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For Debbie, whose books have taken me to space and beyond





WHAT HAPPENED BEFORE
   
Earth was invaded by Trads, an alien race who impregnate human women and kidnap them to their own planet, Tradrych. Wren, however, was abducted by the aliens who’re supposed to be the good guys: Athions, blue-skinned and known for being enemies of Trads and friends of humans. Not these two.
Imprisoned on the ship of Athions Laki and Arri, Wren has to use her wits to keep them from taking her as their sex slave. She sends out a distress call, but has to pay for it dearly. The Athions beat her to an inch of her life, but luckily, two Trad pirates reach her before they kill her.
Rafaz and Vuk have never met a human before, so they don’t quite know what to do with Wren. After a lot of misunderstandings, she slowly starts to trust them, but just when things seem to look up, the Phoenix gets pursued by Athion ships. They think the Trads kidnapped Wren and refuse to believe the pirates that it was Athions who took Wren from Earth in the first place.
During a daring flight through an asteroid field, both the Phoenix and the Athion ship crash…Vuk and Raf are unconscious…and when one of the Athions tries to shoot Vuk, Wren throws herself in the line of fire.
Let’s see what happens next…





CHAPTER 1
   
KILI
T  hree men were dead, but there was no time to say the last rites. The female’s life was close to expiring and I needed to act. Kion was going to kill me for shooting her. Technically, I was in charge, but that didn’t matter much to Kion. The only reason he’d not risen as fast in the ranks as I, was his inability to stick to rules.
I hurried over to our ship, careful not to shake the female too much. Blood was pouring over my hands, leaving red stains on the asteroid’s rocky surface. I needed to get her to our med bay. I just hoped it hadn’t been destroyed during the crash.
Kion met me at the entrance of our crashed craft. He stared at the unconscious female in my arms.
“What happened?”
“No time. She needs help.”
“I can see that. I just ran diagnostics; the med bay should be functional.”
I let him take the lead. Debris was strewn all over the floor, slowing us down. The admiralty would demote us for this. The ship was brand new, state of the art, and we’d crashed it at the first opportunity. At least it had kept us alive. To my knowledge, this was the first time the oxy-tent had been deployed outside of testing. A massive dome structure had expanded around the ship as soon as we’d crashed, making it possible for us to breathe outside and walk on the asteroid’s surface without needing gravity boots. It was pure luck that it was big enough to envelop the Trad ship as well. Without it, the female would be dead by now.
Kion pushed a low-hanging bunch of cables aside and led me into the med bay. It was chaos in here, the floor littered in glass shards and metal instruments, but most of the critical equipment still seemed to be intact.
The female moaned softly; a sound so pitiful I wanted to roar in agony on her behalf. She was in pain and it was my fault. I'd shot her. Not that I was going to tell Kion that. He'd kill me for hurting a human. Females were precious, no matter the species, but we were sworn to protect humans. I had sentenced myself to death. 
"Put her down," he yelled and I realised I'd frozen, shocked by the realisation of what I'd done. 
I lay her inside the med pod as gently as I could. I wasn't a small man and she felt no bigger than a child in my arms. I was scared to crush her; make it even worse than I already had. She moaned again when her back hit the cold metal. I hated the pod. I'd spent my fair share of time in these kinds of machines, and even though they were ideal for healing most wounds and infections, it was a horrible feeling to be stuck in one. Before I was put in a med pod for the first time, I hadn't realised that I was claustrophobic. 
"Close the lid, you idiot!”
Once again, my friend shocked me into action. I did as he’d said and stepped back, while Kion typed into the holographic screen of the pod. With a loud beep, the machine came alive, whirring and humming and making lights flash all over the female's body. 
"Are the Trads still alive?" he asked while calibrating the med pod.
"At least one of them. The other was hidden behind some debris and I didn't have time to check on him. I just scooped up the female and ran. I'll take another look later, once she's stable."
Kion nodded. "They might need medical attention too."
I stared at him. "You want to help them?! They kidnapped her! They hurt her. They're not worth our help."
He didn't look up. "If we leave them to die, we're as bad as them. Much better to patch them up and keep them contained until they can be put to trial. It's not up to us to decide their fate."
"But it is," I argued. "We're the only Custos in this sector. I'zell, Tari and Inameto are dead. It will take any other ship days to get here. We should spend our time and resources on healing the female and repairing the ship."
"She was shot," Kion blurted, sucking in a sharp breath. Azure spots appeared on his cheeks, like they always did when he got angry. "In the back. They shot her from behind, probably when she was trying to escape." 
I didn't correct him. I knew I should have, but if I admitted that I'd been the shooter, things would've got very complicated. It was far too easy to let the Trads take the blame. If I was lucky, they'd be dead by the time we got to them. I bit my teeth together as hard as I could. This was for her best. I couldn't protect the female if they imprisoned me. She was my responsibility. I was the ranking Custo officer, this ship’s captain, and I had to make sure she was safe, and for that, I needed Kion. I couldn't let this mistake come between him and me. 
"Can you fix her?" I asked, pushing all feelings of guilt aside. I was a Custo, an elite soldier. I'd been trained to pay no heed to my emotions. 
"I'll do my best, but this will take some time. We need to shift her around so the pod can work on her back."
That was one of the few limitations of the med pod. I remembered the agony of having to be turned around again and again. I pressed my hand against the glass lid. I hoped she wasn't in any pain. 
"Will you open that lid or not?" Kion asked in annoyance. 
I undid the latch at the top and lifted the pod’s cover. In the harsh light of the med bay, the female looked even paler. As if she was at death’s door. I grit my teeth. I had to focus.
As gentle as I could, I turned her onto her front, exposing the gaping wound on her back. Laird. That had been me. I had set my gun to kill, not stun, because I’d been aiming at a Trad. We were allowed to do that. I was in the right. But seeing blood seep from the wound made my stomach turn. My fault.
“That’s bad,” Kion muttered. “I wonder if they shot her before or after the crash.” He sighed deeply. “And I told her they weren’t going to shoot her.”
“We couldn’t have known.” I closed the lid and stared down at her fragile form. “The Trads are monsters. Unpredictable. Feral. There’s nothing we could have done.”
The words rolled easily from my tongue. I wasn’t a liar. I’d never been. But now…the truth was too hard to bear. I averted my eyes, unable to keep looking at the wound.
The pod jumped to life once again and mist filled it. Anaesthetics. That reassured me. Even though she was unconscious, this would prevent her from waking up in the middle of the operation, crying in pain.
Kion checked the holo screen. “This will take a while, but her vitals are already stabilising. There’s nothing we can do now but wait. I’ll link our data pads with the pod so we can monitor her from afar.” He pressed a few buttons and the device strapped around my left wrist vibrated. I lifted my arm to check the small screen. It now showed a tiny flashing heart, beating in rhythm with the female’s heart.
I straightened and cracked my knuckles. It was time to act. “Let’s go over to the Trad ship and deal with the bastards.”
Kion nodded. “But we’re not going to kill them. We can’t give in to our base desires. We’re Custos, we have to act rationally.”
He took out his gun and switched it to the stun mode. I pretended to do the same with mine, but I wasn’t planning to leave the Trads alive. They’d say that they didn’t shoot the female. It would be their words against mine. I’d hope that the admiralty will believe me rather than two dirty Trads, but I wouldn’t take that risk.
The Trads were going to die. There was no other way.
    
RAFAZ
My head pounded and my body hurt as if a kakaz had run over me. I was still strapped into my seat, thank Atz. I’d likely be injured far more if my seat belt had given in.
“Wren?” I rasped. “Vuk?”
Smoke filled the air and sparks flew from severed cables. The floor was littered with debris. Panels had broken off the ceiling, pipes had crashed down, and glass shards were all over the place. I doubted the Phoenix could be repaired after this.
How were we even alive? A gaping hole in the side of the bridge hull should have sucked out all oxygen into the deadly depths of space, yet I was breathing normally. It shouldn’t be possible. We’d been in an asteroid field and we had to have crashed on one of them. Some asteroids, the big ones, had semblances of an atmosphere, but nowhere near enough to sustain life.
If the laws of physics were enforced, the debris should be floating in zero gravity and I should be dead, a frozen husk. Not that I was complaining about this miracle.
I released my seat belt and staggered to my feet. Pain shot through my right ankle as I put my full weight on it. I hissed, but ignored it. I had to find my family.
I half expected to float, but gravity kept me glued to the floor of the ship. It wasn’t as strong as the artificially generated gravity we had on the Phoenix – set to resemble that on Tradrych – but it was enough to keep me grounded.
“Wren?” I asked again. My voice was rough and unsteady.
The smoke made it hard to see, so I stumbled around, looking in all directions, until I spotted a tail peeking out from beneath a bent metal panel.
“Vuk!”
I ran to him as fast as my injured ankle allowed. He was buried beneath debris, with only his upper body and his tail visible. I shook his shoulder.
“Vuk, wake up!”
He groaned, but his eyes stayed shut. Zut. There was a first aid kit somewhere on the bridge, but I bet it was buried somewhere inaccessible. I squeezed Vuk’s shoulder one last time, then got up and continued my search for Wren. The human was so much more fragile than us. My heart beat faster at that thought. If the crash had managed to injure Vuk and me, then how badly would Wren be hurt?
I searched the bridge, panic threatening to take over my mind. We’d only just found her. She’d only just accepted us as friends. I didn’t know what I would do if she was…
No, I couldn’t finish that thought. She was alive, she had to be.
“Wren!”
I circled the bridge three times, but there was no trace of her. She was gone. I guess I should be glad she wasn’t dead. Gone didn’t mean dead. Just missing.
But where the zut was she? The door leading away from the bridge was barred; something had to have fallen against it from the other side. The only way out was the hole in the hull.
Voices from the outside made me freeze. Two males. Athions. Zut. They’d crashed on the same asteroid as us.
I dived to Vuk, remembering he’d been holding the gun just before we’d entered the asteroid field. Nothing. If it was still with him, it was entombed beneath the debris.
The Athions were getting closer, close enough for me to understand some of their words. I spoke their language well enough for everyday conversations. As pirates, we dealt with species from all over the universe and it helped to know their languages. I wouldn’t be able to have any high-brow philosophical discussions with the Athions, but from what I heard, I wouldn’t get the chance.
“Let’s hope they died in the crash,” one of them said. I recognised the voice. He was the dark blue kraktz we’d negotiated with.
“I’d rather they’re still alive. Death is too good for them. Who knows all the depravities they’ve done to the poor female…”
“Her vitals are getting stronger,” the first one replied.
I tensed. They had Wren. Zut. I clenched my fists. I was going to get her back. I didn’t know how yet, but I wasn’t going down without a fight.
I ran to the hole and pressed myself against the wall beside it. It was time to take down the Athions and get to Wren.





CHAPTER 2
   
KION
K  ili took the lead, his gun at the ready. He was acting strange. More aggressive than I’d ever seen him. Usually, he was the one keeping cool and I was the emotional one who needed restraint. Not this time.
He squeezed through the hole in the Trad ship’s hull. The edges were jagged and it was just big enough to let us through one at a time. It was risky, going in like this without any reconnaissance, but I got why Kili didn’t want to wait. We had a human female on board and we needed to get back before she woke up.
She’d looked so broken. Earlier, during the transmission, she’d seemed fine, if a little scared. Her face had been rosy; so unlike our own blue skin yet beautiful nonetheless. Now, she was in a med pod, fighting for her life. Because the Trads had shot her. Hate tried to push to the surface, but I swiped it away. It was a Custo technique to control emotions. I was surprised it worked this time. It didn’t always. It was as if fate had determined that Kili was going to be the irrational one today, not me.
“One of them is still on the floor,” he shouted as soon as he’d climbed through the hole. “And-“
A crack made me grip my weapon tighter. As if in slow motion, Kili crumpled, his body folding until he was no longer moving.
Laird. One of the Trads wasn’t just conscious, he was strong enough to fight. I took a step back, pointing my gun at the opening. Going through there would put me in the same exposed position as Kili. It had been stupid of him, of both of us. The urge to avenge the female had taken over. It was an instinct as old as our species. Protect the female, no matter the cost.
“Come out and show yourself!” I shouted in both the Athion and Trad language. Learning their harsh, complicated tongue was part of the Custo training.
“Come inside and I’ll tear you to pieces!” the reply came instantly. “Where is the female? What have you done to her?”
Even though he was talking in his own language, the fear in his voice was unmistakable. Was he actually worried about the human? Maybe not for her wellbeing, just for the cost of his failure. We had no idea why they’d attacked one of our ships and kidnapped the female. They were pirates, so I assumed it was for profit. The thought of them selling her like a slave turned my stomach.
“She’s where you can’t get her. Now step outside with your hands on your head or I’ll shoot.”
The Trad laughed deeply. “Do you think I’m stupid?”
“You led us into an asteroid field. I’d say that counts as stupid,” I retorted angrily.
“Are there any more of you?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know.”
He growled. “I hope there are because I don’t want to imagine the two of you leaving Wren all on her own. She’s suffered so much already. I don’t want her to wake up alone and scared.”
I swallowed my reply. He was either an excellent actor or he really cared about her. No, I couldn’t trust anything he said. He was a Trad. They lied, cheated, deceived. They’d invaded Earth covertly, using a meteor shower as cover. They’d not even been honest about an invasion. How could I take his words seriously?
“Stop talking and step outside,” I commanded. “I promise not to kill you.”
“And why would I do that? I have your friend. If you make one wrong move, I’ll break his neck.”
I balled my fists. “I have the female. And he’s not my friend. He’s my boss and not a good one. Nothing is stopping me from going back on my ship and flying off with her.”
“Your ship is functional?”
“It is,” I bluffed. “We only landed here with you to recover the human. Now that I have her, my mission is done. Kili is collateral damage.”
The words burned my throat. Despite him being an arse on occasion, he was my friend. We’d worked together for nearly ten years and had become a team.
“You’re lying. You would have already left as soon as you had her on board. You coming back here proves you can’t leave.”
Laird, give me strength. “I don’t like loose ends,” I snapped. “Leaving the two of you here would have looked bad on my record. Better to bring you to Athion and lock you up for the rest of your miserable lives.”
“You’re lying,” he repeated, but he got interrupted by a weak moan. “Vuk?”
That had to be the other Trad. They were both alive. If Vuk recovered faster than Kili, I’d be outnumbered. I gripped my gun even tighter, my knuckles turning sky blue. It was time to act before the second Trad joined the first.
“We’ve sent a distress call. Other Athion ships are on the way. It will go much better for you if you submit now before they arrive. They might not be as merciful as I am.”
He laughed. “Merciful? Like the kraktz who abducted Wren were merciful? They beat her to an inch of her life. If that’s merciful, then I don’t want to know what the opposite is.”
What in Laird’s name was he talking about? The ramblings of a madman, that had to be it.
Suddenly, the data pad on my wrist vibrated. Not lowering my gun, I glanced at the screen. The female’s heartbeat was rising way too high. Her vitals were all over the place. Without looking back, I turned and ran to my ship, praying the med pod would keep her alive until I got there.
    
VUK
Raf’s tirade of curses filtered through the pain. Something was wrong. I tried to move and groaned as agony shot through my lower body. Something was lying on top of me, pinning me to the cold floor. At the realisation that I was trapped, adrenaline pumping through my veins. I opened my eyes, taking in the situation. Vuk stood next to a large tear in the ship’s hull. There was only darkness outside, yet he was talking to someone. Shouting. My head pounded at the noise, but I fought through the pain. Where was Wren?
I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t move. Only my left arm and my upper torso were free of the debris pinning me in place. I’d never felt this powerless.
I grabbed the metal beam that was crushing my chest and pushed. It barely shifted. I groaned in frustration.
“Vuk?”
Raf turned to me and I gave him a wave to reassure him that I was alright. I wasn’t, but I didn’t want him to get distracted. I twisted as much as I could to get a better look at what was going on. A body lay at Raf’s feet, wearing a familiar uniform. He’d taken down an Athion. Go Raf. Hopefully, the one outside was on his own. Two against two. One unconscious, one trapped. The odds were almost even. Except that Wren wasn’t here.
Cold fear gripped my heart. They had her. That was the only option. I didn’t want to imagine the alternative. As much as I hated the idea, it was better for her to be a captive than having been blown into space during the crash.
“Where’s Wren?” I asked aloud.
The Athion had stopped talking. Vuk turned to me, a frown marring his face. “He just turned and ran. Something must be wrong. It has to be Wren. What if…”
“Go after him,” I said without hesitation. “Make sure she’s safe.”
He nodded and knelt by my side just long enough to press a gun into my left hand. “Try not to die while I’m gone.”
“You won’t get rid of me that easily.” I grinned despite the pain. “Is he knocked out or dead?”
“Just knocked out, I think. I didn’t exactly have time to check.”
“I’ll deal with him. Go.”
His frown turned into a determined expression. “I’ll get her back.”





CHAPTER 3
   
WREN
I  really had to stop being unconscious all the time. It was getting repetitive, waking up in pain without knowing where I was. Strangely enough, I wasn’t scared this time. Vuk and Raf were with me. They’d keep me safe, just like they’d promised. They’d appear any minute now.
I blinked open my eyes, but there was nothing to see. White fog surrounded me, so thick it hid my surroundings. I was lying on my front, my head turned to one side. My back ached, but it wasn’t too bad. I’d felt much worse pain.
I tried to remember what had happened, but my mind was as foggy as the air around me. I’d been with Vuk and Raf on the bridge of the Phoenix, pretending that I was their captive as we were talking to some Athions. That was the last I remembered. Had I hit my head? Was that the cause of my memory loss?
I sat up – and bumped against cold, hard material. I winced as pain spread across my back. Ignoring it, I pushed against the glass as hard as I could. It didn’t budge. Swallowing my beginning panic, I felt my way around the space I was trapped in. It was maybe two feet longer than myself, and three times as wide. Large enough for one of the Trads to fit. Was this a prison? Were they caged in similar boxes? I shuddered at the thought.
I searched for an opening, a gap, but the glass was smooth, even where it turned into a different material, some kind of metal. My heart beat loud in my chest as I realised the truth. I was entombed in a glass prison, unable to even see where I was. I could be floating in space for all I knew.
I rolled onto my side and beat my hands against my prison. My back hurt at the movement, but I didn’t care. The air in here wasn’t enough. I was going to suffocate. I had to get out. Again and again, I slammed my fists into the glass. My knuckles were wet with blood, but I wouldn’t stop until I was either dead or out of this box. When the pain got too much, I shuffled around until my back was against one side of the tomb. I angled my legs until my feet touched the other side. I pushed as hard as I could, but the enclosure was too wide for me to put enough pressure into my kicks.
By now, I was gasping for air. My energy was waning quickly, leaking away just like the oxygen in my prison.
Sounds from far away made me stop to listen. Footsteps, heavy and hurried. Someone was coming closer.
“Help!” I shouted, not caring if it was friend or foe out there. The fog swallowed most of my voice and I coughed. I banged my hands against the glass again.
“Stop, you’re safe,” the voice called, muffled but audible.
Safe? I almost laughed. I wouldn’t call being trapped in a glass coffin willed with gas safe.
“Let me out!” I had to cough again. The movement made my back hurt even more.
A click had me freeze, just before the lid of my prison opened and fresh air streamed inside. I breathed in deep, the cool air soothing my lungs.
I blinked as the fog cleared. A blue shape peered at me from above. An Athion. The shaved patterns on his head were familiar.
Fuck. He was one of the Athions who’d pursued us. That meant they’d caught us, entered our ship somehow.
“Where are Vuk and Raf?” I shouted at him before I could even see him properly.
Even with the fog surrounding us, his confusion was clear. “You’re safe now, they won’t hurt you anymore.”
“No, but I will hurt you.” I almost squealed with joy when Raf appeared behind the Athion, holding a long thin pipe like a weapon. Fury distorted the Trad’s blood-smeared face. “What have you done to her?”
“Healed her,” the Athion spat, turning to face Raf. “She almost died after you shot her.”
Raf’s eyes widened, looking just as surprised as I bet I appeared myself. “We didn’t shoot her. We would never.”
“Of course you did. She was close to death when Kili found her. She’s lucky our med bay wasn’t destroyed in the crash.” He sneered. “What else did you do to her?”
“They didn’t do anything,” I protested, annoyed at being ignored. “They didn’t shoot me either.”
“They’ve brainwashed you,” the Athion said without turning around. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”
I glared at his back. What an arrogant dick.
“I know exactly what I’m saying. They didn’t shoot me. I must have been hurt in the crash.”
Finally, he turned to look at me. “You were shot in the back. Only cowards do that.” His gaze softened a little. “I’m sorry for what you’ve been through. We will look after you now, keep you safe.”
“She doesn’t need you to keep her safe,” Raf growled. “We didn’t shoot her, which means one of you must have done it.”
“That’s ridiculous,” the Athion said, laughing. He whirled around to face Raf, but not fast enough to hide how his eyes had widened for just a moment. “We’re not the bad guys here. You’re Trads, you lie. That’s all your kind ever do.”
“We. Didn’t. Shoot. Her,” Raf snarled, fury blazing in his eyes. “She was safe with us until you attacked us. Do you even know what those Athion kraktz did to her? How badly she was hurt? And now you’ve done it again. Hurt her. I’m starting to think that the whole good guys routine is all an act. Is that what you do to all the human females you take to your planet? Abuse them until they’re dead?”
Without warning, the Athion launched himself at Raf. I screamed as their large bodies crashed into each other. Raf could have easily hit the Athion with his pipe, but he let it drop to the ground and instead used his claws to defend himself. His tail wrapped around the blue alien from behind, slashing over his back like a whip. The Athion cried out, but suddenly he had a knife in his hand, flashing in the cold light of the room.
“No!” I shouted and jumped out of my prison. I hadn’t expected how weak I was though. I stumbled, fell, and-
Strong arms caught me just before I hit the floor. I expected it to be Raf, but the skin rubbing against mine was blue. I looked up, right into the Athion’s sea-green eyes. Waves of azure and turquoise seemed to swirl around his dark pupils like clouds in a storm.
He seemed surprised to have me in his arms, staring down at me as if he wasn’t sure what to do next.
“Let her go,” Raf growled, his eyes blazing with fury.
At least they weren’t fighting anymore.
The Athion sneered at Raf. “Then maybe you should have caught her. She could have hurt herself.”
“She wants to get up,” I snapped. “If you really want to prove that you’re not a threat to me, get your hands off me.”
To my surprise, he gently helped me to my feet and then stood by my side, watching me cautiously. He was close enough to catch me if I fell again, but far away enough to give me some space.
My back hurt like hell, especially where his arm had pressed against me. Besides that though, I seemed unharmed, if a little unsteady.
“What happened?” I asked, turning first to Raf, then to the Athion.
“We crashed,” they said simultaneously, then glared at each other once again.
“You said you didn’t crash,” Raf accused the other alien.
The Athion’s expression hardened. “A necessary lie. I was trying to defuse the situation.”
Raf laughed. “Defuse? After your friend barged into our ship guns blazing? After Wren got shot? I think it’s too late to defuse anything.”
“Wait, I got shot?” I interrupted. “How the hell did that happen?”
“Ask him,” the Athion snarled. “It was either him or his friend.”
I shook my head. “No way. They’d never shoot me.” I glared at him. “You’ve already said you lied about the crash. I bet you’re lying about this too to save your own neck. What would your fellow Athions say when they find out you shot a human?”
Raf stepped over to me and took me into his arms. I snuggled against him, surprising myself. His closeness felt good, even though I couldn’t suppress a wince when he accidentally brushed against my wound. My bullet wound. I swallowed hard. I’d been shot. Now that was new.
“Sorry,” he whispered.
“What for?”
“That I couldn’t protect you from this. That I wasn’t awake to bring you to safety. I promised I’d keep you safe and I failed.”
I smiled up at him. “It’s not your fault. It’s his.” I shot daggers at the Athion. “If they hadn’t pursued us, we’d still be unharmed on the Phoenix.”
The Athion was staring at us with the same confusion he’d shown earlier. “You actually trust him,” he stuttered. “How can you? Don’t you know what he is?”
By now, I really wanted to punch the guy. “He’s the person who rescued me from two psychopaths who’d kidnapped me. Him and Vuk. They’re my friends.”
Raf gently squeezed my shoulder. “Thank you,” he whispered, his eyes full of warmth. “For saying that I’m your friend.”
Wow. I realised it was true. I considered him a friend. When did that happen? Not long ago, I saw them as the enemy. I’d hid from them in my pillow fort, scared to bits. Now I was pressed against his body and instead of scaring me, it made me feel safe. It’s crazy. Maybe it was because he was the lesser evil. Better him and Vuk than the Athions. But no, I knew I was deceiving myself. I liked him. His humour. His smile. The way he was close to strangling the Athion to protect me. I felt strangely powerful. I was no longer a victim, alone in space. I had allies now. Friends.
I smiled at him. “It’s true.”
“Brainwashed,” the Athion muttered. “Totally brainwashed.”
“No. I’m not.” I put as much force into my gaze as I can, showing him I’m serious. “Like it or not, they saved me from your kind. I trust Raf, which means I believe that neither he nor Vuk shot me. That leaves you and your companion.”
“I didn’t shoot you,” he shouted.
I flinched. Raf pulled me even closer.
“That can only mean one thing,” my Trad countered. “It was the other Athion.”
“No, Kili wouldn’t do that,” the Athion protested. “He’s a Custo, we both are. We protect, we don’t harm innocents.”
“Custos are their elite military organisation,” Raf explained quietly. “They’re the ones who first arrived on Earth after the invasion to discuss the situation with your governments. Arrogant kraktz, all of them.”
I hid a grin at his Trad cursing. I loved the sound of that word. It was perfect for what it seemed to mean.
“Was there a bullet?” I asked, not having a clue how alien guns work. They might shoot laser beams for all I knew.
The Athion lifted his arms and looked at a kind of smartwatch tied around his wrist, similar to the Trads’ communicators, but a little sleeker.
“Yes, there was,” he said slowly, his eyes widening.
“And it’s one of your own,” Raf stated. It wasn’t a question.
The Athion bowed his head, staring at the little screen. “Yes,” he mumbled. “But it wasn’t me.”
Raf tensed and spoke into his own communicator. “Vuk, can you hear me? The Athion with you, he shot Wren. Keep him secure until I get there.”





CHAPTER 4
   
KION
I  hurried behind the Trad and the female, my mind racing. There was no doubt about it. Kili had shot her. What had the idiot been thinking? And he’d lied to me. Several times. The bitter taste of betrayal filled my mouth. Kili was a friend, no, more than that. We’d worked together for close to ten years. In the many dark and lonely nights that came with the job, we’d found solace in each other’s arms. We’d never become lovers, there was no emotion involved in the act, but we had needs and without females, it helped to have a hand wrapped around my cock. Even if it was another male’s.
Most men I knew had at one time given in to their urges and fucked another guy. Some became couples, others, like Kili and me, did it for the physical release alone.
I knew his body inside out and I’d thought I knew his mind, too. It hurt to know he’d not only gone against every principle I held dear, but that he’d deceived me. He’d had several opportunities to come clean, yet he shifted the blame on the Trads. Like a coward.
I clenched my fists and increased my pace. If the Trads weren’t going to kill Kili, then I would.
The Trad – she’d called him Raf – was supporting the female as they hurried across the asteroid’s surface to their ship. Her back was exposed, the wound on full display. The med pod had removed the bullet and sealed the cut, but her skin was an angry red, stained with dried blood. She’d left the pod too early. I would have to convince her to go back in later so that she could get the care she needed. It had been unfortunate that she woke on her own. The med pod was scary from the inside, I knew that from my own experience. I wished I’d stayed behind and let Kili deal with the Trads. Although he may have shot them dead.
My anger swirled up. We were no killers. We only killed in self-defence. We didn’t shoot enemies just for the fun of it. And we certainly didn’t shoot defenceless females in the back.
Kili may have been my friend, but I couldn’t ignore this. I was going to have to report him as soon as they rescued us from this rock. We sent a distress signal when we’d crashed, but it could be a few days until the nearest ship made it to our location. They’d have to traverse the asteroid field at a slow pace to avoid suffering the same fate as us.
It had been stupid to follow the Trad ship into the field. Three fellow Athions were dead because of it, their ship blown into smithereens.
“Wait,” I called out, suddenly realising something. Raf and Wren – such a beautiful name – turned to me. “You held a gun to her head. You made us think that she was in danger.”
Raf shrugged. “It was her idea. You wouldn’t have believed us that we were helping her. Would you?”
I clench my teeth. No, I wouldn’t have. Trads were our natural enemies. The thought of them rescuing a human female rather than abducting her was absurd.
The Trad nodded in satisfaction and hurried on to their crashed ship. It was damaged badly, even worse than ours. Parts of it had broken off, exposing the inside. The edge of a bed poked out from one hole, while water was pouring from another gash in the hull. It was a miracle all three of them had survived. I doubted a single room in the ship was still inhabitable.
At the hole leading to the bridge, Raf stopped, looking a little unsure. He took a deep breath and glared at me.
“If you hurt a single hair on her head, I’ll kill you.”
I gave him a respectful nod. Thanks to Kili, I was in the wrong. I had to make amends and run around with my tail between my legs. Not that I had one; that was a very Trad thing.
Raf squeezed through the gash in the hull. He’d talked to the other Trad via his communicator on the way here, so I assumed Kili was still unconscious or at least subdued in some way. Maybe it was better that way. I had no idea what to say to Kili. Punching him was the only thing I craved.
“You can come in,” the Trad called from inside the ship.
Wren gave me a wary look before climbing in, barely having to duck. I was the last to enter their bridge. It was a mess. I’d only got a small glimpse of it earlier, but now I could take in the true extent of the destruction. This wasn’t salvageable. We had to be grateful that the ship hadn’t exploded yet. Sparks flew through the air, precariously close to Wren’s beautiful mane. Was it flammable? Her hair looked so much softer than that of Athions, even that of our females, although I barely remembered the way my mother’s mane had felt. She’d died a long time ago, along with the rest of the females in my family.
I pushed that thought away. Even though it had been years, it still hurt.
Kili lay on the floor, bent over a collapsed computer terminal. I bent down to take his pulse. He was just unconscious. I was almost annoyed at that, before I reminded myself that he was a friend. That’s what I’d thought, anyway. Now I wasn’t so sure. Could you still be friends after having been deceived like that?
“Help us with this beam, will you?”
The female’s voice was stern. Together with Raf, she was trying to get a particularly large piece of metal off the other Trad. I hurried over and gently pushed her aside, taking her place.
“You shouldn’t exert yourself,” I chided. “You got shot not long ago.”
“And whose fault is that?” she hissed, reminding me of a wild poomii.
I didn’t reply, but I put my full strength into helping the Trad lift the beam. It shifted, almost slipping from my grip, but luckily Raf remained in control, pushing it to one side and letting it fall to the ship’s floor. We worked silently, removing the debris trapping the other Trad. Wren watched from the sidelines, her hands twitching as if she was having trouble keeping herself from helping.
Her strength was surprising. I’d imagined human females as helpless, gentle creatures who needed to be cared for and protected round the clock. Either this one was an exception or I was completely mistaken.
It would have been Kili’s and my turn next year. Going back to Athion, hopefully finding a female. Now that he’d shot the human, there was no chance of them ever allowing us back. Me, maybe, but we were a team. Right?
Kili groaned and I swirled around. He’d opened his eyes, but he looked weak and disoriented.
The female – Wren, I had to remember to use her name now that I knew it – shrunk back, towards the Trads. I cursed beneath my breath. She was afraid of Kili. She was angry at me. Not exactly a great start.
The Trad on the floor lifted his weapon and pointed it at Kili. I should have stepped in the line of fire, but I remained where I was. Kili met my eyes and frowned.
“I know,” I said gravely. “We all do.”
The frown deepened and a vein popped on his forehead. That only happened when he was either very angry or very upset. I hoped it was the latter.
I took one step forward, then stopped, wringing my hands. “How could you?”
He blinked, then looked away.
“Coward,” Raf spat. “The least you could do is admit your actions.”
“Kili, help us understand,” I begged. Laird, I sounded desperate.
Instead of turning back to me, Kili looked at the female. He held out a hand, as if he wanted her to help him up, or maybe just touch her. I cringed in disgust.
“It was an accident,” he whispered hoarsely. “I wanted to shoot the Trad, but she threw herself on top of him just when I pressed the trigger. I’m sorry, female. I never intended to hurt you.”
“My name is Wren,” she snapped. “And even if you didn’t plan to shoot me, you still tried to kill a defenceless, injured man. How can you stand looking at yourself in the mirror? You’re despicable.”
She pointedly turned her back on him and Raf did the same.
I balled my hands into fists, tension filling my body. I was torn between the two sides. Kili was my friend, but he’d done something terrible. Gritting my teeth, I turned as well and continued with freeing the other Trad. Helping him was more important than wasting my time on a traitor.





CHAPTER 5
   
WREN
T  he nice Athion, Kion, led us over to his spaceship, across the dark rocky ground. Halfway between the ships, I stopped, staring out into the blackness of the universe all around us.
“How is this possible?” I gasped. “How are we not sucked into space?”
It wasn’t like standing on Earth at all. There was no sky. No clouds. Just the rock beneath my feet. The horizon was close and curved; the planet couldn’t be very big. Yet there was air and gravity. I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to ease the tension and fear. The aliens around me all seemed comfortable standing on a rock in the middle of space, but I wasn’t.
“We call it an oxy-tent,” Kion explained. “It’s a very new technology and we’re lucky our ship was equipped with one. See that shimmer in the distance? That’s where it ends. It surrounds us like a dome, keeping in the oxygen our ships produce and generating artificial gravity.” He grinned. “Try jumping up and down a little and you’ll see that it’s not as strong as you’re used to. Actually, don’t. You’re still injured.”
I gave him a glare and jumped. It was a strange feeling. I stayed in the air for a fraction longer than I should have, and the landing was a little softer. Weird. I’d never noticed that on either of the spaceships I’d been on, so their gravity had to be set to how it was on Earth.
“How is there enough oxygen?” I asked.
“There’s less than I’d like, but it’s not enough to affect us,” Kion replied. “Once we’re back on our ship, we’ll close the hatch and won’t go outside unless we have to.” He turned to Raf and Vuk. “I’d say it’s best if we all stay in our ship. Yours is too badly damaged. Maybe we should even pull the oxy-tent back to only enclose ours, just in case yours explodes.”
“Explodes?” I repeated, unable to suppress a gasp. “Is it that bad?”
I’d only just started to feel comfortable on the ship. Not quite home yet, but still…having to get used to new surroundings would be hard.
Vuk lifted his arm and pressed a few buttons on his comm bracelet thingy. “I’ve been running diagnostics while I was trapped. I hate to say it, but the Athion is right. It’s bad. We might be able to salvage some parts and get our belongings, but the Phoenix won’t fly again.”
No rising from the ashes for this Phoenix. I swallowed back my sadness. I didn’t even know why I felt this way. Attached to a spaceship…weird.
“We can use our ship’s sensors to decide if it’s safe for you to return there,” Kion offered.
Now that he knew his mate had shot me, he was incredibly friendly and helpful. The calculating part of me was already making plans on how to exploit that to get us out of here and away from the Athions. I didn’t recognise myself. I was changing and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.
“Shall we go inside?” he asked.
I took one last look at the darkness around us and nodded. It was fascinating to be on this rock, but also terrifying.
There was one more thing I wanted to know though. “Is this an asteroid or a planet?”
“Asteroid,” Vuk and Kion said as one.
“It’s too small to count as a dwarf planet,” Raf explained. “We’re lucky though that we crashed on this and not one of the smaller rocks that wouldn’t have been big enough to accommodate our ships.”
“And the oxy-tent needs at least some very low gravity to work,” Kion added. “All in all, we were lucky even though we’re now stranded in the middle of nowhere.”
“I assume you’ve sent out a call for help?” Raf asked the Trads.
Kion nodded. “The nearest ship will take several days to get here. Until then, we’re on our own.”
He led us up a ramp and through a narrow hatch into his craft. I followed, with Vuk right behind me. He limped slightly, but he seemed fine despite having been buried beneath debris. Raf was at the back, pointing his gun at Kili, just in case the Athion got any bad ideas. Kili was unsteady on his feet, but I didn’t trust him not to pretend to be injured. He’d shot me, that fucker.
When we were all inside a large, mostly empty room, Kion touched the watch-like device around his wrist and the ramp folded inwards and the hatch closed. We were locked inside the ship.
“Does it have a name?” I asked to bridge the tension.
Kion frowned at me. “What?”
“The ship. The Trad ship is the Phoenix. What do you call yours?”
"Athion designation gamma-three," he replied, sounding as bored as the name was dull. "We don't generally give ships names." He grimaced and frowned at the Trads as if he was offended that they'd done something he hadn't thought of. "But maybe we should. Look around and let me know if you think of a good name."
He led us into the belly of the spacecraft, through a smelly engine room and up some stairs until we reached a large living area. It looked familiar. I squeezed my eyes shut and grit my teeth, fighting the memory.
"Wren?" Vuk asked in alarm. "What's wrong?"
He took my hand - or maybe it was Raf touching me; I refused to open my eyes - and squeezed reassuringly.
"Are you in pain?" Kion asked. "I knew it was too early for you to leave the med pod."
His voice shattered the last of my control. Too similar. That same accent.
Bile rose in my throat and I gagged. I couldn't breathe. Too many memories. Trapped. Taken. Afraid. The blue men, touching me. The bowl on the floor. Their threats. Pain, all over my body.
I whimpered.
Vuk's earthy scent hit my nose just before his arms wrapped around me. He pressed me against his chest, hard with muscle, just like his arms who were protectively curling around my back. Another memory broke into my mind, but this was a good one. Curled up in his embrace. Feeling safe for the first time in too long. A soft blanket wrapped around my naked body. Laughter. That was after the shower, the weird moment when Raf had flashed me. I shouldn't draw on that memory to make me feel better, but somehow, it worked. A little.
"You're safe, my Queen," Vuk whispered. "I won't let anyone harm you."
Raf put a hand on my shoulder. "I'll kill whoever tries." He growled, probably at the Athions.
"Is there a room we can take her to?" Vuk asked quietly. "Wren needs rest. Alone."
A second whimper escaped me. I didn't want to be on my own, assaulted by my memories. I needed him to anchor me.
"Don't worry, I won't leave your side." His hot breath hit my skin and I relaxed a little. "Can I carry you?"
I should have said no, but I was way too weak to walk. Standing was hard enough, with my body trembling and my breathing too fast. Being in Vuk's arms helped, but I was still close to breaking.
I nodded, rubbing my cheek against his shirt. The fabric was wet. No, that was me. I was crying and I hadn't even realised.
Gently, he picked me up, cradling me in his arms. I nestled into his embrace, feeling strangely protected. Not weak and pathetic as I maybe should have. I was supposed to be a strong woman who didn't need men in her life. Who didn't want them. But right now...I would have fought whoever tried to get me away from him.
"There's a spare bedroom that seems to be intact," Kion muttered. Again, his accent chafed against my mind, reminding me of the other Athions. I turned my head further, making myself as small as possible.
"Stop talking, can't you see it scares her?" Raf snapped. "Just show us."
Vuk walked slowly, keeping a gentle but firm grip on me. A human male may have had trouble carrying me like this, but he wasn't human. He was big, strong and very alien. I breathed in his scent again, focusing on how Trad he smelled. Not Athion. That was the important bit. He was good. Safe. I could trust him. Vuk was on my side. Safe. Trust. Safe. Trust.
I kept repeating that mantra until he stopped. The sound of a door sliding open with a hiss, then we were moving again.
"Let me know if you need anything," Kion mumbled, before the door shut again, drowning out his voice.
"We're alone now," Raf reassured me as soon as the door had closed. Something to my left broke with a crack, then he pushed something heavy across the floor. "And I've barred the door. They won't disturb us."
I smiled at the pride in his voice. He'd broken part of the ship to make me feel safe. How sweet.





CHAPTER 6
   
RAF
I  was so jealous of Vuk that I was close to tearing him into pieces. Starting with his tail which he'd wrapped around Wren's ankle. She was tiny in his arms, almost like a child, but I didn't see her as weak. She had a moment of weakness and she was allowed that. We should have anticipated that returning to an Athion ship would affect her. No surprise after what those kraktz did to her. 
I sat down next to Vuk and my tail snuck around Wren's other ankle, almost without my doing. Almost. I may have encouraged it a little.
Vuk shot me a knowing glance, but said nothing. We both looked down at our little human, still trembling in his arms. Her tears had stopped, but her lips were shaking with every breath.
I wrung my hands in my lap, unsure of what to do. What did she need? Would talking to her help? Or was it silence she craved?
I wish humans came with a manual. It would make everything so much easier. How to feed them, how to keep them happy, when to be forceful, when to back down. How to protect them without being overprotective. And how to make them love you.
Maybe, someday, I could write such a book, starting with rule number one. Do not expose yourself to a human female.
Looking at Vuk and Wren made me more and more jealous, so I took in the room instead. It was a simple bedroom, nothing special. A single bed, some built-in storage, and a small table and two chairs in one corner. Instead of a window or even a screen, a large painting hung on the wall opposite the door, depicting some kind of abstract flowers. Not my taste. I didn't know what to do with art. If I wanted to see a flower, I'd look at a picture or go outside and sniff on one. Having a weirdly twisted stalk with purple petals drifting all around the canvas didn't do it for me. 
I shifted and the bed groaned beneath me. It wouldn’t accommodate all three of us. I wasn't going to leave Wren on her own though. I'd rather sleep on the floor than abandon her to the darkness of her nightmares. 
Vuk ran his finger through her silky mane. It took all my self-control not to rip her from his arms. I’d never had feelings this strong before. He was my friend, my best friend, and besides the occasional argument, we’d never fought. Something was happening to me. The little alien was bewitching me, turning me into a teenager controlled by his growing body and his unknown emotions.
Zut. Things couldn’t go on like this. Yet I wanted them to… Wren needed to be with us. Safe. I hadn’t known her for long, yet I already knew deep inside that I’d die for her. She was my Queen and I was her loyal warrior.
“She’s asleep,” Vuk whispered, relief swinging in his voice. “Let’s hope she’ll get some rest.”
I nodded. She’d only just been shot and then she’d had that panic attack. She needed time to recover. I watched as Vuk adjusted his position until he was lying on his back, with Wren draped across his body. She looked so small. Her face was no longer scrunched up in a mask of terror. Sleep had given her peace.
I got up and looked through the storage cupboards until I found a blanket. I gently lay it over the two of them. Vuk didn’t need it; us Trads rarely got cold. I’d learned though that our female was comforted by having blankets and cushions all around her. I’d have to ask the Athions for more pillows to build her a nest again. She’d like that, I was sure of it. And this time, we were going to make the nest bigger, large enough for Vuk and me. If we were lucky, she’d let us in and stay with her. I wasn’t expecting her to become intimate with us, not after her ordeal, but I craved her closeness. Even just lying next to her, smelling her scent, feeling her warmth, would be a dream come true.
While I’d searched for a blanket, Vuk had moved on the bed and the spot where I’d sat before was gone. Kraktz, he’d done that intentionally. He shot me a wry grin, knowing that there was nothing I could do about it. If I’d start to argue, Wren might wake and I didn’t want that.
Zut. I sat down on one of the chairs instead and typed into my communicator. It worked independently from the Phoenix, so even though our ship was no longer functional, I still had access to most of its data and to its AI. I grinned. Time to familiarise myself with the Athion craft and do some hacking.
    
KION
The silence between us was heavy. Kili refused to meet my eyes, preferring to stare at the table between us. So be it. I didn’t have to look at him while talking. Even though I wanted to shout at him. The idiot. The traitor. If he weren’t my friend, he’d be locked up in a holding cell in the ship's belly. There was nowhere for him to run though. We were stranded on a rock in space; there was no escape. I’d locked up all the weapons, although I wasn’t sure if he’d be able to get to them if he really wanted. He was in command, after all, and without someone superior here to judge over him, I couldn’t demote him. That was a clear oversight in the rules. I supposed they wanted to prevent mutinies, but this couldn’t be the first time a captain had gone rogue. I had to trust in his integrity, whatever was left of it.
I cleared my throat. “What now?”
Kili didn’t respond. That coward. And to think that I’d slept with him, had felt his cock inside me, had enjoyed it… How could I have been so wrong about him? I’d always thought of myself as a good judge of character, yet I’d failed.
“It’s going to be three days until they reach us,” I said tonelessly. “The connection was too patchy to send them a message. That means we’re on our own until they arrive. Three days to survive on an asteroid with two Trads and a human female.” I reached over the table and gripped his arm. Finally, he looked at me, but his eyes were devoid of any emotion. “I need to know I can trust you not to do something stupid. Laird, we’re in enough trouble already. If I lock you in your room for the duration of our stay here, will you comply?”
He blinked; the only sign that he’d heard me.
I sighed. This was ridiculous. I shouldn’t have to have this conversation with Kili.
“Do you at least regret what happened?”
A flicker of anger lit up his eyes. His expression stayed blank, but at least he’d shown some kind of reaction.
“Talk to me. We need to find a solution and while I wish I were the one in charge, I’m not.”
Kili pulled his arm from my grasp and typed into his data pad. I watched him in confusion, but he didn’t seem inclined to explain what he was doing. Laird, give me strength.
“I’ve given you full command of the ship,” he muttered after several minutes. “You’re acting captain now while I’m indisposed.”
I stared at him. “That’s possible?”
He nodded sadly. “A protocol meant for when the captain is grievously injured or ill. You now have control. You outrank me. Lock me in my room if you want. Or the holding cells. I don’t care.”
His shoulders slumped in defeat. I’d never seen him this weak. Kili was a fighter who rose to every challenge. Now he was giving up. I both hated it and was glad that I didn’t have to force him to submit.
I looked him straight in the eye. “Tell me, honestly. Do you still mean the Trads any harm?”
Kili slowly shook his head. “No. I’ve seen how the female acts around them. She trusts the Trads and it would hurt her if something were to happen to them. Her wellbeing is the priority.”
I couldn’t help but laugh, a harsh and cold sound. “That thought comes a little late. You shot her.”
“By accident,” he snapped. Finally, some of his usual strength was shining through. “I would never have harmed her. Never. You know better than to think that.”
“Do I?” I threw back at him. “I thought I knew you, but even if you didn’t intend to hurt the female, you did try to kill an unarmed man. A prisoner. That’s against all our principles.” I rubbed the back of my neck where all the tension was starting to hurt. “You broke the rules. You did something terrible, and I can’t just forgive you for that.”
“I’m not asking for your forgiveness. How can I do that when I will never be able to forgive myself?”
He buried his face in his hands. It hurt to see him like that. I was tempted to reach out again, but I didn’t.
He got up,, his head bowed, his posture resigned. “I’ll go to my room where I’ll stay until our rescuers arrive. You don’t need to bring me food. I’ll be alright with water from the bathroom.”
He left the room without another word, leaving me feeling strangely guilty.
Suddenly, my data pad vibrated, almost making me jump. Laird, I really was on edge.
The screen was showing strange symbols, racing across it, flickering dangerously. That had never happened before. The symbols were almost too fast to see, but I recognised a few of them. Trad writing. I got up, my chair falling over, and ran from the room.
Even though I had no idea what the symbols said, I knew that they weren't supposed to be there. That could only mean one thing. The Trads were hacking our ship.





CHAPTER 7
   
WREN
Bang. Bang.
I was pressed against a hard, warm wall. It pulled me closer with every banging sound.
Despite the noise, I felt safe. I yawned and blinked open my eyes. The wall was wearing a shirt.
"Zut, they woke her."
Not a wall. Vuk.
I yawned again, my mind slowly clearing.
"What's going on?" I muttered. Drool was running down my chin and onto Vuk's shirt. Oops. I'd drooled on an alien. Not my finest moment.
"Don't worry, they won't get in. I've turned their own ship against them." Raf appeared in my line of vision, grinning happily. I returned his smile and his eyes lit up even more.
"What did you do?" I asked, nudging Vuk to let me turn around. Grudgingly, he let me move until I was sitting on the mattress with him curled around my lower back.
Raf shrugged. "Hacked their ship. Their firewalls were totally out of date. Easy to get in. I've locked them out of most of their controls. Like the doors. This little door will only open for me."
The banging from the other side underlined his words.
I rubbed my eyes, still a little sleepy. "Is that easy to do? Hacking an entire ship?"
"No," Vuk grumbled from behind me. "But Raf is good at that sort of thing. He's written some AI programs that can sneak into a ship's interface and open certain virtual doors for him. That's how I understand it, anyway."
Raf rolled his eyes. "It's a lot more complicated than that, but yes, if it helps, imagine it like opening doors. I use those programs a lot when we hijack a ship. It helps preserve life when I can keep their crew locked in their own rooms or fiddle with the life support system to lower the oxygen so much that they fall unconscious but don't die. Makes it easier for us to loot the ship."
"Can you do it from your own vessel or do you have to be on board?" I asked, intrigued. When thinking of them as pirates, I'd imagined them seizing a ship guns blazing and wearing pirate hats while screaming and making ridiculous threats. It seemed I was completely wrong about that.
"Onboard," Raf explained. "I can do basic things from a distance but to fully take control I need to be on the ship and get access to their hardware." He pointed at a hole in the wall that showed a bunch of cables running behind it.
The banging had stopped for a moment, but now it resumed, louder and sharper somehow. The Athions had to be using more than just their hands now. Something metal, maybe, that's what it sounded like.
Raf chuckled. "They won't get in. Unless they use explosives, but they'd be too scared to hurt you."
Thank goodness for that. I wasn't in the mood to be injured any further. Now that I focused on it, my back still hurt, a deep ache that didn't feel like it would go away anytime soon. That bastard Athion. I hope he'd get punished for shooting me.
"Are you in pain?" Raf asked with a worried frown.
Immediately, Vuk's arms shot around my waist and pulled me closer, as if he was trying to protect me. Sweet, but he was touching my wound which only made me cringe even more.
"I'm okay," I replied bravely.
“Don’t lie to me,” he said and reached out to stroke my cheek. The urge to flinch was strong but I fought against it. I didn’t want him to think I was scared of him. Because I wasn’t. Not anymore. Being hunted by Athions, crashing, getting hurt, it had formed a strange bond between us.
I supposed it made sense. Tragedy often pulled people together.
“Shall we take you to the med bay?” Vuk asked full of concern. “Raf can lock the Athions into their rooms, so we’ll be undisturbed.”
“I’m fine,” I insisted. “Just don’t touch my back.”
Vuk rolled away from me, taking his warmth with him. A shiver ran over my skin. I was still wearing the same clothes I’d worn when the Athion shot me. They’d ripped open the back of my shirt to access the wound, which meant a cold draft now cooled my lower back.
“I didn’t say to stop touching me completely,” I complained. Goosebumps raised on my arms, both from the cold and from what I realised I’d just said.
“You want me to touch you?” Vuk asked, his voice hoarse. “Are you sure?”
“Did they give you a brain transplant?” Raf muttered. “Are you no longer scared of us?”
His eyes roamed my body as if he was seeing me for the first time.
“I didn’t mean lots of touching,” I backtracked. “But you don’t need to keep your distance from me just because I got injured. I’m cold and you’re warm. That’s a good reason for touching, right?”
By now, my cheeks were flushed with embarrassment. We were talking about a topic I’d never discussed before. I’d never even been with a man. I was too young when the invasion happened and after, it was too dangerous. Trads could disguise themselves as humans, gorgeous, alluring human men, who had some kind of magical pulling power. I’d even heard of lesbians being impregnated by Trads, unable to withstand their pheromones despite not being into men.
Vuk shuffled forward until he was curled around me again. I leaned back, grateful for his warmth. His touch made me feel safe.
“Why aren’t you using your pheromones on me?” I blurted, to fill the silence.
Raf looked at me in confusion. “Why would we? We don’t want to mate with you.” He cleared his throat. “Not like that, anyway. We only use them when we’re hunting. For unwilling prey.”
I shuddered. Prey, that’s what we were. For the Trads, women were just living, walking incubators. Not for all, I corrected myself. Vuk and Raf were different.
“When we first heard of what our kind was doing to the females on Earth, we vowed never to do that to anyone,” Vuk whispered and put a hand on my shoulder. He squeezed gently, then moved to the back of my neck, kneading away the tension. Oh my goodness. That felt amazing.
“The pheromones are meant to ready a female to receive our egg,” Raf explained. “Trad females are very…tight, so if we want to mate, they help to relax them. The effect on humans is much stronger, though. It puts the females in a trance, taking away their free will. We’d never do that. Not to you, not to anyone.”
Vuk’s tail curled around my legs, its tip tickling the back of my knee. I giggled and pulled my legs up, away from his tail.
“Did I hurt you?” he asked, concern and confusion lacing his words.
I laughed again. “No, it tickles.”
Raf wiggled his eyebrows. “Tickles? What’s that?”
I stopped laughing and looked at him quizzingly. "Seriously? You don't know what tickles are?"
"Ticks are small animals that bite and suck blood, but I doubt you'd be laughing if you had those on you. So no, I don't know. Maybe it's a word not in our dictionary. Describe what it is and we might realise what you mean."
I grinned devilishly. "There's a much better way than describing it. How about I show you?"
I turned around until I faced Vuk, who was curled up on the mattress, his tail still on my knee. He looked massive on the small bed. I wouldn't be surprised if it would collapse underneath his weight. 
"Lift your arms," I ordered. 
He frowned but did as I asked, exposing his armpits. For the best effect, I should have asked him to take his shirt off, but that wasn't a good idea. I was okay with them touching me occasionally now, but I didn't think I'd be able to be around naked aliens quite yet. 
"And now?" he asked, looking comically with his arms in the air. 
"Now I tickle you." 
I reached out and curled my fingers, tickling his right armpit. He didn't even flinch. No reaction at all. 
"Is that some kind of special massage?" Raf asked from behind me. 
I groaned. "Nothing? This doesn't make you laugh?"
Vuk snorted. "I'm about to laugh because this is the most ridiculous thing I've ever done. Do you humans do this a lot?"
"No, mostly as children. We tickle each other and laugh because it makes them laugh. My dad used to tickle me all over and I'd squeal and try to get away but he'd catch me and tickle the soles of my feet." I smiled at the memory, but it was tinged with sadness. My father was dead, along with the rest of my family. There would be no more being chased around the house. 
I'd always imagined him doing the same to his grandchildren one day. But no, there would be none of those either. Not just because it wasn't safe to be with a man. Because I was in space, trapped, alone. 
"You're sad," Raf stated. "Do you want to tickle me? I can laugh, if that makes you happy."
He was so adorable. I had a hard time not giggling again, despite the morbid thoughts in my mind. 
"I'm alright," I said quietly. "Let's talk about something else. Where are the Athions? Are they still trying to get in?"
The banging had stopped a while ago. 
Raf checked his communicator. "One is in his room, locked in. I didn't lock his door so the other Athion must have done that. The other is on the bridge, attempting to push me out of the system." He laughed. "Good luck with that. At least it will keep him busy."
My stomach chose that moment to growl. Immediately, the two guys were staring at me. 
"You're hungry. You need to eat," Vuk said with a strange urgency in his voice. "You need food to recover from your injury. I keep forgetting that humans need a lot of sustenance."
He took his fantastic massaging hands off me. I leaned against him once more, annoyed that he'd stopped. 
"Keep massaging me," I begged. "It feels so good."
"It does?" He sounded genuinely surprised. "I saw my father do that to my mother, but I didn't think it would be any good."
I snorted. "Vuk, you're the best masseuse in the entire galaxy. Now continue, please, before I decide that you're my dinner." I paused for a moment, trying to think what time it might be. "Is it dinner? Or breakfast? I've lost all track of time."
Raf looked at his wrist screen once again. "Lunch, actually. But I don't think it matters. We eat when we feel like it. Let's check what this ship has in its larders." He typed in a few commands, then grinned. "We're lucky. They must be high in the Athion hierarchy. Only the best food. I've locked the alien into the bridge so we can move around the ship undisturbed."
A shiver ran down my back. I didn't feel up to that. This room was different enough from the one they had kept me in, but remembering how similar the living area had been... I didn't want to have another breakdown. 
Raf seemed to realise my predicament. He smiled at me. "I'll bring some food here. Let's have a nicpic."
"Picnic," I corrected. "And yes, that would be fun. Thank you."
He winked at me and started clearing the furniture from in front of the door. Now that he'd hacked the ship, we didn't need this barrier anymore. I grinned. He hacked the ship. Brilliant. I wondered how angry the Athions were about that. Fuming, most likely. Well, they deserved it. They'd made us crash, after all. 
Vuk continued his massage and I moaned softly. I had found a piece of heaven in the most unlikely of places.





CHAPTER 8
   
KILI
I  paced the room, back and forth, right to left, left to right. I didn't know what to do with myself. I didn't feel like reading or watching the latest space opera. Not that we'd have any reception here. Kion had said that he hadn't even been able to get a good connection during his emergency call. Streaming entertainment was out of the question. What did I usually do in my free time? 
I grimaced. I didn't have free time. I didn't allow myself to relax. I took my job seriously and I didn't let my own wishes and tiredness get in the way. They had raised me to be in command. My father had been a Custo, so had my uncles. It was in my blood. 
And now I'd ruined it all. One rash decision, one impulsive moment. I was an idiot. Laird help me. I might end up imprisoned for life for this. No more flying across space. No more pretending to be a hero. Maybe I should run. Hijack a ship as soon as they picked us off this rock. I'd stopped countless pirates from doing that very thing. If they could do it, so could I. Most pirates were idiots. Not the ones we had on board though. They seemed to be very different. I still couldn't believe the human female trusted them. They were Trads, for Laird's sake. No female should ever trust a Trad. These might be the universe's best actors, but eventually, she'd see that it had all been smoke and mirrors. They'd show their true selves at some point. And then it would be too late. We had to protect her from that. Kion and I. But I'd shot her and she'd never trust me now. It was down to Kion. 
I sat on the floor, leaning against the cold edge of my bed. I didn't deserve sitting on that bed. I had to atone for my behaviour, my sins, but I didn't know how. I'd never been a religious person but now, I wish I was. Most Athions believed in the Laird, a benevolent God who forgave even the worst sins. I didn't have a clue about how you went about begging for forgiveness. But then, surely I should get the female to forgive me rather than some unseen being that may or may not exist. 
I sighed deeply. Everything was so complicated. I'd never felt more out of my depth. There were no rules to follow for this situation. No guidance. The only thing I had done right was passing on the command to Kion. He was a better man than I was. He could be impulsive, but he was good at heart. He would never have tried to shoot the Trad. 
A beep signalled an incoming message. With another sigh, I glanced at the data pad on my wrist. Kion. I didn't want to talk to him, but it could be important. If it had just been the two of us on the ship, I'd ignored him, but we had guests. I scoffed at that. I wasn't sure what to call them. They weren't exactly prisoners - I was more of a prisoner than they were - but they also weren't here by choice. 
I smoothed my expression and pressed the call button. Kion's face appeared in the air above my wrist; a hologram that was realistic enough to almost make me sense his hot breath as he glared at me.
"We have a situation," he snapped. "I need you."
Now that was unexpected. "Whatever for?"
He grimaced, anger all over his face. "The aliens hacked the ship. I've managed to establish our communications channel again, but for all I know, they're able to listen in. I've lost control of the ship, Kili. I hate to say this, but I can't deal with it on my own."
I gaped at him. "How did that even happen? Hacked the ship? This is one of the most modern crafts in the Athion fleet. It shouldn't be possible."
"Laird knows. They may have more advanced technology than we expected. I'm not good enough with tech to push them out of our systems."
"Neither am I," I interrupted. "And you know that. So what can I do to help?"
"I'm trying to get into their room. There has to be a way. Do we have welding tools somewhere?"
"Maybe, I'm not sure. I wish we had a full crew, then we'd have an engineer and some computer scientists."
Kion sighed. "So do I, trust me. I don't believe I volunteered for a solo mission. From now on, I'll only go on fully staffed ships. And I won't pursue any Trad vessels with a captain suicidal enough to fly into an asteroid field."
I gave him a wry smile. "Copy that. Never again. How's the female doing?"
His expression turned murderous. "They've turned off the cameras in the room. I don't have eyes on her. They could be doing Veles knows what in there."
That had me jump to my feet. Yes, I'd shot her, but now I was going to make up for that by protecting her. 
"Let me out," I ordered.
"Your door is unlocked already," he said. "It has been for a while. I wanted to see what you do."
In any other situation, I'd tell him off for that. Tricking me, pretending I was a prisoner. No, that wasn't right. I'd made myself a prisoner. Having a locked door or not didn't really matter. 
I stepped out of the room without ending the call.
"Where are you?"
"On the way to the engine room. I'm going to see if we have any tools that might help us break open that door. You go to their room, wait outside, just in case they decide to leave." He scoffed. "I wish the cameras were working. We're blind on our own ship."
He disappeared without saying goodbye. I stared at my data pad for a moment, hating the unfamiliar tension between Kion and me, before hurrying down the corridor. The guest rooms were almost at the other end of the vessel, intended to keep them out of the way of the crew. We'd never had any guests on the ship before, so the rooms had been unused until today. Of all the people I'd imagined having on board, two Trads and a human female weren't it.
By the time I reached their corridor, I was out of breath. I realised I didn't have any kind of weapon I could use if they attacked me. Hopefully, it wouldn't come to that. They didn't seem as aggressive as other Trads. It may be an act but for now, I had to hope that they wouldn’t turn on us.
Just when I turned a corner and the room came into view, their door opened and one of the Trads stepped outside. He was the larger of the two; a monster with horns and a tail that swept across the floor behind him. How did the female not run from them? They were scary even to me. They were born to inspire fear and terror, with their deep-set eyes and their sharp teeth. I didn't understand why they didn't use their human disguises while they were around her. Surely it would put her on ease if they didn't look like nightmare creatures?
The Trad spotted me and came to a stop. He grinned at me. 
"Are you here to show me where the kitchen is?" he asked innocently. "Our female is hungry."
"Your female?" I growled. "She's not yours."
"No, you're right. She only belongs to herself. She's a strong female who doesn't need us, but I'm honoured that she's decided to trust us."
I cocked my head to one side, confused. "She doesn't need you? I thought human females relied on their males."
He laughed. "Not this one. She's gone through more than any of us could ever imagine, yet she's survived. She may be broken in a few places, but it's nothing that time won't heal. Now tell me, where do you keep the good food?"
I blinked several times. I couldn't make sense of him. He was almost friendly to me. Pleasant. Not like an enemy should behave. 
Deciding to play along, I pointed in the direction I'd come from. "I can show you. Do you know what she likes to eat?"
"She seems to prefer plants," he replied, rolling his eyes. "She doesn't seem to like our meat much. I thought she really enjoyed our fluff worms, but then she said she didn't. So let's stick to plants, if you have any."
I nodded and motioned him to walk by my side. No way was I going to let him out of my sight. 
"I'm Raf, by the way."
"Kili."
"I know. You're the zutting Athion who tried to kill my friend and who shot my female. It would be hard to forget your name." 
Despite his words, he didn't sound angry. I was so confused by him. Why was he acting so friendly? If I'd been in his shoes, I'd be a puddle of blood on the floor, smashed into a pulp. Yet Raf was smiling at me without a hint of animosity. It went against everything I knew about Trads.
I stopped and turned to him. He raised his thick eyebrows as he waited for me to speak.
"Why are you so friendly to me?" I asked, the words sounding much harsher than intended. "Are you trying to mess with me?"
Raf frowned. "What would be the use of being angry? There's nothing I can change about what happened. And it wasn't you or Kion who attacked our female and almost killed her. I'm not blaming you for what others of your people did. Yes, you're kind of responsible for us crashing on this rock, but you're already paying the price for that. And I assume your crimes will be dealt with by your government. It's not for me to judge you." He shrugged. "Do you want me to attack you? Would that make you feel better?"
I was tempted to say yes. I deserved it. I needed to pay for what I did but I didn't see how I could. 
"If you want to make up for it," he said before I could respond, "help me provide her with the best food you have. And she needs clothes; we can't have her walk around in the same shirt she was shot in."
I nodded, glad he hadn’t said out loud that I’d shot her. "Did she have clothes on your ship? All we have is stuff in our size."
"Yes, we had some clothing we'd got from our raids, but I don't think it would be safe to go into the ship. Who knows how badly damaged the rooms are.”
I grit my teeth. "Don't worry about that. She needs the best we can offer. I'll go and search your ship."
That was going to be my punishment.





CHAPTER 9
   
WREN
Raf returned with a massive tray laden with bowls and plates. It seemed he'd plundered the Athion's pantry. The table was far too small for all those dishes, so he put them on the floor instead. I had no idea where they'd heard about picnics, but both Raf and Vuk seemed to be excited about the concept.
"Is that how you always eat on Earth?" Vuk asked as he sat cross-legged next to me, a thick blanket between us and the cold floor. 
I laughed. "No, we sit on chairs just like you do. This is just for special occasions. In the summer, when it's nice and warm, we might go and have a picnic in a park. When we were younger, my friends and I would have one in our garden. My mum would make us tiny sandwiches."
I smiled at the memory. That had been before the invasion. When parents still let their children out to play. 
Raf opened some of the bowls, their intense smells distracting me. I reached for something that smelled like sweet and sour chicken, but looked like fried turnips. They were crispy on the outside but strangely gooey on the inside. Weird but delicious. 
Before I took another one, I turned to Vuk, who was watching me with a smile. "Those aren't worms, right?"
He snickered. "No worms. They're plants that grow in dark caves on the planet Xauey. A delicacy."
"Very expensive," Raf confirmed, taking one for himself. "These two Athions must be either very important or very rich to have this kind of food on board."
"Where are they now?" Vuk asked. 
Raf checked his communicator. "One is in the engine room. The other isn't onboard."
Vuk stopped eating, a sausage-like bit of meat hovering near his open mouth. “How can he not be on the ship? There’s nothing out there.”
Raf kept munching on something that looked like bright blue tortilla chips. “He feels guilty and went on a suicide mission. Nothing to do with me.”
But the way he looked at me, mirth shimmering in his eyes, told a different story.
“Did you tell him to go out there?” I questioned.
He shrugged. “It was his decision. He ran off before I could stop him.”
“I bet you tried really hard to change his mind,” Vuk chuckled.
I wasn’t sure whether to laugh with them or be a little annoyed. I was angry at Kili – it had to be him outside the ship – for shooting me, for planning to kill the Trads, but I also didn’t want him to get hurt. I didn’t like people getting hurt no matter who they were. Although I’d make an exception for Laki and Arri. Those two deserved to be tortured for eternity in the deepest pits of hell. It was a pity I didn’t believe in heaven and hell.
“Do you believe in an afterlife?” I asked.
“Where’s this coming from?” Vuk asked while chewing loudly.
“More specifically, do you have a hell for all the bad people?”
Raf grinned. “Oh yes, there are several places for bad people. Five different rings around an icy volcano. It spits ice every hour, drenching one of the rings at random. The dead are sorted into rings depending on their sins.”
“Our sins are very different from your human ones though,” Vuk reminded me. “Our people are a violent race.”
“So what would you get punished for? Being too nice?”
Vuk chuckled. “Almost. Flattery and seduction are both sins. The seduction one hasn’t been mentioned a lot though since our females died. Of course, sometimes there are relationships between men, but they rarely involve seduction.”
“More like grunting and fucking a lot,” Raf supplied, wiggling his eyebrows.
“Other sins are mercy during battle, weakness, desertion and treason,” Vuk continued. “We don’t have a king, but our Polityks still demand complete obedience. Any action against them or the Rzad, our government, can be punished by death.” The humour had drained from his face. “You’re looking at two dead Trads, Wren. Our own people have sentenced us to death. Most other races of the universe would try us for piracy, and a lot of them have the death penalty. The life expectancy of pirates isn’t very high.”
Raf raised his bottle of water like a wine glass. “To life. As long as it may last.”
Feeling a little silly, I copied Vuk in raising my bottle. “To life.”
    
With my belly full, I was ready to think about what would happen next. I wasn’t going to stay in this room until some Athion ship came to rescue us.
"Are the Athions still where they were earlier?" I asked and Raf checked his communicator. 
"Ehm, no. They're both in the med bay."
Oh no. That likely meant Kili had got hurt while being on the Phoenix.
"I know what you're thinking," Vuk muttered and put a hand on my thigh, squeezing gently. I was surprised that I didn't feel the urge to flinch or push him away. I seemed to have decided that he was safe. 
"What am I thinking?"
"You're feeling sorry for him. Guilty even, maybe."
"Why would she feel guilty?" Raf asked. "He's got nothing to do with her. Well, besides shooting her, but him going out to our ship was his own decision."
I rolled my eyes. "I'm not feeling guilty. Vuk's wrong about that. But yes, I kind of pity him a little. He got hurt and I don't like it when bad things happen to people."
The guys exchanged a look. 
"You're cute," Vuk said with a chuckle. "And so very unlike us."
"Maybe unlike your kind, but I think the two of you aren't much like other Trads," I argued. "You don't like violence. You avoid killing people during your raids. You could have done all sorts of things to me while I was injured and helpless, but instead, you helped me. You're good people. Despite being Trads."
Again, they looked at each other, puzzled expressions on their faces. 
"Did she just call us good?" Raf asked in mock terror. 
"We'll never live this down. Our reputation is ruined." Vuk managed to look sad despite his eyes blazing with mirth. "We might as well cancel our pirate membership now."
I laughed. "Alright, you're not good in general. Just sometimes. Better?"
"Much." Raf grinned. "Let's do a deal. We're nice to you and you won't tell anyone how friendly we've been. We can't let anyone know that we're not actually evil monsters ready to take over the galaxy."
He winked at me. "That's what you thought of us when you first met us, right?"
"Well, it's not exactly like I'd ever had a chance to meet a Trad before," I defended myself. "In fact, I'd spent years trying to avoid that very thing. If the Athions hadn't kidnapped me, I'd probably be in a woman's refuge now, staying celibate until the end of my days."
"Celibate? How awful." Raf was still grinning at me. "We can't let that happen. It would be such a waste."
I swallowed hard when I saw the heat in his gaze. The mood had shifted without me realising. And surprisingly, I was fine with that. I blinked, and suddenly it was like a veil was lifting. I saw them with new eyes.
Of course, I’d looked at them, a lot. But until now, their large, muscular bodies had been intimidating, frightening even. With those tree trunk thighs and arms as big as a human bodybuilder’s, they could easily crush me. I’d seen them from the perspective of prey. Now, that was changing.
Raf’s V-neck shirt showed off his chest, his muscles hard beneath the scaled skin. Vuk’s clothing was less revealing, but even so, the fabric was stretched taut against his abs, leaving little to the imagination. My mouth watered at the thought of running my hands over their hard chests. They were gorgeous.
Even their horns were no longer frightening. I realised how I hadn’t even noticed them recently. Their demon-like appearance had become normal to me. And their tails were more amusing than scary. I loved how they sometimes seemed to have a mind of their own. Vuk’s tail was wrapped around his lower leg, moving ever so slightly, like a sleeping snake.
Instinctively, I reached out, putting one hand on each of their chests. Raf froze while Vuk leaned into the touch, but neither said a word. They were warm, far warmer than a human would be.
A deep rumbling sound came from Raf and his chest vibrated softly. His eyes widened, as if he was afraid he’d broken the moment, but I just looked at him curiously.
“Sorry,” he whispered. “Can’t do anything about that.”
“He’s from the North,” Vuk muttered, as if that explained everything.
“Do people from the North vibrate?” I asked, unable to hide a cheeky smile.
Raf’s cheeks turned a deep red, highlighting the tiny scales surrounding his eyes.
“They purr,” Vuk explained. “When they’re really happy. Or excited. In an…intimate way.”
I stared at Raf. He looked to the floor, no longer meeting my eyes. I was confused. Back in the shower, at the very beginning, Raf had shown me very clearly that he wasn’t interested in me. He’d told me that he didn’t find me attractive. At least that’s how I remembered it, even though my memory of that moment was fuzzy.
“Look at me,” I whispered. “Are you happy just now? Or is it more?”
“Don’t make me say it,” he said quietly, his voice barely audible. “I don’t want to turn this into something you’re not ready for.”
I pulled back from both of them, but only to get to my knees and climb onto Raf’s lap. I almost laughed at how he stilled even further, barely breathing. He was scared. I wrapped my arms around him, hugging him. His body was even warmer now that I was pressed against him. The hard planes of his chest felt good, far too good. He was still vibrating…purring. The strange movement against my breasts made my nipples harden. I sucked in a breath. That hadn’t happened in a while. Together with the heat pooling in my core, I was more aroused than I’d ever been.
It was a little awkward though to be the only one doing all the hugging.
“Hold me,” I muttered. “Please.”
“If you don’t do it, I’m going to take her from you,” Vuk said from behind me. “She wants this, Raf. And she’ll tell us if she wants us to stop. Right, Wren?”
I nodded. I wasn’t sure myself how far I’d let this go. I didn’t know where this confidence was coming from and how long it would last. I’d never even kissed a man, yet here I was, straddling Raf, my nipples brushing against his chest, my body craving to their touch.
Finally, he moved, but not at all how I’d expected. Faster than I could even see, he grabbed me around the waist and then he was standing, me clinging to him, his arms cradling me. I wrapped my legs around his hips, unable to ignore the hardness waiting in his trousers. The purring was getting stronger. His eyes were fiery pits, swirling with desire. I looked up at him, my lips parting. I was ready for him. I needed him.
His lips brushed against mine, gentle at first. He was giving me the chance to bow out, to stop him before this went any further. But I wanted it. This was my decision.
I leaned into the kiss, grabbing his neck to pull him closer, and he got the message. The softness turned into passion as he kissed me again and again, giving me short moments to breathe, before his lips descended on mine again. I knew he was still taking it slow, but it was enough for me. I’d never imagined a kiss could feel this good. In the end, it was just two people whose lips touched.
I chuckled at the thought and Raf stopped, looking at me curiously.
“Why are you laughing?” His voice was hoarse, melting my insides in the most delicious manner.
“I didn’t know kissing could be this wonderful,” I replied, a blush heating my cheeks.
“Then you’ve never been kissed properly. Are human males completely incapable?”
Fire spread across my face. “This is…the first time with a man.”
He looked past me at Vuk, before meeting my eyes again. “Are you saying you’ve never done this before? Never even kissed?”
I shook my head. “I tried it with boys at school, before the invasion. But that doesn’t compare, doesn’t count as kissing. Since the invasion, I’ve not exactly had an opportunity to. I don’t trust men. Well, I didn’t. Now I do.”
“You trust us?”
I nodded. “I do. Now can we please continue this? I’d like to gather some more kissing experience.”
He smiled, flashing his sharp teeth. “Oh my Queen, you’ve seen nothing yet.”





CHAPTER 10
   
KILI
T  he pain was almost unbearable, yet I revelled in it, soaking it up as if it was the most pleasant experience. This was my punishment.
“Laird, you’re an idiot,” Kion cursed while adjusting the med pod’s settings. “You’re supposed to be the rational one.”
I grimaced. “Not anymore.”
“I’ve noticed. How is this going to end? If you continue like this, you will end up killing yourself.”
Not a bad idea. At least then I wouldn’t have to feel guilty anymore. But death was too easy. I was almost looking forward to years of imprisonment. I’d suffer and I’d be able to repent.
More pain shot through my abdomen as the machine knitted me together. Usually, this should be painless, but I’d refused the anaesthetics. Kion had protested, of course, but even though I’d passed on my command to him, I still had enough authority left to make him relent. Maybe he even enjoyed my suffering. I would, if I was in his position.
“How’s the human?” I asked to distract myself from the agony.
“I have no fecking clue. I was close to bringing all the equipment to their room so I could break open the door, but then you returned with your entrails in your hands.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” I protested. “I could still walk.”
“Laird knows how. You should have been unconscious with injuries like that.”
I shrugged. “I’m sturdy, you know that. Indestructible. And I didn’t want to leave her things outside.” I eyed the stack of clothing that Kion had carelessly dropped to the floor. “I hope I got the right ones.”
“Seriously? You’re worried whether she’ll like the clothes you brought her while you’re being brought back from the dead?”
“You exaggerate. I was nowhere near death.”
Kion sighed. “You’re an idiot. I can’t say it often enough. I have no idea how you became the captain of this ship.”
I flashed him a grin. “Because I was less of an idiot than you were.”
“Careful or I’ll switch off the pod while you’re still being fixed. You’d be left with some pretty bad scars and I know how vain you are.”
“I’ve heard some females like scars on men,” I mused. “Maybe you should switch it off now.”
He laughed. “And what female…no. You’re not thinking of our human, are you?”
“Our human?”
The tips of his ears turned a dark blue.
“I meant, the human on our ship. The one you almost killed.”
All humour drained from me and I was flung back into the cold embrace of reality. He was right. I shouldn’t make jokes, shouldn’t be happy. Repenting for my sins was all I could do. Make up for the terrible crime I’d committed.
“Maybe they’ll open the door when you bring her the clothes,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll go back to my room as soon as I can move again.”
Kion looked at me sadly. “You can stay here for a bit longer. You need to rest.”
“No, it’s better if I’m locked in my room like I should be. Once the others arrive, they will examine the events of the past few days in every detail. I don’t want you to get in trouble for not following the correct procedure.”
He laughed. “I think it’s a little too late for that. We let our ship be hacked by Trads. After we crashed it. And rather than keep the Trads in confinement and save the female from them, they locked themselves into a room and we can’t get in. This is all one big shambles.”
“I hope she’s okay. She didn’t seem as scared of them as she was of me.” I sighed. “Of course, she had reason to do that, but they’re Trads. I’ve never heard of a female who was content being around them. They must have brainwashed her somehow.”
“Unless they weren’t lying,” Kion said thoughtfully.
“About what?”
“That the female was abducted and abused by Athions. It would explain why she was so scared when she saw the inside of this ship. It would have reminded her of the ship they held her on.”
“No Athion would ever hurt a female, especially not a human one,” I argued. “We’re taught from birth how precious females are.”
He frowned. “Do you know who raised the alarm? Who told us about the Trads having her?”
“No idea, but it should be in the system.”
He started typing into his data pad. I waited while the med pod did its thing. The pain was finally getting less and I should be able to leave this claustrophobic machine soon.
“That’s strange, the records don’t mention their names at all. A passing freighter picked them up from their escape pods. It wasn’t an Athion ship, but the freighter captain then contacted our high command to raise the alarm.”
“Second-hand information is always dangerous,” I muttered. “But it’s strange that they didn’t give their names. I’d do that automatically to give my message authenticity. If the high command hears the alert is sent by a ranking Custo captain, you can be sure that it’ll be taken seriously.”
“Indeed. Which means they were either traders who shouldn’t have a human female with them in the first place, or people who didn’t want to be on the high command’s radar. Because they’ve done something wrong.”
“Like abducting a female,” I completed his sentence. “Laird. How could anyone do this?”
“They said she was abused,” Kion said quietly. “Beaten. Almost killed. I didn’t believe them because I didn’t think any Athion would ever do such a thing…but we’re so used to only being around Custos that I sometimes forget there are Athion criminals too. There’s a reason we have prisons on Athion.”
“You’re right. We’ve been in space for too long. We’ve been spoilt by military discipline keeping everyone in check.”
The med pod beeped and the lid slid open. My stomach still ached a little, but that was probably because I’d refused painkillers. I almost wished I still felt the earlier agony. But now that I knew I hadn’t been the only one to hurt the human, a new feeling was pushing away the guilt. Rage.
I swung my legs over the edge of the pod. “We need to talk to the female. Find out who hurt her. And then we’re going to go after those traitors.”
“Have you forgotten that we don’t have a functioning ship? We can’t even get off this rock, let alone pursue two Athions whose names we don’t know.”
I growled when I realised he was right. Every fibre in my body was lusting for revenge, yet I was stuck. Worse, I’d be put into prison as soon as the nearest ship reached us. I’d have to trust Kion and the other Custos to find the men who’d abused the human.
For now, I still had my freedom. I walked out of the room, ignoring the ache in my abdomen.
“Let’s talk to her. I need to know what happened.”
    
KION
The door was still closed. Unsurprisingly. Whatever they were doing inside, they didn't want to be disturbed. My stomach clenched at the thought of the female alone with the Trads. Still, she hadn't seemed too scared of them. Maybe she really did trust them, even though that seemed wrong on so many levels.
I knocked at the door, then realised how silly that was. This was our ship. They were guests or captives, I wasn't quite sure about that anymore, but I certainly shouldn't have to knock. It's just so not to scare her, I told myself.
"Open up!" Kili shouted, less polite than me. "We've got clothes and we need to talk."
"We're busy!" one of the Trads shouted back. "Come back later."
We exchanged a look. The audacity. 
"It's as if they've taken over the ship," Kili grumbled.
I sighed. "That's exactly what they have. I still haven't got them out of our system. Whoever designed the firewalls of this ship will get a big telling-off, trust me."
"Let them in," the human female said, her voice barely audible. "It's their ship."
Kili and I exchanged a look. Finally, someone realised that.
The door opened, one of the Trads - Vuk, I thought - filling the doorframe almost completely.
He glared at us. "We were busy."
"Doing what?" Kili snapped.
The Trad stepped aside and I got a glimpse of the female. She was in the other Trad's arms, her lips red and swollen. My heart missed a beat. Had she kissed them? Seriously?
I pushed into the room. "We need to talk."
Kili set the stack of clothes down on the little table. Wren looked at them curiously before getting up from Raf's lap to inspect them.
"While you do your dick comparing, I'll get dressed." She grinned at us before disappearing into the bathroom.
"Dick comparing?" Vuk repeated with a smirk. "We don't need to do that. It's well known that Trads are far better endowed than Athions."
I raised my eyebrows, tempted to push down my trousers to show him my two cocks. "How many dicks do you have, Trad? Just the one? How cute."
Wren poked her head out of the bathroom. "Did you say two dicks?"
I straightened my spine, proud that I was the only one with this particular anatomy. "I'm from the Southern Tip. Males there are special."
Her eyes flicked to my crotch, before a pink blush spread across her cheeks. My cocks twitched at the sight. She was beautiful, cute, kissable.
I forced myself to look away from her. She was a temptation that I could do without. We had to protect her, not ravish her the way I craved. It was bad enough that the Trads seemed to be taking advantage of her. I wouldn't do the same. I was a Custo and I abided by an honour code. I would not fall victim to my own loins' weakness.
"Why is he here?" Vuk asked, nodding towards Kili. "Shouldn't he be locked up?"
"We need to talk, all five of us," I said firmly, ignoring him. "There are things we have to clear up. And we need to make plans of how to proceed."
Curiosity flickered over the Trad's face and he nodded. "Sit down, have some food."
I bit down a remark about how this was our food and our ship. Arguing would only complicate the situation further.
They'd raided the pantry. Were those looki mushroom crackers? My mouth watered at the sight. I'd kept those for a special occasion. Well, this was one, however you looked at it. Two Trads, two Athions and a human female in one room. With no deaths. So far.
I sat on the floor, close to the bowl of crackers, and Kili joined me. He was glaring at the Trads, but he was wise enough not to start an argument. This went beyond personal differences.
We waited until Wren returned from the bathroom, now wearing black shimmering trousers that hugged her thighs far too much, and a white tunic with a gold-rimmed neckline. She'd wrapped a blue scarf around her waist like a belt, emphasising her wide hips and narrow waist. She was perfect.
"Beautiful," Raf muttered, vocalising my thoughts.
"It feels good to wear proper clothes again, in my size and without rips and bloodstains," Wren chuckled. She sat down opposite me, snatching a looki cracker from the bowl in front of me. "Those are great."
I nodded. "My favourites."
"He'd eat them all day if he could afford it," Kili confirmed.
"I would. But that's not what we're here to talk about."
"Sit down," Kili told the Trads who were still looming over us. I elbowed him in the ribs and he added, "Please."
Vuk crossed his arms in front of his chest, exposing bulging muscles.
"Why?"
I sighed. "Because we want to find the traitors who abused Wren."





CHAPTER 11
   
WREN
I  don't even notice that I'm shaking until Raf takes my hand.
"It's okay," he whispers. "You're safe."
I nod and give him a brave smile. I'd felt safe and happy right until Kion mentioned the Athions. Now, my body was tense and I was having trouble keeping my composure. I had to be strong. I didn't want to fall apart again.
"I'm sorry to have to ask this," Kion began," but I would like you to tell us exactly what happened. I know we've not really listened before, but we would like to change that now."
"Both of you?" Raf asked sceptically before I could reply.
Kili nodded. "Both of us."
I stared at the Athions, trying to decipher the emotions on their blue faces. "So you believe me now? You believe that Raf and Vuk rescued me, that they're not the bad guys?"
Again, Kili inclined his head. "Yes, and that also means that we believe you about Athions abducting you. Please, can you tell us your story?"
I grit my teeth. No, I didn't, not really. I'd only just managed to have a few moments of peace, of happiness. I didn't want to stir up the mud of my bad memories again. But they needed to understand, I got that. If we were to stay together on this asteroid for several more days, there couldn't be too many secrets between us. Or another one of us would get hurt. I didn't feel like getting shot again.
"They pretended to take me to a women's refuge back on Earth," I began, gripping Raf's hand for strength. Vuk put an arm around my shoulders. Touched by them both, it seemed easier to explain what happened. I started slowly, telling them how I'd woken up on the Athion ship as a prisoner. I left nothing out. I didn't remove the ugly details. They had to know. 
By the time I was done, I was shaking all over. Raf and Vuk's touch was all that kept me tethered to reality. The memories were threatening to pull me under, drown me, until I was nothing but a sobbing mess. I wanted to curl up in a ball and hide from the world. It was too painful.
"I am so, so sorry," Kion whispered. A single tear ran down his cheek. "Nobody should ever have to go through something like that."
“I wouldn’t be surprised if you never trusted another Athion male ever again,” Kili added, sounding just as emotional as his friend.
I took a deep breath. “The rational part of my mind tells me that not all of you are like them. Just like Raf and Vuk aren’t like the rest of their species. But I don’t think I’m quite ready to believe that. I’m sorry, I’m trying not to be scared of you, or this ship.”
“You don’t have to apologise,” Kili interrupted. “It’s not like we started off in the best way possible.” His cheeks turned a darker shade of blue. “I am sorry for shooting you. And I’m sorry for pretending that it was one of the Trads.” He looked at Raf and Vuk. “I never planned to do something as atrocious as that. I wouldn’t usually kill anyone in cold blood, Trad or not. But three of our friends had just died while chasing your ship, and we thought the Trads had been holding you hostage. Your video transmission was very convincing.”
“Wren’s a great actress,” Vuk confirmed with a grin. “I almost believed myself that I was one of the bad guys.”
I shrugged. “I used to be a teacher. That involved a lot of acting. Pretending to be wide awake in the morning. Telling children off for being class clowns even though I found it adorable and wanted to howl with laughter.”
“What did you teach?” Kion asked with genuine interest.
And just like that, we were talking. All five of us. First about my life on Earth, then about their life in space. I bet this was the first time Trads and Athions had ever sat together, chatting about missing things like swimming pools and trees while being confined to spaceships.
It felt ground-breaking, yet I was a little sad that nobody would ever know about it. Once the other Athions arrived, they’d be enemies again.
I pushed that thought away. I had to focus on the present. The beauty of this moment. I smiled as I watched Raf talking about one particularly successful raid on a trading ship.
“And when we opened the final crate, we found eggs. A thousand o’gra eggs.”
“A delicacy,” Kili whispered to me. “They’re worth their weight in gold.”
“We didn’t want to let them go to waste, so we had omelette for weeks,” Raf finished his story with a loud laugh. “When the crate was finally empty, I swore to myself I’d never eat o’gra eggs ever again.”
“Life as a pirate sounds fun,” Kion admitted. “A lot more entertaining than being a Custo.”
“Maybe you should become pirates,” I suggested with a grin, before doing my best Darth Vader impression. “Come to the dark side.”
Of course, that joke was lost on them.
Silence fell, but it was a companionable silence that wasn’t uncomfortable at all. Vuk pulled me closer and I leaned into him, suddenly a little tired.
Kion cleared his throat. “Before we retire to bed, we should have a chat about what will happen when we’re rescued off this rock. It will take a few days for the nearest Athion ship to reach us, but when they do, they’ll see you as the enemy.”
Vuk tensed against me and pulled me even closer. “We’re not going to let them take Wren away from us.”
“You may not have a choice,” Kili said gently. “They will outnumber us.”
“Us?” Raf asked sharply. “You’re taking our side?”
Kili shrugged. “You saved Wren. You looked after her even though it put a target on your back. I can’t ignore that. And I need to atone for what I did.”
“They’re going to take you into custody,” Kion continued. “And they’ll take you to Athion to put you to trial. I doubt they will give you the chance to defend yourself. And even if we speak up for you, they might think you threatened us somehow.”
“Our credibility is compromised,” Kili added, “and it’s all my fault. They’ll be able to see that I transferred the ship’s command to Kion. If they check the camera recordings, they might even see how I was confined to my room. It was my choice, but they don’t know that. They’ll investigate and they’ll find out what I did. After that, they won’t believe a word I say. And I’m afraid it might be the same for Kion.”
Raf took my hand, his eyes wild. “They’re not taking her. We’ll fight.”
Kion shook his head. “They’ll outnumber us. The vessel coming to rescue us is a warship. There will be hundreds of Custos on board. No, the only way to solve this is to find the real culprits. The Athions who kidnapped Wren. If we can find them and make them confess, Raf and Vuk might be released.”
Raf laughed harshly. “I doubt that. We’re pirates, we’ve raided our fair share of Athion ships. Even if we’re cleared of abducting Wren, they’ll still have enough reason to imprison us for life.”
There was a certain hopelessness to his voice that seeped into my bones, finally making me realise the gravity of the situation. Until now, I hadn’t let myself think of what might happen next. It had been all about surviving the moment.
“Can we escape before they get here?” I asked the guys. “Is there some way to fix the ship? Or an escape pod, maybe? Vuk, Raf, can you contact your pirate friends?”
Vuk shook his head. “The Phoenix has no power. We can’t access the communications system and our comms bracers aren’t strong enough to send long-distance messages.”
“We might be able to help with that,” Kili said. “This ship has enough power, we’re just unable to fly. And no, Wren, there’s no way to fix it. We don’t have the necessary tools and parts. If we had a month or so, we could probably repair the ship enough to get off this rock, but by then, our supplies would be gone. No, we can’t get away from here ourselves. But maybe we can transfer some power to your Phoenix, enough for you to send a distress call.”
Raf nodded. “It’s worth a try. Even if none of the other pirates can reach us in time, it would be good to let them know what’s happened.”
Kion laughed softly. “I never thought I’d want pirates to come to me. Usually, we avoid them or we attack them, if we’re accompanied by other ships.”
“We’re not as bad as you might think. We have a code of honour,” Vuk explained. “I bet we kill fewer people than you Custos. And definitely less than our fellow Trads.”
Kion gave him a doubtful look, but didn’t comment.
I reminded myself that I'd had the same reservations of pirates when I'd first found out what the two Trads did for a living. Pirates didn't exactly have a good reputation, whether it was on Earth or in space. Maybe they should get a rebranding. Space Robin Hoods, something like that. 
A yawn escaped me, causing all four guys to look at me.
"You need to sleep," Kion said, looking at his data pad around his wrist. "Your vitals are good but you're still recovering. All of us are. Let's call it a night and we can get started on establishing communication with your pirates tomorrow." He sighed. "I never thought I'd voluntarily give my location to pirates. It's like you've turned my entire world upside down."
"Your world is an asteroid just now," Kili muttered, looking tired himself. "And if we don't get picked up from this rock soon, we're all going to die here."
"Such a cheery thought before going to bed," Raf chuckled. "I don't want you to read my kids a bedtime story."
Kili gaped at him. "You have children?"
Raf started laughing. "No, not yet." He shot me a quick look before staring at the floor. "Doubt I ever will. But let's imagine I had kids. You would be the last person to put them to bed."
Children. I shouldn't even be thinking of that kind of future. It wasn't for me.





CHAPTER 12
   
RAFAZ
A s soon as I exited the Athion ship, I took a deep breath, tension falling off me. I hadn't realised how on edge I'd been in there. We had come to a ceasefire with the two blue weirdos, but that didn't mean I completely trusted them. 
The air outside tasted dusty, but it was better than having to put on a spacesuit. The Athions had a few spares, but none of them had been made with tails in mind. Squeezing into one wouldn't have been very comfortable.
This oxy-tent was fantastic technology. We'd have to steal one once we had our own ship again. I looked at the Phoenix's wreck and sighed. It might be a while. There was no way we'd be able to fix her. The hull was broken in many places and parts of the ship had broken off, strewn across the asteroid ground or blown into space. It was a miracle we'd survived the crash. 
The bridge was the least damaged part, yet it was still bad. Very bad. Debris had landed on some of the controls, several screens were broken, and of course there was no power. Cables were hanging from the ceiling, but there were none of the sparks that had rained down on us right after the crash. That reassured me a little. I didn't want to die in a wreck explosion. Not after having survived a crash on an asteroid. That would be a bit of an anti-climax.
Luckily, the comms panel wasn't as damaged as some of the other consoles. I wiped the dust off the screen. It had a crack in the right corner, but that wouldn't impact its function. As long as the console had even a tiny bit of power, I'd be able to transfer a lot of the data to my communicator and then use the Athion ship's long-distance comms system to contact the other pirates. It still bugged me that they hadn't given their ship a name. It seemed like a disrespectful thing to do. After all, we usually spent months, even years on the same ship. 
I ran my hand over the console. "Sorry, old girl. This is the end of the line."
No AI voice answered. Not that I had expected it to, but it was a disappointment nonetheless. I'd spent hours honing the AI, making it far more efficient than it had been when we'd taken over the Phoenix. 
I opened the back of the comms console, not even needing any tools since the metal was already bent. I cursed when I took in the scrambled mess of burnt cables. I’d hoped I might be able to simply connect a power cable from the Athion ship to the console, but it wasn’t going to be this easy. Half of the cables in the console were fried and some had fused together. I was going to have to separate them one by one, repair some, extend others. It would take me half a day at the very least.
I tapped my comms bracer and Vuk’s holographic face appeared in the air above my wrist.
“It’s bad,” I told him. “I’ll be busy for quite a few hours, if I can get this sorted at all. How’s it looking over there?”
“We’re trying to fix one of the engines to generate more power. It’s doable, but it’ll take a lot of time. Kili is helping me, and Kion is scouring the ship for possible parts. If he doesn’t find what we need, he might have to come over to the Phoenix and see if he can scavenge from there.”
Even though I knew that the Phoenix was beyond repair, the thought of taking her apart for parts hurt my soul. She’d served us well for years and seeing her like this was painful.”
“I’ll always remember you, old girl,” I muttered, patting the console. “You’ve done well.”
“You’re crazy,” Vuk laughed.
Zut, I’d forgotten the comm link was still open. I glared at him before ending the transmission.
I stroked the smooth metal next to the console screen again. “He loves you too, darling. Even if he’s too scared to say so.”
    
WREN
With the men busy with repairing the ship and doing stuff to their communications system, I was left without a job. I had no technical skills whatsoever; changing a lightbulb was as far as my DIY knowledge went. I felt useless as I watched Vuk and Kili work in the engine room. I’d asked whether there was something I could do to help, but they’d refused. I didn’t blame them; I likely would have broken more than fixed.
We’d only just eaten breakfast, otherwise I would have offered to make some food. Not that I knew how to cook some of the strange ingredients the aliens had onboard. I’d probably end up poisoning everyone.
Useless.
“See if Kion needs some help,” Vuk said, as if he’d read my thoughts. “He might find things too heavy to carry himself.”
“She shouldn’t carry anything,” Kili argued. “She’s still recovering.”
Vuk’s eyes widened. “Oops. Yes. What he said. No carrying.”
I laughed and jumped off the barrel I’d been sitting on.
“I’ll see what I can do.”
“No carrying!” Vuk called after me as I left the engine room in search of Kion.
I’d not really explored the ship, but its similarity to the Athion vessel I’d been held captive on was still giving me the creeps. No panic attacks, I told myself. Don’t you dare.
I climbed up a ladder leading back to the living quarters of the ship. It was nice and quiet here compared to the noise of the engine room. The males didn’t seem to mind it; maybe my human ears were more sensitive than theirs.
I randomly opened a door to my left, a little surprised that it unlocked at my touch. It was a bedroom, chaotic and full of…stuff. Clothes littered the floor, seemingly flung down without care. The bed was unmade, surrounded by stacks of books. I curiously picked up one of them, but I couldn’t read the language. The Athion alphabet was made of intricate characters that curved into each other, reminding me a little of vines. It was beautiful, like calligraphy back on Earth.
I put the book down and continued looking around the room. It felt a little wrong to do so, like I was spying on one of the Athions, but I was bored and this was more interesting than searching for Kion.
A picture on a small shelf next to the bed caught my eye. It was a digital picture frame that changed between photographs. The first was that of a family, two adults and a child; a boy with bright blue skin and a mop of ocean blue hair that reached over his eyes. The image changed to an Athion woman, beautiful, with high cheekbones and full lips. I stepped closer, mesmerised by the intense way she stared at the camera.
It was the first time I’d ever seen an Athion female. Her skin was smoother than it should be possible, with no impurities or marks. Her hair was glossy, falling down to her shoulders in gentle waves. She was one of the most beautiful women ever, Athion or human.
“My aunt,” Kion said quietly, startling me. I hadn’t even heard him enter the room.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” I stuttered, acutely aware that I’d gone into his room without permission.
“Don’t worry, it’s fine. When I got the notification that someone had opened my room’s door, I thought it was one of the Trads snooping around. I’m glad it’s you instead.”
Relieved that he didn’t seem to be angry at all, I turned back to the photograph.
“She’s beautiful.”
“Yes, she was.” Pain swung in his voice. “She raised me after my mother died, until she too succumbed to the plague that wiped out our females. She was one of the last to die. We almost thought she was immune. Well, she wasn’t.”
“I’m so sorry. It must have been horrible.”
“I was still young. I didn’t quite understand that I’d never see her again.” He sighed deeply. “Are your parents still alive?”
I shook my head. “They disappeared during the invasion, like so many. They’d gone to the closest city for a business meeting, but they never came back. I just hope they died quickly and without suffering.”
“I’m so sorry. What the Trads did to your planet is unforgivable.”
“Did they lose their females at the same time as you on Athion?”
He nodded. “More or less. We still don’t know if it was the same virus or just a coincidence. We were at war with Tradrych even before they invaded Earth, so we never exchanged intel on the plague with them.”
That struck me as stupid, but that was politics for you. Short-sighted and not focused on the benefit of all.
Kion sat down on the bed and I did the same, keeping some distance between us.
“Sorry about the mess,” he said with a boyish grin. “I’m not used to having visitors.”
“I don’t really care. Back home, when I shared a house with other women, we had the rule that all common areas had to be neat and tidy, but it didn’t matter what everyone did in their own rooms. Some people like tidiness, other chaos.” I shrugged. “Besides, it’s your ship.”
“Not really ours, not like your Trads own theirs. We were assigned it by the admiralty and we might be given a new one at some point.” He laughed softly. “Well, that’s unlikely now. I doubt we’ll ever get another assignment, not after all that’s happened. They might demote us to desk duty, if we’re lucky.”
“What if we don’t tell them that Kili shot me?” I asked, surprising myself.
Kion looked at me in surprise. “You’d do that? Lie for him?”
I shrugged. “What’s done is done. I believe him when he says that he didn’t intend to hurt me. And now that he’s got to know Vuk and Raf, I doubt he’d harm them either. As you said, your races are at war. You’re not used to being nice to each other.”
He smiled at me, a smile that reached all the way to his eyes, which were sparkling with emotion.
“Sadly, they’ll be able to access the ship’s records. Even though they can’t see what happened on the other ship, they’ll see that our med pod fixed you. They’ll know that Kili transferred command to me, too. There are cameras all over the ship that have recorded what’s happened. No, there’s no way of hiding the events since the crash.”
“Unless…” I couldn’t believe I was actually suggesting this. “Unless the system crashed? Deleted all the footage? Raf has already hacked the ship, I’m sure he could get rid of the evidence.”
“Do you think he’d do that?” Kion didn’t seem convinced. “He might have rescued you, but he’s still a Trad.”
I groaned. “Would you stop going on about that? Yes, you’re two different species, and I’m a third, but we’re all in this together. We’re a team now, at least that’s what I’d like us to be. Squabbling amongst ourselves won’t get us anywhere.”
“You’re right. Sorry. Let’s keep deleting the records as our last resort. For now, we should focus on establishing communications with the pirates.” He grinned at me. “To be honest, I’m a little excited about being on a real pirate ship. It’s so…illegal.”
Excitement reflected on his face. I laughed at how enthusiastic he seemed about breaking the law. I guessed that as a Custo, he was used to following rules, never doing anything fun.
He got up from the bed, stretching and cracking his back. “Let’s continue. Want to help me go on a treasure hunt?”
I gave him a cheesy wink. “Just like pirates. Arrrrrr.”





CHAPTER 13
   
VUK
I t had taken all day, but the cable was finally in place, ready to carry power to the Phoenix. Everyone was in position: Raf on our ship, Kili in the engine room, and Kion at the door leading outside, monitoring the situation, fire extinguisher at the ready just in case something went wrong. Wren and I were on the bridge, watching everyone on the big screen in front of us. Since the Phoenix was too damaged, Raf was going to use his comms bracer to send us the encrypted codes that would allow us to call the pirates using the Athion ship’s systems. To download the codes, he’d need at least a few clicks of power though. This wasn’t something anyone was supposed to do, so he’d have to dive deep into our computer system.
This was our only chance to send out a distress call. It had to work.
I looked at Wren who’d taken a seat on the captain’s chair. She seemed surprisingly comfortable on it. She was the glue that kept us all together. Maybe we should make her our honorary captain. She was smart; with a bit of training, I was sure she’d be able to master the ship’s controls. Besides, she had four capable males to do the flying, she just had to give the orders.
Something to think about later, once we had a new ship. For now, we were homeless and desperate for the other pirates’ help.
I pressed a button on my comms bracer to connect me to the other three males. “Is everyone ready?”
Raf grunted his agreement, while the two Athions both lifted their index and little finger to the cameras.
“What does that mean?” Wren asked in confusion. “I bet it’s not what it means on Earth.”
“It’s the universal sign of signalling concurrence,” I explained.
“Oh, we do thumbs up for that.”
She showed me and I stared at her. “I didn’t know humans were that rude.”
She laughed and waved her hand around, thumb still extended in the most offensive gesture I knew.
“So I shouldn’t do this?”
I shook my head. “No, better not. Wars have broken out over less.”
Wren didn’t stop though. She seemed to enjoy breaking etiquette. I wasn’t a prude by any means, but if I wanted to be rude, I used other gestures, not the thumbs up.
“What’s the hold-up?” Raf asked through the comms and I forced myself to look away from Wren.
“Nothing. We’re ready too. Kili, switch on the power in three…two…one…”
I gripped the armrests of my chair as I stared at the screen, trying to take in everything. Sparks were flying in the engine room, but Kili didn’t seem phased. He punched instructions into the engine controls. Satisfied that he was content with how things were going, I turned my attention to Raf. A light had sprung to life on the comms console of the Phoenix, but it was flickering precariously.
“It’s not enough power!” he shouted, our link still open. “I need more.”
“I’m giving you everything I’ve got,” Kili called out without looking at the camera. He’d pulled out a wrench and was doing…things to the controls.
“Can’t you switch off some power this ship is using?” Wren asked hesitantly, as if she was afraid her suggestion might be silly.
“I already have-“ Kili began, but then his eyes widened as he stared at his screen. “Laird, I haven’t. Velos curse me. Let me fix this.” He frantically flicked several switches, then typed into his data pad. “Alright, all the power in rooms we’re not using is off. Heating is off too, so it might get a little chilly.”
“It’s working!” Raf cheered before I could ask. “Give me a click to establish if I can access the data.”
We waited in silence. I kept stealing glances of Wren, whose eyes were fixed at the screens. Her tension was evident in the way she held herself, and I wanted to reach out to reassure her, but I had to stay focused myself. If I touched her, I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything else. Wren was intoxicating; one big temptation that I had to resist.
The ticks passed slowly until Raf finally looked up from the console. “Got it. Now it’s just going to be a few clicks for the data to be fully transferred to my comms. I could transfer it straight to the Athion ship, but this seems safer. Kili, keep it flowing.”
The Athion nodded. “On it. It should last for a few more minutes at the very least. After that, I’d have to drain more of the life support systems.”
I gripped the end of my tail as I waited. It had been restlessly pounding on the ground and I didn’t want to risk bruises. Sometimes I wished I had more control over it, but that had always been one of my issues.
Suddenly, Kion screamed, drawing all attention on him.
“What’s wrong?” Kili shouted, unable to see his fellow Athion. “Do I need to shut it off?”
I zoomed into the image of Kion. Sparks were spraying from the cable at his feet, and a few had landed on his clothes, burning holes into them. Why was this zutting idiot not wearing a fireproof suit?
“Are you hurt?” Wren asked breathlessly, concern lacing her words.
“I’m fine,” Kion panted. “Keep going but hurry up. The cable won’t hold for much longer.”
“Zut,” Raf cursed. “I still need two clicks at the very least. The data transfer is slower than I expected.”
Kion was aiming the fire extinguisher at the sparking cable. I hoped he wouldn’t cause any further problems by doing that.
There was nothing we could do but wait.
Wren got up from her chair and joined me, standing next to me.
“What happens if this doesn’t work?” she whispered quietly enough for the others not to hear her.
“Then we’ll have no choice but to submit to the Athions when they arrive,” I replied with a sigh. “We’ll be split up. You shouldn’t have anything to worry about. They might even return you to Earth, if you’re lucky. Unless they give you to the kraktz who abducted you in the first place.”
She shuddered and I reached out to take her hand. “I would never let that happen,” I promised. “And neither would the others. We will look after you and make sure you’re alright.”
“You may not have that option,” she muttered. “They will imprison you, won’t they.”
I nodded. I didn’t tell her that the Athions might sentence us to death. Thinking of that possibility made me go all cold inside. Not just because I was scared of that prospect. No, because it would mean leaving Wren.
I squeezed her hand. “We’ll find a way. Even if this doesn’t work out. We’ll come up with another idea. Trust me.”
She looked me straight in the eyes, then gave a small nod. “I do.”
My heart warmed at her words. It meant a lot for her to trust me. We’d come so far since we’d first found her. Here I was, holding her hand, and she was fine with that.
“Got it!” Raf shouted happily. “Kili, you can switch off the power, I’ve got everything I need. I’ll head to the bridge in a click to start the transmission.”
“I’ll meet you there,” Kion said, a smile lighting up his face. “I just need to get cleaned up first.”
I realised I was grinning too. This was the first time we’d had good news ever since we’d crashed. I got up from my chair and stretched, the tension slowly leaving my body.
“It worked!” Wren laughed and stepped forward, hugging me tightly. My tail curled around her waist, before I carefully wrapped my arms around her. I was still a little scared of frightening her if I got too close, but she seemed completely comfortable with my touch.
She looked up at me, smiling, and then she reached up and pulled me down to her level. Her breath touched my face before her lips descended on mine.
    
WREN
He didn’t respond at first. Had I overstepped? Misread the moment?
But then he pulled me close again and pressed his lips to mine. They were soft and warm, and the tiny scales surrounding his mouth tickled my skin as he moved his lips against my own. I’d never felt anything like it. It should have been strange kissing him, someone so different from my own species, yet it felt right. Like we were made for each other.
When his tongue nudged open my mouth, I let him in. I clung to his back, my fingers gripping his shirt as the kiss got more and more passionate. My body moulded to his, and through the kiss we became one. Sparks ran over my skin; one pleasant shiver after the next.
His hands roamed my back, and even though I was wearing a shirt, the heat of his skin seeped into my own. A soft moan escaped my lips. A tiny voice was telling me to stop this now while I still could, but my body was taking over and everything went blank.
All I could focus on was the feel of his mouth on mine, the gentleness with which he held me, the passion that sparked between us.
The closer he pressed me to him, the more I realised how aroused he was. His hardness was obvious. For a second, an image flashed into my mind, another alien, this one blue and fearsome. I froze.
“What’s wrong?” Vuk whispered, his lips hovering a hair width away from mine.
I pushed back the memory. That was the past and I couldn’t let it determine my future.
“I’m fine.” I chuckled softly. “I’m more than fine. Do all Trads kiss like you?”
His eyes blazed with heat, his expression taking on a new intensity. “No. Don’t even think about other men. I want you to be mine. I want to protect you, keep you safe. I want you to trust me just like I trust you. I want to merge my soul with yours until there’s no space between us.” He paused for a moment and licked his lips. “Does that scare you?”
It should have, yet his words had started a fire in my core that I wasn’t going to put out myself.
“No,” I whispered.
“What does it make you feel?” he asked, his eyes still locked with mine. I’d never seen eyes as intense as his before.
Before I could reply, the doors slid open and a cool draft kissed the back of my neck.
“What the zut are you doing?”
Raf entered the bridge and just like that, the spell was broken.





CHAPTER 14
   
We stepped apart and heat flushed my cheeks. I didn’t dare look Raf in the eye. Here I was, kissing his friend on the bridge of an Athion ship. If I thought about like that, it seemed kind of wrong.
“Couldn’t you have knocked?” Vuk growled.
“And miss the sight of you snogging Wren? No way.” He grinned at me. “You’re beautiful when you blush.”
My cheeks got even hotter. He’d called me beautiful. Had anyone ever done that before? I had a hard time thinking of that ever happening. Maybe a teenage boyfriend before the invasion, but that had never been anything serious. We’d never progressed past some shaky fumbling, which had left me more disappointed than anything else.
Vuk cleared his throat. “Do you have all the transmission data?”
Raf nodded and pointed at his communicator. “All there. Let’s see if we can reach our pirate friends.”
Kion and Kili entered the bridge together. Kili was covered in engine oil, but a happy grin was spread across his face. It was the first time I’d seen him look genuinely happy. It completely transformed him.
“Do you want us here during your call or will that complicate things?” Kion asked.
His thoughtfulness surprised me. I’d assumed they wanted to see what the Trads were going to discuss with the pirates.
“No, you can stay,” Raf muttered while already working on one of the consoles. He seemed to have no problem finding his way around the Athion system. I guess having hacked it helped. They had different languages and alphabets, but all four men spoke each other’s tongue plus excellent English. I wondered if that was normal or if I was surrounded by men more intelligent than average.
Vuk was still standing close to me; too close. I wasn’t able to think clearly. It felt as if there was still electricity flowing between us, a pleasant tension that only another kiss could resolve.
I retreated to the captain’s chair before realising that one of the guys might like to sit there during the video call. Oh well, they’d tell me if they wanted me to move.
I watched as they all worked together to establish the connection. The Athions had said that they’d had trouble reaching their own ships, so I wasn’t sure how they’d achieve calling pirate ships. Surely the Custo vessels had superior technology that would allow them to pick up long-distance signals?
Once again, I was reminded of how foreign I was to all this. If I ended up staying with the guys for a while, I should try and learn more about their technology. I bit my lip. Staying with them seemed both scary and tempting. For now, I didn’t have a choice. There was no way to return to Earth. But if I had the chance to go home, would I take it? A few days ago, the answer would have been a clear yes, but now I was no longer as sure.
I had nothing left for me on Earth. No family, no friends. Instead, the constant danger of Trads turning me into one of their breeders.
Maybe I had to rethink my future. Perhaps it didn’t lay on Earth, but in space instead.
“Almost got it,” Raf said, his fingers flying over the console, typing faster than I’d thought possible. “I’ve established a secure channel that only other pirates can detect. Now we just have to hope that someone is close enough to pick up our signal.”
“How long will it last?” I asked. “The channel, I mean?”
“It will stay open until I close it,” Raf replied with a grin. “Or until the ship runs out of power. It’s taking a lot of energy to boost the signal. The asteroid field around us is not making it any easier either.”
The other men took a seat on the chairs around me. Now that everyone was sitting, it felt as if we were ready to fly away, with me as the captain. When I didn’t look at the lower part of the windows, I could almost imagine that we weren’t trapped on an asteroid but instead flying through space. Pity the ship was damaged.
We all stared at the blank screen, waiting for something to happen. The tension in the room was palpable.
After several minutes, a shrill beeping sound broke the silence.
Raf started typing frantically again. “It’s a faint signal but I should be able to…yes!”
A hazy picture appeared on the screen; a man so alien that I couldn’t suppress a gasp. Two horns sprouted from his forehead, two more curled behind his pointed ears like those of a ram. His grass green skin seemed rock-like, his mouth a lipless crevice, his nose non-existent. His eyes were deep-set and sparkled liked diamonds. His neck was almost as wide as his head and there were strange gashes on the front of his throat. Did he breathe through those?
Compared to him, the alien males in this room looked positively human. I couldn’t see rest of rock man’s body, but I bet it was just as strange as his face.
“Ki’to’lok,” Raf greeted him with a bow of his head. He was speaking English and I knew he was doing it so I could understand him. “It’s good to see you.”
“Raf. Vuk.” The man’s voice sounded like an avalanche sliding down a rocky slope. “What’s the meaning of this? Have you been taken prisoner?”
His words were translated into English by a mechanical voice coming from speakers all around us. Handy, the ship had an inbuilt translator.
Vuk quickly shook his head. “No, these Athions are with us.”
Ki’to’lok’s diamond eyes sparkled with surprise. Yes, they actually sparkled, like light reflecting off a gem. How very strange. It didn’t seem possible, but then, what did I know. I didn’t even know what his species was called.
“Two Trads, two Athions and is that a human? A human female? I sense a story.”
Raf chuckled. “It’s quite the story indeed, but I’d prefer telling it to you in person. We are stranded on an asteroid with no way of getting off it. Sending you our coordinates now. Are you in the vicinity?”
“Define vicinity,” rock man replied, his lipless mouth curving into something like a smile. “Close enough to do this for a friend, but too far to reach you until tomorrow. You are lucky, we were about to leave this sector. Is it just the five of you?”
“Yes,” Vuk replied. “You have our gratitude. We’ve lost our ship, but I’m sure there are ways we can repay you in the future.”
Ki’to’lok waved a large hand. He only had three fingers, but they ended in sharp diamond claws. Not a hand I’d want to shake. I’d end up with lacerations all over.
“We have your coordinates locked in and will be with you soon. And about that ship…I might have an offer to make you, but it can wait until we reach you.” His eyes flashed again. “I prefer to negotiate in person.”
Vuk laughed. “I remember. We’ll-“
“There’s another transmission coming through,” Raf interrupted him. “It’s coming from an Athion ship.”
“Velos,” Kili cursed. “Vuk, Raf, shut down the call and then hide. Wren, you can stay.”
“See you tomorrow,” Ki’to’lok said before the screen went dark again.
The Trads ran out of the room, but I knew they’d be watching what happened on their communicators. Raf still had control of the ship’s systems, after all.
Kion took Raf’s seat and pressed a button. A new face appeared on the screen; an Athion this time. He was the thinnest Athion I’d ever seen, but his eyes were full of authority.
“Commander Frarali,” Kion greeted the man. “We didn’t expect anyone to be able to reach us.”
“We’re trialling a new communications system,” the Athion replied without greeting. “It allows us to send messages over longer distances. We’ll be reaching you tomorrow. Until then, you need to put the human into custody. Troubling facts have come to light about her and she needs to be kept secure.”
I stared at him, unable to believe what he was saying. Troubling facts? It had to be Laki and Arri spreading those. I clenched my fists. Those fucking bastards. As if it hadn’t been enough to abuse me and almost beat me to death.
“May I ask what facts those are?” Kion asked, his voice emotionless. Colder than I’d ever heard him sound.
“It’s classified,” Frarali replied, glaring at me for some reason. “It can wait until we meet in person. For now, I order you to contain her. We won’t take longer than a day.”
“Sir, she wouldn’t be able to escape off the asteroid, there’s no need to-“
“Contain her,” the Commander interrupted Kion. “That’s an order.”
The screen went black, but I kept staring at it. Until now, I’d only feared what might happen to Vuk and Raf once the Athions came to rescue us from the asteroid. Now, I was worried for my own safety. If Arri and Laki had somehow managed to deceive the Athions in charge, then things were looking bleak for me. It was their words against mine. And nobody would listen to the Trads.
Kili sighed loudly, then kicked the console in front of him.
“How dare he,” Kili seethed. “How fucking dare he.”
The doors opened and the Trads stormed into the room. Suddenly, I was in Vuk’s arms, pressed against his hard body.
“They’re not going to hurt you,” he hissed. “I will kill them all before they ever get the chance.”
He was trembling with rage and I realised I was shaking myself.
Raf put his hands on my shoulders, steadying me from behind.
“We’ll protect you,” he whispered, before stepping closer, until his chest touched my back.
I was sandwiched between the two Trads, their bodies forming a barrier between me and the world. Maybe I should have been scared. They were big, far bigger than me, and they could easily crush me with their large bodies. Yet I felt safe. Safer than ever. I believed them when they said that they’d protect me. I trusted them more than I’d ever trusted anyone.
Raf’s tail curled around my upper thigh, briefly touching me between my legs. I was sure it was an accident, yet heat pooled in my core at the touch. Their proximity aroused me. I looked up at Vuk, hoping he’d kiss me again. I didn’t care that the Athions were in the room with us. I needed them to touch me. Hold me. Make me forget the danger we were all in.
“I can smell your arousal,” Raf whispered from behind me, his voice hoarse. “Is that just for Vuk? Or…”
He didn’t finish his question, but I knew what he meant. For him. I examined my feelings. The desire for Vuk’s touch was a strong pulse running through my body, almost unbearable. But there was more. I enjoyed the way Raf was pushing against me from behind. How his hard erection touched my arse.
I turned around, having to fight their grip, until I faced Raf. His eyes were wide as he looked down at me.
Not knowing where I took the confidence from, I reached up and gripped the collar of his shirt, pulling him down to my level. His mouth opened and a groan burst from his chest, just before his lips met mine in a fast, passionate kiss.
“We’ll leave you to it,” I heard Kion say from far away, but I didn’t care.
All I wanted was to focus on the incredible feeling of Raf kissing me and Vuk hugging me from behind. His hands were on my hips, pushing me against Raf, whose hardness was in turn pressing against my belly. The size of it scared me a little, but for now, we were only kissing, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go further than that. Not yet.
Vuk snaked one hand beneath my shirt. His skin was rougher than mine, but not too much so. His hand stayed on my belly for a moment, as if he was waiting for me to protest, but when I didn’t, he slowly moved up until he reached my breast. Thanks to Kili bringing me clothes from the Phoenix, I was wearing a bra. Nothing pretty, but enough to hold my boobs up so that they didn’t bounce all over the place. When Vuk gently cupped my breast, I almost wished I didn’t wear it. My nipple hardened against the fabric, straining to be set free.
“That feels so good,” Vuk whispered before kissing the nape of my neck. “Watching you kiss Raf while I hold your beautiful breasts.”
More heat raced into my core. His words were melting me into a puddle of desire.
Raf nipped my bottom lip as if to remind me that he was still there. His kiss turned even wilder, his tongue fighting with mine, a dance so passionate that I was left breathless. His hands cupped my face to hold me in place. I almost laughed at his possessiveness. He didn’t want Vuk to steal the show.
Vuk had put his other hand on my breasts as well, but he’d not pushed away the bra yet. I was aching for his touch. The fabric between us felt wrong. I wanted his skin on mine.
I leaned back, rubbing my arse against his erection, eliciting a wild groan from him.
“You want more?” he asked seductively. “Do you want me to remove your tit holder?”
This time I couldn’t help but laugh, despite kissing Raf. I stopped the kiss just long enough to say, “It’s called a bra,” before Raf’s tongue was back in my mouth, claiming me. He was insatiable and so was I.
I didn’t recognise myself, but I liked this new side of me. I was confident, not restrained by my past any longer. On Earth, I may have felt embarrassed about kissing two guys, but this wasn’t Earth. This was space and the rules here were different.
Finally, Vuk pushed my bra down, releasing my sore breasts. His hands cupped them and he started to knead, gently at first, then a little rougher. He rolled my nipples between his fingers, making me moan against Raf’s lips.
“I love that sound,” Vuk whispered before kissing my neck again. “I wonder what will happen if I do this…”
He pulled my nipples, mixing a wave of pleasure with a slight twinge of pain. Again, I couldn’t help but moan. I never knew my breasts were this sensitive. With every touch, more wetness pooled between my legs.
Raf moved back, ending the kiss. I moaned, needing his lips back on mine, but he shushed me with a low laugh. “I think it’s time for you to take your shirt off. I want to see what Vuk is doing underneath there.”
I shivered at the thought. They were both fully clothed. I had already lost my bra. Before I could finish deciding whether I was brave enough to do it, Raf took the hem of my shirt and pulled it up. Instinctively, I raised my arms to let him pull it over my head.
He let the shirt drop to the ground, his eyes roaming my body. Vuk hadn’t let go of my breasts, massaging them, varying between gentle and harder.
A cool draft from the air conditioning touched my naked skin. My back was warmed by Vuk, but my front was bare now, exposed.
Without warning, a wave of memories pushed me under. Reality disappeared and I was back on a cold metal floor, naked, in pain. I whimpered as their boots crashed into my ribs, their words like daggers, cursing me, degrading me. Pain was everywhere. And I was cold, so cold.
I whimpered and hugged myself, before realising that I hadn’t been able to do that in the memory. Back then, they’d bound my hands.
It wasn’t real.
I wasn’t in the past.
I fought against the memory, trying to resurface from the nightmare that had me in its grip. From far away, I felt warm fabric hugging my chest, but it wasn’t enough to dispel the shivers that were racking my body.
I was lost in memories and there was no anchor to pull me out.





CHAPTER 15
   
KILI
T  hey carried her into their bedroom, wrapped in a blanket. Her eyes were squeezed shut; she could have been asleep if she weren't shaking all over. Kion and I followed closely behind, unsure of what had happened. We'd left the bridge as soon as it had become clear that they needed some time alone - and to be fair, I didn't want to watch her kiss the Trads - but we'd waited outside, just in case. Now I was glad that we had. 
"What happened?" Kion whispered, breathing heavily. 
He seemed just as worried as I was. I kept forgetting how fragile humans were. 
Vuk turned to us, his expression grave. "Another panic attack. She seemed so well until..."
"It was too early," I snapped before I could stop myself. "Laird, what were you thinking?"
"Shhh. Let's take this outside."
Raf stayed with Wren, cradling her in his arms, rocking her from side to side. She wasn't shaking as much now that they were on the bed, but her eyes were still shut and she didn't seem to be quite in the present yet. 
With one last pained look at her, I followed Vuk and Kion outside. As soon as the door was closed behind us, Kion turned on Vuk.
"Kili's right, how could you do that to her?! She was abused only days ago and now you're snogging her like nothing's happened? By the tits of Velos, we should have stopped you."
I nodded, annoyed at myself for walking out of the room earlier. I didn't think; I'd been too emotional. A strange jealousy had taken hold of me and I'd had to leave the bridge before it turned nasty. Seeing her sandwiched between the two Trads had been painful. Not because I thought of them as monsters; I no longer did. But I didn't want her to be with them. While standing outside the door, listening to her moans, I'd realised that I wanted her. My second realisation had been that it would never happen. I'd shot her. She wasn't going to accept me as a mate after that. Besides, she seemed more interested in the Trads than in Kion and me. It should have gone against all her natural instincts, but I guessed that after what her abductors had done to her, she no longer saw us Athions as the better species.
"She wanted it," Vuk growled. "You didn't see the desire in her eyes. The way she kissed me. Touched me. She wanted it just as much as we did, trust me."
Anger burned in my chest. How dare he. Yes, she may have wanted it, but she was still healing, mentally and physically. We were the ones who should be rational, who should protect her. 
I couldn't hold back any longer. I punched him in the face. Or I would have, if he hadn't stepped aside faster than I could see. My fist hit the wall and pain raced up my arm. 
"Seriously?" Vuk's arrogant smile made me want to punch him over and over again. 
I rubbed my knuckles. They weren't bleeding but I'd get some bruises. I'd intended to hit him hard and now I was paying the price for it. 
Kion put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me back. "Don't. It's not worth it," he muttered, surprisingly calm. He was supposed to be the hotshot, but here he was, preventing me from getting into a fight. 
A faint sob came from the room and all three of us turned to the door. 
Vuk's smile disappeared and his shoulders drooped. "You're right," he admitted, his arrogance wiped away. "We should have waited. But...it's so hard to resist. She's the most magnificent female I've ever come across. She seems vulnerable, but beneath that she is so strong, much stronger than I'll ever be. Most of us would never survive what she's been through, not without breaking completely."
"And she's beautiful," Kion said dreamily. "Inside and out."
I nodded. "That she is. She's precious and I for one will do everything I can to make sure that she's safe."
Vuk opened his mouth as if he was about to argue - probably pointing out that I'd shot Wren - but then pursed his lips and stayed quiet. 
Another sob came from the bedroom. I shivered. It was agonising not being able to do anything. Physical ailments we could cure in the med bay, but it wasn't her body that was making her suffer. I'd seen panic attacks like her before. Warriors coming back from battle without visible injury, yet their minds were scarred and fractured. I supposed it was almost worse to have an invisible wound like that. If you had blood all over you, people would come and help you. If your mind was in turmoil...nobody would know unless you found the strength to tell them. And that had to be the hardest part. Exposing your weakness in order to get help. Us Athions weren't raised to do that. We always had to display strength and shut down our feelings, especially when joining the Custos. Showing vulnerability could be the death of us in battle. 
I grit my teeth at the thought. Showing weakness was something I just couldn't do. Trying to punch Vuk was as much emotion as I ever displayed. Yet I hoped Wren would be able to let us in. If not all of us, then at least one. Someone to ease her pain. 
Vuk looked down at his Trad version of a data pad. "Raf will call me if she needs something," he whispered. "Until then, maybe we should leave them to it. If you want to hit me again, let's do it somewhere else where she can't hear us."
I held up my hands. My knuckles still hurt. "No punching planned. Let's get some food ready in case she gets hungry. And we should start packing everything we need for when they pick us up tomorrow." I sucked in a sharp breath. "No matter if the pirates or the Athions arrive here first, we need to be ready."
    
WREN
I slept fitfully, waking up again and again throughout the night. I was curled up in Raf's arms, kept warm and safe by him. Every time I woke up, he was awake, lulling me back to sleep. At some point, Vuk joined us. He asked if it was alright for me, clearly scared that I was going to have another break down from their closeness. But this was different. It was nothing sexual, nothing scary. Just the soothing comfort of two people who cared for me. 
By the time morning arrived, I was almost more tired than I'd been when I'd first fallen asleep. At least I wasn't able to remember the dreams I'd had. I was sure they'd been nightmares, but I preferred not to know the specifics. It was better for my sanity that way.
"We need to get up," Vuk yawned. "Kion just messaged, the pirate ship has appeared on his sensors. They'll be here within the hour. Much sooner than expected, but I'm not complaining. I can't wait to finally get off this rock."
Raf groaned. "Just five more minutes. It's not like we have a lot to pack."
I couldn't help but laugh at his reluctance to even open his eyes. It was pretty much what I felt, except that excitement was now running through my veins, slowly dispelling the tiredness. We were going to be in the company of pirates soon. Technically, I already was, but I didn't quite see Vuk and Raf as pirates. They were missing the obligatory eye patch and hat. Beards too, maybe. I wondered if I could make them say aaarrrrrrrr in the right way. I bet they had no idea what that was all about. Space pirates didn't seem quite as fun as Earth pirates.
I crawled out of bed and took a quick shower, before joining the others in the dining area for breakfast. Kili and Kion were behaving strangely distant, as if they were afraid to get too close to me. After last night, I didn't blame them. I was a mess, a broken wreck of a person, and being around me was more trouble than it was worth. Raf and Vuk didn't seem to see that yet, but they would soon. Nobody would put up with my craziness for long, I was sure of that. I didn't even know how much longer I could do it myself. My sanity was a frayed strand of memories that could rip apart any second. 
I nibbled on the piece of bread the guys had given me. Raf was eating some kind of meat that looked half raw, while Kili seemed to be happy with nothing but a glass of water. We ate in silence, all of us tense in anticipation of what was to come. Kion kept checking his data pad to track the signal of the pirate ship coming to pick us up. Only half an hour left until we'd be back in space, away from the threat of Athions imprisoning Raf and Vuk and doing goodness knew what to me. 
Suddenly, Kion gasped, staring at the screen around his wrist. 
"What is it?" Kili asked sharply, now looking at his own data pad. 
"Athions. Their ship is getting closer."
"Zut," Vuk cursed. "How long do we have?"
Kion gulped, his eyes wide. "They might be here before the pirates. Their ship is faster, much faster."
A cold rope wrapped itself around my heart as fear entered my body. For a short while, I'd believed that we'd be safe. Finally. Now, it turned out to have been yet another illusion.
Vuk jumped up, his chair falling to the floor with a loud bang. "I'll fight rather than let them take me," he growled. "Do you have weapons on board?"
I got up as well, a strange calmness taking over my mind. "Me too. I don't know what they have planned for me and I'd rather not find out."
"We've got a situation," Raf said and it took me a second to realise he was talking into his communicator. Ki'to'lok's holographic face was hovering above his arm. "The Athion ship has just appeared on our sensors and it might be here before you do."
The green alien grinned. "Any chance of a good space fight? My boys are desperate for some action."
Once again, his words were automatically translated for me with nothing more than a tiny delay.
"And girls!" someone shouted in the background. A female voice, albeit deeper than most human women would sound. The guys looked just as surprised as me to hear the woman. She had to be of a different species, one that wasn't compatible with Athions or Trads. Otherwise, if other females in this universe could have children with the males who'd invaded our planet, we might not be in this mess. 
"Don't risk yourselves for us," Raf replied gravely. "But rest assured, we won't be going with them without a fight."
"Bah, don't be an idiot. Of course we will join you. It's time we act like real pirates again, not like glorified traders. This could get messy though. Do you have suits?"
"We do," Kion replied in Raf's stead. "Enough for all five of us."
Suits? Were they talking about space suits? Despite my fear, I felt a certain excitement at the thought. Wearing a suit and helmet like a real astronaut. Until now, all I'd seen of space had been from within ships. It was time to get a more close-up look. 
"Then get ready. We'll be there as fast as we can. Leave some of the Athions for us, don't kill them all."





CHAPTER 16
   
K  ill. The word echoed through my mind as reality crashed into me. We might have to kill. I'd never even thought about taking another person's life. Sure, I wanted Arri and Laki dead, but actually standing there with a gun was a very different thing altogether. I didn't know if I had it in me to pull the trigger. The Athions weren't coming to kill us, right? They'd put Raf and Vuk into custody, but they weren't going to kill them...I hoped. 
"We could hide," Vuk said. "The Athions will send a shuttle to this ship. If we'd manage to hide further away on the asteroid, it might give us a few minutes more. That could be all we need for the pirates to get here."
Kili shook his head. "At the moment, the only thing enabling us to go outside is the oxy-tent. With suits, we'd have a supply of oxygen, but this rock doesn't have enough gravity to enable us to walk."
"Can you move the tent?" Raf asked. "Take it with us?"
"No, it's linked to the ship. It doesn't have its own power source."
"So much for that idea," Vuk grumbled. "Don't your suits have magnetic boots?"
"They do," Kili pondered. "The asteroid doesn't have much of a magnetic field; it might be just strong enough to let us walk. Wren will have the least problems since she's the lightest."
"Could I be a distraction then? What if I leave the ship, wouldn't that make them have to go and search for me?"
"No way," Raf snapped. "You'd be in too much danger. Besides, we shouldn't split up. It would only make it easier for them to pick us off one by one."
A beep made us all look at Raf, who raised his communicator. Ki’to’lok’s face appeared once more.
"We've come up with a solution," the alien announced. "Escape pods."
He seemed to expect us to cheer at his brilliance, but none of us looked as if that meant anything to us. 
"Ours are broken," Kili said after a moment's silence. 
Ki’to’lok laughed loudly. "Not yours. Mine. We stole these newly developed pods during a recent raid. They're faster than our ship and we can program them to fly to any living being in the vicinity. I'm getting them ready just now. They'll pick you up and will bring you to my ship. Only problem is, they accommodate one person each and we only have four."
Dread pooled in my stomach. I cursed the green alien. He'd dangled a carrot of hope in front of our faces only to take it away again. 
"I'm small, could I squeeze in with one of the males?" I asked, almost glaring at the hologram. 
He shook his head. "Even if you could, the pods only allow one person in. They measure your brainwaves to make sure you're alive. No use in carrying around dead people. So unless you-"
"Are they programmed to humans?" Kili interrupted. 
"Not that I'm aware. Humans are still a new species to most of us."
"Their brainwaves are different from ours," Kili explained. "Faster but a lot weaker. If we could put Wren asleep, they'd weaken even more."
Ki’to’lok didn't seem convinced. "You can try it but if it doesn't work, one of you will have to stay behind. I'm sorry, but the only alternative is a full firefight. And as much as I wanted that a few minutes ago, I've since overheard one of the Athion ship's communications. They don't care any longer whether they take you alive or dead."
"No, that...no," Kion protested. "We're Custos. They're on our side. They wouldn't risk Kili and me."
"I'm afraid you're wrong about that," Ki’to’lok replied not unkindly. "All they're trying to do now is to preserve their reputation. If it became publicly known that Athions kidnapped a human female...it would be a disaster for their Earth mission."
None of us spoke after that revelation. Kion and Kili looked shell shocked, while Vuk and Raf seemed focused more on me. 
"The pods will be with you in five minutes. I suggest you put on your suits and move away from the ship. Spread out a little, I don't want the pods to bump into each other. They weren't easy to come by."
He ended the transmission and we all stared at each other. It' wasn't like we had a lot of options. We could have fought, but it was likely that we'd die. Even if we gave ourselves up, the Athions could've killed us later if we became too dangerous to their reputation. I scoffed at the thought. Since when was pride more important than a life, Athion, human or Trad?
"Let's put it to a vote," Raf finally said, his mouth a grim line. "The options are fighting or taking the pods. We can try if one of us can squeeze in with Wren. If not, we need to draw lots."
"I'll stay," Kili interrupted. "It has to be me."
"No, Kili, you can't-" Kion tried, but his friend brushed him off.
"I almost killed Wren. Planned to kill the Trads. I have the most on my conscience. I'll distract them, hold them off. Give you time to make it off the asteroid and to the pirates' ship."
"No," I protested. 
Kili looked at me in surprise. 
"No,” I repeated. "Either we all leave or none of us. Kili, you said my brainwaves would be less detectable if I'm asleep. What if you use anaesthetics? Put me in a coma or something like that?"
Vuk sucked in a breath but didn't say something. I hoped he understood that I was serious. I wasn't about to let one of us stay behind. We were a team now, brought together by the most unlikely of circumstances. We'd only survive if we stuck together.
"It would be dangerous," Kion hedged. "Our drugs aren't made for humans. What if your breathing fails halfway to the ship? What if-"
I cut him off. "I don't care. If this is a chance, then we have to take it." 
They all looked like they were about to argue further, but I didn't let them. "We have to go. Now. Where are the suits? Kili, show us. Kion, you get whatever drugs you need to put me under. I doubt we can take any supplies with us; those pods don't sound very big." They stared at me until I clapped my hands, breaking their stupor. "Hurry! We don't have time to dilly dally."
I walked out of the room; confident they'd follow me.
"When did she become the one in charge?" Raf muttered behind me, but there was pride swinging in his voice. 
I smiled. If this was the day I was going to die, I'd do so with my head held high.
    
The suit was too big for me, but luckily, I wouldn’t have to walk in it. I hadn't put on the helmet yet. I didn't want to. The air in the ship was recycled and a little stale, but this might be the last fresh air I'd ever breathe. Kion held a syringe that would put me to sleep. If everything went pear-shaped, I might not wake up. This could be my last moments. 
I was aware of the time ticking past though. The Athion ship would be here any moment now. I took a deep breath and faced the guys. None of them had put on their helmets yet either. I knew they didn't want me to do it. I also knew that any of them would volunteer to stay behind. But I wasn't going to let that happen.
I walked to Vuk. The spacesuit was making it hard to move, but I somehow managed to reach up and plant a kiss on his lips. I moved on to Raf, kissing him too. Those weren't passionate kisses. No, they were promises of more. Once we'd survived this, I would make good on that promise. 
Raf reached out for me, but I gently pushed him away. There was no time for more. 
The next was Kion. I looked up at him, not sure what to do. In the end, I gave him a peck on the cheek. Even though it hadn't been a real kiss, he blushed a deep blue. I smiled and turned to Kili. 
"Thank you for not killing me," I whispered, causing him to choke with laughter.
"You're welcome."
I returned to Kion and eyed the syringe. I breathed in deep, relishing the feel of the cool air inflating my lungs. I'd miss this feeling, if I died. Well, if I was able to miss anything after I was dead. 
I met Kion's eyes and nodded. "I'm ready."
I bent my head to one side, exposing my neck. 
"Are you sure? You can still bow out." His voice was pained, as if he had to force himself to do this.
"Do it," I said. Before I change my mind. But I didn't say that out loud. I had to be strong. For the guys. 
When the needle pierced my skin, I clenched my fists. He'd said the drug would take effect almost immediately. 
Icy liquid entered my body, rushing through my veins. 
My knees wobbled, but strong arms caught me before I reached the floor. 
I blinked up at them, all four men.
I was going to see them again.
Darkness took me, embracing me like an old friend. 
THE END
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