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DEDICATION
To Taylor,


 Who falls deeply?
 May you always know love.
 What time offers?
 May you always live free.
 When answers come?
 May you always have courage.
 Where beginnings hide?
 May you always find meaning.
 Why you ask?
 May you always perceive truth.


 Marked yours,
 S.D.
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Wiping damp soil from my eyes, I asked in complete exasperation, "Madam Ki, will you please tell those hooligans to stop tossing the sacred dirt about?"
Madam Ki's green, intelligent eyes darted to the window. My teacher of many years sighed at seeing her youngest students tearing up her stunning flowerbed and making the dirt sprinkle to the ground in a morbid imitation of falling snowflakes. "It's Lav and Wapol. Again."
"Indeed," I grumbled, bending to shake my black locks free of soot.
Madam chuckled quietly, a devious gleam beginning to sparkle in her gaze. "Braita, I think I know the perfect punishment for them this time."
I'm sure she did.
Absently, while keeping her gaze on the two louts, she snapped her fingers at the fallen debris now littered about my bare feet. "Clean that up while I tend to them."
Swiftly, I pivoted to the side as her strong, lithe form brushed past me and out the front door of the one-room schoolhouse. I made not a peep, not about to interrupt her while she had that look in her eyes. When I had been a mere child, I had been on the receiving end of her 'punishments'. I most definitely did not want to cross paths with her scheming mind again. I had learned my lesson and learned it well.
That did not mean I was going to clean up the mess of dirt and flower petals on her tiling.
It was Lav and Wapol's fault. They could clean it up.
Brushing off the last bit of grime from my pristine white sundress, I grabbed my calculations textbook from the cupboard at the back of the intimate room. It was what I had come back inside to grab initially after the church bells had indicated an end of the work and school day. Maneuvering quickly through the wooden school desks, I entered the code I had seen Madam use on the halo-keypad many times and slipped out the back door silently.
It was time to have a little fun.

Racing as fast as my feet would carry me, with the sweet smell of home filling my lungs on the salty breeze, I jumped over a moss-covered log and skidded to a stop on the Overcliff. The wind whipped hard on this outcropping of solid rock and sporadic green, silky grass overlooking our village, Plata, and the crystal blue ocean of the Scape. Catching my breath from my mile long run, my lungs heaving in great gulps of clean air, I saw the classmates of my age group, our senior year cluster. Breathlessly, I grinned and lifted my hand in a jaunty wave.
"Took you long enough, Braita," Jax hollered over the breeze where he, Kiera, and Ola sat at the edge of the cliff. He lifted his surely stolen, alcho-brew, toasting in my direction as I began a fast clip toward them. "You've got dirt all over your face."
I instantly scowled and wiped at my face more thoroughly. "Lav and Wapol were up to their usual antics." I quickly dumped my textbook on the ground and sat cross-legged next to Ola, turning my face to her. "Did I get it all?"
"Nope." She lifted a perfectly manicured hand, and with her handkerchief, she brushed at my cheek with more force than I was entirely comfortable with. She was probably doing more harm than good to my skin, but I allowed her to continue. "The spoiled five-year-olds are always a bother when they first enter school from their surrogate's house."
Kiera snorted softly, crinkling her nose. "They squirted my seat with ketchup yesterday."
Jax squatted next to me and delicately pulled a twig of thorns out of my hair. "Madam's flowerbed?" When I nodded, he chucked the bit over the edge of the cliff and laughed quietly. "I'm sure they'll straighten up. They all do by the second quarter."
As one, we nodded. Madam Ki was scary-frightening when she wanted to be.
Jax sat beside me and silently offered me a drink of his alcho-brew.
I scrunched my face in revulsion, tilting my head back and shaking it gently. That stuff was disgusting. Jax and Ola seemed to enjoy it, but Kiera was on my side. Nothing about it tasted appealing.
He shrugged and handed it across to Ola, who took a massive swig before passing it back.
With the loving wind whipping around us while we sat on the sacred earth, our hair ruffling and catching on the next person's shoulder, none of us said a word. We merely stared out past the Overcliff's edge. Past the small homes of white earth, the intricately carved petite paths where the villagers walked, appearing tiny as ants from our advantageous height, and past the white, crescent moon-shaped sand beach, and even farther than the waves of the Scape.
We watched the blessed sun as it began its descent.
The sky was molten lava of pinks, oranges, and blues, a dance of delight to the eye. There was nary a cloud in the sky, our view clear of any obstruction. We stared at the beauty, which only the sun held as it started to disappear, as far as we could see on the Scape. The crystal blue waters turned to a dark indigo at the edge of our vision.
It was peace.
The peace our planet, Joyal, afforded us.
So close to the moon's strong pull, it was also stunning when the moon would rise over Plata. The shimmer of the silver glow against the Scape, which we would ultimately see if we sat here long enough, was a vision to treasure.
This world, our home, had been founded three hundred years ago when Earth had been devastated by pollution and greed, wrecking the planet beyond repair. Joyal was now our peace of mind, our sacred and cherished family, and the reverence my soul adored. More than five centuries ago, the Humans, our people, had sent a first-class arc of diplomats, engineers, and scholars into the far reaches of space, away from Earth, away from destruction. Only a little more than a thousand survived The Travel until they found three planets that were habitable. Some say it had been their penance for shattering such beauty that Earth had once been.
I just thought it was pathetic. Pathetic that our people had been so blind.
Now, we lived in the solar system Kline.
Egyac was the second largest planet that had been habitable.
Triaz, the largest planet.
Then there was Joyal, our home. Our family to love.
Egyac had already been inhabited by the Kireg. They were a deeply psychic alien life form.
Triaz had already been inhabited by the Mian. They were the aliens to fear, the war societies.
Joyal was the smallest planet by far, but it had been empty. We had taken it as our own.
The one thing all three life forms had in common was our need for oxygen. Three different races of aliens brought together by the destruction of our original planets. All three knew the cost of a planet's ruin—a race's annihilation. So the Mian, Kireg, and Humans lived as we needed to.
Peacefully alone, never intruding on the other.
It was how it was.
Kiera asked quietly, "Do you really think our village is how Greece appeared on Earth?"
I nodded gently, glancing away from the setting sun to our home. "Yes. Madam showed me pictures of Earth. It is the same."
"A replica," Jax clarified, speaking of how our people had used the technology brought with them to replicate certain cities of Earth.
I nodded again, agreeing. "Yes. It is a replica."
"A damn good one," Ola muttered, reaching across me to steal Jax's alcho-brew. "I've seen the pictures, too. Everything is the same."
"Indeed," I murmured, then hushed them gently. "Shh. The sun is almost gone."
The words were barely out of my mouth when all four of us went deathly quiet.
On their own accord, my eyes began to widen as I watched the Scape's shoreline recede from the white sand, pulling further ... and further ... and further out.
My whisper was the sound nightmares called love. "No ... "
Just as suddenly, all four of our halo-watches blared with a corrupt alarm.
We slammed our hands down on our watches, cutting the eerie noise off though we could still hear the echo from the village, everyone's watches warning them ... and then the church bells began singing the song of dread. Clanging over and over again. Not stopping, only getting louder in my ears as scalding tears threatened to spill over my lashes, burning to spill their fill onto my cheeks.
"Fuck you," Jax screamed, jumping to his feet and hurling his stolen drink far over the cliff to the receding Scape. It was an action of the damned, a furious battle he—we would not win. Joyal was mainly made of the Scape, a planet primarily consisting of water. Because of this, we had many meters to gauge seismic activity, even under the ocean. But the four of us did not need any alarm warning us with our heightened vantage point.
The ocean was still retreating.
It was our planet fighting back when we had only given it reverence.
Ola whispered, "We need to go."
"Go where?" Keira demanded, shoving to her feet and running her hands through her hair. "We are at the highest point in Plata. This is where," she pointed a finger down at the homes on the cliffside, "they need to come."
"Kiera's right," I heard myself mumble, my voice ... off ... monotone while my fingers tingled with approaching numbness. "We should stay here. Madam will arrive soon with the other children." They knew this, but it was all I could say. "She'll round them up from the boarding house."
"My bird is there," Ola croaked, peering over her shoulder to the woods. Toward our rooms at the boarding house. "Maybe I—"
"Don't even think about it," Jax barked gruffly, bending directly in front her and grabbing her chin so she would look him straight in the eye. "Your pet is not worth your death."
She swallowed, the sound audible even over the breeze, not pulling away from Jax's brutal, illegal hold on her chin. "Perhaps the tsunami will not be that bad?"
Jax said nothing, just held her gaze while the water receded deeper and deeper, leaving colorful fish flopping to their death on the wet sand, their bodies glistening in the vanishing pink light.
I made myself pat her back, my bones feeling like they were made of stone. "Perhaps."

With a full moon to watch by, it was not peace that filled me as the same two hooligans who had tossed dirt at me this afternoon clung to my legs. Their bitty fingernails bit into my skin as they screamed their panic loud enough to unnerve the devil. I did nothing to stop them as we stood at the edge of the cliff. Madam Ki and the rest of the school children were here, along with any of the townsfolk who had made it up the steep climb to fill the cliffside and woods.
No, instead of consoling the children, I tried to contain my own shout of terror as the largest wave I had ever seen advanced like the swelling doom of apocalypse. The water sparkled a death count under the moon's glow, reminiscent of the stars twinkling in the onyx sky while the villagers filled the night air with their own fear. Those still down below, stubborn or not taking the threat seriously, now understood their fatal mistake.
By the red shimmer of my halo-watch, the tsunami hit Plata at exactly 7:57 PM.
It was the most horrendous explosion of pain I had ever viewed.
The villagers racing for their lives through the streets ... taken, the ocean now their coffin.
The white houses ... taken, the ocean flooding over them like they were the pebbles I stepped on.
The church with the ringing bells ... taken, the oceans floor its destination.
Only the rush of water and wind was heard past the cries of the devastated.
I stood shivering in the night and prayed the blessed sun would be enough to heal our planet.




Jax and I walked side-by-side into the conference hall. We did not speak to one another. Our thoughts were our own, each of us clutching the letters we had received from the President. After the devastation of the tsunami wiping out our largest city, we had known it would come to this. But if we had needed any verification, the two ominous spacecrafts floating behind the building were our proof.
Our society had taken precautions when our people had first landed on Joyal. With our planet's lesser size, and the risk of natural disaster such as we'd had last week, our founders had made a deal with the Mian and the Kireg in exchange for our some of our technology. If a worldwide disaster ever plagued Joyal, the Mian and the Kireg would allow a certain number of Humans to be sent to their planets.
To live there. Amongst them.
Jax and I knew this. We had known the hush-hush information ever since our testing at the age of ten years old when our results had shown a proficiency in languages, political science, and combat practices. Joyal had no real need for policing their people against crimes. We were peaceful in nature thanks to selective genetics, but certain individuals had been trained should the need ever arise. Jax and I were part of those few. The choice had been ours after we had received our test grades. Our schooling would have led us to a seat in our government. It had continued to be our decision as we had grown older, and we had never changed our course. Even with the possibility of what we were now facing.
With our need to be a part of the controlling agents of Joyal, our worst fear was now our reality.
Jax bent, lowering his six-foot, well-built frame to whisper, "Which alien would you rather—"
"The Kireg," I mumbled, cutting him off. It was a no-brainer. "They may have psychic abilities, but at least they have some civility on Egyac."
Jax straightened, nodding his dark head of curly hair. "Same here."
My chin trembled the barest bit. "I hope we aren't separated." I glanced up at him as we came to a stop. There were Joyal agents checking letters at the door, and there were a few people ahead of us. "We're a team."
Jax's exhale was slow, his gray eyes softening, showing his fondness for me. "Braita, we still don't know how many they're taking. We may not even be picked." He lifted his hand and waved it just over the top of my head in a rare show of affection. "But if it is to be, say a small prayer to Mother Joyal that we will remain together."
Instantly, I nodded. "Already done."
Jax cracked a smile. "As I have done, too."

Finished checking our letters, an agent stated, "Females are to sit on the left, males on the right."
My lips pursed. "Why?"
He answered honestly, "I don't know, but it's what the President ordered." He glanced between Jax and I. "If you are chosen, stay safe."
As one, Jax and I moved forward through the doors, saying nothing more. The room was deathly silent when we entered, even though there appeared to be only a few vacant seats remaining. The individuals inside stared forward, watching where the President sat on a chair with his elite colleagues sitting on either side of him. The area where they sat was on a raised platform, so he was in full view of the audience. His own expression was troubled. His brows furrowed as he reviewed the paper he held in his hands. The list of names I was sure. If I were him, ready to name so many to an unknown fate, I would wear the weight on my shoulders, too.
With one last glance at each other, Jax and I separated. He moved to the right and I to the left.
There were far more males than females here. I sat on the lone seat remaining in the section I was led to by another agent. From my quick count, there were only one hundred females, and we only took up a tenth of the room. I knew for a fact there were more females than this in the government program, but a fast assessment showed those summoned today were mainly of a younger crowd. As it was, it was difficult for a female to test into the governing program, and many dropped out before the completion of it and chose an option of schooling that was far less grueling on the body and mind. I had never looked down upon anyone for dropping out, and now, I definitely wished I had been one of those individuals.
The President stood, his lips drawn into a thin line.
The conference hall, already so quiet, now felt like a tomb.
He was handed an inch-long microphone that he pinched between his fingers, staring at it as if he wanted to crush it. His Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed heavily. Finally, his eyes lifted to the crowd. It was there in his gaze. He did not know if we would survive what he was about to impart on us. His chest rose and fell before he lifted the mike. "You all know why you're here. It is a sacrifice that each of you knew may happen one day. With Plata no more, the agreements made by our founders with the Kireg and the Mian has now been initiated to give the remaining souls on Joyal a fighting chance of survival."
He cleared his throat. "Here are the facts that you do not know. Only those in the governing program between the ages of eighteen and thirty have been picked to come here today. That was my choice. I didn't believe those of younger or older years would be able to handle the transition to another planet."
Silently, I nodded. As did many others. The President's reasoning made sense. I could not imagine a thirteen-year-old or a seventy-year-old being thrown into the Mian or the Kireg world. It would have been a cruelty beyond reproach. But, I also silently cursed my birthday. I had only been eighteen for a month now. If only I had a December day of birth, rather than an August. But I did not. And now I sat, waiting with bated breath for my fate.
The President's eyes traveled from left to right, gazing at each of us. "Out of the thousand in this room, there will be three hundred sent to Triaz and three hundred sent to Egyac." He lifted the paper in his hand and began reading from it. "First, I'll start with the individuals randomly picked for Egyac. If you hear your name called, please exit through the door on your right. Kireg representatives will be waiting there, and you will leave within the hour."
My eyes widened and my jaw went slack. We were not even getting a chance to say goodbye to anyone. They were taking us now, not even allowing us to pack a bag. My regard slammed across the room where Jax sat, his own shock radiating from his features.
His gaze met mine.
I said another silent prayer to Mother Joyal. We could not be separated.
My pulse hammered in my ears as I dragged my attention back to the President.
The President's words were slow and his voice timbered with regret of each name he read aloud, gifting each person a solemn nod of respect when they silently stood and began making their way to the door on the right side of the room.
My palms began to sweat as the woman directly on my left was called, her shaky breath audible as she stood. I leaned back and moved my legs so she could exit without tripping over me. Even though her eyes were filled with unshed tears, she only stumbled once in her march to her destiny.
The names stopped fifteen minutes later.
My stomach rolled in unease.
Jax and I had not been called for Egyac, the Kireg society.
It either meant we would not be picked at all ... or we were going to Triaz, the Mian society.
The President sighed as the door on the right shut, the final individual gone to the Kireg. He rolled his shoulders and folded the piece of paper in half, gazing at the lower section of it. His voice lowered to an even more somber tone. "Here are the individuals randomly picked for Triaz. If you hear your name called, please exit through the door on your left. Mian representatives will be waiting there, and you will also leave within the hour." He closed his eyes briefly, then opened them, squared his shoulders, and read from the list. "Braita Valorn."
My heart stopped, then hammered so hard inside my chest I feared I might faint.
I clutched the arms of my chair and took a ragged breath. I could not show fear.
Swallowing down the bile that burned the back of my throat, I rose to my feet and concentrated on breathing evenly. The black spots that had appeared in my vision diminished. I stared into the eyes of the President. With grim resignation, I dipped my head to him before he could even bow his to me.
His gaze said what I knew.
My world was forever changed, and my welfare was now in my own hands. I prayed to Mother Joyal that my training would keep me from being killed by the brutal Mian. Walking with a purpose of survival to my step, I glanced over my shoulder to Jax as the President called another name.
Jax's gaze never left me as I walked through the door on the left side of the room. To the Mian.




Silently shutting the door behind me, I peered directly ahead. I had never seen a Mian in person. Down the long and brightly lit hallway, there was one standing where the walkway ended and opened into another room within the building. My feet would not move as I stared.
This Mian had to be seven feet tall, his very height intimidating compared to my five foot, two-inch frame. He wore an imperial black robe with red embroidered embellishments. From my studies, I knew that the Mian were separated into warring factions of the east and the west. Though the stitched crest on his robe was a symbol of the planet Triaz, not of the two factions. This Mian was a delegate of the two, a litigator between the east and the west, but by the tattoo that rested next to his left eye, it clearly depicted a round symbol with a line through it. His origin was from the west. If he had been from the east, he would have worn the tattoo of a star next to his right eye.
And his blue eyes, they glowed softly.
It intimidated me further, seeing the blue and white of his gaze so crisply. The Mian were predominately of the night. They slept during the day because their eyes were unusually sensitive to light. Their vision was ten times better than a Human's, along with their strength. Every weakness that a Human had, they did not. They were superior to Humans in physicality.
The Mian's expression did not falter from stern impatience as he lifted one of his hands and gestured for me to move forward with a sharp flick of his wrist. He definitely did not seem impressed by me as his glowing gaze roved up and down my smaller stature. His mouth opened, and he barked in a thick accent, "Come."
I jerked forward, keeping my eyes on his. At least, he had spoken in English. While I had tested early for a proficiency in languages and had learned Mianese, I still was not comfortable speaking it. I could understand the dialect fine, but my speech still faltered when trying to express certain phrases. In other words, I was not a natural at their language. I had to work for it in class. Nearing the end of the hallway, I heard the door open and shut behind me, another Human coming through.
The Mian in front of me glanced over my head and appeared more pleased with what he saw. I had seen the man who had been called directly after me. He was much more robust than me in build, all muscle and strength. The Mian pointed to my left, glancing at me with disdain. "Over there, girl."
I tried not to stare at his ears, which were pointed at the top and nodded my head in silent treaty. Walking past him, I felt my stomach roll again, nausea making me grimace. Inside this room, that was as large as the conference hall, there were many Mian. The space was bare of furnishings, except for two tables that lined the left and the right sides of the room. Behind each table, there were Mian, who wore the same robes as the first Mian, all litigators of the east and the west. The direction I had been pointed to, all the Mian bore the symbol of the west, with the circle and line through it tattooed near their left eye.
Exhaling gradually, I ignored the stares of the Mian who were assessing me. I moved toward the start of the long table to my left where it appeared I should begin. The Mian there did not seem quite as gruff as the first man, but the scar edging down his jaw made my eyes falter. It was a nasty mark, appearing to have been made with a blunt knife, the red line thick and garish.
The Mian merely stared, and asked in Mianese, "Are you done gawking, Human?"
My gaze snapped up to his. I spoke slowly, concentrating on his language. "I apologize."
He lifted a red brow, his short, flame-colored hair the same shade as his scar. "Your name."
"Braita Valorn."
"Spell it."
I swallowed and did as told.
He typed it into his halo-pad. "Lay your head on the table."
My blink was gradual. I understood him fine, even in his language. "Why?"
That red brow lifted again. "You don't get to ask why, slave. Just do it."
His words hit me hard. Slave. My body wanted so badly to tremble, but I did not allow it to. I had read about slaves in Earth's history. It was not a pleasant thought. I really might puke. "Slave?"
His brutal features scrunched. "Did you just call me a 'cow'?"
Oh, Mother Joyal. I concentrated once more and spoke slowly this time. "No. I apologize. My question was, am I to be a slave? Are the Humans picked here today to be slaves on Triaz?"
"Of course." He peered down his nose at me. "It is far better than being thrown onto the streets. You should be thankful the Mian leaders decided on this." I stared. He appeared adamant about his words. Sadly, he was probably right from my teachings. He placed the halo-pad on the desk and lifted a long silver rod. He picked two black identical rings from a silver box full of rings, and then slid them down the end of the rod. They clinked as they hit the flat end of the tool. A halo-pad rose into the air, and he typed in my name then gestured to the table. "Do as I said. Lay your head on the table. Face down and move your hair aside. You're a female so you'll be receiving the Cold Mark."
My eyes widened on their own accord. Females of the Mian society received a Cold Mark when they were born. The Mian population were governed by men. There were always two men to a household, how they were picked to be together the Humans still did not understand. But they were together for life. Underneath that same household, the ruling two men were allowed ten women to protect. They called the two men Vaq and the ten women their Harem. From what I understood, it was an honor to be picked as part of a Harem. Their Vaq were always there to protect and shelter them.
As if reading my mind, the Mian smirked. "It is highly doubtful that you will be picked for a Harem." His glowing gaze gradually raked over my frame. "You appear to be hardly past puberty."
Even while his lingering gaze confused me, I lifted my chin high. "I'm eighteen years old." My eyes narrowed the smallest bit when he snorted. "I'm well past," I whispered the scandalizing word, "puberty, thank you very much."
If he could, he actually appeared amused at the flush on my cheeks. "Do as I said."
I moved my hair aside as another Human girl came to stand next to me, appearing nervous. I smiled gently at her, then placed my head on the table, face down. I jerked when the Mian's fingers brushed remaining strands of my hair aside, his fingers so frigid they sent a shiver down my spine. He jerked his hand back but then continued shoving any stray hair away, his skin now regular temperature against mine. I gritted my teeth against the touch. He was a litigator of the Mian, so he had to know that skin-to-skin contact was illegal for Humans. It grated on my nerves as he toyed with me, taking his time removing the lingering strands of hair from my flesh.
But I quickly forgot that when he shoved his hand down on top of my head. "Do not move during this." I could barely breathe with the force of his hold shoving my mouth against the cold metal of the table. I did not know how he expected me to move. "The pain should only last seconds."
I slammed my hands on the table when a feeling I had never known froze into the back of my neck from the rod he struck there. I squelched the scream that wanted to tear from my lips as I was literally branded with the Cold Mark, vertical black lines in a short barcode. But just as quickly, the pain disappeared as the rod was swiftly pulled away from the back of my neck. The Mian removed his hand from my head and I straightened immediately, shaking my head past that immense agony. I blinked a few times and rubbed my eyes to make sure no tears fell.
The Mian with the flame red hair smiled without humor, the action pulling the scar on his face grotesquely. "The first Human with the Cold Mark. I never thought I would see this day." He tilted the rod and the rings fell off the end onto his palm. He placed them into a box he pulled from under the table, writing my name on the top of it and set it aside. He pointed to the Mian next to him, who was avidly watching. "Move down the line."
My forehead creased as I stared at the box with the two rings now in it. "What about those?"
He appeared to be trying to reign in his temper. "After the arrival ritual, if a Vaq picks you for their Harem the rings will be given to them. Otherwise, they will be given to your owner to do as they wish. Most likely, you will be a slave to a house Harem, where your duty will be to meet the needs of the ladies." He reached across the table and grabbed my elbow, roughly shoving me down the line of the table. "Now, do as you're told."

Holding my travel helmet in my hands, I waited inside the Mian's spacecraft. I had been searched, more cold fingers on me, and then made to change into the flight wear. It consisted of a black, skintight suit, black boots, and black gloves—all space travel safe. I now stood where I was buckled against the wall with the other nine females who had been chosen to travel to Triaz. The chosen Human men were milling around inside the cavernous area we were in. Their boots were equipped with a magnetic pull to keep them grounded when the spacecraft finally launched. The magnets were their only safety harness to keep them from tumbling. By this action, it was evident that even as a slave, the Mian protected the women over the men.
Jax stood directly in front of me, not saying a word.
I was scared and relieved that his name had also been called by the President.
I felt the floor beneath us begin to shake, the spacecraft readying for takeoff. I gradually put my helmet on. The Mian litigators had informed us that as soon as the helmet was connected to our suit, we would have just enough air to survive the trip to Triaz, and then one hour afterward. Only a Mian could remove the helmet with their fingerprint on the side of the helmet. If we chose to try to escape, we would die from lack of oxygen.
All ten of the women had been Cold Marked while each man now wore a black slave's bracelet on their left wrist underneath their black spacesuit. None of us had any clue what the 'arrival ritual' would entail, but by the cruel gleam in the Mian's glowing eyes, it did not bode well. My body was trembling now, out of eyesight of the Mian soldiers at the end of the room, but I lifted my arms to Jax.
We were sparring partners. We always had been.
Jax and I were also two of the few who had received the ten marked tattoos on the undersides of our wrists for achieving our combat training. We never touched skin-to-skin, but after he placed his helmet on and moved into my embrace, holding me tight for takeoff, his boots sealed to the ground as the spacecraft began to lift, neither of us moved.
We merely held each other even tighter as the shouts of Human men were heard all around as their bodies were jerked back and forth, only their boots keeping them from crashing into each other. The wise men immediately sat, even as the Mian's laughter at the end of the room could be heard. Too bad not all of them were that quick to catch on.




The 'arrival ritual' was as Jax and I suspected. Only, it was for men, not women.
I stood inside a coliseum made of blue glass while Mian war cries battered my eardrums. The helmet did not help to drown out the horrific noise. The other women and I were on the front row with Mian guards at the end of our aisle. Marble bleachers were filled with Mian from the west and the east, apparently on a truce just to attend this unheard of event. Before us, in the center of the coliseum, was an area filled with the Human men still in their space travel wear—helmets included. The ground they walked on was pure brown dirt. They peered up at the spectators, unsure of when the attack would happen. The Mian litigators had explained—oh so briefly—that the men would be in the 'ring' for fifteen minutes. They would face off against Mian warriors from the east and the west, and they would be given blades to protect themselves. If they survived the fifteen minutes with the Mian warriors, they would prove themselves to be adequate slaves of the Mian.
The only way I even knew where Jax was compared to the rest of the Human men was the Mian number he had on the back of his spacesuit. His was 43. He was in the middle of the group, turning slowly in circles and watching the entrances of the ground level. The halo-glow above all of us clicked on, showing fifteen minutes on the countdown.
It started.
Mian warriors raced down the stairs of the bleachers and leapt over the circular railing with long, wicked swords in their hands. A drum began beating in a sickening rhythm that could only be for war. The lone way to distinguish these Mian should even be in the fight, compared to the rest of the war crying Mian, was the black attire that they also wore, though their black leather patched masks were much more frightening than the helmets of the Human men.
I gripped the edge of the barrier, only feet away from the first Human male who was skewered through by a charging Mian warrior. His cry of pain ... I did not think I would ever forget. His torso arched and his knees buckled from being stabbed in the back. His helmet turned in our direction right before his head hit the dirt, forever dead to us. The Mian's eyes were already on another target as he stepped on the Human's dead body to remove his sword, blood flying in an arc and splashing my gloves.
The woman on my right began to sob, her cries heard throughout it all.
I could not simply stand here.
My heart was beating too fast.
I would never forgive myself if I allowed Jax to be killed this way.
Knowing it was wrong, but not giving a damn, I shoved hard on the barrier railing and kicked my feet over. I heard one of the Mian guards shout a curse, seeing me leap over the side, but I did not stop. I rolled as I hit the dirt and grabbed the two blades from the dead Human male, never taking my eyes off my destination.
I might be small, and it did tend to work in my favor as surprise, but I was deadly in a fight. My body was made for this. I had a natural grace and each swing of my blades as I worked to the middle of the arena hit each mark, knowing where to slice just once to terminate these bastards. Humans were not here as sport, and we would not be killed off as such. I shouted in fury as a Mian stopped in his tracks, obviously seeing I was female with my skintight spacesuit. I launched one of my blades right at his throat and then raced straight for him. I had the blade back in my hand even before he hit the ground, gurgling on his own blood.
Jax saw me coming, and he fought his way to me. His own grace rivaled my own. This, right here, was one of the reasons why we had never dropped out of the government program. We were excellent at fighting beside each other, and we knew it. He motioned that there was an attacker behind me as I ran straight at him. Moving with ease, he bent with his hands lowered. More than used to this, I kept running and placed my right foot onto his hands and allowed him to throw me up and backward.
I heard the roar of the audience falter as I soared up and threw the air, arching my back and twisting. I landed directly on top of the advancing Mian's shoulders, my legs spread on either side of his head and sliced clean through his neck. I ignored how the roar of the crowd erupted into shouts of wrath as blood spewed from the Mian's throat. Instead, focusing on how he fell forward.
Jax caught my arm, steadied me, and grabbed the downed Mian's sword.
With much annoyance, he tossed away one of the useless blades he had been 'gifted'.
We fought together as one, even as more Mian warriors blazed down from the bleachers. They wanted to eradicate the Humans in their midst. Those fifteen minutes were the longest of my life. I had never fought so hard against a foe who was superior on all levels of strength and speed. It took everything Jax and I had to remain standing and alive. But the halo-clock counted down its final tick, an alarm shrieking through the air signaling the fight was done.
I still did not lower my weapons. Neither did Jax.
Until they were taken from us when we were led away through the gore of the dead.

Sitting on the floor inside a room of the coliseum with the surviving forty-one Human men, I braced my elbows on my knees and tried to regulate my breathing. My body was completely spent. I was exhausted beyond belief. My muscles twitched and burned from overuse. But I knew my oxygen was getting low. There was only a half-hour left until the oxygen would run out. The Mian needed to get these helmets the hell off us, but instead, they had kept us waiting for ten grueling minutes of silence. During training on Joyal, none of us had ever followed through with a malicious blow, much less killed someone before. Our thoughts were lost in the chaos of survival here.
There was a noise outside the sterile gray room we sat in, and all heads lifted in that direction.
It sounded like deep masculine timbers arguing past the thick metal door.
Another minute passed before a Mian man, the first litigator I had encountered after my name had been called on Joyal, opened the door. He surveyed us silently, half standing inside the room. His eyes narrowed as they traveled over us before he barked, "The female. The one who disobeyed orders. Get out here now."
My shoulders tensed, but I quietly stood to my feet. I tried not to grimace as I traipsed dirt and dried blood across the tiling from my boots. I glanced once at Jax when he started to stand, and I silently shook my head. I would face whatever punishment was given. He was still alive and I was grateful.
"Sit down," the Mian delegate growled, staring beyond me at Jax. He paused a moment and then grabbed my elbow, still watching over my head. "She won't be harmed, so cease your aggression."
I was not sure if I completely trusted his word as he slammed and locked the metal door behind us. He continued with his unrelenting, bruising hold, jerking me down the long hallway. Just when I was really beginning to worry as he marched us down twisting and gradually darkening hallways, he stopped before a frosted glass door, opened it, and shoved me inside. I stared at the door when he slammed it right in my face, not entering with me.
"Hey," I shouted. I lifted a hand and tried opening the door, but it would not budge. "What are—"
A throat cleared behind me.
I froze.
Then, ever so carefully, I turned. I did not move from that position.
I could not.
No, I just stared.
The charcoal gray room was small. It was only lit by two lamps on the left and the right walls. A marble round table sat in the middle with four black chairs around it. There was also a black couch against the far wall, facing the entrance to the room.
Four Mian were inside the room with me.
I had never seen four men who were quite so frightening.
They were actually gorgeous, but their eyes ...
There was a cold remoteness about their glowing gazes that kept me rooted where I stood.
These four men were something ... other.
Two were on the left side, with one sitting on the table with one of his legs lazily swinging while the other sat relaxed on his chair with his legs spread. The one on the table had the most beautiful golden hair I had ever seen, the color not natural for a Human. His gaze was a darker shade of his hair, a brutal gold. The man on the chair, his hair color was rich black, the same shade as my own, but where my eyes did not glow and were chocolate brown, his were piercing silver. Both had a deep bronze complexion and wore the tattooed mark of the west near their left eye.
The other two were farther into the reaches of the room. In contrast to the other two Mian being night and day in coloring, these two both had brilliant white hair. One wore it long, almost down to his waist, while the other wore it in indescribable choppy lengths to his shoulders. The one leaning nonchalantly against the wall had black as midnight eyes and the one perched on the arm of the couch had crystal blue eyes. Both bore the tattooed mark of the east near their right eye.
It was odd, but I could tell these two groups of men were Vaq pairs. They seemed naturally at ease with the proximity of each other's closeness. I only wished they did not radiate so much menace, and I now wished I had used the restroom before changing into my space attire.
The one with the long white hair asked in a deep, resonating voice, "Do you know who we are, Human?"
"No," I stated respectfully, making sure I spoke the correct words of their language. "I do not."
The one with the golden hair brushed a stray strand aside, stating in a bored tone, "We are the Pluma of the east and the west." They were the leaders of the Mian. He pointed vaguely to himself. "I'm Pluma Leo Kreob." He gestured to the black haired man next to him. "This is Pluma Malik Wazra." He flicked his wrist in an annoyed gesture to the long white haired man, and then the choppy white haired man. "That is Pluma Phila Moir and Pluma Killeg Creo."
I blinked ... and tried not to piss my spacesuit. "It's lovely to meet the four of you."
Pluma Kreob's lips twitched, but he continued casually, "Why did you disobey?"
I could lie. I could say the orders had not been clear. Though I did not think it was what would keep me alive with these four men. "I am more than trained for combat." I inhaled and exhaled slowly. "I also didn't want my friend to die."
"Ah, yes," Pluma Creo spoke from the couch. He flipped through a halo-pad, then stated, "Number 43. Jax Waterston." He punched the halo-pad off, not missing how I had tensed. "Yes, we do know a little about the male slaves who fought. But you," he leaned forward, "we know nothing of since you are female."
I stayed quiet. He had not asked a question, so I was not going to babble.
Pluma Wazra chuckled softly, the sound rolling through the air. "How many marks do you wear on your wrists?"
I swallowed but told the truth. "All ten."
The four men seemed to find this interesting, each eyeing me a little closer.
The same Pluma spoke. "How old are you?"
"Eighteen."
Their shock was palpable, even though the four men's expressions did not change.
"And your ... friend, how old is he? How many marks does he have?"
"Jax is the same age as me. He also has all ten."
"And yet you still believed you needed to help him?"
"I did." I scratched my shoulder, feeling uncomfortable under their regard. "I wouldn't have been able to forgive myself if he had died like that." I snapped my mouth shut, but it was too late.
Pluma Kreob cocked his head, his golden hair brushing over his shoulder. I tried not to gaze at the pointed top of his ear I could now see. His quiet and sinister tone sent a small quake down my frame. "Do you think the arrival ritual was cruel?"
I did not answer. There was no safe response for that question. I did, however, clear my throat, knowing my oxygen was becoming dangerously low. "Will one of you please remove my helmet?"
With dark as ebony hair gliding over his shoulders, Pluma Wazra rested his elbows on his knees, asking gently, "First, what is your name?"
"Braita Valorn." I pointed at my helmet, peering at each of them. I tried to be respectful, but anxiety was etching up my spine. "Please? The helmet."
Pluma Moir grunted, and then moved forward. As he stalked toward me, he pulled his long white hair back into a ponytail, fully exposing the pointed tops of his ears. He bent, placing his bronzed face in front of mine.
My breath caught. With him so close, his eyes were hypnotic in their very darkness.
I wanted to lean forward just to see them better, not sure if I had ever witnessed a vision so delicate, yet punishing. His eyes held a ruthlessness that alarmed me, but it was a view I could stare at for days. I was not sure if even an advanced halo-image would do his eyes justice. There were just too many mixing complexities hiding within the glimmer of his ominous scrutiny to be duplicated.
That gaze raked up and down my frame ever so slowly. When he finally spoke, his tone made my heart beat in a wild cadence. "What you did today was foolish." His glowing eyes narrowed, but he raised his left hand and pressed his thumb to the side of my helmet.
Instantly, it released with a loud pop to my ears. I sucked in the clean oxygen that raced underneath the edge of the helmet, my lungs heaving in great gulps, no longer having to regulate my breathing for fear of death. "Thank you."
But, I stumbled to the side. I grabbed my helmet and jerked it off, suddenly feeling dizzy as the Cold Mark on the back of my neck began to itch. I dropped my helmet as the room grew silent, and clutched my forehead as my hair fanned down around my face. Instinct had me grab the nearest sturdy structure to regain my balance, and that ended up being the shirt sleeve of Pluma Moir. I instantly jerked my hand away, slurring, "Sorry ... sorry." I slammed back against the glass door and used the heel of my palm to thump my forehead a few times. "I don't know what's wrong. Please give me a second."
There was a pause, then Pluma Moir mumbled, "Did the Human just call me a ... 'cow'?"
Mother Joyal, how did I keep doing that?
"No," I grumbled, shaking my head again. I scratched the Cold Mark where I could feel it branded my skin, the black barcode there slightly raised on my flesh. "I didn't."
The room went completely silent as I continued to scratch the possibly infected mark.
"Oh, my." Pluma Moir chuckled softly. "That ... is interesting."
My fingers stalled in mid-scratch and I blinked a few times as I lifted my head, trying to focus on the deadly Mian inside this room. What I saw froze me in place, my vision not settling.
All four men were also staring directly at me. Where my hand rested on the Cold Mark.
Pluma Moir lifted a white brow and stepped closer. His right hand rose, which sported three black rings between his thumb, pointer, and middle fingers. Surprised, my head thumped back against the door when I tried to evade his touch, but his hand moved in an action my eyes could not register. His thumb brushed my cheek in a gentle, almost affectionate, stroke.
I flinched at the coldness of his skin.
Just as swiftly, he retracted his hand. With his immense muscled frame now blocking my view from the rest of the room's occupants, his shining, black gaze continued to roam my face in the hushed silence, appearing to be assessing each of my features in slow turn. His sophisticated facade was so void of any emotion that there was no way to determine his thoughts.
But even in my sickness, I was lost in his gaze. My vision was still blurred though it did not matter. I could not peer away from his intricate eyes. Just as his body tensed to step away, I beseeched on the faintest breath, "Wait."
Bizarrely, he paused at my nearly inaudible order.
His frame relaxed in a smooth change as if he had not been about to move.
Ever so casually, he lifted a perfectly sculpted, white brow in silent question.
My lips thinned. I did not explain. I was not sure if I understood it myself.
Pluma Moir did not appear bothered that I did not respond. Instead, his gaze ran over my features once more ... and then lower. The assessment felt more personal in nature than a cold evaluation of my physical wellbeing, making me wonder why he was studying my physique with the intensity that he was. He cleared his throat as his gaze met mine again, and I did not try to evade his touch as he lifted his right hand for a second time.
Once more, his thumb brushed gently against my cheek. His touch was not frigid this time; it was normal warmth. But he grunted softly and lowered his hand in an unhurried movement.
Pluma Moir ultimately pulled his unique gaze away from mine. He glanced back at Pluma Creo, who was watching him with mild trepidation. Pluma Moir cracked his knuckles and then snorted ... right before he laughed outright, his head even falling back with his booming glee. "She's not ours, thank the Gods. Our Harem would have been breakneck violent." Even as he continued laughing his butt off, I noticed he took three large steps away from me, back toward Pluma Creo. Not glancing in my direction again, he waggled a finger at me and then spoke to Pluma Kreob and Pluma Wazra, "Good luck with that."
Pluma Kreob's enormous form was tense where he sat on the table, his legs no longer swinging in relaxation. He sat as if he were frozen in place, merely blinking at a spot above my head. His mouth barely moved when he choked, "Malik, please go check her."
My head cocked, the room reeling with that tiny movement. Butterflies spun in sadistic fury inside my stomach. I burped quietly, and quickly put a hand to my mouth. "I think I might be sick." I had no clue what the hell was going on with these Plumas, but I knew I could not take much more of this. "Is there a trash can around here?"
Pluma Kreob mumbled, "And figure out why the hell she keeps saying 'cow.'"
Oh ... whatever.
I peered left, and then the right searching for a trash can.
"Gentlemen, she looks vaguely ill." Pluma Creo grinned from ear-to-ear, appearing mighty pleased with my predicament. "Perhaps 'cow' means 'toilet' in her language."
Pluma Wazra grumbled, "Fucking hell, this cannot be happening." He jerked from his seat, his silver, glowing eyes dead set on mine as he prowled in my direction.
A small, frightened noise that completely embarrassed me floated past my parted lips. This Mian was even taller than I had guessed him to be, well over a foot taller than the top of my head. He was not as tall as the jerk litigator I had first seen, but where that Mian had been skinny, this Pluma was all hard corded muscles. I groped for the door handle, wanting to get as far away from him as possible with that killer expression he wore while he watched me fumble for an outlet of escape.
I squealed when he was suddenly gone from my vision ... then plastered up against the front of my body, smashing me against the frosted glass. I snapped my mouth shut against the sign of fear, and ground my molars against each other. I would not show any more weakness.
With his weight crushing my smaller frame, he lifted his left hand.
I readied myself against the bite of coldness I knew would come, like all the Mian's unwanted touches so far. It was a peculiar reaction, but still one nonetheless. Fisting my hands, I held perfectly still.
With the easiest of brushes, he gently caressed my cheek with the pad of his thumb.
He went frigid against me.
I blinked in surprise.
His finger was not cold. It was warm and soothing. I felt it all the way deep into my bones.
A contented sigh that I could not stop escaped as my body went languid against him. All of my nausea was gone in the blink of an eye. The horrible itch of my Cold Mark was a fleeting memory. When the pad of his thumb turned slightly, never leaving my flesh, just altering his hand so he could cup my cheek with his large warm palm, I did not even flinch at the foreign touch. Instead, my head sank against his heated skin, burrowing deeper into it, like a kitten wanting to be petted.
There was a radiant light coming from underneath Pluma Wazra's black shirt, but I barely noticed it as I lifted my arms. He automatically bent for me, and I placed my arms around his neck and began climbing up him until I was wrapped tight around him with legs around his waist. The quiet purr that I heard from deep within his throat was in pure cadence to the harmony that wove itself through my entire being, shattering deep into my soul. Still gently cupping my cheek, he wound his other muscled arm around my waist and held me close while nuzzling his face against the side of my neck, deeply breathing me in.
Through the blissful haze, I heard Pluma Kreob growl at the other Plumas, "Touch him and you're dead." The table in the middle of the room sounded like it was knocked over. His tone was full of contrived politeness. "With much respect, you two need to get the fuck out." Then his voice was closer in the fog of my mind, whispering gently against Pluma Wazra's ear, "Malik, you need to move away from the door."
Pluma Wazra growled quietly but glided over like he was moving on air.
The door, so difficult to open before, released. It clicked shut as the Pluma's Moir and Creo left.
I groaned softly when Pluma Kreob stood behind Pluma Wazra and hesitantly brushed his own thumb over my forehead. Lightning warmth sizzled through me, grounding me to these two Mian. Shuddering to my core, my eyes closed to listen to the beauty beating inside of me. All I felt was heating warmth as I passed out in the safety of two Mian's arms.




A rough rocking jarred me awake. I lifted my head from the warm leather my cheek laid upon. I repeatedly blinked , trying to understand where I was. Rubbing my eyes, I tilted my head to the side and stopped stock still.
I was in some kind of armored vehicle.
I was also lying on top of Pluma Wazra and Pluma Kreob's laps.
They were both staring down at me with their simmering, glowing eyes.
I shrieked and slammed a hand against Pluma Wazra's face, and shoved away from them.
I fell in a heap onto the floor of the vehicle.
Pluma Wazra grunted and rubbed his chin where I had whacked him.
With enormous eyes, I noticed he now wore a black ring on his thumb.
Same as Pluma Kreob, who lifted a hand in a gentle patting motion. "Calm down, Braita."
I was anything but calm. "What was that back there?"
Both blinked, then glanced at each other. Their eyes gradually came back to me in confusion.
Oh, Mother Joyal, I hated this language. I tried again, speaking slower, "What was that?"
The confusion instantly cleared from their expressions.
Pluma Wazra gestured to the seat behind me, the empty bucket seat that faced them. "Sit down and buckle up. Once you've done that, we'll explain." Just then, the vehicle bounced hard, and I lost my balance. My chin struck the abrasive metal coating the floor. I grunted in pain, but just as suddenly, I squeaked in alarm when Pluma Wazra grabbed my arms and shoved me onto the empty seat. He grumbled quietly under his breath, his silver, glowing eyes flicking up to me in irritation as he buckled the seatbelt around my waist. "Do as I say next time." He sat back on his seat next to the other Pluma, both of them glaring.
I moved my jaw at the lingering pain and silently waited for them to speak.
Pluma Kreob broke the silence, sighing in aggravation. "That back there is what the Mian call a Reckoning. All women of Harems fear it. It is when a Vaq meets their intended, their Soul." He tilted his head to me. "You ... somehow ... are our Soul. The one woman who was meant specifically for us." His golden brows were deeply furrowed. "A Human bound to two Mian."
I stared. "Pluma Kreob, that makes no sense."
"We know," he growled. The muscles in his jaw bounced before he grumbled, "And given the situation, you calling us Pluma is even more ridiculous. My name is Leo." A hand flick at Pluma Wazra. "His is Malik. From now on, call of us by our first names."
Um ... I still did not understand. "I don't get it."
Malik cracked his neck harshly, but his words were slow. "A Soul senses when their Vaq is near. It comes on just as it did for you. You became ill until I touched you." One of his black brows lifted. "Or are you going to argue the rightness of our touch?"
My lips pinched, remembering just how right it had been. But just as suddenly, I glanced down at my bare hands, and then to his face. My gloves were gone. "Wait a second. I touched you and nothing happened."
He shook his head. "After the initial skin contact, regular contact is normal."
I felt my brows furrow on their own. "Is that why every time a," I tried not to shudder, "Mian touches my skin it's cold at first?"
They nodded.
I scratched my shoulder, watching them eye me. "What do you mean by regular contact?" I did not particularly like having my will taken away from me. What had happened in that room was like my body had not been my own.
Leo's lips gently curved. "During sexual contact it can flare again."
I huffed quietly, not understanding them.
Both blinked. They stared right back at me as if they were trying to figure me out.
I hated it, my confusion, but I asked, "What is sexual contact?" I had no clue what that was. My lips pursed as their jaws began to slacken. "I'm sorry, but maybe I pronounced that wrong." I spoke slower. "What is sexual contact?" The word sounded ... weird. I flicked a hand between us and continued on when they sat silent. "As I'm sure you know, Humans are forbidden from skin contact with each other." There was no need for it. Our genetic scientists created all new Humans by in vitro fertilization ... .oh ... oh, Mother Joyal. My eyes were as wide as saucers. "You don't mean ... " My cheeks flamed with heat as embarrassment flooded my entire system. "That ... oh, that's barbaric."
Entirely uncomfortable with this line of conversation, I scratched at my shoulder again and glanced out the window. I changed the subject quickly and tried really hard not to plaster my face against the window, for the first time noticing the scenery outside. "Where are we going?" This was definitely a different planet. Everything was in shades of blues, purples, greens, and reds. All of it. Even the plant life. The brown dirt appeared to be the only thing normal on our travel.
Malik recovered the fastest, lounging further on their seat. His long legs stretched in the space between us and brushed my right knee. I quickly shot a glare in his direction and lifted my legs to sit cross-legged on the seat. He chuckled softly, the sound of his laughter like a sweet melody filling my ears. "We're going to our home. Our fortress. It is in Belvar."
I nibbled on my bottom lip and stared out the window again. "Will I live there?"
This time, Leo's laughter tickled my senses. "You are our Soul." He barely raised his left thumb from his leg where his hand rested. "We now wear your rings." His golden stare was pointed. "Yes, you are living with us."
My attention was wholly trained on that ring. "What do they do?"
"The rings do enough," he answered vaguely. He shrugged a negligent shoulder. "You should also know that the three of us are now bound together since the Reckoning has occurred. If we die, you also die." A roll of his finger. "So any thought you may have of attempting to kill us to escape, you may want to set aside."
I blinked slow as hell. "We're bound?" I tucked that dying information away to ponder later.
Malik grunted, peering out the window. "It is a Mian way. By touch, our lives are now linked."
"But I'm Human. How do you know the way of Mian works for this situation?"
Malik's expression turned grim, his simmering gaze finding mine. "Leo and I can feel you."
"Feel me?" That made no sense.
"When you were passed out—which is normal for the female—Leo and I had to deal with the Human slaves. We left you in the care of our guards. The farther we moved away from you, the deeper the pull to return to you was." He sighed quietly, returning his regard to peer out the window. "If you hadn't been unconscious, you would have felt the same. Even with you being Human, the Mian way holds true." The way he said 'Human' informed me he found what I was vaguely revolting.
That was comforting. The feeling was mutual. "Where's Jax?" I needed him.
They fell silent as both now stared out their windows. Their shoulders relaxed, and they appeared to not have any inclination of answering me. As if I was not even sitting across from them.
That was not going to cut it. My voice rose. "Where is Jax?"
Still, no response. They acted like they had not heard me.
It was then it occurred to me. Pluma Creo had been interested in him. "He's with them."
Leo's golden eyes were piercing in their intensity. "Because you are our Soul, we obviously received first pick with the Humans—you." A cruel smile tilted his lips, a merciless gleam of satisfaction. "Pluma Creo and Pluma Moir chose your friend next. So yes, he is now with our enemy in the city Vlymun."
A rush of despair so grand that I could not breathe, blasted through my entire frame. It took everything I had not to bawl right there. I tucked my chin down, blinking repeatedly to squelch any tears that wanted to fall. Stiffly, I placed my hands on my lap and said nothing more, now alone on this alien planet without my dearest friend. Heartache could not even describe it. The agony of losing him to the other leaders of the Mian was a steady punch to my heart with every bounce of our vehicle.
While I waded in my desolation, the only luxury I found in our, now silent, trek to Belvar was that Malik and Leo continued to readjust on their seat, appearing to never find a comfortable position.




I stood staring out the vast windows of my new bedroom. We had made it to Belvar. The city was truly a fortress. My eyes took in the sites from the fifth floor of the palace that was now my home. In the far distance, I could make out the deadly metal of the wall that circled the perimeter of the city. That wall had frightened me when it first came into view. It was at least a hundred stories high and deeply grooved with spikes and lasers throughout it, appearing impenetrable. The city inside the wall was now visibly vacant of any Mian since the sun was shining brightly on the city. All the Mian were now sleeping, but before it had been bustling with raucous activity when we had first arrived. Mian had been roaming the streets, traveling to their homes in the suburbs or to their condos inside the city.
There were so many more Mian just inside Belvar than there were Humans on Joyal.
All in one place.
It had been an overload to the senses, scaring the crap out of me to the point I had wanted to hunker down on the floor of the vehicle as we drove through the winding streets. There were enormous concrete skyscrapers and brutally curved glass buildings circling the palace, which was so fortified with guards that it made me feel claustrophobic. That was before we had even exited the car. Once inside the palace, I had become even more uncomfortable as Malik and Leo stood on either side of me while they showed me my new home ... and all the guards inside who had stared with disgust and curiosity.
And this was where I would live.
I turned away from the floor to ceiling windows, peering into my new bedroom. It was bare except for a bed and a chest of drawers that had no clothing inside of it. Malik and Leo's bedroom was adjoined through the door on my right. They said this was a room made specifically for their Soul if I wished to sleep outside of their room. They had created it many years ago, but it was for me to design the interior.
I sighed quietly and walked to the door that led to their room, the oversized white nightgown I had been gifted swishing around my bare feet. I placed my hand on the doorknob, gazing at it. Leo and Malik had been correct. When I was not directly next to them ... I could feel them. The oddest part about it was, it felt natural, just a simple pull to be near them. Though earlier it had not been. I had literally walked out of my bedroom and came face to face with six guards standing outside my door when Malik and Leo had gone to tend to business. There had been a brutal need to be near them, even though I had no clue where they had been.
I had been plenty upset when the guards would not let me find them.
Apparently, on this ruthless planet, making ones guards bleed was not the done thing.
I now had ten new men with guns outside of my door, the other six fired.
My chest heaved as I glanced back to my bed. I had laid there for two hours staring at the ceiling, wallowing in self-pity from missing Jax. I had even flipped the switch so the windows frosted to black, eliminating the sun shining inside. It had done no good. I was still wide awake ... and frightened. There were noises outside from animals I could not name, and they sounded dreadfully vicious. The deep rumbles of the guards' voices outside my door did not soothe, instead bringing on panic.
I did not trust Malik or Leo for that matter, but it was better to be with the devils I knew.
I opened the unlocked door as quietly as I could.
Their bedroom was even larger than mine. At the front of it there was a large black leather couch and two silver recliners with a coffee table between. Bookcases lined each side of the room, which were overflowing with ancient books. When they had first shown me their bedroom, I had been shocked by the quiet nature of it, but then I had seen all of the weapons they had inside their immense walk-in closet—most with dried blood on them—and decided against the room being unassuming. The one massive bed inside the room had confused me, but Malik had informed me that all Vaq slept next to each other.
By the slim glow that shone from my room to theirs, they appeared to be doing just that. I sighed in relief and quickly went back to my bed and grabbed my comforter. Dragging the ridiculously enormous thing behind me, I silently slipped into their bedroom. Only their heads showed above their own fluffy comforter, but there was a light snore coming from Leo, his golden head of hair shimmering in the light of the sun from my room. Malik was not snoring, but his breathing was heavy with the rise and fall of the comforter on top of his body.
Once I had my comforter all the way past the doorway, I dropped it on the concrete floor. I moved to one of the silver recliners and, quietly grunting with the effort, shoved it across the room to the foot of their bed. I stood on tiptoe, peeking at their faces, but both were still asleep. The heavy breathing and quiet snoring never stopped. Already feeling a little safer, I grabbed my comforter from the floor and shut our adjoining door, letting the darkness consume the bedroom. Padding quietly across the cold and smooth concrete floor, I lowered myself onto the recliner, covered myself up, and released the footstool.
In a rush of movement, it lifted with a loud thwack.
"Shit," I whispered in English, my attention slamming in their direction.
They did not stir.
My lips lifted in victory. I may actually sleep this day.
Though my smile faltered when the snore abruptly stopped, and Leo grunted, "For a Human, who bears ten marks on her wrists, she is remarkably pathetic at stealth."
With an aggravated huff, Malik rolled in bed. "At least she finally shut the damn door."
I blinked. "Good night." Or afternoon, whatever it was right now.
Malik grumbled in irritation, "Just go to sleep, Braita."
"Okay," I whispered. I snuggled further into my comforter and closed my eyes. They were letting me sleep here. And they were not too angry. That, I could handle.

My groggy eyes slammed open into darkness when I heard their bedroom door click closed. I watched as Leo jerked upright in bed. His golden eyes cut through the darkness with a violent glow. He also appeared to have a gun aimed at the door. I still did not remove my hand from under my nightgown where my palm rested on the handle of the knife I had thieved from their closet of horrors.
Unexpectedly, Leo lowered his weapon and yawned so grandly that I thought his jaw might crack from the pressure. "Winslet, this is not a good time." He lifted his free hand in my direction. "As you can see, we have company."
I peeked over my shoulder. All I could see were two green eyes glowing near the front of their bedroom. Having Human eyes in this situation was more than frustrating. That green gaze bore directly at me, and I watched as they narrowed to thin slits.
"She's not Mian," the intruder, Winslet, whispered. "What is she?"
"Human," Malik grumbled harshly. I felt the bed shake, and then he growled, "Get out. Our sleep has been interrupted enough this day."
There was a minute pause, and then I squinted when their bedroom door jerked open, allowing a brief glare of bright light inside. I saw a flash of a Mian woman with deep crimson hair wearing a black robe disappear out the door. It shut with a booming slam hard enough for the steel door to vibrate. I blinked, gazing at where the woman had disappeared. "Acquaintance of yours?"
"She's one of our lovers," Leo huffed, lying down. "You know, for our barbaric needs."
In the blackness of their bedroom, my cheeks flushed. "Do you want me to leave?" I knew they did not have a Harem. It had been obvious by the fact they wore no rings other than mine, but they had explained as much when they had shown my bedroom to me. But even in my own discomfort, my brows began to furrow. I grumbled, "You two weren't very kind to your ... friend."
Malik snorted, getting comfortable once more. "I was growing bored of her."
"Same here," Leo muttered, his voice muffled with his face smashed against his pillow.
Interesting. "You didn't answer my question."
"For the love of all that is holy, just go to sleep," Malik growled.
I grunted, whispering in English, "Someone's grumpy when he doesn't get his beauty sleep."
There was a long pause, then a hard snorting laugh erupted from Leo. "True enough."
I had just learned their hearing was also exceptional—even in English. Another fact to ponder.
After I got some sleep.

My stomach growled. "I'm hungry." These Mian seriously did not eat. "I haven't eaten since I left Joyal."
Malik peered up from the book he was reading on Human genetics. "What?"
"Food," I expounded, throwing my hands up in the air. We had been inside their bedroom since we had woken. The only time I had left was to take a shower in my own bedroom and change into a t-shirt of Leo's and a pair of pajama bottoms of Malik's. Both were utterly enormous on me, but at least they were clean. I pointed at my stomach. "Humans obviously eat more than you people." More jabbing motions at my stomach as it growled again. "Food. In my belly. Please!"
Malik blinked, then flipped to a page in his book. He read from it a moment and then leaned to show Leo, where he sat next to him. He pointed at the page. "It does say here that Humans should eat at least three times a day. At the minimum."
I stared in frustration, crossing my arms.
Leo read the passage and then lifted his glowing eyes to me. "You should have told us before now." A golden brow rose. "What do Humans eat?"
My nostrils flared. "I want meat. Bread. Maybe some damn pasta." I glared. "Even pets on Joyal are respected better than this. Humans do research before we own a living, breathing being."
Malik actually rolled his eyes. "We know plenty about Humans, but Leo and I didn't expect to have to deal with one so ... closely." He tossed the book aside and stood. "Come. I'll take you to the kitchen. You can pick out what you want and, hopefully, quit whining. The cook will help."
I grumbled under my breath but stood from the recliner I was designating as my own.
I glanced at Leo where he still sat. "Are you coming?"
He shook his head and continued reading from the halo-pad he had been perusing. "No."
My brows furrowed as I rubbed at the center of my chest. "Okay." And still, I did not move.
Bit by bit, he peered up. His lips pinched. "Why are you watching me?"
My cheeks flushed, and I clasped my hands behind my back to keep from fidgeting. "It's just ... " I cleared my throat. "Being bound. I don't particularly like the feeling when you guys are too far away, and the kitchen is on the first floor." Our bedrooms were on the top floor. "Yesterday wasn't pleasant when you two left me alone." They knew this. They had dealt with the aftermath of the guards.
Leo chuckled softly. "Yesterday, Malik and I traveled to the wall bordering our city when the Human slaves arrived. You going to the kitchen will not be as bad as it was then."
My eyes widened. "Oh." I had no clue they had left the palace. I had assumed. Turning embarrassed eyes away from him, I peered up into the silver glow of Malik's gaze. "Let's feed me."




The kitchen was normal, except for the severed arm in the sink. There were no tattooed marks on the wrist, so it had to be a Mian limb. Though, that recognition gave me no sense of relief. I held both of my hands over my mouth and tried not to gag. "Please tell me that is not what Mian eat." I had not read anywhere that they were cannibals, but I was learning that our books on them were missing a lot of information. Like, you know, pertinent details about being bound to them. "And please tell me that you have something other than that to fill my belly."
Malik snorted and strolled to the colossal sized, steel refrigerator unit. "That is for one of our pets." He opened the fridge and gestured for me to peruse the contents. "Unless, of course, you'd like to share with Blaze instead of having what we eat."
I rushed to the fridge and firmly kept my eyes away from the gore, not thinking about what kind of pet Blaze was. My gaze raked over the bizarre items on the shelves. I picked up one container, with what appeared to be chicken inside of it. "How often does a Mian eat, anyway?" I popped the lid and sniffed the meat. Nope. I put it back in a hurry, pushing it to the far back where it belonged, and kept rifling through the goods.
Malik leaned a hip against the counter next to me. "Mian eat once a week. It is all we need." He shrugged. "Unless a female is pregnant. She'll eat three times a week then."
I tilted my head and glanced up and down his muscular frame. I grunted. "No wonder. It's not like you have many calories to burn."
His thin black brows lifted. "Meaning?"
"Nothing," I muttered, then bent and searched the lower shelves. I absently lifted a blue container. "Is this safe for me to eat?" It had smelled all right, and it appeared like ground beef.
"Yes."
"Okay ... " I straightened and shut the fridge door. "Where's the pantry?"
He pointed to our left. "There."
I hit the motherload of sane food in the dry goods section. Happy as a butterfly on a sunny day, I walked out of the pantry holding dry pasta and tomato sauce. I grinned in pure delight. "Spaghetti with meat sauce. Yum."
Still leaning against the counter, Malik crossed his arms and watched as I searched for pots and pans. "We do have a cook who can prepare that for you. I only need to call her."
"Nah. I can do it myself." And make sure none of the blood from the severed arm made its way into my spaghetti sauce. "Have you eaten this week? Do you want me to make you some?"
His reply was not immediate. He eyed my actions as I filled a pot with water. Eventually, he shrugged. "I could eat."
I did a small dance in front of the stove as I clicked the burners on. "Lunch for two coming up!"
My stomach growled in agreement.
I made a lot. I was going to eat!

Inside the kitchen, Malik sat across from me at the wooden picnic style table. His plate sat in front of him untouched. He eyed the food warily and narrowed his gaze as he watched me take my first bite.
I groaned in pure satisfaction. I was not sure if they had cloned cows here, so I was not going to ask what kind of meat this was. All I knew was it tasted scrumptious. I pointed my fork at his plate. "I didn't poison the food." My shrug was timid. "It's really good. I promise."
Malik's silver iridescent gaze continued to watch while I piled the pasta into my mouth. Those eyes slowly narrowed as they focused on my mouth. My chewing halted as he reached across the table. His warm thumb brushed the corner of my mouth. I was proud I did not flinch at the contact. Staring at his thumb, where a smear of red sauce now lay, he muttered, "You are a messy Human."
I grunted and lifted another fork full. "I'm starving. I don't care about etiquette right now."
His nose crinkled, but he hesitantly put his thumb into his mouth. His brows furrowed as he slid his digit out, tasting the sauce. "I suppose it isn't dreadful."
"Thanks," I muttered at his horrible compliment. "My teachings on Joyal were not to be a chef, but I can do the basics." Occasionally, I had helped the cook at the boarding house.
He hummed quietly, watching me for a few moments longer. Ultimately, he picked up his own fork and twirled his pasta onto it. "You seem to find much delight in this."
I shrugged. It was food in my belly. And it was good. I had already explained that.
His wide lips parted, taking a large bite. His brows lifted marginally as he chewed. "Thank you."
My resulting smile was small, almost bashful with his gratitude. "You're welcome."
We ate in silence though it did not feel uncomfortable.
I was merely evaluating him while he did the same in return.

Exiting the kitchen with a full belly, I heard masculine war cries from the back of the building. My attention slammed to Malik in alarm. "Is the palace being attacked?"
Malik peered down at me with raised brows and asked with extreme slowness, "If my palace was under siege, don't you think I would know about it?"
My lips thinned into a straight line, but my cheeks flushed. "Fine. But what is that?" I wiggled my shoulders as the pull within me lessened. I blinked. "I think Leo's back there."
Malik sighed heavily and then grabbed my elbow. He herded me toward the vicious noise. "Yes, Leo's back there. I should be there, too. There are games in the back courtyard during this time of the evening."
I could barely keep up with his long gait. As he pulled me, I literally had to jog to keep from falling on my face. "What kind of games do Mian play?" Visions of decapitated heads rolling on the grass were all that came to mind. "I'm not sure if I want to go out there." I tried digging in my heels, but my bare feet slipped on the polished concrete. "Really, Malik, I don't think this is a great idea."
"You're coming." He gripped my elbow even tighter.
"I'm wearing pajamas!" It was a last ditch effort with the massive back door now in my sights.
He snorted. "Nice try." His feet never stopped moving toward the door. "We've hired a seamstress to attend to you tomorrow. She should be able to make clothes small enough to fit you. She normally deals with children."
"Mother Joyal, please keep me safe," I whispered a prayer in English.
Malik's shoulders actually shook as he glanced back at me, dragging me along. "You do realize Mother Joyal is the reason why you're here?" A black brow cocked. "Perhaps you should start praying to an entity that listens."
My blink was gradual. "And that would be?"
His grin was shadowed in cruelty. "I'll let you know when I give a damn about perceived holy existences." He opened the door and stepped outside into the cool night air, tugging me with him. The noise of the banshee cries stung my ears with their malice. He peered down at me as he shut the door behind us and held my frightened gaze. He grunted while his silver eyes ran across my features. "The game is Hujlum. No one dies in this sport." He glanced at his hold on my bare elbow, and his lips curved into the tiniest of real smiles. "Though, there is contact." His grin widened ... and I could only stare. His happiness transformed his stunning features to make him even more attractive than he already was. "But not barbaric contact. So don't worry your ridiculous Human mind over that."
Even if I had heard half of what he had just said, I could not speak.
Truly, he really needed to quit smiling like that.
His eyes were not even freaking me out. That was how much pleasure looked good on him.
His shoulders slowly stiffened, and his silver gaze met mine.
Malik did not speak as his head cocked, watching me.
The brutal grip on my arm lessened, and his warm fingers were barely felt on my flesh, like a whispering touch. An unusual shiver ran down my spine and gooseflesh popped up on my arms.
One of his black brows lifted as his gaze twisted in a humored nature, but his lips, they curved into a smirk I did not understand. His tone was deep, affectionate. "Human?"
I gazed at his wide lips, trying to understand why they intrigued me. "Yeah?"
With only the moon to light the area, he bent in slow increments, steadily bring his face closer. In a gentle motion, he tilted his head so our foreheads rested against one another's.
I could barely breathe. It was like the oxygen on this wacked planet was rapidly disappearing.
The private grin he wore grew as he brushed his nose against mine. Slanting his face even closer, his wide lips hovered so his breath heated my lips with each of his steady exhales.
The intimate sensation of sharing each other's oxygen made my toes curl into the cool grass.
With eyes only for his, I trembled, unsure of the warmth growing in my lower abdomen.
Malik whispered, "You have more tomato sauce on your face." Abruptly, he straightened, and I had to lock my legs to keep from stumbling. "Be careful or the Mian will think you're a treat."
My lips parted in humiliation, and I quickly removed my elbow from his lingering hold and started scrubbing at my face. Breathing was much easier when his face was not so close to mine. I felt sauce on my nose and quickly wiped it away, and asked swiftly, "Did I get it all?"
He hummed quietly, his lips twitching as he eyed me. He stuck the tip of his left thumb between his lips. I tried really hard not to analyze the motion. Then he used his slightly damp digit to clean a spot near my right temple. "Now you're good."
I quickly wiped any remaining moisture away from my flesh. "Thanks."
He smiled again. The smile that unnerved me. His glowing gaze squinted in amusement as he watched me. "You're welcome." He chuckled to whatever was running amok inside his thoughts, and tilted his head to the left. "Come. You can try to play Hujlum with the rest of the frightening Mian."
The taunting brought me back to reality. I huffed in indignation. "I'm not frightened." Yes, I was.
"There'll be no arguing then." Malik headed toward a horde of Mian tackling each other.
I swallowed heavily and quickly caught up with him, staying close to his side. I evaluated the 'game' as we trekked across the back courtyard. Other than people bleeding on the ground and shouting in fury, I had no clue what they were doing. "Will I be on your and Leo's team?"
Please say yes.
"I think we could arrange that." Malik bent and whispered, "Sure you're not afraid?"
"Of course I'm not." Hell yes, I was.
"Good." His gaze turned serious, almost making my steps falter. "Never show fear to a Mian."
I nodded once, not commenting.
He stopped next to Leo on the sidelines of the 'game'.
Leo's chest was heaving with exertion as he drank from a plastic cup, but his golden gaze was straight on us. His perfectly shaped brows lifted, and he asked casually, "Game on?"
Malik hummed, and his lips curved into a forbidding grin. "I do love a challenge."
Leo downed the rest of his drink and then chuckled. "Oh, God, this will be interesting." He laughed for a full minute, holding his stomach as he did so. My brows puckered as I noticed he had one dimple on his left cheek, making him appear more like an angel with his golden coloring. His sparkling gaze met mine as he gradually calmed himself. While our gazes held, he rubbed the ring on his thumb against his lower lip. He asked in a quiet tone, "Ready to play?"
I inhaled sharply, pulling my gaze away. I peered out to the field. "I'm a quick learner." But from the blood on the grass, I truly hoped they had a healer on hand. There were close to forty Mian men out there, ranging in heights from extremely tall to how-the-hell-did-women-birth-these-men tall.
Malik watched as I evaluated the Mian. "We'll see."
Leo laughed again and clapped his free hand on Malik's shoulder. "Yes, we will." He chucked his cup into a drift trash can and started running backward onto the field while watching us. "Let's go! Move your lazy asses." He winked at Malik. "The game was already held up waiting for you."
Oh, that wasn't the actual game being played! Thank Mother Joyal ... or whatever.

The game, Hujlum, was just another name for Kick the Shit Out of the Weakest Player.
And I was the weakest player.
I was also long past decorum. I had stopped trying to speak in Mianese when I had apparently continued to call everyone a 'cow' when I cursed them. Though, on the plus side of my language barrier, the Mian men had started snickering and making moo sounds, so I was hopeful what I had eaten earlier was indeed cloned cow.
I jabbed a sharp finger at the Mian bully in front of me and continued cursing, "You are a sadistic bag of shit! Why the hell do you keep giving me the damn ball?" One other fact I had learned was all of these men understood English no matter how fast I was talking, which meant they were of a higher education. All the government officials in Belvar out for playtime. "Seriously! I am going to lose this damn game for us!"
He snickered and brushed his silver hair aside, also speaking in his own native tongue. Though, he did speak much slower as if I were a halfwit. "If you would quit running into the men you're supposed to avoid, you would have made it to the target at least five times. We have been tackling almost everyone in your path."
It felt like my head might explode. I threw my hands up into the air and shook them. "I can't see them!" The bastards had realized I could only detect them by their glowing eyes, so they had closed them and used their fine hearing and scent to track me. "You don't have any damn lights out here. There's only a sliver of a moon to see by!" More shaking of my hands, but this time right in front of the annoyingly patient man's face. "I am Human!"
"Oh, thank you for reminding us. I'm pretty sure we almost forgot that fact," Malik deadpanned.
I really wanted to stomp my foot I was so mad. "That is not helping."
Leo lightly tugged on my ponytail, peering down at me. His voice was soft and gentle, a coaxing tone that made my shoulders relax. "Just one more time, okay? We're tied right now. They won't expect us to give you the ball again."
I crossed my arms. With much hesitation, I quietly mumbled, "The last guy touched me."
Leo blinked, the gold glow disappearing for a brief moment. "Braita, almost all of them have tackled you at some point. Hujlum is a contact sport. You've had no issue with that so far."
I glanced to the side. Breathed in and out. "I mean, he ... touched me." Keeping my attention on a green tree with bright purple leaves, not anywhere near the men huddled around me. I tried not to blush as I uncrossed my arms and pointed at my right breast. Just as quickly, I crossed my arms again. "There. He touched me there." I swallowed hard, trying not to tear up, instead, hanging on to my anger. "I did not like that. I won't carry the ball again if the other team can't sustain from their improper dispositions."
For a minute straight, the resulting quiet was so immense that I dared to peek at my team.
Only Leo and Malik were looking at me. The rest were either staring at the ground or had suddenly found the sky immensely fascinating. Though it was Leo and Malik, who made me squint to see them better. They both appeared to be completely expressionless as I quickly glanced between them.
I cleared my throat and lifted my chin. "I meant what I said."
Leo leaned on a hip, and absently scratched his chin. "Which man was it?"
I stayed quiet, trying to remember his name.
Malik grunted, his tone a short growl. "It was Craw."
My brows puckered. "I'm not sure if that's his name, but he has pink hair."
Leo and Malik nodded as one. They stated in unison, "Craw."
Malik lifted a black brow, raising his gaze to Leo. "I wouldn't mind taking this one."
Leo's eyes started to widen before he swiftly blanked his features. He shifted his weight, then casually shrugged. "I don't mind."
I smirked, but quietly stated, "Don't tell him I tattled." The last thing I wanted was a Mian knowing I had been the reason he was going to get an ass chewing. "Please."
Malik did not even glance down at me. He just stared at Leo. "Left or right?"
Leo tilted his head from side to side in thought. "I'll leave the choice up to you. Though, I do believe he's predominantly right handed."
My brows furrowed. "Are you going to slap his hand?" That seemed childish.
Ignoring me, Malik cracked his neck. "I'll do both. Lesson learned by all."
Leo shrugged, peering at him from under his lashes. "Whatever you want."
"Hello?" I mumbled, waving a hand between their faces. "I asked a question."
No response.
My jaw dropped in shock when Malik turned and walked over to the other team, handling this now. He held all of their attention as he spoke to the man, Craw, with the pink hair. I could not hear what he was saying, but my team around me could. A few of them grimaced when Craw started shaking his head and pointing at me, speaking with animated features of hatred.
The Mian I had been yelling at muttered under his breath, "That wasn't smart."
Leo grunted and crossed his arms, but continued his silence as he stayed by my side.
"What's going on?" I asked, my gaze flying back and forth between the teams. "I can't hear—"
Craw's terrified bellow drowned out my words.
I gasped, and grabbed my stomach. I could not look away.
Malik's right hand ... it was now inside Craw's chest.
He had grabbed Craw by the throat so fast I had not even seen the action, but I had seen when he had punched his other fist straight into Craw's ribs. His hand had sunk in, up to his wrist. Craw's mouth was parted wide in agony, his head lolling back toward the sky. Vomit rose in the back of my throat as Malik jerked his right hand free of Craw's chest.
In his grip was Craw's heart.
I blinked, my words choked. "I think I'm done playing tonight." I turned, holding a hand over my mouth and quickly walked back inside the palace where my ten guards were waiting for me. I barely made it to my bedroom to puke in the solitude of my bathroom.
Footnote for my new life on Triaz—Don't tattle.

I would like to say witnessing the brutal death of Craw kept me out of Leo and Malik's bedroom as the blessed sun began to rise. But it did not. I was, once again, creeping through their darkened bedroom. My stomach still rolled with the vision of Malik holding Craw's heart, but I knew that situation had been of my own making. If I had paid better attention at the time, I would have noticed the way Malik or Leo always hovered directly next to me, each taking turns watching over me. Sitting alone in my room for the last five hours had given me plenty of time to reflect. Their movements had been acts of possession. The one thing I knew for certain from my readings was when a Mian called someone their own, they were brutal in their thoughts and actions to keep it that way.
And I was their Soul.
I should have kept my mouth shut and then kneed Craw the next time I had come across him.
I also was not sure if I would ever become accustomed to the cruelty of the Mian, but I was a quick study. What happened today would not happen again. Not if I could help it, anyway. I would handle indiscretions such as that on my own unless the act truly deserved a harsh punishment. Only then would I confront Leo and Malik with a problem.
Lesson learned.
Sighing quietly, I tried not to grunt as I began moving the recliner on the left, my recliner, to the foot of their bed. I had remembered to shut the door immediately after bringing my comforter into the room. The area was pitch-black. I could not see anything. I was navigating by touch and memory.
I stalled in my efforts when I heard the toilet flush in their bathroom. I had not even glanced at the bed when I had entered the room, just focusing on the logistics of shutting their door quickly. I held my breath and glanced to the left. The door squeaked quietly as it opened. Silver, shining eyes peered directly at me, not moving, as Malik froze. My lips thinned as I stared into his gaze through the darkness. Pulling my nerve together took more effort than I would have imagined, but I eventually asked, "May I sleep in here again?"
In a slow and steady pace, those glowing eyes started to edge closer. "You're not afraid of me?"
Honestly, I was not sure anymore. Even after tonight. "No, I'm not."
Nonetheless, never show fear.
He hummed softly. "So you were listening."
"I always do," I stated respectfully.
He grunted, eyeing me another moment, and then in a tender action, he placed one of his hands on my left shoulder and nudged me over a step. "I'll get the chair for you." He lifted the recliner with effortless strength and placed it at the foot of their bed. "Sleep safe." He walked to his side of the bed, and the shine of his eyes dipped as he got in. "That's what Mian say. Not 'good night'."
I had actually wondered about that. "Thank you for explaining." Clearing my throat, I picked up my comforter and gently relaxed onto the recliner, careful when I released the footstool this time. It rose with minimal noise. I smiled softly to myself and then covered up with my fluffy blanket. Lying on my side, I viewed the silver eyes that were watching me from the top of the bed. "Sleep safe."
Golden, glowing eyes suddenly flared only inches from my face. I clamped my mouth shut on the scared squeal that almost sounded, my entire body jerking at the sudden closeness of Leo. My heart thumped a mile a minute inside my chest and my hands were now trembling. The damn Mian had been lying in wait with his head at the foot of the bed. He was so close in the darkness that I could see his white teeth flash as he grinned with impish delight. "The same to you, Braita."
I grumbled a curse, puffing out a large breath. "That wasn't nice."
His resulting chuckle was pure mischief. "I never said I was nice." He winked. "Go to sleep."
I glared, but after my heartbeat calmed, I found myself reaching out. Near where his head lay, my right hand found his on the bed. At the contact, his gaze locked on mine, but with a smooth and slow motion, he began intertwining our fingers together. It was the first skin-to-skin connection I had ever initiated in my entire life.
It did not feel illegal. The action did not feel wrong at all.
I realized I felt completely safe.
With him. And Malik. In this implausible world.
My life was changing so much, it would make a lesser woman lose her sanity.
On a shaky exhale, I closed my eyes at the recognition I now understood.
I fell asleep as a comforting peace of belonging flooded my entire being.
My hand never left Leo's the entire night.
This, with them, could really be my home.




Sitting outside in the back courtyard, I watched the blessed sun as it began its descent. While the Mian may be of the night, I had found my own soul needed the day. Since arriving on Triaz two weeks ago, I had begun waking far before Leo and Malik just so I could be outside and feel the sun's heat on my face. My ten guards always accompanied me on my trek. They wore blackened goggles that matched their dark attire to protect their eyes, even though they still stood in the shade of an overhang.
My thoughts always continued to wonder to Jax while I sat out here. I had no clue how he was being treated by the Mian of the east. I had asked Leo and Malik if I could write him a letter, but they had tossed my question aside with arrogant flare. They never appreciated when I spoke of Jax, almost acting as if the mere mention of his name was an irritation.
But I still thought about him and worried about his safety. I missed him dreadfully.
I knew I had it easy here. I now had clothing that fit, beautiful clothes made of the softest materials on Triaz. Malik and Leo had insisted I also have shoes. I did not wear them all the time, but I would occasionally wear a pair of sandals that I particularly liked.
I ran my hands over the silken grass as I watched the sun fade from view, the sky gradually turning from a shade of molten red to the indigo of twilight. It was beautiful and mesmerizing, my quiet sigh of contentment floating away on the now cooling breeze. I lifted the light cashmere sweater I had brought out with me and pulled it over my head, covering my white tank top.
With one last glance at the sky, I stood to my feet and brushed off my black trousers. These were my favorite pair of pants, one of the few Malik and Leo had agreed I could have made, other than the dresses I now had. The pants fit me perfectly at the waist and gently flared to the bottom. My bare toes peeked out just beyond the edges of the relaxed material. When I wore them, Malik and Leo would practically roll their eyes, knowing I had heaps of dresses in my closet. Dresses I knew they much preferred. I may wear these pants more than I normally would, just to see their reactions, it was decidedly entertaining. All of the Mian women inside the palace always wore dresses, even the chef, Krim, who I had become well acquainted with.
The thought of her made my thoughts brighten. She was sure to have something ready for me.
I waved to my guards, indicating I was ready to go inside. I swear some of them slept while standing. It was always the same ten men, so they had to get some shuteye sometime. Five walked in front of me, and the other five behind me. They knew my routine by now, so we first headed to the kitchen where Krim did, indeed, have my breakfast laid out for me. I grabbed the cinnamon bagel and the apple as we continued on our trek, munching on the apple first. Initially, I'd had to explain to Krim what a Human ate, but she was speedy at her work, and her experiments were quick-witted and, mostly, delicious. It was safe to say Krim was one of my favorites here in the palace.
My guards stopped as I walked into my bedroom. They never entered my private quarters.
I tossed the core of the apple away and nibbled at my bagel as I crossed to the adjoining door leading to my Vaq's room. Malik was the teensiest bit obsessive about the organization of their bedroom. Every night I slept in the recliner at the foot of their bed, but if I did not put the chair back where it normally belonged, he was grumpy as hell for the first half of the night. I had quickly learned that as soon as I was done with my time out in the sun, I should hurry back when they were just waking, and return the recliner to its rightful location.
Taking a large bite of my cinnamon spiced breakfast, I opened the door to their bedroom.
I came to a silent halt.
My eyes ... no, my thoughts just stalled.
At first, I could not comprehend what I was seeing.
Their windows were already unfrosted, so the twilight sky shone inside.
Malik and Leo were in bed.
But by that, I meant, Leo was lying on his back, and Malik was positioned over him.
Their comforter had slipped down to just below Malik's waist, and I could tell they were both naked. Malik's hips were thrusting forward in a rhythmic rocking motion, the blanket lifting and lowering with each of his movements. Leo's head was arched back as he groaned in what sounded like pained pleasure, his bronze cheeks flushed.
As I swallowed the bite of my bagel on a dry throat, Malik leaned down and touched his lips to Leo's in the most tender action I had ever viewed before. Their mouths meshed together in gradual strokes, as if they were each other's oxygen and breathing one another in.
And their chests ... there were silver lightning bolts shining along their flesh.
My wide eyes stalled on Malik's back. Between the radiating streaks of light, his flesh was marred with thin scars. Those marks were not just battle wounds. The crisscrossing marks that etched his back muscles could only be from repeated beatings. Or torture.
My gaze snapped away from Malik's abnormal wounds when Leo lifted his left hand and grabbed onto the back of Malik's head. Leo threaded his fingers through Malik's black hair and gripped tight. Malik's hips began to pump with more force, and their kiss escalated from adoring affection to more primitive in hunger.
Bizarrely, as I stood froze in place, my gaze landed on their nightstand.
On it sat my two rings.
They ... had taken them off.
A feeling, unlike I had ever known, rolled my stomach in a flurry of nausea.
My wide gaze slammed back to them in their obvious love for one another.
A quiet whimper choked from deep within me.
Malik and Leo had lied. They had acted as if their Soul was made specifically for them.
But I was not anyone special to my Vaq. They had each other.
Leo's glowing gaze snapped open at the sound of my distressed choke. His angelic face slammed in my direction, his mouth disconnecting from his lover. Though, it did not appear that Malik had heard me, his ministrations not stopping as he tilted his head to kiss along Leo's jaw. Leo's entire body froze as his golden eyes scanned my face. The lightning bolts that had been shining on his torso stopped their frantic glow. His kiss-swollen lips parted, and he whispered, "Malik, love, you need to stop."
Malik instantly halted as his lover's quiet words. His dark head of hair tipped up as he stared down at Leo. His voice was breathless as he rumbled, "What's wrong?"
Leo did not say anything. He only continued to hold my gaze, which was swiftly turning glacial.
Malik stared a beat longer, and then his attention snapped in my direction.
Before they could say anything else, frigid words spewed from deep inside me. "You should have locked the door." My voice was off. The tone echoed how my new found home had just been rocked and shattered. I marched forward, even as Malik swiftly pulled the blanket up over his back. Other than that, they did not move an inch as I ignored them and tossed the remains of my bagel on their nightstand, and then grabbed the two rings from there.
Staying silent in my gut clenching hurt, I turned on my heel and marched toward my room.
It was dead quiet behind me until Malik growled, "Fuck."
I quickened my pace as I heard sheets rustling.
With extreme agitation, Leo snarled, "Where the hell are my damn pants?"
I slammed the door behind me. There was no lock on my side of the door, so I swiftly grabbed the boots that I had saved from arrival day. Rapidly thumping my feet into them, I grabbed a black cloak on my way out of my bedroom. My guards came to attention seeing me. I quickly slipped the rings into my pant pocket and feigned severe anxiety, crying, "There's something wrong with Malik and Leo!" I pointed with my free hand inside my bedroom. "The door's unlocked. Please go help them!"
I almost snorted when all ten charged inside to 'help' their Plumas. Dumbasses.
With no guards to watch me, I shoved my arms into my cloak and raced down to the first floor.
I made it all the way out to the front courtyard before anyone noticed. But it was too late for the palace guards to catch me. I was already gearing one of the hov-bikes. This technology was no different than on Joyal. I had driven these a hundred times before, and I also knew they would not start without a key. Hence, why all the keys from the five other hov-bikes were now inside my pant pocket. The palace guards had left them in the ignitions. In their defense, they probably had not expected anyone to steal from the palace grounds. It worked for me. No one would initially be able to take chase.
I flicked my finger, taking the bike into first gear. A rush of air shot my vehicle for escape straight up into the air. In a blast of freed exhilaration, I soared higher than the palace was tall. Just as I heard Malik and Leo shouting my name from the ground, my cloak blew out behind me as I shifted gears and hit the accelerator.
I was getting the hell away from their mind games.
I would rather live on the street than be played with like a lab rat in a glass maze.
My eyes were burning from the harsh wind, but I did not stop.
Not even when I heard sirens blare across the city I was flying over.
I headed east. Toward my one ally on this planet.




I had made friends with a bug. My, how my life had altered since I escaped the west of Triaz. Though, to be specific, I wasn't entirely sure that it was a bug. As long as I looked past the facts that it was as long as I was tall, had razor sharp teeth, had twenty beady eyes, had twelve long legs with webbed feet, and had black scales that were as soft as feathers ... well, then it reminded me of a bug that I had once seen in a picture book of Earth. The author had called it Spider.
I called my new bug friend Charlie.
Of course, he didn't speak back, but he did watch the entrance to the sewer I now resided in.
I had officially gone from being a lab rat living in grandeur, to a street rat living in hiding.
It was still better than being played with by my Vaq.
Plus, I had Charlie.
I glanced in his—Charlie was definitely a he—direction. Charlie's hind end was facing toward me. Not exactly the prettiest of sights, but he was still keeping his many eyes on the alleyways outside of our alcove. The damp, rank air had first been stifling when I had found this hiding spot a week ago, but now, it was a sad circumstance that I no longer smelled the putrid air that filtered in through my new home.
When I had first met Charlie, I had been frightened. Scared silly. It had become apparent that I had trespassed on his property, his home. But when I had thrown a piece of meat, one I had stolen from a vendor's cart, in defense, he had stopped advancing on me. Taking my offering. Ever since then, as long as I brought him 'treats' every night, he allowed me to sleep here.
Though, it would be much better if the meat didn't give him gas.
Now, that I could still smell.
I pulled my stained cloak around me tighter as I got comfortable on the molded hay that lay on the mud floor. My hands shook with a zapping needle-like pain, as they had been for the past two weeks. Ever since I had crossed the border from the west to the east. My Vaq had stopped giving chase at that point, and the pull to be near them had turned into a magnetic agony that my brain was only gradually numbing itself to—thanks to the pain-relieving pills I had stolen from a nearby pharmacy. I fisted my hands and shoved them under my cheek for a makeshift pillow. The sun was setting, so the Mian would soon be awake and traveling the streets of the city, Vlymun.
I had made it to the capital of the east. My scouting missions for the past week—while the Mian slept during the day—had finally become fruitful. I now knew where to find Jax.
Tomorrow. Tomorrow I would see my best friend again.
Closing my eyes, I whispered, "Good night, Charlie."
He made a noise that sounded much like a grunt. At least he hadn't farted.
I inhaled deeply, trying to relax ... and coughed on foulness.
Perhaps he had. "That's just gross, Charlie."

During my reconnaissance missions of the past week, I had overheard that the Plumas of the east enjoyed their 'games.' They loved watching warriors battle each other. It wasn't much different than what I had faced when I arrived on Triaz, the 'arrival ritual,' but it was on a much smaller scale. Whereas the coliseum had been glass and flash, their killing area of choice was the Crank Pit.
After restlessly scouring the city of Vlymun, I had finally found the stinking place. It rested in the middle of a barren field on the far west side of the city. There was only dark brown dirt surrounding the facility—presumably for individuals to park their vehicles if the tire tracks were any indication. Though 'facility' may be too grand a word for this place.
The Crank Pit was much like its namesake—a pit.
It was an enormous, brown, mud coated circular tent, with wooden planks as bleachers that circled a sunken fighting area. There was only one way in for the Mian—the entrance was also the exit—where the bleachers were split for a large walkway in and out of the structure.
Luckily, I wasn't Mian.
The brown tent was flush against the back of highest bleachers. Beneath where the Mian would sit, I waited in hiding to watch. Under the bleachers, the ground was a mixture of dirt and sand; the closer you moved to the pit, the more sand you had to endure.
I grunted in the subdued light, the sun barely visible through the dark tent, as I moved from a crouch to a belly crawl and made my way closer to the edge. The cool sand that had dried blood mixed throughout it—obviously kicked up from the fighting are—wasn't the easiest to move on, and my continual griping was the only sound heard. No one was awake yet in Vlymun so I could make as much noise as I wished. If the late night city chatter I had overheard was correct, the Plumas' prize Human—I knew it had to be Jax—would be fighting tonight.
Apparently, it wasn't Jax's first battle in this pit.
The way the Mian had spoken, it had almost sounded like they viewed him as a god in the ring.
That was a good thing. A very good thing.
If the Mian adored him as much as they seemed to, they would be treating him well.
I had no fear of him being hurt by one single Mian in a sparring match—even if it was to the death. Jax was that good. My main worry was that I wouldn't be able to track him after he was removed from the Crank Pit and still keep myself from being caught. It would be tricky in the dark of night, but I had to try. If I could free him, we might be able to live together on Triaz without being caught, now that I knew this mysterious land better.
He and I were of the day.
While the Mian were of the night.
The Mian's weakness to light had worked to my advantage.
Finally comfortable, with a clear view of the pit through the lowest bleachers, I rolled to my side so I could reach the pockets of my cloak. I pulled out the fresh meat I had pinched from the deli only an hour ago. From my other pocket, I extracted the 'borrowed' pain relievers. I quickly popped three pills into my mouth and frowned. It was the last of them. I would have to steal more.
Tossing the empty bottle aside, I started munching on the meat. The sun was still high in the sky, so I knew I would have time for a long nap before the festivities began. After the walk here, I was exhausted. I quickly devoured my meal, pulled my hood down far over my eyes, and settled down for a few winks of shut-eye.




I gasped quietly when I was bumped from the back. My eyes flew open, and I barely resisted the urge to scream. With my blood boiling hot, and my palms instantly damp, I clamped my mouth shut and held perfectly still.
Voices surrounded me.
Deep timbres—masculine and adult—were coming from above on the bleachers ... but children's prattling was on either side of me. I bit my lip in frustration—no longer in fear—as I suddenly realized that my hiding spot was not just my hiding spot. By the sound of it, children were all over down here, but with hushed voices as to not alert the adults above. They must have slipped in under the tent's edge as I had done.
Dammit. I had been more tired than I thought ... not to mention warm. The Mian kids surrounding me were like mini heaters, and I had spent too long being chilled living in the sewers. I hadn't slept this well since ... Joyal.
Not allowing the memories of home to invade too deeply, I sighed quietly. I would be trapped here until they began leaving. With my hood covering my eyes, they had no clue I wasn't Mian. My smaller stature also gave the impression that I was a child. But unless they left early, my hopes for tracking Jax might be foiled for this night. I would have to wait and see.
Moving quietly to my stomach, I tried not to bump the kids on either side of me too much. But I wasn't stupid. During the process of rolling, I grabbed the knife I had stolen from my Vaq—what seemed like so long ago—from under my cloak and gripped it loosely. They may just be Mian kids ... .but they were still Mian. A group of them could take me down easily with their added strength and speed.
I lay silently between two chattering Mian mini-heaters, watching as more Mian poured through the entrance. There was light inside the tent, but it was subdued, making me squint to see clearly to the entrance/exit. The Mian were loud and boisterous, pounding each other on the back in greeting, drowning out the kids gossiping. All sported the tattooed mark of the east near their right eye—a star. My Vaq wore the tattoo of the west near their left eye—a circle with a line through it. Seeing so many of the east all in one place kept my mouth shut tight. I doubted I would receive a warm welcome if anyone realized I was Soul to the Plumas of the west.
Through the space between the feet of the Mian, who sat down on the bleacher directly above my head, I analyzed the occupants on the far bleachers as much as I could from under my hood. I couldn't see the Plumas of the east, but that wasn't saying much since I could only see a small section. Judging by the finer apparel the Mian were wearing tonight, it gave me a good sign that my intel had been correct. It appeared they were dressing up just in case they had the opportunity to speak with their much loved Plumas.
I tried not to snort at the thought.
No matter what planet you lived on, some things never changed. Politics were still politics.
The 'games' began within fifteen minutes. I was extremely glad I had the hood to deflect all the sand that continued to fly up from the pit. The kids next to me weren't so lucky in their chancy entertainment. They squirmed and coughed as the bloody granules sailed in the air. It only exhilarated them though, if their small fists pumping in the tight area was any indication.
I stayed low and quiet, watching as Mian warriors continued to maim each other.
Death ... and more death. All while the crowd cheered in energized fervor.
It was disgusting ... and curiously engaging. By the time the tenth pair was brought in through the entrance, I could almost tell who was going to win—live—before they even began battling one another. The way they held themselves, and their weapon of choice, from the unsettling rage their glowing eyes showed to the quiet watchfulness as they assessed their opponent, it was all there to anyone with a skilled eye. The men, and it was only men, who came in beating their chests and roaring to enliven the crowd ... usually died the fastest. The opponent who prepared with seriousness to their movements almost always lived.
However, one brash Mian surprised me. The crowd shouted his name, Stiller, with great vigor, and he bellowed right back—just as loud—wearing the most amused grin on his features. He even flexed his muscles more than a few times for the ladies on the sidelines. I thought he would die within the first five minutes, but, in fact, he killed his opponent in the first two minutes ... while still wearing that amused grin, and sporting new war paint of blood dripping on his bare chest.
In the end, he turned and bowed deeply, almost in hilarity, to my far left.
The crowd thoroughly enjoyed that, laughter heard all around.
I had a pretty good idea of who he would be bowing to. Not to mention, Stiller must be a close friend of the Plumas to joke around with them as he was. That bow could have easily been taken as disrespectful, but not by the crowd's reaction of delight ... and the fact he still had his head as he climbed onto the bleachers in the direction he had bowed—instead of leaving the Crank Pit as all the other surviving competitors had done. I lost track of him the higher he climbed.
The Plumas were seemingly sitting at the top. Good to know.
While two men dragged out the newly deceased, the announcer walked onto the sand of the pit. It still amazed me that one man could continually quiet the audience with a gentle wave of his hands. Into the hush, he stated loudly, "Our final fight of the night: Bailor Nostum and Jax Waterston."
The crowd ... went wild.
I almost covered my ears, the chanting and screams were so loud. The sand and dirt I lay on vibrated under me from the Mian beating on the bleachers with their feet and fists. The children next to me went utterly quiet and then started elbowing each other as the announcer left, and the two competitors entered the pit. My own heart stopped, then beat a chaotic rhythm when I saw Jax.
He was alive, and most definitely well taken care of. He wore only an outfit much like all the Mian who had been fighting tonight. His chest was bare, along with his feet, a pair of soft black leather pants were his only protection. His skin shone with a healthy glow under the soft light, and no obvious mark of torture marred his smooth flesh. He smiled a real smile and raised his left hand to wave at the crowd, and that was when I noticed he no longer wore his black slave's bracelet.
My jaw bobbed. What?
He was no longer a slave?
I couldn't ... I couldn't even wrap my mind around what would give him his freedom.
And ... he appeared to like it in the Crank Pit by the way he was grinning from ear-to-ear.
I froze utterly when Jax turned to the crowd and pressed his mouth to a woman's who was leaning over at the waist on the front row. My breath stalled in my lungs as they kissed to the crowd's roar, Jax's tongue definitely invading the woman's mouth. She blushed prettily as she leaned back, but she still threw her fists in the air, as if in victory.
I didn't know what to think. Had they brainwashed him?
This wasn't the Jax I knew. A simmer of emotion began to burn my throat. I repeatedly swallowed as the two opponents began warming up. I may not know what to think of the situation, my plan definitely needing to change with him no longer a slave, but I knew what I felt.
Betrayed.
My one Human friend on this cursed planet ... and he was acting like a Mian.
He had ... kissed ... someone. I was certainly tired of being shocked and hurt by 'kissing'.'
My one sliver of hope was that, while he appeared to have enjoyed their embrace, he hadn't worn the adoration and love on his features as my Vaq had when they had been kissing one another.
Jax may not be as lost to me as I feared. I had to hope.
Blinking the moisture swiftly from my eyes, I watched as the fight began.
Jax's opponent, Bailor Nostum, was talented. The Mian certainly had not given him an easy fight. They went round and round, the Mian much faster than Jax. Stronger, no doubt. Jax held his own as the rough clanging of their axes bashed against each other. Sand touched my mouth at one point when Jax slid backward right in front of me from a hard rally on Bailor's side.
But Jax had more skill. This became blindingly apparent when my best friend dipped and used a basic move to swipe Bailor's feet out from under him. I held my breath as the man went down in the center of the pit.
Jax wasted no time. His ax arced down with light gleaming off the blade.
Blood rushed through the air as he yanked his weapon back from Bailor's shoulder.
War cries of pleased frenzy zapped the air from the crowd as Bailor lay on the ground, not only bleeding from his shoulder, but also from a small portion of his neck.
But then my best friend did the most stupid act imaginable. He turned and waved at the cheering audience. He didn't even see Bailor roll to his side in a blur and gingerly rise to his feet, holding his bleeding neck with one hand and raising his ax in his other behind my best friend.
I saw it, though.
Even as half the crowd surged to their feet in surprise, I was already gripping the edge of the pit and pulling myself through the bleachers in one fast movement. The hood of my cloak was shoved back from the rough wood of the bleacher, but I didn't stop my momentum as I landed on my side and threw my knife with deadly precision at the back of Bailor's exposed neck.
Just as my best friend had twirled and missed being impaled by Bailor's blow.
Bailor's body and ax landed with a thud directly next to Jax's feet.
The crowd was now silent.
Too late, I realized my best friend hadn't been stupid. It had been a ploy to rouse Bailor.
My act had been rash and stupid.
Sucking air in the midst of my folly, I slowly peered up from the ground.
Jax's eyes met mine. His widened.
With my heart hammering inside my chest, I quickly jumped to my feet. I raced to the middle of the pit and dropped, sliding to a stop with sand flying everywhere to jerk my knife free of Bailor's corpse. Jax was still standing in shock, his jaw even hanging open, but I didn't have time for that. I grabbed Jax's free hand lunged toward the exit, scrambling to my feet, and ran as fast as I could toward my one escape and yanking Jax behind me.
I shrieked when a Mian ... Stiller ... just suddenly appeared in front of me. Slamming to a halt, I barely kept myself from being impaled by the sword he held out. Stiller, the jokester of the previous match, wore none of the humor he had during his fight. His violet glowing eyes were narrowed on me, as he pressed his sword right over my heart.
"Let him go," Stiller growled softly.
I tried inching back from the blade, but Stiller advanced with me. With Jax still in surprise at my sudden appearance, I had no option but to release Jax's hand. As soon as I did, I didn't even see Stiller's blow coming. With a shudder of pain, I was flying backward through the air as my chest burned with the agony of Stiller's heave.
I still held onto my knife, though.
Landing with a brutal whack on the sand, I rolled a few feet until my body's momentum stopped. Spitting sand from my mouth and chugging much-needed air into my lungs, I barely got to my knees before I saw two new pairs of feet advancing toward me. A quick glance up and I knew I was in the worst trouble possible.
It was the Plumas of the east.
By their expressions, seen through my locks of my hair, they had recognized me.
"Jax," I whispered, glancing in his direction. I stumbled to my feet, seeing him now moving, rushing toward me. It was about time his shock had worn off. But I groaned, holding my bruised chest as Stiller followed directly behind him and grabbed him by the waist, holding him back from coming any closer. My eyes reluctantly lifted to the Plumas, who were almost on me. "Fuck."
With white, long strands of hair blowing out behind him in a breeze of his own making, Pluma Phila Moir moved to stand between Stiller, Jax, and me.
Pluma Killeg Creo stopped directly in front of me, his white, chaotically chopped hair in disarray.
He lifted one hand in front of my face.
Opened his fist.
He blew out hard, and a fine purple dust flew from his palm into my face.
I blinked as a haze immediately started to envelop me.
As I started to sink deeply into oblivion, I felt warm, muscled arms catching me as I fell.




The rough toe of a boot kicked my knee. "She's awake." I knew that voice. I had heard it before. It belonged to Pluma Killeg Creo. He kicked me again. "Open your eyes, Ms. Valorn."
I opened one first, and then the other. I hadn't been awake for more than a minute. Just long enough to tell that I was lying on my side, soft leather was beneath me, and my hands were bound behind my back by a scratchy, thick rope. I also knew that there were four sets of lungs breathing by their slow intakes and exhales, meaning four people were near.
I was right.
They sat in a half-circle in front of me.
I was lying on a white couch inside a parlor of some sort—location unknown. The individuals who stared at me were also sitting on white leather chairs. All four were peering at me with varying expressions.
My kicker, Pluma Killeg Creo sat directly by my feet in their little half-circle.
Stiller sat to his right.
Jax sat next to him.
Pluma Phila Moir sat directly beside him, closest to my head.
Trying to keep the fear from my system, I ground my wrists against the rope holding them. A little pain to take the place of fear couldn't hurt. Especially since the Mian sitting here had their nostrils flared and sat far back on their seats like they were trying to control the urge to attack me.
My gaze quickly landed on Jax. I tried not to let my hurt at his betrayal show in my eyes, but I grumbled harshly in English, "How are you no longer a slave?" He was Human, like me. He should act like it, dammit. Not be putting his tongue in other people's mouths.
With a flick of his finger, Pluma Creo tapped the bottom of my boot, gaining my attention. "That is the first thing that you have to say?" He spoke in Mianese, eyeing me oddly. "Just what the hell are you doing here, Ms. Valorn?"
Stiller grunted softly, muttering under his breath, "At least we know why Pluma Kreob and Pluma Wazra have been beating the borderline and demanding entrance."
Pluma Creo flicked him an irritated glance, one that meant 'duh'. Though, his gaze darted back to mine, and I felt my brows pucker as I really got a firsthand view of his eyes as he leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. "Answer my question, Ms. Valorn."
His eyes were crystal blue ... but they were so light in color against his tan complexion that they pierced me. I remembered having a similar reaction to his other half, Pluma Moir. This Pluma's eyes held an indefinite amount of mystery, knowledge and intelligence sifting as he studied me. I felt my body go completely still when I only wanted to lean forward to gaze a little closer, to see if that dark outer rim was aqua or black, to see if I could figure out the secret that lay there so guarded but still teasing, as if he knew but would never tell.
My lips thinned as I jerked my attention away and glanced in the opposite direction.
Black as night eyes watched me, Pluma Moir much closer to my head than Pluma Creo.
His gaze trapped mine just as it had the first time I had met him in that small room after the 'arrival ritual.' It was a gaze that made you hunger for more. A midnight that you wanted to savor, to keep him looking your way, just so you could stare that much longer into delicate, yet punishing depths.
These Mian ... they were dangerous.
I sucked in a harsh breath, and quickly tugged my legs up and shoved my body so that I was now sitting. I stared at the floor. At the black tiling. It was safe to look there. Speaking their language, I stated slowly, "I won't answer any of your questions." Though, I did find it interesting that my Vaq were beating down the borderline to get in. Did that mean they actually couldn't pass without allowed entry? I had thought they had just given up on me, had gone back to Belvar to live happily together.
No one spoke for an indefinite amount of time.
The breeze coming in from an open window ruffled my hair, but I stayed gazing at the floor.
Silent. I could do that.
Apparently, they could too.
My legs began to ache, starting to numb from sitting in one place for too long.
My ass even started to hurt, but I stayed still.
Eventually, Jax grumbled, "Oh, for fuck's sake." He shoved out of his chair and pushing Stiller's hand away when he tried to yank him back. He landed on his knees right in front of me. I jerked when he placed his hands on my knees, but he only gripped me that much tighter. His gray eyes, no glow, just normal Jax—normal Human—peered up at me from his dipped position while I kept my head down. "Braita, what happened?" He ground his jaw together, speaking through clenched teeth. "Did those Plumas hurt you?"
Yes. "No."
"Then what ha—"
"She's lying," Stiller interrupted.
Instantly, Jax paused. He continued watching me but asked, "How do you know?"
Stiller shrugged. "It's in her voice."
I cursed quietly, then grumbled, "It's not like that. They didn't physically harm me."
Jax rubbed my knees with his thumbs in a soothing gesture. "Explain."
My cheeks instantly flamed red, and I peered directly into his eyes. "I'd rather not."
Jax's dark brows furrowed deeply. He was quiet for a full minute before he shook his head of dark, curly hair. His gray eyes scanned my face repeatedly, not missing anything. His tone was quiet as if he were talking to himself. "I heard that they don't have a Harem, so you wouldn't be jealous of other women." He was too perceptive. And too close to the truth. "What is it then?"
I sighed heavily, a vision of Jax kissing that woman flittering through my mind. "What happened to you?" My eyes narrowed into a pointed glare. "You aren't a slave anymore, and you're acting more like a Mian than a Human."
Jax bit his lower lip, peering down at the floor. But when he met my gaze once more, there was defiance in his eyes. A stubborn tilt to his chin. "The leaders of Joyal made those rules when our people first arrived there. On Earth, it was different—as you know well enough from our history lessons. Not much different than the Mian. What I'm doing, who I am, it is human nature." His eyes never wavered from mine. "When I found the other half of my Vaq, I realized this."
My hands and body went cold as my mind halted of all thoughts, shivers of frigidness keeping my spine straight as Stiller placed his palm on Jax's shoulder and left it there. Stiller even gave a light squeeze of reassurance. This ... was too much.
"Okay, I've had enough," I argued, rising to my feet. Jax would have landed hard on his ass if Stiller wouldn't have had a hand on him. I quickly stepped over my stunned best friend and jumped through their semi-circle of chairs, and turned a heated eye on all of them. "Release me now. I want the hell out of here." I was dead serious. I couldn't take much more of this. "And whatever you have done to my best friend, I suggest you reverse it now. He never would have acted this way before coming to this damned planet."
Jax was instantly on his feet, holding his hands up in supplication. "Braita, they've done nothing to me." He shook his head softly as he took a tentative step toward me. "The Plumas here, they told me that you are Soul to the Plumas of the west. In a sense it is the same, me finding my other half. Your Plumas did nothing to you, just as Stiller did nothing to me." His gray eyes were penetrating on mine, pleading me to see his case. "It just is."
I turned my angry glare on Stiller. "He is my best friend."
Stiller had the nerve to snort. "He may be your best friend ... but he is mine."
I snarled. "The hell you say." I charged him. My hands were still bound, but my teeth worked just fine. I could bite right into his neck and rip out his throat if I had to.
But I slammed into a blur. The fast moving projectile was Pluma Creo.
He lifted me straight off my feet, holding me flush against his body.
"Braita!" Jax hollered, still holding his hands up, trying to calm me. "He is mine, too. It works both ways. Stiller's just being an ass right now."
"Am not," Stiller grunted. He paused, glancing at Jax's scowl. "Okay, maybe a little. Calm down."
"Argh!" I shouted, wiggling fiercely inside my captor's hold. "Let me down, damn you!"
"And there she goes talking about 'cows' again," Pluma Creo muttered. He merely tossed me into the air, where I landed bent over his shoulder with my stomach smashed against it. He even whopped me on the ass when I started squirming again. "And she was doing so well there." He paused, clasping a well-muscled arm around the back of my thighs, holding me tightly in place. "Phila, what do you think?"
Pluma Moir replied in an amused tone, "Our old pet's cage?"
Pluma Creo chuckled softly. "That could be fun."
"Wait," Jax growled. "You aren't going to hurt her, are you?"
Pluma Moir answered vaguely, "Only when she misbehaves."




I had gulped for oxygen right before my head was thrust under water again. Two strong pairs of hands held me under once more until I was almost depleted of oxygen, then pulled me back up. I sputtered and coughed, and glared as Pluma Creo grabbed for the foaming shampoo and sprayed it all over my head—all over again. It made the fourth time these Plumas had taken it upon themselves to wash my hair in a tub that all three of us were now in. This 'bath' had started with just me in it, when they had tossed me in—with my clothes on—but then I had fought their demands so hard that they had landed in the tub too to keep me contained.
My wrists no longer bound, I rubbed water from my eyes. I growled, "I can do this myself."
Both sets of glowing eyes glared.
I had said this once before ... and almost made it out of the bathtub when they had released me. Their expressions were warranted, I supposed since I had made one of them bleed that time. But this time, I was serious. I lifted my black brows and stated, "I'm being honest. I would rather not drown in this bathtub. If I'm going to die, it should be doing something worthwhile." Not fighting a damned bath because they thought I smelled too bad.
Ever so gradually, they removed their hands.
I waved toward the door. "If you two would leave, I can finish this. There are no windows in here. I can't escape." I pulled the edge of my shirt away from wrist so it wasn't suctioned to my skin. "To bath properly, I can't have these on." I shooed again toward the door. "And no matter how ass-backward your planet is, the two of you are not seeing me naked."
Pluma Creo grunted. "As if we would want to see that."
I crossed my arms over my chest. Like I hadn't noticed both of them staring at my breasts that were in full view—thanks to my wet shirt. I now knew what those expressions meant after watching the Mian on the streets of Vlymun. It was attraction, the type that led to sexual contact. I had viewed that enough in darkened alleyways to blind me. "Just give me five minutes alone, and I'll be done."
Pluma Moir raised one brow, and then laughed softly. "Make it twenty, and you have a deal." His nose crinkled as he stepped out of the bathtub. "Your stench is overwhelming, Ms. Valorn."
Pluma Creo grunted again—this time in agreement—as he jumped out of the bathtub with ease.
Both left the posh bathroom without another word, shutting the door quietly behind them.
I could still hear them outside talking in quiet whispers, but at least I had some damned privacy. Standing up, I started tugging my clothes off. With my initial anger ebbed from finding out Jax was now half of a Vaq—my best friend was part of them and he liked it—I called loudly out of pure curiosity, "I thought you were taking me to your pet's cage? Or was that just a lie so Jax wouldn't know where I am?" As I got my shirt over my head, I almost had to hold my breath from the foul stench. They were right. Living in a sewer hadn't done my hygiene any favors.
Pluma Moir chuckled and asked through the door, "What do you think, Ms. Valorn?"
I grunted, and almost fell when I tried taking off my boots while standing. I quickly sat on the edge of the tub and thought that through as I yanked them off. My pants came next. When they were discarded with a wet plop on the black tiling, and I had started on my underwear, I grumbled, "You'll keep me close." It was the wise option.
"Very good," Pluma Creo murmured. It sounded like he ran his knuckles down the door, as if he were choosing his next words carefully. "If we don't kill you, that is."
I snickered this time, sinking back down into the warm water. "If you were going to kill me, you would have done so by now." I started scrubbing my arms in the wake of their silence. My brows lifted as a thought occurred. "Are you afraid of what my Vaq will do if—"
"No," Pluma Moir snorted, cutting me off. He paused an extended moment and then asked, "Did they tell you nothing about what being a Soul means?"
My head teetered in thought. "I know my Vaq can feel me like I can feel them. It's like a pull to be together. I also know that if they die, I will also die." I stopped washing, and my brows puckered. "That's all I know." It wasn't much really, now that I was thinking about it.
"For all that is holy, they didn't tell her shit," Pluma Creo muttered, but it was still loud enough that I heard. "She's as blind as a damn baby in the dark."
Interesting. Apparently, their young couldn't see well in the dark. Our books on Joyal had never mentioned that. I asked as calmly as I could, "What else is there to know about a Soul?"
Pluma Moir hummed softly in contemplation, and then finally deigned to speak. "Once a Soul is found, that person is what holds a Vaq pair together—instead of their bond. The farther away a Soul is, the less a Vaq is unified. If their Soul is too far away, they are no longer able to feel each other's emotions or hear each other's thoughts or easily know where the other person is. It would be akin to having a piece of your mind ripped away. That is how deeply linked a Vaq pair is." He paused, and his next words were soft. "That is how your Vaq feel right now."
Thank Joyal they couldn't see me. With this new twist of information, my jaw was bobbing up and down but no sound was coming out. I managed to mumble, "Keep going." There had to be more with his pregnant pause.
He did. There was. "It's not just you who dies if they are killed. If any one of you three is killed, the other two also perish. Instantly."
I squeaked—which was incredibly embarrassing—but I also scanned the bathroom for the nearest weapon. They had taken my knife while I had been unconscious. I blubbered in complete confusion, "Why haven't you killed me then?" It would be so easy for them to get rid of their enemy just by slitting my throat.
Pluma Creo sighed. Heavily. "As much as it would be entertaining to do so, Pluma Kreob and Pluma Wazra ... well, they are not so bad as far as individuals of the west go. We know them, know their tactics, the way they run business. We have a long-standing relationship with them. It would be far worse to have them dead."
I blinked. "Why?"
With humor lacing his tone, he asked, "They really told you nothing, did they?"
"Just tell me," I grumbled.
"Pluma Leo Kreob is the direct ruler. He was born into the line of succession. His father was the Pluma before him." He snorted softly. "Pluma Kreob's younger brother, Emalt Kreob, leaves much to be desired. That young terror ... " He laughed outright. "Well, Pluma Kreob was smart enough to send his senseless brother far, far away from Belvar."
Pluma Moir muttered softly, "He should have killed him."
Pluma Creo grunted. "I'm still surprised he didn't."
I slowly started to wash my toes, my fear diminishing with their honest tones. "What did his brother do that was so bad to send him away?"
Pluma Moir asked mildly, "Have you seen Pluma Wazra's back?"
My eyes widened, and I swallowed heavily, a flash of Malik's back forming in my mind. All of the tiny scars. Hundreds of them. Repeatedly sliced ... tortured. My voice came out in a pained wheeze, "Leo's brother did that to him?"
Pluma Creo grunted. "Our sources tell us that Pluma Wazra was the younger Kreob's pet for a time." He paused. "Pluma Kreob didn't meet Pluma Wazra until after his brother had his fun with his other half. They were not linked then." Another grunt. "From what we understand, it was Pluma Wazra who initially stopped Pluma Kreob from killing his younger brother."
My body warmed as my heart beat heavily. "That sounds like Malik." The thought of how surprised Leo had been when Malik had volunteered to handle the Mian who had groped me during a game came to mind. "He doesn't really like unnecessary violence." Even if he would hand it out if provoked too hard.
"Exactly," Pluma Creo stated. "That is the exact reason why you are alive. While Mian love to fight, it is embedded in who we are, the east and the west would not be wise to have war. It could possibly end our race should that happen." Down to the crux of the matter. Survival. The one thing Humans, Mian, and Kireg had in common. Survival on our new planets was always number one.
Done washing, I stepped out of the bath and wrapped a white towel around my body. "What do you plan to do with me then?" Even after hearing all I had, these Plumas being much more forthright, I still didn't want to return to my Vaq. I never wanted to be played with again as they had played with my heart. "Do you plan to give me back to my Vaq?" Holding the towel firmly in place, I opened the door and peered down at their feet. These fierce Plumas were still sopping wet. "I would like to know my fate." To escape it.
"We haven't decided yet," Pluma Creo drawled evenly. "We've contacted a trusted litigator in regard to the Plumas' requests to come onto our land. Depending on the litigator's schedule, we should hear from the Plumas in a day or two."
Pluma Moir bent so that he could peer into my lowered gaze. His long white hair hung over his shoulder, and his deep black eyes captured mine. Hooked. I couldn't look away. As my body began to warm under his perusal, and his lush lips tilted up at the corners, he whispered, "We'll see."




Handcuffed to the footboard of what I presumed to be their bed, I glared. "There will be no sexual contact in this bed while I am in it." Yes, they were definitely keeping me close. "Do you understand me?"
Pluma Creo laughed outright as he climbed into bed next to his other half, one of them on either side of my legs, both staring down at me. "Ms. Valorn, no matter what you think, it would be an entirely bad idea to have sexual relations with you. Your Vaq ... would not appreciate it."
I fumed. My Vaq considered me theirs, and Mian were extremely territorial. "I'm not talking about me. I know that. I'm talking about you two." My nose scrunched. "Together."
Pluma Moir's jaw literally dropped. I had never seen that expression on him before. One of complete shock ... and disgust. "Killeg is my brother!" He shook, his shoulder shuddering with whatever he was thinking. "Ms. Valorn, that is repulsive."
My stare was blank, not understanding why that was repulsive.
Pluma Creo turned his laughter into his pillow, holding his face against it. "Oh my." He snorted hard, beating his pillow with a fist as he continued in his hilarity, his entire frame even shaking with it. "Technically, Phila, we are half-brothers ... but that is enough." He started laughing all over again, snorting and sucking oxygen hard.
Brows beginning to furrow, I asked curiously, "Siblings do not have sexual contact?"
In unison, they both answered adamantly, "No."
"Oh." I tilted my chin up. "I didn't know that. Humans don't ... mate ... as your people do."
Pluma Creo peeked up from his pillow, his crystal blue eyes gleaming. "Your best friend, Jax, would argue that statement, Ms. Valorn."
I sniffed. I certainly would not think about Jax doing that. "I meant 'reproduce.'" We had invitro-fertilization for that—no first-siblings that I was aware of. On Joyal, they took great pains to create the best of the best Humans. Not clones of each other. That section of the government was regulated heavily, and followed strict laws.
"Ah, yes." Pluma Moir's lips slowly lifted into a knowing smile. "We had heard that." He peeked at me from under his white lashes. "Though, we do not mate just to reproduce, Ms. Valorn."
Huffing and settling under the covers, I muttered under my breath - in English, "Barbarians."
Dark eyes, so very captivating against his white, long hair, held mine steadily. "That we are."

"Where the hell are we?" I whispered to my best friend the next evening. We were standing inside a pristine white kitchen while the Plumas and Stiller spoke softly inside the parlor in the next room. "There are no windows here. Are we underground?" The structure we were in was small from what I had been able to see. The Plumas' bedroom, the parlor, kitchen, bathroom, and Jax and Stiller's bedroom. That was it. I hadn't even been able to scope an exit door to this place.
Jax lips twitched as he made breakfast for the two of us at the most ancient of stoves possible. I was surprised that he even knew how to use it. "Think the opposite of underground."
My brows lifted high on my forehead. "We're in a hov-craft?" Our people had been trying forever to make living quarters that hovered far from the ground. They hadn't succeeded yet.
He nodded his dark curly hair in disarray from sleep. Like mine. "It's the Plumas' personal hov-craft. From what Stiller told me, they use it in emergencies. It has a cloaking device so no one can find them."
I stared. "We're here because of me?"
"Yes. Most would want to kill you."
"Because I'm Soul to the other Plumas."
"Exactly."
I tapped my fingers on the bar. "If that is true, why would they let Stiller on here?"
"He's their best friend. And the leader of their military force."
"So they trust him."
Jax rolled his eyes. "Of course."
"And you?"
His lips twitched before he glanced back to the bacon he was frying. "Yes. With my life."
Sitting on a black kitchen stool, I leaned on the bar. "So you're bonded as deeply as a normal Vaq. Even though you're Human?"
"We are." His shoulders lifted and fell easily. But he cursed when a spray of oil caught his hand.
"Jax?" Stiller shouted loudly—abruptly—from the other room.
Jax glanced over his shoulder at me. "See?" Then, he leaned toward the doorway and answered in a normal tone, "I'm fine. Just the perils of cooking."
"Be careful," Stiller shouted, sounding relieved, before his low voice could be heard once more speaking quietly with the Plumas. It sounded as if they were arguing, but respectfully, about what to do with me. I couldn't pick up any exact words, except for my name every so often.
I played absently with my shirtsleeves—or rather, Pluma Creo's oversized shirt that I had slept in as a nightgown that smelled vaguely of the Pluma. Like lavender soap and spiced cologne. My voice was quiet when I finally stated—in English, "You're changing so much." I shook my head, my black locks of hair tangling around my shoulders. "I've lost so much, Jax. I don't want to lose you, too."
His gray gaze bore into the side of my face. But with my stomach in knots, I couldn't look at him.
"Braita, you won't lose me," Jax whispered, also in English. His familiar tone and patient promise made my throat tightened painfully. My eyes burned when he walked to my side and gently placed two fingers under my chin—touching my skin. When I started to pull back, he raised both hands and quickly cupped my cheeks, holding my face steady. He bent at the waist, placing his face directly in front of mine. Still speaking softly, he murmured, "You'll never lose me. Never. We both live on this planet. We're only a borderline away from each other, and since we don't wear the mark of the west or the east, we can cross it easily. I planned to come and see you. I had already talked with Stiller about it."
So close, he breathed, "I couldn't lose you either."
My chin trembled at his honest words. "I'm sorry how I acted yesterday. I've just missed you."
His gray eyes softened further, and he leaned forward an inch. And he kissed me.
I stilled completely, my entire body shocked solid as his warm lips landed on mine.
It was quick. Just the barest of a brush. But I didn't know what to do. With my eyes wide, I gasped, and my cheeks burned with heat. "Jax ... "
His thumbs brushed my cheeks in a soothing motion while his eyes gazed directly into mine. "There's nothing wrong with a sweet kiss," he whispered, keeping his lips only an inch away from mine. "We are friends—"
"Aw, shit," Stiller's voice rumbled from the doorway.
I jerked, and we quickly glanced in his direction.
Stiller's expression was utterly blank, but his gleaming violet eyes were large on his face.
Both Plumas were just there, abruptly standing behind him. Glowing dark and crystal blue eyes peered at us with such intensity that my cheeks flamed even further. Their gazes instantly narrowed, turning death-like in their strength.
Jax quickly pulled his hands away and straightened to his full height. "This is not what it looks like. I swear it."
I jumped from my chair when the Plumas started charging into the room. I threw my hands up, wondering how the hell I had even gotten into this mess. "He's telling the truth—" I grunted, when Pluma Creo instantly blurred behind me, slipped a muscled arm around my stomach, and picked me straight up off the ground, holding my back against his chest. "Wait a damn second."
"Shut up!" Pluma Moir barked, standing now between Jax and I. In the next second, he turned his glare on Jax. Stiller took three steps forward, pulling Jax a step behind him, but kept his expression as blank as it had been, even in the wrath of his fuming Plumas. Pluma Moir ignored Stiller and bent ever so slightly, putting his face at Jax's level, hissing, "Her Plumas will feel her emotions, you fucking idiot."
I blinked but wiggled inside Pluma Creo's hold. "What?" I couldn't feel theirs.
When neither Plumas spoke, both still staring daggers at Jax, Stiller cleared his throat and stated quietly, "The rings they wear from your Cold Mark allow them to feel your emotions." He took another step in front of Jax when Pluma Moir took a threatening step forward, but he kept his tone even. "So what my half did was ... unwise." He bowed his head respectfully to his Plumas. "Which I'm sure he is now regretting."
Jax didn't appear like he was going to apologize any time soon. He proved as much, muttering, "Dammit, it wasn't that type of kiss. I was just ... " His dark brows puckered. "Well, I just missed her. And she missed me. That was all."
I cleared my throat, trying to hold on to as much dignity as I could, being held as I was. "And my Plumas no longer wear their rings. I have them." Hidden. I had wondered what those damned things did. Now I knew.
Comically, all of the Mian inside the room jolted and stared at me incredulously.
"What?" I asked, noticing the hostility had immediately lowered with my previous words.
Pluma Creo peered down at me, blinking repeatedly and mumbled in complete shock, "Did you cut off their fingers?"
On their own, my eyes lowered to the ground, and my lips thinned. "I didn't hurt my Plumas."
They had hurt me. My breath still caught at the thought, my stomach even churning with nauseous acid at being duped as I had been. They had each other. Loved each other. I was merely a plaything to them.
Stiller gaped. "Then how did you get their rings—"
"Enough," Pluma Moir commanded in the gentlest, but most demanding, tone. "I believe Ms. Valorn has had enough excitement for now."
I didn't raise my gaze. His words were true—and surprisingly appreciated.
It was quiet for a few beats until Jax turned and marched back to the old fashioned stove, stating loudly, "She and I still need to have our breakfast." He paused and sniffed the air. "If it's not burnt by now."
Pluma Creo grunted, gently setting me on my feet. "Not alone, you won't." He peered at Pluma Moir, his voice a deep timber. "We're staying in here."
Pluma Moir nodded once, not speaking, but agreeing while he silently watched Jax.




"What are you two doing?" I asked.
My curiosity had piqued two hours after breakfast when Pluma Creo had produced vials of liquid from his bedroom closet. It was now almost dinner time for Jax and me, and he was still taking up the entire kitchen mixing these liquids together with extreme care. Pluma Moir had joined him, bringing what appeared to be a clear piece of engineering adhesive strip with him, which was about the size of half my hand. Together, they were sprinkling the cooled mixture on the adhesive material.
Studying his work, Pluma Moir stated evenly, "The medication in your system is almost gone."
I fisted my—slightly—shaking hands. "How did you know that I was taking medicine?"
Absently, he sniffed the air. "We can smell it on you." He shrugged when I continued to gape at their sense of smell. "It's understandable, being as far away from your Vaq as you are. Before Killeg and I invented this, many Vaq and their Soul did the same to handle the pain." He paused thoughtfully and then chuckled quietly. "Don't worry. We'll bill your Vaq for the cost."
"Uh ... " I stared at their handiwork. "That's for me?"
"Yes," Pluma Creo answered, lowering his face to stare as he coated the outer edges.
I blinked. "You two invented a way to reverse the side effects?"
Again, Pluma Moir shrugged, and then blew lightly on the material, drying it. "I'm an engineer. Killeg's a botanist. We enjoy creating items to help our people." His dark eyes peeked up at me, capturing my gaze as he blew once more on the drying liquid. When I didn't glance away, unable to, my very being caught on his, his lips curved in a sensual manner. He gradually straightened as my cheeks heated. "When we're not killing people, that is."
I jerked my attention away and stared at the stove. It was safe there. Bland and boring. "You two are a muddle of unparalleled contradictions."
"We are who we are," Pluma Moir stated simply, humor lightening his tone.
I glanced his way and snorted. My lips even curved into a slight smile. "That you are."
Pluma Creo caught my attention when he lifted the adhesive strip—with delicate care—and walked toward me. "Lift your hair."
I eyed the strip. "You're sure it's safe? For a Human, that is?"
He chuckled quietly. "If the Mian medicine that you ingested didn't kill you, then this is safe."
I guess that was true. "What do you two call it?"
"We named it Solo."
"That's fitting, I suppose." I lifted my hair into a high ponytail and dipped my head forward, showing my coded bars of the Cold Mark plainly. "Slap it on."
His tone was quiet as he stepped directly behind me, bringing a wave of his scent and heat. "We do not slap women on this planet, Ms. Valorn." Ever so softly, he placed the strip against my Cold Mark. It rapidly adhered to my skin, providing instantaneous relief that had my shoulders sagging, my head no longer throbbing, and my limbs free of festering weakness. His fingers traced the strip, just grazing my flesh, making goosebumps rise and a shiver of ... heat ... run down my spine. He leaned forward, resting his muscular frame against my back, and whispered in my ear, "We live to please our females, and in return ... they love to please us."
My chest warmed with a feeling unlike I had ever known. It was a yearning. I wanted to press myself back against him. To lower my hair, and drop my head back, and allow him to hold me.
I ached for his hands to be on me.
I sucked in a harsh breath. The raw emotion was enough for me to lurch away. I dropped my hair, and even though I knew what this was ... it was dangerous. I swung my fingers between the two of them when they advanced a step in my direction. "You said this was a bad idea. Remember? You said my Vaq wouldn't appreciate it." I tilted my chin up and eyed them. They appeared like they wanted to take a bite out of me—in the most erotic of ways. Like I was a tasty treat they wanted to savor. "You were right. They wouldn't." It was best to put on a false face when I was shaking now ... and not in pain. I didn't want to feel this way. It wasn't Human no matter what Jax said. It was barbaric.
Pluma Creo's lips twitched almost playfully. "They would never know."
Ah, shit. I had said my Vaq didn't wear their rings anymore. "No." I shook my head. It wasn't going to happen—whatever was roaming inside their heads. "No matter what, no matter that I ran from them, I am their Soul. Not yours."
At my words, specifically at the word 'no', both stopped in their tracks. Good.
Inhaling and exhaling a large breath, I muttered into the stifling silence, "Okay ... so I'm just going to go watch a flicker show with Stiller and Jax." I pointed to the parlor. "I'll be in there." Moving as quickly as I could without sprinting from the kitchen, I headed toward the parlor.
Pluma Moir's quiet words almost made me trip. "You may be their Soul, Ms. Valorn, but it is Killeg and me that you want. That much is obvious." He paused. "No matter your words."




"Dragon!" Stiller shouted.
I gaped, turning my attention from Pluma Creo, who was imitating some type of flapping bird, to the purple haired Mian sitting next to me. "You have dragons here?" I had read about them in the few remaining children's book from Earth. "I want to see one!" The lingering amusement I'd had because I was playing Charades with aliens, was now gone. Now ... I wanted an up-close-and-personal view of a dragon! Hell yeah ...
Pluma Creo, still mute since he was the individual acting while we played our game in the living room, dropped his arms. His shimmering eyes rolled grandly. He sighed heavily, but by the twitch of his plump lips, he appeared to find my outburst humorous.
"Oh." I huffed and crossed my arms, sitting back further on the couch. "He said it. I thought maybe you had them here." I rolled my own eyes. "This is an ass-backward planet."
"So you've said." Pluma Moir chuckled softly. He glanced at the halo-clicker. "You three had better hurry up. You only have thirty seconds left before it's Jax's and my turn."
I glared at him but quickly sat forward when Pluma Creo started flapping his arms once more and turned slowly in a circle. Mutely, he eyed the ground below him, like a flying ... "Predator!" I thumped Stiller's arm. "It's some kind of bird of prey." I had no clue what type of animals they had here, but that was definitely a bird he was imitating.
"Hush," Stiller mumbled, his eyes avid on Plume Creo. "I know that. I already guessed dragon."
"And what a fine guess that was." I snorted but fell silent when Pluma Creo fell to the ground ... and started crawling like some sort of insect. His glowing eyes scoured the each of us, and then he lunged right at me.
I shrieked, throwing my hands up in front of my face just as he wrapped his arms and legs around me, holding me tight against the couch in the silence. When no further attack happened, I slowly pulled my hands down, enough to peek above my fingers at Stiller. "You better know what type of damn animal—"
"Lavano!" Stiller slapped his leg in victory, cutting me off. A huge grin etched his handsome features. "That's definitely a Lavano."
The halo-clicker sounded an alarm, announcing our turn was over.
Pluma Creo squeezed me in his arms, then quickly jumped up. He was grinning from ear-to-ear. "Yes." He walked to the halo-screen, flicked his finger so the screen rotated to our line of vision. The word 'Lavano' was clearly visible. He smirked at Pluma Moir. "Three points for us. Two for you."
Pluma Moir actually scrunched his nose in annoyance, a scowl gracing his distinguished features. "You have two other people on your team. I only have one, and he's not from Triaz."
Readjusting my clothes—my oversized borrowed clothes—I asked, "What's a Lavano?"
Pluma Creo ran a quick scan on the screen and produced a picture.
I could only stare. It was Charlie. "You ... um ... acted like a Lavano was a bad creature."
Pluma Moir stood from his chair, getting ready to take his turn. "They are. They're nasty beings that hide in the depths of the underground but take flight occasionally. Their wings hide under a tough scaling that makes it near impossible to clip the wings. But, not only that, the males have a horrid habit of abducting our females."
My palms were sweating. I didn't really want to know. "Why?" But I had to ask.
"When the Lavano male is ready to breed with a Lavano female, he takes the weakened Mian woman as a present. The female Lavano uses the Mian body as a hatchling cocoon for her offspring." He paused thoughtfully. "Of course, that happens after the mother kills the Mian, guts her, and feeds on her organs. Once the offspring hatch, they eat the remaining bones of the Mian as their first meal."
The blood drained from my face, leaving me lightheaded. "That's ... disturbing." This unwanted revelation would make visiting Charlie's lair again problematic. It just goes to show that I would never know who, or what, to trust on this planet. I waved a hand when all the men in the room eyed me like I was going to puke—which I was precariously close to doing. "Keep playing. I'm fine."
Stiller grumbled quietly, "You're a terrible liar."
I shuddered, my mind still reeling over a Lavano's reproduction processes, and then motioned again with my hand. "Perhaps I am, but it's much better playing Charades than thinking about a revolting creature like that." And what could have happened to me.
Pluma Moir watched my hooded gaze a moment longer, but then he nodded. "True enough." He set the halo-clicker for the countdown. "This is much better than that."
Not to mention, I was feeling a hell of a lot better now that I wore the Solo over my Cold Mark. It had only been on for three hours, but it was working wonders. All the pain I had felt was gone. My moods swings from the pain had diminished. I felt like me again. It was a damn miracle of inventions. The last thing that I wanted was to think about my 'friend' Charlie giving me as a 'present' to his lady-bug-friend. That was bone-crunching gross.

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.
My eyes flew open, instantly alert at the new, lively noise. I surveyed the parlor where I had fallen asleep while sitting on the couch and watching a flicker show. Jax's head was resting on my lap while his feet rested on Stiller's thighs. Stiller had slumped slightly, so his head of rumpled hair was resting on my shoulder. Both were completely out, snoring softly in the subdued light.
I stayed quiet when both Plumas streamed from the kitchen into the parlor. They moved on silent feet until they stopped in front of the halo-screen. Someone was calling them.
Pluma Creo glanced over his shoulder and stared directly into my eyes. He knew I wasn't asleep. "I need you to stay silent while we speak with your Vaq." He raised a white brow when my expression went completely blank. "Can you do that, Ms. Valorn?"
I nodded once, my stomach rolling with unease. I still whispered, "I don't want to go back to them." Please don't make me.
His crystal blue, gleaming eyes narrowed. "What did they do to you?"
I snapped my mouth shut. They wouldn't understand. They would think me childish.
Pluma Moir ground his teeth together, but when he spoke it was gentle. "We'll need to know eventually, Ms. Valorn. You will have to tell us." He shook his white, long hair back behind his shoulders, showing the tops of his pointed ears in sharp relief. "Earlier, Killeg didn't lie. Mian cherish females. The fact you are Human doesn't change this—as long as you live on our planet. We will protect you rather than negotiate if we feel it's warranted."
That was the problem. My pain was a matter of the heart, not a physical ailment from my Vaq. It definitely wouldn't warrant their protection—shelter that could possibly start even more conflict for the east and the west. I sighed heavily when the halo-screen buzzed again. "It's not anything to start a war over."
Stiller woke abruptly at the noise and sat up slowly, staying mute as he ran his fingers through his purple hair. Gently, he placed a caring hand on Jax's feet, merely observing us in the quiet.
As one, both Plumas nodded. They had truly listened to me.
It was at that moment I learned to respect a Mian. No questions. Just action.
I tried not to let the surprise show on my features, even if I may have squirmed a bit on the cushion. I lowered my eyelids to half-mast and watched what their next move would be.
It was the right one.
Without another word, Pluma Creo tapped his finger on the halo-screen.
The litigator I had first seen, the first Mian I had ever seen in person, appeared on screen. He was wearing his black robe once more, the one with a symbol of Triaz, rather than the west, where his tattooed mark indicated he was from. It was interesting to know that these Plumas had said they trusted him since he wasn't originally from their land. His piercing blue eyes took in the two Plumas in front of the screen, and further into the room, peering directly at me, then Jax, and last Stiller. His gaze swung back to the Plumas and speaking evenly, he stated, "Plumas, I see you have what Pluma Kreob and Pluma Wazra are seeking. I'll put you through directly." With a regal bow of his head, he pressed a button.
The view promptly altered to Malik and Leo, where they sat side-by-side.
My chest instantly ached, a tightening that had tears threatening to burn my eyes.
I missed them. I knew that much to be true when their piercing silver and golden eyes darted past Pluma Creo and Pluma Moir, landing directly on me. Their reaction was physical. Their tense shoulders grew even more rigid, the coolness to their eyes fell even more hollow. And while Malik's hands fisted on top of the table, Leo's lips were thinned so much lines could be seen bracketing his mouth.
Yes ... I missed them.
But it still didn't mean I wanted to run back to them with open arms.
"Braita ... " Malik sat forward, his silver gaze darting over my face. "Are you all right?"
"She is well taken care of, Pluma Wazra," Pluma Moir stated with frost coating his tone, his interruption making sure I kept my word and didn't speak. "Though, I do find it curious that she was not all right under your care—enough for her to risk her life to escape in search of Mr. Waterston."
Leo fixed the Plumas with a ruthless glare. "What occurred between our Soul and ourselves is none of your concern." His gaze flicked back toward me, holding my empty stare. His words were instantly light, intimate, ignoring everyone else. "Braita ... we want you to come home. We can work this out. If you would just listen to us—"
"Silence," Pluma Creo growled so low I almost missed it, cutting off Leo's heartfelt words. "Ms. Valorn is under our care right now. She may be your Soul, but she is ours for the time being." I tried not to flinch at the menace I heard in the undertones of his voice, a true predator peeking out that he had not shown me before. "Until we find out what the hell is going on—and we mean the truth—we will not allow a female to be harmed. As is our law."
Fuck Mother Joyal. I should have brushed up on their damned laws.
Still, I kept my silence, trying to keep all emotions from my features ... even while I gripped the cushion I sat on with a white knuckled grip and my heart beat so heavily it pounded in my ears, almost deafening me. I would not allow my Vaq to see how much their deception had harmed me.
Malik jerked from his chair and leaned over the table on fisted hands. "You would dare to keep her from us?"
"Yes," Pluma Moir answered evenly, not cowed by the death in Malik's eyes. Both his white brows lifted. "She ran from the two of you."
Pluma Creo tilted his head and tapped his lips, before snapping his fingers in the air. "Oh, yes. This seems to be important as well." His lips curved into a brutal smile. It was a grin of the heartless, a whole different side to this Pluma ... the botanist in his free time. "Ms. Valorn doesn't want to return to you. Whatever has happened, we need to know before we even consider bringing her back to you—for whatever slight chance of reconciliation there might be."
The hush on my Vaq's end was unnerving. The way they stared at the Plumas guarding me. The silence in their gaze as they glanced at Jax's still sleeping form, his head like dead weight on my lap. The assessing nature of Stiller sitting near me with a hand on Jax's feet. Then the quiet contemplation as their gazes returned to the Plumas, who were wordlessly waiting for their response.
Leo gradually lifted his right hand and rested it on Malik's shoulder, slowly pulling him back down to sit on his chair. He cracked his neck both ways, then steepled his hands on the table, and put the coldest of smiles on his face, glancing between the Plumas watching them. "And here I thought we would be squabbling over that piece of land you've always wanted."
Pluma Moir shrugged one shoulder. "If we return her to you, we do expect the piece of property directly north of Center to become the land of the east."
Leo chuckled quietly. "I wouldn't assume any less." His gaze flicked back to me, holding my hardened eyes for a long moment before he cleared his throat and focused on the Plumas once more. He crossed his arms and leaned back on his seat. "We want our Soul. We'll explain."




I sucked in a breath, ready to stop them from speaking so openly, but Jax's hand on my knee squeezed suddenly. I didn't glance down at my not-so-much-sleeping best friend. I held my tongue though. I didn't speak when I wished to. Perhaps, it was for the best if I ever wanted these Plumas to release me.
Not peering in my direction, Malik stated in the calmest tone, "Braita walked in on Leo and me having sex." He scratched his chin absently in the dead silence. "She didn't know that we were intimate and that we cared for each other in such a way. We believe it not only came as a shock to her, but that she felt betrayed. It was worse than what most Harems worry about when their Vaq are romantically involved—their anxiety of being left behind." He leaned his head back, swallowing heavily, and stared at the ceiling. "Her expression when she found us ... "
Leo sighed heavily and uncrossed his arms, rubbing his face roughly, the first crack in his collected composure. "The three of us were just beginning our relationship. She has fragile ideas of what should be, and what should not be. Malik and I didn't want to overload her, so we kept our relationship a secret. For the exact reason why most Vaq lie about it to their Harem until they believe they trust them enough not to leave them." He ran his fingers through his golden hair, appearing tired. "We now know that we should have been more forthright and not deceived her—even if we were doing it out of protection for her delicate sensibilities."
I swallowed heavily and repeatedly blinked as my throat started to swell with the effort to bawl as a child does. They were right. Everything they said was exactly the truth. Too bad it was too little, too late. I just ... I just didn't know if I could ever trust them again.
In the descending quiet, Pluma Creo coughed softly. "Well, now I know why you didn't wish to speak about it with us around, and why she did not." He ... actually ... bowed his head ever so slightly. "You've managed to keep that a secret for far longer than what most Vaq manage."
"Eh." Pluma Moir teetered his head. "I had wondered since they have no Harem."
Leo interjected evenly, "Just because Malik and I love each other romantically, it doesn't mean that we can't have the same feelings for our Soul. As many in our circumstances do." His eyes darted past the Plumas, landing directly on me. His piercing golden gaze was pleading. "Braita, you didn't even give us a proper chance to know one another—"
"How could I have known either one of you when you both started it with a lie?" I growled, my anger and depression straining my voice, no longer able to be quiet. I squirmed out from under Jax, even when he tried to restrain me. I charged right at the halo-screen. Standing directly between two mute Plumas, I pointed a sharp finger at my Vaq, barely managing to keep from crying. "You two wrecked what was starting to feel like a true home for me on this crazy planet. I am alone here, and all I had was the two of you. I was supposed to be special to you, someone you allow inside, someone you were honest with, not some damn toy that you handle with delicate care. I would have eventually understood if you just would have told the truth from the start. Instead, I had to literally walk in on your lie!"
I heaved in a large lungful of air and shook my hands at them. "How the hell do you come back from that?" Sucking more oxygen, I hissed harshly, "Plus, you two don't truly need me in your lives. You just need me near you. You have each other for love." The undying kind. I had seen it in their eyes. "And no thanks to the two of you, I now know what a Soul does for a Vaq."
Malik was now staring directly at me. His nostrils flared, and he stated coolly, "Braita, you need to calm down. We need to have a civil conversation, and you're acting child—"
"Childish?" I asked with eyes wide. I snorted and pointed at myself. "The way I am acting is justified. You both pretended as if I were the one for you, when instead, you truly only loved one another. You were just testing the waters—without informing me—to see if you could find a place somewhere in your heart for me. I acted in the best way I knew how when confronted with the fact that I was just a damn lab rat in your unending maze." I stared him down. "I got the hell away from the both of you."
Malik leaned forward, fury beginning to enter his eyes, but Leo slammed his hand down on his shoulder. Leo glanced at him once in warning, then turned his attention to me. His tone was soothing like he was trying to entice a cloned-doe. "Braita, I think we're done with this conversation for now. When you come back, we can talk about this in private—"
"Oh!" I lifted a finger into the air, stopping his condescending words. "Why didn't the two of you ever gift me a Solo?" When both remained mute, their expression carefully shifting to neutral, I laughed as a new hurt smashed against my chest. Another deception. "That's what I thought. You wanted me to need you. You would rather I be in pain when you two were gone during your meetings outside of the fortress than to give me the freedom to decide about you." I leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially—in English so they would know I wasn't fumbling their language, "You see, Oh Great Cows, that was a wrong move."
The resounding silence ... was immense.
No one moved. No one blinked. Everyone, besides me, appeared to be stunned at my words.
Take that, Cows.
Pluma Creo recovered the fastest, gently sliding a step in front of me, effectively cutting off my view of my Vaq. He stated softly, "Now that we know the situation, Phila and I will talk amongst ourselves, and Ms. Valorn will remain safe under our care. We'll get back with you in a days' time." He lifted his hand and touched the screen with one finger ... and it went black. The call ended.
I growled under my breath, my hands even shaking in my continued fury. "Those bastards."
No one glanced at me. They still stayed motionless.
Jax cleared his throat from the couch. "Don't you mean cows?"
"That, too."
Pluma Moir snorted. Covered his mouth with a fist.
And then, he bellowed with the deepest laughter, the sound vibrating my left eardrum.
"Laugh it up," I grumbled. As one, each person started following Pluma Moir's lead, snorting and choking on their hilarity. I huffed and walked toward the kitchen—to the Plumas' bedroom. I hissed over my shoulder, "I'm going to bed, and I do not want to be handcuffed tonight!" I shook my hands in the air as their laughter only became louder. "And don't worry your pretty, ego-filled heads too much. I'm not planning to find your control panel to escape. Not tonight, anyway."




I couldn't sleep. Instead, I stared up at the white curved ceiling while I lay on the softest mattress between two Plumas ... who were not my Plumas. Though they did smell wonderful. Each had taken a shower before crawling into bed. While I was still fuming with righteous—and confused—anger, they had tossed their pillows to the foot of the bed and laid down on either side of me, not saying a word, just giving me the space I had so desperately needed ... but also the warmth that, at least, kept my body from being just as frigid as my thoughts.
They weren't sleeping, even though it had been two hours since the sun had risen.
The Plumas were quiet. Silent predators. I had seen that much tonight.
But I had also experienced their honesty while in their 'care.' I needed more of it.
Carefully, I lifted my right hand from my stomach and placed it on Pluma Moir's.
I touched him.
Lying on his side facing me, he didn't move as I raised his hand above my head to stare at his three rings. His arm was heavy with muscle, so much so, that I used my other hand to hold his arm steady. A soft shimmer of a glow shined on the right side of my face when he opened his eyes to stare as I turned the ring on his thumb again and again.
Gently, I whispered, "What do these rings do?" He and Pluma Creo had three in their Harem. My stomach twisted as an unfamiliar emotion burned my gut, but I pushed it aside quickly. I wanted answers, and they would give them to me. "Stiller said the rings allow Vaq to feel their women's emotion, but what else do they do?"
Just as quietly, he answered me. Truthful once again. "These rings also allow me to find my Harem. Their exact location. It's a homing device made to protect the women."
"That's all?"
"Yes."
"Can the rings be replaced for the woman?"
"No. Once the mark is given, only those rings will work."
That might be an issue at some point.
Pinching my lips, I continued twirling the ring on his thumb. "How old are you?"
He paused at this question but quickly cleared his throat. "Twenty-seven."
"Pluma Creo?"
Instantly, the left side of my face gleamed as Pluma Creo opened his eyes, also lying on his side, facing me. He responded smoothly, "I'm also twenty-seven."
My fingers stilled in their action. "Your father was busy."
"Yes, he was," Pluma Moir answered when Pluma Creo did not. His tone was hard-edged, indicating the topic was off limits. "Our father, one of the previous Plumas of the east, is not spoken of anymore."
My brows rose, and I ignored the warning. "Ever?"
Instant. "No."
"Is he still alive?"
Pluma Creo did speak then. Harshly. "Fuck no. That bastard died when my mother killed Phila's mother, who was his Soul."
My jaw dropped. I couldn't even ... "Oh ... um ... that sounds complicated." Understatement.
"It was," Pluma Moir grumbled, taking his hand back from mine and resting it under his pillow.
"Hmm." I cleared my throat. "Which one of you is the true heir to—"
"I am," Pluma Moir growled, done with this line of questioning. He leaned up on his arms, placing his face over mine. His white, long hair draped over one of his shoulders, soft as silk as it brushed my face, but it didn't lessen the ferocity in his demeanor. "Enough, Ms. Valorn."
"Okay, okay," I mumbled, sighing heavily. I peered at his forehead. Stared there. It was easier to view than his daunting gaze. I needed to sweeten both of them up a bit. "You can quit calling me Ms. Valorn. My name's Braita. Feel free to use it."
Pluma Moir didn't lower back to the bed. Instead, he continued to stare down at me. Though, his tone did change. It became lighter. More accepting. And definitely more formal. "Thank you, Braita. You may call us Phila and Killeg, as well." Until his lips twitched, and he bent his head down just an inch further ... and teased. "What do you really wish to know, Braita?"
I glanced down once to his mouth, seeing the handsome smirk there, then back up to his forehead. I tried not to scowl too much being caught. "Phila, how old are my Vaq?"
He tilted his head, causing his hair to brush my cheek again. "They are both twenty-five."
My brows slammed together. "Is that like a 'thing'? Vaq being the same age?"
"Yes," Killeg answered, sitting up slightly to crook an elbow and rest the side of his head on a fist. "All Vaq are the same age." He stared pointedly. "As is their Soul."
Turning my head to focus on Killeg, I brushed Phila's hair off my shoulder when it tickled. "That is interesting. Stiller also appears to be about the same age as you two. So it seems that when Humans and Mian are linked, they don't follow that same rule?"
He nodded his head, his white, choppy hair in normal disarray about his head. "It would appear that way." His captivating blue gaze never left mine. "Get to what you really want to ask, Braita. Perhaps then we may get some sleep this day."
Almost there. "What did Malik mean about Vaq who are in an intimate relationship normally waiting to tell their Harem about it?"
Killeg raised a brow, knowing I was still deflecting, but he kindly answered, "A Harem is under a Vaq's protection. If they worry that their Vaq love each other more than they love them, then they fear that their Vaq might one day leave them. It is rare that it happens, but it has. So normally, a Vaq pair will wait to prove they are men of their word before indicating they are sexually involved."
I huffed softly. "That's bullshit."
"Possibly." He didn't argue.
Turning my attention to stare between them, up at the ceiling once more, I asked my true question. The one I needed to know. I tried not to sweat. "Are you going to send me back to them?"
From the corner of my eye, I saw Phila's lips curve into a slow grin. "About time." My gaze swung to his. I scowled in the wake of his inflated ego. He merely smirked further, but his words were calm, though set in steel, as he dealt out my fate. "We are. They have done nothing legally wrong. We won't start a war over a misunderstanding."
Killeg added steadily, "But we will be going with you. We'll require that we meet at Center, where Mian from the east and the west are both allowed. It's where you first landed here on Triaz." He winked ... and my stomach fluttered. It wasn't nervousness of seeing my Vaq again that had me holding my breath either. He whispered softly, "Even though we won't start a war over a misunderstanding, we aren't entirely sure that we're ready to give you up so easily. Especially if your heart does not belong to them yet."
My eyes widened, and I inhaled harshly. "Oh, that's really not a great idea."
"We think it is," Killeg replied, a mischievous flicker entering his gaze.
I froze when he blurred, and his lips were suddenly on mine.
This ... kiss ... was nothing like when Jax's mouth had brushed mine.
I didn't move.
Not at first.
His plump lips glided over mine. Repeatedly.
And I couldn't stop myself.
I lifted my hands into his chaotic hair and gripped tight. This may not be the Human way, but I sure as hell didn't live on Joyal any longer. His lips were like the candied treats I was occasionally given as a child. I wanted more.
Uncaring that I didn't completely understand what I was doing in the art of kissing, I hungered for his embrace. He grinned as I moaned loudly and pressed my lips harder against his, stroking his mouth just as demanding as he was mine. Killeg's tongue slipped inside my mouth, massaging against mine, and I shuddered as heat unfurled between my thighs.
Though I grunted in surprise when Phila gripped my dark hair and yanked my face away from Killeg's. In my lust filled haze, I blinked. "What—"
Phila stopped my words as he bit my lower lip.
Oh, Mother Joyal.
I moaned as he laved over the sting lip with his slick tongue ... before his mouth devoured mine.
I had to be in some kind of paradise, not a demented alien planet. Nothing was supposed to feel this good. It really wasn't. There was no way ... and it was. I arched up against Phila and ran my fingers through his long silken hair.
More. I needed more of them.
Then they were gone. Literally. Both gone from the bed. Only a breeze left to indicate they had been there in the first place.
I shook my head rapidly. It was so damn hard to focus. But I spotted them across the room by the door leading out of their quarters. Huh?
Phila ran a hand through his long hair, his chest still heaving. His tone was the glorified growl of a man left wanting. "Not yet, Braita. You haven't decided about your Vaq."
With that, Killeg opened the door. He wasn't in any better shape, his cheeks flushed with color as his eyes bore into mine. "We'll sleep on the couch today."
They exited the room.
Leaving me more confused than I had ever been.




'Awkward' didn't even begin to explain how I felt leaving their room the next evening for breakfast. My palms were damp, and my cheeks burned fiercely. Everyone was in the kitchen while Jax cooked us breakfast, and the only person I even dared to glance at was Stiller.
That was the wrong move. Too late I had forgotten the Mian had supreme hearing. By the way he was silently evaluating me and his Plumas, he had heard everything. By a small blessing, he said nothing to me as he sipped on his water, just continuing to watch me silently.
Jax hadn't even peered at me yet. He pointed absently with a spatula toward the far white cabinet. "Braita, can you get two plates. Our eggs are almost done."
Moving on auto-pilot, I did as he asked. Though I was surprised when I walked behind him, he slipped a small piece of paper into my left hand. Keeping my head down, I didn't alter my course to where the utensils were. Discreetly, as I opened the small drawer, I tucked the paper into Killeg's sweatpants I was wearing.
Jax and I finished serving up our breakfast and sat at the counter while the Plumas sipped on coffee, completely ignoring me, as they started up a conversation with Stiller. I had no sooner breathed a small sigh of relief when Phila glanced in our direction and asked evenly, "Braita, would you like to stop by the Lavano's lair where you hid your rings before we depart for Center?"
I choked on the large mouthful of eggs. Coughing, I grabbed Stiller's water bottle off the counter and started chugging it. Eyes wide, my gaze caught on Phila's. "How did you know?" It came out a garbled sputter, but he understood.
He snorted softly, no indication in his gaze of what had happened the day before between us. There was only a steady calculation in his regard as he watched me wipe my mouth off with my sleeve. "As Stiller has stated twice already, you are a dreadful liar." His head teetered in thought. "Plus, you reeked of a Lavano when we first captured you."
Killeg chuckled softly, but he kept quiet. Just ... watching me.
I found the willpower to glare. "No, I don't want to stop before we go to Center." I was not about to allow just anyone to have rings that could indicate my emotions and track me down like an animal. "When will we be going to Center?"
Killeg answered calmly, "With no stops, we will land there near midnight."
Instantly irritated, I raised one brow. "Then my Vaq know you're bringing me to them?"
"Yes, we contacted them an hour ago."
"Lovely," I growled. I was no longer nervous. Instead, I was just irritated at the Plumas staring at me with unwavering perseverance. "This is not what I want."
Killeg shrugged one shoulder. Took another sip of his coffee. "The three of you need to figure your shit out."
Ah ... and there was the look I had feared. Possessiveness creeping beneath his lashes.
"I'm not hungry anymore," I mumbled quickly. Tossing my fork down, I stood and headed straight for their bedroom. "No one come in here, please. I'll be taking a shower."
Swiftly shutting the door, I exhaled heavily. A few times. Shoving myself even farther away from the Plumas, who had lit a fire within me that I didn't even know existed, I stalked into the bathroom. Towel in hand, I started the shower. It was when I was undressing that the note Jax had given me fluttered to the white tiling. Feeling guilty for forgetting about it, I quickly picked it up and viewed its contents.
It read: I wasn't sent to Triaz for the reasons you think. If you wish to escape, be ready.
I stared as I froze in place.
I read it again. And again.
I had no clue what he meant ... but I knew that, yes, I would be ready.




Half-naked in preparation for a shower, I held Jax's note in a white-knuckled grip.
I read it again. And again. I skimmed the contents too many times to count.
Escape. I wanted my own life so badly I could cry.
A person doesn't know how blessed they are until their freedom is taken away.
I may not be behind laser blocks in a Mian prison, but Triaz was my own personal jail cell.
With too many unanswered questions trapping my thoughts, I prayed with all my might for patience before I scrutinized the bathroom for a place to dispose of the note—without it being found. My eventual grimace was warranted. The safest hiding spot would be if I ate the piece of paper. Many waste receptacles—including toilets—sounded an alarm if an item was placed inside it that shouldn't be there.
With my lips thin in determination, I tore the note into tiny pieces and quickly stuffed them into my mouth. I scrunched my nose in distaste as I chewed the wad for a gruesome minute. I swallowed it down.
It sure as hell didn't taste like candy.
More like paste and cardboard. But the deed was done.
I removed the rest of my clothing and lifted my left leg to step into the bathtub.
And froze.
One leg still up in the air, I stared down between my naked thighs.
And screamed as if the room were on fire.
It sure felt like my vision was.
"What in the mother fucking hell?" I shouted.
My eyes were glued between my legs.
I patted my intimate flesh repeatedly, even wiping back and forth.
Nothing changed.
That just wasn't right.
The gawking couldn't be helped—hell, no—but reality brazenly intruded when I heard the door bash open to the Plumas' bedroom. Moving like a panther, I lowered my leg and grabbed my large towel. I would not be caught naked with a blatant ... issue. Using lightning-quick actions, I had it wrapped around my bare body just as the bathroom door ripped off its hinges and flew inside, slamming like a rocket against the double vanity. The halo-mirror above the sinks vibrated and then wavered as the two Plumas entered the silent bathroom, making their reflections appear like they were deadly spirits straight from the pits of the underworld.
The door teetered further to the side and hit the tile floor with a resounding thunk at my feet.
Phila and Killeg's eyes smoldered, the glow so harsh in the contained room, I almost lifted one of my hands to shield my own gaze. Wrath permeated the air like I was caught in a sticky web, and a petrified shiver wracked down my spine. I would never want to be on their bad side—ripped limb from limb with no real effort on their part. Their chests heaved as their blazing eyes took in my person from head to toe, and then swung across the room, scanning the area for an enemy—a foe they wouldn't find.
I held perfectly still in light of their fury, though my thoughts started to calm as a suspicious awareness hit. My regard altered between each of them, focusing on their hair, silently analyzing the bold, white hue—until their glowing gazes slammed back in my direction. My eyelashes swept down as I blinked ever so slowly.
Holy ... shit. I couldn't be right. There was no way. No ... way.
But if I were, I held one hell of a power chip over their heads. One that could end their lives.
And quite possibly wreck mine even further than it already was—which was a valid reason to keep my mouth shut on this assumption. It was only a speculation needing further assessment—not to mention, a cunning scheme on how to complete said assessment.
Bless Mother Joyal, I was trained in tactics and had scored high on all tests involving stratagem.
This night was either the beautiful beginning of many possibilities. Or my ruin.
Staring into their radiant eyes, I decided I wanted to go back to bed. And stay there.
It was too damn early in the evening to act a cool-headed role.
And, apparently, I sucked at lying. Joyal teachers really should have a technical course on it.
Killeg's brows snapped together. His breathing had relaxed. "Why did you scream?"
I stayed silent for a moment, collecting my thoughts. I needed to play it cool. Lie better than I had ever lied before. This meant ... I kept my mouth shut. I lifted a finger and pointed at the toilet.
Both blinked in confusion staring at the harmless white bowl. Phila asked, "Yes?"
With overly exaggerated, cautious steps, I walked to the toilet. Flushed it.
The water roared to life inside it with suction that could take my hand with it if it were down in the bowl. Quick thinking. The 'dangerous' toilet was all I could come up with. Though, on an honest note, the sound it made the first time I used it had frightened me enough causing me to jump off it. The story wasn't too farfetched.
They watched me like I had lost my blessed mind.
Hmm. It would probably be smart to keep my eyes wide in terror for this 'show.'
And damned if they didn't buy it. Poor defenseless Braita.
After staring into my doe eyes, Killeg's head tipped back. He bellowed with deep laughter.
Phila—at least—managed to contain his hilarity with a hard snort behind a fisted hand.
I narrowed my eyes and then jammed a finger at the exit. "Get out."
Killeg's lips were tilted up in the most delectable grin. He held up both his hands. "We're leaving." A slight head tip toward the toilet. "Don't fall in next time."
Another jab to the exit. I growled, "Now."
On silent feet, though their amusement of their 'dangerous' toilet wasn't as quiet, they both left the bathroom without another word said. When I heard their bedroom door close, I walked to the halo-mirror, the reflection now steady. Ever so deliberately, I peeled my towel away from my body.
I stared.
While the hair on top of my head was a profound black, the color I had been born with, the hair at the juncture of my thighs no longer matched.
It was now snow white.




Pulling Killeg's gifted cloak tighter around my body, I stilled as he approached. He wore one of his spare cloaks, which billowed out from his brisk stride. Underneath it, however, he was attired in all black, very chic in appearance, contrasting greatly with Phila's borrowed oversized linen white pants and white t-shirt I was trying to cover. I had no clothes of my own here that were wearable—other than my boots—so I was stuck in apparel likely to agitate my Vaq when they saw me.
Me, wearing clothes of the Plumas of the east. Yes, my Plumas would not appreciate it.
"Jax is opening the doors." Killeg pulled the hood of my cloak up over the top of my head. His warm fingers lingered as they brushed against my cheeks. I locked my knees so I wouldn't squirm as heat unfurled in my gut. He bent at the waist, leveling his glowing crystal blue gaze with my chocolate browns. His words were quiet, unassuming. "Are you ready?" Too bad I could read right through him on this account.
Are you ready? He meant, don't you dare attempt to flee.
I snorted. "I'm not going to escape." Not right now.
His head was slightly cocked, his chaotic white hair in perfect disarray. I wondered vaguely if he styled his hair like that on purpose to keep others off-balance. It was definitely eye-catching. His lips curved up at one corner, more than mischievous in nature. "Do I need to use my own drugging potion on you again to get you to a safe location?"
The blush burning my cheeks was welcome. At least, while we were still on this hov-craft, anyway. He was flirting with me. This ... wasn't so bad. I tilted my head forward a few inches, getting just that much closer to his face before I grinned and whispered, "Killeg, you can kiss my Human ass."
His resulting smile was just as radiant as his glowing eyes. Though, he paused with his lips parted, ready to rejoinder, when his attention altered to the kitchen bar where Stiller sat. The purple-haired Mian was silently sipping on a bottle of water, gazing directly at us. Blatantly staring. Killeg straightened and narrowed his crystal blue eyes on his best friend. He hitched a thumb in the direction of the parlor. "Why don't you see if Jax needs anything?"
Stiller merely shrugged, not moving from the bar. "Jax flew us here. I'm sure he can handle opening the door." His purple brows rose, and he pointed his water bottle directly at me with his regard still on Killeg. "I feel it is my duty to inform you, this is the most stupid action you and Phila have ever made."
My back straightened at the implication. Even if it were true.
Killeg slid with a gentle glide, barring Stiller's view from me. He didn't say anything. He just continued to hold his best friend's gaze with a dominating glare only a Pluma could enact. I was thoroughly content with not being on the receiving end of it.
The look was enough. Stiller bowed his head in a respectful manner and jumped off the bar. Although his casual stride halted at the parlor door. In a soft tone, he stated, "I hope you two know what the fuck you're doing. She's not worth our extinction and you both know it." With those parting words, he went to check on Jax.
My lips thinned, and my own words were soft. "Well said."
Out of view, Stiller still shouted, "You stupid fucks, even the damn Human knows it!"
A gentle, sardonic chuckle from behind had me spinning in a flurry.
I had no clue when Phila had exited their bedroom, but he stood only a foot away from me. The corners of his eyes were crinkled as he peered down, holding my gaze. Black eyes so intriguing in their complexities were full of merriment. He admonished gently, "Braita ... how do you know we won't start a war if you choose your Plumas over us—not the other way around?" My jaw gaped as he tsked gently, brushing his long hair over his shoulders and showing the tips of his pointed ears in sharp relief. "Or will we?" He hummed ever so quietly, his attention honed solely on me. "It is a conundrum, is it not?"
I snapped my mouth closed. "Riddles are not helping this situation."
He shook his head and lowered his face to mine. "Oh, but this is a riddle ... yes?"
My black brows gradually furrowed because he was more right than he knew. "Perhaps."
He leaned forward, his eyes wholly capturing mine.
I held perfectly still, curious as to what he was planning.
Sweetly, he kissed the tip of my nose. "You know it is, Human."




A seven-foot-tall Mian peered down at me. It was the delegate of Triaz I had first encountered when my name had been called on Joyal. He was also the litigator currently handling the transaction—me—between the Plumas of the east and the west. His blue glowing eyes stood out from the darkness of his imperial hooded cloak which sported the Triaz symbol—even though he clearly wore the mark of the west on his left temple, a circle with a line through it. His expression was blank, hiding all thoughts of what he was truly thinking as we stood outside the hov-craft deep in the dark woods, surrounded by the Plumas of easts' bodyguards. They had arrived at this location before we had landed. He asked, "Are you well, Ms. Valorn?"
"I am." Even though there was a cool breeze ruffling all the bodyguards' colorful hair, Phila and Killeg stood on either side of me, their body heat warming my arms.
He tilted his tall frame in my direction and took an exaggerated sniff above my head. He pulled out a small bottle of perfume from his cloak. I jerked in surprise, tucking my head down when he began spraying it all over me. It was a fragrant scent, but also, surprisingly clean. I choked at the overwhelming smell filtering through my nostrils, coughing loudly in agitation until he stopped. He put the perfume back in his cloak, his words simple. "You don't want to see your Vaq smelling of the east, do you?"
I barely kept from blushing, though my tone was strong to hide all indiscretions that had occurred on the hov-craft. "I was on their ship. How else do you expect me to smell?"
I could have sworn his lips twitched before he turned and started walking, and I know I heard him mutter under his breath, "Less of them, Ms. Valorn. Definitely less of them."
I stuck my tongue out at his back. No one could see with my hood up as it was. He was a smart ass, which was as interesting as the man himself. I quickly put my feet into motion as our group followed behind him, trekking through the underbrush. I spoke in careful Mianese to his back. "Sir? What is your name? I've never caught it."
"Rule."
I blinked. "Rule?"
He didn't glance back. "Yes, Ms. Valorn. I go by the name Rule."
"So ... Mr. Rule, then."
"No. Just, Rule."
I stepped over a large root dipping out of the hard ground. "Rule."
Patience kept his posture relaxed. "Yes, Ms. Valorn."
My head teetered back and forth in thought. "That's neat." I grinned. "Rule."
Monotone. "Thank you, Ms. Valorn."
Jax snickered behind me where he walked next to Stiller. "Enough, Braita."
"I do think it's neat." I gazed back. Winking, I whispered, "He rules the roost of Triaz."
"Yes, Ms. Valorn," Rule stated loudly. I jerked my attention forward, my eyes wide on the back of his hooded head. He was still walking with a casual stride. In plain English, he murmured in his monotone voice, "I do rule the roost of Triaz." He glanced over his shoulder, his blue shimmering eyes piercing me in place, so much so, I had stopped walking. "And, now, if you would please be quiet? These guards are here for a reason, as is the concealment of our current location for the Plumas of the east arrival in Center."
My mouth bobbed for a moment, and then I nodded quickly. Quiet. I could do that.
Firmly put in my place, I kept silent as we trudged for miles through the forest surrounding the city of Center. The only light came from the glowing Mian eyes, marking my way to the place where Mian from the east and west came to 'play'.

Bless Mother Joyal. We didn't have to hoof it the entire way to our destination. Black vehicles now carted our convoy to our final target. I sat between Killeg and Phila on the backseat of a stretched armored car with Jax and Stiller sitting on the left couch seat that ran along the side of the vehicle. Rule sat on the right couch seat. Done being quiet, my eyes were glued out the tinted window on my left. I asked in awe of the city, "Why do you call this place Center?" I had been unconscious the last time I exited this city, not getting to see anything except the inside of the Coliseum. Massive buildings erupted right next to quainter structures. It was a smorgasbord of a metropolis, the area bustling with activity. Neon lights from buildings glared and blinked at me from signs luring Mian inside for pleasurable entertainment.
Phila explained, "We call it Center because our force field is centered—located—here. The technology creates a circle throughout the restrictive pulse wave, allowing citizens of the east and the west to cross over from their own land into it."
My brows scrunched. "You mean, normally, people of the east literally can't cross over into the land of the west, and vice versa? I thought it was merely a politeness to keep the peace."
Killeg snorted softly. "Damn, they seriously didn't tell you shit."
I placed a stopping hand directly in front of his face. "Enough. Just answer the question."
Killeg smirked at the order, knocking my hand away with a gentle move. "The marks of the east," he pointed to the star near his right eye, "and the marks of the west are linked to the force field. The mark we choose to obtain—at the onset of puberty—keeps us from crossing into lands where we should not be. It is why the Plumas of the west could not cross over into our land without us allowing it. Here at Center, everyone can gather. Though, no weapons are allowed, except for the Coliseum if a game is planned."
"Huh, you mean like the 'arrival ritual' you made us endure?"
"Yes." He paused, eyeing me. "The arrival ritual was for the Humans' own good. The weak would have been—emotionally and bodily—destroyed here. A swift death for those who could not handle our ways was a mercy."
"We'll agree to disagree on that point." Of course, we would. It had been barbaric in the extreme. Too many Humans had died that day. It was damn near impossible for a Mian to understand that though. I moved on. "How do you allow someone to cross?"
"Each mark contains a numerical code. The delegates of Triaz control the force field. If we would have asked them to allow a certain number to pass, then the delegate would have entered the number into the system, and the individual would have had access to the east. Most delegates live here at Center. Their highest duty is to maintain the force field."
My eyes skimmed to the right and held on a certain litigator. "Your name does fit." The delegates literally controlled the land. And, survivable land was everything to any race.
No remorse. "Yes, Ms. Valorn."
My lips twitched. "Will you say 'cow' for me?"
The vehicle went quiet, almost everyone staring at me in shock.
Except for Rule. No, his eyes showed nothing from under his hood. "Cow."
I grinned. I couldn't help it. "Thank you, Rule."
He dipped his head. "You're most welcome, Ms. Valorn."
I was pretty sure I saw him smile—just a little—as he turned his head away to gaze out the window. He was definitely an interesting man. One to watch. One to have on my side. He may not have been initially impressed by me when we had first met, but Rule was made of flesh and blood. And everyone had their quirks. I just hoped I was a pleasant one for him.




As I stepped from the vehicle, the front entrance to the lavish hotel held my attention. Up above, on the mounting steps to the open double front door of the glass structure, were my Vaq. They stood side-by-side, both with their arms crossed and feet spread in a solid pose of intimidation. Their own guards dressed in black, just as the Plumas of the easts were, flanked them for this greeting of warring factions. The oxygen in my lungs was non-existent as I peered back and forth between Malik and Leo, a man of gold light, and a man of black darkness.
Though I knew, their appearances were the exact opposites of their personalities.
A trick they held close.
It had worked on me, I was ashamed to admit. But it wouldn't happen again.
Touching where the Solo on the back of my neck had adhered to my flesh, I was eternally grateful to now have it. I could observe and decide on my own free will what I truly thought of my Vaq.
Rule stared up where they gazed down at me, and then turned his attention to me. "Do you need a few minutes, Ms. Valorn?" He lowered his head and spoke gently. "They are not as frightening as they appear."
"I know that," I snapped. My feet were moving before I could stop myself, survival instincts keeping my back ramrod straight. Never show fear to a Mian. Never. The rest of the entourage quickly followed, though Killeg and Phila hadn't left my side, nearly in perfect sync with me. My Vaq held their ground, evaluating the scene, waiting for me to come to them. It was only natural. I had fled them.
I swallowed on a dry throat as I ascended the stairs, each one taking me closer to my fate.
When I was in the wake of the light from the open doors, my feet faltered. A quick hand on my back from Jax kept me moving. With determination to show no fear, I stopped mere inches away from my Vaq. I tilted my chin up, raised my brows, and stated coolly, "Malik. Leo."
My eyes widened in shock, and a harsh grunt escaped past my lips, when Leo grabbed my right wrist and pulled me over to the 'side' of the west. I grumbled softly, but he hadn't hurt me. In fact, his touch had been remarkably gentle, a beautiful dance of defense, twirling me to face the Plumas of the east. It was hard to not roll my eyes as Malik and he stepped even closer together, squishing me between the two of them. "Okay, okay. I get it."
Malik grunted, his silver gaze swinging down to mine. My lips thinned seeing what he showed no one else. Deep hurt—the kind that tormented until you go insane or put a knife to your own throat.
I had done this to him. To them.
Me.
I had caused them this much pain.
Bit by bit, my head lowered in shame, my gut churning in sickening heat. A roaring toilet might be needed if I didn't take calming breaths. It had been explained that a great distance away from their Soul would mentally sever a Vaq pair, but what I had done had also physically debilitated them. I was betting they had hardly slept because of the worry over my well-being on an alien planet.
Dammit, how the hell was I supposed to escape if I felt this way?
I inhaled deeply and exhaled calmly.
Freedom. My freedom. I tilted my chin up in defiance.
I had done what I had done. I wouldn't bow down for my actions.
It had been needed. And my adventures outside of their land had been fruitful.
I now knew more than they would have told me in a year.
Though, I did say honestly, "I am sorry."
Leo lifted a hand, and his long, strong fingers tilted my chin in his direction. Brutal golden eyes held my gaze without flinching. "As are we."
"True," Malik stated solemnly.
"Although ... " Leo's golden brows touched together over his gaze, and he sniffed in my direction. "I do find it curious how you smell of them." He bent as I tried not to freeze at his words, bringing his face ever so close to mine. The tip of his nose touched mine, and he inhaled deeply. Quietly, he tipped his head from one side to the other, running his nose gently over my cheeks, breathing in acutely. Just as smoothly, he hummed deep in his throat, lifting to his full height. Still with his grip on my chin, he brushed his thumb in a tender caress over my thinned lips. "I think Malik and I need some time alone with you."
"I'm agreeable to that." Shit. I shouldn't have tipped my head away from Rule when he had sprayed me down. "Though, I should explain I slept in their bed—while they slept on their couch in another room. That's why I smell of them." Time to lie. Make it believable. I scrunched my face in false disgust. "Nothing sexual happened between us."
Malik murmured, oh so,calmly, "We know they wouldn't be so stupid."
Threat. Threats were everywhere. "Shall we go inside?"
Leo rubbed his thumb over my lips once more, watching the action closely, before turning his glowing golden gaze on Killeg and Phila. "Yes, let's do."




Dinner time with the Mian was more like feeding time with the Mian. If I waited a full week to eat too, then I would probably pile my plate as high as they did. Sitting with our group at a fine dining table, this was all very civil. I kept my attention firmly off the man who I believed to be responsible for this.
Rule. The man of the hour who was keeping the conversation rolling.
Instead, I picked at my food, keeping my attention on my plate. I needed a game plan.
Leo and Malik were suspicious, their understated flicked glares at Killeg and Phila not missed.
Stiller was doing a fine job, responding to all of Rule's headways into conversation, pulling his Plumas into the discussion, as well. Jax sat beside him, silently glancing at me every so often.
I did flick a quick glare in his direction. I was thinking. I didn't need his concern right now.
Oh! I knew what to do. Humor and protection were always decent topics. It would make my Vaq pleased to know I had been in safe-keeping with the other Plumas. I cleared my throat when the conversation lulled and peered across the table to the Plumas of the east. "Killeg, Phila, why don't you tell Malik and Leo about my idiocy at the Crank Pit? And how you two got me out of there without your people coming after me?"
Stone, cold silence met my question. Tendrils of fear shivered down my spine as one and all turned their direct attention to me. Some had wide eyes of shock. Others with exasperation—Jax.
My expression couldn't be more confused. What did I do now?
Rule instantly leaned forward, directing everyone's gaze toward him. "I'm sure she meant to address the Plumas by their formal titles." His blue gaze snapped toward mine. "Not so informally."
I stared at the man. Was he kidding?
By the severe way his radiant eyes held mine, he was not.
Leisurely, I sat back on the hard-as-hell formal chair. I lifted my glass of water, and took a small sip before stating casually, "Perhaps in the beginning, it was appropriate. But after my ordeals since I arrived on this planet, I'll call them whatever I wish—which, I might add, is by their given names." I lifted my brows in challenge—all bravado. He may rule the force field, but I knew the way around political diplomacies. "I am the Soul to the Plumas of the west." I was more worried about what my Vaq thought of me calling them as such than what he deemed polite.
Killeg tilted his head, his crazy ass hair not moving an inch. "Pluma Moir and I find no offense. She may call us what she wishes." His blue gaze altered in my direction. His lips quirked up at the corners, in a way of graciousness—not flirting. "You should be happy, Rule. We have found a friend in the Soul to our enemies of the west. Isn't that correct ... Braita?"
Okay. Never mind. That last bit was a jab at my Vaq. But, hell, I had to go along with him or it would look like I was trying to cover something up. Mother Joyal, figuring out oneself—one's own heart—should not be this difficult. I tipped my head down in respect. "Correct, Killeg." With innocent eyes, I peered to my left, and then right, directly at my Vaq, who were silently watching on. "You don't mind, do you?" I had them there. It would be rude now to do anything other than my bidding.
But Malik surprised me. He grunted, and shoved out of his chair. Tossing his linen napkin on the table, he pulled me out of my chair. Staring harshly at Leo, he growled, "We're going to our room. Now."
"But ... but ... " I sputtered, not ready for this interrogation yet. It didn't matter though. Leo was out of his chair in a blur, both of them holding my hands and pulling me from the formal dinner.
I glanced over my shoulder, back to the table.
My eyes widened in fear, seeing Killeg already on his feet and Phila twirling his steak knife through his fingers. I shook my head in a hurry. Those expressions meant the possibility of war.
All while Rule was sitting back on his chair, arms crossed and shaking his head at the shamble of a mess I had ultimately created. Yet again.
This wasn't good. Not good at all.
Ah, hell.
With a flick of Phila's wrist, the knife was airborne, rushing past our heads.
It lodged to the hilt in the closed door we had not yet reached.
My Vaq stopped dead in their tracks, jerking me to a halt with them.
There was a beat of silence inside the room before Phila stated gently, "Killeg and I said we would bring Braita back to you two assholes. But nowhere did we say we wouldn't take her right back with us if we deemed it necessary—by our laws." He paused, his tone so damn light. "Take your hands off of her and ask her if she wants to go with you."
I stood stock still, my eyes glued to the hilt of the knife.
I wasn't even sure I breathed—the tension palpable.
His voice strained with fury, Leo asked, "Braita, are we hurting you?"
I wheezed, "No." Their grips on my wrists were light.
Killeg commented further, "She is not a pet to be led about." She is your Soul. His words were unspoken, but so very heard in the quiet. "We treat our females with respect, in case you have forgotten."
In the unacceptable silence, Malik let go of my arm. Then Leo followed.
Both turned their heads to me, their faces grim from taking—lawful—orders from their enemies. Malik spoke first, asking in the gentlest, strangled tone, "Braita, will you please accompany us to Malik's and my bedroom?"
My chest squeezed inside my chest at his tortured silver gaze. Quickly, I nodded once. My hand found the door handle to the closed, knifed door, and I twisted in a hurry. I may not be ready for this, but I would be damned if I didn't hear them out. Stiffly, they followed me out into the common area of the hotel until I let them lead the way to their bedroom. They behaved the entire way.




Evidence of how long Malik and Leo had been staying in this hotel was apparent. Clothes hung haphazardly in the open closet of their room. Many luggage bags lined the side of the posh room. Books from their own bedroom back in Belvar littered the floor. Their toiletries were scattered across the double vanity in the bathroom.
It was also evident in the way they were comfortable with the space, flopping down with great exhaustion on a red leather couch.
Again, the realization I had done this to them hit me hard in the stomach.
So much pain caused. By me.
No. I paused in thought as I sat on the soft, red leather chair opposite them. They had done this to themselves with their dishonesty. Cause and effect. The oldest rule in the book.
Malik's heartfelt silver gaze showed he knew it, too. His words only cemented my theory. "Braita, this is all our fault. Every word you said to us during the conference call has weighed heavily on our minds." He ran his hands over his tan face, and then yanked his black, straight hair into a low ponytail, working his strands in rough agitated movements, mad at himself. "We are so damned sorry we lied to you."
Leo bent over, his elbows on his knees as he held his head in his hands. He stared at the ground like a man drunken on too much alcho-brew. "I wish we could just start over. We would have handled things much differently." He gripped his golden hair in his fists. "We screwed up. We know it."
I bit my lower lip when my chin began to tremble. I would not cry. But, hell, my chest hurt so damn bad. I had missed them. I had missed being in their mere presence, just to sit next to them in the quiet or read over Malik's shoulder or play stupid games together or merely ... to hear them breathe. They were the first individuals on this planet I had trusted. They had been my home, the whole reason why my previous experience with them stabbed so deeply in the heart it was traumatizing. I quickly brushed away a tear when it burned down my cheek. My voice was a quiet rasp. "You've honestly missed me?"
Leo's head snapped up, his golden gaze only for me. "Braita, yes. Yes, we've missed you."
I blinked quickly to keep any more tears from shedding. "Only because it mentally tore the two of you apart having me so far away?"
Malik answered gently, "Because we've come to care for you. Deeply." His attention swung to the bed and lowered to the ground. "I've even missed you sleeping between Leo and me." A head tilt to his lover, the other half of his Vaq, but his regard met mine. His small smile was bittersweet, although adorable. "He kicks in his sleep."
Abruptly, I chuckled. It was a little watery, a few more tears spilling. "I remember."
Quiet descended as they watched me, and I watched them in return. Each evaluating.
My eyes ran over their sharp and keen features. They were like the sunset I used to watch on Joyal, blessed in beauty and with the ability to make me feel warm inside with contentment. A sight I would joyfully view again and again, trying to memorize such a vision.
And they were my Vaq.
Leo cracked his neck and failed miserably at not appearing nervous. His words came to a halt and flow that made me want to rub his back to let him know everything would be all right. Eventually. "I was thinking ... maybe ... Well, I thought we could start fresh. A ... a new beginning."
Malik quickly added, "If you'll allow it."
I blinked. "And if I don't?" Would they throw me in a vault somewhere?
Little dots of sweat began to appear on Leo's forehead, but his strong tenor was returning. "Then it is your choice. No Soul must stay with their Vaq. As is our law."
Malik grunted quietly, tilting his head, examining my face. "Is there a reason why you wouldn't give us another shot? Even a hundred more since you know we're made for each other?"
I thought it prudent not to answer the question. For many reasons. Instead, I stated, "I am your Soul, so yes, we are bound no matter what." I flicked a finger between the two of them. "I've missed you both so very much, but I'll be honest, I hate how I feel. I have no freedom. I thought I'd be able to handle it, to help Joyal and its citizens, but I've found, without my freedom, I push even harder for it. Possibly even more recklessly for it." I tilted my chin up in stubbornness. "If I do this, if we start over, you'll have to give me space to be myself. To be free. While still getting to know each other again." As long as I was here and not escaping with Jax for true freedom from the Mian. Damn, my life was complicated.
Neither made a peep, eyeing me.
"What?"
Leo's golden brows rose. "You're being evasive."
Am not. Probably am. "Can you blame me?"
"More evasion." Malik rested back, at ease. He raised his arms to the top of the couch, ticking his fingers where they rested on the red leather as he evaluated me. Eventually, in the quiet, his silver gaze never having left mine, he asked, "Has something intimate happened between you and the other Plumas?"
Well, fuck. "No."
Leo took his turn to lean back, spreading his legs wide and placing his hands behind his head. Relaxed and aloof while his golden gaze honed directly on me. "No?"
Instant. Easy. "No." Maybe one day I would tell them. Maybe. If I was still here.
Leo hummed.
Malik grunted softly.
I didn't fidget, but I wanted to. After all, this was a lie. For the exact reason I had admonished them. Though, to be perfectly fair, it had been clear my Vaq and I were not 'together' when I had left Belvar. When they had lied, it hadn't been so obvious. Truly, I wasn't sure if they even needed to know about the private kiss shared by the Plumas of the east and myself ... and them wanting me to figure out my feelings for my Vaq. I barely choked out, "What?"
And the fact I didn't mind being around Killeg and Phila too much. Enjoyed it, really.
I actually liked flirting with them.
And kissing them.
They had seemed to like it, too.
Wait. As an afterthought, perhaps my Vaq should know one day, so they weren't surprised with a sword in the back—if I chose them.
Bless Mother Joyal, I had no clue how I had gotten myself into this much trouble.
"Nothing," Malik murmured.
"Okay ... " I glanced between them, silent on the couch. "So we're good? We'll start fresh?"
"Of course," Leo answered.
If I weren't careful, I would start to sweat as Leo had done earlier. "Okay."
Malik nodded. "Okay."
My giggle might have been a smidge hysterical as I threw my hands in the air in mini-celebration. "Okays all around then!" I peered to the door in a hurry as they stared. "Where's my room at again?" I could use a break.




I was a mess. An absolute damned mess. After Malik and Leo had silently shown me to my room, I hadn't been able to sleep but an hour or two during the day. My stomach was growling at me since I hadn't been able to finish my dinner last night, but I wasn't sure if I could keep anything down. At least Malik and Leo had brought my clothing with them so I was able to wear an ensemble that actually fit me.
The teachers of Joyal should have taught interrogation techniques, too.
Though, they might, and I merely hadn't been far enough along in my training for it.
I had failed miserably. And if I knew it, Malik and Leo's shrewd as hell brains knew it, too. Today was going to be hell with Killeg and Phila nearby watching as my Vaq and I start fresh in our relationship.
I jumped when a hand touched my shoulder. My head whipped back, and I stared up with wide eyes ... at Jax. Bless Mother Joyal. "Let's get some breakfast."
Jax nodded, his tender gaze running over my features. We walked down the hallway of the hotel, guards silently following in our wake. He tossed his right arm over my shoulders, asking quietly, "How did it go?"
Like shit. "All right."
"Liar."
"Shut up." I rested my head against his muscular shoulder, letting him guide me to the common rooms restaurant of the hotel. Mian from the east and the west watched us walk by with barely repressed surprise—actual Humans in the midst ... with royal guides following us. It wasn't a sight they saw every night. "I didn't sleep very well. I need a drink to keep me awake."
"Coffee?"
"Sure." I sat on the chair he pulled out for me. The table was large enough to fit ten people. I gazed at it, and then up at him with my black brows raised. "Big enough table?"
"The Plumas will be down shortly," he stated offhandedly, not noticing the way my shoulders tensed as he waved down a waitress. "Stiller is talking with them right now in their room next to ours. It sounded heated, so I left them to it."
I could imagine what they were arguing about. It wouldn't be a long shot it to think it was about me.
Coffee was quickly served by a curious Mian woman who took our breakfast orders, our waitress fully evaluating the Humans at her table. She was swift. That was all I cared about, not the way she examined me from head to toe. Although, I almost burned my tongue taking a sip of my newly acquired coffee when Killeg and Phila sat down across the table from me. Wiping a dribble of brown liquid from my chin, I smiled politely at them. Or tried to, anyway. "Good morning. Or evening." I sighed in defeat. "Whatever."
Phila chuckled quietly, drumming his fingers on the table. "Good evening to you, Braita." His black eyes roamed my features. "Tough night?"
My gaze slammed to Jax, and I griped, "Do I look that damn bad?"
Jax was sensible enough to shake his head, his lips firmly shut.
I glared but took great joy in stating, "Liar."
Killeg chuckled softly, leaning forward over the table. He stuck his hand in his pants pocket and retrieved a pill. He crushed it directly over my cup, rubbing the pads of his fingers together until a silver powder sprinkled down from his pinched digits to my coffee. It floated on top until it sank down to the depths of the hot liquid. He rested back on his chair, gifting me a small smile, stating gently, "Stir it. The combination of the coffee and the pill will give you an extra ... boost ... for the day."
My lips twitched at his self-assurance. "Is this a pill you created?"
His grin only increased, showing me his white, straight teeth. "Of course."
I lifted a spoon and stirred the concoction together, firmly ignoring when Stiller sat down at our table next to Jax. He wore a scowl just for me. He was so sweet. "This better work. I'm exhausted."
Stiller perked at this. He peered straight at me, his brows rising in surprise ... and hope. "Did your Plumas keep you up all night?" He smirked and even winked.
I could only stare. "Does it look like I'm satisfied?" The Mian seemed to find satisfaction from sexual release. I had seen it enough in the back alleys of Vlymun. The same would hold true for a Human, too, since the Human reproductive anatomy was the same. My voice may have dripped acrid scorn when I growled, "I mean, really? Stiller, does it look like I'm satisfied?" I was on the verge of a meltdown with all the shit I had running amok inside my head.
Instantly, he fell back against his chair. "Dammit."
"Yes, well, you're not the only grumpy one, Stiller."
"No shit," Jax whispered, peering for the waitress. For a distraction.
"I heard that!"
Jax pointed at my coffee. "Drink up. I don't like you when you're testy."
"Right back at you." I took a large drink, obeying him. "I don't like you when I'm testy either."
It was about right for my day for my Vaq to show up right then.
They sat down on either side of me, scooting their chairs in close.
Malik leaned over and very softly kissed my cheek. "Good evening."
I took an extra-large gulp of my coffee. "Good evening."
Leo reached with his left hand, taking my coffee mug from my hand. He raised it to his nose holding my gaze and inhaled heavily. His lush lips quirked up on one side and handed it back. His tone was sugared in sweetness as he stated, "I see our dear friend Killeg is helping you out this morning."
I raised the mug to my nose and took a big whiff. Coffee was all I could smell with my Human nose. I smiled though, showing all of my teeth. "Yes, he did." Another large gulp went down. I needed it, the effects of the pill already jolting my brain to attention. "What's the plan for today?"
Phila interrupted, murmuring casually, "There's an event at the Coliseum—"
"No." I snorted softly. "While you may enjoy the games of the Coliseum and Crank Pit, they are not my type of enjoyment." It should have been obvious, my esteem of him lowering somewhat with his suggestion. I even felt my brows crinkle at the realization, my chest hurting with it.
He shook his head. "You misunderstand me. The games are for the children and the rides are for the adults. It's a small indoor fair." A gentle shrug of his shoulders. "I'm not completely entertained by the thought, but I thought you might enjoy some of the special treats they have there to indulge in."
My eyes widened, and I sat up straight. "Candy?"
Killeg's lips twitched as his eyes remained on mine. "Yes, the treats there are delicious."
Swiftly, my head swung back and forth between my Vaq, pleading them with my eyes. "Please, can we go there? On Joyal, candy is a rarity, and I adore it." My ass bounced on my seat. "Please?"
I had gained the attention of all Mian sitting around us. Even with all eyes on me, I didn't care.
I wanted candy. "Pretty, please?"
Leo's blink was ever so gradual. He stared directly into my eyes, flicked a swift glare at the Plumas across from him, but when he touched my cheek, I knew he was caving. Even to an enemy's idea. He tilted forward, resting his forehead against mine, his glowing gaze gently. "Of course, we'll go."
I squealed in excitement and swiftly kissed his lips. "Thank you!"
Leo's eyes were wide on his face as I turned and grabbed Malik's black hair, pulling him down to my level to place a peck of a kiss on his lips. I gushed, "Thank you, thank you!"
Malik blinked, shock radiating off him, still trapped in my hold. "You're welcome."
Phila snorted softly across the table from us, lifting an invisible glass in cheers. He muttered, "And you're welcome, my fellow Plumas."




With my mouth full of a substance they called 'Pink Kisses,' I pulled Malik up beside me. I mumbled around the deliciousness in my mouth, "Hold open the bag, please?" The bag Leo was carrying I had already filled.
Dutifully, Malik opened the half-full bag in his hands. He chuckled softly as I grabbed candy item after candy item and shoved it into the bag, making sure there would be room for more. "I've never seen a woman able to eat quite that much—"
I placed a sticky pointed finger against his lips. "Don't even say it." Especially, since it was saying a lot with him only being near Mian women his entire life.
"Okay," he mumbled around my finger and then in a blur, he opened his lips and sucked my finger inside. I couldn't blink, staring as his lips encased my finger into the wet warmth of his mouth. I jerked when his tongue ran up and down my digit, licking all the sugar off. Slowly, I pulled my finger from his mouth, watching as he kissed the tip of it. His grin was unassuming as he lowered, placing his face directly in front of mine. "Are you sure you don't want to go back to the hotel yet?"
I squeaked, "Nope! Not yet." I quickly pivoted and fanned my face with my hand, my cheeks completely flushed. My feet faltered a second later when I saw Killeg smack Phila upside his head, though they were both glaring at Malik. I instantly turned back around, keeping Malik's attention on me. "Actually, I think I have enough candy to last me a while. Why don't we walk along the shops outside for a bit?"
He nodded, grateful to be leaving the fair. Screaming children ran all around in their fun so I could understand. Specifically, when people of the west continually came up to Leo and him, generally kissing their asses. Lifting a hand, he waved to Leo where he had been pulled aside by a mom and her three adoring children. Malik didn't bother to keep his voice down. "Let's go!"
I peered around for Jax, but I didn't see him anywhere. Stiller was talking to Rule by the alcho-brew bar, so I grabbed a cupcake from the table before heading in their direction. "Time to go." I glanced left and then right. "Where's Jax?"
"He stepped outside for some air," Stiller explained, downing a shot of a foul smelling liquid. "He may have gotten lost though." He chuckled quietly and shook his head. "I can feel him wandering farther away."
My lips thinned, but I eventually shrugged. "He has the guards with him, right?"
"Jax can take care of himself."
"Stiller ... "
He sighed heavily. "Yes, there are two guards with him." He pointed a finger at my nose, and it was then I noticed he wavered a little on his feet. Too much alcho-brew for him. "Don't forget, there are no weapons in Center." He tapped his head. "He's fine. I can tell."
"Thank you," I stated with honesty. Though I glanced at Rule and whispered, "You may want to help him back to the hotel."
Rule laughed in honest mirth, his stoic expression cracking, a little of his natural light showing through. "I was planning to do just that, Ms. Valorn."

Down to the five of us, plus guards, all the Plumas and I walked as unobtrusively as we could down the wide streets of Center. I ogled the wares through the windows, pointing at small music boxes or men's dress slacks I would love to have for my own—all the women's clothing were dresses or skirts.
Bless Mother Joyal! I skipped inside a store where I noticed what was damn near a myth to Humans. I pointed. "I want that."
Malik stared. "No."
"Come on. They are literally near extinction on Joyal. Humans only brought a few from Earth during The Travel."
"No," Leo reiterated his other half's dictate. "Hell, no."
Malik grunted, nodding. He actually started to turn away.
I grabbed ahold of his hand and jerked him back around. With much patience, I ignored Killeg snickering a foot away. I pointed again. "I want that."
Malik sighed heavily, running his fingers through his long black hair. "Why?"
"Because it's cute." I shrugged, bending to stare into the cage. I stuck my fingers through the holes, waggling it at the bundle of energy inside. "I've always wanted one, but only the politicians were allowed to have them on Joyal."
Leo bent at the waist, staring inside the cage. His nose crinkled. "It stinks."
"This whole shop stinks," I argued. "It's not just this one."
Malik joined Leo and me as we stared inside the cage. "We already have a pet."
I blinked. "An animal that eats severed arms is not a pet." I paused, curious. "What kind of animal is Blaze, anyway?"
Together, they stated easily, "A Lavano."
I almost lost it right there. My jaw dropped open, and I shot a hurried glare where Phila had abruptly joined Killeg in laughing quietly. They had better not say a damn word. My experience with 'Charlie' was not one I wanted to explain right now. Recovering swiftly, I turned back to what an actual pet was. I wiggled my finger inside the cage and soft fur brushed up against it. A tentative lick had ensued before it rubbed its head against my skin. "Aww! How adorable. Oh, I have to have it!"
Malik and Leo both groaned as they stood to their full heights.
Leo crooked a finger at an attendant, stating loudly, "We'll take this dog, ma'am."




"What are you going to name him?" Phila asked over my shoulder as we continued down a bustling street of Center. He reached around me, sticking his arm between Leo and me to pet the top of my new puppy's head. "It has to be a masculine name. This scamp is going to be big."
Leo, nonchalantly, shoved Phila's arm back. "My Soul will name him whatever she wants."
I stared down at my lovely pet, his eyes full of wonder as he took in the sites we passed by. My grin couldn't be erased, his scrunched up face so loveable. I kissed the top of his head, the red fur tickling my lips. With a spring in my step, I stated, "I'm going to name him Sweet Pea."
As one, all of the men surrounding me stopped in their tracks. Including the guards.
I stumbled to a stop a few feet in front of the group, turning back to see why they had stopped.
They were all staring at me. These tough Mian, the leaders of this planet ... had been thwarted by the cute name of my puppy. "What? He is a sweet pea." I lifted him higher in my arms, bouncing him a bit, watching his large ears flop. "Look at him! He's in love with the world! It's adorable."
Leo cleared his throat, turning a wide gaze to the pup in my grasp. "Braita ... when I meant you could choose any—"
"And I did," I stated stubbornly. "This is the end of this discussion. His name is Sweet Pea."
Phila started choking deep in his throat until he couldn't contain it any longer. He threw his head of glistening, long white hair back and roared with laughter. Not even the glares Malik and Leo shot him contained his mirth. He just shook his head and stepped forward between Malik and Leo and then advanced toward me. Bending low, he placed his face right in front of Sweet Pea's face. Lifting a hand to scratch behind Sweet Pea's left ear, he purred. "A unique name ... " his dark gaze lifted to mine, softening, as his voice did, "for a unique owner."
I gazed down at the Mian bending before me, my eyes gentle on his. "Thank you."
"You're welcome, Braita."
A sound akin to a growl sounded. And not from Sweet Pea, either.
It was coming from Malik's direction.
"Okay, that's enough petting," I whispered, stepping back.
Phila's voice was so quiet, I barely heard him—I was sure no one else did since there was no bloodshed being had. "That is not the petting I wish to do with you, Sweetness."
I swiftly turned my heated face away when I heard Jax shout, "Braita! Over here!"
Jax stood in the doorway of the ... Well, the sign said Lick Me Up Tavern.
Now that Jax had accustomed himself to the Mian lifestyle, it sounded just like his sort of bar.
Especially since you only had to be sixteen-years-old to drink on Triaz.
"Come on!" Jax held up a glass, silver alcho-brew sloshing over the side. "Live a little!"
My brows furrowed as I glanced down at Sweet Pea, then back up. I hollered, "I can't. I have a pet now!" I shrugged. "And, besides, I don't drink."
Jax narrowed his gray eyes in a special look he only gave me when I was being a prudish bore.
"Fine!" I stomped in his direction, the Plumas following behind with a much livelier step toward the bar. "But they better let Sweet Pea in."

Malik slammed down his sixth cup, just as empty as his others. He grinned, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "You sure you don't want a drink?"
I lifted my water. "I have a drink, as I've said before." I waved to all of the guards and the other Plumas sitting at our table, everyone had joined in to have at least one alcho-brew. "Besides, you have enough drinking partners."
He pointed his empty at the bartender. "Another round, please."
Leo sipped on his second cup, his lips curving at his partner. "You are such a damn lush."
Malik pointed a finger at him, leaning a bit on the table with an elbow. "You just can't hold your liquor as well as I can." His black brows lifted as he leaned toward Leo on the other side of me, invading Sweet Pea's and my space. "Just admit it."
Leo chuckled. "Never."
I rolled my eyes, staring across the table where Jax sat. The more Malik drank, the more flirtatious he became. And not only with me. If I had just seen him drink before, then he and Leo's love for each other would have been obvious. My lips thinned as Leo reached up, right in front of my face, and pressed on Malik's forehead, pushing him back into his seat. I glanced at Malik, agreeing with Leo. "You are a bit of a lush."
Malik politely took the cup the bartender handed him before peering back into my eyes. His grin was lopsided, making my heart pound harder. "I'm merely celebrating." He bent his head and pressed his lips to my ear, kissing softly. "Our Soul has returned to us."
My eyes drifted to Killeg and Phila at the other end of the table, smartly sitting far away so everyone could drink and be merry. I cleared my throat and tilted my head back to stare into a silver glowing gaze only inches away from mine. "Yes, I am back."
Jax choked on his drink and began pounding on his chest.
My regard snapped to him. "Are you okay?" It was still only his first drink.
"Yes." He thumped his chest once more, coughing more gently now. "I'm fine."
I patted the top of Sweet Pea's head, bending down to retrieve a dog treat out of the store bag for him. He nibbled at it with vigor until my hand jerked away. There was no stopping it as I tried to grab Malik's shoulder right before he face planted onto the wooden tabletop. "What the hell?" I patted his cheek repeatedly, but he wouldn't wake up. I turned my attention to Leo.
I froze.
His eyes were shut, and his head was back on his chair. Completely out cold.
That wasn't right.
My attention swung around the bar in a flurry as I hurried to stand from my chair.
All of the patrons were passing out, one after another.
Their faces hit the tables. Their bodies hit the ground.
Some were even falling body first onto other sleeping patrons.
My gaze snapped to Killeg and Phila, down the long line of guards passing out.
Both had leaned toward each other, their sides of their heads resting against the other.
Hell, they were even snoring quietly.
The only individuals wide awake were the bartender and Jax.
That didn't last long though.
My jaw dropped as Jax flew from his chair and over the long counter of the bar. He whacked the stunned bartender in the left temple with his glass, his 'weapon' breaking and flying in a glory of shining shards across the bar. The place was now silent.
Sweet Pea wiggled in my arms, and I held him closer to my chest. "Jax ... what's going on?"
"Fuck. That took longer than I thought it would." Jax raced across the room, jumping over sleeping Mian. He slammed the front door shut to the tavern, locking it. He hit a button next to the door and the windows automatically shaded to deep black, eliminating anyone's view from the street.
"Jax?"
He snapped his fingers at me. "Let's go."
My brows rose. "Go where?"
"Home." His stare was pointed. "Escape. To Joyal."
I didn't speak for a full minute, and then I shouted, "What? Have you lost your damned mind?"
Pure exasperation. "I'll explain on the way." He glanced at his halo-watch. "We've only got a few hours before they wake up. Even less than that if someone finds them."
I blinked. "How did you do this?"
"I stole a few vials from Pluma Creo's room before we left for our outing."
My words were slow, my mind trying to catch up to this madness. "You stole from Killeg?"
"I'm about to steal more if you would get your ass moving."
My brows furrowed. "What about Stiller? He's the other half of your Vaq. He'll know something is—" I stopped, realizing the truth. "You drugged him before you left the fair."
He nodded. "And I poured all of the vials into the alcho-brew system here before you walked in." His gray eyes were staring hard into mine. "You want freedom, right? I'm giving you that option."
I blinked. "Are you prepared to leave Stiller?"
His lips thinned, but he stated with conviction, "I have a mission, Braita. I have to accomplish it before I think of myself. It's more than just me. I have to think of the Humans on Joyal, too."
My brows furrowed, but I didn't ask another question. He would tell me if I went with him.
Instead, my eyes swung to my Vaq, and then to Killeg and Phila.
Could I truly leave Triaz?




The answer was simple.
For my freedom, I would do anything.
"I'm assuming you have a way to get us to Joyal?" I asked, my mind set.
Jax snorted. "Of course."
"Perfect." I bent and rifled through the bag from the pet shop. I found the leash inside and hooked Sweet Pea's collar to it, then wrapped it around the bottom of Malik's chair. I couldn't take a dog on the run. Stealth was a must when hiding from Mian with sensitive ears. Ruffling his ears, I kissed the top of his head before I made my rounds, saying a quiet goodbye to not only my Vaq, but to Killeg and Phila as well, even kissing all of their cheeks once.
Jax stood with his arms crossed, his brows raised in surprise. But he remained mute. Just watching. When I was done, he grabbed my hand, pulling through the back of the building. He stopped at a closet and yanked two tattered cloaks from inside. In a hurry, we put them on, yanking the hoods over our heads.
We were out the back door and running down a dark alleyway. I followed Jax, trusting my best friend to get me back to my planet. To the home I had always known and trusted. Our Joyal.
At the end of the alley, there was a black vehicle sitting in the darkness.
Jax opened the passenger side door, indicating for me to get inside.
I slipped in and fastened my seatbelt. I had an inkling there would be fast and reckless driving in our future. Wherever we were headed, Jax was in a hurry as he slid across the hood of the vehicle to cut time to get to the driver's side door. Within seconds, we were flying down the main streets of Center, heading away from the bustling inner city.

We had ditched the car a half-hour ago, on to our next destination through the forest.
Out of breath, but keeping up, my runs on Joyal having kept me fit for this trek.
Jax was a few feet ahead of me, a bulky bag he had grabbed from the backseat strapped over his shoulder, bouncing against his right hip as he ran like Lavanos were chasing us.
No, worse. Like Mian were after us.
Which they probably were if anyone had stumbled upon the slumbering Plumas.
I jumped over a rock and then ducked under a tree limb, remembering this exact route.
We were headed for the hov-craft. If that was our outlet for exit of Triaz, I had no idea how we were going to find it. Unless we ran smack into it. When we had last left it, the cloaking device had been activated. Jax and I wouldn't be able to see even if we were standing right in front of it.
But I trusted Jax. He said he had a plan. I trusted him with my life, so I continued weaving through trees and jumping over brush to keep up with him, not about to lose him in the darkness.
Twenty minutes later, he came to an abrupt stop, his hands on his knees, breathing heavily.
I dropped next to him, staring up at the canopy of leaves, the moon's light barely filtering through. I wasn't sure how many miles we had just run, but the way my side was killing me, I guessed it was near three. Sucking oxygen like it would quickly expire, I didn't bother moving for a full ten minutes.
Then we were back on our feet, once again sprinting through the forest.
Sweat drenching my body, my clothes sticking to me like a second skin, I laughed quietly ten minutes later as we both halted in our tracks. I snorted so hard, the stabbing pain in my side jabbed back, making me flinch.
I still pointed at the two large sticks that hovered in the air, making a large 'X'. "You put them on the stairs before we left it?"
"Yep," Jax wheezed, walking quickly to the entrance of the invisible hov-craft. "And I marked almost all the bases of the trees we passed with the yellow rubber on my shoe, so I could find the way back here in the dark. It's why I walked in the back on the way to the city, instead of letting Stiller lead the group." He shrugged, knocking the branches away. "I feigned a stomach cramp. Stiller believed it since he could feel my worry. He just didn't know what I was really worrying about."
"Genius," I muttered, watching as he tapped on the hov-craft, bringing it into full view, still programmed for his fingerprint. A code entered a second later, and the door opened for us. After we had climbed inside the parlor, he activated the cloaking device once again and shut and sealed the door.
Dropping his bag on the white couch, he unzipped it. Inside were space travel wear. As I lifted one out, along with a helmet, it appeared a little outdated but no worse for the wear.
"Where did you get these?"
He snorted softly. "You really don't want to know."
"But I do."
He shrugged, and started stripping his shirt over his head. "There's a museum in Center. While you were busy eating sweets, I was at the museum stealing their first ever space suits." He winked as he began undoing his pants. "And procuring us a vehicle."
I chuckled as I tore my own shirt over my head, and then started on my pants. We needed to hurry. No time for privacy. "Is there oxygen in them still?"
"Yeah, I made sure to test them."
"And this hov-craft can get us to Joyal?"
"It better."
"Jax ... "
"Yes, it has all the newest technology for extended space travel, and when I flew it earlier, the thing damn near flew itself."
"So the coordinates are really all you need."
He nodded, grinning like a fiend as he shoved one of his legs down into the suit. "You ready to leave Triaz, Braita?"
I was already putting my helmet on and sitting on the recliner. I strapped myself into the chair with the hidden safety belts. "More than ready."
Jax took a seat next to me, tapping on the halo-screen before buckling himself in. "We're only one more tap away." He glanced at me. Even though I couldn't see his eyes through his helmet, I knew he was asking me silently one last time.
"Do it."
His pointer finger landed on the halo-screen.




Tossing my helmet off as we landed, I immediately unstrapped. I was on my knees in front of Jax in a mere heartbeat. His helmet hung down, and his body was wrapped in deep tremors. I had no clue how he had managed to land the hov-craft. The farther away from Triaz we had gone, the worse he had become.
I pressed my fingers to unlatch his helmet and tore it over his head. "Jax! Are you all right?"
His gray eyes were bloodshot and he whispered, "The bag. There's medicine in there."
Instantly, I knew he was having a reaction from being away from the other half of his Vaq. He needed Stiller, not drugs. But I hurried to the bag, even as pounding began to sound on the door to the hov-craft. Fumbling with shaking fingers, I found the bottle buried in the bottom of the black bag. Tipping four into my hand, having taken that many before I had received my Solo, I helped Jax take them. I sat back in my chair and waited. It wouldn't take long for the pills to kick in since he had never taken them before. Our people outside could wait. They knew it was us because Jax had transmitted our incoming arrival—for fear they would blow us out of the sky.
I did ask, "What was your mission, Jax?"
In a hoarse voice, he growled, "This ship. Our president had received word of it two years ago, and Joyal doesn't have the minerals it needs to create this technology. When the tsunami occurred, it was the perfect opportunity for a spy to infiltrate the east of Triaz. Our government plans to clone everything it needs to duplicate it so our citizens will be safe from the natural disasters our planet living on the ground causes."
All of it made sense since Joyal was prone to underwater earthquakes, except for one small fact. "Why didn't they just ask Killeg and Phila for assistance?"
"They did." He rested his head back on his seat, his eyes beginning to glaze from the drugs. "The Plumas denied assistance when our President wouldn't meet their demands."
"What did they want?"
Jax snorted, the edges of his lips lifting in a sloppy smile. The medicine was definitely kicking in. "The Plumas wanted access to Joyal's oceans. Apparently, we have fish here with certain enzymes that help with infection. Triaz doesn't. Our President was an asshole and said no."
My blink was slow. "Why did you get assigned the mission and not me?" I wore ten marks on my wrists. I was just as capable as he was.
Jax snickered and lifted his right hand, pinching his fingers together. "Because I'm just a wee bit better than you in test scores." He laughed outright. "Cow."
I glared, but it held no heat. "I can still kick your ass on the mats."
"Only half the time." He waved his hand at the door. "Will you open it now so they'll shut the fuck up. My head is pounding."
I rose from my seat and helped him to remove his safety belts. "Let's get changed first before they come storming in to strip this place bare." I paused. "And I want to see if Killeg left any of his potions behind."
Jack's dark brows rose. "Why?"
"Because I never expected our President to be so damn covetous. You've completed the mission, but what do you think he's going to do with us now? A man who doesn't share well, will do whatever it takes to protect what is his now that he has his prize."
Jack's hazy regard sharpened as he stared into my eyes. "We should probably grab a few inconspicuous weapons, too." He paused. "Just in case."
"Yes, no shit." What the hell had he gotten us into?
As we exited the hov-craft onto the ground of our home, Plata, my suspicions were well-founded. The front of my body was slammed against the landing pad, two government agents grabbing my wrists and placing them in laser-cuffs.
Jax landed right next to me a second later, his warm breath rushing over my face with his hard landing. He growled quietly but allowed the three government agents to cuff him.
I glared from the ground. "Two for me. Three for you. I don't think my reputation precedes me."
Jax laughed right in my face, one of his cheeks smashed against the hard ground making his smile crooked. "When did you become so vain, Braita?"
I shrugged a shoulder and grimaced as the agents none-too-gently yanked me to my feet. "When it became obvious you think you're better than me."
He was pulled up right next to me. He still wore a grin. "I said only a wee bit."
"Oh, fuck off." I scowled once more and then tilted my head to the walkway. "We're getting arrested and shit. Let's try to act like we're taking this seriously."
Because we were. We were taking it damn seriously.
The agents stepped back since we were in laser-cuffs, giving the proper amount of distance Humans did on Joyal. They indicated we should follow them and started down the trail.
Jax snorted at their backs as we walked sedately behind them. "Not even a 'welcome back.'"
"Very rude, indeed."
An agent glanced over his shoulder, studying us silently.
"He thinks we're weird," I grumbled, staring right back at the agent. He was the one who had snuck his knee in my back to hold me down.
"The barbarian race has afflicted us."
"The dastardly devils."
He paused as we stepped down a brightly lit stairwell. "Okay, let's try to be serious."
"Okay." I lasted twenty seconds. "Do you think the President will give me his autograph?"
"Maybe. On your execution paperwork."
"I'd already thought about that. I was talking about, like a statement from him saying I've beat you in score during our combat training."
"We're back to that?"
I shrugged. "I haven't really left the topic yet."
"I have. You see, my dear friend Braita, I will always ... " He trailed off as Plata's government building came into view. "Probably time to shut up now."
"Yes. That might be wise."




It was a stupid move. We were both thrown in a jail cell. Together. We weren't even searched.
Our peaceful Human counterparts didn't think the way the Mian did, a small blessing.
But we sat. And waited. For three damn days.
We were lucky they brought us food.
And, between Jax and me, we had enough medicine to keep him properly drugged.
We kept our conversation light, knowing the area was chronicled.
The President waited for us to slip. To indicate we had turned. Become the enemy.
We never gave him what he was looking for.
So, late on the third night, we were summoned. Sans laser-cuffs.
Bless Mother Joyal, because they chafed horribly.
Four agents—we were down one now—showed us to a conference room. I sat comfortably on a black chair while Jax investigated a halo-screen in the corner that was on a repeating loop of Plata news. Nothing much happening on our home planet from the looks of it. Just tons of sunshine and the reconstruction underway from the tsunami's destruction.
"How long do you think he'll make us wait?" I asked in a bored tone.
"Probably a good hour." Jax sat next to me eventually. "I'm going to take a nap. Wake me when he finally arrives."
It took three hours, and two trips to the bathroom, for him to grace us with his appearance. Though he entered the room with no fanfare, only three agents—down another—and two of his advisers. They sat across from us in the quiet.
I allowed my best friend to snore in their faces for a full minute since the President had made us wait days before I politely nudged Jax. He awoke with a start, but quickly shook off the sleep, seeing we had company. He wasn't any more impressed than I was.
Jax sat forward, placing his hands on the table, allowing the President to see the red marks left from the laser-cuffs, and asked bluntly, "Did I steal the right hov-craft for you?"
The President's smile was miniscule in the extreme. "You did."
Jax's brows rose. "And, still, I don't hear even a 'thank you.' Instead, my accomplice and I were detained on Joyal land for three days. Would you care to elaborate why?"
Keen, intelligent eyes stared back at us. The President was no fool. "By all accounts, the surviving Humans became slaves on Triaz. How is it you two were able to escape slavery and steal the leaders of the easts personal hov-craft?"
"Plumas," I corrected him. "Their title is Plumas."
His attention hovered back and forth between us, ignoring my jibe. "I'm waiting."
Jax responded in a bored tone, taking control. Which I was grateful for since I was a horrible liar. "After the 'arrival ritual' where most of us died, Braita and I were chosen to go to the east as slaves. We both bare ten marks on our wrists, which gained us certain privileges not all Humans were given. The Mian are a warring people, but they are not without their mercy.
"We were given the opportunity for freedom through combat inside an arena called the Crank Pit. If we won thirty matches, then we would be granted our freedom. Worthy in the eyes of the Mian." He shrugged a shoulder, lying out his ass. "We won our battles and gained our freedom."
I added, "We were able to do reconnaissance afterward during the daylight hours due to the Mians poor eyesight in the Sun. Most Mian were asleep during that time. We moved around the city of Vlymun easily and slept in the sewers at night to avoid detection." All of which, I had actually done. No lying needed.
The President steepled his hands on the table and peered down at his fingers, appearing to study his cuticles. "When you say you won thirty matches against a race far superior to ours in strength and speed, what do you mean exactly?"
My voice was cold, remembering the arrival ritual. "We killed them." I sneered ever so slightly, flexing my fingers on a jerk reaction as if I still gripped the blades in my hands, slippery from so much blood. "We killed them all."
Jax leaned back on his chair in a relaxed position when the room went silent.
The two of us said nothing else. We waited. Again.
The President eventually sighed, sounding weary. "There is still one piece to the puzzle I don't understand. So tell me, Mr. Waterston, how did you manage to steal the hov-craft? It appears, in order to operate it, a fingerprint was needed. A fingerprint approved by the..." he glanced at me, then back to Jax, "...Plumas of the east."
I didn't flinch at the question. I stayed perfectly calm. Though I had no clue how Jax would finagle a believable excuse.
Apparently, Jax didn't either. He faltered for the barest moment, glancing off to the side before his attention swung back to the President. "I'd rather not say."
The President only stared.
"It's of a personal nature."
Stony silence was all he was met with.
Jax rubbed his lips together and peered down at the table. "I became a pet to the Plumas." His voice was quiet, solemn. "They had watched me fight and became enamored with me."
The President blinked. "A pet?"
Jax cleared his throat and yanked his gaze to the opposite wall. He stared there for all he was worth as his cheeks flamed red, his voice choked. "I had sexual intercourse with them on many occasions. I gained their trust in that manner, and in return, they gave me special treatment. One of which included allowing me to fly their hov-craft on a weekend we spent together."
My eyes flew straight to my lap, holding my breath. Mother Joyal, this excuse might just work. And it had cost Jax to say it, his flaming cheeks proof positive. The way the President, or any Human on Joyal would view him, would never be the same as soon as word was released he'd had sexual relations with another person, had prostituted himself out. It was the lowest of the low for any Human, an inexcusable act—and illegal act on Joyal.
In the quiet, the President hummed softly. "I don't believe you."
My attention snapped straight on him. "What?" I waved a hand at Jax. "He just bared his soul to you, and you say that? What kind of shit—"
He held up a stopping hand, cutting me off. "Let me rephrase that." He cleared his throat and stood from his chair, his advisers and agents following suit. "Even if I did believe Mr. Waterston's recount, my decision wouldn't be any different. The Plumas of the east will want restitution for their stolen hov-craft. I plan to give it to them in the form of you two." He tipped his head to us, a respectful bow, his tone cautious but resolute. "Your corpses will arrive on Triaz within the week."
My words were quiet, having prepared for this. "You want to get the outcome you wish by handing over the thieves."
"But it is something, Ms. Valorn." He shook his head. "Mr. Waterston didn't jam the frequency when he left Triaz, as he should have. They know the hov-craft is here."
Even worse. "Trust me, Mr. President. Let us go back now. Alive. We can work this issue out with them."
His brows rose. "They trust you so much?"
Oops. "They trust Jax."
His head tilted back and forth in deep thought. "That much I do believe." He crossed his arms, peering between us. We sat silent for three minutes. The President ran a hand over his face, and then peered directly at Jax. "Do you truly believe you can right your folly and stop the Mian from retaliation with us? Is your bond with them so strong?"
Jax didn't bullshit this time. "I could try. But I can't do it if I'm dead." He paused and cleared his throat. "And I was never instructed to jam any frequencies. I wouldn't know how to do that even if I had been told. I barely managed to get the damned hov-craft here with its easy flying mode. All I received was a week's worth of training after the tsunami before I was shipped out. The folly, as you say, was the government's fault. Not mine. And if you want me to stop a war from happening, I would suggest you quit threatening to kill me."
The President's brows rose, and he smiled. A real one. "Those are the first true words I've heard you state thus far." He nodded then glanced at his advisors. "Allow Mr. Waterston to return alive and unharmed, to Triaz with Ms. Valorn's corpse. It will show we do take citizens of Triaz trespassing on Joyal seriously."
My jaw dropped. "You're going to use me as a pawn?"
The President didn't back away from my question. "Yes. In this situation, we need to show strength. Eliminating one to save many shouldn't be a new concept for you. You were trained with this and know our rules."
"Um ... I think that's a really bad choice." I chewed on my lower lip. I wasn't sure what I should say or what I shouldn't now. Death was beating down my door no matter which way I strategized. All I could say was the truth. "Yeah, I think it's a bad idea. You won't get the results you want with my death." War would come if they killed me, and in return, killed my Vaq.
His brows snapped together. "That is the second time you've said that. Why do you believe that, Ms. Valorn?"
If I said I was the Soul to the Plumas of the west, I would be locked in a jail cell for the rest of my life while this greedy son of a bitch squeezed the Plumas for all they were worth. "I actually don't think I like you very much, Mr. President."
Jax choked next to me his wide gaze meeting mine. "Just wait." His words held a different meaning. We did have weapons. I could escape, maybe even back to Triaz. "Maybe the President will see reason by the time I leave."
I sighed, glaring at the President. "Think. Hard."
Boom.
I grabbed the table as the ground shook. My eyes were wide as screams were heard.
Too late. A red blaring light erupted inside the room.
It was the warning of an attack.




The President's gaze slammed in our direction, altering between us. He barked, "Grab both of them. They need to come with us to the bunker." Smart. A definite asshole. But he was intelligent.
I jumped from my chair when another explosion rocked the floor, the red flickering glow of the alarm doing nothing to calm my nerves. As the room suddenly filled with agents leading the President away, Jax and I didn't argue when we were also ushered from the room. We quickly ran with the government officials to the safe location the President was mandated to hunker down in if an attack on Joyal ever occurred.
Our group came to a screaming halt as we exited the building. All attention was to the sky.
Hundreds of Mian space crafts dotted the dark sky, appearing like death clouds.
The protection of Plata was mediocre at best after the tsunami, the waves having taken down many of the missile ranges. Any being fired made no real impact on their ships, the blasts exploding and lighting the sky in brilliant reds and yellows, but that was all it was against the attack—a pretty show.
"Mother Joyal," an agent whispered in fear next to me.
"Keep praying," I muttered. "If they get really pissed, we're fucking screwed."
Her attention slammed over to me. "How do you know they're not already pissed?"
Stupid question. "Because we're not dead."
She actually whimpered. How the hell had she become an agent?
"Suck it up and do your damn job," I growled. "Get everyone moving. We should be in the bunker by now. Every minute we waste is another opportunity for—"
"Oh, shit," Jax mumbled, pointing to the far left. Ground level.
As one, everyone peered in that direction.
Half of our thirty-stack of agents began to run. Literally. They raced away as fast as they could.
Although a brave twenty stormed out of the building we had just exited, holding weapons aimed where our attention was honed. An entire flock of Mian were on the ground, a cloaked spacecraft having now come into view behind them. The entire mass wore black, hiding their bodies in the nightfall. Only the radiant shine of their glowing eyes indicated where they were. Or the sporadic glare from a sword by the explosions in the sky. They were the darkness descending from the pit of Hades.
I shoved the agent next to me. "Bunker." Another hard punch. "Hello! Bunker, idiot!"
She blinked out of her trance. I saw it in her eyes. She wanted to run.
I stated as calmly as I could manage, "They're faster than you. Much faster."
Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, but she quickly went into motion, barking orders. "The agents who just came out, stay here and give us back up." She pushed forward and grabbed the President's arm. "The rest of you, with us." Now ... that was why she was an agent. Everyone took the lone orders given, doing exactly as the one sane person said in the stain of their own fear.
Jax and I were herded in a fast rush to the far building, an unassuming whitewashed crumbling structure. I had my doubts until we were led down—at least twenty flights of stairs. Deep underground, the area was lit by horrendous yellow lighting. Down two more halls, descending another round of stairs, and then it opened into a spacious concrete area.
I jerked when I heard the screams erupt from above. The Mian were getting closer.
A solid door made of silver stone, built directly into the wall was opened by four agents, pushing and shoving with all their strength. The President was quickly led inside, and the rest of us followed at a hurried pace, none trying to trample the other, but still moving rapidly as the echoes of battle drew closer. The Mian had undeniably made it to the stairs, the sound bouncing off the walls in a macabre of ghastly music.
The door was shut. Locked down tight.
I turned in a slow circle, evaluating the bunker.
If I were into the latest in technology, this would be a dream room.
Instead, it merely felt like a tomb with flashing screens.
Jax was staring at the door. "What do you think they'll do to us if they get through?"
"I don't know," I stated honestly. "They actually brought a war here."
Jax's lips thinned. "And it's personal. Those closest to them stole a valuable item of trade."
I blinked. "This escape for us has turned to shit."
"I was planning to go back to Triaz."
My gaze altered to him. "Really?"
He nodded. "I like Triaz better than Joyal. But I couldn't let Humans die because I failed to accomplish my mission."
I wrapped my arms around his waist and placed my head on his shoulder. "I'm not mad. I understand."
He kissed the top of my head gently, holding me as tightly as I was him. "Would you have come back?"
"Maybe," I answered. "I came here for freedom ... but in light of the President's actions, I'm not sure I ever really had it here either."
Jax grunted softly. "No shit." He tipped his head to the side, rubbing my back gently, even when he growled harshly, "Are you fucking deranged in the head, people? The Mian are nearly here, and yet all you can do is stare at two people consoling each other?"
One man grumbled, "You're touching. It's against the law."
"He kissed her," another whispered quietly to her neighbor.
I blinked and said with extreme slowness, "Morons, Mian are outside. What is the bigger issue here?"
The room reacted then, quickly jostling with activity made for a siege such as this. It was about damn time.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
I froze inside Jax's hold.
The Mian had made it to the door.




"He's out there," Jax whispered, his attention cast on the steel door.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
I stayed firmly encased in my best friend's arms. "Who?"
"Stiller." Jax gulped, the sound was audible. "I can feel him. The meds are wearing off."
A government agent bustled by so fast, my hair rustled in the resulting breeze. "Maybe ... that's a good thing?"
His head shake was so slight that I barely perceived it. "No. He's furious."
"Like, 'he's going to yell at you' furious? Or, 'he wants to rip off someone's head' furious?"
"It's undeniably the latter of the two."
As one unit—still embraced—we took cautious steps backward into the bustling bunker.
If Stiller was in a killing frenzy, then the Plumas would be even more so.
I nibbled on my bottom lip ... until my eyebrows rose in time to my startling thoughts. I peered up into my best friend's eyes, the grey still transfixed on the door. "You knew he would come." Stiller was Jax's other half of a Vaq pair. He would have been able to find him anywhere with their link.
His gaze flicked down to me, then back to the supposed 'barrier' that was beginning to bow. "I did." His shoulders shrugged. "Though, I had hoped to be back on Triaz by now."
"That's why you didn't cut the transmission to the hov-craft's whereabouts?"
He hummed deep in his throat. "It would have been a fruitless endeavor. Even if I had known how to do it."
My words were my final decision. "You brought war here."
"No. Technically, the President did that. His greed did so."
Bang. Bang. Bang.
My lips pinched with my continual regard on his eyes. "And your choice to follow orders."
His chest rose and fell against my palms. "I did what I needed to do. Humans need the technology to continue living on this planet, and we've seen how well our people are treated when we take refuge elsewhere."
The arrival ritual—the culling. "True. But what if there are no Humans alive after this?" I attempted to contain my aggravation, the fury bubbling up inside my chest. My fingertips curled into his shirt. "What good is the technology if there's no one to use it?"
Grey eyes slammed to mine. As he held my own steely-eyed gaze, I knew he believed he had made the right choice. There was no sorrow to be held on his features ... even if he hadn't liked being put in the situation to have to make that impossible choice. "What happens from here is up to the President. If he contains this situation, then there will be a future for the Humans. This planet, the Blessed Joyal, will only sustain our people—the growing population—for so long, and he knows it. Now, he needs to make the right choice."
"He should have done so to begin with."
Jax gazed over my head. We watched as the President ran his hands through his hair in continual, rough strokes. He would be bald soon if he kept that up. Jax snorted and shook his head of curly hair. "It took an invasion of aliens for him to realize that mere fact."
I blinked at his relaxed tone. "Did you plan this, Jax?"
"Unfortunately ... no. As I said, I hoped to be back on Triaz by now." He cleared his throat and peered back to the door that wouldn't be able to take much more of whatever the Mian were doing to it. The hinges were starting to creak in a squeal of grinding steel. "But, if I said I planned to also steal what the Mian wanted—the fish—and have taken the specimen back with me...that might not be too far-fetched an idea."
"Holy fuck." I groaned in exasperation and banged my head in a gentle rhythm against his chest. "This is a damned mess."
His arms tightened around me. "Yes. Yes, it is."
Shush. Shush. Shush.
My dark gaze slammed to the side, widened in horror. "That. Is. Not. Good." The edges of the door were now glowing blue, ice forming and misting on the sides, crawling to the middle, the heart of the steel obstacle. "Jax? How is Stiller feeling now?"
He whispered, "Insatiable. Hungry. Pissed."
I fisted his shirt with both of my hands. "I think we should take cover."
The door was completely iced. "I think so, too."
In a rush, we ran to the far end of the bunker. We fell to our knees on the dusty concrete behind a sturdy desk. I barely felt the bite of pain to my kneecaps before I glanced to the left. I couldn't help but sneer. The President was one desk over with four agents lying on top of him in preparation for the assault. Only the tip of his head showed from under the pile.
I muttered, "Fucking bullshit."
His eyes peeked up. Met mine.
"Yeah, you. You did this to your people."
Through it all, I still heard him growl, "For our people."
I countered, "Killed your people."
"Get down!" Jax hollered, grabbing my shoulders and thrusting me flat on the floor.
Crack-doom-shh.
Our last hope shattered. The door fell.
The lights went out.
Swallowing in a brutal movement, I covered my ears as a barrage of shots blistered the air.
A piece of the bunker's concrete roof fell from above and pinged the side of Jax's head. With my heart pounding in cadence to the rapid gunfire, I threw myself on top of my best friend, covering his body. He was out cold, a cut bleeding profusely from his left eyebrow.
We would not die here today. I wouldn't allow it.




Coughing on smoke, I grunted in pain as I was dragged away from an unconscious Jax—by my hair. The fist only tightened in my dark locks, threatening to snap my neck if I pushed too hard. Gunshots whizzed past, the struggle still in high gear, though my captor walked at a careful pace through it all. Debris from the fight slammed against my shoulders and legs as I resisted. My shirt tugged back at the neck, and the concrete scraped my flesh. I focused past the stinging soreness, but my feet had nothing to catch on, and any items I grabbed broke apart in my hands, the Mian's weapons demolishing all equipment.
"Jax!" I screamed. I tried to peer through the haze as fires blazed on the left and right. "Jax!"
"Be quiet." The paw jiggled my head, rattling my brain. And that voice belonged to ... Malik.
"Let me go!" I growled, grabbing on the wrist of my keeper. I dug my nails in hard, feeling blood pool around my fingertips. I was his Soul. He wouldn't kill me—couldn't kill me. "Malik, release me!"
"Shut the fuck up, Braita, before I knock your ass out," he hissed.
"Jax is back there!" The fires were growing.
A firm fist smashed against my cheek, and the back of my head slammed against the floor.
While he may not be able to kill me ... he could hurt me. And he was apparently willing to do so.
I groaned as my lashes fluttered down.
Before oblivion took me under, I thought, He pulled his punch ...

A warm shoulder rubbed against mine. Repeatedly.
My eyes shot open.
I blinked once. Twice. Shit.
I couldn't speak. Not because I didn't want to, but because my lips were covered with tape.
Same as Jax. He was alive. Sitting next to me. The blood from his wound had dried, but the bleeding had coated the entire left side of his face. He sighed, a great huff of air escaping his nostrils as I assessed his injuries—as if he had feared I was dead, not the other way around.
The sizzle of the laser-cuffs binding my hands behind my back irritated my wrists, but it wasn't enough to harm. Jax didn't seem any worse off either, his expression quickly altering from relief to a bored mien. We peered out to the Mian, who were searching an office where we sat inside, Jax and my location stuffed into a corner, out of the way for whatever had been occurring while I was out. Though, I ground my teeth together after moving my ankles ... the Mian were different. Smarter than the Humans concerning captives. While I had been unconscious, they had removed the few weapons I'd had hidden in the side of my boots. I guessed Jax was now cleaned out, too.
Both sets of Plumas glanced in our direction from where they were speaking softly with each other. There were five other Mian, including Stiller, ransacked the filing cabinets and desk—it had to be the President's office. If I had thought Jax appeared gruesome with blood staining his face, then those four were point blank lethal. Blood, some still slick and wet on their black combat attire, covered their exposed arms and necks. Without a doubt, they had gotten their hands dirty in this conflict.
The President knelt before the four, and with too much pride, he tried to get to his feet.
Killeg lifted his right leg, placed a large boot on the President's chest, and shoved him back to the ground. Not a care in world. Barely looking at him, and then, oh, disgracing the most revered Human leader. The four Plumas continued on with their quiet discussion.
Papers flew through the air, littering the ground. Drawers banged open and closed.
One Mian with yellow hair sat down at the President's desk and started hacking into the server.
Not moving a muscle, I watched as Stiller rifled through a pile of folders. Within a blink, one of the files went up-and-under the backside of his shirt, hidden from view, before he resumed his silent search.
What the hell were they looking for? Or more importantly ... what had Stiller just found?
I glanced out of the corner of my eye at Jax.
He had seen it too, his head cocked curiously.
My attention honed directly on Leo when he turned from their conversation. He hovered over the President, who had chosen wisely to not move again. Leo crouched, placing his elbows on his knees, and gazed down directly into the President's eyes. The golden glow shone onto the President's face in a harsh reality ... he was completely at their mercy. Speaking in precise English, Leo asked, "Tell us what Ms. Valorn and Mr. Waterston told you."
My brows rose slightly, but I stopped it quickly enough. My right cheek was killing me.
From his back, the President glanced at us.
Wrong move.
Malik nailed him in his side with a swift kick that cracked at least two of his ribs by the sound.
I may not like the President, but I didn't take any joy from his agonized scream.
"They told me nothing of importance," the President panted, wheezing in pain.
"Word-for-word, Mr. President," Leo stated, sweetness dripping, a direct opposite from his counterpart. "Or you won't like what happens next." Or maybe not so sweet.
The President spoke, his words clipped and full of pain.
I would have applauded the President's memory if we had been in any other situation. He literally remembered everything we had said during the interrogation, down to even the smallest of inflections our faces had given. For someone so damn intelligent, he had royally fucked up with this situation. And it didn't appear as if he held any remorse for his actions with his finishing words.
"Kill me if you wish. I won't apologize for deceiving you. My people needed that technology to live." He altered his attention to glare at Killeg and Phila. "Unlike your people. A few deaths from sickness is nothing compared to an extinction from Mother Nature. Your selfishness has caused this."
Phila ran his fingers gently through his long white hair. He shrugged a shoulder. "Mr. President, you should have planned better. Or perhaps, you should have listened to what Ms. Valorn and Mr. Waterston were saying. Both options would have kept you alive."
My scream could be heard ... as Phila reached down.
When he straightened to his full height, he held the President's decapitated head.
With an uninterested flick, he tossed it aside. "What an idiot."
I closed my eyes against the gore and death of a man I had once pledged my allegiance to.
Killeg muttered, "Let's hope the survivors appoint cunning over pride this time."
"No shit," Leo groused.
With a chuckle, Malik suggested, "Shall we get those fish before we have to kill all the Humans?"
"Wait. Should we leave the intel they stole off the hov-craft?" Leo asked.
I opened my eyes and glared at the four of them.
As if they could feel my heated gaze, the four glanced at me.
Killeg hummed quietly, eyeing my features. "We did kill their President. Let's leave them the information as a truce." He stretched his back muscles, his shirt pulling in the front. "I'd rather the Humans not completely die off—by natural catastrophe or by the stupidity of an attack on us. They can be entertaining at times."
"Plus, we'll have the specimen we wanted," Phila added.
"Exactly."




Triaz. I was back on the damned planet Triaz.
The Plumas hadn't killed us.
But they sure as hell didn't love us.
I gripped the ancient bars of the jail cell I was in, the peeling iron stabbing into my palms. I shook the cell door with all my might. "Hey, asshole! I want to talk to the Plumas of the east!"
The Mian guard flipped a page on his halo-screen, completely snubbing me.
The door rattled as I jerked it. "I know you can hear me!"
"Braita, for the love of all that is holy ... shut up," Jax grumbled.
I glared at the cell across from mine where my best friend lay on a steel cot. "This is bullshit. We've been down here for two weeks. What the hell is taking them so long?"
He groaned and turned on his side to face me. "Has it occurred to you we may be down here ... indefinitely?" His brows rose at my resulting scowl. "They can't kill you. Stiller won't let them kill me." His stare was pointed. "We're traitors in their eyes, but they're stuck."
I shoved the door one more time, growling under my breath. I paced the floor of my tiny cell, rubbing my sore back. "I know that." I just didn't want to accept this as my fate. This could not be how I end. I turned and kicked the door with more force, turning my attention to the guard once more. "Hey, cow. I need to talk to the Plumas of the east."
Jax shook his head in aggravation and rolled again, gifting me his back. "Go to sleep, Braita."
"We don't even know if it's day or night."
"Does it really matter?"
"Dammit!" I shouted to the caged ceiling before I flopped on my cot. My life just kept getting worse. I heaved in five calming breaths. Feeling sorry for myself wouldn't help anyone. I muttered, "Jax?"
"What?" he groused.
I closed my eyes. "I don't want to die here."
Jax had waited a full minute before he responded, his words quiet. "I know."

Picking dirt out from under my nails, I hissed out, "I stink worse than a Lavano." A full month. An entire
month we had been rotting down here in this damned dungeon. The only information I had been able to garner off the rotating guards was that we were in Center. And how the Plumas were still in this city dealing with business, too busy to see us. After much thinking—I had plenty of time for that now—I had decided they were still handling the aftermath of the battle on Joyal. That theory was what got me through my days—and nights. "When did they give us our last shower?" And 'shower' was a generous word for them hosing us down inside our cell.
"Three days ago," Jax answered while he craned his neck to see the guard's halo-screen. Jax enjoyed this particular fusia-haired guard the most since he always watched shows while on his shift. It gave Jax's eyes something to focus on other than the bars for a good six hours. Too bad for me. I could only listen since the damned guard always sat the same way each time—facing me. Jax tilted his head an inch to the right, pressing the scar on his left eyebrow into a bar. "Two more days until next time."
"Wonderful," I growled. "I'll just sit here and rot in my own stench."
Jax's lips twitched. "You still smell better than you did when you housed with an actual Lavano."
"Hush."
"I'm merely saying that you stank then."
"I get it."
"Like ... stank-stank."
"Jerk."
"That's better than stank-stank."
"Be careful, or I won't flush my toilet for five days. I'll show you stank-stank."
He blinked, his lashes pressing crooked against the bar. "You're evil."
I flicked dirt out from under my thumbnail. "When I need to be."

The brutal spray of water ended. The goosebumps on my flesh would last for hours. Two days ago, I had said I smelled like a Lavano. I would be perfectly happy to smell that way again instead of freezing bone deep. Shivers wracked my body, making my clinging clothing vibrate on my small frame, and my teeth chattered so obnoxiously, the Mian guard holding the hose glared at my mouth with green, glowing eyes. I hollered, "What the hell, asshole?" I hated this damn guard, the original guard. "Cold water this time?"
The guard's lips tilted up in a wicked grin before he turned his back on me.
Jax gritted his teeth as the spray hit him full on.
I crouched in the corner and wrapped my arms around my legs. Tucking my head down, I shivered in the damp coldness of my cell. If I yelled anymore at this guard, he wouldn't give me my next meal. He really was an asshole.
I ground my teeth together as I heard the water turn off, fully expecting him to turn the water on me once more just for the sadistic fun of it. But my head shot up when I heard the bars on my cell door creak open. The jerk guard walked inside and tossed a clean shirt and a pair of pants on my dripping wet cot.
He ordered, "Get dressed. You have an appointment in ten minutes with the Plumas."
My eyes widened. "We're getting out of here?"
His chuckle was evil, making me shiver all over again. "I didn't say that."




Jax and I stood against a wall with our hands bound behind our backs with laser-cuffs. I knew this hotel. It was the same one where my Vaq had requested the Plumas of the east bring me after my escape. The thirty guards who had escorted us here didn't even bother me, nor did their continual glares. I cracked my neck and sighed in delight at the heater's vents blowing down on us. The lights were too bright for my eyes, used to having hardly any light in the jail, but Jax and I were warm. And not in jail right now.
The door across the hall from us opened. My groan was soft. I didn't want to leave this spot yet.
Rule, a Mian litigator for Triaz, stepped into the hallway. His eyes roved over us in a calming fashion. "The Plumas will see you one at a time." He crooked a long finger at Jax. "You first, Mr. Waterston."
Jax jerked away from the wall, hurrying to the man. He glanced back at me and saw my surprised expression at his excitement. "Stiller's in there."
"Ah." I nodded my smile small. "Tell him I said hi."
Rule gripped Jax's bicep, keeping him from charging into the room. But he peered directly into my eyes. "This isn't a jovial meeting, Ms. Valorn. You should prepare yourself if you think otherwise."
My smile faltered, and I snapped my mouth shut.
He raised one brow. "I think you get the point."
The door shut after he herded a mute Jax inside.
I muttered under my breath, "It's better than jail, Rule."

I walked at a composed pace into the room. Show no fear.
When Rule had come for me, Jax hadn't been with him.
I still didn't see Jax anywhere.
The room was some type of a conference room with a wooden table in the middle.
Though, there were no chairs. No windows. Another door was located at the end of the office.
At least, it explained Jax's disappearing act. Stiller was also suspiciously missing.
Rule closed the door behind us and motioned for me to stand at the end of the table.
My Vaq stood to my left while the Plumas of the east stood to my right.
By the tightening of Malik and Leo's lips, they weren't taking delight in this.
Malik cleared his throat and rested his left hip against the table. "Braita, we'll keep this short."
"Thank you," I mumbled, keeping my tone respectful.
He stated, "The litigators of Triaz have formally charged you with treason."
My brows furrowed, but I kept my silence. Except, damn, I wanted to turn a harsh eye on Rule.
"You've also been found guilty."
Okay, I couldn't keep quiet. "That makes no sense. I haven't even been to trial."
"The rules here contrast with the rules of Joyal." Malik shook his head, his black hair brushing over his shoulders. "For women, no trials are needed if there is enough evidence." He rubbed a rough hand over his chin. "And you've been sentenced ... " He cleared his throat once more. "You've been sentenced to a lifetime in prison."
"That's shit!" I spewed, shaking my head. "I am no different than a man."
Rule snorted softly ... and his gaze caught on my heaving breasts. "I would beg to differ."
"Fine. My mind is just as strong as a man's mind." I peered between my Vaq, pleading into each of their gazes with my own. "I cannot go back to that prison. I cannot." I would find a way to kill myself if I had to live in that hell forever.
"The prison you will be stationed at will be in Center. But it won't be the one you've been in."
Wait ... what? "Why Center? Why not Belvar?"
Leo explained, "There is still much conflict on Joyal and will probably be for years to come. The Humans aren't pleased—to say the least. Malik and I need to be here so that we may work closely with the other Plumas." His gaze was gentle on mine. "Eventually, we'll be traveling back to Belvar. And you with us."
I peered down at the floor and bit my bottom lip to try to get it to stop quivering. In a gradual movement, I shook my head. "I don't want to live this way." I swallowed on a dry throat and peered up to the Plumas of the east. It was time to play my ace in the hole, even if I hadn't been able to prove it yet. The risk was needed. "I need to speak with the two of you alone."
Phila broke from his statue-like stance, and swiftly began jerking his white hair up into a ponytail, once more showing the tops of his pointed ears in sharp relief. "Whatever you're going to say, Ms. Valorn, will not change the verdict." He inhaled and exhaled heavily, finally meeting my gaze. "There is nothing we can do."
"I call bullshit." I raised a dark brow. "I don't think you want me to say this in front of everyone."
Instantly, his own brows pulled together.
My own Vaq were confused as hell, glancing back and forth between us.
Rule interjected, "This is highly irregular. Ms. Valorn needs to be taken back into custody and moved to her new living conditions. The only visitors she's allowed are her Vaq, or someone her Vaq approve," his eyes narrowed on the Plumas of the east, "which are not the two of you."
I kept my gaze steady on Phila. "Make them leave." My grin was wily. "I know you can."
Ever so slowly, Phila blinked. "Now this ... is interesting."
Killeg actually chuckled quietly, his words just as soft. "If the Humans elect a President such as you, Ms. Valorn, the Mian may actually have something to worry about."
I held still, except to wiggle my fingers in anticipation. "Do it."




Phila and Killeg altered their attention to the other Mian.
I held my breath. It was now or never.
They were my last hope of an ordinary existence.
I watched as they linked hands ... and a blast of chilled air instantly filled the room.
The frigidness froze everyone in place. Literally.
No one could move, the air like bricks of ice holding us in place.
Except for them. They were in complete control.
Phila and Killeg opened their mouths, and as one eerie entity, they whispered on a breeze of chills, "Go outside. Go for drinks at the bar. Enjoy yourselves. Think nothing of this. Take the guards with you. Return in twenty minutes." In a smooth motion, they released their joined hands.
The hardened air dissipated in a trickle until warmth suffused my frame once more.
I still shivered. That power. Blessed Joyal, their power was wicked.
I held my jaw closed so tight, the muscles ticked.
Show no fear.
My nostrils flared as Malik and Leo pounded each other on the back, enormous grins etching their handsome features. Malik asked, "Want to go for a drink?"
"Hell, yes," Leo agreed, his golden eyes altering to Rule. "Would you like to join us?"
"Of course!" Rule opened the door where we had entered. "Let's invite the guards, too."
Malik nodded. "Perfect." He peered over his shoulder to the Plumas of the east. "We'll be back in twenty minutes." A point at me. "Don't let her con you into anything ridiculous."
Phila's lips twitched. "Of course not. We'll be here when you get back."
The door shut behind them as they left.
I waited another minute until there were no sounds of the guards remaining. My attention locked on the Plumas, I decided to play it cool. I dipped my head to them in appreciation. "Thank you."
Killeg tilted his head to the side and slid to sit on the edge of the table. "How did you know?"
Mmm. It was best not to give away all of my secrets. "I'll tell you ... " I flicked my regard back and forth between them. "After you do me a favor."
Phila's beautiful dark eyes scowled. "We could force you."
Obviously. "But where's the fun in that?" I let myself grin. "Come on. It's got to be hell how no one else knows your secret."
"Stiller does," Phila murmured absently, turning his attention to his other half. That was surprising. And not. Stiller was their best friend and the general of their armed forces. "What are your thoughts, Killeg?"
His head teetered in thought as his blue eyes grazed over my features one at a time. "We were going to have her charges dropped eventually. I'm sure that's what she's going to ask for—"
"Actually, it's a little more in depth than that," I interrupted. "In exchange for me not telling anyone that you have Kireg blood running through your veins—that you can manipulate the psyche of anyone here—I want all charges dropped for myself and Jax—"
"His charges are already dropped. Mr. Waterston was our first priority due to the fact his life was actually on the line, whereas yours was not." Killeg shrugged a shoulder at my raised brows. "He wasn't linked to a Pluma. Therefore, he could have been given the death penalty."
"Oh." I hummed in appreciation but quickly stopped as a negative thought occurred. "How long were you going to let me rot in prison?"
"Not as long as you fear. We still wanted you to figure out your shit with your Plumas."
How to express this nicely ... "Prison is shit. I don't ever plan to go back there. Not living anyway." My nose crinkled, and I hesitated a moment. "You're not angry with me ... for the Joyal incident?"
They both chuckled quietly until Phila muttered in a gleeful tone, "Braita, we haven't had that much fun in years. Your own Vaq even loved it. We were able to maim tons of people and we got our specimen from the debacle. It was the litigators who did not."
Well, that was good to know. If I ever fucked up again, I just needed to make sure there was genocide available for the taking. I cleared my throat and stated with extreme politeness, "So, I'm not done yet with my demands." Both men calmed themselves, keeping their hilarity at bay. Though they still appeared too amused as they waited for me to speak. "I want to live free from my Vaq. I want the choice to be mine who I am with romantically. I want to live here in Center—with Jax." I blinked. "And I want my damned dog back." I shrugged a shoulder, ignoring the bit of pain from the laser-cuffs. "After those demands are made, I'll tell you how I knew you're hybrids."
Killeg drummed his fingers on the table, his glowing gaze solely on mine. "Do you realize how important it is that you don't speak of our nature to anyone?"
I snorted. "Let's see...being a Kireg-Mian hybrid gives you the power to influence anyone. So, yes, I would imagine most Mian would chop off your heads if they found out."
Killeg nodded. "And do you agree to never speak of it to anyone if we meet your demands?"
"You have my word."
As one, they nodded. "Agreed."
I nodded too. "So, how long until I'm out of this mess?"
Phila snorted. "It took us a good month to work our way through the litigators for Jax. But with your track record, I think the better question is how long until we have to bail you out of your next mess?" He lifted a white brow, and his lips curved sensually. "I hope you're keeping track, Braita. Because we sure as hell are."
I laughed, the sound full of amusement. "I just bet you are."




I lay on a plush bed with satin sheets. For a jail cell, it wasn't bad at all. I even had a window.
Jax had come to visit me, wholly confused by the fact that he was a free man. I had kept my word though. The Plumas of the east secret wouldn't be told.
My eyes continued to open in the darkness, just to make sure I wasn't back in the hellhole I had been in before. This wasn't a fantasy. I had the Plumas backing me. Soon, I would be released.
I would be free.
Freedom. It would be mine for the taking. Fucking finally.
Though nightmares plagued my sleep. Haunting dreams of what could have happened. I had gotten lucky.
If the Plumas hadn't had a particular interest in me, my situation could have been much different. For this to run smoothly, I would need to continue to be honest with them. If I wasn't ... well, it was a real possibility they would know it with their powers. The Kireg were a crafty breed and indeed knew how to manipulate people—and see into their mind.
If I could name an actual dominant race, it would be a Kireg-Mian hybrid.
Grumbling a light curse, I tossed to my left side. I would get sleep tonight.
Just ... a ... little ... sleep.

Blinking my eyes open, I groaned. A massive throb pounded my skull, a migraine unlike I had felt before.
"Hello, Ms. Valorn," Rule murmured gently.
My head shot up, and I instantly grabbed it. Oh. My. God. My head was going to explode.
Tears threatened to spill, but I squinted at my locality. I was not in my luxurious jail cell.
"Lay back down. The pain will subside," he stated.
"You drugged me," I growled. The walls surrounding me were made of red lasers so thick I couldn't see through them. There was a chair, which Rule sat on. A hov-toilet in the far right corner. And the cold black table that I lay on.
I was also practically naked. And freezing. My kidnapper had only left me in my bra and my underwear—not even socks. I was beginning to think Rule and I were not on the same page of civility.
"Yes, I did." He sighed, his brows furrowing. "It took forever for you to fall asleep naturally."
I turned and tossed my legs over the side of the table. "What the hell are you doing?"
"You see, Ms. Valorn, I find it extremely curious that my judgment is off-balance."
And ... he wasn't making a whole lot of sense. I placed my elbows on my knees and dropped my pounding head into my palms. In gentle circles, I massaged my temples. "You'll have to give me more to go on. I have no clue what you're talking about."
"My judgment."
"Explain." He was a loon.
He snorted softly. "If that is how you wish to play this game, I'll tag along. For now." He leaned back on his chair and stretched his long legs out. "First, I never would have allowed Mr. Waterston to go free. And yet I did. Second, I never would have left you alone in a room without guards with the Plumas—after your treasonous act. And yet I did." He rubbed his forehead. "I even got drunk."
Ah, shit. I kept kneading my temples. "And you're blaming me now that you're second guessing yourself? Your own actions?" I glared up at him through my hanging dark locks of hair. "Do you know how insane you sound right now?"
He smiled. It was so big I was pretty sure I could see his back molars. "I said 'game' before, but make no mistake, this is no true game. Playing stupid will only bring you pain, Ms. Valorn. You will tell me one way or the other how you've been drugging my associates and me while you were in jail. I will know who has betrayed us."
My brows knitted together. "You know, I haven't been freed. I'm still a captive of my Vaq. Why in the world would you believe I had anything to do with your—what you believe—questionable actions?"
His smirk hadn't died. "Because Mr. Waterston was just as shocked to be released as I later found myself to be. You, on the other hand, are not shocked. In fact, besides your restless sleep, appeared quite content when you left after your sentencing—even though you are so adamant about being free." He rubbed his bald head in thought. "In fact, my guess is you expected to be released soon, and that is why you did not pick a larger fight."
Too smart. He was too intelligent for his own good. "You're insane."
"Name calling is just another game, Ms. Valorn."
"Unless it's true." I had to stick with this. Give him any seed of doubt. My squinted gaze scanned the room once more. "Where the hell are we?"
He stood from his chair and stretched his arms over his head as if I had been a burden to carry here for him. "We're in my personal hov-craft circling Center. I couldn't have your Vaq getting suspicious if they became sick, so I had to stay close." He shrugged his shoulders again and began walking toward the laser wall on the right. "I would suggest you not touch the barrier. It is designed for only me to pass through. You'll have enough pain later if you continue with your games—there's no need for any added torture. Plus, I need you awake." With his parting words, he walked through the lasers and disappeared from my line of site.
The hell with that. I wasn't trusting him for anything.
I jumped off the table and ran full out at the opposite laser wall.
My bones jarred as I hit what felt like a concrete barrier and my scream was the last thing I heard as I flew backward from the jolt of electricity that hammered my body. Eyes closed, I barely perceived my head smacking the ground and the lights going out once more in as many months.




"Who do you know on Triaz?" Rule questioned. For the sixth time.
"I already told you." I ground my teeth together, not bothering to attempt to stop my shaking. The rough leather straps holding me down rubbed my skin with every inhale I took, a burning sensation overriding the freezing temperature. I fisted my hands and pulled at the bands on my wrists. "Aren't you getting tired of that question? I know I am."
He pressed the soaked cloth back over my face and began pouring cow piss over the cloth.
I choked as the warm urine filled my mouth and the cloth caved, suctioning the filth inside.
I had lost all embarrassment two days ago when he had started his interrogations.
Now, I would never tell him a damn thing to point him to the Plumas. My nights were filled with torture while my days were overflowing with thoughts of ways I would kill this bastard. And, yes, it did include cows—and their shit.
He chuckled, hoarse and deep, when I had to swallow or else drown.
When my eyelids started to flutter shut from lack of oxygen, he pulled the cloth away.
I sucked in much-needed air and turned my head before I started to puke, my body racked with revolting pain. The shots he gave me before any torture session where keeping me alive—just barely. Any toxin entering my system was immediately purged ... through one end or the other. Acid burned my already raw throat, and I spit it directly on his shoes.
He leaned over me, his glowing blue eyes piercing mine. "Are you ready to tell me the truth?"
"I have, you insane bastard," I croaked. Then, I twisted my head and heaved again.
"I think it's time for a different technique ... "
"Fuck you."

"Fuck you!" I screamed at the top of my lungs, jerking, as bolts of electricity scorched me from the inside out. I couldn't breathe as he pressed a taser-rod to my perspiring chest again. My body convulsed as arcing pain slid through every molecule of my being. At the last minute, he pulled the taser-rod away before I passed out, the bastard making this an art form. My head fell back, and I peered with blurry vision up to the red laser ceiling, my teeth chattering uncontrollably.
"The name, Ms. Valorn. Give me the name of the individual who is helping you."
I tried to speak, but nothing came out except for a gurgle of spit. It dripped down my cheeks and found purchase inside both of my ear cavities. His voice, when it came, sounded as if I was underwater and he was some type of rescuer ashore.
But he wasn't. He was evil incarnate.
I saw his hand too late. In a rush of speed, his palm landed with a loud smack on my right cheek.
It didn't even hurt as my head whipped to the side. I could only feel the pings of charring pain that still resided in my body, making my limbs twitch abnormally. I wondered if I would ever be the same again.
"The name! Give me the damn name."
My slur was barely audible. "My name is Braita Valorn."
He heard it though. He sighed heavily and muttered, "That's enough for today." With aggravated jerks, he released my body from the straps and left, walking through the far laser wall with a long stride of fury.

I cupped my hands inside the hov-toilet and filled them with water. Rule didn't give me liquids unless it was to torment me. Though, this was a mental cruelty all unto itself. Which he knew full well. Swallowing the lukewarm water, I cupped my hands again for another mouthful. He would be coming again soon. It always started right after a loaf of bread was thrown into the room. My stomach churned with said bread.
I shuddered at the form of torture he might use again. The worst was the flashes of light. It was so simple, yet so painful. No matter if I shut my eyes, hours upon hours of the alternating blinking lights right above my face, drove my mind to the brink of madness, my thoughts swirling until I didn't know up from down.
Right on cue, Rule strode through the laser wall like the devil coming through the flames of hell.
I instantly startled, scuttling backward in an attempt to hide behind the table. My legs weren't working well from the stick beating yesterday, so I had to pull myself by my arms, skinning my elbows on the rough tiling. "I answered all of your questions! Leave me alone!"
I heard the chair scrape and creak on the other side of the table as he sat down, and then he stated calmly, "Actually, after two weeks of this fun, I am inclined to believe you, Ms. Valorn."
I paused in my arm-crawling. "What?"
"I said I believe you."
This had to be another mind trick. My chin began to tremble. "You're going to let me go?"
"I didn't say that, Ms. Valorn. I stated I believe you have answered all of my questions truthfully." He cleared his throat, and the chair creaked again. "This means I am either asking the wrong questions or I am looking at this all wrong."
I didn't have the energy to comprehend what he meant. "Explain."
"In simple terms, we can continue with the torture, with a whole new set of questions, or I can take the simple route. A path that had not occurred to me, which should have by now. For that, I do apologize."
He was off his damned hov-rocker.
"The simple path, Ms. Valorn ... is you."
My brows puckered, and I peeked around the table. Only the top of my head showed as I peered directly at him. "What about me?"
His bald head cocked as he watched me. "Do you—a Human—find it curious that you're linked to a Vaq—a Mian?"
I blinked slowly. "I did think it was odd. But I still don't understand."
His lips quirked up on one side. "That, I believe is the truth, too." He pointed a finger at me. "Do you find it curious that you wear ten marks on your wrist for someone so young?"
Instant. "No. I worked my ass off to wear these."
"And other Humans don't?"
I paused. "What are you getting at?"
He smiled his crazy-ass thrilled grin. "I'm stating that I believe you are not merely Human, Ms. Valorn. I believe you are something other."




"I think I would know if I was anything other than a Human," I pointed out. It wasn't me who was other. But this line of questioning may keep him from torturing me, so I decided it was a better fate. I kept him talking. "Do you really believe my people would genetically engineer our race with other DNA?"
"Yes, I believe they would. Especially when they realized how superior the Mian and Kireg race were to them when Humans first arrived on Joyal."
I barely contained an eye roll. Instead, I pushed back so I wouldn't have to look at his face any longer. The face I wanted to slaughter. The man I was going to kill. "Superior isn't exactly correct. Outnumbered, yes. But not superior." I rested my head back against the table. "If you remember correctly, it was the Kireg and Mian race who needed our support in technology when we first arrived."
"Good point. Do you know what that technology was?"
I faltered, caught off-guard. "No. I don't."
"It was genetic technology. Even though your people claimed it would help cure diseases for our people—which, it did—it could have easily been used to engineer specific DNA patterns. The Humans didn't give us all of their latest and greatest intel, which indicates your people were capable of dastardly deeds with genomes."
This also meant his people were, too. He just hadn't realized it. Yet.
"Rule, I don't have any special gifts of strength, speed, or physic ability." I snorted softly. "And I'm blind as hell at night. I much prefer the sun over the moon."
He hummed quietly. "The Kireg prefer the daylight, too."
"That doesn't mean anything."
"You're right. It doesn't. But I have an easy enough way to prove if I'm correct in my theory."
His idea of easy wasn't the same as mine. I cringed, backing against the table. "Can't we just keep talking this out? Maybe you'll convince me."
"As much as I do prefer your company, you aren't my only business today."
"Rule, really, we could—"
"Calm yourself. It's a simple blood test."
I stared at the laser wall. "And how big is the needle? The size of a tree trunk?"
The chair squeaked, and I shuddered as he walked near. He pulled a tiny syringe from his pocket before squatting next to me. He lifted it in a blur before my eyes, reminding me of his speed ... and just how weak I was compared to him right now. "See? No tree trunk needle."
I hissed when he jabbed the pointy end into the crook of my arm. I knew for a fact he could be much gentler than that with sharp objects. Again, it was a recap to not fuck with him.
In a matter of moments, he was standing and striding away with my blood. "Have a pleasant night, Ms. Valorn."
I growled as I bent my arm tight to stop the blood flow. "I hope you die, Rule."
He laughed in good nature as he left me behind.

I hissed and bared my teeth. "Do you really need to be in here? You said it's the middle of the day. Shouldn't you be sleeping?" I needed to be sleeping. Being exhausted did not go hand-in-hand with dealing with his nightly rituals of agony.
Rule flipped through his handheld halo-screen. "I feel the need to watch over you today."
"Why?"
"Now that you know you might be genetically engineered as a science experiment, I'd rather you not try to hurt yourself." Absently, he lifted the taser-rod and pointed it at me. I held perfectly still on the table, not wanting to be electrocuted. "If I see anything suspicious, I'll stop it."
"I'm on suicide watch?" I blinked at his inanity. "You do know I want to kill you, right? I won't off myself until your corpse is burned to ashes."
He merely hummed and stared at his halo-screen.
Ignoring me.
I cursed, "Mother Joyal, just leave me the hell alone."
"Do you want me to give you something to sleep?"
Instant. "No." All he had to do was remove my underwear to understand he was pointing his finger at the wrong person. I wouldn't give him that access easily. I rolled over on the hard slab and growled, "Just breath quieter. Or you could stop breathing altogether. That would work, too."




I slammed my left palm down on the hov-toilet seat when the ground slanted sideways. It continued tilting, almost at a ninety degree angle. My hands were slippery from my midnight slurp, but I grabbed onto the base of the toilet to keep from sliding down into a taser wall. I hated doing it, but I shouted, "Rule? If you're not up, I think your auto-pilot is mess—"
I shrieked when a gust of heat fanned through the taser wall on my right, along with a screech of an explosion. The floor tipped the other way in such a brutal lurch, my body swung around on the ground. My ankle caught the edge of the anchored table, and I gritted my teeth through the sharp jolt of agony. Rule's chair smacked against the table and tumbled over it, flying through the taser wall.
"Rule!"
"I'm on it!" he hollered from the left—now above me. "We're under attack!"
My eyes widened, and I begged, "Shut down the barricade. It's going to kill me if I hit it." The constant electric current would give me a heart attack if I tumbled into it again and again.
Rule wasn't so deranged to kill me.
If he did that, then the Plumas of the west would die—talk about treason.
Proof he understood showed when the red glare of the tasers diminished, leaving an old-fashioned living room surrounding me. Except for the ginormous gaping breach in the wall directly to my right, showing the night sky ... and part of Center's skyline from the over exaggerated tilt of the hov-craft.
With cautious actions, I swung my body farther to the right, timing it ...
I released my hold on the hov-toilet. The rush of air kissed my flesh in a harsh assault until I landed with a grunt six feet away from the tear. Careful of the shredded metal, I peered outside of the hole. I couldn't see any other spacecrafts flying near us. I shouted over the whistling press of wind, "I think your wrong, Rule! There's no one out there."
"Get back," he cried. "They're targeting us again."
"Who?"
"It's a Kireg ship. They're here."
I swallowed, not thinking I heard him correctly. "What?"
"The Kireg are here!"
"Ah, fuck." It didn't make any sense. "Land this goddamned thing!"
"I'm trying. Get buckled in!"
I lifted my arms and grabbed onto the back of an anchored recliner. Using the minimal strength I had in my weakened muscles, I pulled myself up and over it. Sitting on it correctly was an issue with the tilt of the hov-craft. Once I buckled one side of the belt, I was able to press into it to buckle the other side, then the lap belt. "I'm secure! Take us down."
My stomach jumped into my throat as he veered the hov-craft straight down. I grabbed onto the seatbelt with a white-knuckled grip, and my mouth opened in a silent scream as I watched a missile fly by through the hole and explode just above us. The floorboards rattled under my feet from the detonation, the entire interior shining with an iridescent orange glow.
Rule laughed in an uproar. "Damn, that was close."
"You're fucking cracked!" I yelped, the skin on my face pressing back from the categorical free-fall. My hair rushed out behind me, and I contained my bladder from letting loose. "Holy. Shit!"
Rule even shouted from the thrill, his eyes glowing bright blue on the navigation system.
I held on as he parried left, and then right, my bare toes curling down on the floor to keep my legs from flying about. I swallowed down bile as he jerked back on the controls, taking us up into the night sky before we started a zipping ride to the ground.
"We're landing in the forest. It's about to get bumpy," he warned, grinning like a fiend. "Part of the landing flight's damaged."
"No, no, no, no, no ... " I grunted, the breath rushing from my lungs as we touched down. We fucking bounced. Not once. But twice. My head jarred on my neck forward and backward with the chaotic arrival.
But that didn't stop me from unbuckling my belts and racing to jump out the hole in the side of the hov-craft. First priority? Get the hell away from the pain-loving-torturer.
Sticks jabbed into the pads of my feet, but I kept my legs moving as fast as they could, a spurt of energy I hadn't felt in months rejuvenating my system—adrenaline.
"Ms. Valorn! Wait!" Rule demanded his voice too close. "Not that way!"
My arms windmilled as I came to a screeching halt. Perhaps I should have picked a better route.
Rule stopped directly next to me, even shoving himself in front of me, like a protector.
The Kireg were indeed here.
Under the canopy of lush trees, five stood directly in front of us.
I had never viewed a full-blooded Kireg before. It was too bad they had guns pointed at us. I would have enjoyed analyzing them thoroughly. The only common factor I noticed from all was their shimmering white hair that appeared to glimmer in the moonlight and a bluish glow hovering around each individual like a reflection of themselves.
It was frightening in the extreme. And majestically stunning at the same time.
The man in the middle stepped forward, his gun aimed directly at Rule's forehead. "I want her."
Rule's mouth had bobbed for all of a heartbeat before he squared his shoulders, his own hand hovering over the gun on his side. But not thoughtless enough to draw against five of them. He pushed me a little further behind him. "You can't have Ms. Valorn. She belongs to the Plumas of the west."
The man glanced at me, his gaze running over my features. "Not this one." His attention snapped to Rule. "The other one."
Rule's brows hammered together. "There are only two of us here."
Their leader's head tilted.
Instantly, the air turned to frost.
I gulped, ready to scream.
But paralysis took hold too fast.
Rule was stuck too, a gurgle echoing from him.
We were ensnared by the Kireg's power.




The five Kireg lowered their weapons, and the leader walked forward to stand directly in front of us. He didn't even appear to be putting out much effort to keep us contained for his pleasure. He raised both of his hands and placed a palm on each of our foreheads. His touch was heated, unlike his stifling power.
I sucked in a strident breath as the Kireg's voice echoed inside my mind. Where is Madeline?
I answered, but it was through my thoughts, unable to make a noise. I don't know Madeline.
He rifled through my point of view, feeling for my honesty. He found it.
Suddenly, a picture of a Human girl, near my age, appeared like a mist before my eyes.
I answered again. She isn't here. The last time I saw her was on Joyal when the President was calling her name to leave for your planet. That was months ago.
Again, he rifled. Found my truth. His eyes were closed, but he tilted his head slightly to Rule. I've now seen what this Mian did to you. Would you like me to kill him?
My options hung in the silence. At this stranger's quiet tone. His seeming honesty. And possibly the lack of time I would have to off the prick since there would be Mian surrounding this area anytime. I would like to kill him myself.
I can make it much more painful.
I may be too trusting of this Kireg, who tried to wipe us from the sky ... but that idea had merit. Such as?
His mind will be in ruin ... just watch. He pulled his hand away from my forehead, and instantly, the air around me was a mere cool night breeze, not a bone chilling gateway to the depth of the oceans. I quickly took two steps away as Rule began to scream the most horrifying cry, the kind that would even terrify a pregnant Lavano.
As calm as a falling leaf, the Kireg leader stepped backward until he was in line with his group.
But Rule still cried out in repulsion.
In pain. In fear.
It was beautiful.
The leader's whisper chilled. "Tear apart your flesh with your fingernails until you bleed out."
My jaw dropped as Rule began to pick at his own skin little by little. "Oh ... fuck, yeah."
The leader glanced at me. "Will that do, Ms. Valorn?"
I watched in awe as Rule continued to slowly kill himself, screaming the whole while. "Yes."
"Good." The leader's lips lifted in a small smile. "Ms. Valorn?"
"Huh?" I couldn't look at him again. The bluish glow around him frightened me. Instead, I watched the blood begin to pour from Rule's skin, almost to the muscle on certain spots. "Oh, yes. I'll tell Madeline you're looking for her if I see her."
"Don't you wish to know my name?"
"Not really." And that was the truth. "Rule was right. I do—somewhat—belong to the Plumas of the west. Since I'm sure Center's radar picked up the squirmish up there," I pointed to the sky, still not looking at him, "it would be best if I didn't know your name."
Abruptly, he chuckled. It was deep. Nice. "From what I saw, Ms. Valorn, who you belong to is up to you. The east or the west."
My eyes narrowed, and I flicked a wrist to their waiting spacecraft. "Get going before the authorities arrive. You may have a shot of leaving this planet alive."
Wasting not a moment longer, their entourage turned to leave. But, at the last second, the leader peered back and shouted over the screams of the soon-to-be-dead, "My name is Geo. Tell Madeline that Geo will find her no matter how far she runs."




Collapsed in a tangle of arms and legs, I stayed far away from the dead corpse. There was much blood lying in a pool around Rule's body. I didn't want the blame for his death. I already had enough on my plate to add manslaughter to the ever growing list of misfortunes.
Shivering in the night air, I curled into a fetal position to keep warm. It was taking the Mian a long freaking time to find the crash site. I had expected them here ten minutes ago.
I wasn't sure what I would say to the litigators this time, except for the—partial—truth.
It seemed the only outcome that would keep me from going back to that hellhole of a jail cell.
Cold 'showers' were not my thing ... even if I definitely needed one now.
When the grass before my eyes began to vibrate, I knew they were coming. The glow of varying shades of eyes sprinkled the darkness like fireflies in a vast circle around the crash. I cautiously sat up and raised my hands in a clear sign I had no weapons.
In a swoop of wind, Leo and Malik were suddenly in front of me. I croaked, "Hi."
Their jaws gaped at the carnage of the ship around me ... and the dead body.
"Can I get a jacket? I'm cold."
Malik rapidly tore off his shirt, each of his muscles flexing vividly. "Braita, are you all right?"
I was honest. "No." I bit my lip, but I couldn't stop the tears that fell like apologetic caresses down my cheeks. "It's been a really bad week." They hadn't even known I was gone. "I take it neither of you came to visit me in my new-and-improved cell?"
Their shocked expressions instantly altered. It wasn't exactly a void slate, but it wasn't apologetic, either. Leo watched as I pulled the shirt over my head, then he bent and lifted me into his arms, holding me close against his chest. "We knew you were missing. We came to visit you, and you were gone. We thought ... " He cleared his throat. "Malik and I thought you had run off again. We were giving you your space since you weren't far."
"Oh." I rested my head against his shoulder. With a shuddering breath, I pointed at Rule's body. "I didn't kill him. He did it himself."
Stiller stepped out of nowhere, suddenly next to us, staring down at the corpse. His tone was nonchalant as he asked, "The Kireg who entered our airspace unannounced and shot you down had nothing to do with it?"
My lips thinned. "No. They were looking for a Human named Madeline. For some reason, they thought she was on Triaz. On Rule's hov-craft."
"Interesting," Malik hummed. "And why did Rule decide to kill himself?
"Out of guilt. Or fear of what you would do to him. I don't know. He was crazy as shit." I closed my eyes against the converging scene. "He tortured me for the past week on his hov-craft. He felt I should suffer for my supposed act of treason."
Leo's arm tightened around me. "We need to have medical check you out."
"Okay." I wasn't going to argue with that. "And then I want pills to make me pass out."
He nuzzled his cheek against my forehead, whispering, "We can do that for you."
Words I never thought I would hear myself mutter babbled forth. "Take me back to my plush jail cell now. I want to go back to the city. Out of the forest."
He started walking. "We can do that, too." With a reverent touch, he kissed my forehead.

"Do you know who you are?" the nursemaid asked promptly, shining a light into my eyes.
"Braita Valorn."
"Do you know what day of the week it is?"
"No."
"What city are you in?"
"Center."
"Who are the two men standing behind me?"
"My Vaq. Malik and Leo." I flinched as her leg brushed my ankle. "I'm their Soul."
With a professionalism I appreciated, she bent fluidly and examined my ankle. Placing her hand on the bottom of my barefoot, dirty and all, she ordered, "Press down." I did so, and she altered her touch, resting her hand on top of my foot. "Press up."
I grimaced but did as told. "I think it's just sprained. Or bruised badly."
Feeling along the bones on my ankle, she stated, "I concur. No x-ray will be needed, but you will need to stay off it for a few days." Her gaze altered to my chest were red marks lined it in varying locations. Her fingers were gentle as she probed each spot. "These look like remnants of burn marks."
"He used a taser-rod on me."
Malik flinched, his shoulders tightening. But he stayed quiet, watching intently.
Leaning forward to exam a particular gruesome mark, she probed, "How many times?"
I shook my head and closed my eyes against the harsh glow of the lights. "I lost count."
"Was there water involved during this?"
"Not all the time."
"How many times?"
"Twice."
She lifted a device, listening to my heart. "Do you feel any tightening in your chest?"
"No."
After a minute, she nodded and lowered the instrument. She hesitated for a brief moment, glancing over her shoulder at my Vaq, but turned her attention back to me. Her words were soft, and she asked gently, "Was there any forced sexual intercourse? Do I need to do a pelvic exam?"
My Vaq held perfectly still, not even breathing.
Rubbing my eyes, I shook my head. "No, he didn't touch me in that way."
Leo let out a heavy exhale and began to pace, rubbing his hands through his hair.
The nursemaid smiled in understanding as I watched him warily. "He's okay. Just relieved."
"Okay." I squirmed on the doctor's table I sat on. "Are we done now? Can I get the pills to help me sleep?"
"Did anything else happen that I need to be aware of?"
I sighed, my whole chest deflating with it, but I went on to explain each torturing device used. And the medicine he had injected me with every night before beginning. When I was through, I grumbled, "I think my Vaq have had enough."
She patted my knee. "I think you have too, Ms. Valorn." She handed a rigid Malik my sleeping pills. "You dispense these to her. Do not allow her to medicate herself. And I would suggest eyes on her at all times—"
I groaned, my body wearing down even further. "More suicide watch."
"What was that, Ms. Valorn?"
"Nothing." I waved a quick hand. "Continue on."
Gradually, she turned her attention back to Malik and Leo. "And therapy. She's going to need it."




Jerking upright in bed, I wiped my forehead off, the sickly perspiration drenching my skin.
"It was just a dream," Leo stated, his tenor quiet. He sat on a chair in the corner of my jail cell, watching me as I slept. He and Malik were taking turns. "Go back to sleep."
My hands shook, but I nodded. Flopping back onto my mattress, I grumbled, "It's been a week, Leo. You can go sleep with Malik. I'm not going to kill myself."
He answered in an even tone, "I know. That's not why we're here every day."
My brows furrowed. "Then why are you here?"
He ran a hand through his golden hair, his eyes glowing on my face. "Contrary to popular belief, we care about you."
"You're afraid I'll get kidnapped again?"
"That, among other things."
I fisted the covers under my chin. "Other things?"
He cleared his throat before stating quietly, "Malik and I know how long a recovery can be after what you've gone through. You need someone here with you, even if you don't think so."
I lifted a finger and scratched my nose in the darkness. "Did you know Malik punched me during the battle on Joyal? He pulled his punch, but it hurt like hell. Knocked me out. I'm pretty sure that's against your laws here."
There was silence before he snickered. "The laws here, Braita. We were on Joyal when that happened. And, to be honest, if it had been me, and you were making as much racket as you were, drawing fire in our direction ... I wouldn't have pulled my punch."
I sniffed and lifted my chin. "He still hit me. And he dragged me along the floor."
"He did it to save your life. The ground was the safest place for you."
"By my hair, Leo."
He hummed. "Perhaps that was overdoing it a bit, but you had risked our lives, too, by running away to Joyal. Neither one of us was too pleased with your choice. Or lack of prudence."
I huffed. "It wasn't supposed to turn out like that."
"And yet, it still did." A tapping sounded in his direction, his boot tapping the ground. "You haven't apologized so far for that farce."
"Give me a break," I grumbled and rolled to face away from him. "I know you liked going all warrior crazy on their Humans asses."
A bare beat, and then he laughed ... so familiar. Comforting. "Yes, I did."
I scratched my nose again, waiting until he calmed. My voice was quiet. "Are you guys still mad at me?"
"We're getting over it a little bit more each day. It won't be an instantaneous thing." He paused before continuing, "You ran away from us. Again."
"I understand." I nibbled on my bottom lip, and then blurted, "It was stupid. I should have thought it through."
His foot tapped again. "Is that your apology?"
"As close as it's going to come to one. I wanted my freedom. I still do."
Full arrogance. "Then I accept your apology."
With haughty flare, I stated, "And I accept the fact you still don't understand."
His foot stopped bouncing, no sound heard. "You really are something else."
"Yes, you're not the first person to mention that."
"Sleep safe, my Soul."
"Happy stalker day to you, my pain in the ass." I chuckled. Waited a second. "Sleep safe."




"Let me start by saying my name is Dr. Kowna, and I'm a psychologist," the silver-haired, soft-spoken Mian man murmured. "The Plumas of the west have employed my services to you for however long you need, Ms. Valorn. They also—briefly—explained your past, and your most recent tragedy involving a litigator."
"That's lovely." I smiled. It was forced. "Let me also start by saying," I raised my voice to near shout level, staring over his head at my cell door, "if my Vaq do not get in here and make this a group therapy session, I won't be saying shit!"
The doctor's expression was worth this endeavor. As was my Vaqs when they entered the cell, their stride at a camel's pace and their glowing eyes wary of me. I patted the bed on either side of me, gazing directly at them. "Come sit down. I want you to participate instead of eavesdropping outside the door."
I swear I heard Malik groan under his breath, but they took my challenge like the leader's they are. Without argument, they finished walking through the spacious cell with dignity, heads held high. As they sat beside me, they even leaned back as if they weren't bothered at all by my underhanded tactic.
I placed a simpering hand on their knees closest to me. Glanced at each one. Smiled so large it was blinding and added in a joyful tone, "See? This will be helpful and fun, just like you both said."
Dr. Kowna quickly schooled his expression, his apparent hilarity at the Plumas situation banked behind a professional gaze. "I would like to first start out with," he peered down at his notebook, "the reason why you first ran away from your Vaq to the land of the east."
Both knees tightened under my hands. My lips twitched as I held the doctor's keen gaze. "I saw something." More tightening of muscles clenching under the warmth of my palms. "It greatly affected me."
"What was it that you saw, Ms. Valorn?"
I kept it simple so my Vaq didn't rip this guy's heart out. "Lies. I saw a ... pumping ... of lies."
Leo choked next to me.
"A pumping of lies." Dr. Kowna scribbled on his notebook. "What constitutes a lie for you?"
"When someone doesn't tell the whole truth." I patted their knees. "But we've come to an understanding about that now. I hold no grudges against my Vaq for that." I shrugged a shoulder. "As long as there's truth moving forward, I'm willing to expand my horizons and give them another shot."
"Expanding horizons." His pencil flew across the page. He paused, flipped a page, and read from his other notes. "Let's move forward. I understand that you spent intimate time with the Plumas of the east." His eyes caught mine. "Would you care to add to that?"
I hummed in fake thought. "No, I don't believe so."
"Nothing?" He waved his pencil in the air with a flourish. "There must be something you would like to talk about from your experience with them."
I drummed my fingers on my Vaqs' legs, not missing their suspicious mute state. "I will say the Plumas of the east were remarkably forthright. Any question I asked, they answered honestly. I may have learned more from them about my own Vaq than these guys," I slapped their knees a little too hard, "had ever told me."
Leo's attention snapped to mine. "What did they tell you?"
I gave him my best bored expression. "I know about your brother."
Silence extended.
I smiled once more, a baring of teeth. "Fun, isn't it?" My regard turned back to the doctor. "What would the next question be that my Vaq—not you, the doctor—wanted to have answered?" I tilted my head to his notebook. "Go ahead. Feel free to check your notes. I'll wait."
Malik jerked forward, tilting his head to stare me straight in the eyes. His silver gaze was beautiful on his tan features. "What exactly did they tell you about Leo's brother?"
Okay, I toned down my inner bitch. For him. I didn't show any sympathy, I knew he would hate that, but I did show him I cared, my eyes soft on his. "I would kill him. That's all you need to know. You are a much more compassionate individual than I was ... " I faltered and quickly righted my words, "Than I would have been if I had dealt with him." After all, I had thoroughly enjoyed watching Rule kill himself. I still didn't regret it, and I wasn't sure I ever would.
His jaw clenched. But his black brows rose. "What really happened the night of the crash?"
My tone instantly turned to ice. "Rule died. I didn't do it. That's all that matters."
He leaned forward an inch, pure intimidation. "Did you catch any of the Kiregs' names?"
"Only one," I stated instantly. "Geo. He didn't give any other name than that."
Malik didn't blink. "Geo?"
"Yes. He was also very pleasant, given how the situation could have unfolded."
Still no blink. "Geo."
"Uh, yes. That's what he said."
Leo cursed beside me. "Fucking hell. Georan was on our planet, and we didn't kill him."
I glanced back and forth between my Vaq. "Who's Georan?"
"Just the most wanted Kireg criminal to ever grace our neighboring planet, Egyac," Leo educated on a furious hiss. His sharp golden gaze flew to the doctor. "Whatever is said in here is confidential. If you speak of this outside, to anyone, I will personally rip out your throat."
The doctor gulped, and then choked on his own spit. "Understood."
Malik fell back onto my bed to stare up at the ceiling. "No wonder we couldn't track his ship."
"Why not?" I asked, actually curious.
Malik waved a hand, even as he groaned. "The less you know, the better."
My brows furrowed. "He didn't seem like a heartless criminal to me. He was nice." My head rocked forward as Leo—gently—smacked me upside the back of my head. I punched his shoulder and chuckled softly. "I'm not naïve. I'm merely stating my opinion on one instance."
"Let's hope that Madeline woman doesn't show up here," Malik muttered, still staring at the ceiling. "We've got enough issues with the confounded Humans."
I rolled my eyes. "No offense taken."
He grunted.
My attention went back to the doctor. "What else did my Vaq want to know?"
Dr. Kowna lifted a brow and didn't peer down at his notes. "Actually, from my professional perspective, I think we should explore your time with the other Plumas more. Your instant reaction was one of deceit and hostility, and when you did answer, it was still with that same anger. There's more going on than what you are saying."
My nostrils flared in irritation. "Look, what do you want me to say?" I waved my hands in the air, almost whacking Malik as he sat up. "They were honest with me. I respect that. I didn't get that honesty with my own Vaq in the beginning, and it hurt me." My nose wrinkled and shoved my hands into my lap. "Kind of a deep hurt."
"Because you care for your Vaq a great deal?"
I grouched, "Yes."
He shrugged one shoulder and sat back on his chair. "Did you do anything to hurt your Vaq in return for them hurting you?"
"I didn't do anything to purposely hurt them if that's what you're asking."
"But you were hurting. We've already established that. Sometimes individuals don't think clearly when they are angry or sad." Another shrug of the same shoulder. "Could it be you may have done something like that? And instance that makes you feel guilty and immediately answer with deceit to a simple question, as you did before?"
My lips pinched, and I looked straight over that shrugging shoulder at the far wall.
The doctor's tone quieted. "It's all right, Braita. Your Vaq won't be upset. They're just happy to have you back in their lives, healthy and alive."
I nibbled on my bottom lip. "It wasn't much. Not like I've caught them doing." I blinked, and instantly countered, "That sounded wrong. I think you understand what I meant."
He snickered. "Yes, I understand. They are renowned with the ladies."
I took up his habit and shrugged one shoulder. "We just kissed. That's all."
He nodded his head and sat forward, placing his elbows on his knees. "And how did you feel about that?"
"Um ... it was nice?" I wasn't going to look anywhere near my Vaq right now.
"Kissing is nice. I agree with you." His smile was gentle. "Do you have feelings for the other Plumas? Like how you feel about your Vaq?"
I twisted my fingers together and peered down at them. "I'll tell you the truth, Dr. Kowna. I don't know how I feel about the Plumas of the east. What I do know is I would like to explore my feelings freely. Between my Vaq and the other Plumas."
Paper rustled, and he stated, "I see freedom is paramount to you with how many escapes you've attempted."
My eyes snapped up to his, holding solid. "It's the most important thing to me right now."
He nodded and then peered to Malik and Leo, who were sitting frozen beside me. "Plumas, I think the three of us should talk in private before I continue on with Ms. Valorn about the incident with the litigator. Something I really need to touch on, with everything that occurred to her."
I flinched. I didn't mean to, but it happened. Everything that occurred.
He cleared his throat nervously but stated evenly, "You did hire me for a reason, and I'd like to give you my expert advice if you would allow me to."
Malik instantly placed a gentle hand on my shoulder as I stared off at nothing though his voice was a growl as he stood. "We'll be back in a few minutes."
When Leo raised to stand next to him, I instantly peered up at them and mumbled, "Don't kill the Plumas."
Leo sneered, but he altered his attention away quickly. "We can't promise anything, Braita. You are ours, and they tried to steal you away from us. Still are by the sound of it."
I instantly countered, "I am my own person. I am not an object that you bought to put on a shelf." I flicked a hand to my surroundings. "Or a jail cell."
Leo growled and Malik grabbed him by the elbow. The doctor led the way outside the room until the door clicked and locked behind them.
I needed to talk to Jax. In a hurry. I may have really fucked up by finally being honest with my Vaq.




My feet ate up the floor of my jail cell. "I need the regular dosage."
Malik peered up from his book in the corner. "Working yourself up isn't going to help."
"I don't care," I growled, rotating my arms in a circle. I was anxious as hell. "I don't think Dr. Kowna knows what he's doing."
Patient words. "You said he was smart for recommending to Leo and me not to kill the other Plumas."
"That's different." That was common sense. "This is about medication. Are you sure he's the right doctor to change my prescription?"
"Yes. We were lucky the nursemaid even had those drugs on hand."
"This lower dosage isn't doing anything for me."
"He's weaning you off of it."
I stretched my back. "I'm not ready to be off it yet. I can't sleep without it."
"You can," Malik stated in a calming voice. He placed his book on the table next to his chair. My eyes narrowed as he walked toward me, and he instantly altered his course to my bed. With ease, he lay down in the center of the bed. "Come."
"But ... " I didn't know if I was ready to sleep next to him again.
"Just come here, Braita. I won't try anything."
I still hesitated. "Promise?"
"I promise." He pulled the covers back for me. "I'll even sleep on the outside of the sheet."
I held up a finger. "Fully clothed?"
"I'm not undressing, am I?" He lay perfectly still.
With measured footfalls, I turned out the lights inside the room. I took cautious steps toward the bed, knowing he was still angry and slipped into my bed in silence. Yanking the covers up to my chin, I waited for him to say something. But, instead, he was mute. So much so, I tilted my head in his direction, squinting to see him—his damned glowing eyes were closed, no light.
I poked his side through the sheet, and asked, "Are you even breathing?"
"Yes."
"Well, do it louder. You sound like the dead."
"Would you like me to correct that sentence?"
"Fuck off. You know what I mean."
"No cold dead bodies lying next to you. Understood." He inhaled and exhaled with such force, it ruffled my hair. "Is that better?"
"Tone it down a little bit." I rolled my eyes.
"Don't roll your eyes at me."
I blinked. "How did you—"
"I know you better than you think I do." He lifted a hand and covered my eyes with his palm. "Close your own eyes and go to sleep."
"I told you I can't sleep." I pinched his pinkie with two fingers and pulled his paw off my face.
He hummed. "What do you enjoy?"
"If you know me so well—"
"The sun. The ocean. Think about standing in the sun with your toes in the sand and watching the waves of an ocean gently crashing against the shoreline."
My brows puckered. "How do you know I like the ocean?"
"You lived in the village, Plata, which is lined on a crescent beach. I've seen it, remember?"
"You saw it at nighttime," I whispered and rolled to face him even though I closed my eyes, remembering how I loved to watch it from the Overcliff. "It's gorgeous when the moon is full, but it is a glory to behold when the sun is just setting."
"Who did you use to watch the sunset with?"
"My friends. Jax was always there." I cleared my throat and took my chance to slip it into the conversation. "You know, I'd like to see Jax. You haven't allowed him entrance since the ... crash."
The mattress shook under me as he resituated himself. "Perhaps that was a smidge controlling."
I chuckled, not arguing with that one. And neither would I rub it in. He had caved.
"Tomorrow?"
He sighed. "I'll let the guards know."
"Thank you." My fingers twitched until I reached outside the sheet and rested my hand on top of his. He froze, but quickly turned his hand to intertwine our fingers together. "Sleep safe, Malik."
"You're feeling better now?"
I grunted. "Don't ruin it."
"Sleep safe, my Soul."

Heat transfused my entire being, and I groaned in delight. It had been a long while since I had woken up between such warmth. I wiggled a little and whispered, "Leo?"
"It's me," he murmured and ran his palm up and down my back in comfort.
"You didn't ask to get into bed with me."
He snorted and snuggled closer. "Malik's here. What's his is mine."
I wiggled again. "You're under the covers."
"So is Malik."
I growled gently, "Damn Vaq."
"Your Vaq," Malik purred.
"Is it time to get up?"
Leo shook his head on my—our—pillow. "No."
"Then be quiet and go back to sleep."
"You started talking first."
"And I'm ending it." I pulled his arm over my waist, holding his hand close to my chin. "Now ... shh."

Jax sat across from me on the floor. My Vaq had held to their word. Now, I needed to change something. I whispered so quietly that no one would hear me outside my cell, "Give Phila and Killeg a message for me."
Jax continued studying the cards in his hand. Nodded.
"Tell them not to mess with my Vaq's head. But everyone else is a go. I'm ready to be out of here." I paused and then felt compelled to add, "And tell them Malik and Leo know about our kiss."
Jax's hand paused on his cards. "Our kiss?"
I instantly shook my head. "No. Just say 'our kiss.' It was ... with them." I felt my cheeks burn in a forgotten blush. "Just warn them."
A guard peeked inside the door, eyeing us before he closed the door.
Jax stared at the closed door. "This is bullshit."
"Exactly." I paused and then lowered my tone again. "And tell them not to forget about my dog." He had better not be dead. "Malik and Leo have been very absent on details about Sweet Pea."
Jax's lips twitched. "That's because they no longer own the mongrel."
"What?"
"The Plumas of the east took ownership of him on the first day we returned to Triaz after the battle."
I blinked. "Why?"
His smirk was alive with schemes. "Because they knew you wouldn't be in jail forever."




My lips curved in a private smile as we exited through a back door. "Thank you." It felt damned fantastic breathing in fresh air—no longer holed up in my guarded room. My prison. Even if nicer than most people lived. "You handled my release quickly." Kind of.
Killeg damn near rolled his blue, glowing eyes. "You were blackmailing us."
Phila groaned, placing his hands on the small of his back and stretching his muscles.
I eyed him. The white, longhaired Mian looked ... tired. "It wasn't easy?"
Phila flicked a glare from the corner of his eyes. "No. We do have a hybrid's power, but it isn't as easy for us as a full-blooded Kireg." His jaw lowered as he yawned so large I could see his tonsils—even in the moonlight. "Using that side of ourselves takes its toll on us. Physically and mentally."
I almost felt guilty, noticing the dark circles under both their eyes. Almost.
Killeg raised a white brow. "You have nothing to say?"
"I already said thank you." I shrugged a shoulder, playing it cool. "There's nothing else to say."
Killeg snorted as his stunning gaze bore into mine. "Just don't forget your end of the bargain."
Yes, I owed them the truth. How I had known they were hybrids in the first place.
My lips pinched. "Perhaps we can save that for later?" I glanced to the front of the hov-vehicle we were about to enter, not sure who the driver was. It was dark outside, and the back alley where we stood was even more shadowed. And the vehicles windows were tinted. I couldn't see inside the vehicle at all. "We should probably have this conversation in private."
"Do you think we would have spoken of our powers with unknown ears around?" Phila grouched, definitely grumpy. "Stiller's in the driver's seat."
Good to know, but it was still a conversation for just the three of us. "Maybe later."
Both Mian peered down at me, their eyes shining in the dark as they scrutinized my features.
I clenched my jaw, grinding my teeth together. And waited. Intimidating didn't even begin to explain these men.
Phila growled low in his throat and then jerked the door open to the back of the hov-vehicle. One of his large palms arced in a swooping motion to the interior, his eyes narrowed on mine. "We will have that information, Braita."
"And I will give it," I mumbled in a polite fashion. I held my sigh of relief at bay, ducking my head and slipping into the dimly lit vehicle. "Just ... later." Hopefully, much later—when I had clearer thoughts, and I knew what the hell to do about one set of men in my life. I gazed at one of the sets as they maneuvered into the vehicle with me, all brawn and power, yet gracefully in a dangerous as hell way. "Where are we going?"
Killeg shut the door behind him, and the hov-vehicle hummed to life, lifting ten feet off the ground and dashed forward. The motion jerked all of us back against our seats. "To your new apartment in the city." In Center. "You stated you wanted to live here with Mr. Waterston nearby."
I held onto the door grip and glanced up at Stiller driving. He seemed to be in a hurry ... or just a reckless ass driver. Grumbling under my breath, I bared down with my feet as he took a sharp right, and then turned my attention back to the Plumas of the east. "Where is Jax?"
Stiller glanced back, not paying attention to his driving at all. "He's waiting at our home here in Center." He waggled his purple, thin brows. Somehow, the action made him even more handsome. "Our apartment is right across the hall from yours."
I nodded, extremely pleased with that arrangement. Privacy but still protected if need be. "Stiller?"
"Huh?"
"Maybe you should watch where you're driving."
His grin was pure mischief. "I don't need to look. I can hear how the wind moves."
I stared. "Oh." Maybe he should get his hearing checked if that were normal for the Mian. He was barely missing other vehicles ... but I guess he was still missing them, watching me as he was. I waggled a finger toward the windshield. "It would make me feel better if you did though." It was just so not Human.
He chuckled quietly and rotated his attention back to driving. Normally.
Well, like how a Human would drive, anyway.
Phila lounged on his chair and stifled another yawn. "Our penthouse is one floor above yours."
I clutched the door grip with a firmer grasp as we took a left. "I would expect nothing else."
Killeg's lips curved up on one side in a lop-sided smirk. "You haven't mentioned your Vaq yet."
My throat went dry, and I swallowed hard. "Do they have a home here in Center?"
"Of course." He smiled showing blinding white teeth. Feral. "Their penthouse is in the next building over."
My brows rose high on my forehead. "They ... won't like this."
"No, they won't. But your message from Mr. Waterston clearly stated not to fuck with their minds." He eyed me in silent question, patiently waiting for my response.
With a gradual headshake, I murmured, "I haven't changed my mind on that."
"Then let the games begin," Phila said under his breath, his head thumping back on the headrest and falling fast asleep. Out cold, his jaw dropped a little ... and he started snoring.
Killeg laughed quietly, his regard returning to my shocked expression. "It'll be fun."
Their idea of entertainment and mine was not the same. I was sure of that.

Heated arms wrapped around my waist, tugging me close in a loving hug. Jax kissed my forehead with a fine brush of his lips, resting his head on top of mine. He whispered, "I'm so happy you're out of there."
I slipped my arms around his back, embracing him. I snuggled close against his heat, his familiar scent. "Me, too."
When we didn't move from our position, Phila cleared his throat from across the room.
No words were even needed. The harsh sound was plenty pointed.
It said, 'get your hands off her before I rip out your throat.'
Jax snickered, pulling back to stare into my eyes. "I don't think you know what you're in for, my friend." He released me only to grab my shoulders and turn me around. To face the interior of my very own apartment. "Go look around. I bet you like it."
There was no telling me twice. I put my feet into fast motion, first eyeing each decoration and piece of furniture in the living room—even with the Plumas of the east and Stiller sitting on my silver couch. I thumped Stiller's boots that were lifted on my hov-coffee table and waited until he placed them onto the smooth marble flooring that gleamed like tinted glass.
With a hop to my step, I strolled into the kitchen on the right. I opened cabinets, grinning at all of the food inside and practically squealed with delight when I saw Sweet Pea eating dog food from a metal bowl under the kitchenette. My right knee touched the ground, and I gently lifted my right hand in his direction. He had grown quite a bit since I saw him last, his furry head reaching my thigh in height. "Hello, Sweet Pea," I crooned. "You probably don't remember me, but I remember you." And you're mine.
He lifted his head from his dish and placed his cool nose against my palm. Sniffing me like mad, he gradually moved out from under the table, moving his snout up my arm. He placed his face in front of mine and sat proudly. Killeg and Phila had kept him well fed, his puppy belly plump, his dark eyes alert.
Sweet Pea woofed.
Then, he proceeded to lick my chin. Again. And again.
And again.
I laughed in total elation and rubbed behind his perked ears. "We're going to get along well, I believe." I kissed the tip of his nose and sprung to my feet, grinning from ear-to-ear as he followed me out of the kitchen. My kitchen.
Killeg's eyes gleamed. "I knew having him sleep with a shirt of hers was a good idea."
"For my scent?" I patted Sweet Pea's head in affection.
Phila nodded. "He carried that damn shirt around everywhere, too."
My brows furrowed. "Wait. Where did you get a shirt of mine?"
Stiller scowled. "You don't want to know."
I shook my head and chuckled as I walked down a hallway. With Sweet Pea right by my side, he and I checked out the two bedrooms, two bathrooms, office, and entertainment room. With no one watching me, I took my shoes off inside the largest bedroom and raised my arms. I twirled in a circle.
Round and round I went, spinning and dropping my head back to smile toward the heavens.
Sweet Pea watched with his head cocked. He thought I was cracked silly.
It wasn't that. Not at all.
I was free.
All I had wanted since arriving on Triaz. My freedom!
And now I had it. My freedom. It had only taken coercing the scariest men on this planet.
My free-fucking-dom. All mine ...
As long as my Vaq didn't fuck it up.




It only took two hours for my Vaq to find me. Damn bond.
I opened the door to my apartment when a booming knock echoed and barely managed to catch it as it rammed out of my hands. I was going to have to move that plant sitting behind the door if all of my visitors arrived this way. I kept my eyes down when they entered in a royal huff, their boots new by the looks of them.
Quiet as the moon's glow, I closed the door behind them and locked it.
With a carefully guarded gaze, I raised my eyes to them.
Leo and Malik were trying to hide their shock, seeing I wasn't in danger but were failing miserably as they put their weapons back into their holsters. Their eyes quickly turned violent as they altered their attention from Jax and Stiller at my table playing a remote game to the Plumas of the east sitting on my couch, where they were watching a flicker show and sipping juice ... all cozy like.
"Um ... I can explain," I stated in an even tone. I held my hands up in supposed surrender when their beautiful eyes rammed in my direction. "You see, I didn't want to be in prison any longer."
As one, Leo and Malik crossed their arms. Stared down at me. Waiting ... not so patiently.
This had sounded so much better in my head, planning what I would say to them. But with their full attention honed directly on me, what makes my Vaq them, it didn't sound as convincing as I rambled through my speech. "I asked the Plumas of the east to get me released. They had managed it for Jax, so I thought they could help me." I swallowed and placed my hands behind my back, holding them tightly. "And they did." A head tilt to my apartment. "They gave me my freedom. What I've always wanted. And they gave me a place to stay. This is my apartment."
I tilted my chin up. My voice only wavered a little as their eyes started to narrow. "And I'm not leaving. I like it here. And from what I understand, you two have a place right next door. This is a good location."
Malik's blink was so damn slow, I thought he couldn't open his eyes for a second. "Braita ... "
"Yes?" I swallowed.
"Do you know this is not Belvar? That this is Center?"
Here we go. "Yes."
"You do know that we only live here when we have to. This isn't our home."
"I know." I tilted my chin higher. "You could always make a change."
Another slow as hell blink. "Do you know Pluma Moir and Pluma Creo live right above this apartment?"
"My apartment," I corrected, but I nodded. "I do."
His brutal golden stare was unflinching. "Did you also know this apartment building houses only Mian of the east, whereas the apartment building we live in only houses Mian of the west?" His golden, right brow rose when I didn't immediately answer, at a complete loss for words. "Do you know how this looks?"
I hummed and tried not to fidget. Still, no words.
Malik shook his head as if he were trying to wake himself. He bent at the waist, placing his face directly in front of mine. Piercing silver eyes glowed on my face. "Let me get this straight. You have somehow managed to get all of the litigators of Triaz to grant you immunity from your guilty-as-hell treason. And with your newfound freedom, you've decided you want Pluma Kreob and me to move from our home and the safety of Belvar ... to live here. In Center. While you live under the same roof as the Plumas of the east?"
"Um ... yes." There—that was two words.
"Have you lost your damned mind?" Malik bellowed, throwing his hands into the air and straightening. He began to pace, pointing a finger at me and glaring. "Leo, talk some damn sense into our deranged Soul before I completely lose it." He started muttering under his breath in his pacing march back and forth inside my living room. I was pretty sure I was happy not to hear any of it by the—quickly turning concerned—look in his eyes as he watched me.
My guests were blessedly silent. And staying that way, even if they were watching the 'show.'
I inhaled heavily and peered up to Malik. "I come from a planet of peace. Is it so hard to imagine that I would want that here?"
Malik ran a hand over his face. "Have you learned nothing?"
My lips thinned in a straight line. "I have." Maybe too much in Human terms.
"I don't think you have, Braita." He shook his hands in front of my face in frustration. "The Mian aren't peaceful. We fight. We kill for sport. We are barbaric." He thumped his chest and spoke slowly. "It is literally a part of us. It's not that we don't want to change. It's that we cannot."
I crossed my arms, not believing that one bit. "You make your people sound like they are part wild creature. You have intelligence far beyond an animal. You can change."
Golden eyes watched me. Guarded. Quiet. "Who says we aren't part animal?"
A trickling stillness went through my frame, holding me in place. "What?"
"A Mian's genetics," Leo drawled. "Have you ever studied them?"
My voice was so damn quiet. "No, not personally. I've only read what the government allowed on Joyal about your kind."
He snorted at my comment. "Have you never wondered why we are better predators than Humans?"
I didn't speak. I had a bad feeling where this was heading.
His head cocked and he smiled. It wasn't pretty. "We are all aliens, after all. The Humans. The Mian. The Kireg." He paused, his gaze running down my features. "Who's to say being part animal isn't normal for one species but completely alien to another?"
I opened my mouth. Shut it.
Cleared my throat. Rubbed it with my right hand.
Glanced at Jax where he was watching. His gray eyes were large on his face. Surprised.
In a slow glide, I turned my regard back to glowing golden eyes. Alien eyes. "Are you ... " breathe evenly, "are you saying that you're part animal?"
Calm, easy words. "In a sense? Yes. Unlike any animal you've ever known."
Oh ... shit. "What does 'in a sense' mean?"
"It means to a Human the Mian species would look much like an animal's genetics if you studied it. Just like a Human's genes look weird as fuck to us, almost a step down in evolution to a Mian."
"You're saying you are more evolved than a Human. I already know that."
"But what you aren't understanding, my dear Soul, is that we are fundamentally different in genetics. We are more animal based." He tapped his foot with each word. "We. Are. Coded. Different."
Understanding hit like a missile. I swallowed. "So, that means no peace?"
"Fuck no."




I gulped down my fear. Never show fear. "I'm not leaving. This is my apartment."
"Yes, you are," Leo stated. End of discussion—in his mind.
"She's not leaving, if she doesn't want to," Killeg spoke calmly.
A bomb of tension shot throughout the room, my Vaq swiveling their heads to the other Plumas.
"The hell she's not," Malik growled, the tone marking and calculated.
I took a small step back. It appeared the 'games' were about to begin.
Leo moved to stand next to Malik, brushing his shoulder with his. "She's our Soul, you arrogant fucks. Nothing is going to change that. Not you two. And no one else."
"True." Phila took a sip of his juice, eyeing them over the bottle's edge. "But do you really want a woman in your bed, your Soul, who would rather be sleeping with two other men?"
Ticking hatred peered out of my Vaq's eyes.
They were about to explode.
The Plumas of the east needed to shut their mouths ... if only they weren't enjoying it so much, the pleasure of pissing off my Vaq there in the shine of their livid gazes.
They wanted a fight.
No, too easy. They wanted blood.
Killeg lifted a finger, murmuring merrily, "After all, you do know that we shared an ... intimate ... moment with Braita. What makes you believe she wants that with the two of you? From all that we've seen, she is far more interested in us. Her own Vaq do not satisfy her. Leave it to the ones who know her body best to take care of her needs."
The crater opened, and Hell came out to play.
I squeaked and pressed my back against the wall, grabbing a picture when it rattled to the edge of a table. I honestly couldn't see a damn thing as breathless grunts and deep shouts filled the air. The Plumas of the east and the west were so fast, the naked Human eye couldn't track them. I only saw blurs of color as my hair whipped across my face in a breeze, only for my hair to fly the other way as my pretty couch was overturned, bodies flying over it.
My eyes darted to Jax, but Stiller was shoving him protectively into my kitchen.
I grabbed onto Sweet Pea's collar when he raced down the hallway, waking from his nap.
He barked. I closed my eyes and prayed no one died.
I whispered, "Please stop."
A hurled curse and then blood splattered my front door.
I glared at the life's blood as it dripped down the white paint. I shouted, "Please stop!"
My hov-coffee table crashed to the floor, splintering and shooting pieces over the tile.
My furious gaze slammed to Stiller. "Do something."
His purple hair gleamed under the bright lighting of the kitchen. He shook his head. He wasn't going to 'play' with them.
Dammit.
It was Jax who raised a gun straight up and fired three piercing rounds into the ceiling.
I sucked in a harsh breath as my ears rang and gripped Sweet Pea's collar tight.
All froze inside my apartment. My now fucked up apartment.
Blood dripping and clothing torn, shimmering eyes traveled to Jax.
He lowered his weapon in a sedate manner. "The four of you are wrecking Braita's place." He pointed the gun to all my broken items. "I'm sure she's not thrilled about this development."
I choked, delirious hilarity trying to claw its way up my throat. "Yes, I agree." With the four Plumas paused in their fight, I quickly shoved Sweet Pea into the bathroom and closed the door on him before turning my attention back to the 'game' players. Since they were acting like unruly children ... or like the killing machines they were, I took a stern tone. "This is unacceptable behavior in my home. The four of you may be Mian, but this is where a Human resides. I make the rules here, not you."
Silver eyes narrowed, and Malik growled, "This is not where you are going to live."
"It is." I held my ground.
Leo took a step toward me. "Braita, don't make me carry your ass out of here."
My nostrils flared, and I stated casually, "Try it."
Golden brows rose. "Are you trying to piss me off more than you already have?"
"I'm trying to get you to understand I finally have my damn freedom. And the two of you are trying to take it away again!" I pointed a finger at Leo and then Malik. "Let me choose where I want to live and who I want to be with. I may be your Soul, but I have my own mind. My own wants and feelings. Do you really want me with you if I don't want to be? Were you listening at all during the therapy session?"
Malik's head snapped back as if I had slapped him. "After everything, you still don't want to be with us?"
I waved a hand around my broken apartment, sighing in aggravation. "I can tell you that you two acting like this sure as hell doesn't endear me to you."
He stared. "That's not an answer."
"Because I need time. Time while I am free to get to know you better." A head tilt to the Plumas of the east. "And to get to know them better."
His jaw muscles ticked. He glowered as his lids hooded his gaze.
With the back of his knuckles, Leo wiped a drip of blood from the corner of his mouth. "You want to date us." He paused. "And them. That's what you said in the therapy session."
I lifted my attention to the ceiling. "Yes."
His words were quiet. "That's not going to happen, Braita. We would kill each other first."
"Is that true?" I asked, peering at Killeg and Phila. Apparently, they were 'coded' differently, not just savages as I had always believed. The Mian were true animalistic barbarians down to their DNA. "Is he lying?"
Phila scratched at his chin. Blood was dripping from his hairline onto his forehead. "It's true."
"Why didn't you tell me that before?"
He bent, and righted the couch and continued to absently pick up items. "Tell you what exactly? That for us to be together ... that extraordinary circumstances would have to occur?" His dark gaze held on mine as it clicked to what he was referring. Their hybrid powers. They would, one hundred percent, have to use them if I chose them. "We did tell you that you needed to figure your shit out with your Vaq."
"If I wanted to be with them. Not you two."
Simple. "Yes."
Not so simple. "I still don't know."
Or maybe I did. Perhaps ... I had always known.
Killeg chuckled softly. "I suggest you hurry the fuck up and decide before anyone dies."
Leo's gaze snapped to him. "Two will die if you ever lay a finger on her again."
Killeg tilted his head to them while holding eye contact with me. "I think you get the point."
Bit by hesitant bit, my attention returned to my Vaq. My words were quiet and steady, unlike my nerves. "Will you give me a moment with them? They have done a lot for me, and I wish to thank them privately before we leave."
Malik instantly pointed to the kitchen. "We'll be in there. We're not going outside."
I nodded in agreement. "That's fine." My actions could always be reversed ... if I was wrong. I watched as my Vaq sauntered into the kitchen, brushing past Stiller and Jax with more swagger to their step. Inhaling the largest breath I could muster, I made my feet move to stand in front of Phila and Kireg. The men with the power to free me. And possibly be the men in my life.
With my gaze, I told them my wishes.
My Vaq could not run from this.
Phila cracked his neck, asking on the barest breath, "Right now."
I nodded once.
"You're sure?"
I mouthed the words clearly. "I don't want them to remember me as their Soul."
Killeg lifted his hand and stroked my cheek with the back of his bloody knuckles.
My eyes narrowed, even as warmth rushed down my spine. "I'm not completely decided yet."
His lips twitched. "Yes. You are, Braita. You just haven't spoken the words yet."
Licking my dry lips, I didn't respond.
But I did step back to allow them access to my Vaq.
Phila rolled his shoulders as they moved forward, winking at me over his shoulders. "It's a good thing we already convinced the litigators and their guards you're not their Soul. Otherwise, I would be too dead tired to do what we plan with you in the coming days."
I snorted. Presumptuous—and cocky—bastards.
As they grabbed hands, I wrapped my arms around my stomach against the frigid cold that whooshed throughout my apartment, their hybrid power detonating.
I seriously hoped I was making the right choice.




In the pre-dawn light, I rubbed Jax's back. He was still in mute astonishment—and shock—of what he had witnessed. His eyes were now wide open to what Phila and Killeg really were. It had taken so much power for my Vaq to be convinced I was not their Soul, that they had not met their Soul yet, and they didn't care—my last minute add—if they ever met her.
With Malik and Phila now out of my apartment, back to their own penthouse, I stifled a yawn behind a fist. "It's bedtime for me."
Killeg and Phila swayed on their feet, ready to drop, their faces pale and sweat beading their foreheads. Immediately, they turned on their heel and stumbled in the direction of the bedroom I had claimed as mine.
I cleared my throat and tilted my head. "The other bedroom, gentlemen." Not that I thought they would try anything tonight, dead tired as they were ... but I needed to know I could sleep by myself. Malik and Leo had been gracing my bed every day in prison and my meds were now out of my system, the doctor finished weening me off them. I had to know how my days would be without warm bodies keeping me safe and protected.
I was still me.
Killeg grumbled, glaring. But they altered their course and stepped into the guest bedroom. The door remained open. I was fine with that. I did have a tendency now to scream in my sleep, and I would much rather them not break a door down in their haste to make sure I was fine. My apartment was already wrecked enough.
Jax's head tipped down to me in a sharp snap. "You knew."
"I did."
"How?"
My nose crinkled, and I shook my head. "I'd rather not say."
His gray eyes studied mine before he nodded. "Okay." He pointed a finger to my bedroom. "Do you want me to stay until you're asleep?"
Stiller's eyes shot wide. "What? Have you lost your damned mind?"
Jax waved him off. "It's not like that." He knew my troubles.
"No." I shook my head. "Sweet Pea will be company enough."
He brushed his lips against my forehead. "If you need me, I'm just across the hall."
I shoved him—and Stiller—toward my front door, herding them out. "Just be here at sunset to help me fix the mess they made." And it occurred to me ... I could do whatever the hell I wanted to tomorrow night. "And let's plan on going shopping. Sweet Pea will need some toys to play with and I need a new hov-coffee table."
Stiller raised a purple brow. "How do you plan to pay for your purchases?"
"I'm sure the Plumas wouldn't mind giving me a loan." Hell, they were paying for my place.
He snickered smugly, a knowing flicker in his shining eyes. "But how do you plan to pay them back?" For all they have done for you, he didn't say, but it was obvious.
I shut the door in their faces.

"How many toys does one dog need?" Phila complained, his arms loaded with fluffy puppy toys. I added another one to the growing pile, shoving it under his chin so it wouldn't fall. He wiggled his nose as if he had an itch. He wouldn't be able to scratch it with his hands full as they were. "Really, Braita, I think this is enough."
I snorted, glancing from one of his hands to one of Killeg's, eyeing the rings on their fingers. For their Harem. "And just how many women do you two need?" I had never met the three women, but if I chose to have a relationship with these men ... well, those women would be taking a long walk away from them. And never return.
Killeg stopped jostling the enormous bag of dog food in his arms.
Phila's shoulders tensed and his nose stopped twitching.
I lifted a brow at their closed-off expressions. "Please tell me you knew this about me."
Jax chuckled but hurried to peer away when they glared at him.
Phila glanced back to me, growling, "Yes, we knew it. We just haven't gotten around to them yet." His white brows furrowed, a sheepish smile lifting his plush lips. "If you met them, you would understand."
Evaluating their slightly blushing cheeks, I scrunched up my features. "That bad, huh?"
Killeg hissed under his breath, "Hell, yes."
Stiller walked by, twirling a circular chew toy around his pointed finger, mumbling absently as he went down another small aisle, "My Plumas haven't visited their Harem house in over two years." He turned and stifled a laugh at their frowns. "I never understood what you saw in them ... after the initial fuck, that is."
"Enough, Stiller," Phila ordered sharply. A swift glance at me, evaluating my resulting scowl, then back to his best friend. "Don't be an ass."
Stiller just shrugged a shoulder. "I'm only stating the truth. Those women may have bodies made for sex, but they are the most egotistical and materialistic individuals I have ever met." I watched as his back retreated and disappeared to another aisle to the right.
"Braita ... " Phila murmured in a tender tone.
I threw a hand up. "Save it." I shoved another random toy into Phila's pile. "You're not saints. I know that." Another toy shoved into the pile, possibly punching Phila in the stomach. "Just know that if we're together, you two won't know the meaning of Harem any longer. Just like you won't have testicles any longer if you forget that fact."
Killeg lowered the dog food bag in front of said testicles. "You're jealous." His head cocked into my line of sight. "When are you going to admit you want us and only us?"
I held up a medium sized dog treat in the shape of a stick.
With great flourish, I snapped it in half. And glared. "It won't be just your testicles."




I was running out of excuses. If Phila and Killeg ever got me alone for too long, they would demand to know the truth. My knowledge. I wasn't ready to give up that information yet. It could possibly put me into another possessive situation I didn't want to be in.
So, three nights after 'freedom day', right after sunset, I knocked on Jax and Stiller's door. The Plumas were sleeping in my guest bedroom, not awake yet. I always managed to slip out before them now, not taking any chances. When Stiller opened their apartment door, I yanked the bag over my shoulder in a more comfortable position and held tight to Sweet Pea's leash. I asked quietly, "Can I borrow a hov-craft?"
His blink was sleepy ... and annoyed. "Are you kidding me?"
"No, I have something I want to do." I tapped my foot in impatience. "It's not dangerous."
Okay, that was a massive lie. My plans were very dangerous. But I still wanted to do it.
He snorted, rolled his eyes ... and shut their door in my face.
I sighed heavily and lifted my right hand. Knocked again.
The door whipped open. "Ms. Valorn, not only do you not take a hint, you are a terrible liar."
"I can handle it. I promise." I hoped.
"Ask the Plumas to go with you."
"I don't want them to know—"
"You don't want us to know what?" Killeg interrupted behind me.
I groaned and turned sideways so I could see Stiller and them. They would both be there.
They were, lots of muscled flesh showing too, both only wearing pajama pants.
Stiller yawned and scratched his head. "She wants a hov-craft to go somewhere she shouldn't."
"Hey!" I grumbled. Tattle-tale.
"I'm not a cow."
I crossed my arms in irritation. I had been doing so much better with their language, too. "I just want to go somewhere ... and retrieve my items."
Instant. Phila growled, "You're going to take on a damn Lavano? By yourself?"
Really. Their intelligence could be annoying at times. "What if I am?" I tilted my chin up and stared down my nose at them. "I am free to do as I wish."
"That is a death wish, Braita," Killeg growled.
Stiller grunted, leaning a shoulder against his doorframe.
"I slept with that damn thing for a week. I know his schedule. I can get in and out quickly when he's not even there."
Phila ran his fingers through his long, disheveled bed hair. "We're coming with you."
Dammit. "I can go by myself."
Killeg shook his head gently. "We'll come, stay back, and let you lead. We'll be there just in case you need us. It's the smartest option. You know that."
Sweet Pea woofed. Damned traitor dog.
I growled. It wasn't quiet. "I wanted to go by myself."
"And we wanted to sleep in bed with you last night. But you had," his brows rose, "a headache."
Yes, my excuses were wearing thin. "Fine." I pointed a finger in Stiller's direction. "But they're going with us."
Phila chuckled quietly. "You really are afraid to be alone with us, aren't you?"
"Shut up," I grumbled. I patted my bag resting against my hip. "Go get ready. All of you. I'll be downstairs waiting in the restaurant." My stomach rumbled. "I'm hungry."
"At least you're hungry for something," Killeg muttered, staring deliberately.
I quickly turned with Sweet Pea walking beside me. I didn't want them to see the blush staining my cheeks ... because I was hungry for more than just food. "You've got an hour. Be ready, or I'm leaving without you. And we'll need to be quick or my Vaq will know something's off—because of our bond."
Behind me, Phila murmured mildly, "We may have taken care of that issue yesterday."
I stopped, peering back. "Meaning?"
"They now wear a Solo." He shrugged, a wicked grin gracing his delicious lips. "Without knowing it, of course."
Of course. "That will take care of their issues if I'm far away?"
"Not entirely, but it will diminish any pain."
"So we should hurry."
"Perhaps."
I glared. "I don't want them weak, even if you two are enjoying it."
"We'll hurry," Killeg stated calmly. "Don't worry."
Yeah, right. Don't worry at all.

Slipping down the ladder last into the sewers, my nose crinkled. "I can't believe I lived down here."
Jax pinched his nose. "Mother Joyal, this is terrible."
"Try smelling it with a sensitive nose," Stiller grumbled, taking two steps back as if he could hide from the stench. "That is repulsive."
The Plumas didn't comment about the stink, but Phila placed his warm palm on the small of my back, guiding me forward. "Show us the way. I don't think they can take too much of this."
I chuckled quietly, held the sharp knives the Plumas had given me down by my sides, and swallowed down the bile that rose. It was terrible. "Them? Or both of you?"
"Let's just get this over with," Killeg grouched. "If anyone ever knew we were down in the sewers, we would be a laughingstock with our people. We'll have to shower thoroughly after this."
"By yourselves," I interjected. "By yourselves."
"We'll see," he hummed, his blue eyes flaring on me. "You could have said yes this morning."
I sidestepped a small pile of garbage, my boots sinking into two inches of sludge. "That trick won't work again." I placed the side of my right hand against the rough wall of the sewer so I didn't slip, but I wasn't about to put my weapons away.
"What?" Innocent eyes. "The drain really was clogged. I needed your help."
I snorted and pointed to the right at an intersection. "This way." After five minutes of careful plodding, I ducked at the waist and turned left into a long walkway. The men behind me grunted at the cramped quarters, but they followed along, bent over as I was.
I kicked and shoved a pile of trash blocking our way, mumbling, "Just a little further."
"Fuck, this is gross," Killeg growled, brushing ... ew ... some animal's shit off his hand.
"You can always turn back."
"Just keep walking." A long pause, and then a quiet purr, "At least the view's great."
I reached back in my hunched-over state and pointed at my ass. "Quit staring."
He laughed—all male. "Not on your life."
I shook my head, but a giddiness rushed through my veins. These men were going to be the end of me—or the beginning. Moonlight shone at the end of the walkway, and I hurried toward it. "Almost there."
Tilting to the side, I squeezed through an opening, my eyes adjusting to the dim light inside the small alcove. I held my weapons steady as the Plumas, Stiller, and Jax shoved through to stand next to me. My lips pinched, and I held perfectly still, as did they.
"Charlie" was here. Sleeping.
And he wasn't alone.




There were two Lavanos inside my old home. Both snoozing.
It couldn't get much worse.
Stiller pointed to the one on the right, the red scaled one that wasn't Charlie with a big belly like it had eaten a shit ton and was bloated. He mouthed silently, "She's pregnant."
Okay, it could get worse.
"Where are the rings?" he asked silently.
Much worse.
I pointed a shaking knife at the pregnant Lavano.
My rings were directly under her, beneath a loose block.
All men glared at me. Three set of glowing Mian eyes, one set of Human.
I scrunched my nose. Charlie wasn't supposed to be here right now. He was always out at this time collecting food. How the hell was I supposed to know he had knocked up a lady-friend?
Even worse, I didn't see any Mian remains lying about.
Which meant he was still on the hunt.
"We'll come back," I whispered ever so softly. I turned toward the exit but froze when Phila slammed his warm palm down on my left shoulder. All men's eyes were wide and quickly became fierce ... as Charlie opened his eyes. Not good. "Shit. I'm sorry?"
Phila growled quietly in his throat.
"I guess he remembers my voice?" I blubbered in a harsh breath. "Maybe he won't attack."
The loudest shriek I had ever heard attacked my eardrums, and I covered my ears as fast as I could.
His lady-friend had woken up. Really not good. "Okay, she might."
My right shoulder landed hard on the wall when Killeg shoved me back. I sucked in a severe intake of stench from the maneuver, my eyes flying enormous on my face as Jax landed right next to me against the wall when Stiller pushed him back, too. The Mian stood in front of us, gleaming with deadly weapons in their hands as they held off against the two Lavanos crouching and hissing.
"This is really not going how I—"
"Shut up, Ms. Valorn!" Stiller growled as Charlie lunged at him. He jerked to the side and dodged a wing that unfolded. "These damn beasts are practically impossible to kill." That would explain why my Vaq had one as a pet. Good protection for them.
"Get out of here," Killeg shouted at us. He grabbed onto the female's head and swung his body up so he was riding on her back.
Phila dove under Charlie, barely missed his leg getting chomped off and slashed his long sword up into Charlie's belly. He rolled behind him as blue blood splashed down onto the thin layer of molded straw covering the floor.
"Not without my rings," I argued. I raced forward and ducked a claw from Charlie's girlfriend, but managed to shove one of my knives into her left eye. I yelled over her screech of pain, "We won't be coming back here again!"
Stiller flew through the air when the female swiped him, hitting the wall but bounded to his feet. His shining gaze glared into her one remaining eye. "Come on, bitch. Is that all you've got?"
Jax shoved off the wall, ignoring Stiller's order to back away, and sliced at Charlie's legs when he reared up—apparently, he didn't like Killeg stabbing his girlfriend's neck repeatedly.
I dropped to my knees in the chaos and dug through the damp straw, brushing it aside in a rush. "Where are you ... where are you ... where are you ... "
"Braita, hurry up!" Phila barked as he and Stiller charged the female.
"Gross," I muttered, wiping blue blood from my face when it splattered through the air. Hands now slippery and tinged the color of a cloudy sky, I crawled forward and kept shoving at the straw. "Found it!"
"Grab them and get out," Jax muttered, his voice breathless as he dodged a swinging claw. "We'll be right behind you."
"You bet your ass you will." I dug my short fingernails into the grit and dirt, prying the block up. I swatted at the straw that fell inside, searching the dry soil for ... I lifted two identical black rings. "Got them."
"Out, out, out!" Killeg growled.
I shoved the rings down my shirt into my chest support, grabbed my one remaining knife, and jumped to my feet. Running along the outer edges of the fight, I ordered, "Everyone out, too!" I turned to the side and firmly pressed my body through the entrance.
Jax came next, with Stiller's hand shoving him through.
Stiller was obviously behind him.
Killeg grunted as he exited.
Phila hissed as a claw caught his shoulder as he squeezed through, growling, "Run, dammit!"
My boots splashed through the sewage, running as fast as I could as I hunched down, travelling down the long passage—I wasn't sure if I had ever run so fast—with the Lavanos escaping through the entrance to their lair. Growls from beasts and Mian shouts of pissed off fury kept my legs moving as I jumped over trash piles. I only stored my knife away when I reached the ladder and climbed as fast as I could.
Each man followed me out just as quickly.
Stiller slammed the sewer's door shut.
Bang.
"Get to the damn hov-craft, people," Stiller huffed, out of breath. He pointed a blue soaked hand to the tree line where our transport hid. "Now!"
Bang. Scrape.
I watched as the door rattled again. "Yes, it's time to go."




"Ugh. Please don't look at me like that," I grumbled, brushing dark hair from my face. "Charlie wasn't supposed to be there."
Killeg blinked, sitting down on the white sofa in the hov-craft. Blood still covered all of us as Stiller put in the coordinates for Center. "Charlie?"
I waved a hand in agitation. "The male Lavano."
Stiller mumbled, "She named the damn thing." A flicked glance at the Plumas. "You picked a real winner, my Plumas."
"Watch it," Phila stated, his tone sharp like his blades. "I've had enough of the disrespect."
Stiller's lips twitched, not at all repentant, and peered at me as he sat on a recliner. "I think she likes the teasing. Otherwise, I wouldn't do it. Isn't that right, Ms. Valorn?"
I sighed and lay back on the carpeting, staring at the ceiling. "Call me Braita, Stiller."
"See?" He gestured in my direction. "She likes it."
Jax chuckled and lay down beside me. "My other half likes you."
"I know." I yawned. "It's obvious in his pretty words. Just like his colorful hair."
Stiller choked and then stopped abruptly. "Wait. Does that mean you don't like my hair?"
"This galaxy will never know." When he mumbled very unpretty words, I yawned again. "I think we all deserve a nap after that." My adrenaline was plummeting. "I'm ready to crash."
"Was it worth it?" Jax asked in the quiet.
I rolled against him, placing my head against his shoulder. I closed my eyes. "Maybe."
Phila draped a blanket over us. "Don't get too used to sleeping next to her, Mr. Waterston."
"Jax. My name is Jax," he mumbled and wrapped his arms around me. "Wake us when we're at Center. I'm starving."
"Same here," I whispered.
"With as much as they eat, maybe they're part Lavano, too," Stiller joked.
And yet ... there was something in his tone that made me want to ask questions.
Not now though.
I fell asleep next to my best friend, wearing blue blood from a beast.

I placed my butt on my couch, directly between Phila and Killeg. My stomach was full of scrumptious fair, Sweet Pea was making a mess of a toy at our feet ... and there was a quiet inside my apartment that had the Plumas and Stiller glancing at each other periodically. Every once and awhile, I would see them shake their heads in a negative. I continued watching the flicker show and tried to ignore it. Phila and Killeg would be running off soon to attend to political business, so I wanted to relax with them as much as I could before the sun started to rise and slumber called my name. Problems were not needed right now.
"Maybe we could go out tomorrow?" I stated, keeping it casual.
"Where would you like to go," Phila asked, placing his left arm over the back of the couch, brushing my shoulders. "We could go dancing?"
"Nah." I took a sip from my warm mug of honeyed tea—the Mian version of it. "I thought we could take some defensive courses. If I'm going to live here forever, I might as well keep my fighting skills honed."
Killeg rested his right hand on my left knee—the one sporting three rings for his Harem. It was now becoming a 'thing' between the three of us. They weren't going to remove their rings until I told them they were the men I wanted to be with. "Does this have to do with the trip we just took?"
I shrugged a shoulder and little by little, threaded my fingers through his. His hand was warm and calloused ... and nice. "You guys are much more skilled than I am. Fighting the Lavano just reiterated that I'm not on Joyal any longer. I think it would be wise to keep in shape." There was too much weird shit on this planet. "There was an insect in my kitchen earlier tonight that I had to hit sixteen times before it died." I was so out of my element.
Killeg's attention snapped to my kitchen, glaring at it. "We'll get an exterminator in here."
Phila hummed quietly and then peered at Stiller. "What's the name of that one place where Yorlaz teaches? It's here in Center."
"I think it's The Slayer." He kept his eyes on the show but pointed to the west. "It's two blocks over. He runs classes every night, different courses and stuff."
"Would that be good?" Phila's dark eyes captured mine, pulling me into their mysterious depths.
I nodded like an idiot, trapped but managed to mutter, "Can you and Phila take the classes with me? It might be nice for us to do together."
"We'll figure out the times and work it around our schedule."
"Thank you," I stated ... and overlooked how low my tone had dropped. "It'll be fun."
His lips curved into a slow grin. "Finally. We've found pleasure we'll both enjoy."
I peered straight forward.
That comment was too loaded to even bother with.

"Mother Joyal, I am having so much fun!" I exclaimed, jumping in place and pounding my gloves together. "What do the Mian call this again?"
"Boxing," Killeg grumbled, damn near growling. "It's contact, but with no killing."
"I like it!" I punched his left shoulder and bounced back and forth on my feet. "It's your turn. They're signaling you."
He jumped up onto the edge of the ring and slid between two of the barbwire ropes with ease.
I bumped my hip against Phila's. "Think he'll win?"
Phila snorted, watching his other half. "If he doesn't get disqualified."
"How would he do that?"
"By knocking his opponents head off."
I stopped bouncing. "He wouldn't do that."
"Not on purpose, but that guy," a point of his gloved right hand, "is who he's up against."
"Oh." I stared at the green-haired Mian. "He's small."
"Very small."
Only ten seconds later, I was face-to-face with an unconscious and bleeding Mian lying in the ring, his right arm hanging over the side. I poked him gently and saw his ribcage expand. I peered up to Phila. "At least, he didn't kill him."
Phila's chest shook with laughter, grinning so adorably I wanted to lean in closer. "He's still disqualified."
"Why?" I poked the Mian again. "He's breathing."
"But Killeg didn't wait until the bell rang."
Killeg jumped over the barbwire and landed in an easy crouch next to us. As he straightened, he was glaring so hard at the coach that I wondered if the guy was going to pee in his pants. "I saw his hand going for the damned thing. I just reacted."
I patted his shoulder. "It was a good try." I even said it with a straight face.
"Shut up, and get up there. It's your turn for fun."
Unlike all the other Mian inside the training gym, I needed Phila to give me a boost up to the ring. "That's embarrassing," I grumbled under my breath as I grabbed onto the barbwire rope between spikes, keeping myself balanced on the edge.
Phila jumped and smacked my ass lightly. "I enjoyed it."
I huffed but felt my cheeks heat. "Quit. I need to focus."
His grin was slow. "I'm not stopping you."
Yes, he was—in ways he was enjoying all too much.
I bared my teeth at him, and then cautiously dipped between the ropes.
"Be careful of those while you're in there." Killeg was eyeing the mini-spears as the staff yanked the 'sleeping' Mian out of the ring. "Maybe this isn't such a great idea."
"I'll be fine," I hissed.
"Just stay away from any kicks and the outer edges."
"Yes, yes." I placed the mouth guard into my mouth and kept moving, warming up my muscles further. Around the foaming piece, I mumbled, "This is my best idea yet."
"Fuck me. This is going to end badly," Killeg whispered to his other half.
"I heard that!"




I made sure to wait until the bell rang, and then I was a flurry of movement. The Mian man wanted to hurt me, it was there in his eyes. Female Mian didn't fight. And I was a Human. What—and who—I was, was against everything he held close to his traditional sexist heart, and change wasn't of particular interest to him.
And he was fast.
Not as fast as the Plumas, but I had to track his movements by the color of his rouge colored hair. A blur of red here, a dash of red there, and he kept me on my toes. When he wasn't knocking them out from under me. My back hit the ground for the third time, but I swiftly rolled when he followed me down with fists swinging.
I managed a hard jab to his temple and fully enjoyed watching him stagger to the side.
I took full advantage of it too, racing forward and slamming my gloves into all the legal 'down' zones I knew. "Fall, dammit." I shot my fist into his solar plexus and grinned when he kneeled over, trying to catch his breath. "Take that ... ." Another punch. "And that." A hard upper jab. "And that!"
Ding. Ding. Ding.
Damn ... I backed away. I almost had him down, too.
The coach still motioned to me as the winner.
I threw my fists up and pumped them in the air, turning to give the Plumas a huge grin.
But instead of cheering me on, their eyes simmered with desire. Mother Joyal, me kicking the shit out of a man turned them on. And it dawned on me. Those two were dangerous savages in a sensual way.
I kind of liked it, my gut warming with a cloying heat.
I carefully maneuvered through the barbwire and removed the mouth guard. "I know I just showed you how awe-inspiring I am ... but I need help getting down from here." Oh, the ironies.

We stepped inside a sweets store, still sweating and stinky from the gym. Little Mian children rushed around our legs, and I felt like one of them as I gazed at all of the choices. I opened my arms wide and whispered, "I'm home, my lovelies."
Killeg couldn't contain his laughter, slapping his palm on a countertop. "Do you want us to leave you alone with all the goodies?"
"Yes, please do," I mumbled absently, trekking farther into the store. I pointed a finger at a clear tube that had pink cubes inside ... all the way to the ceiling. "Are those good?"
"They're one of my favorites," Phila murmured, bending to lift a paper sack. He proceeded to fill it up with the pink treats. When I reached for the bag, he tucked it behind his back and shook his head. He even waggled a finger, teasing me. "These are mine. Get your own."
My brows rose. He was serious beneath all that flirting. "Will do." Don't mess with the Pluma's sweet tooth. He usually gave in when I asked for something. I jested as well as I had received. "Maybe I should leave you alone with all the goodies?"
"Never do that," Killeg whispered against my ear ... and kissed it gently. "Sugar gives him gas."
My jaw dropped, and I tried so hard not to laugh.
Phila glared. "Tell her the truth."
"Fine," Killeg said in all seriousness. "Sugar doesn't, but any bloody meat does."
Phila crossed his arms, with narrowed eyes on his other half.
He sighed. "All right. All right. It's too many nuts that make him ill to the stomach."
Phila dipped his head and proceeded on to another aisle. "Thank you."
My chin trembled, as hilarity wracked my small frame. "So, stay away when he eats nuts?"
"Stay far, far away unless you want to pass out."
"Thank you for explaining." I pointed down the aisle Phila had disappeared in. "Shall we?"
He bent low at the waist. "After you."
I strolled forward but whispered over my shoulder, "I try to stay away from too much cloned-milk." His steps faltered, and his lips trembled. I shrugged. "Just a warning."
"I'm truly starting to adore you."
The feeling was mutual. But I wouldn't say it yet.




Panting, I took in massive gulps of air. Sweat dripped down my temples as my vision swam into focus. My bedroom. I was in my room. In my bed. Not stretched out on a table. No electrical lashes were jolting my body, no water drowning me. My apartment. My safe place.
I was fine. I was okay.
Sweet Pea whined, resting his head on my lap.
Absently, I petted his head. "It's all right, boy."
He woofed and curled closer to me.
Even he could sense I was lying. I really needed to work on that.
Lying back down, I pulled the covers up to my chin and draped my arm around his flank.
I tossed. I turned.
My eyes stayed wide open.
The sound of light snoring touched my senses from the guest bedroom. I was failing miserably this day. Most days I slept just fine. But there were others that had ice prickling down my spine in fear, horrific memories flooding and never-ending. I really wished I had a sleeping pill this day, my worst yet.
"Okay, boy, we're moving locations." I knew when enough was enough. And I needed to move, my body twitchy with nerves. "Follow me."
Sweet Pea hopped down from my bed and stuck by my side as I entered the guest bedroom.
I knocked quietly on the open door.
Phila lifted his head from his pillow, his dark eyes glowing at me across the room.
I mumbled quickly, "I, um, need a distraction. Do you mind if I sleep in here with you guys?"
With his face still stuffed in a pillow, Killeg's voice was muffled. "Climb in."
Mother Joyal, I needed them to say that. My bare feet swept over the cold floor in a rush, Sweet Pea jumping in bed with me. He lay at the bottom of the massive bed while I crawled between them. Phila's eyes never left mine as he pulled the blanket down, helping me get situated. I barely glanced at him, shame filling me past all the fear riding me. "Thank you."
"You're welcome." He wiped my sweating forehead off with a portion of the blanket, the evidence clear. "We would have come to you if you had called out."
"I know." I shook my head and buried myself under the covers—including my head. I snuggled into their warmth, letting the balminess past all my barriers, needing the heat to overcome the chill inside me. "I don't want to talk about it."
Killeg grunted, and his fingers found my right hand under the blanket. He intertwined our digits and pulled my hand close to his chest, holding it there. "We know, but if you ever want to see a psychologist again, just let us know."
My voice was so damn small, and it was incredibly difficult to say. "I liked Dr. Kowna. Maybe with him ... " I paused and then blurted, "weekly appointments until the nightmares stop."
Phila pressed his heated body closer to mine, wrapping his left arm around my hips, keeping me close ... and protected. "We'll make the call first thing at sunset."
I didn't comment further. My weakness was out there now. Blinding and terrifying.
When Killeg started to snore once more, I breathed a sigh of exhaustion. They weren't going to bother me about it. As my eyes closed, and no vision attacked, I was blessed this day.

My visit with Dr. Kowna ... went well. I guess. Phila and Killeg had called him to my apartment as soon as the new night began—and they left for business affairs so we could talk privately ... after they erased his memory that I was the Plumas of the west's Soul. He was just as I remembered, gentle and perceptive. Possibly too perceptive, but it was needed. I was mentally wiped when he left, and it was no surprise when Stiller and Jax knocked on my door soon after.
Stiller even made Jax and I lunch.
Since he was being pleasant, he had definitely eavesdropped.
When I sat down on my couch with my food next to Jax, I jerked my attention to the front door. It opened without me unlocking it, my right hand instantly going to the steak knife on my plate. But it was the Plumas sauntering inside and locking the door behind them. I stared. "Really? You've scanned yourselves to enter my apartment without my approval?"
Killeg raised a white, cocky brow. "Would you like to pay the bill for this apartment?"
When he put it that way ... "Never mind. You're fine."
He chuckled quietly but strolled to sit in the recliner across from Jax and me. He dropped a folder on my new hov-coffee table in front of us. "There's something we need to speak about with both you."
Stiller came to stand on Killeg's right, and Phila parked his butt on the arm of the recliner on Killeg's left. All men wore expressions that didn't bode well—completely blank of any emotion.
Jax swallowed down his bite and set his plate on the table, next to the folder. His tone was serious as he asked, "What is it?"
I sat down my own plate of delightful food and stared at the folder. It had a ripped red seal on it, noticeably opened. The edges of a few sheets of paper peeked out from the side. The folder wasn't extremely thick, but it was important, whatever was written in there.
Killeg relaxed on the recliner and placed his hands behind his head. "When we were on Joyal and searching the President's office, Phila and I weren't only looking for their defense plans and locations of items of interest." He tilted his head to Stiller. "We asked him to search for something specific while we handled the President."
"What were you looking for?" I asked, peering down to the folder once more.
"Information about the two of you."
My gaze snapped up. "What?"
"You forget, Braita, I am a botanist and Phila is an engineer. Not only that, our unhinged father was a scientist, and we have all of his research on what made us ... us. When Jax became bonded to Stiller and you became the Soul to the Plumas of the west, you both jumped to the top of our radar."
My brows furrowed, and my stomach churned. "Does that mean, this has all been—"
"No, our intimate relationship with you has nothing to do with our curiosity being piqued."
I studied him and then Phila.
"I'm not lying. I promise you."
I nodded in measured increments. "I believe you." They didn't have to feign interest in me to study my person. They had Jax in their territory for that, without the added hassle of me—and all the problems it brought. And there was the small fact ... that I still knew a secret they did not.
Stiller hummed in his throat. "That's fascinating. So easily? I expected a fist to be thrown."
I tossed a glare in his direction. "Keep going. What information did you find about us?"
"Stiller managed to steal this. It's an interesting read." He flicked a finger. "Take a look."
"Might as well." Jax held my gaze, waited for me to nod in agreement, and then lifted the file.




In rapid progression, my eyes flew down the first sheet. It was just an opening page saying it was a classified document for the Joyal government. Jax flipped the sheet, and it fell out of the folder to the ground as we read the second piece of paper.
It was documented successes by the data, diagramed by female or male.
He flipped the sheet.
We stared.
Names of people we had known on our home planet ran down the paper.
It was titled: HUMAN/MIAN
He turned the page more gradually this time.
Again, names of friends filled the sheet.
This one was titled: HUMAN/KIREG
Blinking slowly, I watched with apprehension as he turned to the last page.
This one was different.
It listed males and females together in pairs.
Jax and my name were side-by-side.
This sheet was titled: HUMAN/KIREG/MIAN
My head tilted up, and I stared at Killeg. "They spliced our DNA with Kireg and Mian DNA."
He nodded once. "It appears the Human scientists have been experimenting."
"Why would they do that? And then send us here?" I pointed a sharp finger at the file. "Almost all of those names are the ones that were called to leave Joyal. Everyone was sent to Triaz or Egyac. Why wouldn't they want their experiments kept close? It makes no sense."
"It does."
I tossed the folder on the table. "How?"
"They are testing the waters. The experiment is still ongoing."
"Meaning?"
He snorted and shook his head slowly. "Come on, Braita. You know there are spies hidden here. Just as we have spies on Joyal and Egyac, and vice versa. We're all watching each other."
I stared ... and my jaw dropped. "We're damn lab rats for them to see how well we interact with the other species." And I had thought my Vaq were bad. My own people had taken it to another level. I blinked. "I guess Jax and I are the other species too, but you know what I mean." And it meant Rule had been right.
Jax jerked from his coma-like state, and growled, "Joyal is small. Dangerous for everyone living there." He started nodding, working through his thoughts. "If they created a new and improved Human, one who integrated with the Mian or Kireg in an acceptable manner, then they could ... "
"Eventually move off of Joyal," I finished for him. My laugh was pure and bitter combined. "I want to hate them, but I understand their motive. Humans—like the Mian and Kireg—will do anything to save their people."
Jax sank back on the couch. "Even if it means becoming something else." He shook his head. "They never should have tasked me to steal the hov-craft. It only opened the floodgates for others to find their secrets."
I rested back next to him, leaning my shoulder against his. "They needed more time with their experiment, and they needed an immediate solution against natural disasters. It makes sense. In a greedy as hell way."
Jax grunted, glaring at the file.
I crossed my arms and stared at the file.
Then, I blinked. "Jax, do you have any special powers?"
"Nope. You?"
"Damn, I wish I did."
We continued eyeing the file.
Stiller cleared his throat. "Technically, you're both talented fighters for your age."
I waved my right hand, grumpy and showing it. "I still think that's due to us working so hard."
Stiller argued, "And Jax is my other half. And you're a Soul. That is a special power outside of Humans."
I shrugged a shoulder. "A lot of good that did me."
Jax hummed. "I'm not complaining."
"Lucky bastard."
"I know."
Killeg coughed and then started snickering. "You two are more upset you don't have glowing eyes or some shit, than you are angry that your DNA was tampered with." When we glowered, he choked hard to control his laughter. "I'm sorry. But it's amusing."
"Be quiet," I bellyached. "If we're going to be part-something, it would be nice to have the perks, too."
"That's understandable." A white brow rose, and he gestured to the folder. "Are you not curious as to why Jax and your names were together?"
My head teetered back in forth. "Sure. What's your theory?"
"They expected you two to mate. To create offspring together. You've said you were trained together, you're almost the same age, and you were a success in their eyes. The scientist wanted to see their test subjects evolve outside of the lab."
My nose instantly scrunched, and I glanced at Jax. "No offense ... but no."
"None taken ... and hell no. You're my best friend. I'd prefer not to see you naked."
"Good. We're on the same page." I crossed my arms again and scrutinized Killeg. "Any other surprises that you need to tell us?"
Both his white brows rose. "No, that's it."
"Fabulous." I lifted my plate. "Because I'd like to eat now."
Jax grunted, and grabbed his meal. "Stiller makes the best steak."
I gnawed on a piece, and it was tasty. "I'd agree."
Stiller's lips twitched. "Did I forget to mention that it's not steak?"
I paused in mid-chew. "What is it?"
"A delicacy due to the fact the animal is hard to kill." His teeth gleamed as he smiled. "It's Lavano."
We couldn't spit out the meat fast enough.
I should have known better. Stiller was never nice.




My hands were full with two trash bags, but I managed to shut my apartment door, trapping Sweet Pea inside. The trash service had arrived. "Hi, I'm Braita. I'm new to the building."
The white-haired woman raised her head. "I know who you are."
My mouth bobbed as recognition hit. "Mother Joyal, you're her."
Human eyes stared back at me, and her brow crinkled. "You remember me?"
"Yes, you were sitting next to me when the President was calling names. You were sent to the Kireg." Though her hair had been blonde before, and now it wasn't. "Geo is looking for you, Madeline."
Her lips thinned, and she whispered, "I need your help. That's why I'm here."
I set the trash bags in the waste disposal she was—apparently—pretending to push. "What do you need?"
"A hov-craft. I saw you exit one the other night."
"Are you planning to go back to Joyal?"
She shook her head. "I'm going to Egyac. I can't live this way any longer. No more hiding."
"That would be your best choice," I agreed. I held up a finger. "You need to see something first."
I raced inside my apartment and grabbed the folder I had stuff in a locked drawer.
Her eyes widened so large, I feared they might pop out as she read the sheets. "Mother Joyal."
"I know."
She slammed the folder back into my hands. "Fucking pieces of shit!"
"Yes, that's accurate too." I tossed the folder inside my apartment and locked the door behind me. "Let's find you a hov-craft before the Plumas return and want to keep you for ransom or some other ridiculous idea they may have."
Her chest heaved, and her hands started to shake. "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
Her feet still didn't move. "I can do this."
"Yes, you can."
"They aren't that scary." Madeline repeated, "I can do this."
Her ego needed a boost. "If I can play with the Mian, you can handle the Kireg."
"You have ten marks on your wrists. I don't have that many."
"It doesn't matter how many marks you have to the Kireg." I tapped her left temple. "It matters what you have up here and how well you protect it."
She licked her lips ... and put one foot in front of the other. "I can do this."
"You can." Standing behind her, I placed my hands on her shoulders to keep her moving forward. "And if any Kireg asks where you got the hov-craft, tell them you stole it."

Security patrolled the land site in Center. It helped I had been here before, but I watched with awe as Madeline snapped the security box back into place, and the back door opened. "That was slick."
She shrugged her dainty shoulders and put her small shining tools into her pocket. She gripped the travel suit over her shoulder, keeping it in place. Where she had stolen it from, I wasn't going to ask. "On Joyal, I was an operator-in-training. Systems like these are simple." We slipped inside, keeping our backs to the wall as we moved forward. She let me lead the way and whispered, "It's the hov-craft I need help with. I've never dealt with them before, so I can't access them."
I peeked around a corner, keeping my voice down. "I'm in the system now. My handprint will work." I yanked her sleeve, pulling her behind me, and exited a door directly on the land site.
"I know. I saw those two Mian showing you how to do it."
My lips twitched as we raced across the black ground. "How long have you been watching this place?"
"Too long," she muttered, brushing her white hair from her forehead. "I was to the point of cutting off someone's hand for access when I noticed you." Her gaze ran over my face as I stopped us behind a smaller hov-craft—not big enough for space journey. "How are you doing with the Mian?"
"Better than you are with the Kireg," I answered honestly. I smiled to lighten my words. "It just takes time." I winked. "And cunning."
She snorted but kept her mouth shut. We ducked under the hov-craft when a security patrol flew overhead on a hov-bike, shining their red and yellow lights down on the site through the dark. She pointed to another transport a hundred yards away ... with nothing between to hide our path.
"We'll have to run," I breathed quietly. "Do you know what to do once you're inside?"
"I'll figure it out."
I frowned. "I'll try to help as much as I can."
Surprising me, she quickly hugged me. "Thank you. For everything."
"You're welcome. Just stay safe." I tapped her temple once more. "And remember what I said."
We watched as a different hov-bike flew by. Taking a deep breath, we shoved out from under the hov-craft and ran as fast as we could, the dark night keeping watch over us. An additional set of guards were on their way, their lights roaming the ground. It wouldn't be long before they spotted us.
We skidded to a halt next to the hov-craft. Heaving in air, I slammed my hand against on the access board. It lit up briefly, just another identifier for the guards, but there was nothing I could do about that. The door slid open, and I shoved her inside, bright light spotlighting us as we entered.
The alarm screeched on the land site.
Hov-bikes whined far too close.
"Get your suit on now!" I ordered, opening the control panel. "What are the coordinates?"
She rattled them off, her voice shaking as she hurried to get dressed for travel.
I typed them in, pointed at a red button. "Hit that when you're ready." The hov-bikes were landing nearby, the rattle of rocks flying outside the door indicating their arrival. "I'll be the bait. But don't take too long."
She nodded, her big eyes giving me a silent 'thank you'.
I jumped out the door and placed my palm on the access board, closing the door.
Mian were leaping from their hov-bikes, so I did the only action I could.
I raced to the left of the hov-craft, leading the guards away.
It shot straight into the air just as I was shoved to the ground.

"What the hell, Braita?" Phila hollered, yanking me from the Mian security station. The night breeze was cool against my skin. It had been hot in there. And it stank like body odor. "Every time we turn around, you're stealing personal property and lying in jail cells."
I crinkled my nose. "Sorry?"
Killeg crossed his arms, stopping us from entering the hov-vehicle. "The hov-craft's tracked. It shows it's on its way to Egyac." Blue harsh eyes held mine. "Who was on it?"
This wasn't going to be fun if my Vaq's reaction had meant anything. "It was a Human. She needed my help." I paused and redirected. "Speaking of Humans. Don't you think you should free the slaves here since they are part Mian?" Or a little of all three races.
"We've already been discussing that with the litigators. It's on the fast track to being approved," Killeg growled. He dipped, placing his forehead against mine. "Quit stalling and tell us who was on that damned hov-craft?"
I placed my hands behind my back and went with an innocent expression. "Her name is Madeline. She was sent to the Kireg, and somehow, she ended up here." I cleared my throat. "The night Rule died, a Kireg ship landed. A man was looking for her. His name was Georan."
"Holy fucking shit," Phila shouted, just as Killeg jerked upright and hissed, "How does she keep getting herself into these messes?"
I pointed a finger in the air. "Madeline was going back to Egyac to face what she left there. I also told her to tell the Kireg she had stolen the hov-craft—which wasn't a complete lie—so that no one would think a Mian assisted her in her run from them. I don't believe there will be a backlash. I think you're safe." I shrugged a shoulder. "And Geo wasn't all that bad."
"Wasn't all that bad?" Killeg scoffed. He grabbed my elbow and pulled me into the hov-vehicle. "You really need to work on your presumptions of a person if you believe Georan wasn't all that bad."
Phila slipped inside and shut the door behind him. "I just hope to fuck she's right. We've got enough issues with the Humans to deal with right now. We don't have time to have that sneaky bastard running around Triaz."
"I am right. And I trust Madeline. She won't put the blame on anyone else." I could tell she wasn't that sort of women. "She's going to take care of her business." Whatever it was.
The hov-vehicle rushed into the air and shot forward.
I didn't even need to look at the driver. "Stiller, try not to kill us, please."
"Braita, try not to get arrested, please."
Smartass.




"Stiller, get out of here," Phila stated. His words were so soft a shiver ran down my spine.
I straightened my back, preparing to get yelled at again for tonight's events.
Stiller took one glance at the Plumas and murmured, "I'll take Jax out for a while. There will be no one around to listen in." He exited my apartment, shutting the door behind him silently.
Killeg locked it.
I gulped and gripped the cushion of the couch I was sitting on. "I already explained the Kireg won't be an issue. Madeline won't blame her escape on the Mian."
Phila shook his head and strolled to stand in front of me.
Killeg followed him.
Only the hov-coffee table was separating us, their stunning gazes piercing right into mine.
"We're past that, Braita." Phila crossed his arms. "It's time for you to fess up."
Oh ... shit. I held an instant hand to my forehead. "Actually, I might be coming down with a fever. That cell was full of germs. Maybe I should go lie down."
Phila chuckled when I started to rise. "Sit your ass back down."
My lips thinned, but I did as he said. I sighed heavily. "Before we get into this, I want to ask a serious question."
They waited. Silent.
My fingers tapped on my legs, but I lifted my gaze to them. "This is a true worry of mine. If we are together, what happens when you meet your Soul?" My dark brows furrowed. "Will you just toss me to the side?" And break my heart.
I didn't understand Killeg's resulting smile. It was small. Private. "You are a perfect example of what we will do."
My fingers kept tapping. "Explain."
"Do you love your Vaq?"
"Um ... "
Again, the silence.
"I do care for them." But it wasn't love. Not in that way. "I don't want them hurt or anything."
"Are they more like friends to you? Or more like lovers?"
That was easy. "Definitely friends. I don't think of them in that way. But there is a bond there."
"So, close friends?"
"Yes." I hummed. "But not as close as Jax and me. It's just different."
"That's the point. A Vaq pair isn't always in love with their Soul. And the same holds true for a Soul to her Vaq," Killeg explained, his tone quiet. "Yes, they are always bonded, but they don't have to be together romantically."
"You still didn't answer my question." Not really.
Phila crossed his arms, a pillar of strength. "We won't toss you to the side, Braita. You are who we want." His lips curved up. "Even with all the trouble you get into you."
"And why do you think we created the Solo in the first place?" Killeg asked. But he answered for me. "It's so Mian have a choice. Pain shouldn't be a deciding factor if couples are together. We may be savages, but we do have hearts."
A warmth settled inside my chest. I couldn't speak for a moment, but when I did, I whispered, "I can't live in Vlymun. Not with my Vaq living in Belvar. It would make them weak, and they wouldn't even understand why."
Killeg hummed, his blue eyes tracking over my features. "We're working on that."
My attention honed directly on him.
These Plumas had better not harm Malik and Leo.
He waved a hand. "It's nothing for you to worry about."
Phila added, "Plus, we'll need to use our powers on them every so often. They're strong, so we don't want them ever remembering who you are to them. Keeping them close will be essential."
My words were slow. "Okay. But I want to be kept in the loop."
Both agreed easily enough. Killeg specified, "We have a meeting with them tomorrow. You can come if you want. To understand our plans."
"Yes, thank you."
A quiet descended on us, them watching me. Me eyeing them.
The night of reckoning had come.
I cleared my throat. "When I tell you this, you need to remember how much I cherish my freedom. I don't want you to become like my Vaq. Okay?"
In the same motion, they nodded, all their senses sharpened on me. My words. My every blink.
"I, um ... " I cleared my throat once more. "I knew you were part Kireg after we kissed." I blinked and amended my statement. "Actually, I knew it the morning after."
"How?" Phila asked in a quiet purr.
I lifted my right hand and pointed between my thighs. Burning heat flooded my face and sweat misted between my shoulder blades, but I pushed forward. "My hair. It changed to the color white."
Killeg stepped forward, but his left shin banged against the hov-coffee table.
Phila placed his hands in his pockets, and his muscles strained underneath his shirt.
I grabbed onto the seat cushion. They were barely holding themselves back.
Neck muscles straining, Phila cracked his neck. "You're saying our Kireg side has chosen you?"
I knew this much from my readings on Joyal. The Kireg race was a master of the mind and body. But their advanced nature did have drawbacks—it owned them. When a Kireg's body picked their ideal mate, and they shared bodily fluids—saliva included—the weaker counterpart took on physical similarities of the other. Even if neither person's mind accepted it at the time.
And when a Kireg mated, they mated for life. There was no turning back.
I stated quietly, "Yes, I believe so."
Killeg was in front of me in the blink of a Human eye with my hov-coffee table flying across the room and smashing to pieces on the floor. Yet again, we would have to buy another table. I yelped when he lifted me straight off the couch, his warm palms on my ass. I held on, wrapping myself around him as he marched us straight to my bedroom.
Phila shut the door behind us, effectively stopping Sweet Pea from following.
With checked power, Killeg placed me on my bed, the blanket caressing against my back. Leaning over me, his words were loving, even as his blue eyes glimmered with intensity. "We'll be gentle with you the first time."
Phila pulled his shirt off over his head and rested on his right side next to us. "Say yes, Braita."
Chest heaving, their scents and warmth invading my thoughts, I whispered, "Yes."
 




Killeg's blue, dazzling eyes never faltered from mine as his palms traveled down my sides until he stopped at the hem of my shirt. In a delicate, yet swift action, he pulled it off me. Sure and steady fingers removed my chest support just as easily.
I wrapped my left arm around my bare breasts, a blush of heat blooming on my cheeks.
Phila crooned, "Don't cover up for us, Braita. We think you're beautiful." I shuddered as he leaned over, his long white hair brushed against my flesh as his lips stroked against my jaw. "And we want to see all of you. We want to pleasure you until you're completely satisfied."
With tentative movements, I slowly uncovered my breasts and raised my hands to Phila's chest. His skin was like a bonfire on a chilly night, and I wanted to be scorched by this man—by these two men who had infiltrated their way into my new life. Into my very existence. I wanted them.
I peered up into complex dark eyes. "I don't know what to do."
He chuckled, a teasing of air, kissing my left earlobe. "We'll show you." His left hand captured mine, guiding my palm over his muscled flesh. "Do you like the way I feel?"
My breath caught when Killeg dipped, brushing his lips over my stomach, kissing around my belly button. His tongue peeked out and made small circles, only to then blow lightly against the area. My head arched back, and I gripped Phila's hand tight. "Yes, I like the way you feel."
He chuckled deep in his throat. "Wait until later. You'll love us then."
"I want to feel you against me," I whispered, grabbing his hair and pulling his lips down to mine, the pointed tops of his ears perfect for holding on to.
His lips curved against mine. "A greedy lover, are you?"
"Apparently." My mouth stroked over his with a fever bent on overwhelming me, and he returned my hunger in sweet indulgence, nibbling and brushing, holding me prisoner to his own wants. I begged, "More. Phila, Killeg, I need more."
My heart pounded, and my hands shook as they completely undressed me, baring all of my flesh to their hungry gazes. Their hands slid along my skin, cherishing each part of my person. I moaned as they slowly removed their clothing, pressing their heated bodies down onto mine.
Killeg's hands cupped my breasts, and when he dipped his head down to them, capturing each pebbled nipple with warm kisses, a fire built inside of me. It consumed and haunted my fevered flesh, begging to be put out. I held his head close, kissing his forehead, adoring him the only way I knew how.
His mouth traveled up to my collarbone.
But Phila's journeyed down my body.
I held my breath when he parted my legs and placed his mouth on my intimate flesh. "Oh, Mother Joyal." I jerked Killeg's face up to mine, asking quickly, "Should he be doing that?"
Killeg's plush lips twitched. "We'll be doing more than that."
"So that's a yes?" I sincerely hoped it was because I had never felt anything like it in my life.
"That's a yes." He touched his lips to my furrowed brow. "We're here to please you."
Phila's lips and tongue were sinful, dragging and coaxing me to an unknown place. My head shook back and forth against the bed. "I can't take much more of this."
Killeg hushed me and claimed my mouth, his tongue meeting mine. My hips rocked, and I grabbed onto Phila's hair between my thighs, even as passion unfolded in my intimate embrace with Killeg, treasuring his gifted mouth. Both of their talented mouths.
Phila rose between my legs, and I whined against Killeg's lips. But my eyes shot wide open when I felt the blunt head of his cock pressing against my vaginal opening. Through my lust-filled haze, I mumbled, "I don't want to become pregnant."
Killeg grinned. It was more beautiful than a sunset on Joyal. Pressed against the side of me, he kept his face over mine and ran his fingers through my hair. "We're part Kireg, remember? We can control certain aspects of our body. Including fertility."
"So I won't get pregnant?" This was important to me. Children ... that wasn't an option I had ever pondered. Humans didn't birth children. And I didn't plan to right now. "I'm not ready for that."
He kissed my lips gently. "No children this time. We promise."
"Thank you." I glanced past him to Phila. I nodded once. "Try not to hurt me too badly."
Because ... the male privates on these Mian men were ... large.
Phila pressed his hips forward, and my lips instantly thinned. This did not feel like pleasure. I squirmed, but Killeg kissed my lips again, whispering, "It'll only hurt for a moment, Braita. Just wait."
A choked cry echoed throughout the room, deep from my lungs, as Phila pulled his hips back and slammed forward, sinking all the way into me. His body trembled just as much as mine did, but he held still. I gazed into his dark eyes and whimpered, "Are you in as much pain as I am?"
"Something like that," he choked, his attention hard on my breasts.
I blinked. "Perhaps we should stop?"
"Never," he groaned. And I sucked in a brutal breath, his hips pulling back to press forward again, much more delicately this time. He did it again. And again. And another time, until my own hips started to move, the pain subsiding. Phila moaned, and I watched as lightning bolts appeared beneath the skin on his chest, part of his skin, jarring in the pulses of light it created. Holding my gaze, he purred, "You never read about this, did you? It happens when Mian are intimate."
I grabbed his hands holding my thighs and shook my head, watching the streaks. "No, but I saw it once before." He didn't ask, already knowing where I had viewed it. Gradually, I lifted my eyes to his, whispering, "It doesn't hurt any longer."
"I know." His breathless smile was pure of arrogance. "I'm letting you set the pace right now."
With heat building inside of me, pushing toward that unknown once more, I peered down where our bodies were joined. And he was right, our hips meeting each other with each rock of my hips. "Take over. Show me what you can do."
"Gladly," he groaned, and he leaned over me. Killeg made room for Phila's arms on either side of my head. My hands grabbed onto his lean hips as the tempo to our joining changed. Faster. Rougher. And my heart fluttered as I opened my legs wider, wanting him so deep inside of me—for him to stay there forever. He shouted, then pressed his lips against mine, feasting on passion from my mouth. "You're perfect."
I moaned, unable to complete a thought other than what his body was doing to mine.
He pressed his groin against mine.
And kept pushing, making my whole body shudder.
"Phila," I screamed, the world falling away under me as I went over an edge I had never known. My body quaked and my veins boiled with an ecstasy that held me captive in its wake. Grabbing onto his shoulders, I couldn't breathe, but it didn't scare me.
I would gladly suffocate in this euphoria.
Phila chuckled against my throat, pure pleasure knowing, kissing my damp skin. And he slammed into me one last time. His whole muscled body froze over me to only shudder as mine had done, finding his own fall into the galaxies of bliss.
I kissed his cheek as he groaned, holding me close, his body falling on top of mine. But he quickly rolled off of me and grabbed onto the back of Killeg's head, yanking his other half's face to mine. He fell onto his back, murmuring, "Enjoy, my brother. There's nothing quite like our Braita."
Killeg's eyes stared down into mine. "Are you too tired?"
I pulled him on top of me, even if my voice was hoarse. "I want more of that."
His teeth flashed in a private smile. "I like you greedy." His knees gently parted mine, and he pressed his cock into me so damn slowly. "You'll be sore after this. I'll control myself."
"Okay." I ran a finger down his left temple. "You are so lovely."
A white brow rose. "I'll take that as a compliment."
"You should," I moaned, his body fully in mine, filling me deliciously. The flesh on his chest lit up in lightning of yearning, showing me how much he was enjoying it. "You and Phila are the most handsome men I have ever seen." And their personalities matched. I was one damn lucky Human—or whatever I was.
Killeg thrust his hips in a swaying motion, like comforting waves lapping at the shore. His body and mine came together in harmony, linked as one as if it were always meant to be. His blue eyes watched my features, noticing every degree of change and pressed again deep inside me when I arched against him. He hit a spot that had my toes curling into the bed. I whispered his name as I floated to the heavens, bliss dragging me under once more, my body no longer my own—and I didn't care.
I could only kiss him and whisper sweet words as he found his own completion deep inside me.




While coaxing snores flittered from my bedroom, I stared in the mirror during sunset. Killeg and Phila would be waking soon, so I took advantage of the time I had alone after taking Sweet Pea out for his waking potty. I ran my fingers through my long hair, thoroughly enjoying the ache in my muscles. I lifted a long strand of hair and pulled it in front of my face, eyeing it.
All of my hair was now white. Even my eyebrows.
I grinned, peering at myself in the mirror again. The white hair suited me. I grabbed a hair tie from the counter and pulled my hair up into a ponytail, ready to make myself breakfast ... and then froze.
I screamed.
Killeg and Phila were inside the bathroom before I even blinked.
I jerked around to face them. And pointed at my ears. "They. Are. Pointed!"
Both men blinked, rubbing their faces to fully awaken.
I jabbed at the top of my ears in case they hadn't heard me. "My ears are now pointed!"
Killeg bent at the waist and leaned close, studying my left ear. "It would appear they are."
Flustered, I rambled, "I expected the hair. I did not expect my ears to look like yours!"
Phila raised a white brow. "You are part Mian and Kireg. It shouldn't be too much of a shock. And, besides, what's wrong with our ears?" His gaze ran over my hair, and ears, a smile playing on his lips. "You weren't complaining about any of our body parts yesterday—all day long."
"Nothing's wrong with your ears—the ones you were born with." I growled quietly and then turned to stare in the mirror. I leaned over the counter to study my ears more thoroughly. The tops were each pointed now, not as sharp as a Mian's, but not as round as a Human's. I patted them with a careful touch. "Do you think anyone will notice?"
Killeg yawned, and then kissed the side of my neck. "Jax and Stiller will since they'll know what to look for, but not others. It isn't as pronounced as a Mian's." He played with my ponytail, grinning. "You'll have to tell people you dyed your hair, though."
I swatted his hand away and sighed, staring at my reflection. "I guess my ears aren't so bad."
"They're cute." Phila smirked, but his eyes were predatory. "You're ours now."
I pointed at my head. "Not because of this. But, yes, you're my men now." I flicked a finger at their hands and dug through my cabinet. "Get rid of the damn Harem rings. You'll only wear mine."
They didn't argue, removing the three rings on each of their fingers. I placed those in a sack so they didn't lose them. After all, they would need to give them back to the women. I tossed the bag on the counter and placed my two rings in their hands. Both men wasted no time putting them on.
Their right thumbs sported my rings now.
I lifted my eyes, peering from under my lashes. "So?"
Phila's lips twitched. His gaze tracked over my lips. "You like us. A lot."
I huffed in his face, and shoved them both out of the bathroom when they snickered at my reaction to the truth—they could feel my emotions through the rings so there was no point in denying it. "Go make me breakfast while I take a shower."
"You're a demanding Human." Killeg ran his fingers through his bed rumpled, chaotic hair.
I slammed the door in their faces. I grinned, delight in my choice—of them—making my heart pound. "We already distinguished that last night."
Killeg's laughter was a blessing. "Yes, we did." He paused for a second. "We'll leave your breakfast in the oven so Sweet Pea doesn't get it. We have something we need to do before our meeting with the other Plumas. Be ready in two hours."

Completely mute, Malik and Leo stared at Phila and Killeg like they were senseless.
Phila barely kept his frustration in check. "We are offering you half of the land to the north of Center. You know it is rich in minerals, enough to keep your people happy. I don't understand what the issue is."
Leo blinked his golden eyes. Twice. "The issue is that you want us to live side-by-side."
Killeg explained again, "Citizens of the west and east are already doing it in Center. It would be a natural location for the Plumas to live. Our people could travel to Center and enter our land through there. We've already discussed it with the litigators. The zoning will circle our combined land."
I thought it was genius.
If only my Vaq would get on board with this plan.
Malik rested back on his chair and placed his hands on the conference table, staring across at us. "Are you expecting us to live peacefully together?" He snorted, full of contempt. "You know that will never happen. It's hardly civilized in Center as it is."
"This is an example of what we could do with the land." Phila tapped a button on a Com-pad, and a screen flickered at the end of the table. A blueprint of two identical mansions was represented. He pointed at the long line between the two. "And that is ram-shield that could be in place to keep anyone from wandering where they shouldn't be."
Malik studied the screen. "Who would take care of the ram-shield?"
"The litigators."
Leo considered Phila and Killeg. "Answer me one question. Why do you want this?"
Phila folded both of his hands on the table. "Because it is a step in the right direction."
Leo sat silently, waiting for further clarification.
Killeg explained, "If we live side-by-side, it would mean better communication between us."
Leo watched them carefully. "Then you do want peace. Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?"
I interrupted, "He said better communication. That doesn't mean peace. He's referencing the matter of the Humans and their growing need to live somewhere other than Joyal—as their experiments have clearly depicted." I pointed a finger at the ground. "Here, if you don't get my point. If the hybrid Humans were ever accepted on Triaz, it would be best to have the Plumas unified." There was nothing like the worry of another species infiltrating one's planet to unite the current owners of said planet. It was a solid plan.
A quiet descending on the room. Phila and Killeg didn't argue with what I said, allowing my words to filter into Malik and Leo's minds, of the inevitable truth that could happen one day.
Malik flicked at finger at me, eyeing the Plumas. "You two should have started with that. It would have made this meeting go a lot smoother."
Leo nodded and finally turned his attention to the screen, staring at the blueprint. He tilted his head to it. "That house is much too small for us and our staff."
Phila chuckled, quiet and content. "I'm sure we can work it out."

"Thank you for not using your powers on them again," I murmured after my Vaq had left the room. "I don't want them to be puppets to anyone."
Killeg kissed my cheek. "We're in agreement there. We don't enjoy using our Kireg side unless we have to, and those men are intelligent enough to make right choices for their people anyway."
Phila cleared his throat and lifted a box from his pocket.
He sat it right in front of me.
My brows pinched, and I peered up into his dark gaze.
"It's a gift from us."
"Really?"
"Yes. We hope you like it. It's the first of its kind, we were told."
With excitement bubbling in my chest, I opened the box. I could only stare. "Two rings."
Killeg nodded, his eyes on mine, and then he turned in his seat and flicked the back of his collar down. He glanced over his shoulder. "We didn't want you to feel left out."
I touched the mark on the back of his neck, identical to mine. "Is it ... "
"It's a Cold Mark. The first time men have ever gotten them."
"Mother Joyal," I whispered.
I tilted and lifted the back of Phila's hair.
He was marked too ... and wearing a smile. "Do you like it?"
"As if you need to ask!" I grabbed the rings and placed them on my thumbs ... and emotions not my own tickled at the back of my brain. I smirked, knowing that feeling all too well. "You guys like me. A lot." These Plumas had shown me a world I never knew existed, and I was here to stay.
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When natural disaster strikes Joyal, Madeline is tossed from her planet into the hands of the Kireg. Madeline has always feared the Kireg, an alien who can bend—or snap—a mind with only a thought.
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 But the one thing she never expected to find was a warm male body in her bed after surviving a night of riots on the streets…or what they had done together.
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A shifter made of stone. And wings.
 A human bent on free love. And drunk.
 A joke could be made with those two lines.
 
But the town of Woodland Creek, it's no laughing matter. Hostile and magical residents guard their secrets. It's too easy to be found out.


 When Isaac Stone first meets Kennedy Kirk, he's tempted to shove her off the clock tower. After all, she is gripping his private parts to lean over and see his town. One little push is all it would take...


 Isaac never anticipated he'd be the one to fall.




A fresh, meaty, sink-your-teeth-in-and-hold-on-tight new adult fantasy series kicks off with King Hall…
 
King Hall — where the Mysticals go to learn their craft, get their degrees, and transition into adulthood. And where four new Rulers will rise and meet their destinies.
Lily Ruckler is adept at one thing: survival. Born a Mystical hybrid, her mere existence is forbidden, but her nightmare is only about to start. Fluke, happenstance, and a deep personal loss finds Lily deeply entrenched with those who would destroy her simply for existing — The Mystical Kings. Being named future Queen of the Shifters shoves Lily into the spotlight, making her one of the most visible Mysticals in the world. But with risk comes a certain solace — her burgeoning friendships with the other three Prodigies: a wicked Vampire, a wild-child Mage, and a playboy Elemental. Backed by their faith and trust, Lily begins to relax into her new life.
Then chaos erupts as the fragile peace between Commoners and Mysticals is broken, and suddenly Lily realizes the greatest threat was never from within, and her fear takes on a new name: the revolution.
 




The Lion Security series fires off with Obsidian Liquor, where resolve is tested and passion ignites...


 Elizabeth Forter is a preacher's daughter.


 Daniil Kozar is the head of the Russian mafia.


 Elizabeth is on a personal mission to destroy, and Key West is her destination - where a brutal competition is being held. Daniil is not a man to be trifled with, and the bitty she-devil's antics don't escape his notice . At the realization that she's caught, Elizabeth's curiosity rapidly turn to fear, but she can't outrun a man who kills for a living.


 Stuck in a situation of her own making, a deal is made with the mafia king.


 Liquor and unwanted attraction never make for wise companions. The outcome is...dangerous.


 Elizabeth was not prepared for Daniil. Each second of the day, her every action is watched. Elizabeth must decide how to handle the gun-toting criminal, and his seductive charm. Daniil may be the devil her father warned about...or the balance Elizabeth has been searching for.


 Somewhere, Elizabeth's dad is screaming a prayer...
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