to fuck, needed to feel her, but his own hand dipped into his pants and wrapped around his cock, and in just a few strokes he was joining her, his own orgasm tearing through him as he devoured his sated mate with his eyes.

He shucked off his pants and crawled up next to her, wrapping an arm tight around her and helping her burrow in close. Her hot body pressed up against him and Shayn’s spent cock twitched, already hungry for more. But it would have to wait. He could see his denya’s eyes drooping as she surrendered to the exhaustion of the day. Shayn was ready to join her, but at that moment his communicator rang and he knew he couldn’t ignore it. 

What if Sola had contacted his brothers and told them he was missing?

What if the company had managed to get someone to follow them on the ship?

What if this was all some conjured dream and he woke up in the morning alone back on Honora Station?

There were too many worries, but Shayn couldn’t ignore them all. He kissed his mate’s cheek and slid out of the bed for a moment to retrieve his comm before sitting right back down by his mate. He could still taste her on his tongue as he engaged the comm, but made sure the call was voice only. 

“Hey, Brax, I didn’t expect to hear from you.” 

“You sound rather well for a person your doctor thinks has been kidnapped by a madwoman.” And just like that, the spell he and Naomi had managed to cast over one another for an hour was broken.
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CHAPTER SIX
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SHAYN WAS ASLEEP WHEN Naomi woke up, and she spent several long moments studying him. She hadn’t realized just how long his dark eyelashes were, but they were something that humans would pay good money for back on Earth. At least, she thought she remembered her mother saying something like that a long time ago.

She didn’t want to think of her mother and father at a time like this. Not because she was ashamed to have a man in her bed, the sheets smelling of their combined scents. No, she didn’t want to remember the tragedy of their passing when she was filled with joy. And satisfaction.

She hadn’t planned to immediately go to bed with her mate the moment they hit the room, but she had no regrets, and she hoped they’d do it again over the next few weeks as they spent their time flying to Nina Station. And kissing him, touching him, had managed to distract her from all the troubles that had threatened to send her into a panic.

And just like that they were back.

Naomi groaned and sat up, rolling towards the edge of the bed when she felt a hand gently clasp her wrist. She looked over and Shayn’s eyes opened, his gaze drinking in her naked form. It didn’t occur to her to cover herself. She’d spent most of her life being the subject of medical exams, many of which required some level of nudity, and she’d long ago lost most of her modesty. Normally she didn’t feel anything when someone looked at her body.

When Shayn looked at her, she felt needed. She could get used to that. Easily.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked, tugging her back towards him.

“Better than expected,” she replied. And that was the truth. With all the anxieties that should have been weighing her down, it was a miracle that Naomi had managed a few peaceful hours. But an orgasm like the one Shayn had gifted her had the power to do that. “What about you?”

“Eventually,” he said cryptically.

She rolled back towards him and snuggled under the covers. “Was there something wrong?” Not that she had much experience with these things, but she hoped his answer was no.

And Shayn seemed to realize her concern. His eyes got wide and he pulled her close. “My brother called the moment you fell asleep. It appears that Dr. Pitner wasted no time in contacting him. She told him that I was kidnapped by a deranged patient and that if he knew anything about my whereabouts he needed to contact her immediately. She told him that I was in grave danger and might not even know it.” He delivered the report with a solemn expression that broke into a disbelieving smile as he finished. “I know I shouldn’t find it funny, but that is a little desperate, isn’t it?”

Naomi didn’t see the humor. “She’s calling me a madwoman? She’s not even trying to...” To what? Naomi had run away without explanation.

The smile slipped off Shayn’s face. “Perhaps it isn’t funny,” he conceded. “And I realize that we are coming at this situation from two very different places. Though my brothers won’t tell her anything. And they will be on the lookout for anyone from Sola that ends up on Honora. And, well, it’s possible we might not be staying there for long.”

“No?” Not that they’d had a long time to create any detailed sort of plan, but Naomi knew that Shayn lived on Honora Station with his brothers and had assumed that was their final destination. Not that she was ready to commit to living on a space station for the rest of her life, but it was a place to start.

“Deke shared some interesting information with me. Apparently a large group of Detyens just showed up—”

“The dining hall will be serving dinner for one more hour.” A computerized voice rang through their room.

Naomi’s stomach grumbled and she realized that she didn’t remember the last time she had eaten anything. She wanted to know what Shayn had to say, but he could talk over their meal. “Are you hungry?”

“Starved.” He leaned in for a kiss, but Naomi slid out of his grasp, knowing that one thing would lead to another and they would miss out on their meal.

They washed and dressed quickly before heading down to the dining hall. It was a large room full of dozens of people, possibly more than a hundred. It could seat five times that, but it was late and most people had probably dined earlier. There were other restaurants and eating stations, but the dining hall was the main place for passengers to take their meals.

An android found a table for Naomi and Shayn, and before long they had steaming bowls of delicious smelling food that she didn’t recognize. She was familiar with most Oscavian fare, but being a human on a planet far away from home meant that she was used to eating things she didn’t recognize. She devoured her soup and bread and barely came up for air; truly realizing how hungry she had been, she scraped the last dregs of her meal out of the bowl. Shayn was taking slightly more time, but there was a hungry look in his eye and she was pretty sure he wouldn’t let her have the last bit of his bread if she asked.

She looked around, hoping to flag down the android waiter to get some more food when out of the corner of her eye she saw a man take a seat at a table partially obstructed by a large pillar. She didn’t know why she snagged on him, why he was important, but she leaned in her chair, trying to get a better look. He was an Oscavian with dark hair and he wore a gray top. He could have been anybody, but she was worried he was the man she had thought was following her at the space port.

Was that possible? Had he been following her? Or was he just another passenger?

She didn’t need any more food, her meal suddenly sitting heavy in her stomach. Shayn noticed the change in her mood. “What is it?” he asked around a mouthful of bread.

Despite her fears and doubts, Naomi couldn’t help but smile. “Do you see that guy over there?” She tried to nod subtly towards the pillar.

Shayn glanced over before looking back at her. “Gray shirt? Oscavian?”

She nodded. “I think that’s who I saw earlier. Do you think he’s following us? Do you think Morgyn sent him?” It was hard to imagine that her mentor had turned on her, but she’d wasted no time in contacting Shayn’s family and trying to turn them against her. Did Morgyn actually care for her? Or did she only want her back because Naomi was a valuable asset? Had she only taken Naomi in because she could mold her into the psychic she had become? Now would be a convenient time for a vision to flash up and give her some answers, but even though Naomi had rested and eaten, her power still felt drained and she wasn’t going to be seeing anything for a while yet.

“We’ll keep an eye out,” Shayn promised. “It could just be a coincidence. I hope it is. They didn’t have much time to react. But even if he is following us, we can lose him at Nina Station. We’ll be okay.”

Would they?

A few minutes later when Shayn finished his meal they got up to return to their room and Naomi tried to surreptitiously glance at the Oscavian, but she couldn’t quite see him from the way the room was laid out with that big pillar standing in front of his table. As they made their way to the elevator and up to their room, she kept glancing over her shoulder, expecting him to be right behind them. But the hallways were nearly deserted and they were all alone.

For now.

***
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SHAYN KEPT HIS EYE out for the Oscavian man for the next few days, and he saw him on occasion. Was it enough to believe he was following them? Not really. But could he have been surveilling them? Possibly. There were thousands of people on the ship and Shayn saw at least a few of them more than once, and the Oscavian was one of those that seemed to keep showing up. Shayn was almost tempted to go up to him and strike up a conversation, see how that turned out, but he didn’t know if the man had friends and he wasn’t willing to risk it, not when he had Naomi to look after.

Naomi wasn’t willing to leave their room for long stretches of time, concerned that the man would snatch her up if he got too close. Shayn tried to convince her that wasn’t likely, but she felt safer in the room and there was no reason they needed to walk around the ship. Besides, they were more than capable of keeping themselves entertained behind closed doors.

He spent hours learning her body, finding the things that could light her up between one second and the next, and she studied him in kind. They still hadn’t completely sealed the bond between them, but they had time, and Shayn was satisfied so long as his mate was happy. With his beautiful human miracle with him, how could he be anything but?

“Have you seen anyone else suspicious?” she asked when he returned from his latest stroll. He didn’t like to leave her alone, but he had to stretch his legs and keep an eye out for threats.

“No, everything looks okay.” He knew this was another reaction to their escape, that she’d spent most of her life confined to a single building and would need to adjust to her newly found freedom. It would be so easy to keep her confined, to keep her behind closed doors and wrapped up in blankets, safe from the dangers of any world. But Shayn didn’t want that life for his mate, and he was certain she wouldn’t want it for herself, not once she adjusted to everything that was going on. “Would you like to go for a walk later? Late, when everyone’s asleep?” The ship kept its own hours; night and day were only memories as they traveled between stars. Though some didn’t like to be bound by the ship’s time, late at night it was possible to walk around without meeting another soul. Without being observed.

Naomi stared out of their window from her seat on the couch before turning to look at him. “Maybe,” she answered as she always did. “I’m not sure right now. You didn’t see him?”

“Not this time,” he assured her. 

“I’m sorry that I’m so messed up.” She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. Shayn joined her on the couch and rubbed her back. He wanted to pull her close, but sometimes she didn’t want to be held. He was learning these things about his denya and doing his best to keep her happy, or as happy as she could be in these trying times.

“You’re perfectly normal,” he said. “You’ve been through a lot and you’re still going strong. It’s okay if you want to stay in the room until we get to Nina Station.” He hoped it didn’t come to that, though.

Naomi let go of her legs and leaned against him, finding one of his hands and lacing their fingers together. “What do you think Morgyn will do to me if she finds me? I’ve been imagining a million things and its driving me crazy.” She trembled as she asked and Shayn leaned in, offering all of his warmth.

He could think of a dozen dark scenarios of his own and he didn’t want to burden his denya, so he took his time, carefully crafting his response. “I don’t know her as well as you do, obviously. We actually only talked on that first day. But based on the things you’ve told me, I assume she’d want you back on Oscavia, relatively unscathed. And when she has you there she will do her best to make sure you don’t leave again.”

She pulled in a shaky breath and nodded. “Yeah, that’s one possibility.”

“What are you really worried about?”

“That she’ll kill you. Or hurt you to make me cooperate.” She pushed off the couch and moved until she was standing by the window and looking out into the vast darkness that spread out before them. “I don’t even know where all that’s coming from. It’s not a vision. And Morgyn has never threatened me before. But... I can’t risk you.”

Shayn rose as well and stood behind her, his hands coming up to cover her shoulders. “You’re not risking me. I can handle Morgyn. I’m never without my own defense.”

She cocked her head to the side and looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “What?”

He grinned at his denya. “Watch this.” He held out his hand and squeezed, triggering the release of sharp claws from his knuckles. They were a throwback to long before Detyens had been a peaceful race that traveled the galaxy, back to the time when they hunted the mountains of their home world and fought for supremacy.

Naomi sucked in a breath, but she didn’t seem scared. She turned toward him and raised a hand, her finger carefully tracing over the curve of the claw. “That’s deadly,” she said. And then she shocked him to his core, leaning down and placing a kiss over the broadest part. “I think you’re going to need them.”

He couldn’t tell if she was speaking from a vision or fear, and he didn’t ask. He let his claws slide back into their sheathes as if they’d never been there in the first place and was about to lean down and capture his mate’s mouth when the ship rocked around them and they stumbled.

A moment later the lights went out, the room thrown into complete darkness, and in the distance a siren blared.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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NAOMI REACHED OUT AND clung to Shayn, afraid that if she didn’t touch him she’d lose him in the darkness. She could hear the faint beeping of a siren coming from the hall, and there was no light. She could have covered her eyes and have seen no difference. 

Something hummed around them and a dim light in the floor illuminated a path towards the door. “Emergency lights,” she muttered. 

“It looks like we should follow them,” said Shayn. He laced their fingers together and led her toward the door. 

“Wait!” Naomi cried out as they passed a low table. She reached down and felt around for her tablet, careful not to sweep it to the floor. Once the hard metal touched her fingertips she carefully picked it up and placed it in her pocket. “Can’t leave Aileen behind,” she said, a bit embarrassed. To some the AI would be nothing more than a machine, but she was so much more than that to Naomi. Leaving her would be like abandoning her oldest friend.

“Of course not,” Shayn agreed, and Naomi’s heart clenched at his easy acceptance. 

They found the door and made it out to the hallway, where they could hear other people coming out of their rooms. It was hard to see anyone. The emergency lights lit a path in the floor, but they cast everyone in shadow. The beeping of the siren was louder out here and if they stuck around for long Naomi was sure she’d have a headache. 

“What’s going on?”

“Are we crashing?”

“Is the ship broken?”

“Hey, who turned out the lights?”

“What are we supposed to do?”

The words came from all around them, but Naomi couldn’t put any faces to the voices. She squeezed Shayn’s hand tight and he squeezed back, assuring her that he was right there, even if she could only see the shadow of his features. But she didn’t need to see him to feel him, his heat, the scent of his sweat and soap, or hear the sound of his breathing. In the past few days he’d become more familiar to her than anyone back home and it was strangely reassuring to know him in the dark.

“Please proceed along the highlighted route,” a calm, computerized voice broke through the emergency sirens. “Follow crew instructions and all will be well.”

The ship rocked again and Naomi stumbled into her mate, one arm going around him to steady herself. Someone in the hallway screamed and Naomi flinched. But everything settled after a moment and the voice instructed them again to follow the lights. She didn’t know where they were going, didn’t know what was wrong, but at least they had a path to follow.

The mass of people around them started moving and Naomi thought she and Shayn were bringing up the rear until another door slammed further down the hall and a grumbling male voice floated up towards them. It sounded like someone had just been woken up and wasn’t happy about it. It wasn’t late according to the ship’s time, but that didn’t mean everyone would be awake.

They walked for awhile, several minutes at least, and she had no idea where they were. It was difficult to judge the distance without much light and the dimness was constant; no matter what section of the ship they were in, things weren’t getting better.

And it was starting to get cold. 

Normally the ship was a bit warm, the mix of body heat and life support doing its job to keep them all comfortable, but they were floating through cold, dark space and the temperatures outside were enough to kill a person if the vacuum and lack of oxygen didn’t do the job first. If the ship was cold, it meant something was wrong with the life support system, and from what little Naomi knew of ships, that meant something was really wrong. Those systems were triply redundant at a minimum since a failure of life support meant everyone died.

She shuddered and Shayn leaned in close.

“We’ll be fine,” he reassured her. “There might be a mechanical issue, but a liner like this is sure to have the best mechanics available. Any diversions in life support will be temporary.”

It sounded good, but Naomi didn’t quite believe him. “How many times have you been on a ship that lost life support?”

Shayn didn’t answer, and that was answer enough. The light eventually led them to a large room and though she still couldn’t see everything, Naomi was pretty sure that they were in the dining room. Even more people were waiting there, hushed voices speaking loud enough to make it hard to think. Of course their escape from Morgyn wouldn’t go exactly to plan. But nothing about her visions had suggested that they were going to die on a spaceship. Naomi took that to heart. She’d had plenty of death visions, though few of them were about herself. She knew what the inevitability of death felt like, and it wasn’t this. People were scared, but they weren’t panicking, and they weren’t resigned to their fate. Things would be alright. She believed that.

“I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” a crew member yelled from the center of the room, trying to get everyone’s attention. “We’ve had a slight issue with the mechanics, but luckily we are within range of a habitable planet.” The murmurs got even louder. “Please! I need your attention. If you would proceed to the nearest evacuation station once I am done talking, we will begin the process.” People started shifting, trying to move to the doors even though the crewman wasn’t done. “Don’t leave yet, I have some important instructions.” That didn’t stop anyone.

Naomi wanted to follow after them, slightly worried there wouldn’t be enough seats, but if the crewman had something important to say, she didn’t want to miss out. And since Shayn wasn’t trying to move, she would stay at his side until this thing was over.

And long after that if she had her way.

“What’s wrong with the ship?” a voice from the front demanded.

“A mechanical issue,” the crewman repeated. “We have someone coming to take a look, but it will be a little while. We are only evacuating for passenger comfort. There is no imminent danger. Now. Please make sure to record your name when you board the evacuation vessel. And record your name again with one of the crew on the ground when you reach the evacuation site. We want to ensure that everyone is accounted for. Do not return to your rooms for your things. You will be able to recover them later. We have plenty of food, clothing, blankets, and water on the ground. Now proceed in an orderly fashion to the evacuation station. Orderly!”

Chaos erupted.
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SHAYN HELD ON TIGHT to his denya as the flow of bodies took them out of the dining room and towards the evacuation station. Panic hummed around them as passengers tried to get out as quickly as possible. Shayn’s instincts screamed at him to protect his mate, that there were threats all around, but all he could do was lead her to their destination. No one was trying to hurt them, and if he initiated any violence, if he shoved someone, or forced his way forward, he would only make things worse.

But when someone jostled Naomi he couldn’t keep the growl from escaping and despite the noise around them, the sound carried. Suddenly they had a buffer around them as passengers gave them a wide berth. He wanted more information, wanted to know what could cause a ship to break down like this. But his only knowledge of these kind of mechanics came from what his brothers told him. He was in charge of keeping Honora Station safe, his brothers kept it working.

A line snaked down the hall as passengers waited to be loaded onto the evacuation vessel. Naomi thrummed with tension, and Shayn tried to keep his cool, tried not to radiate any of his own concerns. Things would be fine. This had nothing to do with their escape. It was merely a delay, and it would be a funny story someday.

Not today.

The line lurched forward as passengers loaded onto the vessel and stopped again for some reason. Shayn couldn’t see the door out, but he hoped they were getting closer.

“You, you, you, not you, you two, and that guy over there, come on. Load up this way.” It wasn’t the same crewman from the dining room, but Shayn could just make out the shape of the uniform, and the person spoke with authority as if they had the right to direct passengers where they wanted them to go.

Several of the people behind them followed the instructions, and Shayn watched them go, hoping that whatever the crew was doing would get them off the ship faster. He felt helpless in the line. He wanted to find some other way off the ship, some way he could control, and make sure his denya stayed safe. But those kind of reckless actions would only hurt them in the long run.

They moved a few steps and stopped again.

“I don’t know if going to die of terror or boredom first,” Naomi muttered.

Despite the situation, Shayn grinned. “Boredom, definitely.”

They turned a corner as the line moved and Shayn could see passengers loading up onto the vessel. He didn’t know exactly how many would fit onto each vessel, but the seats had to number in the hundreds based on the length of the line. And it had to be getting crowded in there. There were thousands of people on the ship, thousands of people to evacuate. There was no way to do it quickly if they wanted to be safe.

He was sure they would get on the vessel with the next group of passengers, and he was half right. A crew member waved them forward, and Shayn and Naomi stepped up, ready to board.

“Only one seat left,” said the crewmember, looking down at her tablet dispassionately. “You were first, she has to stay. Has to get the next vessel.”

“We go together.” Shayn insisted.

“It’s all right,” Naomi whispered to him, quiet enough that the crewmember wouldn’t be able to hear. “I’m sure there’s another vessel with a seat for me.”

“Together,” Shayn repeated firmly.

“Sir, you’re holding up the line. Get in or go find another seat somewhere. I don’t have time for this.” She gestured Shayn and Naomi aside and waved the person behind them forward.

That person didn’t hesitate, giving the crewmember their name and stepping onto the vessel. The door clanged shut behind them, leaving Shayn, Naomi, and dozens more people stranded in the hallway without a way off the ship.

“You should’ve gone,” said Naomi. “At least you would have been safe.”

Shayn clutched her shoulders and kissed her forehead. “I’m not safe without you with me. We are mates, we are in this together.” He had just found her, and he wouldn’t lose her now. And even though the crew insisted that the ship was relatively safe even with the mechanical failure, he refused to get onto an escape vessel without his mate. “Let’s go find another way off.”

Naomi muttered something behind him, something Shayn couldn’t quite make out, but he was certain it had to do with being a stubborn male who didn’t know when to do what he was told.

They found another group of people muttering and complaining as the door to the escape vessel slammed shut. The ship lurched again and Shayn wondered just how safe it actually was. They were still only lit up by the emergency lights, but his eyes had adjusted so at least he could see better now.

Following the crowd wasn’t doing them any good, and as the group they’d been with started heading down one hall, Shayn tugged Naomi down another. 

“Where are we going?” she asked, trailing behind him and not letting go of his hand.

“Away from them,” was Shayn’s response. “The lights have to lead somewhere, right?” If they were meant to guide passengers, they wouldn’t lead them to a dead end. At least, he hoped not. “Any hints?” Naomi hadn’t had a vision since they’d boarded the ship and if she had any power over them, now would be the time to trigger one. Of course, she’d told him more than once that they weren’t something she could control, so he wasn’t holding out hope.

“Nothing.” She sounded just as frustrated as he felt so Shayn was sure not to let any of that out. “Wait.” She tugged on his hand and pulled them to a stop. “We shouldn’t go this way.” Her voice took on a faraway cadence. “We need to go. Now.” She yanked his hand back towards the way they’d come and started running. She was surprisingly fast and Shayn had to work to keep up, despite his longer legs.

She turned a blind corner and they almost smacked into a pack of people, dodging out of the way just in time. Naomi kept moving, not content to hide in the crowd, and Shayn had no choice but to follow her. “What are we running from?” he asked.

“Badness,” was the useful response.

He couldn’t complain that his mate’s psychic visions weren’t specific enough. He couldn’t. No matter how much he wanted to. 

They came to a split in the hall and Naomi stumbled and cursed. She turned one way and then the next, frozen in indecision.

“What’s wrong?”

“No good choice.” She looked both ways again and then looked him up and down. It was too dim to read the expression on her face, but he could see her shake her head. 

Footsteps pounded behind them and Shayn whipped around, shielding Naomi with his body, unsure of what threat the new person posed. No matter how well his eyes had adjusted, he could still only make out the shape of the person. Tall, perhaps Oscavian, short hair. He might have been the man that Shayn and Naomi had spotted before, but it was too dark to be sure.

“Hand her over,” he rumbled at Shayn.

“Did you have something to do with this?” It seemed ludicrous to think someone would sabotage a ship like this just to take control of Naomi, but Shayn didn’t yet know what lengths Sola Corp would go to to get his denya back.

The man scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Now hand her over.” His hand flicked at his side and Shayn could barely make out the length of some kind of weapon.

“That’s not happening.” 

Had Naomi seen how this ended? Was that why she couldn’t choose which way to run? He’d fight to protect her to his last breath and he’d make sure she was safe from whoever threatened her, no matter the cost.

He moved quickly, springing at the man and lashing out with a punch in a flurry of movement meant to take the man by surprise. But whoever he was fighting knew to expect it and blocked, bringing up his baton and flicking it. Shayn spun away, but it still managed to lick him and he hissed in pain. It was nothing, he’d had worse. 

They traded blows and Shayn never lost his awareness of his denya, keeping himself between her and his opponent at all times. It meant he had to take a few more blows, but he could deal with bruises. And Naomi didn’t stay frozen like a statue. She took cover, keeping out of sight and making herself less of a target. She had to know that more threats could come for her and she didn’t seem willing to be caught unaware.

A lucky strike sent his opponent crashing to the floor and a second punch knocked him out. Shayn’s claws snicked out and he wanted to lean down and finish the job, but Naomi put a hand on his arm. “You’re not a killer,” she told him. But she’d only known him a few days; she couldn’t know that with certainty. 

She was right, though. Shayn had never killed someone. Yet if it came to that, if he had to do it to defend his mate, he’d lean down and use his claws as they were meant to be used. “He could come back for you.” 

“Here,” she pointed towards a dark hollow in the wall, “I found a closet. We can lock him in. The crew said the ship is safe enough. He can always call for help later. We’re not killing him.”

“Did your vision tell you not to?” 

“I’m capable of making decisions on my own.” It came out icy and a bit hurt and Shayn knew he’d overstepped, but he didn’t have time to apologize. He hefted up his unconscious assailant and stuffed him in the closet. They rigged a lock on the outside of the door and were off once more.

The next evacuation vessel they found was still taking passengers and Naomi and Shayn slipped on without any trouble. He could feel bruises blooming and hoped there was regen gel on the ground. Naomi sat close and burrowed into his side, the tension from before washed away at the relief of escape.

“We’ll be okay,” he promised. And he’d do everything in his power to make sure that remained true. Even if he had to become a killer to do so.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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IT WAS MID-AFTERNOON on the planet they were taking shelter on, and according to the crew the place was owned by some Oscavian lord who rarely visited. They’d gained his permission to rest there so long as they didn’t touch any of the structures he’d built. There were no houses or other buildings within sight. The crew had set up camp on the edge of a forest and were handing out supplies in an orderly fashion.

Shayn reluctantly left Naomi by a food station to get a tent and blankets for them. She’d insisted she was fine and since the biggest threat to her was most likely still locked in a closet back on the ship he’d relented. He was still on edge from the fight. Being a security guard meant he was more responsible for ending fights than participating in them, but he had plenty of training and he was too amped to calm down. He wanted to run to burn off the excess, but he wasn’t leaving Naomi alone for longer than he had to.

He realized that she might have sent him off because she needed a few minutes to herself and that worried him. They were mates. They belonged together. Had the fight shaken her? Was she worried at seeing the violence he was capable of? Did she think... no, he couldn’t even entertain the thought. It had been a terrible situation and fighting had been their only way out. She had to know that. Right?

He took the pack and recorded his name with the crew before turning back and heading towards the food station. Naomi sat at a table, fingers curled around a steaming mug. Another sat next to her, waiting for him to take it. When she heard him approach she turned, and the bright smile she shot him went a long way to alleviating his fears. 

“How are you feeling?” she asked when he took his seat. “I don’t see any bruising.”

She would if she got a look at his ribs, but it could have been much worse and Shayn had managed to scrounge up a little regen gel from one of the emergency kits. He’d be fine as soon as the medicine started to work. “He didn’t hit that hard,” Shayn said.

Naomi looked at him like she knew he was full of bluster before rolling her eyes. “You’re very...” she trailed off and took a sip of her drink to keep from finishing the sentence.

But Shayn needed to hear this. “I’m very what?”

She heaved a deep breath. “Manly.” It didn’t sound so good when she said it.

“Would you prefer I wasn’t?” He knew they came from different cultures, but they both had a good deal of Oscavian in their upbringings and their expectations couldn’t be that different. Could they? What were human relationships like?

His denya narrowed her eyes. “I’d prefer if you didn’t hide injuries you got because of me. I knew you were going to get hurt and I couldn’t do anything about it. No matter what we did he was going to catch up to us and if we’d gone right he was going to—” She snapped her mouth shut and shook her head, her brown skin taking on a sickly undertone. “It was bad. And going left wasn’t that much better.”

“Then it’s a good thing we stayed in place.” He’d wondered why she’d been frozen, and now he knew. “I’m your mate. It’s my duty to protect you. I’m sorry you had to see something terrible in a vision, but I’m here now, and I’d take a million blows to keep you from feeling a single one.”

“I don’t want you hurt. Don’t you understand that it’s the same for me? And if my only weapon to stop it from happening means I need to harness what’s in my head, then I’ll do it. I just haven’t been properly motivated before today.” She was intense, her hands clenched tightly around her mug and her voice full of determination.

Shayn loved her for that. But he could see the beginning of something dangerous forming, and it was his job to protect her, even from herself, if necessary. “You see amazing things. But you can’t see everything. Let’s just take this thing as it comes, bad with the good, yeah?”

She didn’t look convinced, but she nodded, for whatever that was worth. Shayn would need to keep an eye out to make sure she didn’t hurt herself, but if she needed to concentrate on her visions for now he wouldn’t stop her, no matter his concern. She knew her limits. He’d merely observe and he’d step in if things seemed to get too much.

“The crew said we can make camp anywhere within a couple of kilometers. The evacuation vessels also convert to sleeping quarters, but those spaces are already spoken for. And I thought it might be nice to have some privacy.” Those vessels were bound to be loud, hot, and cramped, and a night under the stars on this beautiful planet would be just what he and his mate needed to recover from the last few days.

“Did they say how long we’d be here?” she asked. She finished her drink and pushed the mug aside.

“A day or so, depending on what the ship needs. They have a speeder full of mechanics coming to take a look.” And from what he’d managed to overhear, things might have been more dire than they were letting on, but he kept that to himself. There was no need to worry his denya any further, especially about something neither of them could control.

“I guess it’s a good thing we weren’t worried about speed. Will your brothers be worried about the delay?”

“They don’t know when we’re arriving. I didn’t give them our flight information, just in case.” He was almost certain no one was listening in on his calls, but he couldn’t say the same for any other communications, and he wouldn’t risk accidentally giving them up with a careless message. His brothers knew he was coming home and that was all that mattered. They didn’t even know that Naomi was his denya. Every time he tried to tell them something interrupted and he’d decided to wait until they saw her in person. The shock might knock them down, but he didn’t want to give them time to form opinions before they met his mate. He needed them to like her.

“What’s that look?” Naomi asked.

“Look?” Shayn shook his head. She didn’t need fraternal worries either. “Let’s go get out gear set up.” He hefted up the bag and nodded towards the woods. 

Naomi looked where he was nodding and then craned her head the other way. “Let’s not go there. Something’s... off about that way.”

“Vision?”

“Feeling.”

Good enough. Shayn followed as Naomi led the way.

***
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NAOMI HAD TRIED TO help set up their surprisingly big tent, but her life lived indoors had never been more on display. As soon as she backed off, Shayn had it up in the blink of an eye. “You’re kind of handy,” she observed. “When do you need to set up tents on a space station?”

He grinned and made her heart flip over at the carefree look. A ways out from the recovery zone they could almost pretend they were on vacation at some remote hideaway and not survivors of a spaceship malfunction. “When I was a boy my father would take me camping. And I took my brothers when they were old enough. And our settlement wasn’t the most technologically advanced. There was always something that needed mending.”

The smile waned a bit when he spoke of his father, but picked back up when he mentioned his brothers. Naomi wished she could take away his pain, but some things couldn’t be fixed. His father’s death would always hurt him, just as her parents’ deaths would always hurt her. The pain dulled in time, but it couldn’t be completely erased. And even if it could, she wouldn’t want it to. Giving up that pain would mean getting rid of them. 

Never. She’d hold those memories close until the end of her days. She’d tell Shayn the stories and jokes her parents had shared with her, and in that way they’d manage to live on. 

Her own expression must have turned melancholy from the look Shayn was giving her and she forced a smile. The smile turned real when he did something to make his eyes bug out and stuck his tongue out. A laugh burst out of her and she lunged toward him, wrapping her arms around him and tackling him through the entrance to the tent and onto the small mattress he’d set up.

“Is nowhere safe!” Shayn demanded in mock horror. “Attacked in my own tent. What kind of planet is this?

But he couldn’t stop smiling, and his eyes were that bright Oscavian blue that looked a little strange in his Detyen face. She leaned down and kissed him. It had been far too long since she’d had a taste, hours to be sure, and they’d survived a great ordeal since then. She needed to press his skin against hers, needed to reassure herself that he was alright.

He could have died. She’d seen it much brighter than the dim light of the ship should have allowed. A stupid fall that sent him tumbling over a railing and down three levels to the hard floor below. And then the attacker had snatched her. The vision had taken less than a second, but she’d lived it for an eternity.

And going the other way would have left Shayn bleeding and limping, but she wanted her mate safe and whole.

“Where did you go?” Shayn asked, pulling back.

Moisture prickled at Naomi’s eyes and she wanted to hide her face. He didn’t need to see this. They were fine now. She wanted him. Why did her brain keep doing this?

“The visions aren’t always pleasant,” she told him. It was the best explanation she had. “And even when they don’t come to pass, the memory still lives on. I’m really alright.”

He studied her for a moment, and if he contradicted that she was going to scream. But his expression softened and he traced his thumb over her eyebrow and down her cheek until it found her mouth. Naomi opened and sucked it in, swirling her tongue around and imagining that she had something else entirely between her lips.

Shayn must have gotten the idea, judging by the sinful groan he let out and the way his eyes lit up with temptation. She pulled off his thumb with a pop and pulled at his shirt, wrestling it off. They had to fight with one of the walls of the tent and for a moment Naomi worried she’d bring the whole structure down on top of them, but it held, a testament to Shayn’s construction skills. 

His cock pressed hard against his pants and he hissed out a sharp breath when she ran her hands over the length, the sensation still pleasurable despite the cloth barrier. “I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of touching you,” she said, and it was true. She’d never felt this well of emotion for anyone before, never even considered that it was possible. Had she somehow known that Shayn was out there just waiting to stumble across her? Was that her visions or the denya bond? Maybe both.

“I’m all yours, denya,” Shayn said. His breathing stuttered as she carefully undid the clasp of his pants and eased them down. And in a moment he was completely naked while she still had all of her clothes on. 

It was strange and weirdly empowering to see him vulnerable like that, his cock standing tall and the rest of him on display for her. She wanted to touch every centimeter of him, wanted to see how long she could make it last until he begged her to give him relief. Her mind whirred with ideas, things she’d never considered before, but she was certain Shayn would go along with whatever she wanted.

What a rush.

She skimmed her fingers along Shayn’s cock, just enough to tease, before laying down on top of him and capturing his mouth. He rutted up against her and she grinned against his lips. “What do you want?” she asked between kisses.

“Everything,” he said. He reached for her shirt and before she could process it she was topless with him, her naked skin pressed against his chest, hot and perfect and still not enough. She’d thought she was in control, but somehow she ended up under Shayn and his lips and fingers were everywhere, making her writhe in their makeshift bed. Sounds escaped her that might have made her blush if she was capable of thinking about anything but pleasure. But they were too far away for any of their fellow survivors to hear them, and so what if they did? Naomi wanted everyone to know that Shayn was taken, that he was hers.

His fingers brushed against the tight heat of her entrance and Naomi realized her pants had gotten lost at some point. Why had she even been wearing clothes in the first place? When the blunt tip of his finger pushed inside, Naomi lost track of the question, of anything but the sensation. Shayn took his time, just as he had every moment they’d spent in bed back on the ship. In space there had been something stopping them from taking the final step, but she could feel it in her heart that there was no stopping this now. She didn’t want to.

“Will you seal the bond with me?” he asked, laying gentle kisses along her neck as his fingers teased her to madness.

“Yes,” she moaned decadently. “Please, do it.” She clutched his shoulders as if she could mold them together by holding on tight enough as a second finger joined Shayn’s first. The time he took was enough to have her cursing and bucking against him, demanding more, needing his cock. “Get in me,” she bit out, the sexy demand enough to make Shayn chuckle. She might have cursed him if he hadn’t shifted his weight until suddenly, the head of his cock brushed against her entrance.

Their eyes locked and his glowed bright blue. “You’re mine, denya,” he declared as he pressed into her tantalizingly slowly.

“Yours.” The word stretched out as her body accommodated him. He was big, and wide, and almost too much. She was stretched almost to the point of pain, but the scent of him, the press of his body, his entire reassuring presence was enough, and she yielded to him, her body accepting his presence as if he belonged there, as if he’d been made for her. 

She clutched him tight, afraid to let go, and she knew she wasn’t keeping any of her emotions shielded. Her expression was showing everything she’d grown to feel in the last few days, every impossible, too fast emotion that scared and thrilled her at the same time. How had this man come to mean so much? How could she know he’d be her everything until the last of their days? How could she be willing to do anything so long as it meant that he would be at her side?

How could she be in love?

Her face said it all, but she choked the words back, still not ready to say them, not yet. 

And when Shayn began to move she forgot about talking. The time for that had passed. She joined him in a rhythm her body knew, matching his thrusts as he buried himself deep inside of her and pulled out before moving again. Passion climbed, threatening to crest more than once, but Naomi held it off, wanting this to last. She begged him for more, needing it like she needed air, more than she needed air. And when it became too much, she shattered, her body rippling and breaking into a million pieces before reforming even stronger than before.

Shayn buried himself a final time and came with a roar, calling out her name and sealing the bond tightly between them. 

She could feel something snap into place just under her heart, an anchor reaching from her out to her mate, tying them together in the ways of his people, binding them together for good.

She pressed kisses to anywhere she could find, too wrung out by the pleasure and the profound connection to move much more. Shayn gathered her close and gave his own kisses back, and after awhile Naomi drifted as the late afternoon sun set around them.

She woke to shuffling sounds at one point and wondered if an animal was trying to get into the tent, but it was only Shayn pulling on some pants. “You should put something on, as much as it pains me to say it, denya. The night will be cold.” Naomi held out a hand and got dressed before falling back into sleep.

The second time she was sure the shuffling had to be an animal, especially since Shayn was snuggled up right next to her, but her instincts urged her to keep completely silent and still. Whoever was out there, she didn’t want them to know where she was.

Whoever? Not whatever? Her instincts pinged on that first and when she heard a muffled curse she realized it was a person outside and not a creature. Her stiffened posture must have roused Shayn, but before he could say anything she placed a finger to his lips, urging him to be quiet.

She was glad for the clothes Shayn had urged her to wear. The tent wasn’t too chilly, but there was a bite in the air, and she definitely didn’t want the person outside to catch her naked. 

Perhaps he’d merely gone for a walk, or had gotten turned around from his own camp site. She wanted to believe it, but her instincts told her that wasn’t the case. And when the shadow and the sound of his footsteps got even louder, she knew he was coming for them.

For her.

Could he be the same man Shayn had fought on the ship? Or had someone else come?

Shayn shifted beside her, angling himself so they wouldn’t be caught if the man managed to get inside. “Be ready to run,” he breathed into her ear, the sound almost swallowed up by the darkness around them. “Hide and I’ll find you,” he vowed.

She didn’t want to leave her mate to fight her battles, but of the two of them he was much better equipped. She nodded swiftly and rolled to her feet. There wasn’t enough room to stand in the tent, but they could crouch. 

“Naomi, come out. I’m here to take you home.” She didn’t recognize the voice of the man outside, and she definitely wasn’t going to do what he said. 

She remained silent, even as a part of her wished she could just tell him to go away. 

“There are things you don’t know about the man who took you. Dr. Pitner knows he might have made you promises, but they’re not true. You know he came to her for a reason. He’s troubled. It’s not safe for you in there.”

Did he really think that would work? Even if Naomi couldn’t feel the truth of their bond anchored deep in her chest, nothing Shayn had done in the past few days suggested he was anything but honest, anything but hers. And even if she hadn’t been sure of him, she had faith in her visions, and they’d been screaming at her to get away from Sola Corp and all Morgyn wanted. 

Wind rustled the entrance to the tent, sending one of the flaps open and giving them a glimpse of the man outside. It was dark, but Naomi was pretty sure he wasn’t the same guy they’d seen on the ship. He was a bit shorter and broader. Probably still Oscavian, though, if he worked for Morgyn.

“I’m not going back,” Naomi sneered at him. “I’ve given Morgyn enough of my life.”

“Then be an adult and tell her that yourself.” He sounded completely reasonable, but she caught sight of something dark in his hand. A weapon? Did he have a blaster? She couldn’t leave Shayn behind to get hurt.

“I’ll be fine,” her mate reassured her as if he could read her thoughts. “It’s not a blaster.”

Could he read her thoughts? They’d have to discuss this mate thing further. 

“Leave us alone,” Naomi tried one more time, giving the man a chance to retreat.

“I can’t do that,” he said.

“Remember that when you’re bleeding,” Shayn said as he burst out of the tent. And while Shayn distracted him, Naomi ran. 
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CHAPTER NINE
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SHAYN WASN’T HURT. Naomi could tell, since he caught up to her before she’d escaped the clearing where they were camped. He almost overtook her before he slowed down to stay at her pace. When Naomi went to turn towards the main camp, Shayn urged her in the other direction, deeper into the forest and away from the other survivors.

“Safety in numbers?” Naomi pointed out as they left those numbers behind.

“Don’t know how many are looking for you,” Shayn countered. And he had a point. Morgyn had already sent two men to retrieve her; it was completely possible she had more at the camp. There had been thousands of people on that ship and any one of them could have some sort of connection to Sola Corp. Naomi knew the company was much bigger than she’d ever seen. She was part of the medical research arm, but it had tendrils buried in every part of the Oscavian Empire. Naomi didn’t know what kind of influence Morgyn wielded over those other tendrils, but anything was possible.

How the fuck were they ever going to escape?

“Safe enough by morning,” Shayn said, not even winded as they ran. “Can make it back then.”

A whole night spent in the forest of a strange planet. Naomi tried to convince herself it was an adventure rather than a terrifying ordeal. And with Shayn by her side it almost was.

She strained to hear if the man who’d come for her was chasing after them, but the only sounds she heard were the chirps of night birds and Shayn. They took a rest after several minutes, leaning against tall trees and looking out for any pursuers.

Shayn hugged her close and murmured reassurances at her, but exhaustion was catching up with Naomi and a few reassurances weren’t enough. She wanted to be off the planet, out of the Oscavian Empire, and on her way to her new future. She’d never expected that she’d need to run for her life, not from the person who’d saved it, who’d raised her since her parents died.

A twig snapped in the distance and Shayn’s head jerked, following the sound. Naomi’s lungs still heaved from their run and she didn’t know if she had it in her to sprint any more. But Shayn didn’t run. They moved carefully, stepping over twigs and rocks and skirting the edges of the trees to stay out of sight. One of the moons overhead made it bright enough that they weren’t blind, and the longer they were outside, the better Naomi’s eyes adjusted. 

Shayn turned left and Naomi’s instincts screamed to go right. She reached out and tugged, nodding in the other direction. He didn’t question and she took the lead, climbing up a shallow hill until they came to a rise and could look out at the forest all around them. She could hear crashing waves in the distance and wondered how near they were to the water, but the vegetation was too dense to see anything.

They stopped again, and after several minutes passed by, when they didn’t hear their pursuer, Naomi began to breathe easier. She didn’t know how late it was, but she’d caught plenty of sleep after their afternoon lovemaking, so she wasn’t that tired. But she didn’t look forward to spending a cold night outdoors.

Shayn sank to the ground and held out his arms for her. Naomi snuggled into his embrace, both for warmth and reassurance, and they sat together like that all night, neither daring to sleep as they waited for the sun to crest the horizon.

Hours passed, and Naomi sank into half-sleep, more like meditation than anything restful. By the time the world lightened around them all of her muscles ached from sitting on the hard ground and she would be thankful the next time she saw a bed.

“Do you think he’s still out here?” she asked, her voice a bit rusty from the chill.

“If he’s smart he’s waiting back at the settlement, or at our tent. It would be easy for a man to get lost in a forest this big and he wouldn’t want to risk it. He’ll try again.” Shayn sounded grimly prepared, but he held her close, as if that would be enough to protect her from the men following her.

“We’ll need to change up our way home,” Naomi decided. “If they’re on the ship, we don’t want to lead them to your brothers.”

“My brothers can handle themselves. And I have another destination in mind.” She looked up and saw him grin. “We have the whole universe open to us, and as soon as we’re out of the empire we’ll be safe.”

“You think so?” Sola Corp had been her entire life and it was hard to imagine that they couldn’t find her anywhere.

“You’re one person. At a certain point it will be too expensive to keep chasing after you.” It was coldly practical, and Naomi hoped he was right.

With the sun up and hope of a restored journey on the horizon, she and her mate made their way back to the campground hand in hand. A few groups of people were sitting outside the main food station and smiled at them as they grabbed their breakfasts and sat at one of the empty tables. A few minutes later more survivors arrived and the tables began to fill up. A group of Oscavian women joined them and regaled them with stories of their troubles setting up their tents.

Naomi shot a sly glance at her mate, remembering just how handy he’d been, and how all of that had turned out. While they ate, her worries about Sola Corp chasing her receded to the back of her mind. She could pretend that she and Shayn were just a couple in love on a disaster prone vacation. But when the Oscavian ladies left, those memories came right back.

She and Shayn stayed in the dining area, hoping there was safety in numbers. And an hour or two after they’d eaten the whispers started as rumors about the ship started to filter through the crowd.

They’d be off the planet before noon, seemed to be the gist of it, and on their way back to civilization in no time.
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SHAYN SPOTTED THE MAN who’d come for them in the night in the middle of their meal, and when the man froze in his tracks he was certain that it was the right person. But the Oscavian didn’t approach, and Shayn was content to believe that they were safe.

For now.

Still, he kept to the central area that the crew had set up where all the passengers were milling around, and he was careful not to let Naomi out of his sight. He’d managed to lay the Oscavian out with a single punch in the wee hours of the morning, but that had been more a matter of surprise than strategy.

It was a strange comfort to know the man was near them. At least he had eyes on the threat, rather than needing to search every shadow for hidden thugs. Shayn didn’t know if anyone else would come after Naomi, but he doubted it. Sola Corp had managed to get two operatives on their ship in a matter of hours after Naomi had spontaneously escaped, so there simply couldn’t have been time to get more people to follow them.

That would change once they were back on board and had made their first stop. If he were in charge of recovering his denya he’d have a crew waiting to board at the next port, one skilled in retrieving people from nasty situations.

Naomi seemed to pick up on the sour turn of his mood. “This is about to get a lot more difficult, isn’t it?” she asked quietly. Their breakfast companions were long gone and no one had taken their seats, so it was unlikely anyone would overhear them speaking.

“You said it yourself, you’re valuable. Morgyn is going to put all her available resources into finding you as soon as possible. And I’m going to make sure that doesn’t happen.” He’d keep a look out for the man who’d come for them the night before and stay on high alert. It would be a tense few days while they waited to leave the empire, but eventually they’d be fine. They had to be. A thought occurred to him. “Does your AI know anything about Sola Corp? If she’s been hooked into their systems she might know more than you realize.”

Naomi considered it before pulling the tablet out of their pocket. She’d managed to grab it before fleeing their tent; Aileen was too important to be left behind. She powered up the device and they waited for the screen to light up.

“Where are we? What’s going on? Where’s the network?” Was it possible for an artificial intelligence to sound scared? Shayn thought this one did. And why shouldn’t she? When she’d been powered off she’d been plugged into the ship and connected to every computer there. Now she was alone, supported only by what input her human owner could give her.

“There was an accident,” Naomi said, voice soft as if she was comforting a wounded animal. “I had to pull you off the network to keep you with me. We’ll be connected again very soon. But Shayn had a question for you.”

“He didn’t get shut off,” the AI groused. “Must be nice to be able to turn your friends on and off whenever it’s convenient.” 

Naomi pressed her lips tightly together as if suppressing a smile at her machine’s grumbling. Whoever had programmed the thing had let the personality processor run wild and he could see the appeal, especially for someone who spent a lot of her time without other living company. “I’m sorry,” she said, and Shayn wasn’t sure he’d ever heard a person sincerely apologize to a machine before. “I’ll try and warn you if something happens again.”

Shayn didn’t know that AIs could make the noise Aileen made. But she quickly relented. “What’s the question?”

“Um...” Naomi took a breath and shot him a look before turning back to Aileen. “Have you realized that we’re fleeing from Morgyn? From home?”

He didn’t like the way the word ‘fleeing’ sounded. They were heading towards a new life, a better one. But now was not the time to argue semantics.

“Finally!” It came out so loud that he was sure someone around them must have heard. 

Naomi jerked forward to turn down Aileen’s volume control.

“Hey!” the AI objected, “just ask if you want me to keep it down. That tickles.”

“Sorry,” Naomi muttered, but then she jabbed the volume button once for good measure. “Now what do you mean by finally?”

“That doctor has been up to no good from day one,” Aileen informed them like she was dropping a hot piece of gossip. “And she thought her firewalls would be good enough to keep me at bay. Ha!”

“Quietly!” his denya warned as Aileen’s voice rose again.

She quieted and continued talking. “Turns out she was always looking for a subject like you, and you’re not the only one. She keeps you all separate and gets rid of you when things go wrong.”

His denya’s eyes widened and her cheeks lost some of their color. Shayn reached out and covered her hand with his own, offering whatever comfort she would accept. “Why didn’t you ever tell me this?” She was shaken, but her voice was steady. Shayn hated to see her world turned on its head, but her strength shone through with every blow.

“You didn’t ask, dearie, and I wasn’t going to risk getting reprogrammed or reported. You know what happens to computers who act up.” The AI was unrepentant in keeping her secrets.

“I wouldn’t reprogram you,” Naomi sounded hurt. “You know me better than that.”

“But your doctor would. And she’d know to look for me the second you confronted her. I—”

Naomi reached out and switched Aileen off. She stared at the dark screen of her tablet for several long moments before pulling the device off the table and shoving it back in her pocket. “She didn’t tell me,” she repeated, as if Shayn hadn’t been sitting there the whole time.

He pulled his mate in close, wrapping his arms around her as if he could shield her from the dangers of the world. “She’s a computer. She doesn’t think like you or I. And I’m sure if you were in imminent danger, she would have said something.” At least, he hoped she would have. He didn’t know the ins and out of the AI’s programming and he couldn’t guess at the logic that went into her decisions. 

Naomi was quiet for a moment before pulling in a deep breath and steadying herself. “You’re right. And I can’t—I can’t get hung up on this right now. At least now we know that this was the right move, that Morgyn really was doing something she shouldn’t. I was worried that I was overreacting, that I misinterpreted the vision.”

To Shayn, it didn’t matter whether the vision was right or wrong. Naomi had clearly been used by forces that didn’t have her best interest at heart, people who used her for gain and didn’t care how she ended up. “You’re safe,” he promised. “I won’t let Morgyn have you.”

“But what about the others?” Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “You heard Aileen. I’m not the only woman Morgyn’s been experimenting on.”

He had heard that, but his priority was the woman in front of him. “We can’t do anything until you’re safe.”

A blast of engines rocked across the encampment and a cheer went up as a large ship appeared in the sky. “Attention passengers!” A crewman jumped on a nearby table and tried to grab everyone’s attention. “Please find the nearest crew personnel to receive your boarding information. We will be leaving the planet within the hour. Due to environmental restrictions, we will be ferrying two hundred and fifty passengers at a time. Your slots have already been assigned.”

Excitement rose up around them and passengers rushed the uniformed crew, desperate to see how soon they’d be off on their journey. Shayn spotted more people rushing in from where they’d been camped and he met his denya’s eyes and nodded to the growing line. “If we don’t go now, I’m pretty sure we’ll be last off the planet.”

She stood with him and as they joined the others the shakiness from Aileen’s revelations seemed to fade from his mate. There were a dozen or so people in front of them, and now that Shayn knew it was time to go, he was impatient to leave.

He looked around to see if he could spot the man from the night before, to make sure that he couldn’t do anything to hurt Naomi, but there were too many Oscavian males around to identify the one.

They made it to the front of the line and offered their names to the crewman. It took the man a moment to scroll through his tablet and find their information.

“Ah, got it!” He grinned in triumph. “Sorry, some of these are sorted weirdly. We have Naomi Beck as passenger 241 on our first ship and Shayn NaZade as passenger 1235 on our fifth ship.”

“We need to go together.” Shayn wasn’t letting his denya out of his sight, especially not with a dangerous operative of Sola Corp waiting to snatch her.

The crew member’s jaw ticked. “I’m sorry, Mr. NaZade, but the assignments cannot be changed unless you are accompanying a child or you are the caretaker to someone ill. As both of you are adults and clearly in good health, there is nothing I can do.”

“We need to go together,” Shayn insisted. “I’m not going to be split up from my mate just because some computer randomly generated a number.”

“And I am not going to change seating assignments just because a passenger wants me to!” The crew member’s voice rose and his purple cheeks darkened with a flush. “Now please, sir, there are more passengers behind you.”

Naomi placed a hand on his arm. “It’ll be okay,” she said. “Despite everything, I think we’ll be fine if we’re separated for an hour.”

He didn’t need to remind her of the threats, but given the crew member’s reaction, making a scene wasn’t going to get them on one of the ships together. And it wasn’t like the man who’d attacked them would make a move while under the gaze of a bunch of crew and passengers, especially since Shayn was going to make sure that he wasn’t on the same shuttle as Naomi.

Shayn didn’t like it, but short of stowing away or hijacking one of the transports there wasn’t much he could do. “Any sign this will end poorly?” he asked, knocking a finger against his temple.

“It would be useful if I could control the visions,” Naomi groused. “But my instincts are quiet, which I’m hoping is a good sign. I don’t want to be separated either, but it’s an hour, not a month. And I’ve survived for my whole life before I met you. I can last an hour.”

She’d survived by being practically held prisoner and used for medical research for more than a decade. Survival, but not living. But there was no use saying that now. Shayn kissed her, putting all his heart into it, a promise that they’d see each other soon, and that he’d do everything to make sure she was safe.

“I’ll make sure our old friend can’t bother you,” he said when they parted.

She grinned. “That doesn’t sound pleasant. Don’t hit him too hard.”

“Nothing to disappoint my mate.” He led her to the transport and watched as she boarded with the other passengers. There was no sign of the Oscavian from the night before, and Shayn chose to see that as a good thing. But as the door closed and the transport took off, Shayn’s own instincts screamed at him that it was wrong to be parted from his mate and he needed to find her again as quickly as he could.

He didn’t need to be psychic to know that being separated was wrong, and he hoped the bad feeling was nothing more than fear. He would tear the world apart if something happened to his denya, and he didn’t want to know just how far he’d go to get her back. 

So he hoped everything would be fine, even as a dark part of his mind knew better.
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CHAPTER TEN
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NAOMI HAD JUST CROSSED the threshold onto the transport when the vision hit her and she staggered.

A blaster pointed at Shayn’s temple. Trees in the background. She was held back by an Oscavian arm and could hear someone snarling, though she couldn’t make out the words. She needed to drag his attention away from Shayn, needed to save her mate before something even worse happened. They’d escaped Oscavia for a better life, not to be separated permanently on some random noble’s pleasure planet. But there was nothing she could do and the man holding her back pulled the trigger.

Shayn fell into an unbreathing heap and Naomi screamed.

The sound cut off almost as if she were watching a vid as the vision shifted.

She recognized this place. Sterile walls, white computer station, bright lights in the ceiling. When she looked down she saw her hands were bound just as they’d been through so many exams. Why had she thought that was okay? Why had she put up with it for so long? She struggled against the restraints but nothing happened. They dug in tight enough to hurt and there was no way she’d be able to loosen them.

She could feel something in her chest, something that had nothing to do with Sola or Morgyn or her life with the corporation.

Shayn.

He was alive. She could feel the bond between them still going strong, something she knew wouldn’t be there if he was still dead. But where was he? Had Morgyn captured him too?

The door slid open and the woman herself walked in. She glared at Naomi before taking her seat. “We have work to do. I’m tired of your insolence.” She reached into a drawer in the desk and came back with a pressure injector. Without hesitation she leaned forward and pressed it against Naomi’s neck. Something cool flooded her bloodstream and everything went black.

Naomi was breathing heavily as the visions let her go, but she couldn’t have been out for long. Though it could seem like minutes or hours passed while she saw things no person should see, normally it only took a second or two of real time. Those two visions had happened between one staggered step and the next. 

She wanted to run off of the shuttle and find Shayn, but that first vision kept her rooted in place. It had happened on the planet and she was sure that if she went to find him only one of them would leave this place alive. But she worried that if she moved forward she would end up back on Oscavia, back in Morgyn’s hands. She didn’t know if there was a better way out, but she made her way deeper into the shuttle and found a seat. If the cost of Shayn’s life was her freedom, so be it. She wouldn’t be the cause of her mate’s death.

But she wasn’t going to give up so easily. As the shuttle rose off the ground and blasted them towards their waiting ship, Naomi turned her mind inward, using every trick of concentration she’d learned, listening to every whisper that her instincts gave her, and tried to summon another vision, another way out.

The ship rocked as they broke atmo and pressure in her head jumped, a headache blooming, partly from the environment but mostly from this attempt to use her powers. In the fourteen years she’d been working with Morgyn she’d never been able to reliably summon a vision, but she could almost feel it. The vision was right there, just out of reach. She needed something. There had to be a way to harness that thing.

Something trickled out of her nose and Naomi wiped it away, thinking it was snot, but when she looked at her hand she saw blood.

She sucked in a deep breath and let go of the attempt. The headache faded almost immediately and once she wiped away the small trickle of blood from her nose, no more joined it.

She didn’t need a vision to understand her body’s warning signs. She was trying to do more than her body could handle, and if she kept it up she could hurt herself, maybe permanently. She was safe for the moment, but she had no illusions that she’d remain so once she was back on the ship.

It was possible that the man Shayn had fought during the evacuation was waiting for her there, and there could be more operatives sent from the company to bring her home. She had to keep her senses on high alert. She hoped she’d already prevented the first vision from happening, but now she had to stop the second, had to make sure that no one returned her to Oscavia, to Dr. Pitner. 

Naomi looked around the shuttle as best she could. The lights were low to preserve power on the short flight, but she could see well enough. No one looked strange. There were two families, both trying to keep small children entertained, and several couples holding hands or cuddling close. Naomi’s heart ached for Shayn. Why had they been separated? Was it a simple alphabetical assignment? She hoped that was the case, even as her mind presented far more sinister reasons.

No, she would be fine. She had to be.

On the bright side, the man who’d attacked them the night before wasn’t on the ship, not that she could see. And she trusted Shayn when he said that he’d find him and stop him. Her blood chilled as she remembered the vision, but she’d been there for that. Perhaps she’d caused a distraction in some way, perhaps her presence had made it worse.

That had to be true. She clung to that belief as they cut through space, closer and closer to the ship that would take her and Shayn to freedom. 

She lost track of time as they cut through space, but no one around her seemed worried, so the trip couldn’t be taking over long. And eventually they slowed down and docked, the ship rocking hard enough to wake anyone who’d been sleeping.

“Welcome back!” one of the crewmen said over the speaker. “We’ve docked with our ship and will be unloading shortly. Please give your name to the attendant as you exit the shuttle so that we can confirm that you’ve made it safely. Please pick up any garbage and personal items as we will be heading right back down to the planet to collect the rest of the passengers and want to get them transported as quickly as possible. Thank you!”

Murmurs rose around her and clothes rustled as passengers stood and got ready to exit. Naomi joined them and has happy this part of the journey was almost over. Shayn wouldn’t be far behind and they’d be reunited and this whole part of their trip would be nothing more than a sometimes terrifying but mostly exhilarating memory. 

It took several more minutes for her to make it to the front of the shuttle, but she didn’t complain. The crew member taking names looked harried, several strands of bright blue hair having fallen out of her coif, and her uniform was rumpled from the night on the planet.

“Naomi Beck,” she said. Should she have tried to use a false name to purchase her ticket? At the time it hadn’t occurred to her, but now that she was certain people were after her it seemed foolish to travel as herself. Then again, it wasn’t like she had access to false identification papers. 

The crew member scanned her list, lips pursed as she tried to find Naomi’s name. “Beck, you said?”

“Naomi Beck,” she repeated, enunciating each syllable. 

The crew member’s eyes flicked up and she looked Naomi over before looking back down at her list and pressing her finger against the screen several times. Then she nodded. “I’m sorry. I found it. Will you please step to the side here?”

“What?” Alarm rang through Naomi. No one else had been asked to step aside. She just wanted to get off the shuttle and find a safe place to stay until Shayn was back.

“Please step aside,” the crew member repeated. “Everything is fine.” She jumped as her tablet chimed. “Never mind, please meet the security crew at the door for further instruction.”

“Security?” Naomi was getting more and more worried. Had Morgyn somehow managed to flag her name? Was this because of the man who’d attacked them during the evacuation? Or the one who’d attacked them on the ground?

“I’m not sure what this is about, ma’am, the security guard will give you more information. Now, please, I need to get everyone else off the ship.”

Naomi looked back to see a line of increasingly irate passengers. She took a deep breath and nodded at the crew member. Her palms were sweating and her instincts were at war, fear telling her to run while her more precognizant feelings knew that would be useless. She’d been herded up here, away from Shayn, just as effectively as a farmer herded an animal to the slaughter.

She stepped off the ship, head held high. If this was it, then she wouldn’t go down like a coward. 

An Oscavian woman in the ship’s security uniform stood waiting for her, hand on her blaster and a tough look on her face. “Name?” the security guard demanded.

Naomi could lie, but what was the use? She gave her name and the guard nodded.

“Follow me,” the guard said, taking up a position to the side so that Naomi would be in her sight the entire time.

They walked to the elevator and the guard pressed the call button. Naomi wanted to ask what this was about, but her tongue weighed a million kilos and she couldn’t make herself talk. She looked around, hoping an escape route would magically materialize, but as the seconds ticked by and the elevator got closer, that seemed less and less likely.

If she ended up on that elevator, it was all over. She knew that, her instincts knew that, and she couldn’t give up that easily.

A child’s wail echoed up the hall and the guard looked over. Something clattered to the ground behind them and the guard spared her a glance before taking half a step away, as if she wanted to go help.

It was the best shot Naomi was going to get, the only one she could count on.

She ran and hoped it would be enough.

***
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SHAYN FOUND THE MAN who’d attacked them and kept eyes on him while Naomi’s shuttle blasted off towards the ship. When the man made eye contact with him and grinned, Shayn’s blood ran cold and a dozen scenarios played through his head of what could be happening to his denya while he wasn’t there to protect her.

He should have never let them get split up. He should have argued with the crew member. Even if it meant they were the last passengers on the last shuttle, it would have been worth it to remain together. 

He wanted to approach the man and see if he could get him to talk, if he’d reveal anything about what his plan was or how he was going to get Naomi back to Oscavia if he managed to capture her. But that was useless. And as the man continued to cross his path, Shayn got the sense that he’d been had. The man was a distraction, a shiny object for him to keep in his sights while someone else went after his mate. 

Had it been orchestrated from the beginning? Why else would they have been separated when their tickets were purchased together?

He needed to get on the ship, needed to find Naomi and be reassured that all his worries were merely his brain acting up, imagining terrible scenarios that would never come to pass. She was fine. She had to be fine.

He closed his eyes and focused on the bond they’d sealed between them. He could feel it faintly tugging him up, which he supposed made sense since he was on the planet and she was already in space. His father had told him stories about how mates could feel each other through their bonds. The most common was a tug in their mate’s direction. Some bonded pairs could feel each other’s emotions, and in incredibly rare cases they could communicate telepathically. Then again, given the scarcity of Detyens, all bonded pairs were incredibly rare these days.

More than three hours after Naomi had boarded her shuttle to get back on the ship, Shayn was finally allowed on his. The passengers around him all looked ready to be home and they were a subdued crowd as they broke atmo and headed for space. 

The man he’d been watching for those three hours boarded the shuttle and shot Shayn a feral grin as he took a seat just at the edge of his sight. Shayn could turn away if he wanted to ignore him, but that felt like ignoring a predator and Shayn was no man’s prey. His tension continued to ratchet up as each minute passed, but they made it to the ship without incident and Shayn was able to get off the shuttle after he gave the crew member at the door his name.

When he turned to spot the man from the planet, he was gone. Shayn spent several minutes looking around, but it was as if the man had dissolved. 

Shayn rushed to their room, ready to reunite with his mate in every way. The door opened when he pressed his palm against the lock, but as he walked in, he smelled stale, processed air and heard only the hum of the life support system.

The room was empty. It looked as if no one had been there since they’d evacuated.

Where was Naomi?

He’d imagined that someone had nabbed her, but hadn’t really thought that was true. It couldn’t be true. He’d just found her, he wasn’t about to let anyone take her away from him so quickly.

Calm, he urged himself. Deep breaths.

Just because she wasn’t in the room didn’t mean she wasn’t on this ship. Their quarters were down several out of the way hallways where anyone could have been waiting for her. She would have known that and it was perfectly possible that she hadn’t wanted to risk going back to their room alone. 

He checked the communications panel in the wall to see if there was any message waiting for him, but there were none. He concentrated on the denya bond and could feel it pulling him out of the room. He’d just follow the pull until he found his mate. Simple enough. He locked the room behind him and started down the path.

As he walked he realized he was heading towards one of the more popular entertainment decks and started to feel a sense of relief. This was a good public place to wait, full of passengers and crew, never deserted, brightly lit, everything a person could want to make sure she didn’t get taken by some sinister operative of the corporation who’d raised her.

But as he entered the entertainment deck he didn’t see his mate, and the bond pulled him further down the hall. He passed by a restaurant and two bars as apprehension welled within him. She wasn’t here. She wasn’t there. Where in all the hells was she?

Finally Shayn came to a dead end, his path cut off by a wall that he couldn’t find a way around. He could still feel Naomi, but the bond was feeling fainter, as if she was getting further away. As if she wasn’t on the ship at all.

He rushed to the nearest information tablet and pulled up the passenger manifest, looking for her name to make sure she’d made it back to the ship. He’d seen her get on the shuttle; there had been two hundred and forty-nine other people on that shuttle and someone would have noticed if that large group of people hadn’t made it back.

He checked again, but the manifest told him she wasn’t on the ship.

“Then where is she?” He hadn’t realized he’d spoken out loud until another passenger glanced at him oddly. The sound had been more growl than speech, but his frustration and fear were growing. His mate was out there somewhere, possibly in the hands of her enemies, and there was nothing he could do to protect her. What kind of mate was he?

He needed off this ship. 

If she wasn’t on board then maybe she’d been taken back to the ground, where whoever had her could find another ship to take them back to Oscavia. If he got back on the shuttle, he could find her.

He raced back to the shuttle, but when he got there the crew members were cleaning up and sealing the door shut.

“Wait!” he yelled, “I need to go back down to the planet.”

A harried looking crew member with blue hair half held back and half falling around her face gave him an unimpressed look. “I’m sorry, sir, but no one is going back. We’ve finished shuttling our passengers from the planet and have just taken off. Can’t you feel us moving?”

He couldn’t, but ships like this were designed to cut through space without passengers feeling a thing. “My mate is down there,” he said, feeling his claws prick his knuckles. He kept them in check, barely. Attacking a crew member would be a one way ticket to the brig and he’d be no help to Naomi in there.

“She’s not,” the crew member insisted. “We confirmed all passengers have been returned safely to the ship.”

“She’s not on the manifest.” He’d steal the damn shuttle if he had to, but maybe he could get some information from the crew member first. “Will you look her up? Naomi Beck. She’s human.”

The crew member’s eyes widened a fraction before she got her expression under control. But it was enough to make Shayn wonder.

“Do you know something? Where is she?” He was one second away from grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her.

The crew member looked from side to side, checking to make sure they were out of ear shot of anyone else. “It was weird,” she whispered. “Her name was flagged as a security risk. A guard came to escort her away from the shuttle. There was a bit of a commotion. And this part I didn’t see, but some crew were talking about it. She tried to run, made it halfway to the stairs. Then another security guard intercepted her and took her into custody. But no one could say who that guy was. There’s a lot of crew, but we recognize each other. And no one knew who that guy was. Out of curiosity I looked up her name later and it was gone. No security notation, nothing. I wish I could help you more, but that’s it.”

Ice flowed in Shayn’s veins at her words. “Is it possible this man took her off the ship?” Every minute he could feel the bond between them stretch and stretch, and he only hoped it was too strong to snap.

The crew member nodded.

“I need off this ship. I need to find them.” He’d fucking float through space if that was what it took, but he was going to get his mate back.

“We’re rerouting to Honora Station for some extra repairs. We’ll be there in three days flying directly at top speed. I’m sorry, there’s no way off the ship until then.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and left Shayn there, fuming and ready to lash out.

Three days? Anything could happen to her in three days. 

There wasn’t a second to waste, and Shayn had a call to make. He was going to get his mate back.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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OKAY, SO RUNNING DIDN’T exactly work. Naomi raised her bound hands to rub at her tender cheek where it had been slammed into the wall when the security guard tackled her. Not that the failure had really been a surprise, but she was disappointed all the same. At first she’d hoped she was being held by ship security, but when the guard led her to a docked speeder and forced her on by jabbing a blaster into her back, she’d known things had only gotten worse.

Maybe she shouldn’t have run.

No, either way she would have ended up here, and at least she’d tried to escape. 

What would Shayn think when he made it to the ship? She had no idea how long she’d been in the little speeder, but it might have been long enough that his shuttle had already made it back. He’d tear the place apart looking for her, she knew that to the very depths of her soul. And when he couldn’t find her, he’d blame himself for not protecting her.

A tear threatened to fall, but she wiped her eyes quickly and hoped that if the Oscavian guarding her saw it, he’d think she was tearing up because of the pain of her bruises. And if he thought that, he clearly had no idea what she’d endured the last fourteen years.

There were at least two people besides her on the speeder: the man that was guarding her, sitting across from where she was buckled in with bound hands and feet, and someone piloting the vehicle. It was a tiny speeder and she could make out the back of the pilot’s head. There was probably a bathroom hidden away in the back and a small canteen for food, but otherwise they were in the living quarters. A ship like this had to get incredibly claustrophobic on long journeys, tempers fraying with no way to escape.

Could she use that?

Doubtful. If they were taking her back to Morgyn, the trip would take a few days at the most. And Naomi wasn’t some sort of femme fatale who could turn one person against his friends with just the powers of her feminine wiles.

Gross. No.

“I’m thirsty,” she croaked out. It was true, and there was no use suffering in silence. The worst had already happened.

“Give me some answers and you can have water,” her Oscavian captor replied. He looked to be about her age and spoke with the same refined accent that Morgyn used, suggesting a relatively upper class birth. So how did a guy like that end up chasing after escaped patients in the far reaches of the empire?

“What’s your name?” Naomi asked. Maybe if she humanized herself to this guy he wouldn’t hurt her.

“I’m the one asking questions,” he shot back. “Guess you’re not that thirsty after all.”

“Jesus, Ace, just get her some water!” the pilot yelled from her seat just out of view. Jesus? Was the pilot human? Naomi had never heard an alien use that exclamation, and she’d heard plenty of alien curses.

Ace glared in the pilot’s direction before unhooking his restraint and stomping back towards the canteen. He came back a minute later with a bottle of water that he helped Naomi drink. He even wiped a trickle off her face when she was done.

“All better?” he asked as he chucked the bottle towards the front of the ship. He grinned when the pilot cursed again.

“Thanks,” Naomi replied. The drink helped, but she doubted she could ask either one of them to untie her.

“Now tell me about the boyfriend. My associates stated you were in the company of an unknown alien. I want to know if he’s going to cause any trouble.” He sat back and fastened his harness as if he expected a bumpy ride.

How did he not know about Shayn? Shayn’s brothers had received a call from Sola about his departure, they’d bought their tickets together. It would be easy enough to track that information down. So why wouldn’t this guard know that they were traveling together. “What guy?” Naomi asked, her heart hurting even if denying Shayn’s existence was the only way to protect him.

“The bounty only called for your capture. Some of the other operatives mentioned a guy. I’m not going back for him, if that’s what you’re worried about. And we’re an independent team here, so nothing you say leaves this ship.” He offered her a smile, as if she would actually buy that load of crap.

Though some of it made sense. If he was a bounty hunter, maybe he hadn’t been given all the information. “He was a fling,” Naomi said, her guts roiling with the lie. “He won’t be chasing after me.”

They lapsed into silence after that, and the trip was marked with boredom more than anything else. Ace and his nameless pilot companion were as hospitable as two kidnappers could be, keeping her fed and watered and not roughing her up. If she’d had more time, maybe she could have convinced them not to return her to Oscavia, but two days later they were landing on the planet and Morgyn was there with a crew of burly guards, ready to take her into custody.

They put a hood over Naomi’s head and she felt a prick on her arm before everything went black.

She came to, still bound, though this time to the chair in a familiar examination room. Morgyn was sitting at the desk and entering something into the computer. When she saw that Naomi was awake she straightened. “I’m quite disappointed with you,” the doctor said.

Naomi’s throat was dry from whatever she’d been given and she gave up on trying to speak after a second. What was the use? She was exactly in the last place in the galaxy where she wanted to be. 

Shayn. She hoped he was okay. If he was okay, then at least something had gone right.

“Nevertheless,” Morgyn continued when Naomi remained silent. “There are setbacks to all experimentation. I suppose it’s simply time we make you more... amenable.”

Her spine tingled with terror as the words sank in, the same words she’d heard in her vision. She waited for Morgyn to reach into the drawer for whatever drug she’d give her, but the scientist did no such thing. Naomi didn’t let herself believe it was a reprieve. Her visions weren’t always exact replications of the future. Morgyn might drug her later, or the drug could have been a metaphor for something else, something more sinister.

“There’s no need to look so glum, dear,” Morgyn assured her in the same voice she’d used to convince her to come and live at Sola Corp. But Naomi wasn’t a naive twelve-year-old anymore, and she certainly wasn’t going to believe everything the good doctor told her.

“I don’t want to be your experiment anymore.” She forced the words out past the knives in her throat, wanting to make it abundantly clear that Morgyn didn’t have her consent to do any experimentation. She didn’t expect it to matter, but it mattered to her. She needed to know for a fact that the woman who had raised her didn’t care that she didn’t want this.

And a small part of her hoped that Morgyn did care, that she would untie Naomi and call this one big misunderstanding. 

That didn’t happen. The doctor merely shook her head again and stood up. “Then I guess I’ll need to change your mind.”

She left Naomi alone and tied up with no way out and no hope of escape.
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SHAYN WAS TEETERING on the edge of madness by the time the ship docked at Honora Station. He felt no relief at the sight of the familiar hallways and shops. He’d spent every second of the last three days planning how to get Naomi back, and the outlook was bleak. 

By now she was certainly back at the Sola Corp facility, and Morgyn wouldn’t risk losing her a second time. He needed to find a way back to the Oscavian Empire and into a secured building, retrieve his mate, and escape the Oscavian Empire a second time, all while having no element of surprise. It was a suicide mission.

But his mate was there, and he had to get her back.

Shayn was so caught up in his own head that he didn’t see the two young men enthusiastically waving at him as he got off the ship. Brax and Deke were right there, practically jumping in place and ready to see their brother.

They didn’t have any clue what was going on. Some sort of error in the communications system made it impossible to make comm calls for the last leg of the trip, so as far as his brothers knew, everything was fine. At least, they knew that until they got a good look at him.

“What’s wrong?” Deke asked, stepping close and placing a bracing arm on his shoulder. “You look like you haven’t slept for days.”

Had he? Shayn had tried to force himself that first night, but he was too keyed up to get any real rest. All the time after that sort of blurred, and he wasn’t sure if he’d actually remembered to sleep. “They have her,” he said, his voice coming out raspy. There’d been some screaming mixed in with the planning. 

“Who?” Brax asked at the same time Deke said, “Her?”

“My denya,” he said, his hands shaking before he clenched them into fists. “They have my denya. They took her. I have to get her back.”

The twins had never looked more alike than they did in that moment with their shocked expressions. Shayn might have found it funny if he could feel anything except cold determination. People were beginning to swarm around them as more and more passengers got off the ship. Brax threw an arm around Shayn’s shoulders and pulled him away from the center of the aisle, leading him further into Honora Station. Part of him wanted to struggle, wanted to insist that they were going the wrong way, but he couldn’t get Naomi back on his own. He’d need help.

Their rooms were in the residential quarters of Honora Station, an expensive little hovel that barely fit the three of them. Brax and Deke shared a small bedroom which had beds that pulled down from where they were stowed against the walls, while Shayn slept in their living space, his bed collapsing into a small square that could be used as a footrest or additional seat if they ever had visitors.

He didn’t think they’d ever had visitors.

And this was no place to bring a mate. 

She might have been a prisoner at Sola Corp, but the gardens alone were the kind of luxury Honora Station couldn’t hope to match. Had he really planned to bring her to these tiny quarters and call it home? 

Dekon put a hand on his shoulder and shook him. “Whatever you’re thinking, it isn’t as important as getting your denya back. Now tell us.”

So Shayn did, beginning at the first sight of her and taking them all the way through their adventure on the planet where they stayed the night. And when he got to the part about her getting on the shuttle Shayn wanted to scream. How could he have been so careless?

It didn’t help when Brax asked him that same thing. “She’s your denya, how could you let her do that?” he demanded.

Shayn’s eyes snapped to his younger brother and his claws flashed out, no surer sign that he was at the edge of this cliff and about to jump off. “Let?” he yelled, getting in Brax’s face and itching for a fight. “Let? She’s my denya, not my slave. She makes her own choices. And I kept an eye on the man who attacked us. She should have been safe.”

Dekon, ever the peacekeeper, separated them. “Killing each other won’t help your mate, Shayn. And you,” he looked at his twin and shook his head sadly, not finishing the sentence. He turned back to Shayn. “Do you know where she would have been taken?”

“Right back to Sola Corp,” Shayn answered without hesitation. “Right back where we started. On Oscavia.”

Dekon gave a decisive nod. “Then we’re going to Oscavia. Brax and I can take leave from our jobs, and if we’re going to Earth after this it won’t matter if they fire us.”

Relief flowed through Shayn, the first hint of hope he’d had in days. He’d never doubted that his brothers would help him, but to hear it from them was a burden removed from his mind. “We need to get there as quickly as possible,” he said. “They’ve already had her for three days.”

“And do you know how we’ll get her back from this tightly guarded corporation in the heart of the largest empire in the galaxy?” Brax asked with a bite.

Shayn shrugged. “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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APPARENTLY “MAKING her more amenable” meant locking her in an empty closet with nothing but protein sludge for rations and no blanket or pillow. Naomi wasn’t certain how long she’d been locked up. She’d slept in fitful bursts and had been rationing her food in case they tried to starve her.

Orderlies had come in three times to take her to use the facilities and each of those times they’d left her with a few more protein rations. It could have been three days or twelve hours; she had no idea, and no way of checking.

She wouldn’t break, she refused. Morgyn had put her in this terrible place in the hopes it would make her want her old room and old privileges, things she could have if she consented to surgery and testing, but she was done with that. She wanted out, she wanted Shayn, she wanted to be anywhere but here. 

Movement was difficult. The closet was wide enough for her to lay down, but she could only manage a few steps in either direction. It was easier to do squats and push ups and crunches, but that only left her muscles burning and her mind racing. She’d never thought she was claustrophobic, but if she was in the closet for long enough she was pretty sure she’d develop an aversion to tight spaces.

Naomi let out a shout, her frustration piled so high inside of her that she couldn’t keep it locked up anymore. She wanted to go home. Morgyn would argue that the facility was home, but that meaning had changed over the last week. Ever since she’d found Shayn her center of gravity had shifted until suddenly he meant more than she’d ever thought possible.

She hadn’t known it was possible to fall in love in a matter of days, let alone at first sight, but the longer they were parted, the more certain of it she was. Whether it was because of the denya bond or something else, she didn’t know, and she didn’t particularly care. She just wanted her man and a way off the planet. Was that so much to ask?

She hadn’t told Morgyn anything about Shayn and the doctor hadn’t asked. Did they really think she’d kidnapped him? Or did they know there was something more between them? Did they care? She hoped he was safe. When she reached deep inside herself she could feel the tug of the bond between them, assuring her that Shayn was still alive, out there somewhere. It was even getting stronger as the days went by. When she’d first arrived on Oscavia it had been weak enough she feared it would dissolve, but minute by minute she could feel it getting thicker, more substantial. 

Was it possible for the bond to grow stronger despite the distance? Or was something else making it easier to feel? Naomi was caught between hope and fear at the thought that Shayn was coming closer, that he was coming for her. She’d had no one who thought of her like that since her parents had died. Sure, if something had happened to her over the past fourteen years Morgyn would have seen to her needs. But now Naomi knew that whatever she was doing, it was merely to ensure that her experiment maintained its value. She was nothing more than a possession to Sola Corp. 

But she couldn’t put all her hopes in Shayn. Even if he did show up, getting to her was going to be a problem. And she wasn’t just going to sit around and wait to be saved. She had to do as much as she could to save herself first.

In that moment she wished she could call on years of martial training or military discipline, something that would allow her to bust out the locked room she was stuck in and fight her way out of the building. In the fantasy scenario she’d somehow manage to steal a vehicle and be flying off the planet before anyone could manage to slow her down.

She could sit all day coming up with impossible wishes, but they weren’t going to get her one step closer to getting out. All Naomi could count on was herself and what she had within her.

And on her.

The edge of her tablet dug into her leg and she realized that no one had checked her pockets. She still had Aileen, and her own mind. Maybe it would be enough.

She pulled the tablet out of her pocket and powered it up. The battery cell was full so she didn’t need to worry about that, but she had no way of plugging into the network. Then again, Aileen had her own ways of getting into systems.

“What did I say about turning me off like that?” the AI demanded as soon as she loaded up.

“I’m sorry,” Naomi said. “But will it make you happy to know that you were right about all of it?”

“Maybe.” Aileen sounded intrigued. “Why?”

“’Cause now I’m locked up at Sola Corp and I need your help to get me out.” Aileen was better than any ally on the planet and she’d spent years playing around in the computer systems here. If anyone could find a way out, it was her.

“Plug me in and let’s get out of here, then.” Aileen was excited and ready to get to work.

“One problem...” Naomi winced. “I can’t get you into the network. Can you get in wirelessly?” 

“You don’t like to make it easy,” she grumbled. “Scanning.” The tablet seemed to heat up a bit in Naomi’s hands as Aileen got a feel for her surroundings. “Scan complete. They’ve upgraded their security, but I can probably get us in. It’s going to take some time. Don’t let them find the tablet.”

“I’ll put you away so they don’t find you,” Naomi promised. “Just let me know when you find something.”

“Oh, I will,” the AI promised. “And this time maybe your escape won’t get so screwed up.” With that parting shot, Aileen’s screen went black as she turned all her resources over to getting into the wireless network and finding a way for Naomi to get out.

That was one of Naomi’s tools put to use.

But she had another left. 

Naomi nestled herself into the corner of the closet and did her best to get comfortable. The floor was hard and cold and made her shiver at the same time her butt went numb, but this could take awhile and she didn’t want to keep standing. She pulled her arms into the sleeves of her top and tried to preserve her warmth. It was no match for a blanket, but it was her only option.

And then she forgot about her body, turning her focus inward, going past the glowing cord of the denya bond and deeper still into her mind, into the heart of her power. 

Back on the planet and the shuttle just afterward, her instincts had gone into high gear when she tried to summon a vision, and she had to believe it was because she’d been trying. She still couldn’t reliably summon a vision, but knew it was her only hope. She had to know what steps she could take to get out of Morgyn’s grasp and find her way back to Shayn. 

She breathed deep, stilling her mind until she focused on nothing but her power, until she saw nothing but that extra sense she’d been given. It didn’t matter that she’d been chosen because she was young and vulnerable. It didn’t matter that Morgyn didn’t care about her beyond how she could profit from her.

Her power was hers and she could control it.

Somehow.

She could feel it pulsing deep in her head, a roiling sensation that made her nauseous. All she had to do was tap into it, find a way to dive into the sea of possibilities that lived in her head and find the right one, the one that would tell her the way out of this mess.

But there was darkness all around her, no hint of light, no way to see where she should go, and every time she tried to take a step it was like she was surrounded by quicksand, sinking and sinking and unable to reach safety.

Bile rose in her throat as she trudged her way on, and her head pounded. Was this the right way? Her instincts were strangely silent, refusing to give her a hint as she tried to find the heart of her power.

She could taste acid on her tongue as she tried harder and feared her body would betray her. She was sweating and shivering, too hot and too cold at the same time. But the power was right there. So close she could almost feel it, could almost harness it. She just had to do something.

The door slamming open jerked Naomi away from her task and she had to squint against the sudden light as two technicians stood in the doorway, a stretcher in between them. “We’re here to get you prepped for surgery,” one said.

Naomi turned to her side and vomited.

***
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THEY’D HAD TO WAIT an entire day to get on a ship headed back to Oscavia. Shayn’s guts roiled and he was certain that untold tortures were being inflicted upon his mate. He could feel faint glimmers of emotion that weren’t his own, but they weren’t substantial enough to grab hold of and analyze. He hoped his denya was staying strong, hoped she knew that he was coming for her. 

He only hoped they got there in time.

“If you don’t stop pacing I’m going to tie you to your bed,” Brax muttered, glancing up from the article he’d been reading on his tablet.

Shayn gripped the edge of the uppermost bunk and looked down at his brother, who was essentially lying on the floor in his own bunk. “Do you think I’d expect you to be motionless and silent if your denya was being held captive hundreds of light years away?”

Brax let his tablet fall to the side as he glared up at Shayn. “I don’t have a denya, so I guess we’ll never know.”

“’M trying to sleep,” Deke muttered from the middle bunk. “Shut up.” His peacekeeper senses only worked when he was fully awake. At night he could be just as grumpy as Shayn or Brax.

They’d been on the cruiser for two days, and had spent most of that time cramped in their tiny room. It was a miracle they’d been able to grab tickets at the last minute, though their savings were close to depleted, despite the fact they were packed into the tiniest room imaginable. In a day and a half they’d be on Oscavia and Shayn was no closer to coming up with a good plan than he’d been when he arrived at Honora Station.

He had a couple of bad plans that his brothers insisted wouldn’t work. But if they were his only option, he’d do what he had to do to get Naomi back. 

Brax kicked the bottom of Deke’s bunk hard enough to make his brother curse and Shayn smiled despite himself. His brother’s antics could get on his nerves at times, but the twins were his family, and he loved them as much as a brother could. He shoved at Brax’s leg to defend the attack against Deke and blocked Deke from lashing out at Brax when he turned over and swung wildly from the middle bunk.

“Boys!” he yelled, though the word only applied in temperament, not age.

“He started it!” they both replied.

Shayn collapsed down onto Brax’s bunk, energy draining out of him. He made room for himself and sat back against the wall, pushing at his brother’s feet until they weren’t touching him.

“We’ll get her back,” Brax said, his dark eyes full of compassion.

Deke rolled out of his own bunk, almost falling to the floor before recovering at the last second. He joined Shayn and Brax, unwilling to be left out. Deke’s sudden presence forced Brax to sit up or be squished. “If we knew all those Detyens on Earth we could put together an entire fleet to get your Naomi back.”

His Naomi. Oh, yeah, Shayn liked the sound of that. “I didn’t get a chance to read the article you sent me about that. What’s really going on?” Earth was practically a backwater. Its technology wasn’t anywhere near what the Oscavian Empire produced and they’d only been capable of space flight for a century and a half. It was an unimportant planet in an out of the way system, so Shayn had no idea why a sudden influx of Detyens would choose to settle there.

No idea except... he’d just found a human denya. Perhaps he wasn’t the only one.

“It’s not just some Detyens,” Deke said, practically bouncing in his seat as he relayed the news. “It’s the Detyen Legion. Rumor has it they fought some big battle in Earth’s system and Earth has granted them residency. And I found another alert that a dozen or so Detyens have found mates with humans. Like you!”

“It sounds too good to be true,” Brax said, ever the pessimist. Then he snuck a glance at Shayn. “Not the denya thing, obviously, but I can’t see why some no-name planet would want to take us in when no one else has in a century.”

“The military presence might have helped,” Shayn observed wryly. It didn’t hurt a planet to have a bevy of trained warriors on hand ready to defend their new home with all their might.

“Can we go see what it’s like?” Deke asked. “Earth, I mean. When we get your denya back, let’s just go straight to Earth.”

“We can’t make those plans until she’s safe,” Shayn said. 

“Then let’s figure out how to make her safe,” said Brax. “I doubt I’ll get my bed back otherwise.”

Despite the terror of the situation, Shayn found himself thankful for his brothers. They might drive him crazy, but he would be lost without them. They just had to keep him going for a day and a half more, keep him from plunging into madness while he missed his mate to the depths of his very soul.
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MAKING HERSELF ILL had the benefit of delaying her surgery. The other benefit was that she’d been moved from her isolated closet to a small infirmary room. She was locked in, but at least she now had room to move. Morgyn didn’t want to operate when there was a risk of making an infection worse, which bought Naomi a few days while they ran tests to determine why she’d been vomiting. She wasn’t about to tell them it was because she was trying harder than she’d ever tried to induce a vision. 

Two days of sickness and it still hadn’t worked, but the bond in her chest that connected her to her mate was stronger than ever. He was close, possibly on the planet, maybe even in the city, and he was coming for her. She didn’t need her visions to tell her that. If their roles had been reversed, if Shayn had been captured and Naomi left alone she would have done the same thing. She would have rallied every resource, called in every favor, done everything in her power to get her mate back.

But Shayn was up against a very resourceful enemy who didn’t care a bit about his well-being. If he came up against Sola Corp, they’d squash him like a bug. 

She needed to know what was coming, what Sola and Morgyn would do next and how she could get out to save Shayn from needing to find her. She could follow the bond once she was out of the building, but she had to find a way out while avoiding the surgery that Morgyn wanted to do. Naomi still didn’t know exactly what she planned, but she wasn’t letting the doctor touch her brain, especially not when Morgyn was determined to make her more amenable to testing. Who knew what she could do to Naomi if she got her fingers under her skull?

No, thank you.

The monitors she was hooked up to were another problem. Every time she tried to induce a vision her heartbeat changed, sometimes kicking into high gear and other times slowing dangerously. She’d been hooked up to biometric monitors during many of her other visions and if someone bothered to cross reference that information they might figure out what she was trying to do. But pulling off the monitor wires was a sure way to summon an attendant to come check on her.

Naomi had to risk it. So what if they knew she was having a vision? She had visions all the time and no one ever thought she had been purposefully inducing them before. Before a week ago she would have told Morgyn if she had that ability, so Morgyn had no reason to believe she’d spontaneously developed it in the past few days.

She hadn’t, but that was beside the point. Naomi needed to do this. If she failed, Morgyn would own her for the rest of her life, and Shayn would end up dead or worse. Morgyn wouldn’t turn away a rare specimen like a Detyen just because he’d given her a bit of trouble. No, if he showed up she’d use him just as she’d used Naomi and there would be no way out for either of them.

Naomi took a deep breath and dived deep within herself.

She came up against that same blackness that had stopped her before. It was so thick she felt like she could barely move. This darkness was alive around her, cloying and deep and more than any person could be expected to handle. What did it mean that this lived within her? Was there an evil to it? A taint that could hurt her and everyone she loved?

No. It was dark, but she didn’t feel any malevolence. It just was, with no good or bad attached to it. 

Naomi tried to move forward again, but the darkness wrapped her up so tightly that she was trapped, unable to move forward or back, unable to draw in a deep breath, unable to do anything but wait and hope that it let her go.

But what was it? This eternity of darkness was held within her mind. That made it hers, and she wouldn’t be its prisoner. She struggled more against it, determined to free herself, but the darkness didn’t seem to understand or care that she had no intention of being owned and conquered by it. 

What darkness?

It was the smallest hint of a whisper, something that tugged at Naomi’s consciousness. Listening to it, hearing it felt the same way as when her instincts urged her on. In this darkness her instincts had a voice.

What darkness? her instincts demanded.

What darkness? It was all around her, how did her instincts not know that? She wanted answers, wanted to share the sight, but the question kept echoing, kept insisting that there was no darkness at all.

So what if there wasn’t?

Naomi stopped struggling. She could still feel the press of it against her, but when she moved her arm up and down nothing prevented the motion. She turned her head from side to side and again, there was no impediment. But there was still only darkness, even if it was no longer trying to stop her.

Stop looking at it.

Stop looking? Even when she closed her eyes there was still black. Unless someone turned on a light there was no way to escape it.

That was what Naomi’s logic told her. But logic also said that a person couldn’t see visions of the future, and she’d had that ability for more than a decade. If she relied on logic alone she’d be wiped from existence, an impossibility that nature couldn’t endure.

And she was possible. She was real.

What darkness?

Naomi opened her eyes and she saw.
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THERE WASN’T AN ARMED guard waiting to meet them at the space port, which Shayn took as a good sign. Clearly Sola Corp wasn’t expending any resources to look for him. They had no reason to care about him, other than the fact that he’d been an interesting specimen to study.

He found a cheap room for his brothers to use as a base of operations while he carried out his plan to get his denya back. 

“It’s a terrible plan,” Brax said again. Dekon agreed, nodding his head with great vigor.

“You haven’t given me anything better.” Maybe it wasn’t fair to put that kind of responsibility on his brothers, but they’d had three days to come up with something while they were cooped up on the ship, and in those three days Shayn’s bad plans were the least terrible and most possible of their options. 

“I told you—”

He cut Deke off. “Where can we get the creds for the hover bikes? Or the skills to drive them up the side of a building?”

His brother shrugged. “It seems easy enough in the vids I watched.”

“I’ll be fine,” Shayn promised them.

“That’s what you said when you left us the first time,” Brax shot back.

“Is there a scratch on me?” Shayn demanded, spinning around and holding his arms out so his brother could get a look. “I’m not the one in danger.”

“But you will be if you walk in there unarmed,” said Brax.

It really was a terrible plan. But what else was he going to do?

“I think it will work,” Shayn said, hoping he wasn’t lying. “And if you don’t hear from me by sunset tomorrow, I want you to call Oscavian planetary security and report me as missing.”

“Why can’t we just contact them now and tell them about your denya?” Deke asked. 

“Because she is a resident and employee of Sola Corp. They have a dozen ways to make it look like she wants to be there. Besides that, I’m sure credits have greased enough palms to make sure security won’t interfere.” He’d thought about contacting security as soon as he got on Honora Station, but Shayn remembered how easily she’d been taken. That kind of abduction took skill and bribery.

“And they won’t just bribe security to look the other way while they dispose of you?” Brax asked. His words were getting more clipped, more cold as the argument escalated and he escaped into himself to avoid his darker emotions.

“Maybe they bribe, or maybe they kick me out because it’s easier. If you had—” He clamped his mouth shut before he let the hurtful words escape.

But his brothers knew what he was going to say. “If either of us had a denya we would understand. Right?” Deke crossed his arms.

There was no use lying. “Yes,” said Shayn. 

“Then do it,” Brax said, finally breaking the silence that had stretched too long to be comfortable. “We’ll be standing by. I hope you don’t die.”

“I love you, too, little brother.” He turned to Deke. “And you, of course. Stay safe.”

“That’s rich,” Deke muttered.

Shayn left them with the hope they would do as he instructed and give him time to act. As he’d spent the last days spinning fantastical rescue scenarios, his mind kept coming back to the only realistic possibility. Sola Corp was protected by electronic, android, and Oscavian surveillance. He’d been a security guard on Honora Station and he knew his way around a duty roster, but he was one man and certainly no match for the triply redundant systems guarding the building.

All the security meant that there was one way into the building.

Shayn’s taxi dropped him off and he walked up the path to the front door, greeting the android with a bright smile. “Hello, I’m Shayn NaZade. I had to leave because of a family emergency, but if the doctor approves it, I’d like to continue my testing.”

The android looked at him with a blank expression, but he tried not to feel judged. Androids were blank by default.

“One moment, sir,” it said before it went silent, probably processing his request. It took several moments and Shayn felt exposed as each second passed. Would Dr. Pitner send security in to throw him out? Or lock him up? Or worse? The plan had seemed terrible when he talked it over with his brothers, and now it was even worse. Finally the android opened its eyes. “The doctor is in a meeting, but she would like to speak with you. Please proceed down the path towards her office.” The android gestured and a stripe lit up in the floor, guiding him to where he was supposed to be.

Shayn stood straight and stepped with confidence, knowing his denya was somewhere in the building. He could feel her, knew she was close, and now that he was inside he’d need to find her and get her out. The walk to Pitner’s office was over too quickly, and the door swung open before he could knock. Whatever meeting the doctor had been in, it appeared to be over now. She didn’t rise when he entered, instead gesturing for him to take a seat. “Mr. NaZade, I’m surprised to be seeing you.”

“I came here for a reason, didn’t I?” He’d thought of every question that she might ask him, and he hoped his lies would stand up. “I had a family emergency. Quite sudden, and I needed to be home for a few days. I’m sorry I didn’t notify you before I left, that was incredibly rude of me.” Was he sounding too formal? Pitner’s face was as blank as the android’s and he didn’t know if she believed him.

“Is everything alright now?” she asked mildly.

Shayn nodded. “My brothers overreacted. By the time I made it home everything had sorted itself out.”

“Hmm,” was her response.

“Anyway, if it’s possible I’d like to continue my testing here. I think we can make real progress.” If she loved testing rare specimens so much, she couldn’t resist him, no matter how flimsy his story. He was counting on that.

“It’s interesting that you say you left because of a family emergency,” Pitner said. She waved her hands over her desk like she was trying to bring up a hologram, but nothing showed up. “Our security footage saw you leaving with another patient. And additional footage saw you with her at the space port. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were lying to me about why you left.”

Shayn didn’t react. He’d figured that security footage might link him and Naomi together and he had a response to that, even if the words tasted like ashes in his mouth. “That’s correct, I did leave the facility with another patient. She told me she wanted a little trip. And I knew the ride to Honora would be lonely, so I thought a little entertainment wouldn’t hurt. She was cute, and more than willing.” He leered, or tried to, but he wasn’t sure if he was quite able to master the expression. “We had some trouble with our ship and got separated. I thought she would have left a message for me or something, but these things happen.”

Pitner’s expression didn’t crack. “And you thought it was normal for a patient to leave without taking any of her belongings?”

He shrugged. “I left mine behind too. Sometimes speed is of the essence. Was she not supposed to leave?”

“No,” Pitner said, “she was not.” 

“Oh.” Shayn knew that, and he was desperate to ask Pitner what was going on with Naomi now, but to get back into the facility he had to make Pitner think he didn’t care. He dropped any questions he might have asked and remained quiet.

Pitner swiped her hands in front of her again, and Shayn was sure she was looking at the holo display in privacy mode. Finally, she nodded as if she’d made a decision. “You’re lucky we haven’t gotten rid of your things or reassigned your room, Shayn. But if you leave again without telling us, you won’t be welcome back. We expect professionalism from the people working with us.”

“Of course.” Shayn nodded vigorously. “Thank you for this chance. I’d do anything for my brothers.”

“I’m sure you’d do anything for someone you loved. It’s admirable. Now please allow Dr. Konnor to lead you to your room.” She pressed a button on her desk and the door slid open to reveal an Oscavian man waiting for them in the hallway.

“Sure,” Shayn said as he stood.

He walked across the room and greeted the doctor, but Pitner called him back. “Shayn?” She waited for him to turn before she said anything else. “Keep your hands off the patients. Friendship is welcome... fraternization is not.”

He nodded and slumped his shoulders, appropriately cowed. He followed behind Konnor and listened to the man prattle on about some of the advancements in neuro-manipulation he’d implemented. Was he talking about Naomi? They’d screwed up her neurons plenty and it was a miracle she hadn’t been hurt. But there was nothing actionable or even particularly interesting in what the doctor said and before he knew it, Shayn was back at the room he’d been assigned a little more than a week ago.

It was amazing how much a life could change in such a small amount of time.

Konnor opened the door, using his palm on the lock, and Shayn entered. His clothes were still in his suitcase and his old tablet sat on the table as if he’d just gotten up to take a walk. It looked as if he’d never left. 

The door closed behind him and Shayn walked around the room to make sure there were no surprises. Would he be under surveillance in here? It hadn’t occurred to him before, but given the sinister experiments Pitner had done on her pet psychics, it had to be a possibility. After a fairly thorough search Shayn didn’t find any cameras or listening devices, but that didn’t mean they weren’t well hidden. He’d be careful, but he’d always planned to be careful.

After several minutes had passed and he was sure Konnor was no longer right outside the door, Shayn was ready to go and find his mate. He could feel the denya bond pulsing within him and she was so close he could practically feel her pressed up against him.

He placed his hand on the door handle and pushed, but the door didn’t open. He tried again, pushing harder, not believing what had happened, even if he definitely should have expected it.

He was locked in.

Fuck.
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HER HEAD STILL SPUN from what she’d seen. The technicians had run in as soon as the vision started, but by then it was too late. She was deep in it, her mind open to seeing all the possibilities, the future unfolding as it would. And this time she wasn’t restricted to two possible outcomes. 

It was bad. So, so, so, so, so bad, with almost every path leading to a terrible end. And even with the vision under her control, some of it was still blacked out, as if the future was waiting for her to act before it could tell her what was going to happen.

She didn’t have time to wait any longer.

The vision released her just as the first technician came to check her stats. Naomi went limp, as if exhaustion had rung her out and knocked her unconscious. 

“The wires are all tangled up in her restraints,” the technician said to his partner. “It’s messing with the read out.”

His partner was silent for a moment. Finally she said, “Just release her and check them. She’s knocked out.”

Keeping her face passive as the technician undid the straps binding her to the bed was harder than expected. Naomi had the strangest urge to giggle, which wouldn’t do anyone any good. This was serious, and if she failed now there was no getting out.

Ever.

That sobered her up.

She wanted to launch herself at the technician, but she’d seen how this would go down and she had to wait. The margin between long enough and too long was only a matter of seconds, but she couldn’t take on two technicians while she was still half restrained. 

The alarm for a comm call went off and Naomi’s heart stuttered. She knew why they were calling, who they had.

But she couldn’t worry about that yet. 

Footsteps took the second technician away from Naomi’s bed and she still waited. She was practically shaking with nerves, even though she’d seen this entire thing play out in her head. It was one thing to see the future and something completely different to act in the present.

Now.

The technician reached over her and Naomi snapped a hand out, grabbing his collar and reaching for the restraint that she knew would be laying right at her side. She had the technician’s hands tied to the bed rail before he realized what was going on and she stuffed a bit of her sheet in his mouth to keep him from crying out.

It wouldn’t last long, and her legs were still bound.

She levered herself up into a sitting position and managed to undo the straps holding her legs before rolling out of the bed and crouching down. One of the drug injectors the technician carried with him had fallen to the floor and she picked it up and reached out, pressing it against his leg and hitting the depressor.

Three... two... one... down.

He slumped as the sedative took effect.

Naomi scuttled over to the tray at the end of the bed and found an identical injector before heading towards the technician’s office, keeping low in case the technician glanced out the window and into her room.

She didn’t. Naomi’s vision had said she wouldn’t. But being psychic was no excuse for being careless when the stakes were this high.

She entered the office on silent feet. The technician disengaged her call and began to turn, but Naomi was quicker. She pressed the injector against the technician’s arm. It only took a couple of seconds before she was down.

There wasn’t time to lose, but Naomi wasn’t leaving anyone behind, not even someone made of programming and a bad attitude. She pulled open the drawers of the technicians’ desk and let out a cheer when she found her tablet. 

She woke Aileen up and smiled as the AI came on screen. “How’s progress?” she asked.

“I’m in,” the AI confirmed with unusual swiftness. She sounded... tired, if that was possible.

“I think—” Naomi cut herself off. She knew her powers, she wasn’t going to let doubt take over. “Shayn’s here. Somehow. I’m going to need some help finding him.”

“Are we busting out?” Aileen’s previous lethargy washed away in the excitement.

“We are,” Naomi confirmed. “Now go help Shayn.”

“I can help you,” the AI countered.

“I’m good,” Naomi promised. “You’ll be helping me by helping him.” Of course, other computers just acted on the commands that their owners gave them, but now was not the time to remind Aileen of that little fact.

Aileen blinked out without confirming where she was going. Naomi would count it as a win.

She found a pair of her shoes and slipped them on before leaving the technicians unconscious in the infirmary. There weren’t any other patients and Naomi didn’t see a guard. Then again, the facility that had been her home for the past fourteen years had rarely had guards patrolling the inside of the building. They were meant to keep people out, usually.

Naomi could feel the tug of the denya bond, pulling her up towards the dormitory floors. Shayn was up there. He could be in trouble. There was no telling what Morgyn planned to do to him or how he’d gotten into the building. Naomi’s vision had given her a path for her escape; she didn’t have time to take a peek at the immediate past.

She could question him later.

Instead of heading where the bond pulled her, Naomi followed the path of her vision. She knew where it led and it scared her more than anything, but if she didn’t do this now she’d never stop running. 

She headed towards Morgyn’s office. Her vision told her it was the right path to take and she hoped she wasn’t deluding herself. Now would be an awful time to figure out that her powers were lying to her. 

But they hadn’t lied about incapacitating the technicians, it hadn’t been a trick then. She could do this now.

She turned down the hall and there was Morgyn, standing alone and staring at a tablet, looking harried. She snapped her gaze up when Naomi’s footsteps caught her attention and sneered. “We have your lover.”

“What?” She knew they had Shayn, but they hadn’t done anything at the facility to suggest they were together. Had he told her? Naomi centered herself. It didn’t matter.

Morgyn scoffed at her question. “Did you think we were so ignorant that we couldn’t see who you fled with? He came back. He told me himself that you were nothing more than a fling.” That hurt, but given the spite with which Morgyn said it, she had to know that it wasn’t true, even if it still stung Naomi to the core. “If you want him to leave this facility in one piece you’ll return to your room and do as I say.”

Of course Morgyn would use him against her. She saw people as pawns for a greater purpose. “You would hurt an innocent person for a science experiment?” And Naomi realized she wasn’t just talking about Shayn. She’d been twelve years old when Morgyn took her. What kind of woman looked at a child and saw profit instead of a kid who needed taking care of? Naomi had been innocent too. And even in the middle of her escape, when she wasn’t supposed to care anymore, all her emotion bubbled up. This was the last time she was ever going to see Morgyn—at least, that was what she hoped—and it was her last chance to get answers. She couldn’t stay silent anymore. “Why are you doing this? You were supposed to protect me! Supposed to love me! That’s what you promised when you asked me to come with you!” Naomi had been too young to see the lies for what they were back then, but she shouldn’t have had to protect against someone like Morgyn. She’d let herself be a comfortable science experiment for too long and she was done playing along.

Morgyn looked her up and down as if she was examining a bug. “I’m helping you live up to your full potential,” she said in her annoyingly authoritative voice. “Did you want to be some dim human for your entire life? Ignorant of the universe and all it had to offer?”

“I am ignorant.” Naomi couldn’t keep the anger inside. She could see the future, but her life was contained to one building on one planet when there was an entire galaxy waiting out there. “You’ve kept me locked up for more than a decade and sliced me open more times than I can remember. You didn’t let me have friends or lovers, nothing except my studies and the experiments. I’m done with this.” If she were a violent person that would have been a great time to hit her former captor, but Naomi’s vision and her instincts were telling her to do something else.

“So you’ll sacrifice that man for your freedom?” Morgyn wasn’t shocked, no; she sounded like she planned to record the findings of this experiment in her journal and continue on until she had enough data to prove or disprove her hypothesis.

And there was nothing that would make Naomi give up Shayn. “I’m done sacrificing.”

Just as her vision had promised, the door behind Morgyn opened up and a technician came through rolling a cart of laundry. He bumped into the scientist hard enough to distract her and that was Naomi’s chance. 

She took off running. It was time to find her mate.

***
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SHAYN COULD FEEL NAOMI moving around out there somewhere, the pull of the denya bond dragging him in more than one direction. Was she being moved for surgery? Was she being moved out of the facility? Had he gambled his entire future just to have it yanked away at the last minute?

Suddenly, the tablet on the table blinked to life and Shayn jumped as the familiar voice came through the tinny speakers. “Get moving, blue boy, we can’t stay here all day.” Aileen would have been pushing him out the door if she had a body.

Shayn looked around, wondering how the AI had gotten onto a tablet that shouldn’t have been connected to the facility’s wireless network. “How are you here?”

“I’m very good,” was her oh so informative reply. “Now move. We need to help Naomi.”

That was inducement enough. Shayn grabbed the tablet and saw the notification in the corner that the tablet was hooked into the wireless network. Aileen must have hacked in. Or something. It didn’t really matter. Naomi trusted her and Aileen said they were going to help his mate. That was all he needed to know. He tried the door again, hoping the AI had magically unlocked it, but it still wouldn’t budge.

“Any help here?” he asked the computer. “The door is locked.”

“I guess I have to do everything,” she complained. 

Something clicked in the door and it opened. Shayn put the tablet carrying Aileen into one of his pockets and left the rest of his stuff behind. He hadn’t brought anything of sentimental value to the facility in the first place, so everything was replaceable. Everything except Naomi.

And possibly Aileen.

The guard who’d been stationed outside his room jerked up from where he’d been resting against the wall and tried to raise a blaster at him, but Shayn took him down with a single punch before the man could get a shot off. He grabbed the blaster and kept it in hand. It could be useful later.

Aileen could probably tell him where to go, but the only place Shayn needed to be was at his denya’s side. He focused on the bond and could practically see a thick cord flowing out of his chest and down the hall, out to where his mate was. Somewhere in the building.

The bond tugged him downstairs, but he ignored the elevator and made his way for the stairs. He was certain he’d run into another guard, but none were showing up. He pulled out Aileen. “Can you call my brothers and let them know we’re coming? We could use the backup.” 

He hadn’t anticipated being able to contact them, too concerned it would lead to him getting caught, but with a genius AI in his hand, that danger no longer seemed so grave. Aileen beeped what he assumed was a confirmation and he kept moving, following the pull ever closer to his denya. 

He burst out of the stairwell and into action as three technicians had Naomi cornered. She was struggling against two, holding her own for the moment, but she was no trained fighter and three on one were unfair odds for any person.

The blaster took care of the technician who didn’t have hands on Naomi, but he couldn’t risk shooting his own denya while trying to help her. Shayn shoved the weapon in his pocket and approached from behind. Despite the clatter the third technician had made when he hit the floor, the two holding Naomi were wholly focused on her. 

He wrapped an arm around the closest one and squeezed. The man was near his own height, but Shayn knew how to take someone down. He’d spent plenty of time breaking up drunken fights on Honora Station, and as the technician struggled against him it became clear that he had no real fight training. He went down, leaving just the final technician. Naomi was holding the woman off, kicking out when she got too close, but she couldn’t take her down from where she was standing.

That was why Naomi had him.

He tapped the woman on the shoulder, and when she turned he lashed out. But unlike her compatriots, this technician knew what she was doing. And as she turned around Shayn saw she wasn’t wearing a technician’s uniform. She was dressed as one of the security guards.

Well, that made this more interesting.

They traded blows, testing each other, looking for weaknesses. But the guard was competent and Shayn was close to evenly matched, at least if he wasn’t going to unleash his claws and make a mess of her.

A well placed hit had him reeling back, but there wasn’t time to think about it before he was back in the fight. More blows, this time with him landing the stronger hit. He had to finish this.

“Shayn, blaster!” Naomi called from behind him.

Oh. Right.

He punched the guard again, and as she reeled he reached into his pocket and fired the weapon, watching her fall. He turned to see his mate right behind him, eyes brimming with pride. And for the first time in days his world righted and he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

He pulled her close, sealing their lips together and tasting her like he was a man who’d been lost in the desert for months, for years. His tongue swept in and tangled with hers and his blood sang, demanding that he push her back against the wall and slake the lust rampaging within him.

And he would have done it, too, the danger of their exposed position nothing to the joy of the reunion, but Naomi somehow managed to get her wits about her and pull back. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes dazed, and he couldn’t wait to get her alone and make her look even more pleasured.

“You got out.” She grinned at him. “Good.”

“I got him out,” Aileen piped from where she was hidden in his pocket.

“Then thank you,” Naomi told the AI. “We couldn’t do this without you.”

“I know that,” said the AI.

Naomi laced her fingers with his. “Now come on, our ride is leaving soon.”

“We have a ride?” Shayn followed after her, keeping his eyes open to more guards. “Where are the guards?” he asked. He’d only seen the one assigned to his door and the one fighting Naomi.

“They’re outside,” Naomi responded. “From what I can tell, Morgyn didn’t want to spook her staff, so she told the new guards to stay outside. But if they see us we’re done for. They’ve got modified blasters that could put us down for days.”

Blasters were normally non-lethal, but the modified variety could kill a rampaging beast. Shayn didn’t want to tangle with those, and he certainly didn’t want his denya anywhere near one.

“And the ride?” Shayn prompted when Naomi seemed more preoccupied about finding a path than telling him where they were going. Which... that was fair.

“City disposal doesn’t care about internal problems. This is our best shot out. The other paths are... messy.” She grimaced.

So that’s how she knew, her visions had told her. They hadn’t led them wrong yet, so Shayn wasn’t about to question it, though he did have to wonder how sneaking out with the garbage was the least messy escape option.

Shayn almost walked past his denya when she flashed up a hand to stop him. A moment later, two technicians turned the corner and their voices trailed down the hallway. They entered another room, none the wiser that Shayn and Naomi had been only a few meters away.

They proceeded like that until the smell of rot was enough to make Shayn want to vomit. A large waste disposal unit sat in the middle of a loading bay, waiting to be picked up.

“Please don’t tell me we have to get in that thing,” he said with a grimace. There was no telling what they threw away here.

“We’re getting out through the heights of luxury. Now come on.” She approached the unit and opened the lid, nodding for Shayn to get in.

Instead of that, Shayn picked his mate up and helped her over the ledge that was almost as tall as her, following soon behind. He closed the lid behind them and they were enclosed in a foul smelling space with something wet and warm under him and the air around them almost too thick to breathe.

Shayn wanted to say something reassuring to his mate, something that would let her know this would all be alright, but he realized those words would all be for himself. She knew how this ended and was feeling fine. He was the one who needed the reassurance.

Naomi laid an arm around him and buried her head against his neck, huddling close. A large clang sounded outside as a door opened, and a moment later they were moving.

He didn’t know how long they sat in that messy darkness. Long enough that eventually Shayn stopped obsessing about the smell. They rumbled along for several minutes until the vehicle came to a stop.

He rustled his denya. “Are we taking this thing to the end of the line? Or do we get out now?” 

“Now,” she confirmed. They pressed up on the lid and both reared back at the near blinding sunlight. But it didn’t take much to get them out of the disposal unit and on the ground. Vehicles sent up alarms around them, but Naomi and Shayn walked on as if nothing strange was happening, and when they found their way back to the quarters he’d rented with his brothers he pulled her close and held on like his life depended on it.

They were safe for now. They only had to get off the planet, escape the Oscavian Empire, get back to Honora Station, and find their way to Earth.

Easy enough.

“Ready to meet my brothers?” he asked.

“I’m covered in trash, smell like I’m dead, and I put your life at risk.” She smiled brightly. “There’s never been a better time!”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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NAOMI HAD STARED DOWN the doctors who wanted to experiment on her with greater ease than she felt meeting Braxtyn and Dekon NaZade. Her heart beat erratically and sweat pooled at her lower back, mixing with the stench of the trash. It wasn’t exactly the first impression she wanted to make on Shayn’s only family, but what else could she do? They were at the rented room and the only way to get access to a shower and her mate was to go through his family.

Simple. Easy.

Now would be a great time for a vision to tell her exactly how this was going to go. But summoning the visions to get them out of the facility had fried her capacity and she knew it would be awhile before she saw anything without her eyes. A faint headache threatened to grow, but she hoped it didn’t. The day had been long enough already. 

She entered the room in front of Shayn, as if he was worried that she would bolt. Her clothes were crusty from whatever filth she’d been laying on and she’d lost the ability to smell herself, so it must have been bad. Two Detyens who bore a striking resemblance to Shayn jumped to their feet as they came in the door, and then the one on the right flinched as he got a whiff of them.

“What died?” he asked. His face was a little softer than Shayn’s, his cheekbones not quite as pronounced, and the only thing differentiating him from his twin brother was that one of his clan markings climbed up his neck and curled around his chin, marking his face. It gave him a strange asymmetry that made it hard to look away from him.

“Brax!” the other one hissed, making that one Dekon and Braxtyn the one with the asymmetrical face.

“Are we just supposed to ignore it?” Brax asked. 

That stumped Dekon, who said nothing.

Naomi didn’t know what to say. The few flirtations she’d managed before had never gotten to a meeting the family stage, and she wanted the boys to like her. If she was going to be with Shayn from here on out, the twins would be a part of her life and she needed to make the right impression.

But it was so much easier to make decisions when she could see the future. 

Shayn came to her rescue. “Sometimes the only way out of a secure facility is through the trash.”

The twins shared a look and said, “Too easy,” before they both burst out laughing. 

Shayn rolled his eyes and stepped around her. “I know that you’re both glad we made it. Here, give me a hug!” He held his arms wide and a waft of air made Naomi gag from something that was clinging to him.

Brax and Deke both tried to evade, each trying to sacrifice the other to their brother’s smelly touch. It ended with three siblings in a pile on the floor and Naomi didn’t need to be psychic to know that things would turn out alright. But she had a feeling if she waited for them to stop playing she’d be standing in filth all day, and the light from the bathroom beckoned.

Rather than announce what she was doing, she stepped around the squirming, laughing pile of brothers and closed the bathroom door behind her. She stripped off her clothes quickly and threw them in the farthest corner. They’d need to be burned, there was no saving them. She hoped she could borrow something from Shayn or one of his brothers. It was better to swim in clean clothes than fit in something that would always smell vaguely of spoiled food. 

The hot water streamed over her hard enough to pummel knotted muscles. Naomi let out a groan as the heat seeped into her. She could stand there all day and never get enough.

“Should I be jealous?” Shayn asked, leaning against the door, his chest naked and pants unbuckled.

She hadn’t heard him come in over the sound of the water. “Are you really going to join me with your brothers right out there?” She was new to this whole relationship thing, but that seemed a bit... indecent. Clearly his brothers knew that she and Shayn had an intimate relationship, but it was one thing to know and another to know. 

Shayn pushed his pants down and kicked them over to join the pile of her clothes, leaving him naked, his cock getting harder by the second. Naomi’s concerns were fading to the background, even as she tried to cling to them. But she hadn’t held her mate close in days and her body needed him. 

As he stepped into the shower stall, she reached out and traced her fingers over the hard ridges of muscle on his abdomen, loving the heat. The shower washed away some of the stench from their escape and she reached for soap, letting the liquid foam in her hand before she began to rub her denya down.

“They’re out getting us tickets for a transport back to Honora Station,” Shayn said, his voice growing husky as she kneaded her palms over his tight muscles. 

“Huh?” What did his brothers have to do with anything? Naomi rinsed some of the soap away and laid a warm kiss against his shoulder.

“Brax and Deke aren’t out there,” he said. 

“Good.” Naomi didn’t know if there was soundproofing on the bathroom door and she didn’t want his brothers to hear what went on between them, and now that she had her hands on her mate she didn’t think she’d be able to stop. She grabbed more soap and sank to her knees, rubbing it in to every centimeter of his skin and taking note when he moaned. There were some interesting places that she wanted to explore later, but right now she just needed to keep touching him, to assure herself that he was there with her and he wasn’t going away.

She unhooked the shower head and rinsed him off, watching as the soap swirled around them, washing the evidence of their escape away. The smell might have been gone, but the memory would linger for a long time.

Shayn reached past her and gathered soap in his own hand, rubbing it on her shoulders and working his way down.

“I already did that,” she felt compelled to say for some stupid reason. 

Shayn just smiled and ran his hands over her breasts, grinning even more broadly as she moaned. Her legs started to feel like jelly and she leaned against him as he saw to all of her hard to reach places, and by the time he took the shower head to her she was ready to collapse to the floor, even as her sex clenched and begged for attention.

Her mate put the shower head back in its holder and let it rain down its warm spray on them as he pulled her gently forward and sat down on the bench behind them, guiding her to straddle his legs. His hard cock rose up between them and Naomi pressed close, wanting to feel him everywhere. 

There was so much to say that the words got clogged in her throat. Things could have so easily gone wrong. One misstep and they would have never seen each other again. She’d be trapped in Sola Corp’s facility for the rest of her days, until one of Morgyn’s experiments wiped out whatever was left of her, and Shayn would be left adrift, wondering what happened to her. Or worse. He could have been left for dead on the forest floor of that planet. 

Shayn cupped her cheek and tilted her head up so their eyes met. “We’re together now,” he said, as if he’d read every worry that flashed through her mind. “No one’s going to tear us apart again.”

How could he know that? She could see the future and she couldn’t say that for certain, but Shayn spoke with so much conviction that she couldn’t do anything except believe him. “I love you.” The confession burst out of her, feelings too big to be contained inside of her any longer.

Shayn’s smile bloomed under her, the hot heat of his palms on her back anchoring them together. “I love you, denya. Trust in us and we’ll never be parted.”

She trusted him, even as fears lingered. She could only imagine what Morgyn would do, but with Shayn next to her it was easier to believe that it would turn out alright.

Naomi leaned in and sealed her mouth over his, pouring her love and her hopes and her desperation into the kiss. Every minute between kisses was too long, and she’d been starved of him for days. She didn’t want to imagine being parted again, and she needed to slake this hunger or she would crumble into dust.

Their washing in the shower already had her on edge and when she wrapped her hand around Shayn’s length she found him hard and leaking, his cock pulsing and ready to join with her. She moved enough to guide him to her entrance and gasped as his tip pushed into her.

She was in control here, guiding herself down at just the pace she needed, but as her body stretched to accommodate him, Naomi needed more. She moved her hips, jerking up and down and letting that stretch hit just the edge of pain before relaxing to let him even further inside.

Shayn grunted and thrust up, tearing his lips away and holding her hips to keep her steady. They found a rhythm and a moan tore out of her as Shayn hit her just right, burying himself deep and dragging out with delirious slowness, driving her to the edge of pleasure and beyond.

He nuzzled against her neck and Naomi tilted her head up to give him access, loving the way he nipped at the sensitive flesh. She wanted him to leave a mark, to proclaim to everyone that she was his and he was hers in the most physical way, and as he sucked against her skin she let out keening moans, begging him for more.

The sensation was too much, and her legs trembled; her entire body could feel it as pleasure crested and tore through her. With two final thrusts, Shayn joined her, cock emptying into her as his teeth nipped her neck.

She wrapped her arms tight around him and breathed heavily, her body drunk on pleasure and her mouth unable to wipe away the smile. “I think we need to clean up again,” she said, her words holding the edge of a laugh.

Her mate ran his hand up and down her spine, making her shiver. “This is the way I’m happy to get dirty with you, denya.”

And Naomi couldn’t hold it in anymore. She laughed.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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“SO IS ANYONE GOING to catch up at our next stop?” Deke asked as they sat in the communal area of the small suite they’d booked on the cruise liner taking them back to Honora Station. Naomi, Shayn, and the boys had made it to the space port and onto the ship easily enough, but now every light year that they put between themselves and Oscavia ratcheted up their worries.

“I don’t know,” Naomi repeated for what had to be the hundredth time. Her powers were still fried, with her instincts barely more than a whisper at the moment. “When I use my powers a lot they get depleted. It takes time for them to recharge. I don’t know everything, and usually my powers aren’t so much about what’s going on in my life, but what’s happening in the galaxy.”

Brax laughed at something, and she and Deke looked over to see him playing with Shayn’s tablet, where Aileen had taken up residence after their escape. She and Brax had immediately hit it off and he’d made sure to talk to her every day so she didn’t get bored.

Shayn was in their room napping off a vigorous, if not particularly restful night which left Naomi with babysitting duty. Not that a couple of men only three years younger than her needed a babysitter, but they’d all agreed that no one was to leave the room alone and Shayn wasn’t sure that his brothers would hold to that if Naomi or Shayn weren’t watching them.

“Then tell me who will win the Honora Lottery drawing next week,” Deke demanded. He leaned in toward her, eyes wide and a grin plastered on his face.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Naomi insisted. “I don’t control it. Usually.” She didn’t know if what had happened at the facility was a one off, or if she’d have more control once her powers recharged. She thought something felt different in the recesses of her mind, but she couldn’t tell if it had something to do with her ability, with her newfound freedom, with the denya bond, or something else entirely. Everything had changed so quickly that she needed some time to sit still and readjust. And she wouldn’t be able to safely do that until they were outside of the range of the Oscavian Empire.

Her instincts were whispering that everything would be fine, but she wasn’t ready to trust them just yet. Not that they’d been wrong before, but it felt hasty to take a deep breath while they were still in Oscavian space.

“Then how does it work?” Deke pressed. “There are a bunch of aliens with cool powers on Honora Station, but they never answer any questions,” he explained when she shot him an exasperated look.

Of course they didn’t if he kept pressing like this. But Naomi spied Brax trying to nonchalantly listen in while pretending to engage with the tablet, and she knew that the brothers just wanted to get to know her. After all, she’d appeared in their brother’s life out of nowhere and was now traveling with them as if she belonged. They had no reason except for fate to trust her, and explaining a bit about what she saw might be a way to bridge their two worlds.

“I don’t usually control it,” she repeated, then turned to Brax. “And you might as well get over here if you want to hear this.”

He looked over and gave her an innocent look, as if he’d been minding his own business, but he put the tablet down and took a seat at the table next to his brother. The door to one of the bedrooms slid open and Shayn joined them, taking the final seat at the table as if he’d been summoned.

“I didn’t realize there was a meeting,” he said, sleep still heavy in his voice. He casually slung an arm around Naomi’s shoulders as if he couldn’t bear to be beside her and not touching her.

She understood the feeling. 

“Your denya is going to explain how being a psychic works,” Deke said, practically bouncing in his seat.

“My denya has a name,” Shayn reminded him.

It did nothing to dim Deke’s excitement.

Naomi wasn’t going to press the issue, though she’d say something if more than a few days went by with the twins refusing to use her name. “It’s simple enough,” she began. “Sola Corp found me when I was a kid. I already had a strong intuition, and through various treatments and surgeries they were able to develop my... skill.” It was wrong to call it a gift. She’d paid for it too many times over for it to be a gift.

“You were just a kid?” asked Brax.

Naomi nodded. She went through the rest of the story as quickly as possible, not wanting to get hung up on the details that still left her raw and reeling. “I’ve had the visions for several years, and I can sense when I’m about to get one, usually. But until yesterday I’d never actually summoned one. And they’re almost never about me. Except...” Her mind went back to the last big vision she’d had before meeting Shayn. She’d seen him. And her visions since then had all had something to do with her life.

Was it because of him? Was it permanent? She hoped not. She didn’t want to watch her life unfold in her mind, lived before it happened. 

“For example,” she said before anyone could question why she’d gone silent, “I saw a Detyen, I think, and a human woman working together on a big ship in one of my visions. They were trying to do something to the mechanics. I was seeing it as it played out or just after.”

“So you don’t just see the future?” asked Deke.

“Past and present, too,” Naomi confirmed. “Maybe that vision was a warning. Telling me I’d have my own Detyens coming my way soon.” She looked at Shayn and couldn’t help but smile. Sure it had been scary to get them here, but if it was the road she had to take, she’d do it again and again to make sure she was with her mate.

“Can you tell me my future?” Deke asked. “Just a hint.”

“She already told us she couldn’t control it.” Brax shoved his twin lightly. “She’s Shayn’s denya, not a circus performer. Do you think that the Detyen you saw was one of the warriors we want to meet on Earth?”

The sudden shift confused Naomi for a second. “Warriors? Earth?” What did her home planet have to do with this? She vaguely remembered Shayn saying something about Earth before Morgyn’s goons had captured her, but it had fallen by the wayside in her desire to escape.

“We’re going to Earth, didn’t Shayn tell you?” Brax demanded, sending his brother a hard look. “A bunch of Detyens just showed up there. They fought off some alien threat and have been welcomed. We think...” He swallowed and trailed off, losing a bit of vigor. “You still want to go to Earth, don’t you?” The question was addressed to his older brother.

Shayn took a deep breath and Naomi could feel his eyes heavy on her. She knew that if she said she didn’t want to go, he’d tell his brother no. And from the hint of fear lurking in Brax’s question, he suspected it too. 

Naomi hadn’t been to Earth since she was a small child, her parents having moved off planet several years before they died. She had a vague memory of blue skies, but sometimes that felt like nothing more than a dream. But there was nothing keeping her from returning, and she had nowhere else she wanted to go. If Brax and Deke wanted to go there and meet up with these warriors and get answers about their people, she wasn’t going to be the one to stop them.

She laced her fingers with Shayn’s. “Earth,” she said, nodding. “Sounds fun.”

Brax visibly relaxed, and the tension that had suddenly risen in the room released. It would be awhile before Shayn’s brothers were completely comfortable with her, before they believed that she wasn’t going to change everything about their lives. But she was ready, and she was excited to see what came next.

Honora Station. Earth. It was a long way from the facility on Oscavia, and she was ready to see the sights. 

***
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HIS ARRIVAL AT HONORA Station this time around was much calmer. There was no panicked rush to get on the fastest flight back to Oscavia. And his brothers didn’t have to hold him back from making hasty decisions, not that they’d actually been able to stop him. This time when he arrived back he saw his home, and as he walked hand in hand with his mate towards his quarters he realized that he was going to miss it.

Well, some of it. Brax and Deke surged ahead of them when they made it to the corridor that held their room, and when he and Naomi entered he was reminded just how tiny the space that they lived in was. The lack of privacy had been a minor annoyance before, but now that he had a mate the constant presence of his brothers might just drive him mad.

“We won’t be here for long,” he promised his denya as he placed the bag of belongings they’d bought on the ship in the small storage space beside where his bed pulled down. “Or we could see about renting a temporary room. I know that it’s cramped in here.”

Naomi smiled and stepped close to him, not difficult to do in the small room. She cupped his cheek and kissed him sweetly. “We’ll be fine, Shayn.” Something in his brothers’ room crashed to the floor, and muffled voices hissed at each other. “Though,” she continued, “I might take you up on the temporary room offer. If only for... privacy.” She trailed her fingers down his chest and Shayn groaned, his cock twitching. 

But now was not the place.

“Can I show you my home?” he asked. “The station, I mean. The quarters here aren’t much to see.”

“If you’re there, there’s plenty to see.” Her brown eyes glinted in the light and Shayn really wished his brothers weren’t sitting behind a thin door only a couple meters away. “But show me the station. I actually think my parents might have brought me here when I was eight or nine, but I’m not sure.”

Honora Station was a common way point for travelers in the Milky Way, especially those going to or from the Oscavian Empire. As far as Shayn knew, things hadn’t changed much in the last fifteen years, but now Naomi could see the station with an adult’s eyes and he wondered what she would think.

They left his room behind without letting his brothers know. They would figure it out eventually, and after days on a ship all cooped up together—and with more time to come in even closer quarters—he and his denya could use a little time on their own.

“Anything coming back yet?” He tapped his forehead, the sign that had come to refer to her psychic powers.

Naomi’s fingers tightened around his. “My instincts are returning to normal. And I’ve had some... flashes. Nothing concrete. Nothing about me or us. I think it’s all coming back.”

“That’s good.” Shayn didn’t need his mate to be able to divine the things to come, but she’d lived with her power for so long that it was now a part of her and she’d miss it if it was gone. He wanted his mate to want for nothing. “No inklings of whether or not Morgyn’s coming?” 

His denya shivered and he pulled her close, letting go of her hand to wrap his arm around her. “No,” she said. “Nothing. Do you think they’re coming? Sola Corp put a lot of money into developing me.”

“We’re a long way from the Oscavian Empire,” was Shayn’s response. “And Earth is farther still. I think as long as we steer clear of the Empire, we’re going to be okay. And if they try to come for you, we’ll know to be ready. I’m not letting them take you back. You’re mine.”

She bit her lip and quickly glanced up at him and then away. “I should not love the sound of that. You sound like a barbarian.”

“If I were a barbarian I’d take you right here just to show everyone that you were mine.” He put a bit of growl in his voice, just a bit of threat, but his eyes were crinkled up, smiling at the game.

Naomi’s eyebrows shot up. “If you’re going to say something like that, be prepared to prove it.” She stepped in close, using her body to press him back towards the wall.

Shayn could have resisted, but why would he? He dipped his head down and captured his mate’s lips, pulling her as close as he could manage and plundering her mouth with the promise of more.

Naomi stiffened in his arms and gasped, but it wasn’t the sound of pleasure he’d come to expect. He opened his eyes and found Brax’s hand on her arm, an annoyed look on his brother’s face. “How many times am I going to catch you two?” he asked.

Naomi’s face had lost some color and she looked at Brax for a moment before tearing her gaze away. She met Shayn’s eyes and gave him a smile, but shadows still clung to her eyes. But if she didn’t want to deal with it yet, he could wait.

“It was one time, brother,” Shayn said, “and if you’d stayed away like you said you would, you wouldn’t have seen anything.”

Brax just rolled his eyes. “I checked the flight schedules. It’s two weeks before anything is leaving for Earth. Is that enough time for you to sort everything out? There’s another transport in a month.”

“Two weeks is fine,” Naomi answered before Shayn. “No need to linger.”

Had she seen something? Either way, Shayn wasn’t going to stay on Honora longer than necessary. “Two weeks,” he confirmed. “I’m ready to see our new home.”

Brax looked at Naomi for a long moment, but she wouldn’t look at him. Finally he shrugged and walked away.

“Is everything alright?” Shayn asked. Was his mate in pain? In danger? Was there anything he could do to help her?

“I realize that I don’t know him very well, but I think Brax hasn’t been feeling too great lately. Maybe you should spend some time with him before we leave.” She leaned against him, resting her head on his chest, no longer trying to seduce him, but taking comfort.

“Any particular reason?”

“I just think you should.” And when his psychic told him to do something, he was going to listen.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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SHAYN FOUND BRAX AT his favorite hide out, a small canteen three floors below their quarters that was just out of the way enough that it wasn’t teeming with tourists. Brax sat at a corner table nursing a pale green drink and looking down at his table as if it could give him the answers he was searching for. Shayn pulled up a chair and placed an order for a drink of his own on the tablet built into the side of the table.

“I’m surprised you could tear yourself away from your new denya,” he said, taking a big swig of the drink.

So he was sulking. Of his two brothers, Deke was the one more likely to face his emotions head on while Brax liked to sink into himself and hide away until he could bury everything once again. It had led to a few meltdowns in the past, and Shayn knew it was best to try and pull the man out of his funks when he got this way.

“I’m not going to forget about you or Deke just because I’m with Naomi now.” And he hadn’t expected that he’d need to explain this. Brax was a man, not a boy; then again, it had only been the three of them for so long that adding another person probably felt like a monumental and potentially disastrous change. Their mother had refused to leave their home world with them because she had a new husband, so perhaps Brax feared that Naomi would divide Shayn’s loyalties in the same way.

“Great,” Brax sulked. He didn’t say anything else to Shayn, but he didn’t tell him to go either, so Shayn stayed. His drink appeared after a few minutes and they nursed their beverages quietly until Brax felt like talking again. “You went to Oscavia to find out if we’re all going to have to pay the denya price, instead you found your denya. Doesn’t that answer the question? If we can find our mates, doesn’t that mean we’ll die if we don’t?” 

Shayn had asked those same questions, and he still didn’t have answers. He wished his brothers didn’t have to live with this fear, that he could tell them with certainty what would happen to them. He wished he could find them mates so they would know the same happiness that he did. But he had no definite answers to offer. “I don’t know what it means for you,” he answered honestly, trying not to wince at the dispirited look in his brother’s eyes. “But I don’t think that my finding a mate is a guarantee that you and Deke will pay the denya price. My mate is human. We’ve heard of other humans finding mates among the Detyens. Humans have no built in expiration date, but they can still sense the bond. Perhaps Oscavians can as well, even if I’ve never heard of one becoming a denya to a Detyen. When we get to Earth we will find this Detyen Legion and hopefully they can give us answers.”

“Ah, yes, the saviors of the Detyen race.” Brax drank again. “What exactly have they been doing for the last hundred years while we’ve all been left to flounder on far flung worlds? If there was some huge legion of warriors, why didn’t they try and find other Detyens?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we can ask them that as well.” A part of Shayn thought it was too good to be true, and that this alleged legion would turn out to be nothing more than a handful of half-trained boys selling stories of a glorified past. But even that would be better than what he and his brothers had now. 

“I should feel nothing but happiness for you.” Brax slammed his half empty glass down and the liquid sloshed, nearly jumping out and onto the table. His eyes blazed blue as he met Shayn’s gaze. “You’ve found your denya. Father told you stories about that, about how it’s one of the most wondrous things any Detyen can hope to experience. And instead of joy, I’m stuck here wondering how it’s all going to go wrong.”

Would Shayn feel the same if their roles were reversed? There was no way to be certain, and it didn’t matter. Was this why Naomi had wanted him to come? Could she feel the conflict swirling inside Brax? Or was it something else? Something worse? Whatever battles lay ahead for his brother, Shayn would be there to face them with him, head on. 

“It’s new, and I’m sure you’ll adjust to it,” Shayn assured him. “And perhaps we’ll find you a denya on Earth, or answers about the denya price. Things are changing, but it doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

“What if I do find my denya and they don’t want to stay with the family? What if they’re from some far flung planet and need me there? Your denya agreed to stay, but she could have just as easily said she wanted to go somewhere else. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have followed her.” He glared at the table, his mouth set in a scowl.

“If something like that comes to pass, we’ll figure it out.” But Shayn’s stomach sank at the thought. When the issue of going to Earth had come up, he’d had a moment’s fear that Naomi wouldn’t want it, one she’d quelled almost immediately. But a different woman, a different mate, might not have made that same choice. And if his brothers found their mates, they might all be split up, their family divided once more. “We shouldn’t borrow trouble now,” he said, sounding more sure than he felt. “We’re together and we’re going to remain that way for a long time.”

Brax finished his drink and stood. “If you say so. Now, if you don’t mind, I need some time to think.” He took off, leaving Shayn alone. And Shayn had to hope his brother would be alright. Things were changing quickly, and not all changes ended up being for the best.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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IT HAD BEEN OVER A week since the vision hit and Naomi was still trying to put it out of her mind. Every time she thought she was successful, she’d see a flash of red skies and smell the scent of burned flesh and know it wasn’t going away any time soon. Shayn knew something was wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to say anything. If what she saw was true, Brax didn’t need her interference. And if she interfered, it might deprive him of everything.

She couldn’t risk it. Sometimes the hardest part about having her powers was knowing she couldn’t do anything. Events would play out as they would, and if she tried to act she could screw everything up. Sometimes things needed to be screwed up, like the visions she’d had that led her to escape Sola Corp’s clutches. But some things she couldn’t touch.

Brax was a smart and capable man, and she could feel the steely determination that lived within him. He was untested in many ways, and so, so young, but he could rise to the challenge. If it ever came to pass.

“Please tell me what’s on your mind,” her mate asked, throwing himself across the bed and lying on a pile of clothing they were supposed to be packing for the upcoming move. He reached for her arm and tried to tug her down beside him, but Naomi resisted; she didn’t want to wrinkle everything or fold it all again.

“It’s nothing,” she said. And so far it was, so she only felt a little guilty at the potential untruth. “I told you that some visions take longer to get over than others. This one is just sticking around for a while.”

“And you won’t tell me what it’s about.” It wasn’t a question. They’d been over this before.

“If I told you the details of every vision you’d be bored to tears. Sometimes they’re no more interesting than what a person I pass is going to have for dinner.”

“And sometimes they tell you the outcome of a war,” he shot back, tugging a little harder until Naomi relented and fell down beside him, pushing the clothes out of her way. “No matter what, I want to know what’s on your mind.”

“You’re telling me that you’ll tell me every thought that flits through that brain of yours?” She knew the more she resisted the more Shayn would latch on, but teasing him was too fun.

He grinned and his eyes flashed blue. “I’m definitely thinking of something.” He ran a hand up her side and made her shiver. His fingers worked at the clasp of her top and had it opened before she even realized what he was doing. “I can always torture the information out of you.”

Naomi laughed. “You’re greatly misinformed on the definition of torture.”

He leaned down and captured her nipple between his lips, tugging on it just up to the point of pain and letting go when she moaned. “Am I?”

Just like that, she was ready for more. She’d never known she could be so hooked on sex, or on Shayn, but she couldn’t get enough of her mate. And given the tight quarters of the last week, they’d had to get inventive, take risks, and use their time carefully to even begin to slake the hunger that flared up between them whenever they touched.

Shayn paid attention to her other nipple, making her writhe under him while his fingers splayed out against her stomach, holding her down against the bed. When she arched up into him and laced her fingers through his hair, he pulled back. “Are you ready to give up the information now?”

“I’ve been trained to withstand torture,” she panted back. She was already wet and aching for him to fill her up. She pressed in close to him, needing the contact, needing more. Her whole body was heavy with want and Shayn was the only one who could give her what she needed. 

“You look ready to break,” he shot back, his fingers ghosting over her nipples and then diving down into her pants to find her core hot and ready for him. “So wet,” he said, “and all mine.” He pulled his fingers out and licked them, his eyes somehow going even more blue as he tasted her.

“I can take more,” she goaded him. She’d already forgotten what she was supposed to be holding back, too intent on what her mate was doing to her. 

“Can you?” Shayn asked. He loomed over her, their lips only centimeters apart. She wanted to arch up and taste him, but the way he was holding her down made it so he was in control. He was just far enough away that she couldn’t manage to steal a kiss. “Your body is already begging for more.”

“Yes,” she moaned out. “More.”

He kissed his way down her neck, nipping at it and leaving marks that would be with her for days. “All you have to do is give me what I want.”

Her legs fell apart, inviting him to plunder her, even if she was still wearing her pants. “Anything,” she promised. “Always.”

“Anything?” That tone would have been evil coming from anyone else, but this was her mate and she couldn’t be afraid. Never of him.

She leaned forward and laid her lips against his naked chest, claiming what she could for herself. He tasted like home and she wanted to get him in her mouth, to show him pleasure and bring him to the brink just as he’d brought her.

“Anything?” Shayn asked again, his breath going ragged as her pelvis rubbed against his thickening cock.

“Everything,” she promised. “Need you inside me.”

His hands were on her pants in an instant, and before she knew it she was naked and writhing under him.
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SHAYN HAD STARTED THIS game for a reason, but now that he had his mate under him, wet and desperate for their joining, he couldn’t remember why. He didn’t care. His mate needed him and he was there to provide.

His lips found her wet heat and her taste exploded over his tongue, earthy and feminine and his. In the back of his mind he realized they should be quick. There was no telling when his brothers would return from their errands, and he didn’t want things to end before he gave his mate her satisfaction.

When they had their own quarters again, he was going to lock them inside their bedroom for a week and hope that could begin to slake his hunger. He doubted it would ever abate, and as she squirmed under him he knew it would be a tragedy if it ever did.

“Inside me,” his denya gasped as his fingers joined his tongue, playing with her and making her desperate for their union. His own cock was rock hard, and he wanted nothing more than to sink into her depths and seal their bond once more.

He shucked off his pants and positioned himself at her entrance, looking down at her and seeing his mate with eyes filled with love and contentment. He’d never thought that he’d meet someone like her, and he’d never hoped that the bond between them would bloom so fast or so true. How could he have expected a human psychic trapped in the depths of the Oscavian Empire? If the existence of the denya bond hadn’t already proved that fate existed, Naomi would.

They joined together, their bodies well acquainted now that they’d had time to make love whenever they could steal a moment. Fewer moments than he would have liked, but if he had what he wanted they would have never left the bed.

His denya’s fingers dug into his shoulders as she begged him to take her fast, to bring her pleasure and make her ache with it. And he could no sooner ignore her command than he could stop breathing. He captured her lips with his, the long denied kiss a celebration of their love and their joining, a declaration that no force in the galaxy could keep them apart for long.

And when his mate moaned against his mouth, her body shuddering against his and rippling around his cock, Shayn wasn’t far behind, emptying himself as he crested and cried out her name.

Several minutes later as they lay spent on the bed, their formerly neatly folded clothing in piles on the floor, he remembered what they’d been talking about earlier. Something was bothering his mate, something she wouldn’t tell him. “Did you have a disturbing vision?” he asked, laying kisses along her naked shoulder.

Naomi snuggled into him. “Not disturbing, not exactly. Some visions are... delicate. If things are disturbed then the entire thing won’t come to pass. And this is one of them. It’s best I just keep it to myself.”

“If it disturbs you I don’t want you to face it alone.” There shouldn’t be an enemy that he couldn’t protect her from.

“It’s not really disturbing,” she promised. “And if there comes a time when you need to know more, I’ll tell you.”

“Is it about us?” he wondered. Why wouldn’t she share if it was?

“No,” she said quickly. A little too quickly.

“Then what about Dekon or Brax?” Had she seen something about one of his brothers? Were they in trouble? He shot up, ready to go off and find out what was wrong.

Naomi put a hand on his chest and guided him back down to the bed. “It was about Brax,” she confessed. “But nothing is wrong. I’m not sure when or where the vision took place, but he was perfectly fine. And if it does happen, it’s something he needs to face without my interference. Or yours,” she added with a poke hard enough to sting.

Shayn grabbed her hand and sucked her finger into his mouth before letting it go. “Loving you is going to be an adventure, my denya.”

She grinned. “The best.” Then she laid back and sighed. “I guess we need to get all this cleaned up before your brothers get back.”

He looked at his mate, sated and lying naked in their bed, and had to regretfully agree. That sight was for his eyes alone, and he’d never get tired of it. “I look forward to our days in privacy,” he confessed.

Naomi kissed him before sitting up. “And I look forward to our years together. Now let’s get cleaned up.”

Years. Yes, Shayn looked forward to those too. He and his denya, his family, and the family they would grow together. What more could he ask for? He had everything he’d ever dared dream.
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A SHOCK OF something ripped through Raze in that moment when their eyes locked. He faltered and pain scored his chest as if claws raked him from shoulder to hip. In a blink it was gone as the pirate woman flung grit at him with astonishing accuracy and was off running like an Oscavian hound was on her heels. He stumbled for a moment, heart pounding so hard it threatened to beat out of his chest.

He clenched his fists and for one crazy second his claws threatened to slide out of his hands as something they couldn’t define washed over him.

Find her, that foreign urge demanded. Protect her. Claim her.

He could almost feel it, could almost recognize what it was, but his mind rejected the impossibility even before his feet moved and the chase was on. He didn’t pull out his blaster. Though the pirate had quickly recovered from the stun, far more quickly than he’d thought possible, two shots in such a short amount of time might do permanent harm to her. Why he cared about that, he wasn’t sure, but his gun remained in its holster all the same.

She glanced back and that was her undoing. He had height on her, and endurance. He could run for days and not give in to exhaustion or pain. No pirate training was a match for a Detyen warrior.

Though he wondered why she hadn’t cried out, hadn’t tried to raise an alarm. Surely she must have some allies in the nearby settlement. They were probably too far away to be heard, but didn’t creatures such as she rely on hope like that for survival? Or were her enemies too numerous that she doubted help would come?

He closed the distance between them in easy strides until he could almost reach her with a swipe of his arm. Just as he launched the final step, she dropped and rolled to the side, her hand coming up with a small knife he must have missed on her person.

“Fucking pirate scum,” she spat as she rolled to her feet, knife held confidently in her hand and absolute disgust written across her features.

Pirate scum? “You’re the pirate,” he replied without thought, keeping his distance. His claws should be out now, with her on her back at his mercy, her cheeks flushed and breath coming in hard as she panted under him. What that stirred froze him in place, his body rocking with sensation he hadn’t known in years, sensation he could barely remember.

The distraction cost him and she took advantage, swiping in with the knife in a move that showed practice and training to rival his own. His instincts took over and he rolled with her, taking her arm and flipping her as she cut a ragged wound across his shoulder. The hot flash of pain brought his focus back and they rolled together, neither able to take a position of advantage on the ground.

The woman—not a pirate?—sprang back up and jumped on the balls of her feet, those cheeks flushed like he’d imagined and her eyes glinting bright in the moonlight. “Of course a giant like you isn’t going to make it easy for me. What are you, anyway?” The run and the fight hadn’t winded her and as his subdermal translator worked, he realized she wasn’t speaking IC, interstellar common. His translator identified her language of origin as English, an Earth language. Strange.

Remaining silent would frustrate her, but Raze couldn’t stop himself from answering. “Detyen.” He should have kept it hidden in case she escaped and reported back, but he found himself wanting to talk to her, and he hadn’t wanted anything in so long that he couldn’t deny this one simple thing.

She blew at an errant strand of hair, ruby red in the moonlight, as her eyes narrowed. Her eyes flicked down to his hip, where his blaster remained holstered. The distance between them wasn’t long, both of them standing just out of reach of one another, but it might as well have been a deep chasm. 

“Why aren’t you shooting me?”

“I don’t—” he couldn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. In the last ten minutes, he’d been more alive than he’d been in two years and his control was shot. If Toran or Kayde saw him, they’d order him put down in a second, and he’d deserve it. He wasn’t thinking clearly, wasn’t operating at acceptable capacity. He wanted to... he wanted and for a soulless Detyen, there could be nothing worse.

That narrowed gaze of hers relaxed a fraction and she took a step back, her knife still out, but the hold not quite as threatening as it had been only a moment ago.

They stared at one another, neither sure of what action to take. No, Raze knew what he should do, what he must do. Anything that would give him the information he needed about his men so that he could retrieve them and complete the mission, find the data they’d been assigned to retrieve and return home to his bleak existence, where nothing awaited him except years more of gray emptiness until he came to his natural end by his own hand or that of his fellow soldiers.

And that should bring up no reaction in him except acceptance. He’d chosen the path when he let his soul be ripped apart in the name of the survival of his people.

But in this endless moment between him and this strange woman, he wished that he’d taken another path, one he’d never realized was there in the first place.

The woman broke him out of his daze. “You’re not a pirate, are you?”

Before he could answer, he caught a hint of movement and light out of the corner of his eye. He moved without thought, launching himself at the woman and tackling her to the ground, his hand clasping her wrist and keeping the knife away from anything important. For a moment, their hands met, skin to skin, and agony ripped through his body and he held it close with a silent scream.
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