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In honour of Russel T Davies, my personal writer hero, who inspired me to write about wibbly wobbly timey wimey stuff.





BLURB
   
I always knew that one day, I would be taken. It was just a matter of time.
There are two basic facts every woman needs to know.
The Trads are bad. They will impregnate you and use your womb to bear their children until you die.
The Athions are good. They're strong and protective, and you'll practically be begging them to father your babies.
But none of that is true. Not for me, anyway. I was kidnapped by Athions and now two Trads are trying to rescue me. Has everything been a lie or are these guys just pretending to be different from the rest?
I can’t let down my guard. I need to get away. But how do you escape when you’re trapped on a spaceship in the middle of nowhere?
Planet Athion is a shared world contributed to by multiple authors. Discover more about this exciting new Reverse Harem, Sci Fi Romance series today! Travel over to planetathion.blogspot.com for more information.





AUTHOR’S NOTE
   
Please be aware that this book contains scenes of violence that may be triggering for some readers.
This series has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British spelling, idioms and expressions.
Enjoy the ride!





PROLOGUE
   
T  he day I found Tonya dead in the bathtub was the day I realised how shit my life had become. She didn’t even leave a note. Everyone knew what had happened. She’d fallen for their charm, their spell, and got pregnant. It was a miracle she’d managed to return to our home before the Trad kidnapped her, taking her to his spaceship. Maybe he hadn’t realised he’d managed to get her pregnant. Maybe she’d escaped him. It didn’t matter.
Tonya was dead and I was alone. We’d been the two last young women in the village. After the invasion, many had thought that we’d be safe in our little dwelling. Three hundred souls, the next school half an hour away by bus. No Trads would ever come here, right?
Wrong. They were everywhere, not just in the cities, but even in the tiniest hamlets. Maybe the women in small towns and villages were easier picking. Less police, less information.
I’d heard that they had set up safe districts in the cities where no men were allowed. We couldn’t do that in Stonefall. Our advantage was that everyone knew everyone in the village, but that didn’t mean that we never had contact with outsiders. Including the outsider who’d killed Tonya.
I stared down at her body, wondering what to do now. Her wet clothes clung to her pale skin, highlighting her slender shape. She’d put on her favourite dress. Had she worn it when she met the Trad or had Tonya put it on after, before she threw the hairdryer into the full bathtub?
Tonya and I had never been the best of friends, but the cruelty of life had brought us together after the invasion. We’d been six women living in this house. Now I was the only one left.
I stroked a stray lock of hair out of Tonya’s pretty face, then left the room without another glance. It was time to move on.





CHAPTER 1
   
T  he bus to London was packed. I was squeezed against a large, bulky man, who smelled of sweat and stale beer. He definitely wasn’t pretty enough to be a Trad. The aliens were flawless when they disguised themselves as humans. No scars, no impurities, and if they had even a single grey hair, it was because they wanted it. It was how you could recognise them. The prettiest men were likely Trads. But simply knowing what they were wasn’t enough. They had a trick up their evil arses, being able to enchant women, even those who suspected that the man in front of them wasn’t human. Our scientists were trying to figure out what it was that made Trads so irresistible, and hopefully develop an antidote, but so far, they hadn’t been successful. I doubted it was very easy to capture a Trad and get him to take part in their research.
The smelly man shifted in his seat, pulling out a newspaper. I glanced at the headline.
Our Athion Friends Promise Paradise For Women.
I grimaced. The Athions had arrived shortly after the invasion. The good aliens. Blue, pretty and on our side. They’d explained why the Trads had come to Earth: after a virus struck their entire planet and killed most of their women, they needed to find an alternative to keep their species alive. Somehow, they discovered that human females were compatible with their anatomy. Which is why the Trads stole women, impregnated them and used them as living breeding machines. I’d heard that the baby wouldn’t even be half human but fully Trad. I shuddered at the thought of having a monster growing inside of me. No wonder Tonya killed herself. Death seemed preferable to life as a Trad breeder.
The Athions had lost most of their females as well, but they didn’t steal women. They gave us a choice: move to their planet, be safe from Trads and be loved and treasured by the Athion men we chose to take. They were big about us being there voluntarily, although I sometimes wondered what would happen if I took them up on their offer to move to Planet Athion and then refused to take a husband. Or several. That’s what they seemed to like. I wasn’t sure if that was due to there not being enough females or if they’d always been polyandrous.
I tried to read the article in the man’s paper, but he flicked the pages to get to the sports section. Boring. My e-reader had run out of battery two bus stops ago and I still had another two hours to London. Hopefully, this journey would be worth it. I was planning to go to one of the sanctuaries and live there. As a virtual teacher, I wouldn’t even have to leave the safety of the refuge for work. All I needed was my laptop and my VR headset.
I gave the man a sideways glance. This might be one of the last times that I saw a man. At least until I was either too old to conceive or the Trads were defeated. To be honest, I wouldn’t miss this one. His smell was enough to make anyone celibate.
It was years since I'd last had a boyfriend. I broke up with my ex a few months before the invasion happened, and after that, I preferred to stay single. It was safer that way. I’d much rather endure an eternal dry spell than being impregnated and kidnapped. It was all about priorities in this horrible new world.
“Where are you headed?” a melodious voice suddenly asked from behind, shaking me from my reminiscing.
I turned around, craning my neck to take in the man sitting in the row behind me. An Athion. His blue skin was striking, the colour of lapis lazuli on a rainy day. One thing I’d learned pretty quickly was that there are hundreds of shades of blue. Just like us humans, Athions have different skin colours, except that they’re all hues of blue. Azure, cobalt, sapphire, navy… you name it, they have it. I’d always wondered if their shade of blue corresponded to where on the planet they were from, but I’d never really talked to an Athion before. We’d had one come to our village a year ago as some kind of human-alien-relations programme, but all he did was hold a speech in our small town hall and then he left.
I realised the man was waiting for a reply. “London.”
“Visiting friends?”
I frowned. “Moving to one of the sanctuaries, actually.”
He smiled. “I should have guessed. Someone as pretty as you would only be safe there or on Athion.”
I was glad he didn’t ask me why I wasn’t moving to his planet.
“Do you know which sanctuary you’re going to live at? My brother and I are headed to the Golden Star Refuge, actually, and we’d be pleased to accompany you there, if you’d like. London isn’t safe for solo females.”
Another alien waved from the row behind the Athion. They looked almost the same, except that this one had his hair shaved rather than in loose curls.
“He’s right,” the guy next to me grunted. “A girl like you shouldn’t be walking about there on your own.”
I hadn’t even considered that. I’d only ever been to London once and that was before the invasion. Back then, there had been no question about me going there by myself, but now, things had changed. I’d hoped that a big city like London would be busy and anonymous enough to avoid dangerous encounters while walking from A to B, but it seemed I’d been mistaken.
“I’ve never heard of the Golden Star,” I hedged, a little uncomfortable.
The Athion grinned. “It’s fairly new, only a couple of months old. Run by twin sisters in their seventies. I can’t remember my own grandmother, but I’d like to imagine she was as kind and generous as those two.”
That did sound good. I’d looked at the websites of various sanctuaries, but they all sounded the same. Having a personal recommendation was better than any anonymous review I could find online.
The man next to me folded up his newspaper. “Take their offer.”
I didn’t feel comfortable about leaving this bus with two strangers, but they were Athions. They were the good guys, so what was the worst that could happen?
    
I was glad to be breathing fresh air again, even though it was the smoggy air of London. It was better than the stuffy, smelly air inside the bus.
“Shall we take a taxi?”
The two Athion brothers were flanking me, but to my surprise, they didn’t make me feel safe, on the contrary. I was uncomfortable with them being so close. I didn’t know them, yet they behaved as if I needed them. I shouldn’t have accepted their offer.
“Is it far?”
“Half an hour to walk, ten minutes by taxi if the traffic isn’t too bad.”
That was an easy decision. I didn’t want to spend half an hour in their company.
“Then let’s take a taxi.”
The curly-haired Athion lifted his wrist and typed into a cyber bracer. It looked very different from the smart bracelets that existed for humans, but then, Athions had mastered space travel centuries before us, so of course their tech was far more advanced.
He grinned at me. “Taxi will be here in two minutes. I’m Arri, by the way, and that’s Laki.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Wren.”
“Where are you from, Wren?”
“A village in Yorkshire, you wouldn’t know it.”
Laki rummaged in his pockets and pulled out three small squares wrapped in silver cellophane. “Want one? They’re my favourites.”
“Are they sweets?”
Arri snatched one of them and unwrapped it in record speed before popping the turquoise square into his mouth. It looked like toffee, except for the colour.
“Delicious,” he muttered with a satisfied smile.
“Yes, they’re sweets, flavoured with a plant that’s similar to your Earth mint,” Laki explained. “Try one, I have more if you like it.”
“You never offer me more,” Arri complained.
His brother shrugged. “You’re not as pretty as her.”
I took the sweet he offered me and gingerly nibbled on it, not quite daring to eat it all in one go. I wasn’t particularly choosy when it came to what I ate, but this was alien food.
It was good. Delicious. The cooling aftertaste did indeed remind me of mint, but as if it had been crossed with vanilla and something spicy, almost like pepper. The way the flavours mixed in my mouth was decidedly alien, but definitely something I could get used to.
“Good?” Laki asked with an amused smirk.
I nodded and ate the rest of it. The Athions watched me and once again, they made me uncomfortable. Were all aliens like them? If so, then I had no idea why women would want to live with them. Despite their smiles, there was something dangerous about them.
A black cab stopped next to us and Arri checked his wrist. “That’s ours.”
He opened the door and gestured for me to get in. His brother walked around and entered from the other side, meaning I ended up squeezed in between them on the leather backseat. There was a fold-down seat opposite me, but I didn’t want to offend the men by changing my position. After all, they’d been nothing but nice to me. Ten minutes, that was all the time I needed to spend in their company before we’d get to the sanctuary and I could be away from aliens for the rest of my life.
They didn’t tell the driver where to go, but I assumed Arri had done that via his communicator.
We sat in silence until Laki offered me another sweet. I took it, glad to have something to do besides staring out of the window.
My own yawn surprised me. I’d slept on the bus for at least two hours, but I guess travelling always made me tired. I swallowed my sweet and stifled another yawn.
“Tired?” Laki asked, his eyes fixed on mine.
I shook my head. “No, just exhausted from travelling.” I looked at my watch, realising we’d been in the taxi for almost fifteen minutes already. “Will we be there soon?”
Another yawn escaped my mouth and my eyelids twitched. I was having trouble keeping my eyes open, no matter how much I blinked. I was so tired all of a sudden. Maybe I could take a nap at the sanctuary.
Laki was still watching me, a smile curving his blue lips. As if he was happy seeing me this tired.
“Did you...?”
Talking became too exhausting and I let myself drift off, fading into the darkness of sleep.





CHAPTER 2
   
N ever trust men. Humans. Trads. Athions. Never trust men.
I repeated my mantra over and over again as I sat on the bed, staring out into space. Into actual, black, endless space. A few stars far, far away, but nothing close. No planets, least of all the Earth. The window was large, too large. When I’d first seen the darkness outside, I thought it was there to swallow me. A slice of glass was all that separated me from the abyss. It had to be something stronger than glass, right? Something that could withstand the sheer nothingness of space.
I wrapped my arms tighter around my legs, making myself as small as possible. I’d woken up several hours ago, in a tiny room with no more than a bed and a small wardrobe built into the wall. There was no bathroom and my bladder was starting to complain. My throat was parched. How long had I been here? How long since they abducted me? I was still wearing the same clothes, but that didn’t mean anything.
I knew nothing about Athion technology. Had they beamed me up into a spaceship or had we departed from Earth? Had there been a small shuttle or a massive rocket? I had no idea. It had never been my intention to go to Athion, which meant I hadn’t really read up on their kind. It had been enough for me to know that they were the good guys.
As if. It was naïve to think that an entire species was good. Just like you couldn’t say that all humans were good or evil. There were nuances and there were always some rotten apples. I just wish I’d realised that before. Now it was too late. I was trapped on a spaceship.
My eyes stayed dry. I’d cried enough tears when I’d first woken up. I’d shouted, screamed, banged against the door. Nobody had come. I’d searched the room for cameras, but I’d not found any. They were either hidden really well or the Athions weren’t watching me. If I was on an Athion ship. For all I knew, they could have sold me to Trads to be shipped to one of their breeding facilities. I shuddered. I’d kill myself before I let that happen to me. Just like Tonya. She’d been strong enough to do it. I would be too.
I forced myself to look away from the window. The darkness made me even more scared of what was about to happen. With nothing else to occupy my mind, I started doing mental arithmetic. My mother had taught me to do that whenever I got frightened by something. Take some random numbers and make them meet.
452 times 17.
7684.
Too easy.
6000 divided by 43.
That one took me a little longer.
I’d always liked numbers, even though I wasn’t a maths wizard. I enjoyed the way they were solid, reliable, unemotional. When I concentrated on my calculations, the world didn’t seem as scary.
By the time the door opened, I’d started reciting the decimals of Pi. I scrambled to the back of the bed, as far away from the door as possible.
Laki entered, smiling, strolling into the room as if he hadn’t drugged and kidnapped me.
I glared at him. I could have begged him to return me to Earth, but I knew it was useless, so I stayed quiet, saving my energy for when I actually had a chance to change my fate.
“I thought you might need the bathroom. I’m afraid we don’t have en-suites like you do on Earth.”
I wish I could have refused, but my bladder was getting impatient.
“Where are we?”
“On route to Lo, one of Athion’s moons. We can’t take you to Athion itself, but Lo is both far and close enough from the planet. The government isn’t as strong there. Lo has its own regent, a man who’s sympathetic to our cause.” He smirked. “And our money, mostly.”
They didn’t want their kin on their home planet to find out they’d kidnapped me. That gave me a tiny bit of hope. Maybe if I met a decent Athion on Lo, I could tell him what had happened and they’d return me home to Earth.
“How long will it take?”
“Six months at hyper speed. We thought about putting you in a pod as a sleeper, but it would be much more fun to get to know our new wife during the journey. It gets boring.”
I gasped. “Wife?”
His grin gave me shivers. “Of course. What did you think you’d be? Our maid?”
“I didn’t want to be anything! You kidnapped me!”
Tears were threatening to spring from my eyes, but I fought hard to keep them away. I didn’t want to seem weak.
“It’s your purpose. Human men are spineless. They don’t deserve their females. I’m glad the Trads discovered your Earth. It gave us the chance to follow and see the potential. A planet ripe for the taking. If it were up to me, every Athion man would get his own human woman. Sadly, the government doesn’t agree.”
He spat, actually spat, his spittle landing on the floor. “We applied to get our own wife, but with my brother’s record, they wouldn’t give us one. But we’re owed one. We almost died for the Emperor. We’re owed a female. For now, we’ve agreed to share you, but only because we had to leave Earth sooner than planned. Maybe we’ll steal another from Athion itself. It might even be easier than kidnapping you. Females are so gullible.”
He was crazy. I was in a spaceship with two madmen.
“Record?” I asked, dreading the answer, but I needed as much information as I could get. It might save my life.
Laki shrugged. “My brother killed a lieutenant. And a few Custos. It was self-defence.”
Custos, I’d heard of them. Athion elite soldiers. They were the first to land on Earth after the invasion. They’d talked to the human governments about letting women travel to Athion to be safe from Trads. And Arri had killed several of them. I was in a spaceship with cold-blooded murderers.
What the fuck was I going to do now?
I rarely swore; I was a teacher after all and had to set a good example. But right now, fuck was the perfect word to describe my situation. Fucked up. Hopeless. Crazy.
“Do you want to go to the bathroom or not?”
I kept glaring at him, but got off the bed, angry at my traitorous body.
“Don’t try anything stupid. We’re in space, far away from Earth or any other civilisation. You’re stuck with us, sweetheart.”
Something snapped in me and I stormed forward, slapping him in the face. He stared at me in surprise, then laughed. “It seems we got ourselves a little poomii. That will make it even more fun. Breaking you.”
I didn’t ask what a poomii was. I didn’t care. And I certainly wasn’t going to let them break me. I’d fight tooth and claw until I escaped.
“Show me that bathroom,” I demanded, pretending to be a lot more confident than I felt.
“No.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Since you’ve decided to behave like a poomii, you’ll be treated like an animal until you learn to behave. I shall get you a bowl.”
He left me speechless. I hammered against the door in the vain hope that he was just joking, but two minutes later, he returned with a plastic bowl, carelessly throwing it onto my bed.
“There’s your toilet. And don’t expect to get fed today. I want you to think of how wrong it was to slap me while your stomach growls.”
I launched myself at him again, but he expected me this time, grabbing my arms and pushing me back with more strength than I’d thought he possessed. I fell, landing on the floor with a thud.
“Maybe I should get you a collar and leash. Yes, I think that would be fun.”
He closed the door behind him and as soon as he was gone, I finally let my tears fall.





CHAPTER 3
   
L aki made true on his promise. Nobody came to give me food or water all day. I was alone with my thoughts and fears.
At some point, the lights in the room automatically dimmed, probably to simulate nightfall. I crawled into bed and hid underneath the fluffy blanket. It didn’t feel very different from my duvet back home. I could almost imagine that I was back in my room, safe and mostly happy, with Tonya next door. She used to snore loud enough for me to hear it through the walls. Back then, it annoyed me, but now I would have given anything to hear her snore.
There was no sound besides my own breathing. The ship vibrated softly as we tumbled through space, noticeable whenever I put my feet on the floor, but it didn’t give off any sound. Maybe my room was soundproof, or maybe the ship was simply really, really quiet. This was my first time on a spaceship, so it wasn’t as if I had anything to compare this to.
As tired as I was, sleep didn't come to find me. I turned and tossed, then stilled and cowered beneath my blanket, only to start rolling around again.
My door was locked from the outside, but I had no way to lock it from this side. There was no chair that I could have shifted underneath a handle (which didn’t exist, it was an automatic sliding door), and my bed was bolted to the floor. If the aliens wanted to come inside to do me harm, there was no way I could stop them.
When the lights came on to signal that morning had arrived, I’d not slept for even a single minute. I got up and used the bucket, cursing the Athions. I’d not give in though. I’d rather go without a toilet if it meant resisting them. I’d never willingly become theirs. No way in hell.
I sat back on my bed and waited. I wished I was wearing a watch, but that was in my bags, which were probably still on Earth. I couldn’t imagine the aliens taking care to take my baggage with them. The loss of the watch didn’t hurt as much as the other things I’d taken with me to London. Photos of my family. The children’s book my mother had written when I’d been a toddler. A picture of Tonya and the other girls in the house we’d shared. An old, tattered teddy bear my grandma had given me shortly before she’d died. A silver spoon that had belonged to my granddad. Those were the things I was going to miss most. Without them, I had no history. Now all I had left were my memories. I’d not let them take those from me.
I was going to stay myself. The woman who’d resisted both Trads and Athions for years. I could survive on my own, no problem. I just had to get away from them and somehow find a safe place. There had to be a place like that in the universe.
The door opened without warning. Arri entered, wearing nothing but loose yoga pants, his blue chest exposed. In another life, I may have found him somewhat attractive, but right now, the only emotion I felt was terror.
He grinned at me. “Shower time.”
The way his eyes roamed my body made it clear that I wasn’t going to shower on my own.
“No way.”
I glared at him with as much energy as I could muster. I bet there were dark rings beneath my eyes which likely made me look weaker than I wanted to appear.
“You will come.”
“No.”
I crossed my arms in front of my chest, forcing myself to give up my protective position.
His smile disappeared. “I wasn’t asking. We can do this the easy or the hard way.”
“Don’t you dare touch me.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You’re our wife. Laird help me, I’m going to touch you as much as I want, whether you like it or not. Now get up or I’m going to make Laki put a collar on you like he’s been planning to.”
A shiver ran down my back at the threat. They were going to break me. Not now, not soon, but eventually. They were two large, strong men and while I knew some basic self-defence, I knew it wouldn’t do much good against them. If I wanted to survive, I needed to change my strategy. Pretend to play along, preserving my strength. I wouldn’t be able to escape if my body was bruised and broken.
“On Earth, we marry before we become husband and wife,” I said quietly. “Do you have something similar on Athion?”
He didn’t reply, so I continued talking. “A wedding is a very sacred ceremony. It means they truly belong to each other.”
Arri laughed roughly. “You already belong to us. We don’t need a ceremony to prove that.”
“But it would make it official.”
“Would you obey us if we’re married?”
I suppressed a shudder. “Yes.”
No, obviously not. I was just trying to buy myself time.
“Laki likes his women rebellious, but I have to say, a good obedient wife is much more to my taste. How do we do this wedding ceremony?”
"There are many different religions on Earth and they all have different ways of celebrating marriage. Don't you have anything like it on Athion?"
He rubbed his chin. "We did, yes, before the women died. I was a child back then and never went to one. There was something about binding the root of the Yurra plant around the couple's hands, connecting them through nature. A kiss at the end. Lots of speeches. Boring."
I certainly didn't want to be bound to these men with some kind of root. That sounded way too dangerous. What I needed was a chaste, safe ceremony, one that probably didn't even exist on Earth. They didn't need to know that though. 
"It takes five days," I began, making it up as I went along. "On the first day, the couple talks while eating lots of food, getting to know each other. On the second day, the man brings the woman gifts and they go on excursions together. Like the zoo or a museum. On the third day, it's the woman who gives the presents and who organises what they do. On the fourth day they invite all their relatives so that they can meet their new family. And on the fifth day is the actual ceremony. That's the first time the couple can share a bed."
I should have made it longer than five days, but that may have been too much for the Athions to believe. 
"Five days, huh?"
I nodded, keeping my expression neutral. "Five days, but after that, the bond between husband and wife is strong. Nobody can get between it, and all accept it to be an everlasting relationship.”
The cogs turned in his blue alien brain, that much was clear.
“And you’ll be our submissive wife after?”
I swallowed hard. “Yes.”
“Laki is planning to break you, but I can’t help but think how much effort that would be. I’d much prefer having a pliable little human sucking on my cock without needing force to make her. A wedding it is. And today is the first day. Let me prepare some food.”
My stomach growled in response. Thank goodness that I’d made up something that involved eating. I could devour a horse and still be hungry.
He left the room, mumbling something about Laki under his breath. Hopefully, Arri would be able to convince his brother that this was the way forward.
Five days, that was all the reprieve I had. Five days in which I had to find a way off this ship before I was trapped with these aliens forever.





CHAPTER 4
   
I t took about two hours for Arri to return. That’s what it felt like, anyway. He’d put on a shirt, thank goodness, and was smiling at me in an almost non-creepy way. My stomach lurched nonetheless.
“Come. We’re having our meal in the galley. I had to make Laki’s favourite stew to keep him happy. He thinks a wedding is a waste of time, so you better behave.”
I nodded, cringing at the thought of Laki punishing me for making him wait. Five days.
“Will you come with me without problems or do I need to tie you up?”
“I’ll follow you,” I muttered demurely.
“Promise you won’t run.”
“I promise.”
Not that I intended to keep to that. Promises made under duress didn’t count in my book. My life was in danger, which gave me the excuse to lie as much as I needed to survive.
“If you run, I’ll catch you and the deal is off,” he warned. “My brother is only waiting for an excuse to break you. It will hurt, so be good now and you might avoid that fate.”
I nodded again, not having to pretend to be intimidated.
He opened the door and motioned for me to walk in front of him. Every fibre in my body was screaming at me to run, to make a dash for freedom, but there was no point to it just now. I needed to gather more information first and figure out a way to get help. I wasn’t going to get off the ship without assistance from others. Unless I discovered something like an escape pod. Did Athion spaceships actually have them or was that something solely found in sci-fi films? I needed to explore the ship.
Arri led me along polished corridors, their walls curved slightly, giving it a claustrophobic feel, as if the ceiling was going to come crashing down on me any second. The ship was bigger than I’d thought. Definitely not made for just two Athions and their captive.
“It’s that way to the bridge,” he said and pointed to my right when we reached a crossing. “But you don’t need to know that. Unless we want some entertainment while flying.”
Without warning, he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. I shrieked and tried to jump away from him, but his grip was tight. Something hard pressed against my back. Oh god. He was aroused by this.
“You’ll be on your knees,” he whispered in my ear, his hot breath making me shiver in disgust. “And I’ll thrust into your pretty little mouth while you gag and squirm.”
One of his hands moved up until he squeezed my breast. I clawed at his arm with my fingernails, but all he did was laugh.
“I’m looking forward to that. Maybe you’d like to give me a little taster now, to keep me satisfied until the wedding?”
“No sex before the wedding,” I hissed.
“There are many things you could do to make me happy that don’t qualify as sex,” he said with a smirk, but he released me.
I stumbled forward, putting as much distance between him and me without it looking as if I was about to run.
“Where’s the galley?” I asked angrily, turning to glare at him. He needed to know that I wasn’t going to give in to his advances.
He chuckled. “My brother was right; you are a little poomii. I wonder if you’ll purr when I’m thrusting inside you?”
“Five days,” I snarled. “Now where’s the galley? I’m hungry.”
He pointed to the left. “That way. Around the corner, then right, then the big silver door to your left.”
I followed his directions without looking back. Seeing Laki lounging on a chair behind a table laden with food was almost a relief. With Laki, I knew where I stood. He wanted to break me and he’d take pleasure in it. Arri was much harder to read. One moment, he said he wanted an obedient wife, the next he enjoyed me fighting back. I was starting to think that he’d be the more dangerous of the two.
“You took your time,” Laki drawled. “I’m hungry.”
I shot him a glare. “Me too.”
I sat down on a chair opposite his and took in the buffet in front of me. I didn’t recognise any of the dishes, although some were vaguely similar to things I may have eaten on Earth. Something that looked like pieces of fried chicken caught my eyes.
Arri put a plate in front of me, pressing against my side as if by accident. A shudder ran down my back. This wasn’t going to be easy. I should have been more explicit about no touching until the five days were up, but I’d thought saying no sex would give them that message. I’d been wrong. Those aliens were horny and I was their biggest temptation.
I ignored Arri and put some pieces of maybe-chicken on my plate. There was no cutlery besides some spoons intended for the massive pot of stew to my left. I shuddered in revulsion when I saw something that looked like an eyeball float at the top. I was probably mistaken but I wasn’t going to look a second time to make sure.
Arri took a seat next to his brother, so that they were both able to watch me. I could have jumped up and run out of the room before they could grab me from their side of the table, but that was a terrible idea. For now, I’d enjoy the illusion of freedom.
I nibbled on my piece of fried meat. Not chicken. It was strangely sour and very dry, but edible. I took several more pieces and wolfed them down, calming my stomach’s rumbling.
Laki pointed at a bowl that contained something that looked like blue salad. “Try that. It’s said to act as an aphrodisiac.” He wiggled his eyebrows at him.
“Do you ever think with anything but your dick?” I shot back and pointedly ignored the salad, helping myself to some bright yellow breadsticks instead.
He smiled at me, but there was no warmth in it. “I’ve not had a woman in over a decade. Men’s arses just don’t feel the same as a woman’s wet pussy. If it weren’t for my brother’s soft heart, I’d take you right here, right now, until you were screaming for mercy.”
Thank goodness for Arri. Even though he was a creep and a murderer. For now, he was protecting me from Laki, in a sick way that had nothing to do with empathy or pity. He was simply too lazy to go through the effort to turn me into the submissive wife he desired.
“What do we do after eating?” Arri asked, chewing on a very red piece of meat.
I thought back to what I’d told him earlier, not wanting to make a mistake. “We talk. Get to know each other.”
“All I want to get to know is your pretty cunt,” Laki quipped. “I’m not interested in talking.”
“Then you can go and piss off,” his brother snapped. “We agreed to do this, so take part or shut up. A few more days won’t make any difference. Soon, she’ll be in our bed, ready to please us all day long. That’s worth the wait, right?”
Laki turned to me. “What do we talk about?”
“Our lives, our families. Our plans for the future.”
“My plan is to have you tied up on my bed with a collar snug around your neck,” Laki smirked.
Arri groaned. “Brother, please. Behave like an adult for once.”
“Like an adult? You’re the one to blame for our situation.” Suddenly, Laki was no longer smiling. Fury was burning in his eyes as he glared at Arri. “If you hadn’t killed those Custo, we’d still be on the list to be assigned some Earth woman. We’d not be rogues running from the authorities. We’d be able to go back home and have a quiet life.”
Arri didn’t seem flustered in the slightest. “Then maybe you should remember why I had to kill those men. Why I had to silence them.”
He stared at his brother, something passing between them that I didn’t really want to know about. What had Laki done that was so terrible that his brother had killed for him?
I was on a ship with murderous, horny psychopaths who could turn on me any moment. I needed to get away.
“Maybe you could show me your ship instead?” I asked innocently. “If you don’t want to talk. If I’m going to be your wife, I need to know our home, especially if we’re going to be here for months.”
“Our home,” Arri repeated. “I like the sound of that.”
“She just wants to know where the escape pods are,” Laki interrupted. He turned to me. “They’re biometrically tuned to Athions. Nobody but an Athion will be able to start them.”
“I wasn’t going to use an escape pod,” I lied. “I just want to know where I’m going to live with my husbands. What’s the harm?”
Using the words husbands almost made me throw up the food I’d just eaten. But they seemed to swallow it. Arri almost looked happy.
“Alright, I shall give you the tour,” he offered. “Unless Laki wants to do it?”
His brother shook his head. “I’ve still got some stew to eat. Who knows when I’ll next get some of that, and I need energy to survive the next five days.” He glowered at me before refilling his bowl.
“What do you want to see first?” Arri asked. “Our bedroom? That will be where you’ll spend most of your time.”
I couldn’t suppress a shudder. “Is there a living room? Somewhere to spend time during the day?”
“There’s an observation deck where we have a couple of games and comfy chairs. But we spend the most time on the bridge, since we don’t have a crew to operate the ship. Laki also works in the engine room sometimes. This ship is fairly new, but there’s always something to fix.”
“Then let’s start with the bridge,” I suggested.
Arri shrugged. “If this brings us closer to the fifth day, then why not. And after, you’re going to do the dishes. Eating this much was your idea, after all.”





CHAPTER 5
   
A rri led me back the way we’d come until we stood in front of thick doors, the metal less shiny than that of the walls. He held a hand to a scanner to our right and the doors opened. Fuck. I wasn’t going to get in here by myself. My only chance to alert someone from the bridge would be with one of the Athions there. Which would mean pain. Defeat. Slavery.
My plans crumbled into dust. I’d have to find another way to escape. The pods were out, as was sneaking onto the bridge to send out an SOS call. But one thing was for sure; I wouldn’t let them turn me into their sex slave, no matter whether they called it being their wife. I’d rather die, just like Tonya. If it came to it, I’d kill myself and hopefully everyone on this ship along with me. Those men deserved it. They weren’t going to hurt any other women.
The doors slid open, revealing a large, spacious room with a massive window giving me a direct view of space. The darkness of it called to me, drawing me in. There was nothing out there. If I wanted to get out of this situation, I’d have to help myself. I’d have to fight.
I stepped forward, taking in everything, committing the room to memory. A captain’s chair was right in front of me, consoles with lots of blinking lights all around it. More chairs at tables full of screens and controls I couldn’t make much sense of were dotted around the front of the room.
Lines drew across the window. It wasn’t just a window to the outside, it was also a screen.
I pointed at a blinking green dot. “Is that us?”
Arri nodded. “Yes. Nobody else around. We’re taking the longer route, away from the main shipping lanes.”
Double fuck. We were alone in this part of space. If there were other ships nearby, they didn’t show up on the screen.
“Are there any planets close?” I asked innocently. “It’s strange to only see these few stars.”
“A few, none of them inhabited. There are only two major planets between Earth and Athion, but we’re not going to stop at either one. Their women aren’t compatible with us, so they’re of little interest besides some trading. But we have enough fuel and supplies to last us all the way home.”
Pity. Stopping on a planet would have been a great chance to get away. Anything would be better than being trapped here with these two monsters.
"Where did you learn to pilot a spaceship?" I asked Arri, trying to distract him while I was cataloguing everything I could see.
"I was born on one, actually." He sat down on the captain's chair, his expression turning somewhat peaceful. "My brother was born on Athion, but just after his birth, my father was assigned a position on a freight ship and he didn't want to leave his family behind, so they moved onto the ship and we didn't leave until I was thirteen. I knew all the basic controls when I was five. I was allowed to pilot the ship when I was eight. Laki was always more interested in the engines, so he got trained in that, while I spent most of my time on the bridge." He looked at me, his lips curving into a smile. "It will be good to have some company here. It gets boring."
And just like that, I was reminded that he was the enemy. His story of growing up on a spaceship had been interesting, but I couldn't let him lull me into a false sense of security by showing me his human side. Athion side. Whatever. He was a murderer, a monster, and I needed to get away.
"So I assume you know what every single button here does?" I asked innocently.
"Obviously. I could pilot this ship with my eyes blindfolded."
He pushed his chest out, all macho and testosterone.
I pursed my lips. "I doubt that."
"I'd give you a demonstration, but I don't trust you enough to close my eyes."
I gave him an innocent smile. "Trust is important in a relationship. If we're going to be husband and wife, we need to trust each other. This would be an excellent chance to prove that you're serious about making this work. I promise I won't run out of the room."
And I wasn't lying. I'd spotted a screen to my right which suspiciously looked like a way to communicate. There was a keyboard, but the letters didn't make any sense to me. Probably the Athion alphabet. They spoke excellent English, but of course they had their own language.
If I could somehow figure out what the distress button was... there had to be one, right? In an emergency, the crew wouldn't have time to type a long message.
A big red button would have been lovely, but no such luck. There was a bright blue one however, with a symbol on it that I didn't recognise. It could have been anything, but since it was next to the screen with the text that looked like a messaging system, I had to try. This may be my only chance before the 'wedding'.
"You promise?" Arri asked sceptically.
I nodded, giving him my most winning smile. "I promise, I won't run. I just want to see if you can really do what you say." I let my eyes flick to his crotch. "You could be lying about other things too, if you get what I mean."
His eyes narrowed, but then he relaxed. "Alright, little poomii. You shall have your demonstration. At the moment, we're on autopilot, so let me just switch that off...
He pushed some buttons on the side of his chair and a kind of table shot out, giving Arri access to more controls. Handy. Especially because with this on his lap, it would take him longer to get up and catch me.
A small shiver went through the ship and I instinctively grabbed the back of one of the chairs. Just as luck would have it, it was the chair in front of the communications panel. I slipped onto the chair without Arri giving any sign that he was aware of what I was doing. I swivelled around to watch him.
"That's the autopilot disabled." He touched his earpiece. "Brother, it might get a little bumpy. I'm showing our wife what this ship can do."
"Should I put on a seat belt?" I asked, hoping me showing interest and enthusiasm would keep him distracted.
Arri laughed. "There are no seat belts here. That's an entirely human extravagance. If this ship crashes, we all die. There's no surviving in space without a ship to keep you safe."
That didn't really make sense - crashing wasn't exactly the only thing that could happen - but I kept my mouth shut.
"Now I'm going to close my eyes and I'll take her for a ride." He gave me a heavy stare. "If you run, I will fuck you so hard that you won't be able to walk for a week. Understood?"
I lowered my gaze and nodded.
"Good. Don't disappoint me."
Finally, he closed his eyes. Thank goodness. I watched him a little longer, making sure that he didn't peek, but he did seem to have a strange sense of honour that prevented him from cheating.
"I'll start with accelerating," Arri announced. "Hold tight, little poomii."
I turned to the front and leaned my back against the chair, ready for whatever was to happen.
The ship started humming and an invisible force pressed me into the cushioned backrest. The blackness outside didn't change, but it was clear that the ship was going faster than it had before.
The pressure on my body increased until breathing was getting uncomfortable.
"We don't usually accelerate this much," Arri explained, his voice slightly strained. "Now you know why. It's better for both ship and crew to keep a steady pace."
"Can you do an emergency stop from this speed?" I asked, my eyes on the green dot. The only way I'd be able to stay alive after what I was planning, was them believing that it had been an accident.
"I could, but I won't do that."
"Because you've got your eyes closed?" I taunted.
Arri chuckled. "Because it will hurt you. But if you insist..."
He let his voice trail off before the sound of him hitting a button with a lot of force filled the bridge.
I was thrown forward onto the control table, my head bursting with pain. Tears sprang to my eyes but I couldn't get distracted. I reached for the blue button, right in front of me, and pressed it as hard as I could.
A blaring siren assaulted my ears, adding to the pain that was steadily increasing. Fuck. I'd hoped the button wouldn't set off any alarms. At least I had guessed correctly that it was an important one.
"What have you-" Arri started but was interrupted when a new voice came through speakers, a male talking in a language I didn't understand.
This was my chance. My only one.
"Help!" I shouted as loud as I could, hoping that he could hear me. Arri cursed behind me, but he wasn't close enough to stop me. "I've been kidnapped. I'm a human from Planet Earth and I've been taken by two Athions. I don't know where we are but they're taking me to a moon near Athion. They're planning to-"
Something hard hit my head and pain was all I could feel.





CHAPTER 6
   
I  drifted. Consciousness came and went, giving me short bursts of awareness before releasing me into a dreamless sleep. There was pain, but it didn't stop me from drifting.
Whenever I woke, there was loud noise, blue colours, new pain all over my body. Falling unconscious was a relief.
The cycles kept going for an eternity. Pain. Sleep. Pain. Sleep. Occasionally, words reached my ears, but they were bad ones telling of more agony and promises of despair. I didn't want to linger on them.
Then, warmth. Heat. I blinked open my eyes, surprised at how dumb the pain had become. It was still there, but it was old pain, not fresh one. Nobody was hurting me anymore.
But it was too warm.
Slowly, my senses kicked in. Something tickled my nose. Smoke. Fire.
Everything was blurry and one of my eyes wasn’t quite able to open fully, but there was no way I was able to miss the flames licking at the doorframe.
I was in a small, bare room, completely empty and without windows. The door was open, but the flames barred any attempt of escape. Besides, I didn’t think I was able to get up and walk. Everything hurt way too much.
I tried to drag myself to a sitting position, but one of my arms was in a strange angle and I couldn’t put weight on it.
Those Athions had broken my body. They didn’t manage to break my mind though. I was still here, still fighting. In the end, they hadn’t killed me. The fire would do that job for them. I hoped it would devour them as well. Painfully.
How did aliens smell when they burned?
I almost wanted to watch. See them perish in agony.
Unless they’d escaped the ship and I was the only one left. Left to burn into a pile of ashes. Nobody would ever know what happened to me.
A cough shook my chest. The smoke was getting thicker, filling the room. If I was lucky, it would make me unconscious before the fire reached me. Fate hadn’t been kind on me recently, but maybe it would honour my last request.
There was nothing I could do but wait. Watch the flames as they approached. Breathe in the smoke even though it burned down my windpipe, making me cough. Feel the heat dry out my skin.
A strange calmness filled me. I was ready for this all to end.
Compared to being a slave to the Athions, this was the better option. Death and eternal sleep. I didn’t believe in an afterlife. Maybe it was better that way. An end. Final and reassuring. No more pain. No more fighting the inevitable.
I let my eyes flutter shut. I didn’t want to see the fire anymore, the flames that would kill me.
My thoughts drifted to old memories. My parents. Happier days on Earth, before the aliens arrived.
A crash in the distance made me open my eyes one last time. Figures in the smoke. I blinked, but my vision was still blurry. Two shadows coming towards me. Strange shapes, not quite human. Voices I didn’t understand.
One of them bent down before me and wrapped me in something cold and wet. He lifted me as if I weighed nothing. I moaned in pain, and he whispered something in his language, a soothing string of words.
I wanted to stay awake, see what was happening, but darkness was eating at the corners of my mind, flooding in, until I had no choice but give in and flee reality.
    
VUK
The female was light in my arms, so light I was afraid to drop her by accident. I had no trouble seeing through the thick smoke as I gently carried her across the room. Raf was keeping the flames in check, making sure it was safe for us to step through the door. The ship was in bad condition. Ready to blow. We had to be fast, yet I didn’t want to run with the human in my arms. She looked so breakable. Bruises covered her skin, even her face. I’d avoided looking at her nakedness too much before I’d wrapped her in the cooling blanket, but I hadn’t been able to ignore the bruises down there.
Every fibre of my body was aching to go after her captors. They deserved to be punished for what they’d done to the female. Slowly. Painfully. But they’d escaped in a pod as soon as we’d broken through the ship’s shields. There’d been no time to pursue them. Rescuing the female from the burning ship was the priority. There was no doubt in my mind though that we’d find the Athions eventually. They were in an escape pod, far from any other ships that could take them aboard. We’d catch up with them soon enough.
The woman moaned in pain and I gently pulled her closer to me. I’d only just laid eyes on her, but I already felt an intense urge to protect her. Seeing her in pain was torture. I’d been brought up to revere females, keep them safe, making sure they were treated like the rare goddesses they were. Most Trads didn’t share that view, but luckily, Raf did.
Together, we’d defected when we’d realised what our kind were doing to the women of Earth, even if that meant we’d never have one of them ourselves. Now, I was holding a female in my arms, broken and in pain, with rage coursing through my veins that I had no outlet to. Once she was safe in our med bay, I’d hit the gym to get rid of that energy before it made me lash out.
The ship groaned beneath my feet. We had to hurry.
I followed Raf, who spurted bursts of antifire at the flames blocking the corridors.
The female whimpered again, but she was still sleeping. How bad was the pain to filter through unconsciousness?
“You’re safe now,” I whispered first in English, then German. The only two Earth languages I knew. “Du bist jetzt in Sicherheit.”
Hopefully, she spoke one of them. Otherwise, we’d have to get a translator implant, which wasn’t going to be easy. Not because they were expensive; we had enough money to spare and then some. No, after our last coup, we were wanted by both Trads and Athions, and there were few corners of the galaxy where they didn’t have enough influence to issue an arrest warrant for us. Defectors. Rebels. Pirates.
The floor shook and I swayed, bracing myself against the wall. Zut. The walls were burning hot, even after Raf had extinguished the flames. Making sure that the female was still unconscious, I shifted to my real, Trad form. I’d put on a human appearance so as not to scare her, but I would heal faster without expending that extra energy. My previously smooth skin turned to scales. I didn’t care much about being without scales or horns, but I always missed my tail when I pretended to be a species I wasn’t. It curved around the female, adding an extra layer of safety.
The ship groaned and trembled harder. I broke into a run, following Raf until we reached the dock in the belly of the craft. We’d not dared approach the burning ship with our own vessel, so we’d used the shuttle. It was going to be a squeeze with three people. Luckily, the human female was small. The shuttle wouldn’t have accommodated three Trads.
Raf took the driver’s seat while I carefully sat down on the floor which was usually reserved for small amounts of cargo.
“Is she alright?” Raf asked while flicking switches and setting our course.
“Unconscious,” I replied darkly. “We need to get her to the med bay, fast.”
He nodded. “On it. Hold on tight. This is going to be a little bumpy, there’s a lot of debris out there.”
I gripped the female tighter, making sure the cooling blanket was still covering her. Luckily, she hadn’t been burned, but the blanket should help soothe those bruises until we got back to the ship. We’d not expected the Athion vessel to catch fire that quickly, but those bastards hadn’t even tried to fight the blaze once the shields had come down. They’d escaped like the cowards they were. Leaving their female to die.
I growled. She moved in my arms, just a tiny bit, but I stilled, scared to wake her. I didn’t want her to return to her pain. Once we were in the med bay, I’d make sure that she was completely painless before I’d gently wake her. She was likely traumatised by the experience.
Raf and I had been speechless when we’d heard her emergency broadcast. Athions kidnapping a human female was unheard of. Taking her freedom was bad enough, but abusing her body like that… I suppressed another growl that threatened to burst from my chest.
We were going to look after her. I was going to make sure she was safe. Nobody would ever hurt her again. And those Athions would pay in blood for what they’d done.





CHAPTER 7
   
A mber eyes burned into my soul. 
I blinked, expecting them to be just a trick of the light, but they stayed. Deep amber, with golden rings around the pupils. Thick dark lashes lined those eyes. I was afraid to look at the rest of the person looming over me, so I kept focusing on the beautiful amber. I never knew eyes could be this colour. Clear indication that this was an alien, even though the skin on his face looked human.
“Can you understand me?” he asked in a deep, gentle voice. “Kannst du mich verstehen?”
Was that…German?
“Yes,” I croaked. My throat hurt like hell.
A straw was pushed against my lips and I drank without hesitation. Clear, pure water ran down my parched throat, easing the pain a little.
“Are you in pain?” he asked, his eyes flicking over my face as if he was looking for signs of agony.
I took a moment to take stock of my body. Yes, there was pain, but it was dull enough to ignore for now. My right arm was the worst. I dimly remembered seeing it bent in a strange angle back on the Athion ship.
I moved to sit up, to take a look at what had happened to me, but a hand landed on my shoulder and pushed me down gently but firmly.
“Stay still,” the alien said softly. “The med pod is still fixing you. You had internal bleeding and your spleen was ruptured. It will take some time for everything to heal.”
“Where am I?” The oldest question in the book.
“You’re safe.”
I frowned at him. “That’s not what I asked.”
He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “You’re on my ship, the Wataz. Phoenix, you’d call her in your language. My friend and I heard your distress call. I’m just sorry we didn’t get to you earlier.”
The regret mirroring in his face seemed real.
“What happened exactly?”
“We demanded the Athions give you up without us having to initiate a fight, but they refused. We attacked the ship until their shields gave way. By the time we boarded, the ship was on fire and the Athions had fled. There was no time to pursue them, we had to get you out of there.” He bowed his head. “I’m sorry for what those kraktz did to you.”
“How bad was it?”
“Are you sure you want to know?”
I nodded, regretting it instantly. My neck was sorer than I’d realised.
He looked away, unwilling to meet my eyes. “Internal bleeding. Ruptured spleen. Five broken ribs. Dislocated shoulder and a fractured arm. Bruises and slash wounds all over. Broken cheekbone. And looking at the marks around your neck, they strangled you. Human bodies are fragile. It’s a miracle you survived as long as you did.”
I swallowed hard. Those Athions really hadn’t held back. Luckily, I’d been unconscious for most of it.
“Did they…?”
I couldn’t bring myself to complete the question.
“What?”
Damn. The alien didn’t understand.
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Have sex with me.” The words spilt from my lips in one garbled mess. I couldn’t use the r-word. That would make it worse.
I kept my eyes closed as I waited for him to reply.
“I don’t think I should say. I don’t want to upset you.”
I laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m already upset. Just give me the facts. Trust me, it can’t make things any worse.”
“They…they didn’t…penetrate,” he stammered, his voice a whisper. “But we found their disgusting blue…juices on your body.”
A tremble ran through me. I’d been wrong. It did make things worse. They’d broken my body and it had aroused them. How sick was that.
“You’re safe now. We’re going to protect you. Nobody is going to hurt you ever again.”
I opened my eyes and a tear escaped, running down the side of my face. “Can you take me home?”
He didn’t need to say anything for me to get my answer. The regret in his expression said it all.
“We’d never get close to your planet. The Athion ships surrounding Earth would attack us before we could even tell them that we have a human on board.”
“Why?”
“Because of what we are. Because of where we come from.”
I think I know already, yet I need him to say it. Need to confirm my fears. Only then am I allowed to freak out.
He clears his throat. “We’re from Planet Tradrych.”
Yes, now I can panic.
From the fire into the frying pan.
I close my eyes and decide it’s time to pass out.
    
RAFAZ
I should have waited to tell her, but she would have found out eventually.
“How is she?”
Vuk was waiting for me outside, his muscular body leaning against the wall, seemingly relaxed, but I know him well enough to see the tension in him.
“She coped well until I told her that we’re Trads.”
He sighed. “As was to be predicted. Let’s hope she’ll be able to get over her fear once she realises we’re the good guys.”
“She’s been told for years that we’re evil. She’s seen our kind take human women for breeding. Who knows what happened to her during the invasion. Maybe she lost family and friends. I don’t think it’s going to be easy to change her mind.”
“Still, we’ll try. With patience.”
I wish I had his optimism. I saw the horror on her face just before she fainted. She’s not going to accept us as allies anytime soon.
I shifted into my Trad form, rolling my shoulders in pleasure. I wasn’t a fan of pretending to look like a human, and I wasn’t very good at it, but I’d do it for this frail little human. Her brokenness called to me, enflaming my instincts to protect her.
“She’s sleeping now,” I said, turning to walk back to the bridge. Vuk joined me, his tail playfully touching my back. “I gave her something to help with the pain and to keep her asleep. The med pod will take another eight hours to fix the worst of her injuries, but she’ll likely still be bruised and in pain after. We should prepare some suitable quarters for her. Somewhere she can feel safe while also being comfortable.”
My friend nodded. “What do humans like? They’re so fragile. Lots of blankets, me thinks.”
“Sounds about right. I’ll gather every pillow and cushion I can find. Let’s make her a room fit for the most precious of females.”
“We should get some books too. Do you still have that human romance novel you’ve been hiding in your nightstand?”
I could feel a blush spread on my cheeks. I hadn’t realised Vuk knew about that book. I’d found it on the last ship we’d hijacked and took it to improve my English, not realising that it was a romance novel. We don’t have those on Tradrych. Love isn’t something that’s talked about anymore, not since all our females died. We might sometimes fall in love with other males, but it’s not the same. It’s not something we linger on. I’ve read the book several times, intrigued by the way humans seem to do love and intimacy. It’s very different from how I remember my parents to interact, but my mother has been dead for a long time, as have all the other females that I knew as a child.
I don’t really want to give up that book, but he’s right, the human might like to have some entertainment. I doubt she’ll be interested in the dictionaries we have stashed away, the only other books in her language.
“What do humans eat?” Vuk asks. “Will she like our food?”
“No idea. Guess the only way to find out is to get her to try something. For now, the med pod is providing her with all the nutrition she needs.”
I was kind of annoyed that I didn’t take part in the invasion now. Having never been to Earth, I didn’t know enough about humans. All I’d learned about them was from talking to other Trads – and since most of them saw us as traitors, that wasn’t a lot.
I sighed. “Let’s make her as comfortable as we can. Maybe that will help prove to her that we’re not going to harm her.”
“What happens if it doesn’t work?” Vuk had stopped, his tail wrapped around his waist. Something he only did when he was nervous or scared.
“Then we’ll find a way to get her back to Earth. These Athions were exceptions. If we could give her to a decent Athion ship, they could take her home.”
“They’d likely kill us.”
I met his eyes. “Yes. They would.”





CHAPTER 8
   
I  woke in a box. High walls towered all around me. I sat up, blinking the sleep from my eyes. No, it wasn’t a box. I was surrounded by mountains of pillows. Dozens and dozens of pillows and cushions in all shapes and sizes. What. The. Fuck. It looked like I’d been transported into a bedding shop.
My body was resting on a soft mattress and covered with a thick blanket. More folded blankets were stashed at the end of the bed. As if I needed any more. I’d sweat to death.
I pulled my legs to my chest, evaluating my situation. If my mind wasn’t messing with me, I was on a Trad ship, having been rescued from the Athions. My body was sore, but it wasn’t actual pain, more like I’d done an arduous work out the day before. I flexed my right arm. It was working again. No longer broken. Those Trads really had some excellent medical tech. Unless they’d put me in a coma for weeks and waited for me to heal before they woke me up. For all I knew, that could be what had happened.
The pillow fort was too high for me to see anything besides a shiny rose gold ceiling. I slowly got to my feet, wavering a little. My legs were weak but I managed to stand without collapsing. At least falling here wouldn’t hurt with all those pillows.
Standing I was finally able to see beyond the cushions. I was in a spacious room with a large window on one side and a closed door on the other. Several cupboards and some empty shelves lined the wall, as well as a tall wardrobe. The shelves had a strange cord strung above them, probably to keep things from falling out should the ship experience a bumpy ride.
Blinds hid the world beyond the window. I was glad for it. Looking at the emptiness of space was something I didn’t want to have to do again.
The room was a lot bigger than the one I’d had on the Athion ship. A little table and two chairs were stashed in one corner, almost making it homely. The only thing missing was some sort of decoration on the bare walls.
Did Trads sleep in this way? In a nest of pillows? Somehow, I couldn’t imagine these scaled monsters do that. I’d only ever seen them in their true form on pictures, but with their horns and tails, they looked like devils or demons. I bet they looked even scarier in real life.
I sat back down – and something hard poked my bum. There was something beneath the blanket. I carefully reached for it. A book, tattered and well-read. And not just any book. Outlander. Of all the things to find on an alien spaceship, this wasn’t it.
Finding a familiar book somehow made me feel more comfortable. Not safe, not with Trads in charge of my destiny. But it helped quench the panic within me a tiny bit.
What now? I was thirsty, but like hell was I going to leave this room. I was just going to have to wait for whatever happened next. Hopefully, it involved them coming to tell me that they were going to take me to Earth after all. Even though I no longer had a home and it wasn’t completely safe there, it was still better than being stranded in space with aliens known for impregnating and kidnapping women.
I took a few of the pillows and used them as a headboard to sit against. With a blanket wrapped around me, I opened the book and tried to immerse myself in the imaginary world of Diana Gabaldon. They say reading is an escape. It’d never been more true.
    
RAFAZ
I’d been watching her for hours. First, when she slept, and now that she was reading. She seemed to like the pillow nest we’d made her. She’d only removed a few cushions to have a better view of the door. Clever girl. We’d left her alone so far, but she had to be hungry and thirsty by now. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to leave the bridge. Here, on the screen, I could see her, yet she didn’t know I was watching. She didn’t look at me with fear in her eyes. She didn’t scream or faint at my sight.
I gently wiped my thumb over the screen as if I was stroking her face. She looked so small in the nest. She’d wrapped two blankets around her tiny body, which made her seem even more fragile. Trad females were so different from humans. They’d been as large as males, sometimes even more so. Their bite was venomous and their tail lined with spikes. They were equipped to defend both themselves and their offspring. This human female was the opposite. She had no defences at all. How had her species even survived for this long? It seemed like a mistake of evolution.
Vuk had retreated to his room, so it was just me here on the bridge. The Phoenix was on autopilot and I wouldn’t have needed to be here, yet I couldn’t bring myself to stop watching the camera feed. I could have done that in my room too, but that was at the other end of the ship and I wanted to be close in case she needed me.
I should have really brought her some water and food. I almost wished Vuk would do it. Then she’d look at him in fear and not me. I was afraid of repulsing her.
Those Athions had so much to answer for. The ship’s AI was scanning space for them and we were going to be notified as soon as they were found. Their escape pod was too small to show up on most scanners, but I’d also sent a message to fellow pirate ships in the hope that they’d help. Us pirates had a strange code in interacting with each other. If you were part of the unofficial pirate union, you didn’t attack the other ships. You’d assist if someone was in need. You’d share valuable intel. And you’d protect the weak. We didn’t board ships with the aim of hurting the crew. Yes, other pirates did that, but they weren’t part of our club. We were only after their cargo and as long as they handed it over, we didn’t harm anyone. That was the theory, anyway. Most of the time, we did have to spill blood, but we always tried not to kill. Although I would have no hesitations once we caught up with the Athions. I was going to tear them apart.
Watching the female huddled beneath her blankets made me hate them even more. They took a beautiful creature and broke her. We fixed her body, but it was clear that her mind was hurt. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was never going to trust anyone ever again.
She flicked a page and I zoomed in to see what chapter she was at. Oh yes. I liked that one. I always laughed when I got to the third paragraph. I made the camera move to her face. And yes, a tiny smile started to curve her lips. My heart warmed at the sight. And it almost exploded when a small chuckle escaped her. Her enjoying the book I had read so many times made me happier than I had thought possible.
I stroked the screen one more time, then got up from my chair with a groan. It was time to face her.
    
WREN
A soft knock on the door pulled me from my bookish world. I'd managed to immerse myself in the story despite my hostile surroundings. Luckily, my mind had taken pity on me and given me that small respite. 
What was I to do? I didn't want one of the Trads to come in, but I couldn't exactly stop them either. It was their ship. If they wanted, they could do to me whatever they wanted and I had no way to stop them. So far, they'd left me alone, but Trads were known for their deceitful natures. It was only a matter of time. 
I was running out of options though. Most of my injuries were healed, but I felt a lot weaker than I had been on the Athion ship. I'd somehow managed to survive, despite their plans for me. I doubted I'd be able to pull it off again. 
Another knock. I let the book fall onto the mattress and pulled the blanket closer, as if it would somehow protect me from the aliens. 
"I have food for you," a male voice called from outside. "I thought you might be hungry."
It was the same alien I'd talked to when I'd woken up. I'd never found out his name. He'd mentioned a friend who was on this ship with us. Was that one standing on the other side of the door? Were they going to attack me together? 
My body started trembling. I just wanted it all to be over. Waking up from a nightmare. 
"I'm going to open the door," the Trad warned me. "I'm going to stay outside. Don't be afraid. I really just want to give you something to eat and drink."
As soon as he'd finished, the door slid open. From behind my pillow fort, I just about made out his upper body as he bent down and pushed something along the floor. Then the door shut, mercifully hiding him from view.
I held my breath, listening just in case he'd snuck in. No, I seemed to be alone. 
"I wasn't sure what you'd like," he called from outside. "Let me know if none of those dishes is to your taste and I'll try and find something better."
That was...weird. Like he actually cared about what I liked. How I felt. It had to be a deceptive tactic. Those Trads weren't here to help me. I knew better than to trust anything they said or did.
My stomach growled. I wished I could just ignore the offering, but I was way too thirsty and hungry. I needed to keep up my strength too. 
I got up, my legs shaking slightly, and cautiously climbed over my wall of cushions. Had the Trad left or was he waiting on the other side of the door? I supposed it didn't matter. If he wanted to do me harm, there wasn't much I could do to fight him off. 
A metal bottle was waiting next to a large plate that seemed to contain a dozen different kinds of food all piled on top of each other. I picked it up as fast as I could and retreated back into my pillow fort. Even though it was just an illusion of safety, being surrounded by all these cushions and blankets gave me a tiny bit of comfort. 
I opened the bottle and hastily gulped down several mouthfuls of water. It tasted as pure as if it had been taken right from a mountain spring. The food was another matter. I started with something that looked like a doughy dumpling. It was absolutely tasteless. Even a whole bottle of ketchup wouldn't have made that better. I ignored everything that seemed to be meat and opted instead for some orange vegetables, about as long as carrots but thicker and more knobbly. They tasted like cinnamon. Interesting. Strange, but good.
By the time I’d eaten all the veggies, my stomach felt a little less tense.
“What do you like the most?” the alien called from the outside. I almost jumped. He’d been so quiet that I’d managed to forget that he was there.
I stared at my plate. The only thing left were the dumplings and disgusting looking bits of meat. I was still hungry, but was I willing to eat that meat? It could have come from anything. Aliens. Humans, for all I knew. No thanks.
“The vegetables,” I said quietly, not sure if he’d hear me.
“Vegetables? I didn’t give you any.”
There had to be a translation error. “The orange bits.”
The Trad started laughing, while I blinked at what I’d thought were space carrots. What the fuck had I been eating?
“I’ll get you some more boiled fluff worms then,” he chuckled and I could hear him get up. “Of course you’d choose the most expensive delicacy we have on board.”
Worms?! I’d eaten worms?
My stomach lurched. It was only because it had been so empty to begin with that I managed not to throw up.
Worms. Bloody worms. A shiver of disgust ran over my skin. As delicious as they’d been, I didn’t think I’d be able to eat more of those.
“Do you have any vegetables?” I asked weakly.
“Vuk grows some leaves,” he replied with clear distaste. “I shall get you some.”
While waiting for him to return, I nibbled on the dumpling a bit more. It should have been filling, but all it did was suck the moisture from my mouth. If his ‘leaves’ turned out to be inedible, I guessed I’d be stuck with tasteless dumplings until…whatever was going to happen to me.
He got back fast, before I’d even managed to eat half the dumpling.
“I’m going to open the door again,” he warned me softly.
I was still safe and sound in my fort. Strangely enough, I didn’t feel as frightened this time. Him staying away from me, keeping on the other side of the door, had reassured me. He might be attacking me later, but he genuinely seemed to want me to eat.
As soon as the door had closed again, I left my little castle. A bowl of large leaves swimming in hot water was waiting for me. No spoon though, so I used my fork to fish out one of the bright green leaves. It reminded me of spinach, except that it was bigger and the colour was a lot more intense.
Carefully, I chewed off a tiny bit. The texture was annoyingly slimy, but then an explosion of taste filled my mouth and I forgot all about that. It didn’t taste like just one plant. It was an entire meal trapped in one bite, a cacophony of flavours melting on my tongue.
I greedily stuffed the rest of the leaf into my mouth. This was amazing. And unless there were alien animals that looked like giant spinach leaves, it really was a vegetable. No worms, no strange meats. Safe food.
“Do you like the krauz?” the Trad asked.
“Yes.” My reply was instinctive, blurting out before I could stop myself.
He chuckled again. “Vuk will like that. He’s been trying to get me to eat those, but I prefer proper food. I’m sure he could make you a fluff worm krauz stew, if you wanted.”
No thanks.
I continued eating in silence, aware of his presence but no longer as unsettled by it. By the time the bowl was emptied, my stomach was filled and a pleasant warmth was spreading through my body. I felt better than I had in…ever since I’d been kidnapped. Which was strange, considering that a Trad was lurking outside.
“Would you like a bath?”
I lifted my head, about to say yes, but then the memory of Arri flashed into my mind, the way he’d looked at me, like prey, when he’d told me to go shower. I shuddered and wrapped my arms around my knees.
For a moment, I’d forgotten what kind of creatures were holding me. Trads were worse than Athions. I couldn’t trust them. Not ever.





CHAPTER 9
   
VUK
I  paced my room, back and forth. I’d been doing it for hours now, but it helped me think. It usually did, anyway. Not this time. I couldn’t get my mind off the human female on board. The way she’d felt in my arms. How light her body had been. How soft. How her eyes had blinked up at me. How she’d moaned in pain. How I wanted to hear that sound again, but not because she was in pain. I wanted her to feel good. Safe. Revered. Yet there she was, scared and alone in her room. I’d stopped watching her. Seeing her cowering in her pillow nest made me want to throw things. Those Athions had so much to answer for. We’d make them pay.
I checked my communicator every ten clicks. No messages from other pirates had arrived yet. Nor had an Athion ship been spotted by our AI. We’d stopped moving, floating in space, until we had a lead to follow. Randomly flying in one direction wasn’t a good strategy, but the inaction was killing me.
If I couldn’t protect the female by cradling her in my arms, I at least wanted to destroy any threat there may be to her safety.
My father had told me once about the incredible urge he felt to guard and defend his female, but I’d never believed it to be something that would happen to me. My parents had been special for Trads. They’d been truly in love. My mother’s death had destroyed my father. It was inevitable for him to pass away shortly after.
Now, with the human on board, I knew exactly what he’d been talking about. The instinct telling me to run to her room was overwhelming.
My tail swept from side to side, banging against the wall. The slight pain kept me grounded, but it wasn’t enough. I needed action. I needed to do something that didn’t involve pacing my room.
I activated my communicator. “Raf?”
“Yes?”
“How is she doing?”
“She liked your krauz. You better go and plant some more. It seems to be the only food she enjoyed.”
I stared at my communicator. Krauz. The female liked my krauz. A strange warmth bloomed within my chest. I’d hand-reared every single plant on board. They were a labour of love and now she was eating them. It was so perfect.
If that was what she wanted to eat, then I’d make sure that she had as much of it as she desired. I’d fill the entire ship with grow pods, if that’s what it took.
I grinned and left my room. I had some gardening to do.
    
WREN
My bladder was getting uncomfortably full. I almost craved the pot I’d had on the Athion ship. Here, I had nothing to pee in. The water bottle, maybe, but that would have made quite the mess. Guys had it so much easier. If I’d had a dick, it would have been a simple matter of aiming and pissing. Much harder as a woman.
I took a deep breath. The alien had been quiet since talking to the other one, but I hadn’t heard him leave.
“Hello?”
“Yes,” he replied immediately, eagerness echoing in his voice. “What do you need? Would you like more food? Water?”
“I need to go to the bathroom,” I muttered, both embarrassed and scared. The Trad could easily take this opportunity to drop his pleasant façade and do what he’d wanted to do from the start. I was healed now, and no longer hungry, so it was the perfect time for him to turn on me. Abuse me like the Athions. Turn me into their slave. Their breeder. That was what all the Trads wanted, after all. A womb for their babies.
“Is it not working?” he asked, confusing me.
“What?”
“What?” He laughed. “I think something is getting lost in translation.”
“Yes, I believe so. I need you to take me to the bathroom.”
“But there’s one in your room.”
I looked around me. There definitely wasn’t. A bed, some cupboards and shelves, a table and chairs were all I had. No toilet.
“Where?” I asked, feeling increasingly stupid. At least that was better than feeling scared.
“Is it alright to come in and show you?”
I hesitated for a moment. No, it wasn’t, but I really needed to pee. “Okay.”
“I’m coming in. Don’t be scared.” His voice sounded pained.
I was still in my fort, but I got up when the door opened. My body was strung, ready to run.
He entered slowly, his hands held up in a universal gesture of peace. His amber eyes were fixed on me, but I didn’t sense any hostility from him.
“I forgot you humans aren’t used to space travel,” he muttered and pointed at the wardrobe. “That’s the bathroom. I’ve got it set to open to your fingerprint only. Vuk and I can’t enter. I thought that would make you feel safer.”
I stared at the wardrobe. It went all the way up to the rose gold ceiling, with two narrow doors meeting in the middle. That was the bathroom?!
“The scanner is here on the right.” He indicated a tiny panel that I hadn’t even noticed. “You just put your finger on it and then the doors open. I can’t show you because as I said, it won’t accept my fingerprint…”
His voice trailed off and he looked at me, visibly uncomfortable. “Do you want to try it?”
Yes, but to do that, I’d need to go where he was, close to the alien, and I’d rather wet my clothes than do that voluntarily.
“Ah. Yes. I’ll leave. Shout if you need something. There’s a shower in there too. Just stand inside and press the blue button. It will adjust automatically.”
He turned and slowly walked out of the room, his shoulders drooping. If he hadn’t been a Trad, I’d felt sympathy for him. But he was a Trad. A monster. This was all just pretend for him.
As soon as the door had closed behind him, I rushed to the non-wardrobe and put my finger where he’d shown me. A red light flashed against my skin and then the doors opened, folding inwards automatically.
A small but clean bathroom awaited me. A toilet that looked almost like our human ones except that it was higher and stood in the middle of the room, not against the wall. A washing basin was to my left, but I couldn’t see a shower, just a few buttons on the wall opposite.
The doors fell shut behind me and I jumped as a bright light switched on above me. My bladder pushed me towards the toilet and I sighed in relief as I finally got to relieve myself.
As soon as I sat up, the flush activated. Nice. But how was the shower going to work? Now that there was a possibility of washing myself, I really craved a shower. They'd cleaned me up in the medical room so that I wasn't covered in blood anymore, but even the thought of what had happened to me made me feel all icky and dirty. Hesitantly, I undressed, keeping an eye on the door just in case the Trad had lied about not being able to open it. 
He'd mentioned a blue button and yes, there was one, but where was the shower? No shower head, no openings in the ceiling for water to come from. Only one way to find out.
I pressed the button. The room started vibrating and my mouth dropped open as the toilet disappeared into the floor. A panel slid over the hole, a drain in the centre. So that was where the shower water was going to dissipate to - but where was it going to come from? I was given the answer when a noise above me signalled another panel moving. A large shower head lowered from the ceiling, almost as wide as my shoulders. Then heaven began. Water as soft as spring rain, but perfectly warm. My muscles relaxed instantly, the water draining away all the tension I'd been harbouring. 
I closed my eyes and simply enjoyed the moment. With the door locked and no sounds from the outside, I could almost imagine being in a spa somewhere on Earth. After a couple of minutes of just standing there, a new scent filled the air, something fresh and clean. I ran a hand through my hair and foam touched my skin. There was soap or shampoo in the water, gentle enough not to sting my eyes. I washed my hair and body, keeping my eyes closed so I didn't see the bruises mottling my skin. The more I scrubbed, the better I felt. I was washing away the Athions' touches, their hungry looks, their violence. Even though I was still sore in places, I was meticulous, cleaning every inch of my body. 
As soon as I was done, the scent disappeared, and the water went back to normal. I wanted to marry this shower. So perfect. 
I stayed there for a few more minutes, not wanting this moment of relaxation to end. Back home, the water always turned cold after a while, so I was used to having quick showers. I'd have thought that conserving water was necessary on a spaceship, but the shower stayed on, so I didn't ponder on it any further. If it annoyed the aliens, even better. 
When my skin started to get a little too wrinkly, I pressed the blue button again. The water stopped and was replaced by bursts of hot air without warning. It was like I was standing beneath a giant vent. My hair dried quicker than I'd have thought possible. By the time the airflow stopped, I was perfectly dry, better than any towel could have done. My hair was surprisingly smooth, considering I hadn't brushed it. This alien technology really wasn't bad. The only thing I was missing was a razor. Not that I bothered shaving my legs most of the time, since I never wore dresses or shorts any longer. I didn't want to tempt any Trads hiding on Earth. 
And just like that, my moment of imagined safety was over. Trads. Not just on Earth, but outside this very door. For all I knew, the alien could be waiting there for me to come out, clean and no longer smelly. Perfect for a little fun with the human slave. I shuddered and stepped back until I was pressed against the wall, as far away from the door as I could be. 
They were waiting for me. I was still a prisoner, even though my mind had given me a few minutes of escape. I wished it hadn't bothered. It was worse now, being pulled back into the cold embrace of reality. Now that I was fed and washed, there'd be no holding back for them. They'd do what all Trads did: use me as their breeder. I'd become a living, walking womb for their offspring. They'd feed me and keep me healthy, but at what price? I couldn't do it. Surviving wasn't worth everything. 
I looked up at the showerhead. Tonya had died in a bathroom. Maybe it was time for me to do the same.





CHAPTER 10
   
RAFAZ
T  he shower had stopped a while ago, but the female was still locked inside the bathroom. How long did her kind take to make themselves presentable? For us Trads, it was a matter of drying off and that was it. Our females had sometimes polished their scales, but this human didn't have those. Her skin was soft and smooth; far too delicate yet beautiful. Every time I saw her, I wanted to lick that skin, taste her, test if she felt as good as she looked. Of course, that would have scared her to bits. Maybe in future, once she got to trust us. 
I tapped my communicator. “Everything alright?”
“I’ve got my hands in dirt,” Vuk grunted. “It’s great.”
I chuckled. He really was a savage at heart. “Are you happy you no longer have to eat that green stuff on your own?”
“Not my fault your palate is underdeveloped. How’s our female doing?”
“She’s having a very long shower. I’m getting bored.”
“Do humans need a lot of hygiene?”
“Your bet is as good as mine. The shower has been off for a while, but maybe she’s tending to her mane.”
“It’s a beautiful mane,” he muttered longingly. “Imagine what it would feel like to ran your fingers through it.”
“I already did that,” I admitted. “While she was unconscious.”
“You did not.”
I shrugged before realising he couldn’t see me. “I couldn’t resist and she didn’t know anyway.”
“Was it as silky as it looks?”
“Better. Like the fur of a ko’li, but longer. Human males really are blessed.”
“None of them are here to take her from us. We’ve got a chance to make her claim us as her mates. We just have to be careful about it. She’s fragile.”
I grit my teeth. “Those blue kraktz. They broke her.”
“And we’re going to put her back together. Slowly. Gently. We need to give her time. Is she still in the shower?”
“She is. Think I should knock? Maybe she needs something and is too shy to ask.”
Silence. A deep breath. “Do it.”
I cautiously approached the door. I hated that I didn’t even know her name. “Is everything alright?” I called out, making my voice soft and gentle. “Do you need something?”
No response. I pressed my head against the door, listening. My human ears weren’t as effective as they were in my true form, but I still managed to hear her breathing, fast and shallow, mixed with small sobs. My heart beat against my chest. My female was hurting and she was alone.
I couldn’t stop myself. I pressed the emergency button on my communicator to unlock the door and burst into the room.
She was curled up in the corner, seeming even smaller than she was already. Her arms were wrapped around her naked legs, her entire body shaking. She didn’t look up as I slowly approached her.
Rage, deep primal rage filled me at seeing her in this state. She was in pain and there was nothing I could do to ease it. Her breathing became even faster. My presence was making it worse, but no way was I going to leave her alone.
I ran outside and grabbed one of the blankets. Thank Atz that we had brought so many pillows and blankets to her room.
I kneeled by her side and gently lowered the blanket on her naked body. It wasn’t cold in the shower room, but I hoped this would make her feel safer. The blanket nest had worked to soothe her earlier.
“What’s wrong?” I whispered.
Her body stilled and her breathing stopped. Panic crashed into me. What was wrong with her?
“Vuk!” I roared into my communicator, before switching it on silent.
My outburst made her jerk, but at least she started breathing again.
“What’s wrong?” I repeated. “How can I help?”
Sobs were her only answer. Zut. I’d never felt this powerless in all my life. And it was all the Athions’ fault. I was going to kill them. Every single one of their rotten kind. I was going to destroy their ships, blast them into atoms and blow them into space, scattering them until nobody remembered who they’d been.
The female shuddered again. I wanted to reach out to her, stroke her mane, but even in this state of rage I knew that it would do more harm than good. To her, we were aliens, the same Trads who had invaded her planet and enslaved their females. She didn’t know Vuk and I were different. I had to show her, somehow, but I didn’t have the faintest idea how.
Unless… I was crazy to do this, but it couldn’t exactly get worse.
“You’re afraid of us,” I stated, making my voice as calm as I possibly could. “You think we’re going to breed you because that’s the only thing you know about our kind.”
She stilled and I knew she was listening to me.
“You’re wrong about us. We have no interest in that. Vuk and I have never been to Earth for that very reason. We think it’s wrong what our government is doing. We were raised to revere females and protect them, not enslave them. It’s why we’re here, just the two of us, far away from Earth. And you know what? I’m going to prove it to you. Look at me.”
She didn’t move, but her breathing was getting faster.
“Look at me,” I said loudly.
She blinked up at me, her eyes clouded by a veil of tears.
I pulled down my trousers as fast as I could. She sucked in a sharp breath and wriggled, fighting against the blanket, trying to get away from me. I hated myself for having this effect on her.
I pointed at my flaccid cock. “Look at me. I’m not aroused. I don’t want to fuck you. I have no interest in violating you.”
She stopped her struggle. Her eyes were fixed on me, on my cock. I was scared it might come to life after all, but I kept my mind clean. She needed to see this. She needed reassurance.
That’s when Vuk stormed into the room. He stared at my exposed arse. “What the zut are you doing?”
    
VUK
I’d always known Raf was crazy, but this was a whole new level. I pushed past him and picked up the female. At least he’d put a blanket around her. Even so, I couldn’t avoid some of her naked skin touching me. She was still in my arms, but I couldn’t stop to reassure her. I had to get her out of this room, away from Raf. What had that idiot been thinking?
I carried her to the nest and sat down, cradling her in my arms. She weakly tried to get away, but I kept a hold on her. We had to sort this out. She couldn’t stay afraid of us. The way she’d been curled up in the shower room made me scared for her sanity. She was broken and it was on us to put her back together. Showing her our cocks wasn’t going to do that.
“You’re safe with us,” I told her. “We might be Trads, but that doesn’t make us evil. Think about it. How can an entire species be evil? There are bad Trads and good Trads. Our government is doing terrible things and many of my kind follow blindly, some even revel in the power they’re given over another species, but that’s not what I believe. Neither does Raf. We’re outcasts because we don’t buy into the whole superiority crap. We don’t think human females should be used for breeding. We didn’t support the invasion of your planet. We’ve never even been there.”
She’d stopped struggling and seemed to listen. Good. Now I just had to hope that my words could convince her. I’d never been much of a talker, but today, the words came easily.
“We’re never going to force you to do anything. You’re our guest. I’m sorry we can’t bring you back to Earth, but any attempt to get close to the planet would kill all three of us. If there is somewhere else you want to go, we’ll get you there. You don’t have to stay with us, but if you want to, you can. All we want to do is to keep you safe.”
My tail wrapped around her before I could stop myself.
She looked at it, her eyes wide open, but she didn't react. I should have changed to a more familiar human form, but when Raf had called me, the panic in his voice had made me forget everything else. I'd thought she'd been hurt. Taken from us. Seeing her alive had been the biggest relief of my life.
I cleared my throat, surprised by the emotion roiling through me. I was an impulsive person, but I rarely felt this much. I didn't have the words to describe what was going on inside my heart. 
“How can we prove that we don’t mean you any harm? How do we make you believe?”
Her lips twitched and I thought she was about to cry, but then she whispered, “Not by flashing me.”
“Flashing?” I asked in confusion.
“What the other one did. Expose himself.”
Curse Raf and his stupidity. I’d been right, it had traumatised her. His manhood was impressive, and he would surely impress females if they weren’t afraid of us and our own species.
I looked her straight in the eyes and said as sincerely as I possibly could, “I won’t show you my cock.”
For some reason, she started laughing.





CHAPTER 11
   
L aughing helped, even if it was verging on hysteria. After everything that’d happened, laughter was exactly what I needed. An alien showing me his dick. A transforming shower. Eating worms that looked like carrots. Crazy. My life had become utterly weird and crazy. It was a miracle that I hadn’t gone insane myself. Yet. Who knew what was to come next.
The Trad looked at me in confusion, as if he wasn’t quite sure what was happening. I probably would have done the same if I’d had a giggling alien in my arms.
For some strange reason, I didn’t feel threatened by his embrace. It felt protective rather than menacing. This Trad hadn’t flashed me, but I believed him that he didn’t mean me harm. I had no idea what had brought on that sudden change. Maybe my body was no longer able to sustain the permanent state of panic. Maybe my mind had decided to protect me from more fear by giving me a temporary illusion of safety. I was still scared, but it wasn’t as overpowering as before. I could think again.
“Can we start over?” the Trad asked. “Pretend that we met somewhere else, that we didn’t find you on an Athion ship?”
I was good at playing pretend. I had spent years on Earth pretending that everything was going to be okay. That I’d have a future. Yes, I could do this.
I nodded and the alien’s chest heaved in relief.
“My name is Vuk,” he continued. “And my stupid friend over there is Rafaz, but people generally call him Raf.”
I lifted my head a little to see the other Trad hovering by the bathroom door, looking very unsure of himself. At least he’d put his trousers back on. I really didn’t want to have to see that … thing again.
“And what is your name, little one?”
“I’m not little,” I snapped, repressing a shudder. That’s what the Athions had called me. Little poomii.
“You are compared to us, but I shall refrain from using that word if it offends you,” Vuk said soothingly. “Our females were bigger than Earth women, even though they were smaller than us males.”
There was true pain reflecting in his eyes. I knew their women had died, same as with the Athions, but until now, it had been an abstract concept. Seeing his grief made it real. Millions of women dead; maybe more, I had no clue how many Trads there were. Mothers, sisters, grandmothers, wives. It may have been long ago, but Vuk was still hurting.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” I muttered. It seemed a terribly inadequate statement. “My family died too. And many of my friends. I know how it feels to grieve. How much it hurts to be alone.”
Vuk inclined his head. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
I cleared my throat. I didn’t want to think of my losses. “I’m Wren.”
“That’s a pretty name.”
“It’s a bird on Earth. My mother was a bit of an ornithologist and thought it would be clever to name me Wren King.”
He looked at me in confusion and I realised he wouldn’t know about birds on my planet.
“The wren is known as the king of the birds,” I explained. “And since my surname is king… well, as I said, she thought it was clever.”
“Except that you’re a queen rather than a king,” the other alien, Raf, said quietly from the other side of the room. “A queen who deserves better than what’s happened to her so far. But don’t worry, we’re going to treat you like royalty. You don’t need to be afraid of us.”
“Do you have a royal family on Tradrych?” I asked to keep the conversation going. As long as we were talking, I was distracted from my fear.
“Not for centuries,” Vuk replied. “Now we have Commander Bazyli and the Rzad, our planetary government, and Polityks who rule the individual regions. They’ve been gaining power ever since the women perished, promising that we’d find new females. When they discovered Earth and realised that humans were compatible with our species, most people stopped supporting the opposition, so now the Rzad is in complete control. There are rebels, but I doubt they’ll ever be strong enough to make a difference.”
“Which is why we left,” Raf supplied. “Trad politics stand against the values we were brought up on. We may be outcasts now, but at least we didn’t betray our principles. We sometimes supply the rebels if we have the means, but we mostly stick with other pirates.”
And just like that, we’d progressed from me being a frightened mess to them giving me a crash course in Trad politics. Funny how life turned out sometimes.
“So, you’re pirates,” I muttered, kind of surprised that didn’t make me more scared. On the contrary. Knowing they weren’t part of the Trad regime made me feel better. Of course, they could have been lying, but my gut instinct was starting to change its opinion on the two aliens.
“Yes, pirates and proud,” Vuk said with a grin. “We steal from the wealthy and give to the poor-“
“Actually, we keep most of the profits,” Raf interrupted.
Vuk growled at him. I flinched as his chest moved against my body. He froze, looking down at me with regret shimmering in his eyes.
“Sorry, my Queen,” he whispered. “I didn’t want to scare you.”
I was still in his arms, his tail around my waist. Being in that position made me seem weak. Something changed within me and I sat up, pushing away from him, scrambling to my feet. The blanket threatened to expose my naked body, but I gripped it tight and wrapped it around me like a beach towel. Head held high, I walked a few steps away from Vuk and sat down there, leaning against the wall of cushions. I wasn’t going to cower in his arms. I needed to pull myself together and not have them see me as vulnerable, even though I still felt like that.
“There are many pirates out there,” Raf continued as if nothing had happened. “All kinds of species. Not many Trads though, and it took us a while to get them to trust us. There are many preconceptions against our kind.”
“But now we’re part of them.” Vuk offered me a small smile. “And since you’re now with us, you’re under the protection of every pirate in our organisation. If any of our friends see those two Athion kraktz, we’ll be notified.”
“Kraktz.” I copied the sound he’d made. “I think I like that word.”
“It’s a good one,” Vuk confirmed. “Would you like to learn more Trad swearwords? We have some excellent profanities in our vocabulary.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe later. I’m not very good with languages. How come you speak English this well?”
The two of them exchanged a glance. “We always hoped we might one day get a chance to meet a female,” Raf admitted. “Once the invasion was over, once the dust had settled. So we studied Earth languages, just in case. Being a pirate means having a lot of free time while waiting for the perfect ship to come along. And your English is very easy to learn. Vuk took only two of your Earth weeks to be fluent. Me, a bit longer, because I also studied German at the same time. They have some great obscenities too.”
Two weeks to learn a language. Wow. They both had a slight accent, but it was almost unnoticeable. Their grammar was on point and I bet their vocabulary was more extensive than my own. I was on a spaceship with two super-intelligent geeks. Who were also huge, intimidating and not as scary as I’d thought, despite Vuk’s horns and tail. Or maybe my mind was playing tricks on me. Making me feel overconfident rather than scared shitless and suicidal. Maybe this was better. I should enjoy it while it lasted.
“What do you do when you’re not a Queen?” Vuk asked me.
He was really obsessed with the royalty thing. It was strangely entertaining.
“I’m a teacher. I teach sciences, mostly biology, to children who’re unable to go to school. Since the invasion, many parents keep their children at home, especially girls, so there’s a big demand for virtual lessons. I have students all over the world…”
I realised I was rambling.
“That’s interesting.” Raf looked at me with surprising honesty. “I’ve always enjoyed reproductive biology.”
“Raf,” the other alien admonished. “That’s enough.”
Vuk had his eyes fixed on me as if he was worried that Raf’s comment might make me break again. But no. I was in control, finally. I wasn’t going to fall apart again; I wouldn’t let that happen.
“No, it’s okay. Let’s talk biology, although I’d appreciate it if you had some clothes I could borrow?”





CHAPTER 12
   
RAFAZ
T  he human was messing with my head. She was so confusing. I thought we’d broken her, yet there she was, talking about all sorts of animals I’d never heard of. Vuk had fetched clothes and some more food for all of us, so now we were camped out in the nest we’d built for her. I couldn’t take my eyes off Wren. She was the most magnificent little creature I’d ever encountered. She was tiny and vulnerable, yet there was a strength lingering behind those beautiful eyes. With a bit of help, she’d put her ordeal behind her, I was sure of it. The question was, what were we going to do with her? She seemed comfortable in our company just now, but her fear of my kind was rooted deep within her. It wouldn’t be easy to overcome.
She took another fried leaf and started munching on it. Vuk was a genius for growing that stuff, and I had to admit, they weren’t all that bad when they were fried. Good enough as a snack.
Eventually, we’d have to find other food for her. That green stuff wasn’t going to be enough in the long run. She’d been repulsed at the idea of eating the fluff worms again, but maybe I could puree them and slip them on her plate without her realising. They had lots of protein so it may be worth the trouble if I got found out.
“… and then we have those cute little animals with long ears and twitchy noses,” Wren said, moving her hands as she was trying to make us imagine what she was talking about. “They seem quite boring and stupid at first, but they’re actually really clever. Once, Sniffles managed to open a drawer and…”
I tuned out her words, focusing on the movements of her lips instead. I didn’t care much for Sniffles, but I loved the way her mouth moved as she spoke. I wanted to reach out and run my thumb over her bottom lip to test if it was as soft as it looked. Tiny indentations lined the corners of her lips. I’d never seen anything as cute as those. I wondered if they had a name, but I didn’t want to interrupt her. It was good that she was finally feeling safe enough to have a conversation with us, even if it mostly consisted of her talking and us listening.
A yawn interrupted her waterfall of words. I checked my communicator. It was only early afternoon, but she'd been through a lot of stress recently, both physical and mentally. She was still healing and needed rest. 
I exchanged a look with Vuk, who seemed to be having the same thoughts. He got to his feet, startling the female. I was close to strangling the idiot. No sudden movements, had he forgotten that already? I watched her closely, looking for signs that she was about to switch back into her frightened state, but no, she pushed her shoulders back and stared at me defiantly. Pride filled my heart at seeing her this strong. She was fighting and she wasn't giving up. She's had her weak, broken moment but now she was clinging to her strength. Yes, she was going to be alright. She'd get through this. 
I smiled at her, my happiness breaking through all other emotions.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" she asked, frowning at me. Even her frown was beautiful.
How to put all my thoughts and feelings into words? I wasn't an eloquent man, yet right now, I wished I was a poet who could tell her what I wanted to convey. Instead, I just said, "You're strong. I like that."
She looked up at Vuk as if she wanted him to confirm that I was behaving weirdly. 
He smiled at her. "Yes, I like that too."
Wren made a cute sound with her lips. "You're strange."
I chuckled. "So are you. A strange litt- beautiful alien."
"In my book, you're the aliens. I'm human."
"And for us, humans are aliens," Vuk said with a small laugh. "But you should rest. Do you need anything? Food? Water? Is the room warm enough? Is there some sort of sleeping ritual we can do?"
She stared at him; her mouth slightly open. "A ritual?"
"On Tradrych, back when our females were still alive, we had a way to see them off to bed," Vuk explained. 
"There were words that we said, and then we gave the female a special drink, something sweet, that would help her sleep. As children, I'd watch my father do the ritual with my mother and I always hoped that one day, I'd be able to do the same."
She looked at us, her frown conveying her apprehension. "Maybe not today," she muttered, lowering her gaze. "I just want to sleep now."
I bowed my head. "Of course. If there is anything you need, press the button by the door and one of us will come."
"There's a button?"
Zut, we should have shown her that right at the beginning. I kept forgetting that it was her first time on a spaceship. The first time as a guest, anyway. I walked over to the door and pointed at a small panel on the side. It blended in so well that if you didn't know it was there, it was easy to overlook it.
"Press your finger there," I explained. "You can then talk to us, or you can order the door to be locked."
She stared at me. "I can lock the door?"
"Of course you can. We want you to have your privacy. I'm sorry, we should have explained that earlier. It might make it easier for you to sleep if you know that nobody can enter the room without you knowing."
I didn't mention that I had an override code for emergencies. I'd never use that unless it was necessary, of course, but I didn't want to worry her. She was only just starting to trust us.
I opened the door and stepped outside, waiting for Vuk to follow me.
"Sleep well, my Queen," he muttered and I quickly repeated his words. This was almost as good as the ritual.
A smile curved her lips and then the door closed behind us, leaving us separated from her.
I exchanged a look with Vuk and saw the same worry in his eyes. I hated leaving her alone, even though I knew that she needed her space.
He took a deep breath. "This is going to be so much harder than I thought," he said with a sigh. "Back to the bridge to watch her from there?"
I nodded. "I'll get us some drinks and snacks. After eating all those leaves, I need some junk food."
    
The transmission woke me and I jerked up in my chair, realising I'd fallen asleep while watching the human curled up in her nest. Vuk had left, probably to look after his plants, now that there was demand for them.
I pressed the button and Za'Rok's face filled the screen. He was one of the few other Trad pirates and I considered him a good friend and ally. We'd not talked in a long time, so it was good to see him again.
"Rafaz."
"Za'Rok. How can I help?"
"I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, my friend. We intercepted an Athion transmission ten clicks ago that will be of interest to you. They're looking for two Trad pirates who have kidnapped a human female. And when I say 'they', I mean every zutting Athion in the vicinity."
I gaped at him. "Kidnapped?!"
"That's what they say. I got your earlier message so I know what really happened, but the two Athion kraktz you were searching for must have reached one of their kind's ships and lied about what happened. Who knows what story they've come up with, but they've portrayed you as the villains. Obviously, the Athions would trust their own over your words, so you better disappear, and quickly."
"Zut. Those lying, thieving abominations." I let out a stream of Trad curses. We were too late to catch the two Athions and bring them to justice. The tables had turned and now we were the hunted.
"I'm going to monitor their communications and will pass on anything relevant," Za'Rok promised. "And you might want to send another message to the other pirates to let them know what's happening. It's better coming from you than me. Stay safe, friend."
He put a fist to his forehead in the pirates' greeting, then ended the call. I stared at the black screen, not sure what to do next.
We were in danger. Our female was in danger. To protect her, we'd have to run, but where to? Athions were everywhere. As pirates, we were used to staying hidden, but as long as we didn't threaten Athion ships, they usually ignored us. With them all searching for us though, it was an entirely different matter. We might be able to outrun them for a while, but as vast as the universe was, eventually they'd catch up with us. They thought we'd stolen a human and that went against everything they stood for.
Zut.
I lifted my communicator. "Vuk. We have a situation."





CHAPTER 13
   
WREN
Something was different when I woke up. I felt lighter, somehow, and incredibly refreshed. As if a weight had been lifted off me. Weird.
I had no idea what time it was, but whatever sleep I'd got had been enough. I was bristling with energy and ready to leave this room.
I checked that the door was still locked and then took a quick shower before slipping into the same clothes the Trads had given me yesterday. If it was yesterday; for all I knew, this could still be the same day. I needed a watch. Did they even have twenty-four-hour days in space? Life here wasn't determined by the course of the sun. There were so many things I didn't know about how things worked here. The teacher in me was desperate to find out.
I walked back to the door, but hesitated for a moment. Was I ready to face the aliens again? Their shock therapy - Rafak showing me his dick - seemed to have worked in a strange, unlikely way, but I still wasn't comfortable with the idea of being alone with them on this ship for goodness knew how long. I had to get away from them and every other alien in this galaxy. I just wanted to go home.
I took a deep breath and held my index finger against the tiny scanner. Instead of using the intercom, I let the doors slide open and stepped out into a corridor. Exploring the ship seemed a much better idea than being with the Trads again. Some time alone that wasn't spent in this room.
Slowly, I made my way along the corridor. This ship had an older feel to it than that of my Athion kidnappers, but it also had more personality. Some panels on the walls were brand new while others were full of scratches and flecks of rust. A patchwork spaceship. I kind of liked that.
The floor told of many people having walked over it, but even though the ship seemed old, it wasn't dirty or neglected. Vuk and Rafaz were taking care of it, repairing what needed fixing.
Most of the doors along the corridor were closed and by the time I'd passed ten identical doors, I knew I wasn't going to recognise my room again. There were definitely too many rooms for just two people, if all of these were bedrooms like my own. This ship was built for a much larger crew. Had the Trads not always been alone in here? I added that question to my mental list of things I wanted to ask them later, once we got to know each other further.
I stopped in my tracks. There wasn't going to be a 'getting to know each other'. I was going to get off this ship as soon as an opportunity presented itself. At a crossing, I turned left and ended up in front of an elevator. Well, it had a button with an arrow up and down on it, so I assumed that’s what it was. I tentatively pressed the button. The light blinked red but nothing else happened. Maybe it was locked to the Trads’ fingerprints.
I turned back and wandered around, not meeting anyone. The doors were all locked and none of them responded to my fingerprint. Exploring was getting a little boring. Finally, I got to a large room full of tables bolted to the floor, with cupboards and strange devices lining the room, looking a bit like vending machines, except a lot more high-tech. The chairs were a random assortment, barely two that looked the same. Like the Trads had pirated them off several different ships. I kind of liked it. Made it feel homely rather than a functional, cold spaceship.
I studied one of the machines. Lots of buttons with symbols I didn’t recognise, and a hole at the bottom where the food would presumably end up in. If this was a vending machine and not some sort of…alien torture device. Who knew? Maybe the Trads put their tails in those holes to be cleaned.
With a shrug, I pressed one of the buttons. What was the worst that could happen, right?
The machine started to vibrate, humming softly. Lights flashed; words appeared on a holo screen shimmering right above the buttons. And then hot, blue liquid squirted out of the hole and right onto my belly.
I screamed as it drenched my shirt and burned my skin. I staggered back, away from the machine that was still spurting liquid. It hurt but at least it hadn’t been boiling. I lifted my shirt to inspect the damage. My skin was red, but hopefully it hadn’t been hot enough to give me blisters.
Footsteps sounded in the distance. Damn. So much for exploring the ship without the Trads noticing.
Vuk burst into the room, in his Trad form again, his tail flicking dangerously from side to side. As soon as his eyes found me, he stormed towards me, a strange expression on his face.
“What happened? Were you attacked?”
His voice was loud, too loud. For a second, I lost my composure and fell into that cesspool of memories. Other shouts. Pain. So much pain. I wrapped my arms around my chest, barely managing to resist the impulse to run and hide. The burn on my belly paled in comparison to the echoes of pain racing over my skin.
“Zut. I’m sorry.” Vuk slowly backed off, his hands raised as if to show me that he meant me no harm. I kind of knew that, deep inside, but I was starting to shake, nonetheless. Part of me was still rational, able to analyse what was happening, but the rest of me was falling apart.
He came closer, crowding me.
“No, give me space,” I managed to say, my voice faint.
Vuk nodded and walked back again, his tail thumping on the floor. His tail. Maybe that was the key to getting through this. He was so different from the Athions who’d hurt me. The two horns on his forehead, bent backwards. The reddish scales on his chest, peeking out from where his shirt was unbuttoned at the top. The large, muscular tail that seemed to have its own personality. The curve of his fingers, reminding me of claws. He was a monster, a beast of strength and power, but he was not Athion. He’d not laid hands on me. He’d been kind.
I kept repeating that. He was one of the good guys. Not Athion. He’d given me food. He’d told me stories about his home. He’d cradled me in his arms after I’d fallen apart in the shower.
My breathing calmed the longer I focused on Vuk. Slowly, my muscles relaxed a little and I was able to let my arms fall to my sides. My mind cleared and the memories ebbed away.
I took a deep breath and stepped forward, towards the Trad. The alien who no longer scared me.
His tail stilled, then wrapped around Vuk’s waist like a snake.
We stared at each other. His eyes were kind but still filled with worry.
“Sorry about that,” I muttered, giving him a small smile. I pointed at the blue puddle on the floor. “Do you have a cloth I can mop this up with?”
He raised an eyebrow. “No.”
“You don’t have a single cloth on this ship? How do you clean?””
“No. Yes.” Vuk sighed. “We do but I’m not letting you do this now. We have bots for that. Show me your stomach. How bad are you hurt?”
“It’s fine. The water wasn’t hot enough to do damage. But I could do with a new shirt, if you have one.”
He smirked. “As long as you don’t use it to mop the floor.” He took a step towards me. “And here’s a secret: I can tell when you’re lying. Show me.”
Was he just making that up or could he really do that? I sighed and lifted my shirt, just enough for him to see the redness of my skin.
Vuk frowned. “Med bay. Now.”
I let my shirt drop. “No, it’s fine. Don’t worry. Just give me a cloth with some cold water.”
“So you can clean?”
I sighed in exasperation. “No, to hold it against the burn. It helps reduce the pain.”
“Med bay. You just admitted you’re in pain.”
Seriously? That alien was worse than my mum had been.
Luckily, I was saved by Raf barging into the room. He looked human, no tail, no scales. His expression was wild though and I wouldn’t have been surprised if his horns had suddenly sprouted from his forehead.
He gave me a surprised look before turning to Vuk. “We have a problem.”
Vuk pointed at me. “Me too. She’s refusing to let me heal her.”
Rafaz stopped in his tracks. “Heal? Is she injured?” His eyes roamed my body, panic spreading across his beautiful face. “What can I do?”
“I’m fine,” I said firmly. “Just some hot water. Ignore it, it doesn’t even hurt anymore.”
I was lying. It burned and my skin was starting to itch.
“Do humans lie a lot?” Raf asked me.
Was he serious? Was he able to do the same trick Vuk had professed to?
“When we have to,” I snapped. “Could you stop behaving like mother hens? All I want is a clean shirt.”
“You’ll get one once we’ve taken a look at your injury,” Vuk countered. “Are you going to come voluntarily, or do I need to pick you up?”
I blinked. He was about to go full caveman on me. This was getting ridiculous, but it seemed I was running out of options. No way was I going to let him throw me over his shoulder and carry me. Him Tarzan, me Jane. No way.
I held up my hands in defeat. “Alright, lead the way. But I’m telling you, it’s nothing.”
The Trads exchanged an exasperated look, before they led me out of the room and along a corridor I hadn’t been to yet, until we reached a shiny, sparkling room. I dimly remembered it from when I’d first woken up on this ship.
Raf pointed at a large chair that wouldn’t have looked amiss in a dentist’s surgery, except that it was bigger. I sighed loudly to make it clear that I wasn’t doing this voluntarily and sat down. The material moulded to my body, hugging me from behind. Creepy and comfortable at the same time.
“Lift your shirt,” Raf instructed.
I shot him an annoyed look, but did as he’d said. I gasped a little when I saw my skin. Blue blisters had appeared across my belly, the colour of the liquid I’d spilt over me. Damn. That wasn’t supposed to happen.
Raf groaned. “Of all the things you could have chosen, you had to douse yourself in krudi juice.”
“What’s that?” I asked in apprehension.
“The juice of a flesh-eating plant on Trad. When cold, it’s poisonous, but it loses those properties when warm. It’s an acquired taste but many of our warriors drink it to train our stomachs to deal with poison. The more often you drink it, the harder your stomach lining becomes.”
He took a weird metal tool that looked a bit like an oversized magnifying glass and held it over my skin. Green light shone onto my abdomen and the device beeped a couple of times.
“Good, we don’t need to put you in a pod,” Raf said, relief lacing his deep voice. “The poison hasn’t penetrated deep enough. Yet. You should have let Vuk take you here earlier.”
“I thought it was just a slight burn,” I mumbled. The itching was getting worse. I leaned back, refusing to look at the creepy blue blisters again.
“I’m going to deactivate the poison. It might tingle a bit, but it shouldn’t hurt. Then I’ll put on a salve to soothe your skin and a bandage to keep your clothes from rubbing against it while the blisters heal. If it doesn’t work, we’ll put you in a pod but that will make you unconscious for a bit and I’d rather avoid that. Let’s hope human physiology is similar enough to ours for this to be effective.”
The light of the tool changed to red and he held it closer to my skin, moving it back and forth. Warmth spread across my belly and the itch lessened immediately. I sighed in relief.
“Good?” Raf asked.
I nodded. “Thanks.”
Vuk groaned. “You’re too stubborn. From now on, promise you’ll be honest with us. If something hurts, you tell us. If you’re hungry, you tell us. If you’re sad, you tell us. If you’re-“
“I get it,” I interrupted him. “But you have to understand that I’m used to looking after myself. I’d be much more comfortable if you simply show me how things work. Where do I get food from? How do those machines work? What’s safe for me to eat and drink? That kind of stuff.”
Raf cleared his throat. “Sorry, but we have something important to discuss first. I just got a transmission from Za’Rok. We’re being hunted.”





CHAPTER 14
   
VUK
Raf’s words made me want to snatch up the female and press her against my chest, protecting her with my life. The urge was so strong I balled my hands into fists. My feelings for this little human were all over the place. I shouldn’t get attached to her, but I was starting to think that it was too late for that. I’d fallen for her, head over tail.
Wren looked a little pale after hearing the news. Anger filled me. We’d promised her that we’d bring her Athion captors to justice. Now, we were running from their kind with no chance of going on the offensive.
“Have you spotted any Athion ships yet?” I asked Raf, pulling my mind to the issue at hand.
He finished wrapping a gel bandage around Wren’s waist and straightened. “Not yet, but we should return to the bridge to make sure none have appeared on the sensors in the past few clicks. We need to come up with a plan.”
I nodded. “At least we know that they’re coming after us. They won’t take us by surprise.”
“That’s not much of an advantage,” Raf said gravely. “Every single Athion ship in this sector is after us. No matter where we go, they’ll be hunting us.”
“Let’s have a look at where we are exactly. There may be some planets nearby that we could use to hide.” I held out a hand to Wren. “My Queen, do you want me to take you back to your room?”
She shook her head. “I want to know what’s going on. Sitting in my room will drive me crazy. But I would appreciate a new shirt.”
She had hers pulled up so it barely covered her breasts. It was still drenched in krudi juice. Zut. We should have thought of that right away.
“Take it off before more of the juice gets on your skin.”
“I don’t have anything to put on instead,” she protested. “And I’m not wearing anything underneath. It’s not like you gave me a bra.”
“What’s that?” Raf asked. “A braah?”
She looked at him incredulously. “You don’t know what a bra is? How do…did your females stop their boobs from bouncing up and down?”
“Do they do that?” I asked, curiosity making me stare at her chest. Sadly, I doubted I’d be able to ask her for a demonstration.
“There was no bouncing,” Raf supplied. “They were firm and hard, if I remember correctly. Not that I ever touched any but my mother’s teats when I was an infant.”
“Teats.” Wren chuckled. “That’s not what we call them. Unless we’re talking about cows, but anyway, I need a shirt. Or even a blanket, if a shirt is too much bother.”
“Too much-“ I growled and tore my own shirt over my head, handing it to her. “Nothing is too much bother for you, Queen Wren.”
She took the shirt and looked at it strangely. Had I done something wrong? Did human females not touch their males’ clothing? But then she grabbed it tighter and did a little nod.
“Turn around,” she said, surprising me with her firmness.
Raf whirled around and looked at the room. “Why? Is there a threat I don’t see?”
Wren laughed. Such a beautiful sound. “No, but I don’t want you to see me naked.”
“But we already have-“
“Do it,” I interrupted Raf. “Can’t you see it makes her uncomfortable?”
I turned and luckily, my friend did the same. I listened to the sound of her taking off her shirt and putting mine on. My cock twitched. She was wearing my shirt. My scent. Maybe I should accidentally pour something on her legs so that she’d have to take off her trousers and put on mine instead. I wanted her to smell like me. Be mine.
Raf shot me a knowing look. He could probably smell my arousal. “Careful,” he whispered under his breath. He was right. We’d come a long way with Wren. She no longer feared us, hopefully no longer saw us as monsters, but we still had to be cautious. One wrong step and we might destroy all the progress we’d made. I had to remember that she was fragile. She may act strong now, but I’d seen beneath the façade. She was still gathering the shards of her broken soul and it would take time until she was whole again.
“Done,” she chirped from behind us. “To the bridge?”
I exchanged another look with Raf. We were going to have our hands full with this one.
    
RAFAZ
I took the captain’s chair and immediately checked the controls and sensors. No Athion ships. That was good, but it was only a matter of time. We needed a plan.
I pushed the map of our current position to the big screen so that Vuk and Wren could see it. The human was staring at everything open-mouthed. The questions practically shimmered in her eyes, but she stayed quiet, taking it all in.
In any other situation, I’d have explained everything to her, shown her the ship I was so proud of. I’d bought the Phoenix for cheap, broken and dirty, and spent many, many rotations sprucing it back to health. The engines were brand new, as were most of the controls here on the bridge. When we’d started our pirating career, most of the profit we made was used to improve the ship. Now, she was finally where I’d wanted it to be. My pride and joy. Wataz, the Phoenix. The English word suited her better, so I’d started using it instead of the Trad term.
“That glowing dot in the middle, that’s us,” I explained to Wren. “The blue dots are planets. The brighter the blue, the more likely it is that they’re habitable. The white dots are other ships, but as you can see, there aren’t many and they’re all far away. None of them registers as Athion.”
“How do you know where a ship is from?” she asked, staring at the map.
“Every vessel has a unique signature. They’re very hard to fake.”
“What’s yours? Do people know that you’re pirates when your ship shows up on their screen?”
Vuk chuckled. “He said it’s hard to fake, but not impossible. We can change ours to say whatever we want. We usually go for the same origin as the ship we’re planning to hijack.”
“Then why don’t you pretend to be Athion so that they can’t find us?” she asked.
“Good question,” he admitted. “If we were trying to fool just one ship, it would work, but we’ve got the entire Athion fleet hunting for us. Their combined sensors are too much for our chameleon circuit. If they spot us, they’ll know that it’s us.”
I went through the list of nearby planets. There was only one that was safe enough to land on. It was small and if anyone was living on it, the computer didn’t know about it. Problem was, if we took refuge on the planet and the Athions found us, we’d be sitting ducks. There would be no escape. By the time we took back into the air, they’d be waiting for us.
We might have more of a chance if we stayed in space. The Phoenix was fast and we might be able to throw them off if one of them spotted us. That depended on their vessel. I loved the Phoenix, but while she had been state of the art when it had been built, even with my modifications she was no longer the best.
I patted the chair’s armrest in apology. “You’re the best,” I muttered.
Wren turned to me. “What did you say?”
I wasn’t someone who was embarrassed easily.
“He was talking to the ship,” Vuk snickered before I could answer. “She’s his girlfriend.”
I growled at him, then slapped my hand on my mouth when I remembered that Wren didn’t react well to loud noises. She was fine though, grinning at me.
“Do you talk to her a lot?” she asked, mirth swinging in her voice.
I shot Vuk an evil stare. He was going to suffer for this.
A high-pitched beep had all of us turn to the screen. A red dot had appeared at the edge of the map. Zut.
“Vuk, sit down and take charge of weapons. Wren, take the seat over there and buckle up. That’s an Athion ship. They may not have detected us yet, so we need to move, fast. This might get bumpy.”
She sat down and fumbled with the belt until Vuk kneeled in front of her chair and helped her. I was a little jealous of him being so close to her, but there was no time to even think about that. We had to escape the Athions.
I pressed a button and liquid metal shot from the top of my chair, wrapping around me. The captain’s chair was the only one with this high-tech seat belt. I was tempted to put Wren in here instead, but her seat didn’t have access to the same controls. Hers was for navigation, but since we didn’t have any crew, we usually let the AI deal with that. Not today.
“Switching to manual,” I said while flicking a couple of switches. Ships could be hacked and Athions were good at that. They weren’t a warrior race like us, but they excelled at subterfuge and technology. It was good not to underestimate them.
“Where are we going?” Vuk asked.
“For now, in the opposite direction. Then we’ll see. Hopefully they’ve not noticed us yet. Our scanners are new and more advanced than those of most ships.”
“Let’s hope the Athions don’t have better tech,” Vuk muttered. “You alright, Queen?”
Wren nodded. “What are they going to do to us if they catch up with us?”
“To you, nothing. Hopefully,” I replied, my teeth clenched. “If they really believe we abducted you, then they’ll be on your side. You’d be safe with them. Except that they could give you back to those Athion kraktz that abused you. I don’t want to take that risk.” And I didn’t want her to leave us, but I didn’t say that aloud. “Us, they’ll kill. If they catch us, Vuk and I are dead.”
“What if we talk to them? We could tell them what Arri and Laki have done. They could take me back to Earth and let you go.”
Vuk sighed. “If only it were that simple. They wouldn’t believe us. They’d probably think we put you up to it to save our own lives. In their minds, they’re the good ones and we’re the bad guys. They’d never believe that we rescued you from their own kind.”
“You could put me in an escape pod,” Wren suggested quietly. “That way, they might focus on me and would let you go.”
“Unless they think it’s us escaping in there and not you,” I growled, the thought of putting Wren in danger making me tenser than I’d ever been. “No, it’s not an option. We won’t risk it. As much as it hurts me to say this, we need to run until we come up with a better plan. Vuk, strap in.”
My friend finally left Wren’s side and sat down in front of the weapons panel. The Phoenix wasn’t a battleship, but we had enough to both defend ourselves and present a threat when we hijacked other vessels. Unless this Athion ship was a battle cruiser, we’d be able to match their firepower. That was the last resort though. We had Wren on board and I didn’t want to risk her safety.
I increased our speed. The familiar weight of the propulsion pressed me into my chair.
“Time to show them how fast this bird can fly.”
“Raf!”
Vuk pointed at the screen at the same time as I spotted the second red dot. Much closer than the other one. Zut. How had they escaped our sensors?
I changed course, but to avoid both ships, I had to fly a lot closer to the first one than I’d planned.
I pushed the Phoenix to the highest speed she could safely maintain. She responded with a rumbling protest. We wouldn’t be able to fly at this speed for very long. She was great at fast chases but didn’t have the power to keep at this for more than thirty clicks or so.
“Weapons primed,” Vuk announced, his voice calm. This wasn’t the first time we’d been in a fight, but we’d never had such precious cargo on board. If something happened to Vuk or me, it was regrettable, but so be it. Wren though…that was unthinkable.
“They’re hailing us.”
I wasn’t surprised. They wanted to make sure that Wren really was on board.
“Wait,” the human suddenly said. “I have an idea.”





CHAPTER 15
   
WREN
T  he gun was cold against the side of my head. I didn’t have to pretend that I was scared. I was shaking all over, until Vuk took my hand. On screen, only our upper bodies were visible so the Athions wouldn’t see him comforting me. They’d only see a human being threatened at gunpoint. Hopefully that would make them back off.
“Ready?” Raf asked.
I gave him a smile, imagining that I was brave. I’d got through a lot in the past few days. I could do this.
Vuk tightened his grip of the gun and nodded. Let the play begin.
Raf did something on his console and the screen changed from the map to the picture of two Athions. I cringed, memories flooding me. They looked so similar to Laki and Arri and even though I knew it wasn’t them, I had a hard time fighting the fear threatening to overwhelm me.
Vuk gripped my hand tighter. I would have run if he didn’t have his hand around mine. His face was a mask though, none of the kindness left that he’d shown me. Even though I knew him a little by now, I saw nothing but the monster in his expression. One of the monsters who’d invaded Planet Earth.
“Back off or we’ll dispose of her,” Raf said in a cold, dead voice. I didn’t have to fake the shiver running over my skin.
The Athions seemed to look straight at me, even though they were far away in another spaceship.
“Have they hurt you, female?” one of them asked in a melodious voice that would have made my insides melt in any other situation. He was a darker shade of blue than most Athions I’d seen before, with high cheekbones and a chiselled jaw.
“No,” I stuttered. I wanted to tell him that I had been hurt, not by the Trads but by Athions, but that wasn’t part of the plan.
“Good. That might spare them the torture we had planned.” He looked at Raf. “Hand her over and we’ll give you a quick death.”
Vuk laughed. “Who’s holding the gun to the head here? You’re not in charge, blue devil.”
The Athion grimaced. “You’re in no position to make demands. You’re outnumbered and there are more Athion ships on the way. Let her go before you make this worse for you.”
“I don’t think so,” Vuk growled and shifted the gun a little so that it was touching my temple. A kiss of metal. “Retreat or I’ll blow her pretty brains out.”
Behind our backs, he squeezed my hand in reassurance, as if to confirm that he was lying. Of course I knew that. I did, right? It had been my plan to do this. But feeling the gun against my head made it seem like a terrible idea.
“Please, don’t make them kill me,” I whimpered. Wow, I was a great actor. The tremor in my voice wasn’t acted though. That was very real.
“They’re not going to kill you,” the second Athion said. His chest was broad, his body one large tree trunk. His head was shaved in a strange pattern that reminded me of Celtic knots. Was that a smirk playing around his cerulean lips? “You’re the only thing that keeps them alive. If you weren’t there, we’d have already blasted them into atoms.”
“Then what’s stopping us from flying away?” Raf asked coldly. “If you’re not going to attack our ship, then maybe we should just run.”
“That would be unwise.” The darker Athion glared at the Trads. “We’re going to follow you wherever you go. Not just these two ships, but every other Athion vessel in the vicinity. Eventually, you’re going to have to stop somewhere for supplies. That’s when we’ll kill you and rescue the human.”
“By then she may long be dead,” Raf countered. Ice was blazing in his voice. “Retreat now before she’s only a fleck of dirt on our floor.”
Seriously? He was being a little too dramatic. We were at an impasse and there seemed no way out of it.
I forced a few tears into my eyes and looked at the Athions with as much fear as I could muster. “Please, they mean what they say,” I whimpered. “They’re going to kill me if you don’t leave. Please, I don’t want to die.”
Their expressions softened immediately. “We’re going to get you out of there, I promise,” the big Athion said. “They’ll never hurt you again.”
Urgh, they really didn’t want to leave us alone. I thought this might work, but I was starting to realise that they wouldn’t back off.
A loud beeping sounded from Raf’s console behind me. Vuk whirled around at the same time as the screen went black.
“What’s going on?” I yelled as more alarms started.
“Asteroid field.” Vuk let the gun drop and grabbed me around the waist. “Back to your chair. Now.”
He strapped me in again and hurried over to his own, while Raf was pressing buttons while cursing under his breath.
“You should have switched back to automatic controls,” Vuk grunted accusingly. “We’re too fast to evade this.”
“Well, I was a little occupied talking to some crazy Athions,” Raf shot back. “Hold tight. This is going to get very bumpy.”
I gripped the armrests of my chair. The screen was now showing the space before us. Stars everywhere, but dark shadows in front of us hid patches of them. Those had to be the asteroids.
“You need to break!” Vuk shouted as the ship swerved to the right. The belt cut into my waist as I clung to the chair.
“No, we have to use this to our advantage. I can do this. Phoenix can handle a few asteroids.”
The ship bumped from side to side as Raf was trying to evade the asteroids. My stomach lurched. The Phoenix might be able to handle this, but I wasn’t so sure about myself.
“This is crazy. Get us out of here!” Panic swung in Vuk’s voice. I stared at him, fear gripping my heart. If he was scared, that was a very bad sign. I wished he’d hold my hand again, but he was too far away.
I stared at the screen; at the rocks we were hurtling through. Raf was whirling the Phoenix through what looked like an avalanche of asteroids, but it was pure luck that we hadn’t hit one yet. He was good but there was no way we’d get through here unscathed.
“They’re following us,” Vuk reported, looking at a display in the side of his chair. “Those idiots.”
“Both?” Raf asked without taking his eyes off his controls.
“Yes, bo-“ Vuk sucked in a sharp breath. “One of them just disappeared off the grid.”
“Zut. Check for life signs.”
“None. I can see space debris showing up on the scanner though. They’re gone.”
“Zutting idiots,” Raf cursed. “Let’s hope that will make the others turn back.”
“They’re dead?” I barely dared to ask.
Vuk nodded grimly. “The other Athion ship, not the one we talked to. Those are still following us.”
Dead. People were dead because they’d flown into the asteroid field, just like us. A trickle of cold sweat ran down my spine. I felt guilty. I could have tried to persuade the Trads to give me to the Athions. But then Vuk and Raf would likely be dead now too. This was a game that had no winners. Especially because there was still a ship following us. The only way we’d get rid of them was if they also crashed, just like their comrades. I hated myself for thinking that. I didn’t want anyone to get killed. I just wanted to be free.
Something banged against the walls and Raf shouted something in Trad, just before the ship turned to its side until the only thing keeping me in my chair was the seat belt.
“Hold on!” Vuk shouted, but then we were facing down, things were flying through the air, bangs against the hull, sounds, screams, and darkness.
    
This time, nobody was there to welcome me back to consciousness. Silence surrounded me as I slowly came to. My whole body ached but I was getting used to being in pain. There was no stabbing agony though and my mind was clear enough to think. That was good. I could work with that.
The smell of smoke filled my nose, making me want to sneeze. I opened my eyes. Lights flashed all around, red and white, blinding me. I blinked and looked around. I was still on the bridge, but no longer in my chair. I’d been flung to the very front of the room, right where the screen touched the floor. Debris was all over the place, cables hanging from the ceiling, sparks flying. It was a miracle the place wasn’t burning yet.
We were no longer flying, which meant we were either floating in space or we’d crashed onto something. Neither option sounded particularly appealing.
With a groan, I turned and slowly pushed myself onto my knees. My body felt like one big bruise. “Vuk?” I asked but the smoke made me cough. The iron taste of blood filled my mouth. Hopefully I’d only bitten my tongue or cheek and this wasn’t coming from my lungs.
“Raf?”
No reply. I sat up to take in more of the room. There they were, still, unmoving. Raf was still in his chair, his head on his chest, blood all over his head. Vuk was on the floor closer to me, half of his body buried under debris.
I dragged myself towards him until I was close enough to see his chest move. Thank goodness, he was still breathing. I grabbed his shoulder and shook.
“Vuk! Wake up!”
Nothing.
Panic was starting to rise up in me. I was on a spaceship with two unconscious aliens. I had no idea where we were. I couldn’t fly this thing even if it was still functional. And there may still be Athions out there aiming to kill the Trads.
Zut. That word totally fit the situation.
Something banged against the hull. Probably another asteroid. So that meant we were still in space, floating aimlessly. It might only need one more space rock to completely destroy the Phoenix. I wished I’d stayed unconscious; that would have been a better death.
Another bang.
Voices.
How could there be voices in space?
Bang.
The screen exploded into thousands of tiny shards, raining down on me like lethal raindrops. I covered my face with my arms, curling up to make myself less of a target. Pain erupted in my back as shard upon shard hit me.
Through the pain, I dimly registered more bangs until the voices were suddenly loud and close by.
“Don’t worry, we’ve come to rescue you.”
I turned to see the dark blue Athion stepping through a hole in the wall. Light shone into the ship, sunlight. I blinked, my vision going foggy.
He held up something metal, glinting in the light, and pointed it at Vuk. It took me too long to realise what it was, but when I did, I threw myself at Vuk’s prone body with the last strength I still possessed. Something hot hit my side just as I landed on the Trad.
Pain exploded in me like fireworks.
The last thing I felt was Vuk’s warm breath against my cheek.
THE END
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