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  Prologue


  



  The Kalquorian Empire was and still is a civilization of great importance to the Galactic Council of Planets. The fierce but intelligent species has been at the forefront of technological, medical, and scientific breakthroughs for millennia. Their military might has never been in question; even their ancient enemy, the opportunistic race of Tragooms, hesitates to attack a Kalquorian force half its size.


  However, Kalquor’s survival is in jeopardy. The force that threatened this mighty race was not one that wielded weaponry. It could not even be seen with the naked eye. It was a virus.


  Centuries ago, this virus struck the home world of Kalquor, wiping out a substantial number of its people, particularly the females. Symptoms included massive bleeding of the body’s major organs, along with those of the female reproductive tract. Damaging the x-chromosome of the Kalquorians, the virus’ effects went beyond death. The majority of women not killed outright were rendered infertile, and daughters born to those who could bear children were not guaranteed the ability to do the same. The virus altered the very DNA of the entire race.


  In an effort to keep their race from going extinct and prevent fighting amongst the men, family groups called clans were formed. Each clan was made up of one female known as the Matara (childbearer or ‘lifebringer’) and representatives of each of the three breeds of male: the Dramok (leader), Imdiko (caregiver), and Nobek (protector).


  Despite their efforts, the numbers of Kalquorians continued to decline. So few children were born that extinction was thought by many to be inevitable. Despite all their medical expertise and attempts to find compatible species to mate with, the Kalquorian culture seemed destined to disappear.


  A little over a decade ago, a scout ship from a small, isolated planet no one knew of flew into the Galactic Council of Planets’ space. These newcomers, searching for a new planet to house the overflow of their ever-growing population, called their home planet Earth. It was immediately remarked upon how incredibly similar they were to Kalquorians. The doomed race took note at once, and hope was restored. It was theorized that perhaps the Earthers were the fabled Lost Tribe of Kalquor’s ancient ancestors.


  Earth, however, was not as enthralled with their potential distant cousins. Ruled by a government based on fanatical religious beliefs, Earthers were taught they were God’s Chosen, made in his wondrous image. They looked upon Kalquor with hostility and outrage, particularly since the beleaguered inhabitants of that empire suggested compatibility testing for purposes of interbreeding.


  The leaders of the Kalquorian Empire, feeling they had no other recourse, decided the time had come to seduce Earther females and convince them to come to Kalquor. Women on Earth were treated as lesser creatures and second-class citizens by their government and religion, and the Kalquorians with their near-worship of women hoped they could entice these lifebringers to join their clans. And if the women would not be seduced, Kalquor was no longer above the distasteful necessity of abducting them outright.


  Almost 2000 Earther women went to Kalquor, putting the Empire and Earth at each others’ throats. Then the unthinkable happened: an Earther woman joined the aliens’ ruling clan, making her Kalquor’s empress. Earth immediately declared war.


  The fighting was horrific, with Earth’s greater numbers slowly overwhelming Kalquor’s more advanced technology. With its already dwindling numbers reaching crisis stage, the Empire was desperate to find a way to win the war and secure its future. They staged an invasion of Earth itself. Earth’s answer was to set off nuclear explosions beneath its own major cities, devastating the population and dooming the planet.


  Most of the survivors have been rescued by Kalquor and the Galactic Council of Planets. An uneasy peace reigns for the most part now, though there are Earthers and Kalquorians alike who argue fiercely against the mixing of the races. With a few renegades from the old Earther fleet and army still on the loose, there is the occasional bloody skirmish with their old foe.


  Unseen forces with grudges both new and ancient would like nothing better than to see the fighting continue. They manipulate from behind the scenes, setting events in motion that will claim the lives of the guilty and the innocent alike.


  



  



  







  Chapter 1


  



  Elisa Mackenzie pushed her food cart through the detention halls of the battlecruiser Final Judgment. She moved the rattling wheeled piece carefully, determined not to spill a crumb of the overflowing dishes. The last hover cart had lost all power three weeks ago, leaving Elisa and the rest of the kitchen staff with seven battered and dented denizens on casters. They didn’t move smoothly as the hover carts had. It was yet another reminder of the deprivations on board the renegade starship.


  Elisa wheeled the now nearly empty cart from the general population brig to the other half of the cruiser’s prisoner containment. She was on her way to the maximum security brig, where traditionally the most violent or dangerous prisoners were kept. It was time to feed the Kalquorians.


  Her heart drummed in anticipation as it always did when she neared maximum security. She knew it was ridiculous to get so excited. It was stupid, in fact, if Elisa was honest with herself. Her secret fascination with the aliens was reckless to the point of being dangerous. If any of her fellow shipmates knew the thoughts she had, especially about the clan she was about to see now...


  Elisa set her expression to one of boredom as she entered maximum security’s guard office. She suppressed a groan when she saw the two men in the room: Ensigns Chris Coombs and Don Remington.


  Of the two, Coombs was the least offensive though he smelled like he might have last showered around Armageddon. He did just enough work to avoid getting into too much trouble with everyone else, and not one iota more of effort than that. The man took laziness to a near art form. Despite the strict rations of the ship’s dwindling food stores, he managed to look flabby and indulgent.


  Better looking and sweeter smelling, Don Remington was still an asshole. There was no getting around that fact. He made rude comments and insinuations in Elisa’s presence when there was no one around to report him for it. She treated him like a nuisance, ignoring him for the most part.


  She did her best to hide her fear of being alone with the man. Letting Remington know how vulnerable Elisa felt around any of them would be a huge mistake. He was known to be belligerent and bullying when he knew he could get away with it. It wasn’t farfetched to imagine him taking his ‘flirtations’ too far in the right situation. Thus far, Elisa had managed to make sure that situation didn’t happen.


  She wasn’t surprised to see both men in the room, though there was only one guard assigned per shift. Coombs and Remington often took an hour to play cards as one traded guard duty with the other. They were in the thick of a poker game now, from the looks of things. Coombs’ shock of dingy blond hair hung to the tip of his nose as he squinted at his hand. The men were supposed to keep their hair regulation short. No one seemed to have reminded the lackadaisical Coombs of that fact in the last several months. For that matter, no one had apparently bothered to tell him to keep up appearances at all. Wearing his uniform jacket open to display a stained tee-shirt, as he did now, wasn’t in keeping with military protocol in the slightest.


  In contrast, Remington was as official as an ensign in worn clothing and shoes could make himself look. The man was low in rank, but he carried himself as if he ruled the ship. His hair was always short and clean; his clothes pressed, if becoming a bit threadbare; and his shoes shined despite the heel of one coming loose. He was ambitious enough to look the part of up and coming fleet officer. Remington was also mean enough to run over those who didn’t get out of his way. Even though Earth’s official military was long gone, he still ached to advance and be important. It had escaped his notice that being in his thirties and having gotten no farther than the rank of ensign boded poorly for his future advancement.


  Plus there was that little matter of Earth’s fleet no longer existing. As far as Elisa knew, a few scattered remnants of ships like Last Judgment were all that was left of a force that had been millions of vessels strong.


  As Elisa entered the guard office behind her clanking food cart, Remington did his usual perusal of her body. His eyes traveled from the top of her hair-netted brown tresses down to the crotch of her food service white trouser uniform. She knew she should be used to it by now, and not just from Remington.


  It wasn’t that Elisa thought of herself as a raving beauty. She was sure she’d never come close to that particular description. Moreover, she was no longer young. Seated firmly at middle age, Elisa had left youth and its innocent dreams behind. She knew there was nothing in her appearance to excite any real interest.


  At least there wouldn’t have been back on Earth before Armageddon had destroyed that planet and most of its people. Women were a rarity now, and Elisa was the only female on board the battlecruiser. Men naturally had thoughts of a less than saintly nature when they saw her, even though she neared fifty.


  Remington’s particular leer managed to make her feel filthier than most of them, however. He’d told her more than once, “Girl, if I ever catch you alone, I am going to be made a very happy man.” He left no doubt what he intended to do with her to make himself happy. He’d grabbed her a few times. Just a week ago, he’d caught hold of her hand and pressed it to his semi-hard crotch before she could snatch loose.


  Elisa hated the man. Passionately.


  Coombs wasn’t as bad by a longshot. He was just lazier than most. Even when it came to the easy job of guarding the three men imprisoned in Maximum, he could barely be bothered to put in the bit of effort it required. As Elisa trundled her rattling cart through the room, he never looked up at her. He continued to study his cards, peering at them through slitted eyes in the dim light. Most of the ship was kept at half illumination as they tried to conserve precious power. Headaches from eyestrain were a common complaint.


  Elisa looked over Coombs’ shoulder to see what he was holding. Three of a kind, deuces. He’d been winning pretty well to judge from the stack of chips in front of him. Too bad for him he wasn’t winning any real money, not when there was no actual income anymore. For those Earthers who hadn’t surrendered following Armageddon, there was only running, surviving, and trying not to get caught by the Kalquorian Empire.


  Beyond the small table the men sat at, the guard office held little. There was a dusty vid that was supposed to only be used in emergencies. The crew was constantly reminded to conserve power whenever possible. Despite the energy rationing, the guards often played concerts and movies saved in the system. Elisa couldn’t blame them. Besides work, there was damned little to do on the ship.


  On the far wall hung a couple of frequency disruptors, five percussion blasters, cuffs, and an old black uniform coat turning gray with dust. The recycling unit had quit working some time ago, and the bin used for refuse was overflowing. The com system sat silent.


  Elisa looked to the door at the other side of the room. Only three men occupied maximum security, all crowded in a single cell at the opposite end of the block. Despite the knowledge that Kalquorians were usually bisexual, an abhorrence to Earth’s former government and state religion, a clan had been placed in containment together. The senior tactical officer, Alec Robards, was a brutal pig of a man in Elisa’s estimation. It had certainly not been kindness he had in mind when he’d dictated the Kalquorian captain and his clanmates be sequestered in a single cell. He’d done it to make their lives as uncomfortable as possible. Robards might have thought it would also turn them against one another in claustrophobic fury. So far, he’d been disappointed.


  Elisa knew she couldn’t see the Kalquorians from her spot standing behind Coombs. That didn’t stop her gaze from going to the door anyway, eager for that first glimpse. As always, she was impatient to get in the cell block and enjoy the too-few minutes she would have in the prisoners’ company.


  Remington’s voice, pitched slightly higher than most men’s, interrupted her nervous thinking. “Time to feed the animals, huh? Go on in. I’ll be in there in a second.”


  Elisa schooled her expression to not reveal her delight. She would get a few precious seconds alone with Clan Zemos. It took all she had to not dash with her cart towards the door.


  Remington gave her a grin that set her teeth on edge. “You could wait for me to finish this hand, if you’ll miss having me next to you, darlin’.”


  Elisa stiffened but she walked steadily through the office without a word. She never encouraged the men she worked with, especially not Remington. In the nearly four years since Armageddon, it amazed her she hadn’t been raped yet. She thought only the kind protection of the captain and the constant threat of execution from the first officer and the ship’s head of security had kept her safe so far. Much like the brute Robards, First Officer Chase was still a devout follower of Earth’s one true religion. Lewd behavior was grounds for immediate execution as far as those two men were concerned.


  Still, Elisa had no illusions that if she didn’t leave the ship at some near point in the future, she would find herself in trouble. Sooner or later, her luck would run out.


  Yet, where could she go? She had no funds to start a new life anywhere. Worse still, she was part of a renegade crew that had committed crimes against the Kalquorian Empire. If caught, she could find herself on trial and sent to a Kalquorian prison. No matter what Dramok Zemos and the other two said, Elisa feared what would happen if she left the battlecruiser.


  However much Clan Zemos might be lying to her, her heart lifted at the prospect of seeing them alone. She filled with warmth and joy, as she did every day, twice a day. Elisa didn’t pretend that her life revolving around those few moments wasn’t pathetic. It was, but she had come to terms with that. The coming seconds were her reason for rising in the morning and going through the motions of living. When her time with the Kalquorians was over, she would exist on the anticipation of tomorrow.


  She entered maximum security and trundled her cart towards the far cell.


  The three alien men made Elisa nervous in more than one way. They were dangerous men to be sure, though they’d never threatened her. Quite the opposite, in fact. The Kalquorians, including the walking menace that was Nobek Oret, had been unfailingly kind towards her. They acted as if they liked her. Sometimes Elisa entertained the notion that they even flirted. It was fun to think she could evoke such a response from them, though she knew she was nothing special.


  Of course the prisoners had to be nice. They were stuck in a cell with armed guards only steps away. Elisa knew she was in no danger from the three in maximum security, nor the rest of the captured Kalquorian destroyer crew being held in the general population brig. There hadn’t been one single instance of any of the prisoners breaking through the containment fields in the three months they’d been held. They were secure and she was safe, at least from them.


  Most of her nervousness had nothing to do with the non-existent threat the aliens posed to her physically. Elisa knew the basis of this other menace, the issue that put her in real peril. It was the one thing that made her life bearable even though she would be executed if anyone knew.


  She’d fallen in love with the clan of Captain Zemos.


  If anyone of the crew discovered Elisa’s secret, her life wouldn’t be worth spit. Even Joseph Walker, the compassionate captain of the battlecruiser, wouldn’t be able to find mercy for a woman who’d fallen for not just one, but three Kalquorian men. She’d be seen as a godless slut and traitor by the majority of the crew, especially Chase and Robards.


  The thought of what would happen if her feelings for the Kalquorians became known made Elisa’s stomach tight. As she usually did when she became nervous, she hummed a tune. She calmed as the first notes flowed from her throat.


  She approached the far cell and the three Kalquorians came into view. Already knowing she neared, they stayed well back from the field that kept them imprisoned in their small, two-bunk cell. The quarters would have been tight for two Earther men, the prisoners it was meant for. For three big Kalquorians, the shortest of whom stood about six-and-a-half-feet tall, it was miniscule.


  Contact with the containment didn’t harm prisoners; it simply allowed no escape. The Kalquorians never approached too closely until they were sure Elisa was comfortable in their presence. They seemed determined to show her they offered no threat. She thought that only underscored how dangerous they truly were, but she couldn’t help but feel pleased they treated her with such compassion.


  The three large men bowed to her as she neared, as they always did. Ever respectful, their faces lit with smiles when they saw she came alone. Elisa returned the smiles.


  Captain Zemos, who stood in the middle of his clan, said in a warm voice, “What a lovely voice you have, Matara Elisa. Someday I hope to hear you sing.”


  Elisa couldn’t help but take in the sight of the handsome Zemos. Over middle age of the Kalquorian lifespan of 250 years, his long black hair had the slightest dusting of gray. His years showed not so much in the few lines of his face, but in the experience that shone in his purple cat-pupil eyes. Maturity lay in Zemos’ attitude more than in his appearance. That aura, combining with a strong jaw and an underlying ferocity, made his face unabashedly masculine. Yet the rest of his features were soft enough that his appearance tried to enter the realm of endearing. Zemos couldn’t be called cute, but Elisa had come close to that description more than once in her head.


  His well-muscled body, behemoth at what Elisa guessed to be around six-feet-eight, showed no hint of debilitation. The uniform suit he wore, what the aliens called a formsuit, was black and clung to every curve of his carved body. Elisa suspected he and his clanmates washed their clothing in the cell’s small basin, because they always managed to look clean. Even their boots stayed shined.


  Elisa stole a quick glance at the doorway of the guard’s station to make sure Remington hadn’t entered the block yet. Rattling the cart to cover that she spoke, she told Zemos, “I can’t imagine the comments the guards would make if I was to serenade your meal.”


  He rewarded her joke with a grin. The sight stabbed into her heart, and Elisa looked away. She fussed with her limited field disruptor, as if she couldn’t operate the small device’s controls in the dark. It was hardwired with one setting and an ON/OFF button.


  Elisa activated it. A window in the containment field opened just enough for her to slide the covered plates of food into the cell, one at a time. She clipped the disruptor onto her belt and pushed the first tray through the opening.


  As always, Nobek Oret stepped forward to take the food from her. “Good evening, Matara Elisa,” he said. His low, growly voice might have come from the mouth of a wolf rendered capable of speech.


  He must have known how intimidating he looked. As he always did, the Nobek came just close enough to the containment barrier to stretch one long arm out and accept the plate she offered. Oret was younger than Zemos by one year, and his long curly hair retained all of its blue-black color without the first sign of gray. Yet he looked harder and more careworn than his Dramok. Elisa could never call such a feral creature ‘cute’; indeed she did not think him precisely handsome either. However, Oret’s face, with its stark features and intense demeanor, was riveting. To one who appreciated the perfection of creatures such as sharks or hunting tigers, Oret might be deemed a beautiful predator.


  If Zemos’ body was chiseled, then Oret’s had been carved, sculpted, and polished within an inch of its life. Veins stood out on his arms, exposed by the sleeveless formsuit he wore. He looked capable of breaking steel beams in half with nothing but brute force. His skintight uniform left nothing unimagined.


  Oret was fearsomeness personified. Yet, like a mouse hypnotized by the stare of a deadly cobra, Elisa found him entrancing as well. She was drawn to this walking, talking icon of destruction.


  His deep gaze never wavering from her face, he smelled the food before handing it to the third man of their clan. A slight smile curling his lips, Oret said, “Perhaps hearing you sing would sweeten the guards’ tempers just a bit.”


  Imdiko Miragin snorted as he sat with his tray on the lower bunk. “Tossing a handful of sugar at such men would only result in the sugar falling to the ground. For some, offering sweetness is a waste.”


  Elisa sighed and nodded her agreement. Miragin was forever saying something of note. He was a writer of much renown in the Empire, so much so that he was referred to as the Conscience of Kalquor. The time Zemos had mentioned this bit of the Imdiko’s biography, Miragin’s handsome face had taken on an uncharacteristic scowl. The Imdiko did not seem to be in love with the nickname.


  Threads of gray wove themselves in Miragin’s messy curls. Wide, intelligent eyes often sparkled with humor and mischief. The Imdiko’s good nature couldn’t be eclipsed by even his imprisonment. Elisa’s favorite feature on Miragin was his plump lips, sumptuous to the point of decadence. She often wondered what it would be like to kiss that delicious-looking mouth. He was also the least intimidating of the three men, several inches shorter than the other two and built more like a long-time runner than a muscled powerhouse. The youngest of the three at a century and a quarter, Miragin had a dreamier aspect. Elisa imagined him taking long walks as he contemplated the concerns of his world. Any time the Earther guards were present, Zemos and Oret stood between them and Miragin, determined to shield the Imdiko from all harm.


  Oret came forward again to accept another dish from Elisa, passing this one to Zemos. “You prepared these meals yourself?” he asked in his wolf-growl voice.


  She nodded. “Yes, Nobek Oret. I have taken on the responsibility of cooking all your meals. I have already made the breakfast Mr. Thomas will deliver to you in the morning.”


  He nodded and took the final tray from her. Oret’s demeanor was often one of suspicion, and Elisa knew he didn’t trust anyone else to cook his clan’s food. In those cases, he ate first and insisted Zemos and Miragin not touch their meals until an hour after he’d finished his. His distrust of their captors hadn’t been shaken in three months, though no one had attempted to poison the trio.


  Even at the beginning of their imprisonment, Oret had been more relaxed with Elisa than any other Earther. After the first two days of her bringing their meals, he’d eased his dictates to the other two that they wait to eat until he felt confident of the food’s safety. Elisa thought it was because she was a woman that Oret trusted her to the extent he did. She’d often thought about telling him he really should know better. Women were imminently capable of evil acts, as the Church had so often pointed out. She’d held her tongue because she liked that the fierce Nobek felt confident of her motives.


  Miragin had already started eating the chicken stir-fry she’d made, practically inhaling the pile of food she’d made for him. Between mouthfuls he said, “Delicious as always, Matara Elisa. Thank you so much for preparing our food.”


  Elisa closed the window in the containment field, smiling at his praise and obvious enjoyment of his dinner. She glanced down the corridor towards the guard’s room. There was still no sign of anyone coming to join her, and she knew she should get going. Yet her whole day revolved around stolen moments such as these.


  Zemos was smiling at her as she returned her attention to the clan. “You are without a guard tonight. I do like it when we get a moment to talk.”


  Elisa told him, “They’re busy playing poker. Remington said he’d follow in a moment.”


  “Remington.” Miragin made an ugly sound.


  Oret said, “A fool with ambitions can be dangerous, but in the end he’s still a fool.” The Nobek considered Elisa, and she barely controlled a shiver that wanted to go through her at that appraising stare.


  He told her in a gentle voice, “Never underestimate an enemy, Matara. Not even with a seemingly impenetrable containment field.”


  “Do you plan to attack me?” Elisa asked, fighting to keep her tone light. At Oret’s gaze turned calculating, she wished she hadn’t said anything.


  However, she had nothing to worry about. The containment field was fully powered. Not even a Kalquorian of Oret’s obvious threat level could hope to break through it.


  The Nobek’s sudden grin was a mixture of humor and pretended threat. “Attack you? You know, I have had time to consider that option. I decided that if given the chance, I would take you hostage. Harming you would be off the table, little one, though making you squirm might be fun.”


  Zemos gave Oret a warning look, though he looked as if he might smile too. “Don’t frighten her, Oret. Matara Elisa has been kind to us when she is able.”


  Oret chuckled, a harsh chuffing sound that made Elisa wonder how often the man actually laughed. “I meant squirm in a good sense. Of course, this naive Earther female has no idea what I am inferring, do you?”


  His smile turned paternal, as if she was no more than a child. Elisa knew exactly what he referred to with his sly comment. She might be a virgin at the grand old age of 48, but she wasn’t clueless. Oret’s condescension irritated her, and she couldn’t help but respond in a manner that she’d never dare in Earther company.


  Keeping her tone unimpressed, she told the alien, “If it was your weight on me, Nobek Oret, I don’t think I would have the breath or strength to squirm.”


  It was an outrageous statement for an Earther woman to say to anyone, never mind a Kalquorian man. Zemos froze to stare at her as if he couldn’t believe his ears. Miragin made choking sounds as he laughed around his mouthful of food.


  Oret’s eyes widened at Elisa’s boldness. Then his lips curled in a slow, knowing smile that made her heart hammer. “Oh, my pretty one. That I would have the chance to take your breath away—”


  Before he could finish his comment, the telltale thud of booted feet warned them that Remington was on his way. Elisa hurriedly squared away her cart and started walking away from the cell just as Remington came into the corridor. His hand rested on the blaster holstered on his hip.


  He pulled the weapon out. Elisa’s mouth went dry. She was sure none of their conversation had reached his ears. Remington was simply being an asshole again. He enjoyed threatening the prisoners. She kept her eyes averted as he came level to her clattering cart and kept going past her.


  His nasally voice rang out as he greeted the Kalquorians. “Good evening, slimeballs! Did you have another good day filled with fun and games?”


  The clan made no response. Elisa worried that someday Remington would push the three into a reaction, one that would give him the reason he desired to kill one or all of them. She turned her head enough to peek at him and the men in the cell. Remington was aiming at the Kalquorians in turn, pretending he was about to shoot them. Miragin had risen from the bunk, and Oret and Zemos stood in front of him, shielding the Imdiko.


  Remington giggled, somehow sounding like a little girl when he did so. “What do you think, homo aliens? You like seeing a female once or twice a day? Does it make you wish you were me, someone who can have a woman’s pussy and not a man’s ass? You want to hear how nice Mackenzie there feels to fuck?”


  Elisa’s face flamed with heat. She hoped Zemos and his clan knew she would never sleep with a disgusting pig like Remington. She’d never known a man at all except to kiss ... if a teenage buss with a sixteen-year-old boy could be called knowing a man.


  It might as well have been. That innocent moment had landed her in all sorts of trouble over thirty years ago. It had torn away every dream she’d possessed. That moment of curiosity and infatuation had certainly not been worth the hell it had caused.


  Elisa did not like Remington telling the Kalquorians or anyone that he’d enjoyed anything remotely sexual with her. Even the most innocent instances could land her in hot water, and what Remington was saying could do a lot more than put her in the brig.


  Somehow, it still paled in comparison to the fact the bastard was telling Zemos, Oret, and Miragin he’d known her in a carnal manner. It made her sick to her stomach to think they might believe him.


  Her cart clattered as she rushed out of the cell block. Elisa’s chest was tight as she escaped the hateful sound of Remington’s laugh thudding in her ears.


  



  



  







  Chapter 2


  



  Dramok Zemos forced back red-tinged fury at Remington’s crude allusions to Elisa, struggling to keep his expression impassive. Not quite as able to disguise his emotions, Oret turned his back on the foul-mouthed guard. The Nobek’s heavy brow creased in hatred. Despite putting his back to Remington, his head was turned enough to keep the man in his peripheral vision, making sure he always kept his enemy in view.


  Zemos could well understand his clanmate’s need to shield his feelings from the Earther guard. Remington delighted in finding out what upset others, simply so he could make them more miserable than they already were. If he knew the regard Zemos’ clan held for Elisa, the bastard would say even worse things about her.


  Zemos edged closer to his clanmate to speak in a low voice. “He wants you to react. Do not give him the pleasure of seeing you angry, my Nobek.”


  Oret shot Zemos a black look. “That he speaks of that sweet girl in such disgusting terms to other men—”


  Miragin looked up at his taller Nobek clanmate, his always reasonable tone more than enough to interrupt. “You know a lovely such as our Elisa would never give him a second thought. The bastard speaks of what he wishes, not what he has had the honor of experiencing.”


  “It is obvious she is frightened of him. Perhaps he has forced his attentions on her.”


  Zemos shook his head. “She would be markedly more afraid if that had happened. My Nobek, you are too strong for the likes of that fool to defeat you in any way. Do not let stupid words claim victory.”


  Oret drew a breath to settle his temper. He nodded. “You are right. As always.” He grimaced with a suggestion of a smile, which Zemos returned.


  Miragin snorted, crossing his arms over his chest. He jerked his head to toss his unruly mass of curls back. “Remington’s pathetic. His assertions are worth humor rather than anger.”


  The Imdiko walked away from Zemos and Oret, leaving the questionable security of their bodies that shielded him. The Earther guard was still smirking and talking, though Zemos had faded his repugnant comments into an unimportant background buzz. Miragin looked at the wiry little pest and laughed.


  Remington turned furious in a moment, his loathsome smile turning into a snarl. “What the fuck are you laughing at, freak? Huh?”


  He raised his percussion blaster and aimed it right at the Imdiko. The other hand snatched his field disruptor from his belt and aimed it as well.


  Alarm coursed through Zemos. It was a full-spectrum disruptor, capable of taking the entire containment field down. It could also open a window like the limited disruptor Elisa carried. It would be enough to keep the clan from escaping while allowing Remington to shoot Miragin.


  Faster than thought and quicker than Zemos could react, Oret dropped his nearly empty tray. The next instant, he was between his Imdiko and the guard. The Nobek’s fangs unhinged from the roof of his mouth, dripping the intoxicating venom natural to all Kalquorians. He roared defiant rage at Remington. With a cry, Miragin tried to yank his clanmate out of the line of fire.


  Zemos felt cold calm descend on him as he watched the situation unfold. Decades of command and his stronger Dramok instincts took over, giving him the ability to assess even as he readied to act. He waited to see what Remington would do before making a move. Zemos thought he had time to jump in the path of a blast in the second it would take the Earther to disrupt the field and aim. He noted how hard Remington’s hands shook. The Dramok wondered if it was in anger over Miragin laughing at him or fear from Oret’s feral display. Either way, it would fuck up his aim.


  It wasn’t much comfort when there was no place for them to run. If Remington started shooting and kept shooting, he’d eventually hit one or all of them.


  Remington yelled, “Two of you for the price of one? Fine by me. I’ll take you both out!”


  He hesitated, however. It made Zemos feel sure Remington wouldn’t shoot unless provoked further.


  His tone utterly reasonable, Zemos asked the little bastard, “Won’t that get you in trouble with your superiors? They want us kept alive for a purpose, don’t they?”


  Remington’s weapon swung around to sight on Zemos, and the Dramok felt some tension release. His calm increased now that the blaster was no longer aimed at his clanmates.


  The Earther screamed at him, “Shut up! No one asked you to talk, freak!”


  “Ensign, what do you think you’re doing?”


  Remington jumped in surprise. His hands snatched behind his back, hiding the blaster and disruptor like a child caught with stolen sweets. He stared in wide-eyed horror at the man walking down the corridor.


  Zemos moved over to stand at Oret’s side. The Nobek promptly shouldered him back, as if he could shield both his clanmates with his body.


  The three Kalquorians watched Remington carefully despite Captain Joseph Walker’s unexpected appearance. Zemos thought of how a cornered man was a dangerous man. Remington looked extremely cornered right now with his commanding officer bearing down on him.


  The guard shot them a frightened look as he began to make his excuses. “They were being rowdy and disrespectful, Captain. I was just reminding them of their place.”


  Walker was a young man, even by Earther standards, but he had an old look on his face. As usual, Zemos felt an unwelcome stab of pity for his captor. Walker was the enemy, but he was the nicest enemy the Dramok had ever encountered.


  It was an odd thing to wish the man was an asshole. After all, the battlecruiser under Walker’s command had demolished Zemos’ destroyer and taken his surviving crew prisoner. The Kalquorian wished for nothing more than to be able to hate Walker as easily as he hated Remington, but the damned Earther captain wouldn’t grant him the luxury.


  Walker looked at Remington with tired disgust. “You were reminding the prisoners of their place by killing them?” He snorted with derision. “I’m sure after they’re dead they’ll accord you all the respect you can wish for. Get back to the observation post.”


  Remington looked aghast. “You want me to leave you alone with them, Captain?” As if he hadn’t done that very thing with the much more helpless Elisa.


  Walker tapped the containment field, and a flare of bright yellow light from the contact made Zemos squint. “Since you weren’t foolish enough to drop the field, I think I will be fine. Out, Ensign. At the end of your shift, you may report to Lieutenant Commander Robards for disciplinary measures. I will inform him of your dangerous actions with the prisoners.”


  “Yes sir.” His face angry and embarrassed, Remington holstered his blaster and field disruptor.


  Walker watched him slouch out of the room, waiting for Remington to get out of earshot before turning his attention to Zemos and his clan. He sighed as he met the Kalquorian’s eyes.


  “Allow me to offer my apologies to you and your clan, Captain Zemos. I am glad none of you were hurt.”


  Zemos didn’t speak to Joseph as he might a peer. The kid was too raw and hesitant for that, as much as the Dramok liked him. Instead, Zemos counseled him much as he might a member of his own crew who had come to him for advice. “That one should be watched most carefully, Captain Walker. Remington is trouble not only to us but to members of your own crew.”


  “Particularly the woman,” Oret added. His fangs were still down, long and sharp behind his blunter teeth.


  Walker scowled, showing a little bit of backbone for a change. “He threatened Elisa?”


  Miragin sighed. “Not so much a threat, though I do not doubt she feels uncomfortable around him. He speaks of her in most unflattering terms. Terms I believe would have earned him prison time on Earth before it was destroyed, as well as landed her in trouble though she is innocent of any wrongdoing.”


  Walker turned an amazing shade of red. He’d understood that the Imdiko alluded to sexual overtones, and it seemed to embarrass him terribly. Zemos didn’t know whether to be amused or exasperated with the Earther captain’s unease over such matters. But then again, he’d recognized early on that Walker had more to be repressed about than the rest of his fellow crew.


  After a moment, Walker recovered his composure enough to say, “I see. Be assured I will correct him on that score.” He looked at Zemos as if begging approval. “I do not subscribe to the belief that women should be punished for the actions of men. Elisa will not be blamed. She would never do anything to encourage such familiarity.”


  Not with Remington anyway, Zemos thought. Elisa’s earlier jibe about having Oret’s weight on her made him wonder how discouraging she’d be to his clan if they weren’t enemies.


  The thought of being able to get his hands on the lovely Earther female made Zemos’ crotch throb agreeably. Fantasies of spending time with Elisa were almost commonplace for the Dramok now, though they weren’t always of the carnal variety. He often wished they had met under better circumstances, ones which would have allowed him to while away hours talking, sharing ... and yes, if he was to be honest, making love. She astounded him in every way, and each time he saw her, Zemos was more entranced.


  Impatient with thoughts of what could not be, he set aside thoughts of the little darling to attend to the conversation. “So to what do we owe the pleasure of your company today?”


  Walker shrugged. “I am only checking on your welfare. Having men like Remington under my command makes it necessary, as was so obvious just now.”


  Zemos fixed him with a steady look. “The war is over, Captain. You need to surrender your vessel. I’m not telling you to give yourself up to Kalquor. Go to the Galactic Council and surrender to them. You and your crew will be treated fairly in their custody.”


  Despite the growing number of worry lines etching his features, Walker was still very much a young and unsure man. Right now, he looked like a child to the Dramok as he shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “It would make life simpler wouldn’t it? I let that option go back when the war ended, though. It’s too late.”


  Miragin spoke, his tone gentle. “It is never too late to listen to your conscience, Joseph. It’s obvious you’re a good man with high values. You can still end this useless madness of fighting our destroyers and taking us prisoner.”


  Zemos added, “Earth is dead. Your people are scattered. Why are you still fighting?”


  Walker scowled, his shoulders hunching defensively. Yes, at just over 30 years of age, he was only a boy compared to Zemos. He certainly looked the part right now.


  He muttered, “Because that’s what a man who’s backed into a corner does. He fights or he dies.”


  Miragin’s tone was gentle in its probing. “It’s not just that, though. Somehow we’ve become a weapon for you.”


  Walker gave him a startled look. “Why do you say that?”


  Zemos stepped close to the containment field so he could be closer to Walker. He folded his arms over his chest and looked down on the Earther, doing his best paternal attitude. The youngling needed guidance in the worst way, and that role was second nature to someone of the Dramok breed. “There is no other reason to keep us alive, Joseph. You plan to use us somehow. As weapons – or as bartering objects.”


  Walker’s gaze skittered away. Aha, thought Zemos. That’s what’s going on then. We’re some sort of bargaining tool for the Earthers.


  Unfortunately, his discovery had rattled the Earther captain. Walker took a step back and glanced down the corridor, apparently ready to leave.


  He said, “I’ll see what I can do to have the tactical officer move personnel around so you don’t have to deal with Remington anymore.”


  “Joseph—” Zemos started, trying to keep the young man from leaving. He needed to know what the Earthers had in store for the survivors of his crew.


  Walker interrupted, talking in a rush even as he walked away. “I have to get back to the bridge. I’ll check on things again soon.” He nearly ran out of the cell block.


  Miragin sighed and tossed his empty food tray towards the containment field. It would be picked up later by Remington, and they would have to endure more of his asinine comments. Being cowed by Walker wouldn’t last long with that one.


  The Imdiko asked his clanmates, “What can be going on to keep a man pursuing such a course? He has to know this will only lead to destruction in the end.”


  Oret’s tray joined his. “You’re the one with all the insights, ‘Conscience of Kalquor’. You tell us.”


  Zemos walked over to the others’ dishes and dropped his on top. He thought perhaps Walker was the least of their worries right now. “I think he’s losing control of the crew. That business of him saying he’d try to get Remington out of here rather than actually doing it tells me he’s in trouble.”


  Oret scowled. “If that’s the case, the crew will eventually turn on him or he’ll make a run for it. And then we’re fucked because fools like Remington will kill us for sport. I can’t figure out why we were kept alive in the first place.”


  “It must be for bargaining power with someone. Otherwise, it makes no sense that they took us prisoner. If they were still trying to fight a pointless war, they would have killed us right out.”


  “But bargaining with whom?” Miragin asked.


  Zemos had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach. It was an instinctual, almost animal knowledge that trouble was about to reach a critical point. He knew better than to ignore it.


  He muttered, “There are too many questions and no answers. Once we know the answers, it may be too late. It’s time we found our escape.”


  Oret looked from him to Miragin and back to Zemos. In a careful tone, the Nobek said, “I’ve had an idea on that for some time, but I know you won’t like it. Hell, I don’t even like it, which is why I haven’t mentioned it before now. I was hoping to come up with something better.”


  Zemos thought he knew what Oret might be up to. It made him wince, but he faced up to his concerns anyway. “Out with it then.”


  “I think the lovely one might be the key to our release.”


  Miragin stood bolt upright. “Matara Elisa? Is it really necessary to involve her?”


  A flash of anger stabbed Zemos, but he controlled it. He was a Dramok, the usually even-tempered breed that led his fellows. However, he also possessed strong violent Nobek tendencies, almost to the point of being a dual-breed. His Nobek father and grandfathers had taken great care to train him to not give in to temper.


  Zemos’ tone remained steady as he said, “She could get hurt, Oret. You can’t tell me there won’t be risk to her life if we involve her.”


  Oret’s shoulders sagged, letting Zemos know how much the solution weighed on him. “I know, I know. She’s also the weakest link and our best chance, especially if Walker is sending Remington away. I would have loved to get my hands on him instead.”


  Zemos couldn’t help but pace, the tension getting to him. The food he’d eaten, prepared by Elisa herself, curdled in his gut at the thought of putting her in peril. Yet he’d noted Remington wasn’t the only Earther getting more aggressive lately. Walker’s passive control over the crew was fraying. Zemos had the fear that even if he could convince Walker to surrender his vessel to the Galactic Council of Planets, the more militant members of the crew would kill the Earther captain.


  It was obvious that Zemos and the rest of his captured crew must soon make their attempt to escape and take over the ship. It had become obvious after three months of captivity that the Empire’s fleet had no idea where Zemos and his men were. Rescue was not coming. Outnumbered and unarmed, the Kalquorians would have to find some way out of the predicament they were in. Sweet, lovely Elisa, the most vulnerable of the Earthers on board this flying horror of a ship, a woman that Zemos had begun to think of with more feeling than he wanted to, was their best chance of securing that escape.


  Zemos snapped out the words he didn’t want to say. “If we have no choice, then we’ll have to use the girl.” He added with feeling, “Damn them for putting me in this position.”


  And damn his heart for falling in love with a woman he might have to hurt in order to do the right thing.


  * * * *


  The end of Elisa’s workday was made up of equal parts relief and fear. It was nice to get out of the kitchen where she spent most of her time, cooking and figuring out how much of their carefully hoarded resources could be used on a meal. It was never enough, and the kitchen staff groused every bit as much about it as the people they fed. The atmosphere was one of toxic anger, and Elisa looked forward to escaping it as soon as possible.


  That meant traversing the corridors of the battlecruiser to get from the kitchen to the safety of her quarters. Only a miniscule fraction of the ship’s crew remained on the hulking vessel, just a few souls over 250 men. It should have been a relief to have far fewer potential attackers to fear. Unfortunately, it also made it easier for those remnants to get Elisa alone, where cries of help would not be heard.


  Despite such dangers, Elisa preferred to navigate the lesser-used corridors of a nearly abandoned part of the ship. It was a roundabout passage to her quarters, but she liked the privacy and the lack of stares. Almost no one used her route. It was isolated and therefore more likely for an attack, but it was also the best way to avoid being seen by others. Weighing the risks, Elisa found hurrying through dimmed and silent corridors the least frightening of her options.


  Life kept getting scarier on the ship. Pretending otherwise was foolish. Not so long ago, Remington would have never dared to say the things to and about Elisa he had today. His act of groping her and making her touch him a week ago would have been enough to get them both beaten, at the very least. He’d shown no fear of that happening. Discipline was waning for the most part despite how brutal Lieutenant Commander Robards’ punishments had become. Desperate men were taking off in shuttles and fighters every week now. They abandoned the battlecruiser for open space, choosing potential death over the faltering operations of their ship. Robards’ threat of execution if they were caught was not empty, but it was weak. There weren’t enough men left to both run the ship and guard the bays where the fighters and shuttles sat.


  There was a sense that the veneer of civilization was ready to be wiped away at any moment. Elisa knew as the one woman on board, she was at the greatest risk.


  Yet she still preferred to use the nearly abandoned corridors to the ones that most kept to. She carried her dinner container in one hand as she set off. It was nothing she could threaten anyone with unless the assailant had a stir-fry phobia. However, she also held her open container of hot coffee in a death grip, ready to fling it right in any attacker’s face. That would definitely slow a would-be rapist down.


  Elisa sighed as she navigated the route that would see her locked in her quarters soon. She knew she should have left the ship long ago. The clock was ticking down on either her being raped, Kalquorians or bounty hunters capturing the ship, or the food and power finally running out for good. But where could she go? What greater threats waited away from the known dangers of the renegade battlecruiser? Did it make sense to exchange being frightened in a familiar setting to being terrified in an alien environment she knew nothing about?


  Elisa could only come up with one answer: to carry on as the remainder of her shipmates did. They lived as if the war with Kalquor still went on, performing their duties as they always had. Yet she could feel the tension rising among the crew. Captain Walker was a good man, but she didn’t know how much longer he could hold them together. At the rate men abandoned the ship, they wouldn’t have enough people to fly it in six months.


  Elisa didn’t want to think about the precarious situation they were in. As usual when shying away from grim reality, her thoughts turned to the prisoners in maximum security.


  Zemos, Oret, and Miragin. The Kalquorians were certainly not what she had expected. All the propaganda vids had proclaimed the aliens were demons, sex-crazed beasts looking to enslave Earther women for their horrible, insatiable lusts. The first time she’d delivered meals to the detention area, Elisa had been shaking from head to toe in terrified dread of them.


  From the first day, she’d realized the captured destroyer’s crew was just as civilized as her own kind ... maybe even more. In the general population brig, the alien men had stared at her with stunned expressions, apparently astounded to be in the presence of a female. Many of the Kalquorians had never met a woman outside of their own mothers and grandmothers. Even the most primitive-looking Nobek had bowed with respect. They thanked her profusely for bringing them food every time she set foot in the detention area.


  Three months later, the Kalquorians were still unfailingly gracious to her. Zemos’ clan in particular conducted themselves with manners becoming gentlemen. Even Oret, who looked like leashed carnage, was as courtly as a knight with a lady.


  Elisa had been trying for some weeks now to convince herself she was only infatuated with Clan Zemos. She had admitted to herself early on that she liked them. They had always treated her with respect and kindness.


  That would change in a hurry if there wasn’t a containment field between you and them. Then you’d see the monsters everyone says they are. Then you’d find yourself in a real hell; and I’m not talking about that stupid myth the Church tried to bore into your head from the moment you drew breath.


  Somehow, it didn’t ring true. Elisa had seen the kindness in their eyes, even Oret’s. If she hadn’t felt positive the three men would never hurt her, she wouldn’t have flirted so outrageously with the Nobek earlier today.


  The thought of what she’d said – out loud – about him lying on her nearly brought on a nervous fit of giggles.


  Damn it, Elisa had too many thoughts when it came to being alone with the Kalquorians. Not just fantasies both profane and provocative, but thoughts of simply sitting around and talking to the trio, of sharing thoughts and spending time. Too often Elisa would be alone in her quarters or working in the kitchen, and she’d catch herself imagining sitting on her porch back on Earth, having coffee and talking with Zemos’ clan. She thought of spending nights in front of a fireplace in a cozy home, of sitting at their feet while they spoke of the things they’d done as younger men. She thought of lying in a bed big enough for all four of them, snuggled between their big, hard bodies and drifting off in safe warmth.


  I’m in love, at least with the fantasy. That’s all it’s ever going to be, because even if I could be with them, reality would never be that sweet. Besides, I’m beyond the age of having children. No Kalquorian clan, certainly not one of Zemos’ rank, would want me. Not for forever, anyway.


  Elisa knew she needed to stop thinking about fairy tale endings with the enemy. Sooner or later she would slip up somehow, and others would figure out she felt much too friendly towards the prisoners. They would see how she softened around them, how she tried to make them smile and respond to her. Heaven help her if Remington had the least clue.


  Elisa slowed as the corridor she traveled emptied into a more populated section of the battlecruiser. This was the area that contained the living quarters of the remainder of the crew. Her cabin was only steps away, and yet those last few feet seemed a fearsome gauntlet that stretched farther than the rest of the journey to get here.


  As Elisa joined the others coming off day shift and those going out on night duty, she kept her eyes directed on the floor at her feet. She was careful not to meet any of the stares she knew were trained on her. She felt hyperaware of the men around her, men thinking of how she was the only woman on the whole ship, the only woman any of them had access to. It didn’t matter she was nearing 50, or that the corners of her eyes creased heavily when she smiled, or that her breasts sagged a little when she took her bra off. She was the only female they could hope to have. Sooner or later, one or more of them would make a try.


  Elisa’s heart galloped fiercely as she moved among the dozens of men, old and young. The few seconds it took for her to reach the door to her quarters seemed to stretch for ages. But at last Elisa was there, her door opening obediently as it read her retina scan. She stepped in.


  “Lock, no access except for emergency clearance,” she said the instant the door closed behind her. It beeped its acquiescence.


  Elisa pulled the nearby chair and table that made up her dining area so that they stood in front of the door. If someone decided to break in, the extra barrier would give her a chance for escape. When she went to bed tonight, she would also lock the door to her separate bedroom and place a chair in front of it. A butcher knife she had stolen from the kitchen would be near at hand, lying on her nightstand as she slept.


  Elisa took a deep breath and sighed it back out. She took a swallow of her coffee, able to drink it now that it was no longer needed as a weapon. Tension ebbed from her shoulders and she sighed again. Another day’s battle was officially over.


  



  



  







  Chapter 3


  



  Zemos watched Elisa as she wheeled the midday meal cart into the cell block. The slipshod guard named Coombs followed her, looking bored and distracted. Zemos thought Coombs placed too much confidence in the security field’s ability to keep them incarcerated, especially someone of Oret’s skills. Not that the Dramok was about to complain over getting the chance to escape, especially if it could be accomplished without endangering Elisa.


  Oret’s eyes were sharp as he took in the situation. It was up to Zemos and Miragin to distract Coombs and Elisa so they didn’t notice the Nobek looking things over. It was overkill for the security specialist to take such careful stock of how the pair moved as the Kalquorians were given their meals; Oret always watched his environment with laser precision. After three months, he knew Elisa and Coombs’ habits in maximum security better than the two Earthers did. However, now that the Kalquorians had given up on rescue and were making a concentrated effort to find an avenue of escape, Oret insisted on a couple of days of observation.


  The Dramok part of Zemos that didn’t scream to take out their attackers in glorious battle applauded his Nobek’s caution. For one thing, they had Miragin’s safety to worry about. It had been the worst luck that they’d been attacked during one of his infrequent visits to the destroyer, leading the gentle Imdiko to be captured along with his clanmates. Neither Zemos nor Oret were in any hurry to endanger their third’s life. All precautions would be taken.


  Then there was Elisa. Zemos had come to the harsh realization that they would most likely be taking advantage of her kindness and lack of combat knowledge. He felt positive they would be forced to use her to escape. As Oret had said, she was the weakest link in the chain that kept them imprisoned. She would have to be the bit that broke.


  The poor woman, like Miragin, was just an innocent bystander caught up in events beyond her control. For that, she would suffer.


  Zemos eyed Coombs for a moment, performing his own weighing of the situation. He thought the lazy guard wouldn’t notice a Tragoom snarling in his ear. The man seemed that dull-witted.


  However, Elisa was sharp enough for the two of them. They’d have to watch her carefully. She was no fool for all her lack of military knowledge, and Zemos feared she would pick up on any slips they made.


  Still, her lack of weapons, her gentle nature, and her small stature made her easy prey should they break free of the containment. The thought made Zemos ill. He could almost hate himself for what he had to do. He should be thinking of ways to protect such a creature, not attack her.


  Miragin had argued passionately against using Elisa in any way, but in the end necessity had prevailed. He was the first to speak as she approached, smiling warmly at Elisa as she opened the small window in the containment field.


  “Here is our favorite Earther, and not just because you bring us the best food.”


  Elisa snuck a quick smile at the Imdiko. She didn’t talk because of Coombs’ presence. She wasn’t supposed to ever speak to them. That she had done so when they were alone told Zemos how lonely the poor woman was.


  If Remington had been in here right now, he would have screamed and threatened the Kalquorians for saying anything to Elisa. Coombs didn’t seem to notice. If he did, he didn’t care. At present, he busied himself digging in his ear canal as he stared at the floor. Zemos thought that the man was an idiot.


  Zemos bowed and offered Elisa a smile that felt too tight. “Your pretty face could brighten the darkest night, Matara.”


  Her warm look faltered a little. She cocked an eyebrow at him, her expression plainly telling him he’d laid the compliments on too thick. No surprise there; Zemos was used to barking out orders, not trying to charm lovely women he cared for.


  Miragin chuckled, knowing the social klutzes his clanmates tended to be. The sound drew Elisa’s attention from Oret as he took the first tray of food from her. Neither she nor the uncaring Coombs saw the way the Nobek studied Elisa’s disruptor as Miragin drew close to whisper conspiratorially.


  “Not quite the poet, is he, Elisa? Forgive my Dramok’s overly enthusiastic compliments, but do not doubt his sincerity. Zemos never says things he doesn’t mean. As for the way he says them, you must remember we aren’t used to speaking to women. It’s hard for any of us to know what to say to one of you.”


  As the Imdiko accepted the tray of food from Oret, Elisa gave him a sympathetic look. In the hurried conversations they’d had over the weeks, a few things had been established. Elisa had told the men that she didn’t approve of Kalquor abducting Earther women, which had started the war. Yet she also understood how desperate they must have felt about being on the brink of extinction. She’d even expressed sorrow over the rarity of Kalquorian women and the infertility most of them suffered from.


  She was such a wonderful person, the kindest, most understanding creature Zemos had ever met. He felt another stab of sick guilt at having to possibly use her to escape.


  As Elisa handed Oret a second food tray, Zemos acknowledged his clumsy attempts at interaction. “Miragin is our wordsmith. Did you know he’s a writer? A very famous one in the Empire in fact, as well as a gifted public speaker. I suppose I should leave the pretty speeches to him.”


  The men had already told Elisa all that, but Zemos chatted in the effort to keep her distracted. He accepted his food tray from Oret as Coombs yawned. At first Zemos felt a flash of anger that the man would belittle Miragin’s accomplishments, but no, the Earther guard’s distant look said he wasn’t even paying attention. He was there in body, but not in mind. Zemos was certain Coombs hadn’t heard the first word of their conversation.


  Elisa handed in Oret’s dinner. She would be leaving soon. With a guard standing there, they had no way of prolonging her stay. Zemos admitted to himself that it wasn’t just Oret’s recon that made him want to find a way for her to tarry. Awkward or not, had he been given a real chance, the Dramok would have attempted to romance the lovely Earther female. Much as he’d been overpoweringly drawn to Miragin in a bar over a century ago, he was attracted to this woman. If they could escape, if he could somehow convince her to go with them...


  Miragin continued to talk even as Elisa readied her cart to walk out. “I may put words together well, but the pretty voice that does the singing ... well, that would belong to you, wouldn’t it, Matara? That melody you hummed yesterday is still running in my head. I wonder what lyrics go with such a happy tune? I wish I could hear them.”


  Elisa ducked her head, smiling again. The sight tugged hard at Zemos’ heart. The little Earther didn’t smile nearly enough. He wished he could do something to change that. He didn’t mind the mature lines that creased at the corners of her eyes when she really beamed. In fact, he adored every one of them, an accounting of years passing and wisdom gained. A young woman wouldn’t have that world-weariness that Zemos himself knew so well. She wouldn’t know that disappointment wasn’t the end of the world, nor that success meant all would be right forever. Elisa knew what it was to see life’s newness fade. She would understand how every moment was meant to be savored rather than rushed through for the next novel experience. She was perfect.


  Elisa closed the hole in the containment field and began to push her cart away in the wake of Coombs’ lumbering. The guard was supposed to watch her back, not leave ahead of her. Asshole, Zemos thought before he remembered he was supposed to want slip-ups. It still pissed him off that the lazy bastard didn’t put Elisa’s safety first.


  Damn, he had it bad for the sweet little woman if he wanted her protected from himself.


  The Dramok watched her leave with a sense of loss that mere lust couldn’t account for. The few minutes each day that he saw Elisa raced by much too quickly. Everything about her was pleasing, from her sweet face to the lovely collection of curves she still possessed. Looking at the way Elisa’s bottom twitched as she walked away, he noted she continued to lose weight, as those of the crew he had seen all seemed to be doing. The battlecruiser was implementing strict rationing on the Earthers’ food from the looks of things, though Zemos and his clan were given plenty to eat. The Earthers went without while the prisoners seemed to be fattened up for the slaughter ... or at least, kept well fed.


  They really did need to escape soon.


  A pure, sweet tone suddenly startled Zemos, words swirling in the loveliest voice he’d ever heard. Zemos started and stared after the departing Elisa.


  “He is my world/My everything/My warmth of summer/My waking spring...”


  She sang, the music pouring from her throat as golden as any sun Zemos had ever set eyes on. The gorgeous sound filled the brig’s grim space. Elisa sang, and it was stunningly beautiful. Even Coombs had wakened from his foggy world to gape over his shoulder at her. He walked right into the doorframe that led to the guards’ office. His curse as he went out of the confinement area was a small interruption in the spell that Elisa’s voice wove.


  “I had no choice/But to hopelessly fall...”


  Elisa had reached the doorway, and as she walked out, she looked back at the Kalquorians, her smile mischievous. Zemos could only stare at her in stunned amazement.


  “He is my world/He is my all.”


  She walked out.


  Zemos realized he had stepped right up to the containment field to watch her for as long as possible, to hear her for as long as he could. Shaking his head in an attempt to clear his thoughts, he stepped back and noticed his clanmates doing the same. They seemed every bit as struck as he felt.


  Miragin spoke first. “By the ancestors. Not even Matara Oli could match that.”


  Zemos was inclined to agree that Kalquor’s most recognized and adored singer might well meet her vocal match in Elisa. “That was amazing,” he blurted in the understatement of the century.


  The Dramok shook his head again, forcing himself to emerge from the magic of the Earther woman’s voice. He had an escape to plan. “Oret?”


  His Nobek blinked a couple of times as if coming out of a trance. He snapped to attention and squared his shoulders. “I need at least that partial field disruptor to get us out of here. I’m not sure how I can get it, though. The amount Elisa opens to slide our trays in won’t allow me to reach any farther out than halfway up my forearm. If I could get her to come closer and open the field at her waist level, there’s a very small chance I could take it off her belt.”


  Zemos considered. “The odds of that aren’t good. Any attempt would be best made with Guard Coombs as her backup. Remington would keep her more distracted, but he’s too alert.”


  Miragin snorted. “Coombs is as conscious as a lusgo worm. And almost as pretty.”


  Oret smirked at that, but Zemos couldn’t find any humor right now. Their situation was as it had been for the last three months: not totally hopeless but as close to it as they could get. The odds of getting one of those field disruptors, even Elisa’s, was slim at best. His original plan of fighting their way out of the situation when the ship got to wherever it was going still looked to be their only real chance. The trouble with that was they’d have a lot of armed guards to get through.


  What bothered Zemos most was that he didn’t know where they were headed. He could only wonder how dire the situation would be. It meant that if the chance came about to get hold of Elisa’s field disruptor ... or even Elisa herself ... they would have to act.


  Zemos slammed his fist into the wall, something he’d done a lot of since being taken prisoner. “Damn it. I don’t want her hurt.”


  Behind him, Oret said, “I have no intention of hurting Elisa, only taking her hostage if given the chance. I don’t harm Mataras.”


  Zemos turned to him. The words he spoke were so foul he could almost taste the rot of them on his tongue. “The situation is bigger than one woman, Oret. Though we’ll do our best by her, we’ll do what we must. We have to get out, and we have to find out what Walker plans to do to us. For all we know, the repercussions of whatever he has in mind could reach throughout the Empire.”


  Refusing to acknowledge the first part of his Dramok’s statement, Miragin said, “I’m glad to know I’m not the only one who thinks the threat that hangs over us might reach beyond your crew.”


  Zemos eyed his Imdiko. Miragin was the first to acknowledge he knew nothing of warfare or battle strategy, yet he too had considered Walker might be playing a bigger game than what appeared on the surface. Zemos was sure of it, especially after thinking over their last conversation with the Earther captain.


  He told his clanmates, “It’s something major. I see it in the fear in Joseph’s eyes. Whatever is in store for us, it’s playing hell with his conscience.”


  Oret had other matters more important to him on his mind. “You can’t ask me to injure the woman. Elise is a sweet child and an innocent.”


  Zemos was the Nobek’s clan leader. He was also his captain. It still didn’t mean Oret would automatically obey him, not when his conscience was at odds with what had to happen. While it would have made Zemos’ life easier if Oret simply followed orders, he felt better that his longtime companion challenged him on important matters.


  The Dramok told him, “Of course you’re to do everything in your power to avoid harming her, my Nobek. But we have a duty. The Empire comes first, and if what’s going on threatens Kalquor—”


  Zemos had to stop and swallow against the sudden thickness in his throat. He didn’t want to be the reason Elisa found herself in terror or pain. His soul cried out against it. Yet the threat hanging over his crew’s heads, a threat that might be big enough to encompass the Kalquorian Empire itself left him little choice.


  He drew himself up and glared at Oret. “Do what it takes to get us out of here. That’s an order.”


  Oret’s face purpled in sudden rage. He threw his untouched tray of food, sending it crashing against the wall. Zemos had little doubt Oret had preferred to throw it at him.


  The Nobek turned his back on Zemos. He hadn’t gotten over how his leader had knocked him out when the Earthers had disabled and boarded the destroyer. When it had become obvious the Kalquorians would be overcome, Zemos had known Oret would fight to the death.


  For Zemos, losing his ship was calamity enough. Losing his Nobek as well was intolerable. He’d dealt Oret a brutal blow to the head when he wasn’t looking, injuring the man and yet ensuring his survival in an unwinnable battle.


  Miragin looked from one to another of his clanmates, his concern plain. He kept quiet however, knowing the tempers of the men he was linked to for life. If Oret snapped and went after Zemos, Miragin would jump in between them, putting his own health in jeopardy to keep them from harming each other. Zemos thought it must be hard to be clanned to a ferocious Nobek and a Dramok with equally violent tendencies.


  Oret didn’t move however. Little by little, the three let the quiet soak in and cool quick tempers. It was too bad the enforced timeout left Zemos with nothing to do but contemplate what it would take to get them out of here. Elisa’s last glance at him as she’d left the cell block seemed burned into his retinas; it was everywhere he looked. Her smile wouldn’t leave his mind, its sweetness mocking him with a promise he might have to destroy.


  * * * *


  Captain Joseph Walker sat in his chair, staring at the vid transmission of a man almost everyone thought was dead. Holy Leader Browning Copeland had not just survived Armageddon, he had escaped Earth before it had even happened. He had also avoided the trials the Galactic Council of Planets had imposed on Earth’s surviving leaders. Living on another rogue battlecruiser, Copeland flew about space, hiding from those who would see him answer for the deaths of billions of people. The Galactic Council of Planets would not care that he had been the Voice of God on Earth. Copeland would be made to pay for genocide if they ever caught him.


  The Holy Leader showed few of the trials Joseph’s crew had endured since the end of Earth. His wavy hair was carefully combed back, the alabaster sheen of it gleaming with an aura of almost divine radiance. It put the supposed white of his robes to shame, making them seem dingy in comparison. His crystalline blue eyes were creased at the corners, a slight testament to his 68 years since gracing Earth with his birth. Besides the few lines that marked the passage of time, Copeland’s complexion was flawless, almost ageless. His shoulders were broad and strong. Even over the vid he projected serene grace.


  The ruin of their planet, her creatures dead or scattered amongst the stars, was all the evidence Joseph needed that Copeland was not the infallible messenger of God he’d been revered as. Yet he still felt insignificant in the man’s presence, even over a vid communication. Worst still, he remained driven to worship Copeland whenever they spoke. Joseph hated that he was so brainwashed. Even knowing Earth’s former leader was little more than a snake oil salesman couldn’t halt the instinctive need to seek praise from him.


  Right now, the Holy Leader looked quite pleased with Joseph. It took all the control the younger man possessed to not howl his unworthiness to receive Copeland’s approval.


  Inwardly, he cursed himself. Damn it, the man was nothing but a charlatan. The whole religion had been a sham, at least the way Earth’s government had used it. Joseph knew he should be screaming at Copeland, insisting the Holy Leader tear the mask of righteousness off so his true monstrousness could be revealed.


  However, Joseph knew the hopelessness of making such demands. Even if he could overcome the tethers of lifelong subservience to government and Church, it would get him nothing but death. Copeland would simply contact Commander Chase, put him in charge, and have Joseph executed. That the Holy Leader could control them even over a distance was not in doubt. Perhaps escaping through death would not be such a terrible thing, but the captain knew his would not be the last. Joseph’s officers and a lot of his remaining crew continued to believe in Copeland’s leadership with rabid fanaticism. They would be dangerous to the rest who now had every reason to doubt as the captain did. The executions that Joseph had thus far averted would forge ahead without his tenuous leadership to block them.


  So why was his first reaction to Copeland’s approval always unmitigated joy? Why did he still feel unworthy when the Holy Leader seemed disappointed or, even worse, disapproving?


  Simply put, Joseph was as fucked up in the head as Chase and Robards. His particular brand of insanity had asserted itself in a different way than the others. Where it made them strong, he felt weak. The awful thing was, Chase and Robards knew just how feeble their elected captain was. His was the kind face they used to keep the would-be deserters calm and in line. He had served their purpose well over the last couple of years, but eventually they would tire of the masquerade. Joseph was sure that day was looming close.


  He was in far over his head and had been from the moment they’d made him captain. It was all he could do to deal with one emergency at a time, and there was always some crisis to be dealt with. The current disaster he faced was the impending starvation of his crew and lack of power to run the battlecruiser. The fate of Joseph’s ship relied on Browning Copeland. Their continued survival rested on the awful deal the Holy Leader had made.


  Copeland’s perfect teeth beamed an exalted smile at Joseph. “You are only five days from Bi’is space, Captain Walker? Excellent.”


  Joseph snapped a dutiful nod. “That will put us eight days from their research station, Holy Leader.”


  “I am pleased with your work. You will receive many blessings for your service to me.”


  With those words, the now hated warmth filled Joseph’s chest, that instinctive reaction of serving the Voice of God and earning his esteem. Soon enough it was followed by a curdling of his stomach as his right mind reminded him that Copeland was no righteous leader.


  Even the way the Holy Leader had managed to escape Armageddon unscathed sickened Joseph. Copeland had claimed that God had come to him in a vision, warning him that the Kalquorians were on their way to invade Earth. God had insisted he leave Washington, D.C. and save himself.


  Which led to the question that bothered Joseph the most: if Browning Copeland knew the end was coming, why didn’t he warn everyone else to get the fuck away from the main cities too? Why had so many innocents been left to die?


  The question brought pain and impotent rage. However, the captain of the renegade cruiser didn’t have time for pain and he didn’t dare indulge too much in the fury at senseless loss of life. In his position, he didn’t have the luxury.


  Joseph drew a deep breath. He needed to ignore all the wrongs that had befallen the human race right now. He had enough problems without setting Browning Copeland against him.


  Those problems were why he dared to broach a touchy subject. “Holy Leader, about the Kalquorians we’ve taken prisoner?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why do the Bi’isils want them so bad? Why are we taking them to a scientific research station? Both species are members of the Galactic Council, so Bi’is is prohibited from taking Kalquorians as either slaves or experimental subjects.”


  There was the disapproval he’d known was coming. Being prepared didn’t mean something inside Joseph didn’t shrink to see it on Copeland’s face.


  The Holy Leader said in a forbidding tone, “What Bi’is wants with Kalquorian subjects is none of our affair, Captain. All that matters is that you hand off your prisoners and collect the funds promised.”


  That led to Joseph’s main concern. He fought the little voice screaming in his head that he’d only piss off the Holy Leader with more troubles. He had to speak.


  Damn it, be a man for once in your life. Stop acting like a brainwashed robot. Too many lives are at stake to mindlessly march to orders!


  Screwing up his courage he said, “That’s another issue, sir. My crew is on strict rations to the point of desperation. There are signs they are heading for mutiny. If more of the Bi’isil payment could be allocated to my ship, that would take some of the pressure off. The men believe in you, but they’re running on fumes now. We can ask only so much sacrifice from them.”


  The Holy Leader sighed, the sound one made when greatly put upon. “The crew knows you are my hand-picked captain for that ship. You may have a few faithless ones, but most know better than to thwart the living embodiment of God’s word.”


  Joseph kept his expression bland with effort. The truth was, he’d been the first officer of this oversized bucket when the previous captain committed suicide in the wake of Armageddon. Terrified of the responsibility of commanding the then 1000-strong crew, Joseph had argued against taking command of the ship. Well-liked and thought of as fair, the crew had voted to make him captain despite his efforts to avoid it. They had also voted to not surrender to the Kalquorians, which Joseph had thought of as a mistake. Mitch Chase and Alec Robards, the next senior officers on the ship, had insisted it was Joseph’s God-ordained duty to lead the ship and to keep it out of their enemy’s hands. Hounded and begged from all sides, Joseph had finally conceded to the will of his crew. He had also promoted the experienced and battle-hardened Chase to be his first officer, not knowing he was playing right into the man’s hands, not realizing Chase would turn him into more a puppet than a leader.


  It was over six months later that Joseph learned the Holy Leader was still alive. Browning Copeland had nothing to do with him becoming captain.


  Copeland continued listing the reasons he couldn’t give Captain Walker’s greatly dwindled crew more to survive on. “It isn’t just our ships that use the funds. There are those who must be appeased with their share too. It is enough that I have to deal with the greed of the Basma. I don’t need it from my own thankless flock as well. The trouble with so many of the rabble is they have no idea the trials their leaders face.”


  Walker didn’t know which made him more uneasy; that Copeland considered those who still looked to him as ‘rabble’, or the Holy Leader’s strange partnership with the Kalquorian known as the Basma.


  According to the Copeland, the Kalquorian Empire was facing a problem in the wake of the war. A small group of their people showed signs of rebellion. This faction apparently preferred that the purity of the Kalquorian race remain intact rather than introducing Earther DNA to produce hybrid offspring. It didn’t matter to those Kalquorians that they would soon be extinct due to their female population’s growing infertility. Much like the most radical of the Earthers left alive, dying was preferable to mixing the species.


  The Basma was the leader of this growing revolt, a shadowy figure that Copeland admitted he hadn’t seen the face of. What he did know was that the man was high enough in the Kalquorian Empire’s hierarchy to know the movements of Kalquor’s fleet. It had been information passed along by the Basma that had allowed Joseph’s undermanned battlecruiser to capture Captain Zemos and his crew.


  Joseph lowered his eyes and spoke carefully. “I beg for your pardon, Holy Leader, but I don’t trust this Basma. We don’t even know who he is.”


  He heard Copeland snort in derision. “It is enough that he tells our remaining ships where to find, destroy, and capture other Kalquorians. He gave you your prize, didn’t he? He’ll give us many more, and you and your crew will have greater riches in this world and the next.”


  At the warming tone, Joseph raised his gaze to Copeland’s face. He was greeted with a beatific smile, a smile that said all was forgiven. The hated warmth filled the young captain’s heart.


  The Holy Leader said, “My brave servant, I know how hard your lot has been, as we have all suffered since Armageddon. I am here with you and I know your pain. I will see to it that your crew receives extra compensation for this mission, Captain. Tell them I am happy to reward their patience and service to the holy work they continue in these dark times.”


  Joseph drew a deep breath. He hoped the offer of more funds was a promise and not simply bait that would be snatched away as soon as Copeland got compliance.


  He said, “Thank you, Holy Leader. My crew will be glad to hear of your neverending benevolence.”


  Copeland nodded. “Blessings on your endeavors.”


  His image blinked off, and Joseph checked to make sure the entire transmission had been severed. Confirming it had, he allowed himself a frown.


  None of this was right. He knew the most sensible thing he could do was run like the coward he was. Joseph wanted nothing more than to sneak into the battlecruiser’s fighter bay, jump in one of the hundreds of one-man crafts, and make his escape.


  However, that would leave the weakest members of the remaining crew at the mercy of those still determined to exact the harshest penalties. Joseph himself was hard pressed to keep his first and tactical officers’ love for brutal punishments in check. They were hardliners, men perfectly willing to perform executions to keep the crew in line.


  Joseph couldn’t abandon the others in the hands of such men. In particular, he knew Elisa Mackenzie faced more dangers than the rest. First Officer Chase had grumbled more than once that she shouldn’t be allowed to roam the ship, tempting the men from performing God’s work. Captain Zemos’ claim that Remington had behaved towards Elisa in an improper manner also underscored her vulnerability.


  Joseph couldn’t leave. For some of the crew, he was the only thing between them and even worse sufferings than they knew now. He snorted derisive laughter at himself. That he should be the sole hope of others was a pathetic lot for them, the poor souls.


  



  



  







  Chapter 4


  



  The dream was back, all in its haunting horror. Elisa moaned in her sleep, knowing what was to come, knowing the terror of sweetness drowned in shame.


  She stood in her spot in the choir hall, in the last row of the girls. They sang a song, one of her own. In fact, it was the very tune she’d sung for Clan Zemos in the waking world. That had never happened, of course. Elisa’s silly song was not in the recital they practiced for, but dreams never made much sense.


  Two rows of girls stood before her, girls from age eleven to eighteen. Their voices soared high and beautiful, just as she remembered. They were among the best in the southeast district. The sound of so many young, gorgeous voices was enough to bring tears to Elisa’s eyes.


  Though she did not dare to turn her head, she heard the boys behind her. Some sang as piping high as the sopranos, while others had deep, pulsing tones that shivered the spine. Only one voice mattered, though. It came from directly behind her, a clear, ringing tenor made more provoking because of who sang it.


  She felt him touch her, as he always did at this part of the dream. It was a touch that provided equal parts joy and angst.


  Star-crossed lovers, Elisa thought. The romantic notion brought bitter amusement as Audie pressed the note, folded as small as a postage stamp, into her palm.


  She waited for the dream to turn ugly, as it always did at this point. Now all eyes would turn to her, the choir director would point in accusation, and there would be shouts decrying Elisa’s harlotry. She cringed in anticipation.


  Instead, the singing went on. No one noticed her secret sweetheart had passed her a note filled with declarations of adoration and love, a note that would declare their sin.


  Confusion warred with relief. The dream had been the same for years. Why was it changing after all this time?


  Then came a touch Elisa had not expected. Audie’s fingers stroked through her hair, sending thrilling shivers down her spine. She gasped.


  How could he dare in front of everyone? Was he trying to get them both executed?


  The gentle caress moved to her shoulder, his palm cupping and sliding down her arm, warming her even as she froze in place. Elisa looked at those in front of her, not daring to move as Audie touched her in full view of camp counselors and fellow singers. The choir sang on, not noticing the illicit drama taking place.


  His hand traveled back up to her shoulder, where it stopped. Now there was pressure. He was turning her to face him, to look into his sweet, lovely face.


  No, no, Elisa’s thoughts screamed. They would get into so much trouble, more than what they had faced 33 years ago during that fateful summer. She must not turn around. She must not.


  Yet her body refused to obey the dictates of her terrified mind. She slowly pivoted towards the boy behind her.


  Elisa had been facing the front of the practice space, which took place in the camp’s basketball gym. She stood on bleachers three steps up. She was on the end of the row, with no one on her right, the direction Audie turned her. As she moved, the backs of the heads of the girls before her and Mr. Collette, the choir director, slid from view. Now there was the basketball goal before her wide eyes. The poster hanging on the wall behind the foul line declared ‘Strong bodies + strong faith = victory for God!’


  Next came the door that led outside, the door Elisa came through each afternoon, her eyes already searching for Audie as she entered. She stared at it for the moment, thinking she must spring down from her perch on the bleachers and run to escape the judgment to come. Instead of launching her into flight, however, her treacherous feet continued to turn towards Audie.


  Her chin lifted so she could gaze into his eyes, eyes surrounded by long gorgeous lashes that every girl at camp envied. But instead of those fringed circles of clear blue, Elisa stared into a pair of slitted-pupil purple eyes.


  It wasn’t Audie. Elisa looked into the face of Dramok Zemos.


  Her heart tried to stutter to a stop before taking off in thundering flight. What was the Kalquorian captain doing here?


  Elisa had never seen Zemos look at her with anything except kindness and warmth. In the dream however, there was dangerous demand in his expression. The heat in his eyes was so fiery that just his gaze threatened to consume her. The look was one of pure animal lust, so blatant that it could not be mistaken for anything else.


  The voices around her continued to sing, as if the most terrible creature known to Earth was not standing there among them. As if Zemos was no more than a ghost. As if Elisa did not commit the sin of letting a man, an alien man, touch her.


  She forgot that she only dreamed, that none of this was real. She stood before Zemos with terror and want in her pounding heart.


  His hand on her shoulder moved to grip the back of her neck. Zemos’ face lowered to Elisa’s. He was going to kiss her. She could read the intention as easily as if he’d shouted it. Still, her body refused to seek escape though her mind screamed she must.


  Elisa stood frozen as the first questing touch reached her lips. The pressure of the Dramok’s mouth grew on hers until it was forceful and demanding in its want. She moaned against the weight of the kiss, and his tongue shoved into her mouth.


  At last, her hands and arms found life. Elisa lifted them, not to shove Zemos away, but to cling desperately, to claim this moment of pleasure before the others saw them and brought it to an end. He growled at her surrender. She sobbed with joy as he gathered her body to his, pressing her close as if to meld them together. His erection prodded at her stomach, throbbing as if it possessed a heartbeat of its own. Elisa whimpered in fear. He was so big!


  More hands slid over her suddenly and shockingly nude body. A hand clutched the hair at the back of her head, tugging Elisa’s mouth from Zemos’. She stared into the ferocious face of Nobek Oret, who stood on her left.


  His fangs were down, showing themselves from behind his human-square teeth. He grinned with feral promise as Zemos’ mouth, deprived of hers, moved down her neck.


  “Lovely,” came a whisper through the singing voices. Elisa’s eyes rolled in their sockets to find Miragin standing on her right. He also showed fangs, turning his calm face bestial.


  Something told Elisa she must not speak. To do so would gain the choir’s attention, though the presence of the Kalquorians had somehow not been noted. With the Kalquorians filling her vision, Elisa couldn’t see any of the other children or the choir director. The singing continued, letting her know they were still there. She knew she must be silent or terrible things would happen.


  Mouths and hands moved all over her shaking body. Elisa bit back moans as Zemos hungrily sucked on her breast. Oret knelt to rub her ass with bruising force, nipping at the round globes. Meanwhile, Miragin kissed her with the same raw passion Zemos had, his fingers sliding through the wet folds of her slit. A blast of heat filled her belly at the clandestine touches.


  Hands and mouths were everywhere, tasting and groping her flesh. She melted in their clutches, no longer caring that they must be discovered. It only mattered that she found completion before that happened, that for once passion be realized. All she wanted was to be with the men she loved, if for just this first and last time.


  Miragin’s thick finger entered her. Elisa cried out, overcome at the penetration. He stroked in and out, fucking her. Oret grabbed her wrists, pinning them at the small of her back and holding her helpless for their attentions.


  Miragin released her mouth. “You will come for us,” he whispered. “You have no choice.”


  Insistent lust licked its way through her core. The Imdiko’s thrusts grew stronger, more insistent. Carnal fury bit deep, jolting her from belly to skull.


  “Surrender,” Oret’s harsh voice rumbled in her ear. “We will accept nothing less from you, little Earther girl.”


  Of course she would surrender. What choice did she have? Elisa didn’t want to escape anyway. Now that they had turned the tables and made her their captive, Elisa could at last submit to what she’d wanted almost from the moment she’d first seen them.


  Zemos looked up to catch her gaze as he mouthed her breasts. He released one nipple with a loud, suckling sound while she watched. Then, with a dangerous grin, he opened his mouth wide. His fangs descended, ready to strike.


  “You are ours.”


  She trembled, dreading and wanting that bite. Yes. She was theirs, forever if they would have her.


  “I knew it. I knew you were a threat to our mission,” a cold voice announced behind her.


  Elisa knew that voice. It belonged to the battlecruiser’s first officer, Commander Chase. The singing stopped.


  Elisa didn’t question why a ship’s officer was at music camp. The slippery logic of dreams never occurred to her in her abrupt panic. All that mattered was that she’d been caught again.


  This time, the penalty would not stop at shaming. This time, the sentence would be death.


  Elisa didn’t dare to look behind her to see Chase watching with the hectic glare of religious fanaticism. He’d made it plain he didn’t trust her from the very beginning. She was a woman on a ship full of men, and therefore someone whose motives were doubtful. Right now, his expression would be furious, but inside he’d be feeling glee. He’d be happy his suspicions about her had been proven.


  “Run,” she tried to tell Zemos, Oret, and Miragin. She couldn’t bear to see them executed too. No sound escaped her straining throat, however. Zemos only continued to smile up at her, still poised to sink his fangs into her breast.


  A shadow fell over them. Elisa gathered her breath, mustering all the strength she could find to scream. “Run! By the prophets...”


  “...run!” she shrieked, her arms and legs flailing, getting tangled in the sheets that covered her sweating body. “Get out, go, run before—”


  The yells died as Elisa realized she was in her bed. She gasped to see the dim environs of her quarters instead of the long-ago gymnasium on Earth. Her heart pounded fit to escape her chest.


  “Holy shit,” she whispered.


  She did not go back to sleep.


  * * * *


  Elisa hummed to herself as she primped in front of the big mirror in her quarters. It wasn’t easy to apply makeup in the dim lighting, but she had it as bright as the latest power restrictions allowed.


  Last night’s dream had left her with a feeling of foreboding. She was doing everything in her power to shake it off, at least the way it had ended. After all, the part where Zemos’ clan had ravished her had been wonderful. If she could just grasp that delightful fantasy and hold onto it, everything would be hunky-dory.


  A little lipstick gave her lips color, though Elisa blotted most of the dark wine shade back off. It wouldn’t do to look like a painted whore ... especially if she should be so unlucky as to run into Commander Chase. In the aftermath of the dream, it seemed dangerous to put any makeup on at all.


  She didn’t try to fool herself about what she was doing. She worked to make herself as attractive as possible for Clan Zemos. Every smile, every kind word, every hint of approval she received from them was saved in her heart. Even the Dramok’s clumsy compliments the day before were gold, as little as she believed them.


  “Your pretty face could brighten the darkest night,” she gruffly informed her reflection in a terrible imitation of the handsome alien. Elisa laughed and did her best coquette in response. “Why, you smooth devil, Captain Zemos. You still don’t get seconds on your meals.”


  Elisa shook her head, noting the crow’s feet that appeared with her smile. She acknowledged them with sad acceptance. No, she was not pretty anymore, if she ever had been. It was still nice to hear someone say she was, though. Sometimes Elisa believed the falsehoods Clan Zemos spoke, simply because they offered them with such warmth. The three men were always kind to her. Was it any wonder she’d fallen for them?


  Elisa liked all the Kalquorians that had been taken prisoner. Even the ones in the general population brig had been unfailingly nice to her. They bowed at her approach and thanked her for bringing their meals, as if it wasn’t a part of her duties. Despite the fact the alien species was without many women, they never acted untoward with her. There were no ugly comments, like the ones Remington made. Sure, their gazes might contain a certain amount of heat, but Elisa thought that was to be expected. Even with need in their expressions, the Kalquorians managed a measure of reverence at her presence. She never got a sense of violation around them.


  Elisa had entertained fantasies of the Kalquorians breaking free and escaping, of them taking her with them as an adored prisoner. It was no surprise her dream had depicted Clan Zemos as being so demanding and forceful. Her body always warmed to think of being held helpless by the aliens.


  Her favorite fantasy involved being bound naked in a dungeon-like setting as man after man came to her, taking his pleasure with her body. They would ignore her pleas for mercy, intuiting she wanted them every bit as much as they wanted her. Those visions made her stomach churn with ticklish warmth and her sex grow wet. She imagined the Kalquorians made her acknowledge her animal lusts before granting the ecstasy she’d only experienced with her own fingers.


  Elisa was used to such feelings, as strange as they were. Before the capture of the Kalquorians, she used to daydream about other men getting her alone, of them demanding her to surrender to their passions. Those fantasy men had never had faces or been anyone she knew. No one on the ship had interested her in that way, especially since she was afraid one of the men might end up raping her.


  Elisa had long given up trying to understand why she fantasized about forceful encounters with the men. She didn’t know why she found the idea alluring, particularly when it came to Zemos, Oret, and Miragin. How could she imagine such things yet still despise the threat that came from men like Remington? Was it because she sensed the underlying goodness of her objects of affection, rejecting those who looked only to their own desires with no thought for hers?


  Elisa made no sense to herself, especially since realizing Clan Zemos had turned into more than a delicious and decadent fantasy to be served in her lonely virgin bed. She was aware their seeming kindness could be a lie. Yet it never felt like a falsehood. Every time they asked after her welfare, it was with the sense that they truly cared to know she was happy and healthy.


  It was crazy that Elisa had fallen head over heels for the trio, yet she had. She was convinced she was in love.


  She combed back the forward part of her hair, fixing it in a pink bow barrette. Her shoulder-length mahogany tresses flowed down her back. That part looked pretty, but Elisa grimaced at her reflection. The frilly bow made her look as if she was trying hard to look younger than she was. The frown lines at the corners of her mouth elicited another sigh.


  “Old spinster,” Elisa muttered at herself, unfastening the bow and letting her hair tumble down. The funny thing was, she didn’t feel like she thought a woman in her late forties should, especially not around Zemos, Miragin, and Oret. Their smiles and warm gazes made her feel young and girlish, full of hope. They were the reason she powdered to take the shine off her forehead and nose, why she brushed on mascara to make her chocolate brown eyes pop, and why she gave her full lips a dash of lipstick. Before they’d come along, she’d given up such niceties.


  She brushed her hair again, letting it assemble itself in loose waves. The chronometer warned her it was time to get moving, to take her roundabout trek to the kitchen. She tucked a small spray bottle of vinegar in the pocket of her smock. If anyone wanted to attack her in the corridors, he’d get an eyeful.


  Elisa gave herself one last look. Her smock and skirt had become a couple of sizes too large since food rationing had become an issue. It felt like she was always hungry nowadays, with an unpleasant hollowness yawning wide in her gut. There was no help for it though; as the ship’s nutritionist she knew better than most how low the stores had gotten.


  “I should have left the ship when I had the chance,” Elisa whispered to herself. She still sometimes considered asking Captain Walker to let her off at the next opportunity.


  But then what? Earth was gone and Elisa had no funds to live anywhere else. Not only that, but First Officer Chase and Lieutenant Commander Robards had begun naming those attempting to leave as traitors. Some whispered that not all those who’d abandoned the cruiser had made it off the ship, at least not alive. Rumor had it secret executions had begun without the captain’s knowledge.


  Escaping also meant leaving behind Zemos’ clan. The thought of not getting those few stolen seconds with the three Kalquorians was enough to bring tears to Elisa’s eyes. At the very least, she needed to know their ultimate fate before she could contemplate running away. She had to know they would be all right.


  She sighed and turned her back on the unkind vanity area that reminded her how few options were left to a middle-aged woman with no home planet and nowhere safe to turn. Her hand in her pocket, curled around the small bottle of vinegar, Elisa left her quarters.


  She reached the battlecruiser’s kitchen unmolested. The moment she got there, Elisa went straight to her station and began prepping the Kalquorian prisoners’ lunches.


  As a dietician, her main job before things had fallen apart had been quality control, regulating food safety, planning menus, and training other kitchen staff. She knew quite a bit about actual cooking, but that duty had fallen to the others. However, with so many leaving the ship after Armageddon, Elisa had picked up the slack. There were only 250 or so people left in the crew. However, with only ten manning in the kitchen, that meant everyone there pitched in.


  The one area most of the kitchen staff was unwilling to help with was preparing the Kalquorian prisoners’ meals. The entirety of that responsibility now lay on Elisa’s shoulders. She even made their breakfasts ahead of time, leaving it to the morning shift to warm the meals and deliver them. The early day staff groused about even that small duty, but a visit from Captain Walker at Elisa’s request had kept them in line so far.


  The one thing that still united the majority of the crew was their dislike of Kalquorians. After Armageddon, they hated their enemy more than ever. Many had decried keeping the prisoners alive, no matter what the Holy Leader wanted.


  One of the few people not utterly devoted to wiping Kalquorians out had been the ship’s head doctor. He’d approached Elisa soon after their capture with a list of the aliens’ dietary needs: high iron and protein content, very few grains, and Earther levels of fruits and vegetables that were also high in carbohydrates.


  “I’ve told Captain Walker the Kalquorians require a lot of meat,” Dr. Stroud had informed her. “They can go longer than us without eating anything, but after two months without animal protein and iron, their bodies break down fast. The captain’s orders are to not ration their diet at all. Apparently where they’re going, they’ll need to be as healthy as we can keep them.”


  “Where are we taking them?” Elisa had asked.


  Dr. Stroud grimaced. “I was told it was none of my business. I get the feeling it’s not a good place, however.”


  The head doctor had disappeared, along with a shuttle, two weeks later.


  Elisa’s station, as stringently clean as she’d left it, consisted of a cutting surface that never absorbed bacteria, a sink, a cooktop, and a flash roasting/baking oven. For the food she would prepare, she had to go to the end of the busy kitchen. The cavernous space, light on personnel, was still thunderous with a cacophony of clattering dishes and thuds of chopping. Even with only ten people working there, they managed to be loud.


  Elisa stopped by the cooling units and pantry on her way to the thawing bins, where she’d set in frozen ground sausage and beef the night before. A raid on an Adraf trader had netted familiar Earther foods en route from Haven Colony to Dantovon seven months ago. They’d come across no other ships carrying food of any kind since then.


  She traveled through the thick savory smells of lunch, her mouth watering. The beef stew cooking for the ship’s crew would contain more broth than meat. The scent still managed to be divine.


  Elisa took her security key and clicked it to unlock the units where she kept the prisoners’ food and supplements. It had become necessary to keep the items secure when the other cooks had begun dipping into the supplies behind her back. Elisa’s rigorous protection of food Captain Walker had ordered set aside for the Kalquorians was not regarded well. She hummed her nervousness as she went into the pantry, sure the rest of the kitchen staff was staring hatefully at her. She didn’t dare look to make sure.


  Elisa snagged a nearby cart and loaded it with the ingredients she needed. Lunch’s menu was meatloaf, herbed mashed potatoes and cauliflower, and a fruit salad. Miragin had offered lavish compliments for her meatloaf when she’d tried it out on the Kalquorians two weeks ago. Zemos had a particular affinity for burritos, and Oret, while he kept his opinions to himself, always smiled at the sight of liver and onions.


  Deciding that would do for dinner, Elisa put liver into the unit to thaw.


  She took the lunch ingredients back to her station and set about making meatloaves. Elisa wished she had fancier fare to offer the Kalquorians besides roast chicken, hamburgers, and the like. Steaks would have been nice. It had been a long time since Elisa had seen a steak on the battlecruiser.


  Each Kalquorian got a full-sized meatloaf. They were big men with huge appetites. Elisa slid the first 25 into the flash oven, smiling to herself in expectation of Miragin’s delight. The circumstances were awful, but it was nice to cook for people who appreciated it.


  She turned back to her prep block and the smile fell off her face to see the kitchen manager Lester Sprague glowering from the other side of her area. His gaze wasn’t directed at her but at the other 48 meatloaves and the rest of the food to be prepared for the prisoners. Sprague was a hardliner like the first officer. He despised the Kalquorians.


  Taking a deep breath to calm her suddenly pounding heart, Elisa said, “Good morning, sir. How are you today?”


  The grim face rose to look at her. Sprague wore cook’s whites, which were already splattered with the morning’s work. His yellow-flecked blue eyes, nested in wrinkles that owed to as much squinting as age, were always bloodshot. Elisa noted he hadn’t shaved this morning, the salt-and-pepper scruff patchy on his jaw.


  He nodded to her. “Miss Mackenzie.”


  He managed to be polite to her even though anger drove the creases deep into his face. Sprague always looked like that when he saw what the Kalquorians got to eat.


  A familiar statement came from his thin, scowling lips. “It sure seems a shame the Kalqs eat well when we’re on strict rations.”


  As always, Elisa tried to distract him from raging at the aliens. “Captain Walker says it’s imperative they’re kept healthy. I wonder why?”


  Sprague cocked an eyebrow at her. “I’ve wondered too. I get the feeling he’s going to trade them for provisions or funds.”


  Elisa felt a thrill of excitement for a little information on Clan Zemos’ fate, even if it only turned out to be rumor. She cautiously asked, “Trade them?”


  The kitchen manager looked around, as if to make sure no one was listening in on their conversation. It was a joke; Sprague was one of the biggest gossipmongers on the ship. Anything he told Elisa, he’d have already told anyone else who would listen.


  He leaned a little over her prep block. In a low voice, he said, “There are those who wouldn’t mind having that kind of muscle for slave labor.”


  Elisa’s brows drew together. “But we’ve been in Empire space all this time. There are three territories that surround Kalquor’s territory. Two of them, the Galactic Council and Joshada, don’t allow slaves. Since Galactic Council member planets can’t enslave each other’s people, that leaves out Bi’is as well.”


  Sprague smirked. “It could be Bi’is has a black market thing happening when it comes to that. The little gray freaks had issues with Kalquor in the past, to the point they wanted to destroy them several centuries ago. Or at least that’s how the story goes.”


  Elisa swallowed thinking of the Bi’is. They’d been rumored to have abducted Earthers from her planet for years, even before Earthers wandered out of their little remote corner of the universe and learned there were other sentient beings out there. The small gray bipeds, with their huge heads and tiny bodies, didn’t look much like a threat. Yet their technology was such that few could hope to survive armed conflict against the Bi’isil race. Their rigid society took offense easily, and they had a strict code of destroying those who approached them in a manner they deemed inappropriate.


  Elisa said, “I didn’t realize Bi’is and Kalquor had been such enemies.”


  Sprague nodded sagely, as if he’d passed great wisdom on. “Oh yeah. You know how easy it is to insult a Bi’isil. They loved taking Kalquorian slaves back in the day, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they still snag them when they can.”


  “I can’t believe they’d get away with such a thing.”


  “Why not? It’s damned hard to keep tabs on the little gray fuckers when just entering their space requires specific rituals and rules. Who knows what they get up to with all that secrecy?”


  Elisa’s guts squirmed at the thought of gentle Miragin collared by a cruel Bi’isil master. “Do you really think that’s where we’re taking the Kalquorians?”


  Sprague shrugged. “Who am I to say? This ship runs on a need-to-know basis. I’m just the kitchen manager, so I don’t need to know.” He gave Elisa a sly grin. “It could be that I have a friend on the security staff, however. And it could be he dropped a hint that we were on course for Bi’is space.”


  Elisa was desperate for concrete information, not rumors. “He didn’t know for sure that’s where we’re going?”


  “Of course not. Like us, he’s not anyone who needs to know. He just happened to see the latest navigation plots last time he had duty on the bridge.”


  Sprague’s smirk faded and he scowled down at the meatloaves waiting to go into the oven. “Dirty Kalqs eating all our food. Captain Walker had better be getting a good price for them.”


  “I suppose that might make sense, trading slaves for provisions.” Elisa felt ill. Would the captain, such a kind-seeming soul, really sell the prisoners into slavery?


  Sprague kept on talking, spewing bile that only furthered her despair. “Personally, I’d rather see the Kalquorians poisoned. But then, that might be a kindness if they’re destined for Bi’is. Those Grays go through slaves pretty damned fast, I hear, even tough bastards like Kalquorians.”


  With that he walked off, leaving Elisa shaken and frightened for Zemos’ clan.


  * * * *


  Her cart clattering, Elisa entered the general population brig where the Kalquorian destroyer’s surviving crew had been incarcerated. The guard office was much like the one in the maximum security wing with a table, chairs, and a blank-screened vid.


  The lone guard on duty was playing solitaire with a tattered deck of cards. He looked up at Elisa with little interest as she guided the food cart into the room. His name tag read ‘Larsen’.


  Usually there were two guards on duty for general population detention. Elisa wondered if the missing man was out sick or had escaped the ship.


  She met Larsen’s eyes and nodded a hello. Larsen had never given her any trouble. She had the impression he simply came in, did his job, and faded into the background as soon as he was able. He was young, probably still in his early twenties. Yet today his eyes were almost as blank as a dead man’s. Once, about a month ago, Elisa had walked in on Larsen as he rubbed his reddened eyes. She was pretty sure he’d been crying.


  With his far-off gaze, Larsen stood and put a blaster and his field disruptor on his belt. He led the way through the door.


  As Elisa stepped into the block, Larsen said in a voice as dead as his eyes, “Mind the puddles, miss. The two guards on morning shift hosed them down. They said the prisoners were starting to stink.”


  Elisa kept her expression as noncommittal as Larsen’s tone. She felt bad for the Kalquorians as they approached the first small cell.


  Ten men were packed in each tiny space. Elisa thought they must sleep in shifts, since there was not enough room for the crowded aliens to all lie or sit down at once. Today, they were all dripping wet in the chilly cell block.


  Helpless anger filled Elisa to see the big Kalquorians reduced to such uncomfortable circumstances. The brig was not large enough to accommodate all the crew that had been captured, so conditions were already untenable. She had the feeling Captain Walker wouldn’t approve of the hosing. Knowing the majority of the guards, they’d sprayed the prisoners with high pressure, for no reason except to make the Kalquorians more demoralized than they already were. Even the bit of bedding in the cells looked soaked through.


  Despite the treatment they’d received from her fellow shipmates, the men in the first cell bowed respectfully to her, as they always did. They even nodded at Larsen, though he stared at the floor with his blank gaze. With the young guard determined to keep his eyes averted, Elisa offered the prisoners a quick smile of sympathy.


  She made her small opening in the containment field and handed in their lunches. The sodden bunch all broke into delighted smiles at the sight of meatloaf. The first to receive their food dug in hungrily and nodded at her, making appreciative noises as they ate.


  “That meatloaf sure does smell good,” Larsen said, so quietly Elisa barely made it out. His voice was listless, as if he couldn’t summon the energy to speak.


  “Give him a slice of mine, Matara,” one prisoner urged as she started to hand him a tray. “The boy is losing too much weight and needs it. You should take a slice too.”


  Larsen hunched and shuffled back. Emotion flooded into his eyes at last, an ocean of pain as he looked up at his would-be benefactor. He shook his head. “We’re not allowed, and I don’t deserve it. Thank you anyway, Nobek Kom.”


  Kom sighed and took his tray with a shake of his head. “You couldn’t stop them from hosing us, youngling. If you had tried, it would have gotten you into a lot of trouble.”


  Blinking hard, Larsen turned away. Kom moved back, eating and watching Larsen with pity, as if the Earther was the one imprisoned. Other Kalquorians looked sympathetically at the guard as well.


  Elisa sighed too. Despite all they suffered, the Kalquorians were kind to those who treated them as well as possible. Even Larsen was not despised for the indignities his fellow guards inflicted on them.


  She and Larsen moved down the cells. Over and over she was greeted by respectful bows and murmurs of “Hello, Matara.” Polite nods were accorded Larsen. No one subjected her to rude catcalls and no one bared fangs at the man keeping an eye on them all.


  Back in the guard office, Elisa rearranged her cart as she always did, readying for her trip into maximum security. Larsen took off his field disruptor and blaster. He sank into his chair at the table and stared blankly at the card game he’d been playing.


  “They aren’t monsters,” he whispered.


  “No, they aren’t,” Elisa said. “But you can’t go around telling people that.”


  “I knew it was fine to tell you. You’re all right.”


  “Just be careful, okay? You can’t allow others to see how much you hate this.” Elisa feared for the young man. In his anguish, Larsen was losing the ability to hide his feelings.


  “You know as well as I do that we should have given up at the end of the war.” Larsen looked up at her. “You do realize that if there really is a Hell, we’re going there, right? For our part in this?”


  “Stop it,” she urged, terrified by the hopeless look in the young man’s eyes. “You can’t start thinking and saying such things. Next thing you know, Chase or Robards will be beating you ... or worse.”


  “We’re the monsters,” Larsen insisted, as if she hadn’t spoken. His gaze went blank again, as if he had vacated his own body in the desperate need to escape.


  Elisa left him staring unseeing at his solitaire game. Her thoughts were on what Sprague had told her, that they might be selling the Kalquorians into slavery. All those kind, respectful aliens who didn’t hold her or Larsen accountable for what had befallen them were destined for their own hell if that was true.


  Larsen’s right. We are as much to blame for whatever happens. We’re allowing it, and that makes us just as guilty as the rest, she thought.


  Elisa paused between the two brig areas to gather herself so she didn’t start sobbing.


  



  



  







  Chapter 5


  



  Elisa recovered before moving on, only to feel ill again at the sight of Remington on duty in maximum security. He grinned up at her as he played solitaire, his eyes crawling over her body. It was like the two guard offices were mirror images, with this side showing a brutal parody of the other.


  Elisa kept her features as indifferent as possible, though she had the urge to run screaming. Her fingers itched to clutch the spray bottle of vinegar in her pocket. Her nerves were raw right now.


  Remington didn’t note any tension, because his tone was easy as he gloated. “Well, well, here we are again, despite all the efforts of Captain Kalq and his butt buddies.”


  Not really caring whatever it was he alluded to, Elisa asked indifferently, “What do you mean?”


  His grin only got bigger as he stood. His chest puffed out as if he’d accomplished something worthy of a trophy. “I scared the big cowards yesterday. The Kalqs made a plea to Captain Walker to get me re-assigned. The captain tried to do as they asked, but Lieutenant Commander Robards said to keep doing my shifts as usual. He told me to keep up the good work.”


  Robards had countermanded the captain’s order? Elisa knew that wasn’t a good sign. The tactical officer in charge of ship’s security was a hardliner, worse than even Commander Chase. Robards ordered beatings for the smallest of infractions. He was the one rumored to be secretly executing those attempting to escape.


  The ramifications of Robards’ actions paled in the here and now as Elisa remembered what Remington had alleged yesterday to Clan Zemos. How was she to look them in the eyes when they thought she slept with this disgusting little shit? If only Robards had re-assigned him!


  Her teeth clenched together, Elisa said, “I need to get back to the kitchen. Can we get this done?”


  Remington put his blaster and field disruptor on his belt. “Sure, sweetheart. Anything you say.”


  His smirk made Elisa want to punch him in the face. Or spray her vinegar. Watching Remington try to claw his eyes out would be a delight.


  Her heart drummed as she followed him into the cell block. Despite the humiliation of what Remington had told the Kalquorians, Elisa couldn’t help but look forward to seeing them again. Just the few seconds she would look at them would make getting through the next hours worthwhile.


  Oret stood front and center near the containment field as Elisa brought the lunch cart close. Miragin and Zemos stood a couple feet behind him. All wore welcoming smiles for her and pointedly ignored Remington. Her tension eased.


  The guard didn’t like being treated like he wasn’t there. He sneered at the three Kalquorians. In his most strident tone, Remington declared, “Here you go, you freaks. Food and a female to make you salivate. I wonder which one they’d take if given the choice, huh Elisa?”


  Elisa’s face burned as she got the first dish ready to hand in to Oret. She remembered all too clearly the things Remington had told them yesterday. What must they think of her?


  Well, she hadn’t done anything even slightly untoward with the nasty little bastard. Not with any man for that matter, no matter what they had whispered in her small hometown. She had nothing to be ashamed of.


  Elisa squared her shoulders and looked Oret right in the eyes as she opened the small window in the field. His smile was gentle, completely at odds with his strong features. The Nobek’s expression said he didn’t believe anything Remington said for one second. The icy cold that had settled in Elisa’s stomach thawed in his regard. The corners of her lips twitched up as she handed in the food tray to him.


  Oret offered a bow before taking the dish. Behind him, Miragin and Zemos did the same, their features also warm and welcoming. They chorused, “Good afternoon, Matara.”


  Oret added, “Ah, Miragin’s favorite meal. Thank you for the kindness.”


  Elisa’s face heated to match the warmth spreading from her stomach to her chest. Even if she’d dared to speak in front of Remington, she’d be too tongue-tied to do so right now. Oret, as bestial as he appeared, had a level of graciousness that Remington could never aspire to. His gratitude for something as simple as his clanmate’s preferred Earther food was a wondrous thing.


  Miragin’s face lit with delight as Oret gave him his lunch. “I could eat this every day, Matara. Thank you.”


  Zemos chuckled and added, “He talks about it all the time. I can’t blame him; your meatloaf is delicious.”


  Remington, of course, had to ruin the moment. “Meatloaf? Your favorite is meatloaf? It looks like dog food to me. Then again, dog food is exactly what you Earth killers deserve.”


  Elisa followed Oret’s example and acted as if the guard wasn’t yelling in his efforts to have them acknowledge him. She wished Remington would get bored and go away.


  She handed Oret another tray. Heavens, the man’s hands were so big and powerful. He had knots for knuckles and thick veins ran across the backs. She bet the pads of his fingers were harsh with callouses. She imagined them touching her naked flesh. It was all she could do to not shiver.


  Remington kept right on talking. “Stupid Kalqs. You wouldn’t know good food if it shoved itself in your mouths. This is military chow, not upscale. It’s not like she’s giving you filet mignon or lobster. It’s just meatloaf!”


  Elisa handed in the last dish with real regret despite Remington’s presence. As slow as she’d been to hand them their food, it was already time to leave. Clenching her teeth against the sigh that wanted to escape, she closed up the food cart.


  “The best meal of all doesn’t come from the kitchen. The tastiest flesh is what little Miss Chef there has cooking down below. Now that is some sweet stuff.”


  Elisa jerked her head up to stare at Remington. Horror and disgust twisted her guts as he leered at her.


  Miragin laughed. The Imdiko’s derisive snickers, uttered around a mouthful of food, drew both Earthers’ attention. His clanmates looked at him too, warning expressions on their faces.


  Miragin ignored the other two Kalquorians, staring at Remington instead. He swallowed so he could speak. “What’s that saying you Earthers have? Oh yes, I think it’s ‘in your dreams’.”


  Remington’s lip curled back in a mutt-like snarl. “You think I haven’t had her?”


  “I know you haven’t. I doubt you’ve had any woman. You’ve only had yourself, judging from how remarkably toned your right arm and hand are.”


  Despite their obvious concern, Oret and Zemos burst into laughter at that. Remington shrieked in wordless anger.


  Miragin grinned at Elisa and tipped her a wink. He shoved another mouthful of meatloaf in and groaned in delight as he chewed.


  Elisa couldn’t help herself. A smile flashed over her face before she could gain control. Unfortunately, the red-faced Remington glanced at her just as it happened. She ducked her head to hide behind her hair, but it was too late.


  He got in her face in an instant. “You think that’s funny? You think the Kalqs are humorous, you tight twat?”


  “I need to return to the kitchen,” Elisa quavered, frightened by the raw anger in Remington’s eyes. She grabbed her cart and tugged at it, ready to flee down the corridor to get away from the irate guard.


  He seized her upper arm with one hand, his grip punishing with force. She cried out and the three Kalquorians shouted in anger as Remington yanked her close.


  He ignored the noise they made. Spittle flying in his furry, he snarled, “Let’s see how fucking funny you think this is!”


  Remington’s free hand moved from his belt. When he brought up his frequency disruptor rather than the blaster, Elisa nearly fainted from relief. Then she was suddenly hurtled towards the cell’s containment field. Remington had shoved her too hard for her to stop her momentum. She tensed as she braced to crash against it.


  Instead, Elisa flew into the cell, heading straight for Oret. The startled Nobek had only enough time to drop his food tray before she smashed against his iron body. His arms wrapped around her and he automatically gave a little against the collision, cushioning the blow and keeping Elisa from being hurt.


  For an instant, their gazes met. Elisa stared into the face of the Nobek, feeling his breath on her face. His arms tightened around her, molding her against himself. Their bodies crushed to one another’s, and Elisa felt the strength of the man holding her. Her knees buckled as her senses drowned in the sight, smell, and feel of the Nobek.


  The next moment, Oret released her, simultaneously swinging her to one side and leaping at Remington. The containment field was already restored, however, bouncing the Nobek off with enough force to send him to the middle of the cell, where he landed on his ass.


  Elisa’s legs somehow found their strength. She stood frozen and stared at the Kalquorians, terror stealing over her. She was locked in the cell with the three aliens. Remington had trapped her inside with men that the Church had warned would rape any Earther female they could lay their hands on.


  Remington laughed maniacally on the other side of the containment. “That’ll teach you, you bitch. Hang out with your friends, have a few more laughs.”


  The Kalquorians stared at her, Oret still sitting on the floor where he’d landed. Elisa shrank back, taking slow steps until her butt met the field behind her. It hissed a warning at the contact, but she barely noticed. Purple eyes filled her gaze, along with monumental bodies possessing strength she could never hope to overcome. She was trapped inside with alien men who had no women of their own, who had flirted with her, and who she had brazenly flirted back with. She had nowhere to run from them.


  Zemos recovered from the shock first. He blinked slowly and his tensed shoulders slumped a little as he made himself relax. He offered Elisa a slight smile.


  His tone cautious, the Dramok said, “It is all right, little one. We are not going to hurt you. We will not even touch you.”


  As if awakened from a trance, Miragin shook his head. He gave Elisa his own gentle smile, bowed, and sat down on the bunk.


  “Well, that was exciting,” he said to no one in particular. With that, he went back to eating his meal.


  Oret dragged his gaze away from Elisa’s face. He swallowed hard. The Nobek stood up, looking more gargantuan than ever to Elisa’s terrified stare. However, he only brushed himself off and looked with regret at his food, lying in a mess on the floor.


  “Share with me, my Nobek,” Zemos offered. “The portion is generous enough.”


  “Thank you,” Oret said and joined his Dramok. The pair went about eating the tray of food, passing the plastic fork back and forth.


  Zemos winked at Miragin. “I notice you did not offer to share with him too.”


  The Imdiko gave him a pathetic look. “But it’s meatloaf, Zemos.”


  The three men cracked up. Grinning, Miragin lifted his plate towards Oret. The Nobek and Zemos both shook their heads, chuckling.


  Oret said, “Enjoy it, my Imdiko. I know how much you like this dish.”


  Miragin nodded and turned his beaming face to Elisa. “Delicious as ever, Matara. If this is indeed dog food as your crude admirer says, then I envy dogs.”


  Elisa gaped at him, at all three men as they continued to eat. They seemed intent on their meal, barely glancing at her as the food disappeared from the trays.


  They weren’t going to attack her. She felt ashamed that she had expected them to. Fearing they would harm her told Elisa that she was no better than assholes like Remington who saw the Kalquorians as animals instead of men. Hadn’t she known deep inside that these three could be trusted?


  Relaxing, Elisa glanced at Remington. He watched the Kalquorians eat, puzzled disappointment dawning on his face. The man actually seemed unhappy she was not being raped.


  Son of a bitch. She was reporting him the instant she got the hell out of this cell.


  The guard finally spoke. “You don’t want her? Damned if you aren’t man lovers, just like they said.”


  Oret’s violent gaze cut to him. “Not all men. Certainly not you. If you stick your ugly face in here, Remington, I’ll rip your dick off and stomp it to pieces.”


  Miragin added, “But he’s not a real man. I wouldn’t fuck him if his was the last ass in the universe.”


  Zemos glanced at Elisa. Seeing she’d calmed down, even to the point of taking a couple of steps from the containment field, he asked. “You weren’t hurt, were you?”


  She shook her head. She had an almost undeniable urge to move closer to the Kalquorians, to seek their protection against anything else Remington might take it in his head to do to her. Yet Elisa knew she had to remain distant. Remington would figure out pretty soon he was in deep shit. If she did the slightest thing that could be construed as wanton behavior, he’d use it to get her executed. On Earth, a man’s word was worth much more than a woman’s. Elisa was sure it remained the same way with Commander Chase and Lieutenant Commander Robards.


  Zemos tossed his empty tray to one side and fixed her with a paternal gaze. “Make sure you tell the captain about what just happened. We’ve warned him about Remington’s behavior around you, but apparently he didn’t take the words of Kalquorians seriously.”


  That brought the guard’s temper back full force. “He tried to pull me off duty, you lousy shit. It was the tactical officer who said I could stay. So fuck you.”


  Remington turned his hectic glare to Elisa. She saw the worry on his face, the knowledge that he’d gone farther than even Robards or First Officer Chase would countenance. Elisa suddenly thought Remington might try to kill her to keep her quiet, except then he’d be hard pressed to explain her body. Then again, there were plenty of places on the huge cruiser to hide a murder victim.


  She wasn’t going to be able to go to Captain Walker with this after all. Her insides curdled to know Remington was going to get away with trying to have her attacked by the Kalquorians.


  His words drove home that point. “If you say one word to Walker about this, you’ll be sorry. He’s the boss in name only, you know.”


  Zemos scowled. Apparently he’d recognized Elisa’s position in this mess, and it didn’t sit well with the huge alien. Oret and Miragin looked rabid with fury as well.


  Zemos said, “Countermanding a superior officer’s orders is not a good sign.”


  It was a warning to her. The Dramok was telling her to be careful, that she was in more danger than perhaps she realized.


  Elisa knew exactly how bad things were. Once again, she wondered how the hell she could survive anywhere, including on board the battlecruiser.


  Remington seemed to tire of nothing happening. He also seemed to think he was in the clear and that Elisa wouldn’t tell on him. With his field disruptor in one hand and the blaster in the other, he ordered, “You three Kalqs, get all the way to the back wall. I’m going to let her out. If you fuck with me, I’ll kill you.”


  In that moment, Elisa hated the man and everyone like him with her entire being. She’d been pushed around all her life by the fanatics of Earth. Even with her home planet destroyed, she still had to deal with the true believers and the men who paid lip service to wield power over others. In that instant, she made a crazy decision.


  She told Remington, “You can’t kill them. Bi’is is paying for live slaves, not dead ones.”


  Elisa didn’t look at the Kalquorians, but she felt the tension that soared. All three men were silent and still in that instant.


  Part of her quailed at her treason. Another part celebrated with vicious glee, applauding her making any sort of a stand at long last.


  Remington didn’t realize that she’d shared what was supposed to be a deep, dark secret. “Shut up and get out. If that’s where they’re headed, we’ve got seventy more of these fuckers in general population to hand off. Three less isn’t going to matter, no matter where we’re taking them.”


  Elisa bit her lips together as wild laughter threatened. Remington had just told Zemos how many of his crew still lived. She wasn’t sure the Kalquorian captain knew.


  We should go ahead while we’re at it and tell them the Holy Leader is out there too. Wouldn’t that be the icing on the cake!


  Zemos’ clan had retreated to the back of the cell as ordered. Elisa walked to the field where Remington waited. His blaster was aimed and steady on the prisoners as he let the containment down.


  As Elisa walked past the guard, she had another crazy impulse; this one was to shove him into the cell and let Oret have him. Surely the dangerous Nobek could subdue Remington before he got over his shock and shot someone. Still, there was the chance that one of the Kalquorians would be killed. It was a chance Elisa was not willing to take.


  She really had gone insane to put the clan’s welfare ahead of someone of her own species. Insane with love. Her fear of one of the men getting hurt was the only thing that kept her from doing the unthinkable.


  The field went back up. Elisa kept her head down and pushed the cart ahead of her. She dared to peek at the prisoners out of the corner of her eye.


  Zemos gave her a small, almost imperceptible nod. Elisa trained her eyes forward again and hurried down the corridor, getting out of maximum security well ahead of Remington. She didn’t stick around to hear more threats from the hateful bastard; instead she headed to the kitchen as fast as she could prod the rattling cart.


  She wasn’t sure she’d done the right thing, turning on her own kind to let Zemos know how much danger he and his clan and crew were in. Yet with Remington’s face in her head, Elisa couldn’t find regret for her actions.


  * * * *


  As soon as both the Earthers left the area, Miragin offered his half-eaten meal to Oret. Despite the stunned look on his Imdiko’s face, Zemos doubted Miragin had lost his appetite. No matter what went on around him, Miragin never refused good food.


  Oret’s scowl had nothing to do with his clanmate depriving himself on his behalf. Despite the anger on the Nobek’s face, he kept his tone gentle. “Eat, my Imdiko. I’m fine.”


  Miragin shook his head. “You need your strength more than I do, especially if we’re going to make an escape attempt. I’m dead weight when it comes to these things.”


  “You are never dead weight.” Oret brushed his fingers against Miragin’s eternally messy hair, but did not accept the offered tray.


  The Imdiko did not give up so easily. “Eat this. You threw away your meal last night and you’ve only had half Zemos’ portion for lunch. Please?”


  Zemos agreed with his clanmate’s logic. They could go for long stretches of time without food if the situation called for it, but Oret would most likely be in charge of their break out. He did need all the strength and guile he could muster.


  Zemos took the tray from Miragin and shoved it at his Nobek. “Don’t make the poor man suffer by forcing him to stare overlong at the meatloaf he’s not getting.”


  Oret snorted. He touched Miragin’s hair again before taking the platter from Zemos. He wolfed the food down in short order.


  Miragin leaned against the sleeping bunk’s frame and folded his arms over his chest. He cocked an eyebrow at Zemos. “Bi’isil slaves, huh?”


  Oret swallowed the last bite of food and tossed his empty tray on top of Zemos’. “Those little gray bastards. That’s against the Galactic Council’s articles of membership. It would almost be worth going to Bi’is just so I could wrap my hands around their scrawny little throats.”


  Zemos paced back and forth to relieve the tension that filled him. “You’d be immobilized before you got anywhere near one and you know it.”


  Miragin nodded. “Then the instant one of their collars goes on – all that’s left is waiting on them and waiting to die when you inevitably fuck up one of their ridiculous rituals. What did that escaped Plasian tell me? There are two hundred and forty-eight steps just to serve a meal. That doesn’t even include preparing it. They take compulsion to an insane level.”


  “Remind me again how that Plasian escaped Bi’is?” Zemos invited. He’d read all of Miragin’s books, but the Imdiko was a prolific writer. That particular story had been published decades ago, if he remembered correctly.


  “A Tragoom slave grabbed hold of her by the neck. He squeezed so hard, the nasty thing disrupted the command nodules in her collar. That same collar protected her from being choked to death. She pretended it still worked until she managed to stow away in an outgoing shuttle.”


  Zemos frowned. “The Galactic Council didn’t investigate the matter? Plasius is a member planet.”


  “This happened back when Bi’is wasn’t part of the collective. The Plasian was five hundred years old when I interviewed her for Empire and Enemy, nearing the end of her life. She’d been a girl when she was enslaved. A most fascinating woman with a very delicate touch.” Miragin grinned at the memory.


  Oret joined the conversation. “As long as we’re talking about escapes, shall we discuss ours? Now that I have the means, that is.”


  With a triumphant grin, he reached into his boot and pulled out a small silver box. A thrill of excitement filled Zemos’ gut as he recognized Elisa’s frequency disruptor.


  He gave Oret’s back a good openhanded pounding in congratulations. “You had the presence of mind to grab it when Remington tossed her at you! Good job, my Nobek.”


  “Trust me, I almost didn’t. Having my arms filled with Elisa damned near erased my ability to think.”


  Miragin laughed and hugged Oret before his expression dimmed. “It’s only a partial disruptor though, right? It doesn’t open more than that little slot she hands our food in through.”


  Oret grinned at him. “For now.” He glanced down the corridor to assure himself Remington hadn’t come back into the cell block. “Just keep an eye out for that swaggering piece of shit while I play with my new toy.”


  The Nobek settled on the lower bunk and propped one foot on his thigh. He twisted the slightly raised heel of his boot to reveal the hollow interior. Tiny metal tools were hidden inside. Oret selected one of them and used it to open the disruptor’s cover.


  While he worked on the electronics within the device, Zemos stood where he could keep watch on the door leading to the guard office. His body shielded Oret from the view of anyone who might glance inside the cell block. Meanwhile, Miragin busied himself cleaning up the mess Oret’s dropped tray had made, sighing sadly over the bits of scattered meatloaf.


  In a low tone Zemos knew Oret’s sharp hearing would detect, he asked, “How soon do you think?”


  Oret’s murmur drifted back to him. “This afternoon. Tonight at the latest.”


  Miragin matched the volume of their speech. “That would mean the lazy guard will be on duty, wouldn’t it? Coombs?”


  Zemos said, “If they hold to their usual pattern. This would be the day he and that disgusting shit Remington switch day for night.”


  “Too bad,” Oret muttered. “I would have liked to have had the opportunity to get my hands on that foul-mouthed gurluck.”


  Zemos nodded. It would have been nice to make Remington pay for his abuse of Elisa.


  That reminded him that she had stuck her neck out for them, giving them the destination they were bound for. She had given them the warning even though it might have led to trouble for her.


  He hated that they would repay her kindness by betraying her. He could see no other way of escape now but to take her as his hostage in the hopes it would keep Captain Walker at bay until they could get off this ship. Zemos grimaced as hot anger tried to steal his resolve. Elisa didn’t deserve to be used the way he would use her. She deserved to be kept safe from all harm, cherished for the wonderful creature she was.


  Then again, she had no real future on board the battlecruiser. Her lot would continue to be too little food and too much danger. It was Zemos’ understanding that Elisa was the sole female on board. If men like Remington were the rule and kind but weak Joseph Walker were the exception, she could be harmed very badly. It could be that making her Zemos’ prisoner would do Elisa a favor.


  Zemos thought of taking her away with him, of making her a part of his clan. He’d never held out any hope of gaining a Matara for himself, and he would be a fool to do so now. Even in the unlikely event that Elisa would want to be the lifemate of three men, it was probable that he and his clanmates would die in the effort to escape the battlecruiser.


  Still, the fantasy intrigued him. If Elisa didn’t want to go with them, Zemos could well imagine forcing her to. And after that? A sweet, slow seduction, in which his clan would ultimately win the Earther woman’s heart. She would be kept safe and cared for as only Kalquorian men could do.


  Under those circumstances, the Dramok thought he could be excused if he outright abducted the lovely little Earther. If the opportunity presented itself, he would ... for her own good of course, Zemos told himself.


  



  



  







  Chapter 6


  



  Once she got to the end of the corridor, Elisa relaxed. It turned out she’d done so too soon.


  A hand closed on her upper arm and whirled her around with such force she nearly fell. Barely catching her balance, Elisa looked up into the anger-twisted face of Remington.


  Her first instinct was to look around for help. Unfortunately, they were alone in the halls in the detention part of the ship. Elisa wasn’t sure Larsen would hear her if she screamed.


  “Listen up, you tight little twat,” Remington snarled, bringing his face mere inches from hers. “I meant what I said about you ratting on me about what happened back there. I’ll make you very sorry if you do.”


  He patted the butt of his blaster to make his point. With his hectic face filling her vision, Elisa saw the terror behind his fury. If she did tell Captain Walker about Remington tossing her in the Kalquorians’ cell, he’d be in a lot of trouble ... almost as much as she would find herself in.


  Their lives now depended on each other’s silence. If either of them breathed a word of what had happened, they could both be found guilty of salacious behavior. Elisa had no doubt that if she reported Remington, he’d make damned sure to take her with him.


  His assertion that Walker was no longer in control of the ship rang true. Elisa also knew First Officer Chase hated having a woman on board. This episode would give him every reason to put her on trial and get rid of the ‘temptation’ she posed to his crew.


  She jerked loose from Remington. Giving the guard the most withering look she could muster, Elisa turned her back on him. Without a word, she walked off.


  Instead of lurking in back corridors, Elisa made sure to keep to the most heavily traveled passageways as she returned to the kitchen. It was lunchtime for many members of the crew. She was now a part of the steady traffic that headed towards the mess hall. It meant men looking at her and a few kissing noises and even more crude sounds to endure, but damn it, there were still plenty of good people left on board. There had to be at least a few who would defend her if someone became too shameless in his comments as she passed.


  Yet Elisa noticed that most of the crew wore blasters on their hips now. When had that started? It wasn’t just ship’s security either. Men wearing maintenance uniforms were armed, as well as one young man she recognized as a navigator. There was another who piloted one of the fighters.


  Elisa was so startled that she nearly stopped her cart in the middle of the busy thoroughfare. It looked as though the mentality was leaning more towards every man for himself, right here within the battlecruiser. There was a low hum of conversation among the men, but most were silent, eyeing each other with outright suspicion. It was as if no one knew who was ally and who was enemy anymore.


  The guarded mood scared Elisa more than any overt fighting would have. The palpable tension felt as if it could explode at any moment. She wondered if Captain Walker had become aware of it.


  If only she knew how to pilot a shuttle or even a fighter, she might make a run for it. In the past couple of years, Elisa had made a point of isolating herself as much as possible from the rest of the crew. She’d been unaware that things had gotten to this point until just now. More than ever, it seemed imperative she escape the ship.


  Even if she could pilot, the knowledge that the ship was near Bi’is space meant Elisa was out of range of any Earther colony. For all she knew, the ship she might use to escape could run out of power before she made it to any colony or space station, whether it be friendly or not. What if a Kalquorian ship discovered her? Would they shoot first or take her in? How would Kalquorians treat her if they captured her? With kindness, like the prisoners in the brig? Would it matter to them that she was past the ability to bear children, having entered menopause two years prior? What would they do with her?


  More and more, Elisa wanted to go to Kalquor, especially if she could live with a clan like Zemos’. Oh, who was she kidding? She wasn’t interested in a clan like the one in maximum security. She wanted to be with that clan only. Zemos, Miragin, and even the frightening Oret made her feel warm and happy. Those were the men, the only men, she wanted to be with.


  That was looking like less and less a possibility all the time.


  * * * *


  For once, Elisa did not look forward to bringing Zemos’ clan their dinners. She was too rattled from what had happened earlier in the day. She especially did not want to see Remington again or face his threats. His shift had ended before dinner service, but he tended to hang out with Coombs for a while to play cards or regale the quieter guard with stories of past exploits.


  Elisa relaxed when she saw that Coombs sat in the guard room alone, shuffling the tattered deck of cards over and over and watching an old vid of a gospel music concert. Relief filled her entire body, along with the familiar delight that she was about to see the men she secretly adored.


  She usually didn’t exchange more than the obligatory polite greeting with Coombs. However, Remington’s absence made her almost giddy. Her tone bright as the sun, Elisa said, “All alone tonight, huh?”


  “Yep.”


  Sometimes it seemed to Elisa that the man was so lazy that he couldn’t muster up the energy to do more than grunt. Still, she couldn’t seem to shut up in her ridiculous joy that he was the only one there. Not only that, Coombs didn’t seem to be in any hurry to haul his ass out of his chair to escort her into the block. Impatience made her chatty.


  “Remington had better things to do?”


  “Said he had a lead on some bev.”


  Elisa frowned. “‘Bev’?”


  Coombs made a motion with his hand and mouth, as if drinking from an invisible bottle. Elisa guessed the guard alluded to beverage, as in the alcoholic sort.


  “Oh. Rare stuff on this ship.” When was he going to take her in to see Clan Zemos, anyway? Get up, you lazy lump!


  “Yep.” Coombs finally turned his gaze from the vid to glance at the doorway that led to the cells. “The Kalqs are locked up tight. You don’t need me. Go on in.”


  Usually Elisa would have been thrilled with the opportunity to hang out alone for a few extra minutes with the clan. Unfortunately, she’d discovered a major snag before coming in here.


  “I would, but I’ve misplaced my field disruptor.” Sudden inspiration hit. “Can I use yours?”


  What she asked for was a major security breach. Only the armed guards could use the full field disruptors, the ones that took down an entire containment wall. Even if the device was set on limited disruption, Elisa was not cleared for its use.


  Coombs didn’t bat an eye. He took one off the wall without getting out of his chair. He handed it over to her. “Sure. You know how to use it, right?”


  “I think so.” Elisa studied the device, which had a dial in addition to the button she was used to seeing. She made sure it was set for about the same size window her personal device allowed for and held it out to show Coombs. “See? Set for limited field disruption only.”


  “Yep.” He kept watching his vid, paying no attention.


  Elisa put the disruptor on her belt where her missing device usually went. She’d already alerted general security she’d misplaced hers. They would retrace her steps in the effort to find the device and issue her another one in the morning if it didn’t turn up. She was pretty sure it had to be somewhere in the kitchen or in the corridor between here and there.


  Meanwhile, she was going to visit with Zemos’ clan with no nasty guard hanging over and threatening them. The day that had started out so awful would end on a positive note after all. Humming a happy tune, Elisa entered the cell block.


  The three men waited near the containment field as they often did when they knew she was due to bring their food. Elisa’s heart throbbed a happy drumbeat as she drew near. Now that she knew for a fact that she had nothing to fear from the trio, the last bit of restraint had crumbled into dust ... at least in her heart. She would have to be more vigilant than ever when it came to her actions in front of others. Giddiness could get her in trouble if she became overtly friendly with Zemos, Oret, and Miragin.


  They watched her with more care than usual as she neared. She thought they were perhaps concerned over how she would be with them after being thrust unexpectedly in their midst earlier today. Elisa gave them her sunniest smile ever to let them know how all right she was. All three men smiled back, yet their expressions seemed strained. Oret’s uncomfortable smile was no surprise as he didn’t give into the compulsion for merriment too often. Yet it was Miragin who looked the most tense. The Imdiko seemed downright ill at ease, in fact.


  Elisa supposed she should have expected it. His breed was supposed to be the most sensitive of all the Kalquorian race. As kind as Miragin was, he probably worried she had been traumatized by her temporary incarceration with them and the violent interaction with Remington. Miragin had demonstrated time and again his concern for her over the past weeks.


  Trying to ease his worry, Elisa kept her bright expression plastered on her face. It wasn’t hard to do, not with the absence of Remington to celebrate. She drew in front of the clan’s cell and triggered the borrowed disruptor. It opened a slightly larger than usual window in the containment. Her clumsy use of the gadget hadn’t made such a big difference. She didn’t bother correcting the mere two or three extra inches in the field’s interruption. She hooked it back onto her belt.


  Oret stepped forward as he always did, his hulking body looming over her. It reminded Elisa of the brief moment they’d been pressed up against each other when Remington had thrown her into the cell. She had given much of her daydreaming this afternoon to remembering that delicious contact. It was too bad she hadn’t had the presence of mind to enjoy it at the time it was happening.


  The Nobek asked, “You have no guard this evening?”


  Elisa rolled her eyes. “It’s Coombs. You know how he is.”


  She turned from Oret and picked up the first dish. His gentle snarl of a voice was casual as he asked, “That’s his field disruptor you’re using, isn’t it?”


  Elisa set the harmless plastic utensils in their slot on the tray. She wallowed in her enjoyment of the moment. She was alone with the Kalquorians, alone and able to chatter as much as she liked as long as she didn’t stay too long. “I lost mine. I can’t find the darned thing anywhere, and I had to report it to security. Boy, didn’t I get an earful over that. I hope they track it down, because I’ll be in trouble if we don’t find it.”


  She turned around with the tray and performed the same task she had dozens of times in the last three months. She slipped it through the opening in the containment field, handing it to Oret.


  His grabbing her arm instead of the tray was so unexpected that Elisa didn’t credit it as happening at first. Nor did the sight of her field disruptor in the Nobek’s hand alarm her. She simply stood there, smiling up at him, waiting for him to take the fried liver and onions dinner and inspect it before handing it off to Miragin.


  Oret’s harsh but pleasing features looked at her with a sense of sadness. Regret, even. His growling voice was soft as he said, “Consider your disruptor found, poor girl.”


  Elisa’s happy mood stilled as she realized what was happening. The room around her tilted as Oret clicked her disruptor. The tiny slot of an opening between them bloomed wide open, big enough that she could have dived through to the other side of the field. Electric alarm slammed in her gut, driving a gasp from her lungs.


  Oret dropped the stolen disruptor and reached through the opening. Elisa’s heart took off at a gallop, trying to pound a hole through her chest in the sudden panic that drove it. Her mouth dropped wide open as she stared up at the Nobek, still not quite believing what he’d done. He grabbed Coomb’s disruptor off her belt and dialed it to the 100 percent setting with his thumb.


  Oret pressed the button to collapse the entire containment field as Elisa’s scream tore loose from her throat. The wall disappeared and he pulled her hard, swinging her around to be caught in the waiting arms of Dramok Zemos. The Kalquorian captain’s hold was like steel bands, pinning her arms to her body, rendering her helpless before she remembered how to struggle.


  Elisa’s awareness crystallized to such a degree that every detail stood out in harsh relief. Zemos was at her back, his chest and abdomen hard as impenetrable granite. He held her straining frame with seeming effortlessness. His musky scent, animal male, was all she could breathe. Miragin stood nearby, his face drawn in a pained grimaced as he looked down at her.


  Oret dropped low in a crouch in front of them, every tendon on his carved body standing in harsh relief. His lips wrinkled back to display long curved fangs behind his blunt human teeth as he sighted on the doorway that led to the guards’ office.


  She heard the startled exclamation that Coombs uttered, his chair squalling as he jumped out of it, a momentary flurry of activity that must have been him grabbing a blaster from the rack. Then the ponderous thud-thud of his boots sounded as he performed his comically slow version of a run.


  He appeared in the doorway and kept coming, stupidly not checking for danger before heaving himself into the corridor. Elisa could almost forgive Coombs’ dullness in that moment as he stampeded in his startled way to her rescue. He hadn’t hesitated to put himself in danger’s way when he’d heard her scream. He came – thoughtless and clumsy, but he came.


  Coombs got no further than to shout, “What’s going on in here?” Then the waiting Oret shot from his crouch, a streak of darkness racing so fast he blurred. Before Elisa could draw another breath to scream again or warn Coombs, the Nobek was on the guard, knocking him flat on his back and yanking the blaster from his hand.


  Elisa’s shriek cut through the air. She wrenched desperately in Zemos’ unyielding grip, trying to break free. Moist warmth latched onto the side of her neck. A moment later, sharp pain jabbed deep into her flesh. Elisa thought of Oret’s fangs and knew what Zemos was doing to her.


  With this new horror to cope with, she was barely aware of Oret ordering Coombs, “On your feet, Earther. Get into the cell.”


  Miragin’s upset face filled her vision. In a desperate tone he told her, “It will be all right, Elisa. We’re not going to harm you.”


  She cried into the Imdiko’s working face. “He’s biting me! Make him stop!”


  “It’s only to make you do as we wish. The intoxicant Zemos is feeding into your veins will make you obey us. We’re sorry, my sweet little girl, but we have to get out of here.”


  Coombs’ frightened voice carried to Elisa. “What are you going to do to me?”


  Oret’s dangerous answer was only one word. “This.”


  There was a thud. Elisa couldn’t see past Miragin to know what the brutal Nobek had done to her fellow Earther. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.


  Zemos’ mouth remained sealed to her neck. Elisa could no longer feel his fangs in her flesh. It didn’t even hurt anymore. Wispy warmth insinuated itself in her head. It offered a siren song of pleasure and comfort. Elisa tried to drive it back.


  She gasped with effort. “Don’t hurt ... don’t hurt Coombs. He’s only doing his job.”


  Miragin stroked her cheek. “He is all right. Oret knocked him unconscious, that’s all. We are not going to kill him or you. Relax and let the venom take effect.”


  Elisa blinked at him, tears stinging her eyes. The sense of betrayal warred with growing euphoria. “I liked you. Why? Why are you doing this to me?”


  Miragin’s expression was miserable. “We had no choice. You offer our best opportunity for escape.”


  Elisa was losing the battle with the intoxicant’s siren song. Her legs unhinged, and Zemos lowered them both to the floor so that she sat on his folded legs.


  Her disappointment grew more half-hearted with each passing moment. “Not nice. And you’re such nice men. Always nice to me.”


  Something new insinuated itself in her senses, stealing her from the all-important tasks of remonstration and escape. Elisa became aware of Zemos’ arms around her body. Her sense of touch seemed to have grown to a level of hyperawareness she’d never known before. The wall of man at her back, with its swelling hills of muscle, gave her the urge to arch and rub against him.


  She was also swallowed up in the view before her. Miragin’s intelligent purple eyes seemed to burn into her soul as he gazed at her. Each time he stroked her hair and face, it felt as if trails of warmth spilled from his touch, flaring molten paths down to the pit of her stomach. Suddenly it didn’t matter that she was probably in great danger from the Kalquorians. All that mattered was that they were holding her, touching her.


  Then Oret appeared, the dark, dangerous, beautiful beast standing over Miragin and looking down at Elisa. Three of them. Three men. One Elisa, so very vulnerable right now. It didn’t frighten her. Instead, she was enthralled with her helplessness against them. She made a thick sound in her throat.


  Miragin leaned forward and pressed his lips to her forehead. It warmed her entire body.


  He said, “We’re going to be as gentle with you as possible, Elisa. Just do as you’re told, all right? Be a good girl for us.” His gaze flicked to the side of her face where Zemos’ head pressed close. “I think she’s sufficiently under the influence, my Dramok.”


  Zemos’ mouth left her throat. Elisa felt a sense of loss and whimpered. The arms around her tightened, however. Perhaps he only meant to be reassuring, but Elisa’s insides fluttered to feel the strength of the Dramok’s grip. Being his prisoner no longer seemed a terrifying prospect. It excited her.


  Zemos shifted her in his arms, cradling her like a baby. His handsome face hovered over hers, and Elisa wished he would kiss her. Yes, she definitely wanted him to kiss her and then do other things.


  This is what they call yearning. I thought I wanted them before, but it was nothing compared to this deep, desperate want. I’d sell my soul just to feel their bodies on mine. To feel them inside me.


  The man holding her spoke. His words were not quite as important as the fact he talked to her, filling her ears with his sonorous melody. “My apologies, Matara. I wish there had been another way.”


  How sweet. Zemos was sorry he’d had to frighten her. He was sorry his clanmate had stolen her frequency disruptor and gotten her in trouble. The Kalquorian captain looked genuinely contrite, and Elisa rushed to ease his worries.


  “It’s okay. You have to do what you have to do, right? I can understand that.”


  From way up high, Oret spoke too. His voice tickled something deep inside Elisa, but it was the kind of tickle that made her want to moan, not giggle. She struggled to get past the delicious feelings of his voice in her body to attend the meaning of his words.


  “Elisa, I need to get to a computer. One where we won’t be discovered. Can you safely take us somewhere private with computer access?”


  Elisa blinked and tried to think. Yes, somewhere private would be good. Somewhere they could all be alone with little chance they’d be discovered. She thought she knew of such a place, one where Oret would have the access he craved. If she got the Nobek to a computer, would her own cravings be rewarded? Heat surged at the idea. “Mmm. Maybe. I know the least used corridors, but we could still run into people.”


  Zemos smiled encouragingly. “That will be fine, little one. Thank you.”


  Seeing him happy with her lifted Elisa’s spirits to where she could have wept with bliss. She’d pleased him.


  He stood, lifting her gently to her feet as he rose. Elisa swayed, but her strong, wonderful captor’s arm remained around her, keeping her safe. Zemos wouldn’t let her fall. She clung to him, reassured by that.


  He held her close while addressing the other two. “Let’s go, clan. We don’t have much time.”


  With Zemos on one side of her, Miragin on the other, and Oret leading the way, they left the cell where the Kalquorians had been imprisoned for so long. Elisa was aware they passed the crumpled form of a man as they went, but he didn’t make much of an impression on her. Not when she was sandwiched between Miragin and Zemos, their combined warmth making her feel calm and excited all at once.


  There was a pause as they stepped outside where the containment wall should have been. Oret pointed one of the field disruptors in his possession at that area, and the field flared back to life, locking in its lone occupant. With a reassuring smile for her, Oret turned and led the way to the guards’ office.


  The gospel music concert vid continued to play as it had when Elisa had arrived a lifetime ago, ignorant of Coombs’ absence.


  



  



  







  Chapter 7


  



  Zemos and Miragin stopped Elisa next to the wall where the weapons hung. Zemos handed his Imdiko a blaster from the rack. The Dramok armed and took another blaster for himself. Oret already had Coombs’ firearm. The Nobek crossed to the other doorway, the one leading out to the corridor, and eased out far enough that he could look out. In one direction lay the general population brig. The other way accessed the rest of the ship.


  Apparently he spied no one in either direction. The Nobek stepped back into the office and jerked his head at the rest of them. Zemos told Miragin, “Stay behind with Oret.” He then prodded Elisa forward with a gentle tug on the arm he held.


  She went to the doorway and had a look out herself. No one was in evidence, and she heard no sounds beyond the ever-present hum of the ship and the country twang of a southern gospel hymn. She couldn’t even hear her Kalquorian companions. If she’d closed her eyes, she wouldn’t know they were there.


  Elisa started to step out into the corridor, but Oret’s sinewy forearm stretched across her path. “Where will you be leading us?”


  She looked at the arm in front of her, thinking about having it wrapped around her body. Lower parts warmed at the thought, and Elisa had to force herself to look up into the fierce face of her captor instead. She wondered how much his tense visage would soften if she kissed him.


  Oret winced. “I know you are intoxicated, little one, but I need you to concentrate. Where are we going?”


  Elisa shook her head to clear some of the fog from her brazen thoughts. Her tone husky, she said, “Captain’s quarters. Well, the former captain’s quarters. He committed suicide shortly after Armageddon, and Captain Walker didn’t move into his rooms.”


  Zemos’ rough voice turned her head in the Dramok’s direction. “His quarters will have a computer with information about the ship?”


  Elisa tittered. Silly man. He was so big and delicious standing there holding her arm. She could climb that gorgeous creature like a tree. “Of course his personal computer had ship’s information. He was the captain, right? He had access to everything at a moment’s notice.”


  Behind her, the third fantasy-making male with the entirely too yummy lips spoke. “How many people do you think we’ll run into?”


  Of them all, Miragin looked the most nervous. Poor man, he’d been through so much. Elisa wished she could make it up to him.


  She shook her head again, trying to concentrate on the task ahead. Elisa checked the chronometer on the office wall. Had it really been only five minutes since she showed up here to deliver their meals? Oret hadn’t even tasted the liver and onions she’d made especially for him.


  “Elisa?” Zemos prodded. “How many crew would you say we’re going to come across on our way to the captain’s quarters?”


  She considered. “It’s right after shift change. Everyone who just got done working is probably in the mess hall, and the others are running the ship. I know some corridors that almost never get used, plus the transport tube is just down the hall. It will take us almost to the doorstep of where we want to go.”


  Oret asked, “Where are we most likely to be seen along your route?”


  Elisa felt a stab of impatience. If they’d quit with the questions already, she could have them where they’d enjoy some privacy in a matter of minutes. “In the officers’ quarters area. Are we going or not?”


  Oret quirked a smile at her terse tone. “Yes, we are going.” He grabbed her chin to make sure she kept her attention on him. His commanding touch made her stomach execute a slow flop. If he kissed her right now...


  Instead of the wished-for kiss, Oret said, “Let me offer you a word of warning, Elisa. While I don’t want to harm you, anyone we come across may shoot first without checking his targets. If you try to lead us into a trap, you are every bit in as much danger as us.”


  Elisa snorted, though she felt a renewed wave of warmth at his concern. Protective man. She told him, “I am well aware of the danger I am in. It’s you who doesn’t know the half of it.”


  She smirked at his raised eyebrow. She loved surprising the Nobek, especially since he had such vast experience compared to her. However, she knew damned well he had no idea of how much trouble he had landed her in. Getting killed by a percussion blaster shot might be the least of her worries.


  As much as Elisa hated losing contact with the man, she pulled her chin loose from his grip and leaned forward to check the corridor again. She reported, “We’re clear. Come on.”


  To her delight, Oret’s warm hand cupped the nape of her neck, his grip firm but careful. With Zemos still holding onto her arm with one hand and his blaster at the ready in the other, Elisa led them out.


  As she had suspected, even the most often trafficked corridors that led from the brig to the tubes were empty of people. Many of the halls on their route smelled musty from lack of use. They got to the lift without encountering anyone.


  Elisa pointed to the closed door of the ship’s in-house transport system after punching the button that would summon the next available car. “This will take us within a few feet of where we’re going.”


  The door slid open, and she got on board with the Kalquorians crowding close. “Officers’ living quarters level.”


  The door closed and there was the telltale feeling of movement as the car swept through the tube to the level they wanted. Elisa frowned up at Zemos.


  “You didn’t rescue the rest of your crew.”


  He looked down at her. “It doesn’t make any sense to release them until we know the best way to do so. Not only that, a rescue isn’t a rescue if you get immediately get caught again. Or killed. We need a plan. To have a plan, we need information on this ship and how it’s operating.”


  Elisa nodded. Zemos had a point. Damned if he hadn’t thought of everything.


  And I’m helping him. I’m turning traitor on my own people.


  Elisa frowned. She was helping the Kalquorians escape. They might attack and harm Earthers. It had been wrong to take them prisoner to sell them into slavery, but still, she was committing a heinous act. Wasn’t she? It was so hard to think past the pleasant wash of euphoria that coated her brain. The happy buzz in her skull made Zemos’ hand on her arm and Oret’s on her neck feel pleasurable to the point of dizziness.


  Before she could puzzle any further on her situation, the lift’s door opened to the officers’ level. It took all Elisa had to focus on the task at hand, so she let go of the more confusing aspects of her situation to do so. She leaned out of the tube and peered about the corridor outside.


  She reported, “All clear. We’re almost there.”


  They got out and headed in the direction she tugged her captors. “The former captain’s quarters are located at that door at the end of the hall.” A new thought occurred to Elisa, one that she hadn’t thought of in all the confusion of the intoxication. “It will be locked, you know.”


  Oret sounded unconcerned. “I suspected as much. Coombs’ field disruptor will take care of that with a few adjustments.”


  “You’re pretty smart, aren’t you?” Elisa kept her eyes on the door straight ahead, but Oret’s features floated across her mind’s eye. He had the look of an utter barbarian with his heavy brow and hard-jawed looks. She wondered if most sold his intellect short with that primitive aspect he wore. Elisa never would. She’d seen the man display far too much intelligence in the past few weeks. Hell, in the past few minutes Oret had shown just how resourceful he was.


  He replied to her comment. “Hopefully I’m smart enough to get us out of here.”


  They reached the door. Oret slipped the blaster he’d taken from Coombs in his knee-high boot and released Elisa. He began fiddling with the disruptor.


  Seconds later, voices sounded from a bend in the corridor behind them. Zemos’ hand on Elisa’s arm tensed, and she heard Miragin’s intake of breath. She froze in sudden fear. Oret was the only one who seemed unaffected, continuing to play with the disruptor he held.


  Miragin’s low voice strove to be lighthearted. “Now would be a good time to get that door open.”


  Oret answered just as jovially. “Yes, it would be nice, wouldn’t it?”


  Zemos tugged Elisa behind him, putting her between his back and the door to the captain’s quarters. He grabbed Miragin too, pushing him to one side. The Dramok aimed his blaster in the direction of the approaching voices.


  Elisa’s heart hammered. She might be confused on a lot of things right now, but she did know she didn’t want to see Zemos killed. She leaned forward on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear. “They might not shoot if I’m in front of you. You could use me as a human shield.”


  The Dramok didn’t look at her, keeping his attention on the bend in the corridor. The shock in his tone was apparent, however. “By the ancestors, woman. What kind of monster do you think I am to put you in harm’s way like that?”


  Behind Elisa, the door to the private cabin abruptly hissed open. Oret moved fast, grabbing both Elisa and Miragin and shoving them into the darkened room beyond. Zemos backed in after them, still watching for those who would no doubt be rounding the corner at any moment.


  The door closed, shutting the four in darkness. With a relieved sigh, Elisa said, “Door lock.” A barely perceptible click announced the mechanism’s compliance.


  “Lights.”


  At Elisa’s command, dim illumination revealed the room they stood in. She smiled up at the Kalquorians before she remembered she was a hostage and supposed to be resisting them. It was damned hard to do so when her mind insisted on warm, soft feelings.


  She sighed. They had intoxicated her senses, making everything hard to figure out. It didn’t help that she adored them every bit as much as they frightened her.


  At a loss to figure out exactly how she was supposed to act, Elisa waved at the overhead lighting grid. “I hope that’s good enough for you to see by. Everything is rationed now: food, power, water, the works.”


  Thinking that was enough and deciding she needed say no more to the escapees, Elisa wandered over to the sitting area at the back of the room. She sank onto the couch and tried to order her thoughts.


  The Kalquorians stared at her for a moment before having a look around the quarters. The former captain’s living space was much nicer than Elisa’s. It boasted a small dining area with a table big enough to accommodate four, a kitchenette that was small but adequate enough for one to cook a meal, plus the sitting space Elisa now occupied with two chairs and a table besides the couch where she perched. The closed door would no doubt open to a bedroom and bath facility. The lodgings smelled musty from disuse, but they were still nice. She particularly liked the colors of dark blue, white, and beige that predominated in the space.


  Between the sitting area and dinette was a computer station. After poking his head in the bedroom to investigate its environs, Oret sat down at the computer with a satisfied sound. The chair groaned at his weight. Elisa had a hard time quashing a snicker to see the tremendous Nobek sitting in it. It made her think of a father attending his young daughter’s tea party, squatting on a child-sized chair.


  Oret didn’t comment on how uncomfortable he must be. Instead, he began tapping uncertainly on the computer’s keyboard, bringing the machine to life. “It might take me a little while to access what we want. I’m a bit rusty on my written Earther English. It looks as though this computer is voice-command protected, so spoken orders aren’t going to work.”


  Zemos stood behind him, though his gaze ran over the room rather than what his Nobek was doing. “These quarters are huge. Two rooms and a bath facility?”


  Miragin went in the bedroom and came back out, his expression saying he was impressed. “It’s not nearly as cramped as a destroyer. No wonder these battlecruisers are so huge.”


  “Wasted space,” Zemos snorted dismissively. He turned his attention to Oret’s work.


  Miragin came to sit next to Elisa on the couch. He eyed her with what looked like a mixture of concern and dismay. “You didn’t really think we’d use you for a shield, did you?”


  She shrugged. “Why not? I’m of no use to you beyond what I know about this ship and maybe as a hostage. Kalquor can’t use me for breeding. I’m beyond childbearing, you know.”


  The Imdiko shook his head. “A woman is worth so much more than her ability to have offspring. Really, Elisa, I’m horrified to hear you say such a thing. Offended, actually.”


  Her eyes widened. “I thought the clans of your Empire were only interested in women who can continue their bloodlines. Am I mistaken?”


  Zemos’ resonant voice answered her from his position behind Oret. “It is our desperate need as a race to bring lifebringers to Kalquor. However, older men and clans not in the best position to be fathers are not averse to finding female mates who are no longer viable for motherhood.”


  Elisa looked at the Dramok to find him regarding her with intense interest. Her heart stuttered. No, she couldn’t think about the possibility Zemos had been alluding to his own clan. She shoved such thoughts away.


  Remember, you are in danger from these men right now, her mind whispered through the cloying fog of intoxication.


  Elisa rubbed her forehead, trying to dispel the sense of well-being and arousal that Zemos’ bite had engendered. She worked to keep up her side of the conversation.


  “Clans not in the position to be fathers? You mean, infertile?”


  Miragin smiled, making her heart double beat again. “Not necessarily. Take our clan, for example. We are a bit older than those looking to father children. At 126, I’m the youngest of this unit. I’m not ancient by any means, but I’m not young anymore either.”


  Elisa shook her head. “I keep forgetting you’re all over one hundred years old. For heaven’s sake, you barely look my age.”


  Miragin chuckled. “I am much older than you, and rather set in my ways as you might imagine. But that is not the real hurdle to my being a father. I am perfectly capable of siring offspring, as are Zemos and Oret.”


  “So what’s the real problem?”


  “Zemos and Oret have worked for the Kalquorian fleet nearly their entire lives. It’s what they do, and it means they do not come home often. I am sometimes separated from them for weeks at a time. I can’t travel about in their destroyer because I’m not military.”


  Elisa pursed her lips. “You were on it when it was taken.”


  “I came aboard temporarily with special permission for a new book I’m writing. I had to get a lot of security clearances to be on that destroyer, even for the mere week I planned to stay. My being captured was a matter of me being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  Zemos added, “Miragin often travels to visit us. We only get home to Kalquor once a year. During the war, we didn’t come home at all. We were separated for the entire duration.”


  Elisa noted the warm look the Dramok gave Miragin. The affection was clear on his expression. She got the idea they missed each other a great deal when they were apart.


  She ventured, “That must have been hard.”


  Miragin nodded. “It was, but I knew what I was getting into when I agreed to join a clan with two military men. But back to the issue of this clan taking on fatherhood: can you imagine bringing up children with the majority of their fathers missing most of the time?”


  Oret finally weighed in on the matter. His gruff voice rumbled, “Such a situation is unthinkable. Babes and younglings need their parents.”


  Elisa blinked at him. “I didn’t have a father, not really.”


  The men regarded her with surprise. Even Oret turned his attention from the computer to look at her for a moment, his brows drawn tight together in an expression of disapproval.


  The silence was heavy, too heavy for Elisa to not continue. “Well, he wasn’t always gone, though he wasn’t around that much. He left for good when I was fifteen. The other kids were still little, one less than a year old.”


  Miragin’s expression was blank, as if he couldn’t quite understand what she was saying. “Your father left you?”


  “He had a lot of girlfriends, I think. It would explain why he was missing so much. We couldn’t talk about it since extramarital affairs meant a death sentence, and Mom and us kids needed his income to survive. I guess in the end he wanted to marry another woman. He divorced my mother and disappeared from our lives.”


  Miragin shook his head, still unable to come to terms with the idea. “But he left? He was allowed to do that? Your laws didn’t make him assume responsibility for his children?”


  Elisa almost wanted to giggle at the horrified looks the clan gave her. She knew Kalquorians clanned for life, but she’d never realized how seriously they took such matters.


  She told them, “My father still paid the required amount towards our support. It wasn’t much, but he did what the court told him to. He had a new life with another woman. A year later, a new baby came along. He chose to devote himself to that family.”


  The men didn’t mask the aghast expressions on their faces. Miragin looked revolted; Zemos and Oret seemed angry.


  The Dramok’s voice was nearly a growl when he spoke. “Such behavior is despicable. Money aside, there is no excuse to not be available to one’s family. If a man cannot take care of his children nor find those who will, he has no business making them.”


  Miragin asked, “Did your father do at least that? Did he find a man to be your father in his absence and a mate to your mother?”


  Elisa almost did laugh out loud at that idea. The expressions on the men’s faces kept her from doing that. “Outside of financially, my father abandoned his responsibilities to us.”


  Oret went back to working on the computer. His face dark, he muttered, “Madness.”


  Elisa peered at Miragin. “That has never happened on Kalquor?”


  The Imdiko grimaced. “I suppose it has a few times, but it’s rare. Men are expected to take care of the children they father, even if they are not clanned to the mother. They only relinquish all responsibility to their offspring if the mother clans with others and it’s in the best interests of the little ones.”


  “But it does happen where the father sometimes walks away from his children, I’m sure,” Elisa prodded.


  “Hardly ever. Such men are not thought well of by the majority of Kalquorians. If they try such escapades, they are often shamed into behaving appropriately.”


  “Accidents happen, don’t they? Like unwanted pregnancies?”


  Miragin shook his head. “As far as our people are concerned, no pregnancy is unwanted. In the cases in which an unclanned woman has a child, she has no shortage of clans begging to be the babe’s fathers.”


  Zemos called for her attention. “Why is it you never clanned, Elisa?”


  “Married,” Miragin corrected him.


  “Right, married.” The Dramok looked at her with that piercing stare he got so often. “You are a good person. Lovely and intelligent. You are a joy to be around. Your voice is spectacular. Surely you’ve had many offers?”


  Elisa wanted to squirm with pleasure at Zemos’ compliments. She managed not to, but she couldn’t help the smile that visited her lips. Did he really think so highly of her?


  She got herself under control to answer him. “I was the oldest of five brothers and a sister. My mother and I worked all the time to help make ends meet. I wanted my siblings to go to college and make something of their lives. After I finished high school, I kept right on working to help pay for that. Between that and my own studies to get my dietician’s degree, I didn’t have time for dating.”


  There was much more to it than that, but Elisa felt too good at the moment to remember the sadness and shame, the real reason she’d never pursued the dangerous option of falling in love.


  Instead of revisiting the ugly past, Elisa said, “By the time the others didn’t need me anymore, I was almost forty. There didn’t seem to be much point in trying to be someone’s wife by then.”


  She was suddenly glad Zemos had bitten her. She was too intoxicated to reflect on missed opportunities and dreams that never panned out. Relatives had ceased to be a real part of her life by the time she’d left Earth on board the battlecruiser. Her brothers and sister seemed to have forgotten her once they had their lives in hand. Elisa had received perfunctory invitations to weddings, baptisms, birthdays, and holiday celebrations. Otherwise, the younger Mackenzies had found no time for the elder sister that had been such an embarrassment in their small hometown.


  Miragin knew nothing of that. He asked, “You deserve to be with those who care for you. Do you know where your family ended up?”


  Elisa shrugged. “My mother died years ago. As for the rest, we weren’t very close in the end. I doubt they’ve bothered to look for me if they survived Armageddon.”


  To her delight, the Imdiko took her hand in his, holding it gently. “Elisa, no one should be as alone as you are. No wonder you have such a skewed vision of yourself and your worth.”


  She had nothing to say to that. A small part of her mind wished it could believe what this man said. The rest, locked in the Kalquorian venom’s spell, centered on how warm and strong Miragin’s touch was and how delicious it would feel on places other than her hand.


  



  



  







  Chapter 8


  



  Several minutes passed, during which Oret tapped at the computer keyboard with seemingly unending patience. Zemos leaned over the Nobek, murmuring in their guttural language from time to time. Whether he offered advice or mere encouragement as Oret tried to insinuate his way into the system, Elisa didn’t know.


  She was much more aware of Miragin. The handsome Imdiko still held her hand, easing closer so that his body and thigh touched hers. His warmth seeped into her, making her acutely conscious of everything about him: the strength of his body, his musky scent that consisted of a delicious mix of primal male and animal, and the way his big hand swallowed hers. If he suddenly pushed Elisa down onto the couch and tried to have sex with her, would she have the ability to resist? The thought she might not spurred equal parts terror and delight.


  A loud burst of alien speech from Oret claimed her attention. Zemos responded to him, a grim smile lighting his almost-cute features. Elisa might not have spoken Kalquorian, but she didn’t need to. Oret had broken into the computer’s programs. He now had access to the ship’s data.


  Tapping faster than before, he made the vid floating over the computer shimmer and divide into two. Zemos bent to look closely at whatever information the Nobek brought up. A moment later, both men grunted with satisfaction.


  Oret spoke in English. “All right, I’ve got the schematics for the entire ship.”


  Zemos clapped his clanmate hard on the shoulder. “Excellent start. We can at least find our way around now. Can you access any control or security codes from here?”


  Oret went back to tapping. Elisa noted how tightly Miragin clutched her hand as he watched his Nobek attempt to worm his way into the more secretive workings of the ship. She caught herself cheering Oret on in her own head and put a stop to it.


  Damned Kalquorian poison in my system. Focus, Elisa, focus! You need to figure out some way to stop them.


  The thought of resistance was so clear for a brief instant that she thought she had finally thrown the effects of the bite off. Then the billowy clouds of contentment rolled back in, muffling her concerns. She returned to contemplating Miragin’s hand on hers and the enthralling intensity on Zemos and Oret’s faces.


  After a few moments, Oret sat back in the too-small chair with a grimace. “We’d have to be on the bridge or in the engineering department to break into the main controls, including off-ship communications.”


  “What about secondary systems?” Zemos asked.


  “I can enact some commands from this unit. I’ve got access into the monitoring program that can keep track of all personnel. Right now, it’s disabled.”


  Zemos considered. “That’s the first bit of good news. They must have switched it off because of the power rationing Elisa spoke of.”


  “That’s what I’m thinking. I can bring it back up and make it so only I control it. We’ll be able to tell if anyone is in our vicinity.”


  “Will the Earthers be able to trace it back to our location?”


  Oret tapped the keyboard and looked at the readouts that scrolled up. “They’ll be able to detect the power drain and trace it back to the monitoring system itself. However, I can keep them from figuring out where the operating command has come from. I can also lock them out so they can’t access the monitoring or shut it down.”


  Zemos straightened. He paced back and forth a few times, considering. Elisa watched him, as enthralled as if she was at the zoo before a tiger striding about its cage. Zemos’ muscles, visible beneath his body-hugging formsuit, moved in the most hypnotic way.


  The Dramok said, “They’ll know someone is using it. They’ll know we’re in the computer banks.”


  Oret frowned then shook his head. “I think they might not, at least not right away. It’s a drop in the ocean of programs that run this ship. It’s more likely they’ll believe it’s a glitch in the system.”


  Elisa was caught up once more in their plans, and she couldn’t help but add, “You’re right about that. Most of the engineering staff have abandoned the ship, including the chief engineer and his senior staff. There have been a lot of malfunctions lately.”


  Oret smiled at her. He seemed pleased she’d entered the conversation. “There are few places a ship like this can be repaired in space dock, especially since Captain Walker is trying to stay out of sight. If you don’t have the personnel to keep up with breakdowns, that makes it even more unlikely the change will be noted right away. Even if someone notices, they might not consider it strange.”


  Elisa was delighted that he found her input important. “Maintaining stuff has become a huge headache. If something fails that the ship doesn’t absolutely need to get by, no one bothers. A quarter of the kitchen no longer works properly.”


  Zemos also smiled at her and exchanged a look with Oret. “Do it, then. Also track down where we can find weapons and where we can hide all our shipmates once we get them out. Once you’ve done that, maybe I’ll have a plan as to how we can seize control of this ship.”


  A tendril of worry wormed its way into Elisa’s gut. Intoxication loosened its hold enough for her to think clearer. Had she just helped her captors? She sucked in her lower lip and tried to think.


  What had she told them? First of all, that the ship’s complement had been cut down dramatically, right down to the fact that most of the engineering staff had left. However, with Oret enabling the monitoring system, he’d be able to get a head count of how many were still on board anyway.


  Elisa knew for a fact that a crew roster was still maintained in the computer banks for the purposes of assigning shifts. It could be the Nobek would have discovered who was left to go on duty. He might even be able to break into personnel records to discover the rank and experience those now tasked with engineering maintenance.


  So the worst she’d done was give the Kalquorians information sooner than they would have found it on their own. What else had she told them? Oh yeah, that there had been malfunctions. But Elisa hadn’t told them what wasn’t working and wouldn’t be able to. She had no idea how bad off the battlecruiser was, apart from the trouble the galley crew had been having in the kitchen.


  She still had plenty to worry about, especially if Zemos freed the rest of his crew. The Kalquorian prisoners were less than one hundred, only about a third of the Earthers left. Surely that wasn’t enough to overcome the remaining men of the battlecruiser, but who knew? Elisa was convinced Oret alone could take out two or three men, and Zemos was no one to take lightly either. Were the rest of the Kalquorians so dangerous?


  She thought about the prisoners being held in the general population brig. Most of them were Nobeks, Kalquor’s warrior breed. Skilled fighters, in other words.


  Maybe they could take over the vessel. The thought managed to drive out the drugging mists from Elisa’s mind.


  She asked, “What happens to us Earthers if you succeed in getting control of the cruiser?”


  Miragin’s hand tightened on hers again, as if to comfort her. Zemos and Oret faced her, their expressions careful.


  The captain approached her, coming close and sinking to his knees at her feet. His hand lifted to her hair. He stroked, as if to soothe her.


  Zemos’ voice was quiet as he said, “The disposition of this crew will be up to our courts to decide.”


  Elisa couldn’t help the shudder that ran through her. Kalquorian justice was notorious for its brutality, almost matching Earth’s. “The case couldn’t be remanded to the Galactic Council’s jurisdiction? I thought all Earther matters were ultimately up to them. Is it because the crew’s crimes were committed against a Kalquorian destroyer?”


  Zemos pursed his lips. “That’s exactly the issue. Your ship carried out an attack on my destroyer, killed much of my crew, and took the rest of us prisoner in Empire space.” His gaze abruptly sharpened and he looked over his shoulder. “Oret—”


  The Nobek nodded and resumed tapping on the computer keyboard. “I know, Captain. I’m checking our position and heading to confirm we’re on our way to Bi’is space to be sold off as slaves.”


  Zemos turned back to Elisa. “These are great crimes that have been made against the people of Kalquor. I doubt you yourself have anything to fear, however. Those like you will most likely be released.”


  “Define ‘those like me’,” she said.


  “Crewmembers who weren’t in any command capacity of the ship during its illegal activities. Especially those who were unable to find an alternative to staying on board. You are little more than an innocent bystander, Elisa.”


  Miragin added, “There is no reason for the Empire to hold you, a dietician, accountable for what happened to us. You are no more than a victim of circumstance.”


  Elisa felt a little better about her situation, but her guts churned to think of Captain Walker standing trial in a Kalquorian court. Or of him going to a Kalquorian prison, which were rumored to be the height of cruelty. If, horror of horrors, he was to be sentenced to execution – well, the Kalquorians had a firm belief that the punishment should fit the crime. Elisa couldn’t imagine the torment Walker would face before finally being allowed to die.


  And what of men like Ensign Larsen who guarded the prisoners in general detention? That poor youngster felt sorry for his charges and hated that he was a part of their situation. Would he stand trial too, or would he be regarded as innocent as Elisa?


  Elisa knew Zemos had no answers for her, at least not the kind that would quell her worries. She decided to keep her concerns limited to her own future. “I guess I’ll end up on one of our colonies then.”


  Miragin’s hand left hers. He shifted so that his arm crept around her waist. “There are other options. You could go to Kalquor.”


  Elisa tried to not think too much about how it felt to be embraced by the Imdiko. She attempted to ignore the delight of Zemos’ continued petting. She pretended not to notice how her entire body seemed to flame to life at their touches.


  Focus, focus, focus.


  She told them, “We’ve already established I’m not able to have children. I am of no use to Kalquor.”


  Zemos’ hand left Elisa’s hair. His calloused thumb rubbed her cheek, inciting a whole new wave of molten energy inside. It took all she had to not lean into his touch.


  The Dramok said, “The Empire allows aliens who wish to live and work among us to stay within our borders. You wouldn’t receive a government allowance, but if you can earn your keep, you are more than welcome to live among our people.”


  Miragin added, “You might also attract one of those clans not interested in siring children. If they made you their Matara, they would be responsible for your well-being.”


  Elisa snorted even as her heart gave a wistful pang. “I can’t imagine three men who would be so desperate as to want me.”


  Zemos’ look went dark. A delicious thrill of fear rolled through Elisa at that fierce expression. For heaven’s sake, even his anger was arousing in her state.


  The Dramok said, “You infuriate me with these frequent outbursts of self-loathing. I don’t like it, Elisa. You are pissing me off, and that is something you do not want to do.”


  The forceful display only made things more exciting in her strange state of mind, but instinct told Elisa she needed to calm the big man down.


  She pointed out in her most reasonable tone, “It’s not loathing. I don’t hate myself. I just know my place in the scheme of things, that’s all. I’m not the kind of woman men look twice at when there are others to see.”


  “Then that is their loss.”


  It was a couple of seconds after Zemos’ statement that Elisa’s mind finally registered his mouth was on hers. Zemos was kissing her. His big hands, hands capable of crushing a coconut, cupped her face, holding it tilted to one side so he could get the perfect angle. His lips were soft and warm and moving over hers with a tenderness that made the melted feelings inside stronger than before.


  He was kissing her.


  Elisa was too shocked to move. All she could do was sit there as the Kalquorian’s mouth took hers. She felt the moist tip of his tongue slide along where her lips joined and she gasped, her mouth parting open.


  Zemos’ tongue slid inside. He tasted her. She could taste him. Musky, almost smoky in flavor, he was what she had always thought a man should taste like. No, better. And the feeling...


  She moaned as his raspy tongue stroked hers. The warm feelings she’d had since being bitten by the Dramok changed. They grew more demanding. Deep in her belly, Elisa ached. She knew a wanting so fierce that it almost hurt.


  One hand left her face, and the steel beam of Zemos’ arm circled her waist, pulling her close to him. Now his unyielding body was against hers, forcing her to mold to the muscular length of his torso. Every cell in Elisa’s body heightened to acute awareness, feeling him as she’d never felt anything before. Her nipples throbbed to be pressed to his massive chest. Her pulse thundered in her ears. She was dimly aware she clung helplessly to his shoulders, holding on to keep from fainting from the beautiful assault that left her weak and shaking.


  When Zemos’ mouth left hers, he looked down on her with an expression she could not read. Triumph, perhaps? She certainly felt conquered. One corner of his mouth lifted in a knowing smile.


  “Yes, failing to notice you would be any man’s loss.”


  Miragin’s voice sounded both right there in Elisa’s ear and a million miles away. “That looked delicious.”


  She thought she felt him stroking her upper back as Zemos continued to stare down at her. She couldn’t be sure of anything right now, including her own senses. Her body was shaking, her mind wispy.


  The Dramok said, “She is quite delicious, my Imdiko. I would be glad to do that again and again until she begged me to stop. I’d have to be desperate to want you, Elisa? I’d have to be stupid to not.” He scowled and inhaled deeply, forcing his anger to smooth away.


  His arm remained locked around Elisa, holding her so close she imagined she felt his heartbeat. His chest moved against her with every breath, keeping that excruciating awareness of being smashed up against him foremost in her mind.


  She felt as much as heard Zemos’ next words. “I don’t believe for an instant anyone has resisted the chance to enjoy a woman like you. Tell me, how many have been so lucky as to kiss you, my sweet?”


  For a wonder, she remembered how to talk. “Only one. A long time ago when I was still a girl.”


  She remembered that one kiss that had ruined everything, turning the greatest summer of her life into the most nightmarish. Elisa remembered the kiss, remembered the teenage boy who had gifted her with it at music camp. That sweet, heavenly moment that had been the culmination of the one time she’d escaped home and responsibility. Until the yelling and accusations and recriminations started, she’d felt then as she did now: alive with joy.


  No, this was more powerful. Somehow, being held in Zemos’ arms with Miragin right there too gave Elisa the feeling of safety and security. Wasn’t that funny, considering she was their prisoner?


  Zemos caressed her cheek. “Someone got to kiss you and he let you go? What kind of fool was he?”


  Elisa sighed. The spell was lifting with the onslaught of memories. “We were caught. He had no choice but to never see me again.”


  “Caught? You make it sound like kissing was a punishable offense.”


  “It was, because it was romantic and sinful. I was a minor and it was only a misdemeanor, so the court let me off easy. I was spared a criminal record, but I was publicly shamed for my crime and made to work for the community. My father had just left for the last time, and my mother was livid because I wasn’t around to take care of my siblings for six months.”


  It had been a light sentence, yet it hadn’t felt that way. Backbreaking labor of cleaning up public places, forced to face the jeers of people who passed Elisa as she sweated in the bright yellow vest with the word LUST emblazoned on it ... it had been an awful nightmare. Sometimes when Elisa returned home at the end of the day with her body sore and aching, the tears of humiliation still wetting her cheeks, her overwrought mother had beaten her for not being available to watch the younger ones. She’d been forced to pay for a babysitter they couldn’t afford.


  One little kiss on a warm, happy summer night, marking the grand climax to the most beautiful time Elisa had ever known. One little kiss, the ending of which ushered in years of shame and the neverending attempt to make up for girlish fancies of love.


  Miragin’s hand had tightened on her shoulder. “A kiss as a crime?” he whispered. When Elisa looked at him, his expression was filled with pain.


  A huge, dark figure came to stand over them. Oret’s fists were clenched and his voice came out shaking. “Please make her stop talking. There is no one here for me to punch.”


  Zemos’ grave expression lifted as he considered Elisa. A tight smile curled his mouth, making him look excitingly wicked.


  He told them all, “I will gladly quiet her words. We all will. Let her body speak to us instead, since there is no one left to harm her for such things.”


  The Dramok kissed her again. It was not as tender as his first kiss had been. Instead of quiet coaxing, his mouth took Elisa’s in absolute demand. His hand cupped the back of her head, giving her no way to escape.


  Her brain seared clean of all thought. Even when Zemos pressed her down and to one side so that she lay with her head pillowed on Miragin’s thigh, there was no thought. The mouth on hers, plundering without restraint, the hand that slipped between their bodies to cup her breast, the pair of hands that slid up her inner thighs ... the sensations filled her with need and blasted away lucidity.


  Wondrous, terrible enthrallment seized Elisa. Lips, teeth, and tongue drank from her mouth. Hands massaged her breasts and plucked delightfully at her swollen nipples. The hands moving up her thighs stopped at their apex, framing her pussy while thumbs rubbed her panties right over her clit.


  Bright shards of blinding pleasure zapped through her at every place they touched. The fiery blasts gathered deep in her core, mounting with every stroke, every caress, every rub. Elisa’s insides bubbled and roiled under their ministrations.


  She couldn’t think and didn’t care. Nothing mattered but the long-awaited fire, the feeling of finally having others touch her. The question of right or wrong never occurred to Elisa, not when there was so much need. It was as if she’d been starved all her life, then brought before a neverending banquet and told to eat as much as she wished. Her body gorged on the sumptuous feast of hands and mouths touching, touching, touching – and every contact filled her as she’d never been filled before.


  The thumbs massaging her aching bud of womanhood moved away to slide under the edges of her panties. The man down there – Elisa thought it was Oret – was in actual contact with her sex. Feeling the calloused pads of his thumbs sliding up her wet slit and homing in on her inflamed clit made her scream in Zemos’ mouth. His kiss deepened in response.


  The rough thumbs trapped her engorged nubbin between them. They moved back and forth, stroking gently yet firmly. The pulsing ache there became a strident bellow of desperation.


  Elisa knew what an orgasm felt like. She had given herself plenty of those in her virgin’s bed, dreaming of love and of being loved. In the last weeks, these very men had starred in all those fantasies, delivering pleasure on an almost nightly basis.


  That sweet spark of warmth that calmed the yearnings of her heart and pussy had been tender compared to the violent elation filling her guts now. This was no mere swell of quiet completion, this was a mountain of ecstasy, the Mount Everest of orgasm, this was ... this was...


  Blinding light filled Elisa’s entire being. The climax shattered her so hard she later thought she had heard the sound of something breaking, much like a glass window impacted by a sledgehammer. Then all was chaos; a pounding, wrenching release that bled her of everything she’d ever been. It fulfilled a promise she’d never known her body had made to her.


  It seemed some time later that she blinked up at the three men looking down at her. Zemos knelt by the couch at her head. Her head was still pillowed on Miragin’s thigh, and Oret sat next to the Imdiko with her legs draped over his. She’d never seen them look so gentle. Even the Nobek’s gaze was tender as they watched for her to regain her senses.


  Elisa wondered if she should be screaming at having been sexually touched by her captors. She thought perhaps she was supposed to be afraid. Yet all she felt was incredible contentment in the wake of the most amazing event of her life.


  Zemos stroked her hair and smiled. “That’s much better, little one. You’ve been properly cared for, and no one can punish you for it this time, can they? As for that nonsense that only desperate men would want to serve you in such a way, you can plainly see we find you attractive.”


  He motioned at the men’s tented crotches. All three were aroused, judging from the immense strain their erections placed on their trousers.


  Elisa thought she should be scared now. The clan wanted sex, and there was no way she could stop them from taking it. Even Miragin, the smallest of this trio, could easily overpower her.


  Yet terror refused to put in an appearance as she stared at the men. In the wake of the incredible climax, her body was relaxed and her mind felt unhinged.


  The computer buzzed. With a soft exclamation, Oret lifted her legs so that he could move out from under them and stand. He went back to the desk.


  With a last caress to her cheek, Zemos rose to his feet and joined his Nobek, looking at whatever the computer had accessed. Meanwhile, Miragin helped Elisa sit up. He straightened her clothes for her as her brain began to kick back into gear.


  They weren’t going to take advantage of her? They weren’t going to – well, rape wouldn’t be the right word for it. Not after she’d let them touch her in such intimate ways. Not after she’d experienced such pleasure. Elisa had assumed that the three men would simply take advantage of her acquiescent state.


  Miragin smiled as he made her modest again. His expression stayed serene, as if his groin wasn’t swollen to the point where Elisa thought it must be painful. “Are you all right?” he asked.


  Elisa blinked at him. Was she all right? The strange intoxicated feeling that Zemos’ bite had given her had begun to dissipate. Elisa felt more like herself, though a bit loose-limbed from the intense orgasm.


  Good heavens, what had she done?


  Before Elisa could properly acknowledge the sudden onslaught of terror and guilt filling her, Zemos spoke as he looked at the vid readout over Oret’s shoulder. “The ship is at its lowest number of active crew right now with it being the night shift.”


  Oret answered, “Most are in their quarters, probably preparing for sleep within the next few hours. The alarm has not gone out about our escape yet.”


  Zemos looked over at Elisa. His gaze was still warm, but not as tender as before. Now there was the stark expression of command, of a man who had a mission to fulfill and no mercy for those who might stand in his way.


  He said, “Come here, little sweet. Help her if she needs it, Miragin.”


  With the Imdiko’s support, Elisa gained unsteady balance on her legs. She still felt weak following the orgasm and her knees trembled as she walked over to join the other two men. Miragin stayed at her side, his arms circling the air around her to catch her if she fell.


  She stood next to Zemos and looked at the floating vid image. After a moment, it registered what they were looking at: the ship’s layout. All the levels and all the corridors and rooms were laid out before her.


  Zemos pointed at one room on another level, then the area that displayed officers’ quarters. “Small arms supply is here. We are here. What is the best route to get to the hand weapons?”


  Elisa looked up at his intent face, trying not to gaze at the lips that had so recently been on hers. She took her worry and wrapped it tight around her as she asked, “Weapons?”


  Zemos’ eyes narrowed, but he spoke in the most patient of tones. “We have to defend ourselves, Elisa. Remember, your ship attacked us. Its actions are illegal since we are no longer at war. This crew took the lives of many of my men, good men defending our Empire. I don’t plan to go on a killing spree, but I do intend for the survivors of my crew to escape by any means possible.”


  He was right, of course. Zemos, his clan, and his crew were the victims in this mess. Yet Elisa felt she had already done plenty to help the Kalquorians, unwittingly or not. She was terrified of the hornet’s nest she’d opened up.


  All warmth fled from Zemos’ gaze as he stared her down. His voice bitingly hard, he said, “You will tell me what I wish to know one way or the other. I can bite you again and put you under my absolute control. You will not be able to deny me anything.”


  Elisa’s heart stuttered. The Dramok’s threat was loaded with extra meaning. Making it worse, Oret also looked at her, his expression dangerous and calculating.


  She did not want to lose control of her senses again, not if things were going to turn ugly. There was also the question of her crew, especially innocents like that guard Larsen. If keeping her head meant she could keep others from dying, she needed to keep Zemos’ fangs – and other parts – off her.


  Her finger trembling, she pointed out the least traveled corridors that would take the clan from the former captain’s cabin to the small arms supply office. “This way. Then down here. You can use the lift tube to reach the seventh level. Turn here and you’re right at the supply department.”


  Oret asked, “You are quite sure of this being the least populated route? What about these service tunnels that run throughout the ship?”


  Elisa shivered at his suspicious gaze. He didn’t trust her. Everything she told him would be scrutinized for deception.


  She said, “Weapons supply is considered a threat-sensitive area. The brig too, since I assume you’re going that way as well to free your crew. You can’t use the maintenance shafts in those areas without security clearance. If you go in there, alarms will go off.”


  Then men would come, shooting would start, and people – Earther and Kalquorian – would die. It would be her fault.


  Oret’s stern glare never wavered. “I understand and thank you for that intelligence. However, I must remind you to not send me in a direction that will force me to defend myself. I would hate to have the blood of your fellow shipmates on my hands because you decided to send me among a great number of them.”


  Elisa could barely believe this was the same Nobek who had tenderly watched her come out of orgasm’s haze only moments before. There was no trace of that now. His expression had gone brutal. Not one trace of mercy showed in his cold stare. A thrill of fear ran through Elisa. If she hadn’t thought Oret was capable of killing without conscience before, she knew it for a fact now. She didn’t think he’d hate having blood on his hands at all. She thought he might well enjoy it.


  Elisa swallowed. “I am sure I have shown you the best possible way that I know.”


  Zemos said, “I need a place to hide my crew, Elisa. I prefer it is near the engineering section.”


  They were going to try to seize control of the ship. Good God, what was she supposed to do? Why did they insist on her helping them, on turning on her own people?


  Damn it, the Kalquorians had been captured long after the war had ended to be sold off as slaves. Elisa knew her commanding officers were in the wrong. Still, it didn’t make helping Zemos any easier.


  She tried to console herself with the fact that the matter was already out of her control. All she could see left for her to do was keep the death toll for Earther and Kalquorian alike as low as possible.


  Her tone clipped with anger at the situation, Elisa told Zemos, “The engineering section is still too well manned for you to hide on the same level with it. However, the level below it was all cargo at one time. There are many empty holds now since we sold off everything we could to keep going.”


  Oret tapped the keyboard, bringing up the cargo area and enlarging the schematic. “What is the least traveled route from small weapons supply to this level?”


  Elisa showed him where the supply lift in that area operated. That particular tube’s use was designated for cargo that had to be moved from the storage level to other parts of the ship. She said, “We’ve got little cargo left on board. Plus the supply lift is out of the way of most parts of the battlecruiser that still operate on a daily basis. The route is unlikely to expose you to danger.”


  Zemos relaxed enough to appear cautiously pleased. “Excellent. What about from the brig to that level?”


  Elisa nodded. “There are more cargo lifts, just down the hall from where your men are being held. It’s been used for prisoner loading and offloading before.”


  “Good girl. I know this part hasn’t been pleasant for you, but you are doing the right thing.”


  Zemos turned to his Nobek, who was intently studying the blueprints and memorizing the routes they would be taking. “Oret, Miragin will go with you to get the firearms we’ll need. I’ll keep Elisa with me. We’ll meet in this cargo hold, second from the end.” He pointed out the planned hideaway on the schematic.


  Elisa stared at him. “Can’t you let me go now? I can’t see where I’d be of any further use to you. I’d only get in the way.”


  Zemos crooked a brow at her. “With what you know of our plans? No, little one. I am afraid that will not be an option. Besides, even if you promised to keep everything a secret, I can’t dismiss the awful notion someone might try to torture the information from you. Your people have been known to do such things against their own.”


  Elisa thought of Commander Chase and Lieutenant Commander Robards, and a chill ran down her spine. Torture was very much a possibility with those men.


  Oret said, “We’ll leave after an hour. By then, we can hope everyone has settled for the night and our routes will be the most clear.”


  Zemos nodded. “Agreed. Elisa, see if you can rest until we go. It may be we’re in for a long night.”


  Elisa didn’t comment on his consideration. She didn’t know how to feel towards the Kalquorians now; not when her head screamed traitor but her heart wanted them to succeed.


  



  



  







  Chapter 9


  



  Zemos watched Elisa retreat back to the piece of furniture that he thought of as a lounger. She curled into herself in the corner of it, as if defending herself against them.


  It made something inside his gut clench to see her like that. It made despair turn to anger so that his hands ached to tighten into fists. Punching things would be good right now to release the tension.


  Take deep breaths when you feel violent and you have no way to indulge that urge came the remembered voice of one of his Nobek grandfathers. Breathe through it. Instead of the red of rage, make it a brilliance that feeds your mind and body that invigorates rather than frustrates.


  Zemos was a Dramok, a born leader through and through. However, as a child he’d almost been categorized as a Nobek. He possessed a short temper and the primal urge to destroy when infuriated. Because of that, his Nobek father and grandfathers had taken him in hand while he was still young. They’d taught him how to channel the feral instinct to run riot. They had made it into a tool to enhance his take-charge personality. Over one hundred thirty years of life had also tempered the need to take out frustration on objects and other people.


  The animal within was still there, pacing and waiting for its chance to wreak havoc on those who woke its ire. Its claws had unsheathed and teeth had bared when Elisa shared her awful story of being punished for an innocent kiss. As a Dramok, Zemos wanted to guide her away from her sad, unloved past. As a Nobek, he wanted to hunt down those who had hurt her and make them pay.


  Elisa now cringed as she bowed to the natural inclination to defend her own people against him. Even though she’d been hurt so badly by her fellow Earthers, instinctive loyalty remained. Intellectually, Zemos could understand it. Emotionally, it only made the fury he felt worse. He wanted to yell at her for being dedicated to those who had harmed his crew, who would continue to hurt him and his clan by selling them into slavery. He wanted to shake her for willful blindness, especially since he loved her. His instincts claimed she should be as devoted to him as he was to her. Elisa had taken his heart; he needed her to offer hers in return.


  The Dramok part of Zemos knew better, however. It knew why she felt frightened and torn. It even had sympathy for the plight she found herself in. He recognized how she was a victim to everything that had happened. Elisa might be even more an injured party than he and his crew.


  No, he had no right to be angry with her. Of all people, she deserved his wrath the least.


  It hurt to see how she huddled now, a tight little ball of misery as she watched them from her corner of the lounger. The beast inside Zemos calmed, recognizing how much better it would be to go to her and gather her in his arms again. He felt once more how sweet it had been to hold her at long last, after suffering through months of not being able to touch Elisa through that damned containment field. She’d been even warmer and softer and more vulnerable than he’d imagined, her soft scent filling his senses. He had tasted her lips, a dream he’d held for what felt like an eternity. The gorgeous fantasy had been realized, and Zemos thought he’d not been able to properly enjoy it because it had seemed too impossible to be happening. He hadn’t been able to believe it was real, that Elisa had been kissing him, actually kissing him, for a few precious minutes.


  Added to that wonder was that his clan had brought her to orgasm! Had there ever been a more divine moment than seeing the woman Zemos loved succumbing to pleasure? Pleasure he had been a part of bringing to her? The Dramok didn’t think he’d ever seen anything so beautiful as watching Elisa crumble before ecstasy; her face intense and euphoric all at once, her mouth opened wide as pleasured cries poured out, and her lovely body straining hard against the three of them. He knew he would go to his death with that most perfect moment etched upon his mind. Zemos didn’t even care that his cocks still cramped with the pain of not entering and spilling inside her. Not when he’d helped make her find such wondrous release.


  Discovering how Elisa had been denied joy and love in her life up until now had decided her fate. Zemos knew he had to take her with them if they made good on their escape. Oret and Miragin were also determined to do the same, judging from the glances they stole at Elisa. Both his clanmates watched her with pain and wanting as Oret went over plans with Miragin to steal weapons. The Dramok was sure he could count on them to agree with the necessity of stealing Elisa away from this awful life on board the renegade battlecruiser.


  She might continue to view them with trepidation. She might continue to worry over turning her back on her own kind. She might even despise them for a while. Zemos could understand that. He could even live with it. All he wanted was the chance to make Elisa see he would never do anything to harm her. Sooner or later, love and care would win out over her objections. All of her confusion would be obliterated under the weight of his adoration.


  At least, that was his hope. It would have to work out. Zemos was not going to leave his woman behind in this brutal trap of an existence.


  * * * *


  An hour later, Elisa found herself back in maximum security detention. Zemos had decided to lock her in the guard’s office while he tried to rescue his crew. He smiled at her after he disabled the room’s com unit, drawing near enough to touch. Elisa half-hoped, half-feared he would make contact with her. Her chaotic thoughts continued to churn as she wondered what she should do about her situation.


  Zemos licked his lips as he regarded her. A firestorm of emotions raced over his expression: worry, anger, hope, and concern. Elisa even fooled herself into seeing a moment of softness on his face, the look of a man staring at the woman he loved.


  His fingertips brushed her hair back from her face, and she managed to not lean into his touch. I am his prisoner. I mean nothing more to him, she reminded herself.


  Zemos sighed. “I wish I could take that hurt expression off your face.” He shook himself and went into what Elisa was beginning to regard as ‘captain-mode’. “I will be right back. Don’t speak to Coombs. The less your active involvement is known, the better your chances at avoiding trouble with your crew, should I fail to take over this ship. I don’t want you punished if at all possible.”


  Without waiting for her to respond, he turned to leave the room. Elisa halted him by saying his name. “Zemos.”


  He looked at her over his shoulder. “Yes?”


  “Are you going to kill the guards?”


  His gaze didn’t waver. “I’ll do what I must to free my men.”


  Elisa swallowed. “There’s one guard – no more than a boy. His name is Larsen, and he’s treated your crew with nothing but kindness. He feels what’s happened to you is wrong.” She drew a shuddering breath. “Please Zemos, if Larsen is on duty, don’t hurt him.”


  The Dramok stared at her for a long beat. He said, “In such situations, even the innocent often fall. If he offers no trouble, he will live.”


  With that, the Kalquorian left the room. The distinctive buzz of the door locking was all Elisa needed to bring tears to her eyes. She sat down in the chair behind her, making it squeak.


  Coombs had apparently regained consciousness, which was something of a relief. His thick, frightened voice echoed down the cell block’s corridor. “Hello? Is someone there? Help! The Kalquorians have escaped and locked me up! Hello?”


  Elisa covered her dripping eyes without answering. If she was loyal to her own kind, she would run in, help Coombs escape his cell, and find a way out of here to alert Captain Walker. Yet her conscience asserted louder than ever that Walker had been wrong to take Zemos’ crew prisoner. They had every right to attempt escape.


  The thought that Elisa might do anything that would hurt Zemos, Oret, or Miragin was too awful to contemplate. Yet, what if her fellow Earthers died at Kalquorian hands?


  The situation was out of control. Elisa had no idea what she should do. She simply sat and listened to the far-off sound of Coombs pacing the floor. Apparently, he’d given up thinking anyone was there.


  Only a few minutes had passed before the door to the corridor clicked and slid open. She looked up to find Zemos striding in.


  The Dramok’s brows drew tight together as he looked at her tear-streaked face. He didn’t comment on her crying however.


  “Let’s go. Hurry.” Zemos took her arm and hustled her towards the general population brig.


  Before they got close enough to trigger that guard office’s door, Zemos stopped her. He drew Elisa close, molding the back of her body to the front of his. Elisa was terribly aware of the man, of his heat and strength.


  She gasped when the Dramok covered her eyes with one hand while keeping his other arm wrapped around her waist.


  “Easy, Elisa,” he whispered. “I just want to make sure you can’t look. Walk where I take you and don’t try to see anything. Once we’re out of the guards’ station, I’ll uncover your eyes.”


  “What did you do?” she whispered hoarsely.


  “What I had to. The two guards I found in there are dead.”


  Elisa moaned. “Not Larsen. He was stuck here, like me.”


  “No, not your young guard. I checked, and that name was not the badges on either of the men on duty. They went for weapons, Elisa. I had no choice.”


  At least Elisa could feel relief that the traumatized Larsen had been spared. However, the worst had happened. Men had died so that Zemos and his men could gain their freedom.


  Too demoralized to object, Elisa allowed Zemos to pilot her around. He even lifted her for a few steps, and she wondered if he had carried her over someone’s dead body. His footfalls were silent. When the Kalquorian captain set her back on her feet and prodded her on, it was only her light steps that she heard. When they began to echo a little, she knew they had left the guard’s office and stepped into the main brig’s cell block.


  Zemos stopped and let her go. “Well done, Elisa. I’m going to get my men out now.”


  Elisa blinked. The office and its dead were just at their backs. Two steps forward and they entered the corridor of the cell block.


  The Kalquorian crew seemed to know something odd was up, because to a man they stared at the entrance as Elisa and Zemos came in. Those sitting on the floor and on bunks rose to their feet so quickly that they appeared to disappear and re-materialize. Excited exclamations died as Zemos held up his hands for quiet.


  The men were every bit as silent as their captain, though savage joy lit their faces. The absolute absence of sound helped Zemos’ low voice carry throughout the entire room.


  “There is a lift to the cargo hold through that door at the far end of the room. I will be with the first group to go to Level Two, where we will gather in Cargo Hold Five. I will explain everything else once we have made it safely there.”


  All the men nodded. Elisa couldn’t help but be impressed with how they were instantly ready to respond and follow orders. No one wanted explanations. Their trust in Zemos’ leadership seemed steadfast.


  With his hand curled around her arm, Zemos led Elisa down the corridor to the far end, using Coomb’s field disruptor to take down all the containment. The men followed without passing a single word between themselves. There were a few footfalls to be heard, but for the most part it was like walking with ghosts.


  Elisa stared at the intent faces surrounding her, at these warriors ready to continue the killing for a chance at regaining their lives. She had no doubt that most were as deadly as Zemos. Some looked like they might even be as lethal as Oret.


  All Elisa could hope for was that no one would get in their way as they made their escape.


  * * * *


  Oret led the way down quiet, dim corridors with Miragin on his heels. He felt the need to keep his Imdiko safe and worried that he wouldn’t be able to. Being all that stood between Miragin and a ship full of enemies had the Nobek hyper alert. Knowing the horrific odds against them getting out of their predicament alive put him on edge. Oret’s fangs were down, unhinged under the stress of having a clanmate not used to fighting his way through danger. It only got worse when Oret thought of Zemos and Elisa daring their lives elsewhere without him there to protect them.


  The Nobek never settled into complacency, even with empty hallway after empty hallway stretching before him. It was a good thing; just as he was about to enter yet another corridor, he heard a footfall coming from the direction he wanted to go in.


  Oret waved at Miragin to stay still. The Imdiko immediately froze, his eyes wide as he obeyed his clanmate. Oret concentrated on the footsteps coming closer, nearing the T-junction where they stood. Only one person approached, so he holstered the percussion blaster. Snapping the neck of the luckless foe heading their way would be much quieter than shooting him and alerting others of their presence.


  Oret readied himself to kill. The footsteps came closer, only a few feet away now. The sounds paused. An instant later came the telltale noise of an automatic door hissing open. The footsteps resumed for an instant before the door hissed closed again, cutting them off.


  When silence reigned for a few seconds, Oret crept to the corner and peered around. No one waited in the corridor. He eased down and pulled the blaster out once more. A quick nod to Miragin and they were on the move again.


  They got to the ship’s transport lift with no further signs of anyone moving about. “Seventh level,” Oret told the conveyance. The doors shut and the floor beneath the two Kalquorians shifted.


  Relaxing a little now that they were out of the open, Miragin offered Oret a wan smile. “Apparently Elisa took your warning to heart about sending us among enemies.”


  Oret grimaced. “I hated to threaten her like that. She’s blaming herself for what we’re doing.”


  The Imdiko nodded. “I sensed that too. Poor girl, she must be so torn right now.”


  Oret thought they should be nearing their destination. “Hang back close to this conveyance when we get to our level. I’m going to have to kill whoever is on duty in the arms supply.”


  Miragin’s jaw tensed a little, but his tone was even as he spoke. “No doubt Zemos had to kill the guards holding the crew. It’s too bad it’s come to more bloodshed.”


  Oret couldn’t stop himself from reminding his clanmate, “They attacked us first. What happens to them now is on their own heads.”


  He felt them come to a stop and readied himself. The door opened, and Oret checked the area outside of the lift. The corridor here was short, leading to another T-junction. With no one around, Oret and Miragin stepped out.


  The Nobek said, “If anyone besides me comes along, jump back in and go to the cargo level. Find Zemos.”


  Miragin nodded. Oret was sure of his Imdiko; certain he would follow the instructions to the letter even if it meant leaving Oret behind. It wasn’t because Miragin was a coward. Miragin would obey because he trusted his Nobek implicitly, especially in a dangerous situation like this.


  Assured Miragin would get out if things went bad, Oret dashed to the corner where the next corridor waited. He peered down the length of the hallway.


  To his left, the hallway was short with only one door in that direction. Oret squinted at the Earther word written on it, taking a moment to decipher it: Maintenance. The layout of this level came to mind, and he recalled the room behind that door was small and seemed unimportant. When he’d asked, Elisa had confirmed that the room probably only contained tools used to make repairs to the ship.


  In the other direction was a large, open window with another door set next to it. Oret saw the racks of plasma rifles, grenade guns, and percussion blasters behind the window. It almost gave him an erection to see all that firepower waiting for him.


  Also on the other side of the window was the top of someone’s bald head. It appeared at the lower right of the opening, telling Oret whoever was in there was sitting down. Then he heard a voice say something indecipherable. Another voice answered, followed by laughter.


  Two men. He could handle that.


  Oret again holstered the blaster he held. He crouched low and went into motion, running as fast and silently as he could. In less than a breath, he reached the window and dove through it.


  The bald man had no time to do anything but gasp before Oret wrenched his head around backwards, killing him quickly and cleanly. Letting the body flop to the floor, the Nobek turned to the second man, who stared in shock for an instant. This one was perhaps Elisa’s age, with threads of gray running through his short-cropped hair. He’d been standing just beyond the window, leaning up against the wall.


  The Earther managed a startled shout and lunged for the closest rack, one filled with plasma rifles. Oret was on him before he could finish his cry or even a single step. He dispatched that man as well.


  When he had no choice but to kill, Oret was little bothered by doing so. However, he knew seeing the evidence of such violence might disturb his sensitive Imdiko. Oret located a closet within the supply room and dragged his victims into it. He saw to it that the door was locked so Miragin wouldn’t accidentally trigger it open. The two bodies, with their heads twisted the wrong way, were out of sight and out of Oret’s mind in a matter of seconds.


  The Nobek trotted back to where the corridors met and signaled his clanmate to join him. Miragin did so, grinning when he saw the small arms inventory neatly lined up. He glanced around and motioned to a hover cart on one end of the room.


  “Load it up?”


  Oret snapped a nod. “Quickly, my Imdiko.”


  They worked swiftly, Miragin taking direction from his warrior clanmate without pause. As soon as Oret was satisfied with the number of firearms they’d collected, they moved their prizes farther down the corridor where the cargo lift waited.


  Oret was just thinking how the operation had gone much too easily when a shout sounded behind him.


  “Hey! What the fuck?”


  Oret turned in a flash, simultaneously shoving Miragin to the floor. The young Earther crewman he faced was not armed that he could see. The sandy-haired youth turned and ran while grabbing for something in his pocket.


  Either the kid had panicked or no one had ever told him it could be lethal to run from a Nobek ... especially one trying to keep a clanmate safe from harm. Oret’s thinking mind shut down, leaving only animal instinct. In an instant he was after the Earther, responding to the primitive predator urge to run his victim down and kill it.


  Oret caught up to the white-faced crewman as he raised a com to his lips. One swing sent the com flying. The next few seconds were a flurry of heat and blood and strangled cries.


  When Oret’s thinking brain reasserted itself, he groaned to see the mangled mess at his feet. There was no time for conscience however. Claxons blared, making his ears ring. With a despairing look at his victim, Oret turned and ran back to Miragin, wiping bloody hands on his pant legs as he went.


  He told his pale Imdiko, “It sounds like we’re out of time. Let’s go.”


  They shoved the hover cart into the cargo lift and set off for their hiding place. When they got to the cargo level, the doors opened on six Nobeks snarling and ready to attack.


  Seeing members of his security force and knowing that Elisa and Zemos had gotten through their mission erased Oret’s tension. He even grinned as the other Nobeks straightened from their attack stances and offered him deep bows of respect.


  He walked among his men, pounding his fists against chests in celebration. “It’s good to see you all again. Did everyone get out?”


  The Nobeks returned his enthusiastic greeting, happily thumping his chest in return. One answered, “Yes, Commander. Allow me to escort you to the captain.”


  With their escort and the cart full of weapons, Oret and Miragin headed for the cargo hold where Zemos and the survivors of the destroyer crew already prepared to barricade themselves. The Nobek knew there was a long way to go yet until they were free, but he couldn’t help the surge of elation he felt to have gotten this far. He was eager to move on to the next phase of the plan.


  * * * *


  In Captain Walker’s ready room, tactical officer Alec Robards paced in front of Joseph’s desk. Twenty years the captain’s senior, Robards’ lined face appeared even older with his jaw clenched and eyes squinting as he ranted and raved. Joseph thought the lieutenant commander’s once-dark hair had grayed appreciably since he last saw him five hours ago.


  Robards’ knotty-knuckled hands clenched in fists as he tried to grind his teeth into powder. “Five men are dead. The heathen freaks blew two of them away in cold blood with Ensign Coombs’ blaster. Two nearly had their heads ripped off, and the last—”


  He didn’t finish. What they had found of one man had barely been identifiable. It looked like a grizzly bear had savaged him.


  The captain offered the small bits of hope he could. “Coombs is alive. Miss Mackenzie is possibly still alive and a hostage since her body hasn’t been found.”


  Sitting across from his desk, First Officer Mitchell Chase pursed his thin lips and shook his head. As slender as a praying mantis and nearly as pretty, Chase scared Joseph the worst of anyone on board the ship. The man knew almost nothing of kindness as far as the young captain had ever seen.


  Chase layered so much remorse into his voice that it sounded faked. “Not that Miss Mackenzie’s life matters now. We know the deviant urges those monsters have. No doubt they have already exposed her to sexual misconduct. She has been sullied in the eyes of God.”


  Robards paused and nodded his agreement. “She must be listed as dead too. Even if they didn’t kill her with their inhuman lusts, she no doubt would prefer her life over now that she’s been raped. I’ve told my men not to hesitate. If they find the Kalquorians and her with them, her life is not to be spared.”


  Joseph sat up straight in his chair. “Now hold on. She didn’t ask to be a part of this horror. She’s an innocent.”


  Chase’s wispy blond hair, thinning to show the pink of his scalp, waved in the air as he shook his head. “She’s sullied, Captain. Remember what our Holy Leader said when he warned we would be invaded. ‘Cut your wives and daughters’ throats rather than have them endure being raped by our enemies.’ Bless her soul, but Elisa Mackenzie cannot be saved.”


  He looked at the vid portrait hanging on the wall over Joseph’s head, the one showing Browning Copeland looking heavenward with an exalted smile. The mindless adoration with which Chase gazed at their leader made Joseph shudder inside. The captain refused to look at the vid with him.


  Instead he told his officers, “Killing women to save them from being raped is the responsibility of husbands and fathers. No one else may do so, and Elisa has neither on this ship.”


  Robards stared at him in shock. “Then you must stand in their place as her captain. Surely you don’t sanction a ruined woman to be spared, not after she has known sin.”


  “She is a victim! The sin is not hers!” Joseph said, forgetting his nervousness in the face of passionate belief.


  Joseph knew the two men in front of him were among the faithful, to a fanatical degree. Yet he still could not understand how they and Earth’s former government and religion could sanction punishing rape victims ... even going as far as to advocate killing women to prevent them from being raped. The idea that women tempted their attackers, that they were as guilty as the rapists themselves, was an abhorrence in the captain’s view.


  In this one instance, it didn’t matter to him how Chase and Robards would take his orders that went against their beliefs. Joseph would not allow Elisa killed simply because she’d been in the wrong place when Zemos and his crew had made their escape.


  He told his officers, “If your men find Miss Mackenzie alive, they are to do everything in their power to keep her that way. She will not die because of a crime done against rather than by her.”


  Robards actually recoiled. “The Holy Leader would never sanction such protection for a ruined woman.”


  Joseph narrowed his eyes. “I’m the captain. Holy Leader Copeland has placed his faith in my ability to run this ship. Are you questioning that?”


  It was as bold a bluff as he dared to make. If Chase and Robards insisted on him bringing the matter up to Copeland, he knew the answer the Holy Leader would give them.


  Elisa Mackenzie was tainted by sin. No matter what she might claim, it would be assumed she had been raped by the Kalquorians. That made her a temptation for other men. Therefore, for her own good as well as that of others, she would have to be executed.


  Joseph was already on shaky ground where Chase and Robards were concerned. He thought the only reason they hadn’t taken command from him was because Copeland had made it plain he wanted Joseph Walker as the battlecruiser’s captain. This issue over Elisa might be enough to make them challenge him.


  Silence hung over the men for a few seconds. Joseph could almost feel the two men weighing their options. Fortunately, they decided to continue to bide their time.


  Chase gentled his insulted glare to a more conciliatory smile. It didn’t make him look any better. “You are our commanding officer, as decreed by God’s Voice. But Captain, I must protest this understandable but utterly wrong kindness to the poor woman. She is better released from her sins so that she still finds a place in God’s embrace.”


  Robards stretched his big-knuckled hands in supplication. “At least discuss the matter with the Holy Leader. I beg you, for all our sakes. You do not want to lead us into iniquity.”


  The knot in Joseph’s stomach loosened as the momentary reprieve was granted. He had a little extra time to figure a solution out to keeping Elisa alive after her rescue. All he could do was hope the Kalquorians’ escape would keep him in command for just a bit longer until he found a solution to this mess.


  A part of him was sure Zemos would never allow his men to harm Elisa. The Dramok captain didn’t strike Joseph as a man who would countenance a woman crying and begging for mercy. Even the frightening Oret seemed to have plenty of conscience when it came to those weaker than him. The Nobek had shown great protectiveness towards Imdiko Miragin. Surely a helpless woman, even if she was an Earther, would lead such men more towards care than animal lust.


  To his men, Joseph said, “I have every intention of talking to the Holy Leader about the trials we face. God’s Voice will give us the final word. Meanwhile, we have to find where those Kalquorians are. Lieutenant Commander Robards, you’ve found no way to bring the monitors online?”


  The tactical officer shook his head. “We are utterly locked out. Nothing I do will bring the program back up.”


  The captain said, “Then have your men go level to level, section by section. We’ll do a manual search until we’ve got them cornered.”


  Robards’ temper flared anew. “With all due respect Captain, I say to hell with the Bi’isils and their money. Give me leave to kill every last Kalq we find.”


  Joseph kept his tone calm. “And run this ship on what? Dantovon and Adraf are the only species that will sell us provisions, and they don’t do charity. The Holy Leader needs those funds as well to continue his cause. Find the Kalquorians. Have our men defend themselves, but take as many of the aliens alive as possible. And save Elisa Mackenzie if you can. You are both dismissed.”


  Chase rose from his chair. He and Robards were back to looking surly, but they saluted anyway. Joseph didn’t breathe until they left the room and the door shut behind them.


  He sagged in his chair, feeling the hopelessness of the situation. The Kalquorians were loose on the ship. They had killed five crewmen, one so horrifically it looked as if an animal had done the slaughtering. Elisa was with them, and she was probably safer with them than her own kind. She was certainly better off than Captain Joseph Walker, but that wouldn’t last, not if Chase and Robards had their way. Sooner or later, there would be a fight for the ship. Sooner or later, people would die, and whether he re-captured the Kalquorians or not, Joseph knew his command – his very life – would probably end. Innocents like Elisa would also perish, more than likely.


  He couldn’t deny it. Time was running short for them all.


  



  



  







  Chapter 10


  



  The tension in Zemos’ body eased a fraction when he saw his Imdiko and Nobek. A sense of calm flowed over his senses as Miragin and Oret entered the wide open space of the cargo hold. The lighting in the bay was low enough that Elisa had complained she couldn’t see very well, but Zemos had no such trouble. He easily spied streaks of smeared blood on Oret’s hands, but the crimson marks had obviously come from someone else’s body. Zemos’ clan was safe, and it gave him a small sense of victory.


  He looked at Elisa. Some of the worry bled out of her expression as Oret and Miragin approached, making most of the light creases at the corners of her eyes disappear. It made the Dramok’s heart lift to know that despite what they had done to her, she still cared. For now not all of her goodwill had been destroyed. That too made Zemos feel easier in his mind.


  As soon as his clanmates reached them, he gave Oret a nod of acknowledgment. For Miragin there was a rough hug, because Zemos was glad to see his gentle Imdiko safe and because he wanted to whisper in his ear.


  “Take Elisa to that small office over there to your right, behind that line of storage bins. The less she knows of our plans the better, especially if she is taken from us.”


  Miragin nodded. He stepped back and offered his warm smile to Elisa. “Let’s leave these warriors to their work, my sweet. While they play soldiers, I’d like to interview you for my next book.”


  She blinked at him, taken off guard by the request. “You want to interview me?”


  He took her arm and led her away. “Absolutely. The Empire will most certainly want an Earther’s perspective on being under siege by escaped and desperate prisoners.”


  She went with him, looking flattered to have a famous author’s attention. Zemos couldn’t help but smile as he watched them go. Miragin had mentioned many times during their captivity that Elisa might be a worthy subject for a book. It had driven him crazy that she wasn’t allowed to speak to them. He was finally getting his chance to draw her out, and that no doubt made him happy despite their desperate straits. The two of them would be well distracted from knowing how much carnage could be headed their way.


  As soon as the pair disappeared into the small office off the cargo hold, Zemos gathered his crew around him. He turned first to his security officer.


  “Oret, I’ve already briefed the men on what we’re looking at: possibly going into Bi’is space and sold into slavery, the potential of a mutiny against Captain Walker, everything.”


  Oret nodded to the cart that had already been divested of much of the weapons he and Miragin had confiscated. The crew had wasted no time arming themselves. They were bedraggled, their formsuits tattered at the hems in most cases, but they looked proud and ready to fight once more.


  Oret told them, “As you can see, I’ve gotten us some firepower. That’s what we’ll use to take Engineering and gain control over the ship.”


  “We’re not going to try to escape using the shuttles they have?” one of the Imdikos asked.


  Zemos shook his head. “We lost that option when the alarm sounded. The bays are exactly where the Earthers will expect us to run, and they’ll have placed their heaviest concentration of guards there. If there was only half a dozen of us, we might have snuck in and gotten away, but not this many. Taking over the enemy vessel is our goal now.”


  Oret added, “Besides, we don’t know where we are in relation to our fleet, colonies, or stations. Taking off and flying blind into space will not save our lives or bring these Earthers to justice. We have to stay on board and fight.”


  Zemos answered the grins of the always battle-hopeful Nobeks with one of his own. “That means we must take Engineering, which I hope is not as well-guarded as the bays.”


  “From there, we can learn all the Earthers’ plans in detail, signal the Empire to come after this ship, and find out how much the Bi’is’ leadership is aware of,” Oret told the men.


  The big and scarred Nobek Almon asked, “How long do you anticipate us being able to hold this ship, Commander?”


  Oret looked over the group, no doubt counting his fighters. Zemos had already figured out three-quarters of his surviving crew were Nobeks, most of whom had worked in security.


  After a moment’s consideration, Oret answered, “It all depends on the Earther crew. If they’re organized and ready to follow Captain Walker as their duty demands, we won’t hold out for long. They’ve got more than three times our number. If their loyalties are fractured as we suspect, infighting could give us an advantage for perhaps a day or two.”


  Almon snorted. “Nothing brings enemies together faster than a common foe though.”


  “I agree. I think we have to count on ultimately failing to hold the ship if we don’t get help from the Empire.”


  Another Nobek pointed out, “We have the female hostage.”


  Zemos tamped down the surge of temper that rose at the man’s statement. After all, he made a valid point. He told the men, “Don’t count on that as much of an advantage. Captain Walker and a few others treat her with respect, and I’m confident they’ll try to keep her alive. However from what I’ve seen here, such men are in the minority.”


  Eyes around him widened in disbelief. Oret added, “There are those Walker has little control over who are undermining him. That includes his tactical officer, who has countermanded orders behind his back. To such men, Matara Elisa’s life may mean as little as ours.”


  That got some growls and black looks from the crew. Having so few women of their own kind and teetering on the brink of extinction, most Kalquorians accorded automatic respect for lifebringers.


  Oret ignored the outbreak of anger to keep them all on task. “What is the situation with the computers in this room?”


  Almon said, “They are operational, Commander.”


  “Good.” Oret turned his full attention to Zemos. “I’m going to use the monitoring access and pinpoint the Earthers’ movements. When I think it is the optimum time to make an attempt at the engineering department, we’ll attack.”


  “Agreed.”


  Oret eyed the men surrounding them. “Unless the engineering staff immediately surrenders and lays down their weapons, we don’t have the luxury of taking prisoners.”


  Everyone nodded. They knew the stakes. No one would hesitate to do his duty.


  Oret seemed satisfied. “All right. You’ve already noticed Earther weapons are made for their smaller hands. Familiarize yourselves with them while I monitor the enemy. Be ready to move when I say.”


  The men broke away into groups to go over the stolen firearms. Lieutenants and squad leaders had already formed teams to make the command structure work at its optimum.


  Zemos walked over to the computer banks with his Nobek. He didn’t miss how Oret eyed him darkly as they went.


  “What’s on your mind, Security Commander?” he asked, thinking he already knew where the man’s thoughts were.


  He discovered he was right. Oret said, “May I beg the favor of you not knocking me out should our re-capture become imminent?”


  Zemos restrained a smile. Humor right now would rub his Nobek the wrong way. “If we are unable to reach the Empire, we are not to be re-captured.”


  Oret looked him in the eye. “Does that include Miragin?”


  “Do you want him collared by a Bi’isil master?”


  Oret’s penetrating stare never wavered. He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Zemos knew his fierce clanmate would do whatever it took to protect his Dramok and Imdiko. If death was the only shelter available to keep them from the brutal fate of slavery on Bi’is, so be it.


  * * * *


  Miragin ushered Elisa into the office. It was spacious but held little: a chair and a desk on which sat a computer and ship communications device. A couple of large placards were stuck on the wall with safety regulations and proper cargo loading directions. Because several foremen would have sat in here during their shifts, it held no real personality. No personal mementos littered the space.


  Big hands seized Elisa’s waist from behind. She uttered a little shriek of surprise as Miragin lifted her, turning her around and sitting her on the edge of the desk.


  He offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry I startled you. I thought you might as well get comfortable. We might be in here for a little while.”


  Elisa swallowed. Looking at him, all she could think was, I’m his prisoner. I’m also in love with him.


  The crazy mix of emotions concerning Zemos’ clan kept her feeling off-balance. How could she ever make sense of this? Seeing Miragin’s handsome face only inches from hers, with his smile as sweet as ever made her want to smile back. Yet now, without the containment field between them, the Imdiko had taken on the added element of danger. He might have been the kindest member of his clan, but he was also much bigger and stronger than her.


  Elisa was right to be afraid of him. Yet her stomach insisted on fluttering with excitement. Her sex was warm with arousal, especially when she thought of how the clan had brought her to climax in the former captain’s quarters. That particular memory drove a spike of pure, undeniable need deep into her guts.


  Put a lid on it, Mackenzie. You’re in enough trouble as it is.


  Miragin shook his head, a twinge of conscience dimming his gaze. “Poor Elisa. Here you are, caught between Earthers and Kalquorians and feeling like you don’t have a true ally on either side. Tell me how you’re coping right now.”


  She wasn’t about to tell him she was turned on or that she was in love with him and his clan. Otherwise, Elisa decided to be truthful. “I felt sorry for you in that cell, I really did. You didn’t deserve to have your ship attacked. You didn’t deserve to be taken prisoner to be sold as slaves.” She drew a steadying breath. “But these are my people, Miragin. I know they killed part of Zemos’ crew, but to know they might die too...” She blinked back the sudden sting of tears.


  Miragin blew out a disconsolate breath. “As few as possible will be killed, if I know my Dramok. After all, some on this ship are victims of circumstance, just like you. Zemos knows this and will do his best.”


  Elisa thought so too, but that didn’t change the fact innocents would fall. “It’s still damned hard to deal with, though. So many have already died. It feels like the bloodshed never ends.”


  “I know. You and I are not made to fight wars. We have few emotional barriers to the pain they cause.”


  Miragin stroked Elisa’s hair, smoothing it back from her face. She knew he only tried to comfort her but the contact, as innocent as it was, brought arousal surging into her gut. She flinched.


  “Don’t.”


  Miragin’s brows drew down. “Why not? Is it because my touch reminds you that you are attracted to me?”


  She batted at his hand as he continued to caress her hair. “Don’t flatter yourself.”


  He captured Elisa’s hands in his and brought them to his lips to kiss. “I’m not. I smell your arousal, as I am sure you can smell mine. Why should we not enjoy each other as we want to now that we have the opportunity?”


  He thought she could smell him wanting her? Elisa blinked at him. Was that why she kept thinking she smelled cinnamon? The spicy-sharp scent had been pungent when the clan had played with her earlier too. Did Kalquorian men give off an aroma when sexually excited?


  It made her wonder what they tasted like.


  Elisa tried to shut down that traitorous part of her mind that insisted on taking advantage of being alone with Miragin at long last. She tugged to free her hands from his. “Do you know what this would mean if you’re re-captured and I’m rescued? Please, Miragin. I’m probably as good as dead as it is.”


  “Then what does it matter if you take sexual pleasure while you can?”


  The Imdiko gathered her in his arms, holding too tight for her to struggle. Looking into those riveting purple eyes, Elisa felt her will to resist slipping away. Why was she fighting what she wanted more than anything, especially when the Earther crew would assume she had done the worst?


  Miragin’s mouth covered hers, and every sense lit bright. Elisa moaned, softening to him. At last she was with one of the three men she’d fallen in love with, a love so taboo it would destroy her.


  Let the destruction come, an insidious voice whispered in her head. The alternative is to live your quiet, uninspired life never knowing what you missed. Is mere existence really worth continuing on this way?


  Elisa felt the wet, scratchy warmth of Miragin’s tongue slide along the parting of her lips. She opened to him and he took the invitation, deepening the kiss, stroking her tongue, tasting her. For the several seconds he kissed her, Elisa forgot to breathe. When his mouth released hers, she was lightheaded.


  She looked into that strong face, softened by Miragin’s untamed curls falling over his forehead. Damn it, she loved him. She was ready to risk her life just to be possessed by his clan.


  Elisa whispered, “Why am I so weak when it comes to you, Zemos, and Oret? It’s wrong, I know it’s wrong, but I can’t stop feeling I need to be close to you.”


  Miragin smiled. “Attraction is not weakness; in fact, love gives us strength to dare when we otherwise would not.”


  “I am weak though. You can pretty it up all you like, but I am.”


  The Imdiko shook his head. “One woman, alone on this ship, who insists on persevering against the stares and comments of fellow shipmates. One woman, struggling through an unkind life that never let you realize your dreams ... you are the definition of resilience, my dear. It is a provocative element that has seized my interest from almost the moment I first laid eyes on you. You have a strength many men only aspire to. Yet I would have you find shelter in my strength rather than watch you fight your wars alone.”


  He kissed her again. Elisa melted against him, molding her body to his, lost in the security he offered. When his hands wandered over her body, leaving fiery trails that set her insides churning, she let him. She touched back, finally able to feel one of the men who she’d given her heart to. Who she’d give everything to.


  Miragin’s hands moved beneath her blouse, smoothing over her soft skin. He pushed her back, making her lay on the desk’s surface while shoving her shirt up and over her breasts. Those magic lips of his brushed over her stomach. Elisa went pebbly with gooseflesh at the sensation, as delicate as a hummingbird’s wings. His tongue, rough like coarse velvet, was a stomach-clenching counterpoint to the careful kisses.


  Elisa stared down at the black curl-topped head moving over her torso. Was this really happening? Was she giving herself to Miragin, surrendering to his seduction? Or was she tucked in her lonely bed, dreaming the sweetest dream she’d had yet?


  Miragin moved up so that his mouth hovered over the white cotton peak of one bra cup. His cat-slitted eyes flicked up to gaze at her as full lips descended down. His mouth closed over the tip of her breast. The heat of his mouth blasted through her. Elisa cried out and arched to shove as much into his maw as she could.


  It was no dream. It was gorgeously, wondrously real. The Imdiko was with her, making love to her.


  Miragin’s teeth scraped over the swelling nipple, the hard tip obvious against the fabric. He mouthed her with eager abandon, sucking and nipping at her through the bra. Elisa’s gasps rang loud in the room. Every jolt seemed transmitted straight to her clit, as if the two parts were somehow connected and communicating with each other.


  Miragin switched to the other breast. He seemed not to notice how Elisa’s fists tangled in his mass of hair. He breathed loudly as he mauled her, occasionally emitting an animal-like growl. The air was now heavy with the spicy scent of his hunger, stinging Elisa’s nostrils. It added to the tumbling excitement in her belly.


  He pulled at the bra’s closure. The Imdiko tugged it and her blouse free in one quick movement, making Elisa bare from the waist up. She gasped as cool air touched her skin. The alien pressed her back down onto the desk. His ravenous mouth suckled on naked flesh, the rasp of his tongue chastising and delighting one nipple, then the next. Elisa cried out at the sensation. The heat of Miragin’s mouth seemed to fill her body, as if his breath had found a way in through her breasts. Unable to process the wildness of the sensations pouring in, she writhed and jerked beneath the Kalquorian. Miragin pressed more of his weight down, holding her still enough that his lips, teeth, and tongue could continue their plunder of her tender orbs. Elisa’s heels thudded against the side of the desk, beating in haphazard rhythm as the Imdiko sucked first one pale breast deep into his hungry mouth, then the other.


  He devoured her, too tender to be animalistic but too strong to be gentle. Miragin struck the perfect chord to play her with, and Elisa’s entire body sang with carnal pleasure. She prayed he would not stop. Had Lieutenant Commander Robards burst into the room right now, shouting about sin and obscenity, Elisa would have paid him no mind.


  A hand shoved up her skirt, greedy in its search for her ultimate treasure. Fingers curled at the top of her panties and pulled. With her body trapped beneath Miragin’s, the thin fabric was caught under Elisa’s buttocks. A soft purring sound of cotton ripping joined the gasps that rang through the room. Though Miragin was not rough, the sound seemed violent. Elisa’s pussy spasmed as she was laid bare beneath her skirt in such a bestial manner. Feeling the power of the man on top of her sent her further into wild surrender. She sobbed as she ground against the hand now covering her mound.


  Miragin released the breast he so lovingly attacked to look at her with heavily lidded eyes. “Do you want this, Elisa?” His fingers slid over her slit, unfurling streamers of heat within her core.


  She arched into his touch. “Yes, yes, please.”


  The Imdiko slid up her body so that his mouth hovered just over hers, mingling their breath. He rubbed over the soft petals of her womanhood, spreading the juices that flowed. “Do you want me inside you?”


  “Yes. Oh God, yes.”


  One thick finger probed, finding the entrance. He circled it, and Elisa wept to be so close to the fulfillment she hadn’t known she was desperate for. He hesitated, his intent purple eyes staring into hers.


  Her words strangled with desperate need, she begged, “Please, Miragin. I want ... I want...”


  “Then you shall have,” he whispered, and his finger pushed into her.


  Elisa’s breath caught. Everything froze in that instant, except for her pussy which clutched hard at the invader, as if to claim mine. It drew on the digit as Miragin pressed in, swallowing with a rapacious hunger until the heel of his hand met her clit.


  He paused, watching her as she absorbed the feeling of being filled. A delicious sensation seized Elisa, as if this was the moment she’d waited her entire life for. Her core continued to clutch at the finger, desperate to keep this wondrous feeling of being so intimately connected to another.


  “How is it, my little beauty?” Miragin asked.


  Elisa couldn’t begin to describe the excitement coursing through her body. She didn’t even try. Instead she whimpered, “More.”


  He smiled, lighting his face in such a way that Elisa thought his beauty might make angels weep. “Yes, sweet girl. Much, much more. You have a lot of lost time to make up for.”


  He pulled his finger loose, and Elisa cried out in protest to fill the old emptiness return. Before Miragin completely quit her, he pushed in again, this time rubbing his palm against her clit.


  Lances of sheer elation exploded within her core. Elisa’s mouth flew wide open and her eyes squeezed shut as thrilling pulses took hold. She clutched at Miragin’s hair, shoulders, and arms, unable to figure out what part she should hold onto as he continued to move his finger in and out. He drew circles over her clit with the heel of his hand each time he filled her, leaving Elisa gasping as excitement burbled from that most delectable spot.


  The Imdiko kissed her, his tongue stroking hers to draw it into his mouth. She tasted him, this luscious man who made her feel so good. More pleasure warmed her gut at the masculine flavor filling her mouth. She even imagined she could detect the taste of his lust, his returned need.


  She couldn’t imagine how anything could make her feel more complete than she felt right now. Yet her insatiable body, awakened to hungers she’d never guessed at, kept insisting more.


  Miragin complied with the unspoken request. A second finger joined the first, sending elation into stratospheric heights. The thickness pumped in and out of her, and Elisa spread her legs wide in welcome. She gushed honey over the hand working her, easing the way for him to pleasure her as much as he would grant. The telltale rise of passion had begun, promising the ultimate release soon. She moaned into his mouth, entreating him to continue.


  Later, Elisa would be amazed to realize how little she knew of her body’s abilities. The amount of pleasure it could absorb would be astounding to fathom. It was Miragin who gave her the first clue of that wondrous mystery.


  His fingers curled within her so that they rubbed hard along the front of her sheath. What she had thought of as arousal before disappeared in a thunderclap of sensation. Her entire body seized at the fierce jolt of brutal excitement. She forgot how to breathe.


  “Easy, easy,” Miragin whispered, stroking that spot to make her writhe uncontrollably. “That’s my girl. I found something you like, didn’t I?”


  Elisa couldn’t speak. Her belly felt as if it swelled a thousand times larger with heated pressure.


  “Good girl. Now we’re going to do something a little different.”


  With that, he withdrew those amazing fingers. Elisa moaned to be emptied, especially when she’d been approaching what she knew had to be the most amazing orgasm anyone had experienced in the history of orgasms.


  Miragin smiled. “I know, but I have to ready you for something you’ve probably never dreamed of doing. I want you to relax and trust me, Elisa. Can you do that?”


  With need riding her like a frantic jockey in a horse race, she nodded. Anything. He could do anything he wanted if he’d just let her come.


  However, when his honey-slick fingers traced around her anus, Elisa emerged from her desperate arousal to jerk. She blinked at Miragin.


  His smile grew sweet and comforting despite where his fingers played. “What do you know of Kalquorian anatomy, Elisa?”


  She blinked at him. It was hard to think while he touched her in that bad place. Anal play was taboo under Earth’s old regime, punishable by torture and death. Was it different on Kalquor? Did they think it acceptable to stroke another person there?


  Of course they do. The males are supposedly all bisexual. Where else would they go? She could have smacked her own head. Elisa had fantasized about Zemos’ clan enjoying each other in that way, finding the visions in her head almost as exciting as dreaming of how they would be with her.


  “Elisa? Do I need to repeat the question?”


  She blinked as Miragin recalled her to the present. She’d gone off track, distracted by him touching her rear orifice.


  “I’m sorry. I was – I was taken off guard by what you’re doing.”


  He nodded with understanding. “That’s all right. Tell me what you know of Kalquorian biology.”


  Elisa spoke, her mind mostly on the interesting sensations his fingers gave her. “You’re almost like us except for the size. Your torsos are a little longer in proportion. Oh, and you have the fangs with the venom.”


  She couldn’t believe how much she enjoyed him touching her there. It was actually quite pleasurable.


  The Imdiko nodded, looking pleased with her recitation. “There is also another difference, one you might find disturbing.”


  “Really?” Elisa couldn’t imagine that. The Kalquorians, particularly those of Zemos’ clan, were stunning to the extreme in her opinion.


  “Really. Kalquorian men have two cocks.”


  Elisa’s brows drew together. Two cocks? Miragin had two?


  He chuckled. “Two cocks, Elisa. One for your sweet pussy and the other to fill you here.” He tapped a fingertip right over her anus.


  “Oh. Oh!” Elisa’s eyes flew open wide. She stared at him.


  “That’s right. Since this is a tighter fit, I have to prepare you.”


  “Oh.” Elisa wished she could come up with something more intelligent to say. Yet what could she say? Miragin had two penises. She didn’t know how she was supposed to respond to that.


  “I want you to relax, all right? We’re going to be very careful because I don’t want you hurt,” the Imdiko said.


  He pushed a little at the puckered orifice. Since Elisa didn’t know what to expect, she decided to trust him. She made herself soft and yielding.


  “That’s my girl. Let me know right away if it becomes uncomfortable.”


  “Okay.” Miragin’s gentle concern reassured Elisa, though this was strange and unexpected territory he was taking her in.


  Eased by her juices, his finger slid in a little ways. Miragin waited and watched her for a moment. Then he pressed in further and waited once more. “How does it feel?”


  “Funny. Strange. Kind of good.” Elisa thought it felt quite nice, though not as exciting as what he’d done to her pussy. What was the big deal? She couldn’t imagine what all the fuss on Earth had been about, why the priests went so ballistic on the subject.


  This was supposed to be a sin worthy of execution when there was so much worse people did to one another? It seemed crazy.


  “Excellent. You’re doing very well, little one.” Miragin’s approval made her warm all over.


  He pushed more in, and Elisa felt a some strain. She made herself relax as much as possible. “I’m getting a little bit of an ache now,” she told the Imdiko.


  “That’s fine. I’ll make sure you’re properly stretched before we get to the big stuff.” The way his eyes twinkled as he said that made Elisa laugh.


  “Big stuff, huh? Do Kalquorian cocks tend to be larger than Earthers’?”


  “So I hear.” Miragin’s finger was all the way inside now, turning and twisting, readying her for their first time.


  Elisa hoped it wouldn’t be their only time. If the ship’s crew caught up with them and decided to execute her because the Kalquorians had taken her hostage, she should at least get her money’s worth.


  Her breath caught when the Imdiko pushed a second finger in to join the first. “Easy, easy. Relax, pretty girl. Let me take care of you,” Miragin crooned. “It’s all right.”


  Elisa made herself lax once more, having tensed when the ache had bloomed larger than before. She held onto Miragin’s shoulders for support, keeping her gaze locked on his. His continued whispers reassured her. He was taking care of her. He wouldn’t hurt her. She was safe with him. She believed him, soothed by the tender expression on his face.


  His fingers circled and circled inside, letting the small bit of discomfort ease. “That’s my girl,” he encouraged her. “We’re almost there. We’re almost ready. I have wished to be joined to you almost from the first time I saw you, Elisa.”


  “Really? You were always so polite.”


  “You usually had a guard with you. I didn’t want to get you into trouble, given how your former government tended to punish women for ‘inciting’ lust.”


  He had cared from the start. Knowing that made Elisa’s throat tighten with emotion. Had Zemos and Oret felt the same way? How did they feel about her now?


  “There we go,” Miragin said, pulling free of her. “You are ready for me, my little lovely.”


  Elisa felt terribly empty without him. It was funny, considering how she’d never anticipated having anyone ever touch her there.


  “Can I see you?” she asked.


  Miragin smiled. “If you promise to not be afraid. I am going to be quite careful with you, so there is no reason for you to worry.”


  He pulled his shirt off, and Elisa sucked in a breath. She knew how muscled Zemos and Oret were, having been treated to how well their formsuits clung to their bodies. Miragin’s looser clothing had hinted at his muscularity without showing it off blatantly.


  The Imdiko was not as big and strong as his clanmates. However, his torso and arms were defined and he showed not one ounce of fat on his streamlined frame. He was powerful without being bulky.


  “That genetic inclination of your species to being strong is certainly lovely to look at,” she sighed.


  Miragin chuckled and ducked his face in boyish modesty. “I’m glad you approve. I’m afraid I tend to be a bit lax when it comes to working my body. I’m more suited to walks and swimming than heaving around large amounts of weight.”


  “I like it,” Elisa said. She couldn’t take her eyes off the toned male form hovering over her.


  “Then let me show you the rest and see how you feel about that.”


  He kicked off the ankle-high shoes he wore. In one smooth motion, Miragin peeled his trousers down his legs, lifting one foot then the other to free himself entirely.


  His thighs were as well-shaped as the rest of him. From her position lying on the desk top, Elisa couldn’t see any lower. She was quite sure she wouldn’t have looked anyway – not with Miragin’s dual sexes taking up all her attention.


  Elisa had seen crude drawings of the Earther male anatomy on graffiti. She’d never seen an actual naked man before and had only those strange hieroglyphics to go by when she’d fantasized. She had no idea whether Miragin’s cocks were normal or malformed, or if they were small, average, or larger than the norm.


  She sat up a little to get a better look. The Imdiko waited quietly, letting her take her time as she had her first glimpse of a penis ... make that two.


  The pair jutted from his groin, pointing at her as if to say, ‘we choose this one’. They were identical except for the one in front – the one meant for her pussy – being a bit larger and having a small opening at the tip. Both lengths were broad at their roots, tapering to nearly pointed ends. Their shape reminded Elisa of grenade rifle bullets, which Earther sharpshooters used.


  The cocks were shaded slightly darker than the deep brown of the Imdiko’s skin. Veins lined them, and Elisa thought she could see the pulse of his blood moving through.


  “They’re shiny, like they’re wet,” she observed.


  “Natural lubrication. Like yours,” the Imdiko answered. “I don’t think Earther men have that ability.”


  Elisa had no idea. She watched a pearlescent drop form at the tip of the front cock. Was that his seed coming out of him?


  The male body was fascinating.


  “Are you frightened?” Miragin asked.


  Elisa looked at his cocks. They did seem rather big to be going inside her. “I’m nervous,” she admitted. “They say sex is not pleasant for a woman, but then they said a lot of things back on Earth. I honestly have no idea what to expect. You are big compared to me, and I wonder how bad it will hurt.”


  He smiled and leaned down to kiss her. She embraced the warmth and comfort of his touch.


  When the kiss ended, Miragin said, “I think you will enjoy sex greatly, Elisa. As for my size, it may be a bit uncomfortable at first, but your body is made to accommodate even more. We will go at your pace. If at any time it becomes too much, tell me.”


  “All right.”


  Miragin eased her back down on the desk. Her heart fluttered with anxiety and anticipation. Elisa was going to do this. She was going to have sex with one of her Kalquorian loves. She wasn’t sure she really could, but she was going to try. She liked how caring the Imdiko was with her and wanted his attentions to continue.


  Miragin stood between her legs, looking down on her, stroking his fingertips up and down her body, smiling gently though his eyes had gone dark. He scooped her legs over his arms and pulled her butt to the edge of the desk, moving her into position so that he could enter her. Elisa tensed.


  “Easy, little one,” he soothed. “Relax, my sweet girl. It’s going to be all right.”


  Elisa drew a deep breath and released it. She made herself soften once more. Miragin would take care of her. He wouldn’t let her be harmed.


  The Kalquorian grasped himself with one hand, moving his two dicks so that Elisa felt them nudging her pussy and anus. A jolt that was equal parts arousal and fear shot through her gut. A whimper escaped her throat.


  “Hush, little Elisa. I’ve got you and you’re safe.” Miragin’s soft voice coaxed her to open to him.


  He eased in a little, pressing the tips of his cocks against her. Their combined wetness made it easy for the tapered ends to slip inside. He went further in, spreading her open as he went. The feeling of being entered was delicious, heady, and gasp-provoking. Miragin was joining with her, making himself a part of Elisa’s body.


  The sweetest ache Elisa had ever known bloomed. Her eyelids fluttered as it filled her. It was the divine pain that announced the end of an innocence forced upon her for far too long. When the sharp torment of her maidenhead’s tearing came, she welcomed it. Elisa gave herself over to Miragin, and each reminder of what she was doing was a profound blessing.


  Even when her rear entrance protested the widening girth forging inside, Elisa offered no resistance. However, the Imdiko watched her carefully through the taking, and he froze before she could admit any pain.


  “It’s all right,” he murmured, his breath warm in her ear. “Let yourself adjust to me. It will feel better in just a moment.”


  Better? Elisa wondered if that could be possible. There was a smarting that wasn’t entirely pleasant, but not being completely joined to this man was the greater agony by far. She wiggled beneath the Imdiko, trying to make him shove deep and claim all he could.


  “Elisa,” Miragin said in a tone so foreboding that she stilled. “Do I need to stop to punish you?”


  Her eyes grew wide. “Punish me?”


  The gentle face above hers had gone firm with a disapproval that made her insides squirm. “I will not allow you to be hurt, little girl, not for something as inconsequential as lust.” Miragin’s expression gentled. “We are making love, Elisa, not merely fucking. This is my first time with you and your first time ever. I appreciate the enthusiasm, but care must be taken. You will behave as I tell you to.”


  Elisa bit her lip, trying to keep tears from coming. “I waited so long. I’ve thought about you and your clan for weeks now. I’m ready, Miragin. I want you.”


  His smile bloomed huge, making her heart skip several beats. “You have no idea how delighted I am to hear you say that. Knowing how torn your loyalties must be, it is such a gift for you to bestow.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But you will lie quite still, relax, and let me take care of you. Trust in my guidance, all right? Let me make this good for you. I promise, it will be worth your patience.”


  Elisa swallowed. Miragin had the experience in these matters. She was letting her desire and impatience override good sense, so she did need to give him control. She sighed and nodded. “I’m sorry. It’s just that it feels so good.”


  He kissed her deeply. Those sensuous lips moved against hers in a way that made her insides churn hard. His kiss was as intoxicating as the feeling of him inside her. Elisa lost herself in the delicious sensation of his raspy tongue twining with hers, heating her entire body until she writhed against him.


  The kiss ended, and Miragin once more gazed into her eyes. “Now, my little one. Be relaxed.”


  Once more he crept inside her with care, sending eager bolts of pleasure deep inside Elisa’s core. Somehow the Imdiko detected the changing timbre of her moans when they went from delight to discomfort and halted once more to let her adjust to him.


  “Almost there,” he encouraged her. “Just a little more, my pretty girl. You’re doing fine.”


  Elisa used the moment of stillness to appreciate the fullness of having a man within both passages. The dual penetration brought a wondrous pressure to the front of her sheath, where a heady glowing sensation pulsed, warming all her abdomen. She had the maddening urge to move her hips so that Miragin’s larger cock would rub that place. The friction as he’d traveled within her had sent sparks of a greater heat flashing through her belly, promising excitement she’d not imagined. She wanted that.


  She wanted him.


  Miragin pressed against her, and yes, the friction was amazing against that spot. Elisa felt every hair on her body coming to attention as molten desire poured through her. She arched against the Imdiko, her mouth opening wide to release the pressure she couldn’t contain. Her body strained, reaching for the nirvana that appeared on the horizon.


  Miragin groaned. “Oh yes, there you are. Feel it, my beautiful Elisa. That’s my sweet girl.” He halted. “We’re there. I’m inside you.”


  Elisa panted. She felt stuffed and hot and wanting. Slightly maddened. She had a man inside her. No, not just a man. She had Miragin inside her ... and it was amazing.


  “How are you?” he asked. “Your expression says I feel good to you.”


  She whimpered. “Good? It’s so ... I never imagined ... Miragin!”


  Elisa wrapped her arms around his head, bringing his chuckling face down so she could kiss him. She also wrapped her legs around his ass, grinding herself hard against him.


  Doing so gave her clit exquisite contact with his groin. Elisa cried out in the Imdiko’s mouth as need mounted harder than ever.


  Miragin laughed, breaking the kiss. “Oh yes, that feels good, doesn’t it?” he asked. He moved his hips in small circles, bringing even more heated exaltation stabbing into Elisa’s guts. “You like that.”


  Elisa couldn’t speak for the demands erupting deep inside. She didn’t know whether to shove harder against the Kalquorian or push him away. The pleasure was almost too much to bear.


  “All right,” Miragin crooned, gathering her in his arms to hold her tight. “It’s all right. I’m going to give you what you need, little Elisa.”


  With that, his hips arched back, pulling him mostly free of her, leaving yawning emptiness in his wake. Elisa’s feet drummed against his butt in protest. She wailed a protest.


  He forged into her once more, not too quickly but with demand. Oh, that was good. That was very, very good. More grinding tight circles against her clit left her clawing at his chest and shoulders. He made that funny, rumbling sound that was like growling again.


  “Easy, my sweet. You’re driving me wild.”


  Miragin drew back and surged forward, harder than before. Elisa’s insides drew tight. More grinding from his hips, which resulted in more clawing from her nails. Drawing back. Thrusting. Grinding. Drawing back. Thrusting. Grinding. Faster and faster each time, harder and more powerful. Her sheaths grasped at his cocks, clenching him tight to make the veins stand out on the Imdiko’s neck. Brutal heat suffused Elisa’s belly. It coiled in on itself until only Miragin’s weight kept her from bending double in agonized pleasure.


  He drummed quickly against her now, pounding against her, their breaths mingling in harsh gasps. Elisa couldn’t move to meet him, he thrust so fast. She hung on, helpless to do anything but cling as orgasm lurched closer, building to a peak, going blinding bright until there was nothing but brilliance. Then came the sensation of expansion, accompanied by explosive exaltation that traveled from her belly up her spine to blast through her skull.


  Sweet heaving chaos overcame her. It churned and bubbled and then boiled over again. She lost herself in the delicious surges, only half-recognizing the sound of Miragin’s drawn-out groan. The slow pulses of his release joined the throbs of hers. Their bodies slid against each other’s as they worked to make the culmination last as long as it could.


  At last there were only soft waves left, diminishing with each sigh. Elisa relaxed in the Imdiko’s arms, lulled by the final laps of bliss emanating from her core. She drifted, as content as a cat with a belly full of milk.


  “What a lovely way to pass the time. May we join you?”


  Elisa’s eyes flew open and she gasped at the sound of Zemos’ voice. Miragin’s chuckle vibrated through her as she looked over his shoulder to see the Dramok and Oret standing inside the room. There was no way to know how long they’d been in there, watching her with their Imdiko. Watching her have sex with him.


  The two men moved towards them, their expressions fierce with intent. Elisa lay frozen under those dark stares.


  



  



  







  Chapter 11


  



  As Elisa’s stunned brain tried to relearn how to think, Miragin rose up, uncovering her body and slipping out of her in a wash of warmth. Even though he no longer pinned her with his weight, his hands cupped her shoulders with gentle but firm strength. She couldn’t get up.


  Zemos and Oret moved to stand on either side of Miragin, staring down at her. Elisa trembled to see the fierce lust in their expressions. At the same time, fresh heat tumbled through her core. She was afraid ... but she wanted them too. Heaven help her, she’d already gone too far as it was.


  Yet they’d seen her making love to their clanmate, wantonly and without inhibition. How could she deny what they so wanted? What she had to admit she wanted too?


  Not knowing what she should do or say, Elisa could only appeal to the clan’s leader. She needed help to make sense of the riot of emotions storming through her. “Zemos?”


  He reached to stroke her cheek. The Dramok’s expression was made up of savage hunger, and yet compassion made its presence known as well in the tender smile he gave her. “You are so beautiful, little Elisa. I am beyond words to express how happy I was to see you being pleasured by my Imdiko.”


  Elisa swallowed. A burst of longing swept through her. Surely with the Kalquorians’ escape ongoing, Zemos had no time for her. She should be feeling guilty anyway. She should not want this.


  Pretending there was no sense of loss, Elisa said, “Are we going on to the next step of you taking over the ship?”


  He shook his head. “Not yet. Oret has pinpointed the right moment to move, and it is not now. As long as the Earther crew doesn’t discover our whereabouts, it looks as if we have ample time to properly enjoy you.”


  Before she could process what Zemos was saying, he bent over her. His mouth took hers in a kiss that was at once demanding and sweet. His lips lay softly on hers, and his tongue explored so gently, yet with a thoroughness that made all rational thought clear from Elisa’s mind.


  She was aware of Miragin releasing her. Zemos gathered her in his arms and pulled her close, drawing her up so that he stood with her clutched against his body. There seemed to be quite a bit of shifting, but Elisa paid it little mind. All her attention was claimed by the tongue stroking hers, the taste of male musk filling her senses. Then the fabric separating her skin from the Dramok’s split from his chest with a soft purr, and the warm flesh of his muscled pectorals greeted her hard nipples. Elisa had the fleeting thought that someone else was undressing Zemos since his arms still wrapped about her body, but that was lost in the sensation of her breasts and belly molding against him. He was so warm! She wound her arms and legs about the Kalquorian’s shoulders and waist, crushing against him, delighting in the steel strength and heat of the man. She felt the twin prods of his lust against her slit.


  “Lovely girl,” murmured the most dangerous voice Elisa knew, whispered right in her ear. Oret was there too, right behind her from the sound of it. She had only a moment to recognize that before Zemos lowered her down.


  Something hard and slick prodded her anus where Miragin had been moments before. As Zemos continued to slowly drop her down, it entered. Elisa felt the body heat of the Nobek behind her. She groaned in mingled worry and welcome as his cock slid into her back passage. His hands gripped her hips, guiding her. The next second it came to her that he had seated himself on the edge of the desk Miragin had taken her virginity on.


  They had her taking Oret’s larger cock in her ass. The ache she’d felt with Miragin’s initial penetration returned. Elisa whimpered into Zemos’ mouth, and he broke the kiss. He and Oret held her suspended, not pressing the Nobek any farther inside.


  “Too much, my little girl?” Zemos asked, his tone quiet. “Relax and let your body adjust. That’s it.”


  Oret’s lips closed over her earlobe, prompting Elisa to shiver. He chuckled. “Do you know how good you feel to me, sweet Elisa? So warm and soft and tight around me. I have wanted you with near desperation for a long time.”


  “Really?” she asked, wanting it to be true. “Because you don’t have the opportunity to be with women often?”


  Oret snorted. He let Zemos support her weight so he could take hold of her chin. He made her look him in the eye. Her breath froze to see that feral face only inches away from hers.


  “I wanted you because you are beautiful in heart, mind, and body,” he declared. “Now that I am realizing the joy of joining with you, I swear that I will give my life to keep you safe. No one will be allowed to harm you in my presence while I still breathe.”


  With that, Oret kissed her as deeply as Zemos had, though with more primitive need. She moaned, responding as he plundered her mouth with abandon. The strength with which he took her mouth left her feeling small and helpless ... delightfully so.


  Even more than that, his assertion that he would let nothing happen to her gave Elisa a sense of security she had never known before. Oret had left no doubt in her mind that he meant every word of what he’d said.


  As the Nobek kissed her, Zemos pressed her down on the slick cock spearing her backside. After a couple of inches, a throb announced itself once more, making Elisa jerk. Zemos halted, letting her adjust once more.


  “Good girl,” he praised as Oret broke the kiss. “You’re doing so well with us, Elisa. Thank you for this gift.”


  “Almost there,” Oret gasped, his eyelids heavy. “I have never felt anything so good.”


  “Let us know when you are ready for more,” Zemos whispered to her. “Are you feeling all right? Not frightened?”


  Elisa’s fears no longer had anything to do with sex with the Kalquorians. Even taking the thick shaft of Oret’s generous endowment received little more than a passing thought of concern. They made her feel too safe and secure.


  I’m their prisoner, but I’m not one bit scared for myself, she thought. Was she being foolish? Was her love for the three men undoing her good sense?


  “I’m okay,” she told them.


  “Good. Just a little more.”


  Moments later, Elisa’s butt rested on Oret’s lap. The Nobek’s secondary cock nestled against her slit. She wondered if he would put the smaller shaft in her pussy, having sex with her in the opposite manner as Miragin.


  With her weight settled on his clanmate, Zemos moved back a little to shrug the top of his formsuit off. “Such a brave girl,” he praised her as he unwound her legs from his waist. “You did very well.”


  He settled her legs so that they straddled Oret’s shockingly muscular thighs. Elisa gaped at the sculpted perfection of the Nobek’s legs between hers before she realized how open and vulnerable her pussy was spread. The reds and pinks of her flesh, peeking out from the soft brown curls of her pubic hair, was a blatant reminder of what she was doing. Oret’s secondary cock jutting there as well didn’t help matters. She tried to cover herself with her hands.


  “Now, now,” Zemos chided as he peeled the one-piece uniform down to the top of his knee-high boots, just as Oret had done with his. His cocks sprang free, curving up towards his belly. “Why are you hiding such loveliness from us? You are beautiful, my little one. Let me see.”


  He grasped her wrists, drawing Elisa’s hands away. A low growl issued from Zemos’ lips as he looked at her. “By the ancestors, I feel like I’ve lived for just this moment. Your indulgence, my Nobek.”


  “Of course,” Oret said in a strained voice. “Carefully, though. It won’t take much to set me off right now.”


  “What are you going to do?” Elisa asked, wanting to distract Zemos’ rapt stare at her nakedness.


  One side of his mouth curled in a smile. “I am going to join my Nobek in enjoying your lovely body, Elisa. Don’t worry; I’ll see to it you enjoy it as well, but Oret will have to be patient a few moments more.”


  Oret’s response was a groan.


  Zemos gathered Elisa’s wrists in one hand, stretching her arms over her head. The action raised her breasts, making it look as though the mounds offered themselves to him. Zemos licked the thumb of his free hand. He cupped one breast in his palm and drew slick circles over Elisa’s areola.


  Excitement bolted from his touch to her belly, making her gasp. She jerked and Oret groaned again. His hands rubbed up and down her ribcage, and he buried his face against the nape of her neck, nuzzling.


  “So sweet,” Zemos murmured, tracing the calloused pad of his thumb over Elisa’s nipple. She writhed as more delicious sensation made her stomach somersault. “So sensitive,” he said as he re-wet his thumb and teased the other breast the same way. “I do like seeing you respond to my touch, my lovely.”


  Oret had managed to part her hair, exposing the skin of her neck to his mouth. He mouthed the slender column along her spine, scraping teeth over to make chills race down her body.


  Elisa felt controlled by the pair, and for some reason it delighted her senses. When Zemos bent to take her nipple in his mouth, her body lit as if from a lightning shock. He sucked, his rasping tongue rolling over the swollen bit to make her cry out.


  Oret bit the back of her neck, taking care to not damage the skin. He rumbled a growl that shivered down her spine all the way to her tailbone. The sensation made Elisa more aware than ever of his rigid flesh buried in hers, giving a deep, dark pleasure that she couldn’t quite name.


  As their mouths feasted on her, Zemos’ fingertips trailed down her abdomen, combing through the swirls of hair on her mound. He found her clitoris, swollen and greedy to be touched. When he seized it between his fingers, Elisa jolted upward, making Oret slip a little way out of her ass. The Nobek’s hands on her hips forced her back down once more.


  They held her still as Zemos continued the sweet assault on her breasts and clit. The Dramok captain licked and sucked, turning her nipples red as he stroked up and down her pleasure button, inflaming it as well. Oret’s thighs beneath her pussy went slick as honey gushed from her core. Her stomach twisted and turned. The ferocity of arousal stunned Elisa; indeed, it scared her.


  “Please. Please,” she whimpered, shaking as the men urged her body to greater need.


  “Such a sweet girl to ask so nicely,” Zemos said as he took his mouth off her breast. “All right, my Nobek. I believe we’ve all had enough torment this time.”


  “It is difficult to hold back when I’ve waited for this moment for so long,” Oret muttered against her neck.


  “Indeed. We will ease the worst of our anticipation at last. Perhaps later we can enjoy her properly without need riding us so hard.”


  The Dramok let go of Elisa, catching hold of his larger dick. He also handled Oret’s secondary cock, urging it to one side, out of the way so he could position his at the entrance of Elisa’s pussy.


  “It’s going to be a bit awkward, but I think we can make this happen. Wrap your legs around me, Elisa. Straighten up a bit, Oret. If you’ll come to the very edge of the desk ... that’s good. That will work.”


  Elisa found herself sandwiched between the two men, Zemos’ cock spreading her pussy open to allow him entrance. She sobbed an eager welcome as he pressed inside her, filling her to an exquisite fullness. Her body experienced an eager shock as he found the sensitive part of her interior. It felt as profound as standing within the hollow of a church bell as its clapper struck. The reverberations galvanized her whole body. She tensed all over, and the two men inside her groaned.


  “If I was any younger, I would have lost it already,” Oret panted.


  “The feeling of her convulsing is enough to undo any man,” Zemos agreed in a strained voice. “Easy, little one. By the ancestors, she’s so soft!”


  “Soft and sweet. Sweet little girl,” Oret breathed.


  He slid outward, emptying her with delicious care. Elisa shivered at how easily he moved within her, making it seem she’d been made to absorb him in just this way. Oret thrust back in, slipping like a sword into its scabbard.


  As the Nobek sheathed himself once more, Zemos’ hips arched back. His cock slid out, well lubricated by their combined juices. The extreme fullness also delivered mind-stealing friction to that wide-awake part of Elisa’s sex. Her head fell back on Oret’s shoulder as she cried out, thick pleasure roiling through her core.


  Her pussy and ass spasmed around the moving flesh of the men, clutching and squeezing without her conscious control. Their groans joined her breathless cries as they filled her over and over. That they were fighting for control over their need to climax was apparent to even a neophyte like Elisa; they’d establish a rhythm for a few luscious strokes, one heading in as the other emptied her. Then one would jerk and freeze, interrupting the movements. If it was Oret, his entire body would tense, and his hands on Elisa’s hips tightened almost painfully. If it was Zemos who had to stop, Elisa would see the veins strain against the skin of the Dramok’s throat and his teeth clench as if battling to keep some inner demon encased within.


  For her part, it was these frequent pauses that kept Elisa from tipping over into carnal oblivion. They’d bring her close, close enough that she felt the hottest point of elation, the sensation of hanging in space before tumult could open the heavens wide. Then one of the men would stop, causing the other to pause, and the looming orgasm would ease down instead of cresting as they recovered.


  She clawed at Zemos’ shoulders, leaving red stripes on his mocha-colored skin. If Elisa had possessed the presence of mind to think, she’d have been grateful that her fingernails were so short that she couldn’t make the man bleed. However, the fact that she was trying to rip the flesh from him in her anguished need made no impact on her at all. All she knew was the rioting of her guts and the inability to relieve the harsh pressure.


  At last the Dramok conceded. “I can’t hold off any more, my Nobek. I will attend our lovely here, and then we will enjoy our own.”


  “Thank you, my Dramok.” Oret’s voice was that of a man who’d just finished running a marathon.


  “All right, my lovely,” Zemos said to Elisa. “Keep leaning back against Oret, and I’ll give you your reward. Good girl.”


  He reached down to where he joined with her. The Kalquorian grasped her clit and rolled it between finger and thumb.


  Elisa’s entire body jerked into paroxysm, straining as his touch shot her straight up to the pinnacle of fever. Heat bloomed as if sparks had come from his fingertips. It billowed into outright flame and exploded. Her body streamed fire. Elisa burned and burned, flaring brightness greater than any sun.


  As the pulses slowly dimmed, she became aware of Zemos and Oret moaning in bestial bursts, their cocks pulsing within her. The pair rocked back and forth and from side to side, barely maintaining their balance as they gave themselves over to pleasure.


  It was Miragin, watching and waiting all this time, who managed to separate the depleted trio. He took Elisa from the two men, laying her down on the desk and using cleansing wipes from the office’s attached bathroom facility to wash her. As Zemos and Oret put themselves back together, the Imdiko dressed Elisa and then sat in one of the office’s chairs, cuddling her on his lap. She snuggled against him, drifting in a fog of satisfaction and exhaustion.


  She didn’t try to think. Thinking would lead to second-guessing. It would engender worry and guilt. Elisa simply wanted to exist in the ebbing tide of fantasy realized while she could, held safe and secure in Miragin’s arms.


  It was like being a child again, except this time she was a beloved child, sheltered by adults who would keep her protected from the dangers of life. She drifted in the joy of that unrealized contentment, wallowing in the freedom of no responsibility.


  She thought she must have dozed off, because Zemos’ voice close by started her awake. “I know what I want in lieu of survivor’s pay.”


  Elisa blinked. Miragin still held her on his lap, and the Imdiko smiled down at her as she returned to the real world. Zemos knelt at his feet, his gaze riveted on Elisa’s face. He also smiled, but his eyes were serious and she detected an air of determination from him as well. He stroked her hair back from her face, as caring and concerned as she had only dared to dream of.


  Oret stood to one side of him, his expression calculating. “The non-forced clanning policy be damned, my Dramok?”


  Zemos’ brows drew together for a moment. “Perhaps force won’t be an issue. Not if we can convince her we would take very good care of her for all of her days.”


  Miragin’s voice was gentle. “What do you think, Elisa? Can we entice you to come to Kalquor to live as our Matara?”


  Her heart stuttered and then beat very quickly. “Your Matara? You mean to be your clanmate for life?”


  The Imdiko nodded. “I would enjoy having some company at home while these two defend the Empire for another fifty years.”


  Zemos added, “You would come to visit us with Miragin when our duty permits it.”


  Elisa’s first instinct was to scream yes at the top of her lungs. It was all she had wanted for the past weeks, everything she had dreamed of. Yet she saw again Oret coming into the cargo bay, his hands stained with blood. Earther blood. The thought that he and Zemos had killed members of her own kind choked off her instant glad acceptance.


  There was something else as well, something that bothered Elisa even more. It left a mar on her happily-ever-after fantasy and closed off her voice.


  None of the men seemed troubled when she didn’t answer. Zemos only nodded, as if he’d expected the hesitation. “Think on it. You don’t have to make such a momentous decision right away. At least not until reinforcements arrive to rescue us from the clutches of your companions.”


  Had they proclaimed their love, Elisa would have accepted the offer to clan without another second’s hesitation. Despite the fact Oret and Zemos had killed fellow Earthers, she would have agreed to be theirs forever. Yet they had only said they wanted her, and that was not the same as loving her. Would it be enough, especially since she could not offer them children? Was she enough on her own to be a lifetime companion?


  Elisa said, “You really want me, for the rest of our lives?”


  Miragin’s smile split his face. “We’ve gotten to know you a little over the months of our captivity. Sharing our bodies has only reinforced our regard for you.”


  Regard. Not love. Not what Elisa felt for the three men. Could she join their clan, turning her back on other Earthers for less than what she’d hoped for? If she didn’t and the clan escaped, leaving her behind, where would she go after having experienced all these overwhelming discoveries of the last hour?


  No matter what happened, Elisa’s time on this ship was irrevocably done. She would die, escape with Clan Zemos, or flee the ship to make her own way out there in the galaxy. After having shared everything of herself with the men, there was no going back to marking time here. It had been only sex on the surface, but a new and, in some respects, even more terrifying future had opened up before her.


  



  



  







  Chapter 12


  



  “...and now we are doing a level-by-level search of the ship to track them down.”


  Joseph took a breath, having spent the last few minutes reporting the Kalquorians’ escape to the Holy Leader. He sat in his office, speaking via vid communications to the as-always serene countenance of the Voice of God.


  The captain had put off contacting Browning Copeland for as long as he felt he could get away with it. In truth, Joseph had hoped to re-capture Zemos and his men or find a way to escape the ship himself before having to make this call.


  After several hours, the Kalquorians remained at large. As for making a run for it, Joseph found he couldn’t abandon the more helpless members of his crew to the questionable mercies of Chase and Robards. In particular, he couldn’t leave without knowing if Elisa Mackenzie still lived.


  During the captain’s recitation of what had happened, Copeland maintained his usual unaffected attitude. If he felt any concern for the outcome of Joseph’s emergency, it didn’t show on his ethereal countenance.


  In quiet, melodious tones, he said, “I am sure you are doing all in your power to regain control of the situation. Re-capture as many of the alien vermin as possible, but kill them if you must. My connections can always find us more to capture and sell.”


  Joseph debated his next words. In the end, he decided he had to hear Copeland’s verdict on the entirety of the problem, if only to confirm things in his own mind. “They have a hostage, Holy Leader. They have taken a female crewmember prisoner.”


  At long last, the Holy Leader showed evidence of something beyond otherworldly indifference. For a bare instant, he looked scandalized. “You have a female on your ship?”


  “A dietician assigned by the military. She has conducted herself with impeccable piousness throughout her service to Earth. I count her as one of my best crewmembers.”


  Copeland had already resumed his familiar quietude, tinged with impersonal regret. “That is too bad. She was taken by the demons against her will?”


  Joseph used his most adamant tone. “Absolutely, Holy Leader. I know her well, and I can assure you, she would never aid the enemy by choice.”


  Copeland tsk-tsked. “Poor girl. No doubt those despicable creatures have spoiled her virtue. It probably happened the first moment they got the opportunity.”


  Joseph thought of Zemos and his clan. He couldn’t imagine those men forcing themselves on a screaming woman. Even Nobek Oret, as primal as he appeared at first glance, was not one to suffer harm to the innocent and helpless. The three Kalquorians had been noticeably upset over Remington’s treatment of Elisa when they filed their complaint against the ensign.


  Zemos would never countenance any of his men raping Elisa. It was unthinkable. Her virtue was no doubt intact.


  Knowing how suspect his defense of Kalquorians would sound, Walker chose his words carefully. “I have reason to hope the escaped prisoners would not cause Mackenzie any harm. Despite his heritage, Captain Zemos is not an animal. He is a very intelligent, compassionate man, judging from the conversations I’ve had with him. I can’t imagine—”


  Copeland cut him off with a dismissive wave of his hand. “No, you can’t imagine it because you are not the vile animal those Kalquorians are. I assure you, that race is no more than filth that wallows in their sin with such delight. Between us, Captain Walker, I feel defiled every time I deal with that Basma, and he at least has some virtue to him. At least as much as a damned soul can claim, anyway.” The Holy Leader leaned back in his chair and regarded Joseph as a caring father might a prodigal son. “I know you feel sorry for the woman, but do not let your kindness blind you to what has most assuredly happened. She is polluted. Perhaps even beguiled by her captors as those descendents of Eve often are.”


  Joseph knew where the conversation was headed, and he tried to deflect it from reaching its destination. “Holy Leader, Elisa is a good person, through and through.”


  Copeland nodded. “I believe you. Your impassioned defense of her has convinced me of that. It is imperative that you save her from those monsters. Her body has been defiled, but her soul perhaps remains pure. You must see to it that it remains so, so that it may reach the Kingdom of Heaven. Let her die with those villains you kill and send her to rapture even as they descend into Hell.”


  The pronouncement was made, and Joseph knew it was final. Yet, he could not help but try one last protest. “Holy Leader, it’s not her fault.”


  Copeland nodded, his smile unfaltering. “I know. That’s why you must release her from the tyranny of lust; theirs and hers. She will have been awakened to mortal sin. You must kill her to save her.”


  It was that moment that finally shut the doors on Joseph Walker’s faith for good. He had wrestled with it since childhood. He had done his best to be the man the Church demanded of him. He had prayed with tears streaming from his eyes and agony in his heart, knowing deep down he only pretended to be what he was not in hopes of salvation.


  And for what? So he could be told to kill an innocent woman for the wrongs of others? It was one thing to demand obedience from himself for thoughts and desires he had not chosen to have. He could not condemn another for things equally out of her control. No.


  No.


  Apparently mistaking Joseph’s silence for struggle rather than sudden decisive conviction, Copeland said, “God calls only the strongest to fight for him. I know he has placed a great deal of faith in you, and rightly so. Be blessed, Captain. Report to me as soon as you have dealt with your situation.”


  Feeling numb, Joseph replied automatically, “Yes, Holy Leader. God be with you.”


  “And with you.”


  The vid-transmitted image winked out. For a long time, Joseph sat in his office chair, seeing nothing.


  The time had come to declare himself separate from the Church, from Earth’s dead government, from the rules he had tried so hard to live by for thirty years. He would not declare such to his crew; oh no. Chase and Robards would see him dead within the hour if Joseph dared such a thing. Yet he could declare it to himself. He could acknowledge it in his heart at least. He could admit that he’d never been what he’d been taught he was supposed to be.


  Copeland had ordered Joseph to kill Elisa. However, no one else knew about that. That information belonged to only Joseph, the Holy Leader, and presumably God.


  The captain allowed himself to contemplate long and hard about whether or not Browning Copeland was the true Voice of God. He had definite doubts – oh, more than a few. In fact, he was pretty damned sure the man was a fake. Yet there were key members of Joseph’s crew who would walk off a cliff into a ravine of flaming spikes if the Holy Leader told them to. Those same men would kill Elisa without a qualm if they knew Copeland had ordered it. They’d probably do it with smiles on their faces.


  I have to get her off this ship somehow. I have to get her away from the Kalquorians and save us both.


  The war was over. It hurt Joseph to know he’d be leaving behind other innocents, men no more guilty of sin than Elisa Mackenzie. Some of those men, if they found no way to escape on their own, would become casualties in Browning Copeland’s long-lost war. It hurt, but he knew it couldn’t be helped.


  Joseph wasn’t sure he could even save himself at this point. Saving Elisa Mackenzie put survival in the realm of near-impossibility. Yet if he could rescue one other person besides himself, maybe he would someday be able to look himself in the eye.


  There was always the chance that Browning Copeland was the Voice of God. It could be that Joseph damned himself by turning his back on the Holy Leader. Yet the callous demand that Elisa Mackenzie die, as so many other innocents had under the Church’s control, at last separated Joseph from all he’d been taught.


  Joseph thought he could live with being damned. He’d felt it was his fate for most of his life anyway.


  * * * *


  The hour arrived that Oret believed to be the best time to strike. Zemos looked over the remnants of his crew: they were a scattering of Imdikos and several Dramoks among the largest number of survivors, the ever-hardy Nobeks. Almost all of them showed injuries that had been sustained when their ship had been overcome, plus more that had been dealt during their captivity. It was a battered but unbowed group.


  Zemos had pride in his men. Whatever happened from this point, his fellow Kalquorians deserved their glory.


  Behind these bulwarks of strength stood Miragin and Elisa. Zemos felt a renewed rush of gratification as he viewed his gentle Imdiko. Through all the trials, Miragin had kept his optimistic viewpoint, his steadfast humor, and unwavering support for his clanmates. More than that, he’d never lost an instant of faith in Zemos and Oret, an act that spurred them to be stronger than they might have been without him. After over a hundred years as the man’s Dramok, Zemos never felt more grateful to have Miragin as his lifelong companion.


  His gaze settled on Elisa. The poor woman once more looked lost and uncertain, the glow of coupling having faded too soon. Zemos didn’t blame her for being afraid. He could imagine her concerns increasing as the escape attempt developed, as men around her died in the coming struggle.


  There had been a few instances when he’d thought she had looked at him and his clanmates with the same warmth they felt for her. He had hopes those moments had arisen not just because they’d woken her body a few times. Zemos dared to dream Elisa might love him back, though he doubted a tender little Earther female could respond with the kind of fierce regard he held for her. Still, being the recipient of her gentler adoration would fill his being.


  Would watching Zemos kill members of her own kind drown those tiny bright flares he and his clanmates had sparked in her heart? Would their ferocious struggle to live destroy the bit of regard she had for him, and thus one of his best reasons to fight for survival?


  Zemos was determined to keep Elisa, to make her his clan’s Matara. Yet he was in the middle of the worst possible scenario to win her love. All he could do was hope she would see past the coming violence, to see into his heart and how much he cared for her.


  For now, winning his and his crew’s freedom was the priority. Clanning Elisa was an impossibility until that happened.


  Zemos concentrated on those whose loyalty he did own. To the dark and determined faces surrounding him, he said, “The time has come. The search for us is five levels away from Engineering and at the other end of the ship. We will have no better opportunity to capture this vessel than now.”


  Next to him, Oret told the crew, “There is a small force guarding that area, perhaps because they believe we might strike there. You have been divided into two teams. We will approach from opposite sides to trap the Earther crew in a vise.”


  Zemos again: “After that, we will hold Engineering for as long as possible in order to get a message to the Empire’s fleet as to where we are. We are only days from Bi’isil space, so there should be two or three patrols within a days’ journey of wherever our exact location is. Either destroyers, spyships, or raiders might come to our aid.”


  Oret gave the crew a vicious smile, showing his fangs. “I would like to offer my congratulations to those of you who will fall in glorious battle today. Your names will not be forgotten. I will see to that personally if I do not join you and our ancestors in the afterlife.”


  Pleased growls greeted his words. Other Nobeks grinned back, also flashing fangs in anticipation. Zemos saw Elisa glancing around at the display, her eyes widened and face pale. They’d been speaking Kalquorian, so she had no idea what the fierce expressions and growls were about.


  Her peace of mind had no place in his thoughts right now, as much as Zemos would have liked to calm her. He set aside his worries over how she felt.


  “First Team, you have the farthest to go to reach the aft end of Engineering. I will join you, but First Lieutenant Kwes will lead. We leave now. Oret and Second Team will leave two minutes after ours. Good fortune and glory to us all.”


  Nobek Kwes was a fierce fighter who’d been instrumental in protecting the few Imdikos that had survived the destroyer’s capture. He barked orders to the men converging on his position. “Ship boarding pattern, Captain Zemos and I take point. The rest of you know your places. Go!”


  The group broke into a long line, two and three men abreast. Just before taking his place at Kwes’ side, Zemos stole a moment to go to Miragin and Elisa.


  He said nothing, content to touch their faces. Miragin nodded, grasped his shoulder, and squeezed. Elisa looked up at Zemos, her big brown eyes still wide and frightened. Zemos thought she might speak, but she did not. She only looked at him. For an instant, she rubbed her cheek against his palm. Her lips trembled.


  Zemos turned his back on them and took his place with his men. He told himself he’d see them both again soon enough, whether in this life or the next.


  Kwes jerked a nod to him and gave the command. “March!”


  Moments later, Zemos was out in the corridor. He trotted at Kwes’ side, those he loved falling behind.


  * * * *


  Two minutes after Zemos left with half the Kalquorians, the rest formed their attack party under Oret’s command. The security officer put Elisa and Miragin near the rear of the line, keeping a group of Nobeks around them. They set off, Elisa having to jog to keep up with the long, quick strides of the Kalquorians.


  They used the large cargo lift to transport the entire party. From there, they moved down the corridors towards the main entrance to engineering, getting to the final bend in the hall without confronting anyone. There they halted. Oret whispered to his men at the front of the column, and then moved back to speak to Miragin and Elisa.


  “All right, you two,” he muttered so low that Elisa had to strain to hear. “Stay behind right here while the rest of us deal with those guards. I’ll call the all clear when it’s time for you to come. Keep yourself and her safe, my Imdiko.”


  Miragin nodded and checked the blaster he’d been given, taking it off the locked position so that it would fire. “I will. Good fortune and great glory to you, my Nobek.”


  Oret nodded. “For honor and Empire.”


  Much as Zemos had done, he caressed their faces before turning away and resuming his place at the head of the attack party ... the most dangerous place to fight from, Elisa thought.


  Her heart had climbed up in her throat, as if it would lodge there and choke her with dread. Her cheek tingled where Oret had stroked. She knew he and Zemos were doing what they had to. Even though they would kill Earther men, she couldn’t help but want them to survive. Damn it, if it had to be this way, why did they have to lead the fight? If she must turn her back on her own because she loved Zemos and Oret so much, why did it have to be them in front, most likely to be killed?


  Miragin tugged Elisa back, placing them behind all the rest. He pulled her down to huddle with him on the floor. He positioned himself so she crouched within the cradle of his body, his bent legs bracketing her, one arm wrapped around her shoulders and chest, the other holding the percussion blaster ready to fire at anyone who would threaten her. His breath sounded harsh in her ear, and she felt his minute tremble. Even this gentle soul, as afraid as he was for his clanmates, was ready to die defending her. Rather than making Elisa feel better, it somehow made things worse. Her safety was a small thing compared to the dreadful danger Miragin and his clan faced.


  Oret yelled, and the attack party rushed around the corner into the other corridor where the Earther guards patrolled. Elisa winced at the thunderous sound of blasters firing, of shouts, screams, and howls. Men were dying right now. Men she probably knew. Maybe men she loved.


  Oret could be falling to the floor now, his body torn and bloody, his eyes glazing over. The same might be happening to Zemos in another corridor.


  Elisa shuddered with emotion as the cacophony went on and on. It sounded as if the world was ending.


  Calling so he could be heard over the deafening sounds, Miragin said, “Easy, little one. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.” He looked back and forth, watching for any trouble that might be approaching.


  He was ready to protect her, but she had no means to return the favor. Elisa knew that if reinforcements showed up and found them here, they would kill Miragin without pause. Her presence would mean nothing to them; she must be marked for death as surely as the Kalquorians simply for being in their presence.


  Her faith in a higher being had long been a tremulous thing, but she prayed anyway. She huddled in the fragile cover of Miragin’s body and prayed for the shooting to stop, for no one to kill the man trying to protect her, for the madness to end.


  A few seconds later, Elisa thought her prayers would be at least partially answered. The sounds of fighting went on, but they were diminishing. The constant barrage became heavy bursts. Then the shots became sporadic and more distant.


  


  When Miragin spoke again, he was able to do so at normal volume. “I think Oret’s men have gotten into Engineering. They’re trying to take control.”


  On the heels of that, the firing dropped to one or two shots, small sounds in the ringing silence. Then in English came desperate cries of ‘surrender’. The blasting ended.


  Seconds of quiet ticked by. Miragin continued to hold Elisa to his chest. He said, “I think Oret and Zemos must have won. They’ve taken over Engineering.”


  Elisa stared at the corner where Oret had led his men. “Why don’t they come get us then? Surely Captain Walker is sending help right now. We’ll be caught out in the open.”


  “It’s only been two or three of your Earth minutes since the fighting began,” Miragin said. “They must have not believed we’d try to attack this level. Otherwise, they would have guarded it better.”


  Elisa couldn’t believe it. Only two or three minutes had elapsed? It had felt like an eternity.


  Miragin continued. “If I know my clanmates, they are placing the bodies where you and I don’t have to see them. They would prefer we remain as untouched by this horror as possible.”


  She twisted so she could look the Imdiko in the face. Terrible things had happened, were undoubtedly still happening, yet the clan tried to protect her from it as much as they could. Miragin’s worried regard told her the truth of it.


  Elisa was horrified that such violence was happening, but she was touched by the concern of the men committing it. They cared. Perhaps they did not love her as she loved them, but they did care.


  More of her terror must have been showing than the warmth that invaded her heart, because Miragin averted his gaze. “I’m sorry, Elisa. If there had been any other way—”


  She touched his lips with trembling fingertips to silence him. “I know.”


  His eyes went to her face once more, and this time the Imdiko saw that she did not hold him responsible for what had happened. His lips found hers, and Elisa clung to him, kissing back without reluctance. When they parted, his smile beamed.


  Then his gaze lifted. Elisa looked up and was startled to see Oret standing over them. She had a bare instant to register the savage triumph on his face before the Nobek wiped his expression clean.


  She appreciated he would not celebrate the deaths of others in her presence. In his own way, Oret held her in high regard.


  He told them, “Come with me to the engineering department. It’s safe for you now.”


  He and Miragin helped Elisa to her feet. They wrapped their arms around her as they guided her through the blood-splashed corridor. There were no bodies to step over, but the evidence of carnage was enough to make her stomach rock unsteadily. She was very aware of and grateful for the supportive arms circling her waist and shoulders as the two men escorted her into Engineering.


  



  



  







  Chapter13


  



  Elisa had never been in Engineering before. This section was better lit than most of the ship since it was a priority area. Power was not rationed here. There were banks of computers down the center of the main part of it. The computers were set on a large console with many chairs pulled up to it. Vids hovered over them, showing various ship functions and readouts.


  More computer interfaces lined the walls on the end of the room she entered through. On the opposite end were pieces of some of the hardware that ran the ship. For the most part, it was a confusing mass of machinery and control panels that Elisa couldn’t make sense of, but she recognized the pulsing light-filled fusion energy tubes, along with the power tanks that fed them.


  The place smelled of lubricants and oils, blood and sweat. Machinery hummed, like some great contented beast. The ship’s heartbeat continued as if men hadn’t just died right here.


  Elisa’s gaze found Zemos right away, as if drawn to him. He and a couple members of his crew clustered around the large computer bank. As little as Elisa knew about the actual operation of the ship, she saw enough to realize they worked to override navigation and helm. Zemos was trying to snatch control of the ship from the bridge.


  She stopped a few feet inside the room, having a good look around. Besides herself, there were only Kalquorians in this part of Engineering.


  She stared up at Oret. “What did you do with the crew? Did you end up killing them all?”


  He didn’t flinch. “Most of the security detail assigned to protect this area died during the fight. We placed their bodies out of sight so you would not have to look at them. The majority of the engineering crew surrendered without a fight. We locked them in that storage compartment over there, beyond the computer banks. They will not be harmed as long as they remain quiet.”


  She searched the Nobek’s face for the least sign of remorse. Oret only stared back.


  Feeling a surge of anger, Elisa said, “I suppose that as long as I don’t see my people dead or imprisoned, you think you’re being merciful.”


  Oret’s tone was as strong and steady as ever, but she thought she detected a note of sympathy in it. “We are fighting for our freedom and our lives, Elisa. That means men will fall. We killed no one we didn’t have to, and yes, we hid them so you wouldn’t be too upset.”


  She said nothing but continued to glare at him.


  He shrugged, apparently resigned to her being dismayed with him. “As for the prisoners being hidden away, it’s for your benefit in more ways than one. Keeping other Earthers from seeing you with us will make you seem more innocent of any wrongdoing. That’s important should our escape not succeed.”


  Elisa didn’t want to feel gratitude. It tried to worm its way in however. Oret and Zemos cared enough about her to attempt to spare her the worst of the horror. She also knew the Kalquorians were being generous to allow any of her shipmates to live. They had every right to vengeance after being captured by the Earthers. They had every reason to try to escape.


  Oret didn’t try to explain any further. He left Elisa with Miragin, joining Zemos at the computers. Zemos had looked up briefly to acknowledge Elisa and Miragin’s entrance. He and others working on Engineering’s mainframe conversed in rapid-fire bursts of their language, tapping frenzied commands into the system.


  “How are they doing?” she asked Miragin.


  Miragin listened to the conversation going on between the Kalquorian officers. After a few moments he said, “Zemos needs extra time to get past the security codes and transfer helm, navigation, and weaponry to these computers. To gain some of that time and to keep the ship’s crew from fighting back, he has gotten control of life support and shut it down on the bridge.”


  Elisa immediately thought of kind Captain Walker. She stared in horror at Miragin. Was he saying that Zemos had just murdered him as well as others?


  Apparently divining some of her terror, Miragin hastened to explain, “Shutting down life support doesn’t instantly kill people in the affected section. They have enough air and heat to make it out in time. As the bridge crew evacuates, Zemos is shutting down life support behind them, cutting their avenue back to the bridge off. They’ll be stuck far away from the ship’s major systems.”


  Elisa relaxed a little. She’d never thought Zemos, or even Oret, would be coldblooded killers if they could find another way to win the battle. However, this was a fight to survive. She knew full well what her own crew would do, led by men like First Officer Chase and Lieutenant Commander Robards. They would have killed outright without mercy.


  Miragin continued to listen to what was going on and report. “Oret is monitoring the situation on the bridge. He says that it is being evacuated right now. With no one manning the security station there, Zemos is overriding the codes that will give us control of the ship. We can run it from here.”


  He paused to listen again. “Oh, good. We now have access to long range communications. A call is being sent out to the Empire explaining our situation and coordinates. Hopefully someone will answer and come to our rescue.”


  “I’ll be taken prisoner with the rest,” Elisa said. “I’ll be put on trial.” Her stomach rolled.


  Miragin shook his head as he put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “You are a dietician, not combat personnel. You will be cleared of wrongdoing early on, especially if you consent to join our clan.” When she said nothing to that, he gave her a steady look. “Earth is over and done with, little one. It is time for you to live the life you want. If it happens to be as our Matara, we would be more delighted than you can possibly imagine.”


  Elisa knew he was right in that it was time to surrender. Moreover, she wanted to be their clanmate. She still couldn’t help the feelings of guilt that came with going along with that option.


  “I feel like a traitor. Everything I was ever taught says I shouldn’t want you over my own kind.”


  Miragin gave her a sympathetic look. “I can only imagine the turmoil going on in your head right now. But if I may give you a little direction, what does your heart say?”


  Elisa dropped her gaze from his. Her heart had indeed made its choice, one it was very clear about.


  * * * *


  Joseph sat tall in his chair at the desk in his personal quarters, keeping his expression as grave and demanding as possible. He pretended he didn’t quake inside. He acted as if he had strength to see this through. He could not show the least bit of weakness now, not when he had lost control over the ship.


  The Kalquorians had taken over Engineering an hour ago and had gotten into the computer systems. Most of the battlecruiser, including the bridge, had lost life support. A few sections, like the kitchen and crew quarters, had been left alone ... for now.


  The first thing Joseph had done was put on an atmospheric suit, one used by the maintenance and engineering crew when repairs had to be effected on the outside of the vessel. He and other personnel had gotten back onto the bridge, only to find they were locked out of helm and navigation controls. No amount of work had returned operations back to the brain of the ship. The captain didn’t know if the Kalquorians were able to navigate and pilot the battlecruiser yet, but they had certainly made sure no one else on board could either.


  Sending in security forces to take back Engineering had also failed thus far. The Kalquorians had enacted security buffers, protective force fields that kept Joseph’s crew from attacking the aliens holding that section.


  Joseph was tempted to ask Robards, who paced back and forth in front of his desk, why the damned buffers had not been activated as soon as the Kalquorians had gotten loose. The man had set up a guard detail; it seemed only common sense to have also put up the force fields. Their use would have guaranteed the Earthers wouldn’t be in the mess they found themselves in now. Joseph had the idea much of the mistake came from the way Robards tended to operate: the man was all about brute force. He had probably reasoned his men would far more enjoy fighting a battle than hiding behind the safety of the buffer, handing out God’s punishment to demonic foes. Earth’s destruction had not convinced some of the more fanatical elements of Joseph’s crew that God was definitely not on their side.


  Right now it was the first officer who spouted fire and brimstone and judgment. Chase also paced to and fro, passing Robards every few seconds as the two men tried to wear a rut in Joseph’s sitting room floor. If Robards’ lack of setting up the security buffer around Engineering was a serious lapse in good sense, Chase had gone straight off the deep end.


  He wasn’t even discussing the Kalquorians’ escape or that they had gotten control over the ship. The first officer had gone in another, less immediate direction entirely. He stomped and screamed in a fit that came close to outright hysteria.


  “Ten fighters stolen! Deserters turning their backs on us rather than fighting to win the ship back! Treason! They have abandoned us and the Holy Leader!”


  Chase stormed right up to Joseph’s desk and slammed both fists on its surface. His face was beet red, and Joseph almost hoped the man would have a heart attack and die right there. It would solve a lot of his problems.


  Instead of falling dead, Chase leaned over and told the captain, “Captain Walker, we need to set an example. Let’s put more guards on the fighter and shuttle bays. The next bunch of cowards who try to escape should be shot right there and then.”


  Joseph wanted to point out it had been those guarding the bays against the risk of the Kalquorians trying to escape who had fled. Instead, in his most reasonable tone he said, “We already have a major crisis, Commander. Do you want to add a full mutiny to our problems? If we start executing our own people while the Kalquorians control the ship, the crew will turn against us. They may even decide to surrender to the Kalquorians.”


  Robards kept pacing, his hands clenching and unclenching. “This is insane, Captain. No doubt those monsters are taking us right into the heart of their Empire.”


  With conviction he didn’t feel, Joseph said, “We outnumber them quite handily. We can take back the ship in a firefight once we get those security buffers down.”


  Robards jerked around to stare at him. “How are we supposed to do that? I’m locked out of all commands!”


  “Then you’ll have to find a way around those commands. Or a way to override them. As tactical officer, you know the system better than anyone, Mr. Robards.” Joseph spoke with deliberate disdain, showing contempt for how the tactical officer had handled the security breaches thus far.


  He was positive Chase and Robards had long debated how to take the ship from his tenuous command. With them both acting like lunatics, he feared they might make the grab now. Joseph thought that if he made the two men concentrate on their own shortcomings as well as the current emergency, they were less likely to work together.


  Chase shot Robards a disgusted look, making Joseph think he’d succeeded. The first officer said, “It is your responsibility to get those shields down, Alec. If you ask me, they should have been up the moment the Kalqs got free. We wouldn’t be in this position if you’d had the foresight to protect Engineering better.”


  Robards scowled at Chase. “At least I’m worried about the actual emergency at hand and not about a few traitor fly-boys running away.”


  “The deserters are my problem. Why don’t you go do your job and get the ship back in our hands?”


  Joseph schooled his expression to keep the satisfaction he felt at bay. Putting them at odds kept his position safe for the moment.


  Robards was already storming out of the room. “Thank you for your helpful input, sir,” he said by way of a parting shot. He did not wait for Joseph’s dismissal or salute on his way out.


  One down, one to go. Joseph gave Chase his undivided attention. “Tell me about the fighter bays. Do we have any way of closing them off to prevent further escapes? My concern is that the Kalquorians will decide to give up the battlecruiser and flee that way.”


  “No such option, Captain.” Apparently, Robards’ barb had had an effect, because Chase shrugged the issue of deserters off. He asked, “How did this happen, Captain? How could the Kalqs seize control like that, and so easily? Why aren’t they trying to take the shuttles and fighters to get away like we thought they would?”


  Joseph thought about laying more of the blame on Robards’ lack of defensive strategy, but decided against it. As much of a problem as he and Chase were, there was a more immediate one to deal with. He said, “It’s not how the Kalquorians have taken over the ship or why they aren’t making a run for it that should concern us at this moment. It’s how quickly we can regain control. We must set our sights on that right now.”


  Chase nodded. He seemed to have calmed once more. His tone rang with conviction when he spoke. “God will not turn his back on us. Not those of us who have remained true.”


  In that case, Armageddon never should have happened, Joseph thought. What he said was, “God helps those who help themselves. While Robards tries to get those buffers nullified, I want you to ready the teams to fight once he’s successful. I know that’s his department, but I want his full attention on the task of getting us back into Engineering. He might be able to buy us only a few seconds, and we need to be ready to go in hard and fast. It could be we only get the one chance to overwhelm them.”


  The first officer squared his shoulders. “I’ll see to it.”


  Joseph frowned at his computer. The vid in front of his face kept blinking the same hateful words over and over: Access Denied.


  “I’ll work from here on my computer in an attempt to get past some of the barriers they’ve thrown in our way. As fast as they had the virus coding in place, it could be shaky. Maybe it can be easily dismantled.”


  Chase asked, “So you think you can get through what they’ve implanted in the system? They are aliens, after all, godless creatures. Who knows how their minds work?”


  Not so differently from ours was Joseph’s guess. Had the roles been reversed, he would have attempted exactly what Zemos and his men had done. He would have known the shuttle and fighter bays would be protected once the alarms went off, leaving taking over the battlecruiser itself as the only option.


  He said, “Programming was my specialty before I was made first officer. It may take me several hours and a few computers, but I’ll find my way through it. Get to work on your end, Commander, and leave me to do this. We may not have much time if they managed to contact any of their fleet.”


  Chase saluted. “Yes sir.”


  The first officer left. With a sigh, Joseph got to work. As he began the process of trying to find a way past the coding the Kalquorians had infected the ship’s command system with, he thought how much he’d like to board a fighter and make a run for it himself.


  He couldn’t bear the thought, however. Ultimately, the situation came down to him. He’d gone along with Browning Copeland’s mad scheme of catching Kalquorians to sell to the Bi’isils. It was his order that had captured Captain Zemos’ destroyer. It was under his command that the prisoners had escaped and gotten control over the battlecruiser. It was all his fault that his crew faced the trouble they did. His conscience wouldn’t allow him to leave the others behind to face a vengeful Kalquorian Empire.


  * * * *


  Zemos looked up from the computer control panel he worked at, feeling rather than hearing Oret’s approach. Operating as crew and not clanmate, Oret offered a quick bow.


  “Report,” the captain said.


  Oret said, “Patrols are seeing little effort in the last two hours to physically break through our security buffers. However, I have detected someone making headway into getting back into the ship’s system. I estimate perhaps eight hours before they can regain control of the ship via that route. However, they won’t need to, because someone else is creating new pathways into the security drives.”


  Zemos frowned. “You can’t stop them?”


  The Nobek shook his head. “The program they’re using works too fast and they know this system better than I. I’m sorry, Captain. I can’t do much more than slow them down, and not by much.”


  Zemos nodded. He’d figured this might happen. “How long until the buffers come down?”


  “Four hours, if we’re lucky.”


  The Dramok winced. “Luck is much too fickle a mistress.”


  “Indeed.”


  Zemos considered how much he should divulge of his own discoveries with Oret. His executive officers had all been killed during the fight with the battlecruiser; first officer, weapons commander, and weapons subcommander. As ship’s security commander, Oret was now his most senior officer. An able crewman, the Nobek had refused several promotions over the years in order to remain a member of Zemos’ crew. Sacrifice, not lack of ability, had been all that prevented Oret from rising in the ranks.


  If nothing else, Zemos owed his Nobek the truth. He knew of no one better to trust it with, nor could he imagine better counsel with such knowledge.


  He gave Oret a slight motion to come near. His brow raised, his clanmate did so, allowing them to converse unheard by anyone else.


  His lips barely moving, Zemos told his clanmate, “We have much bigger problems than our remaining crew surviving this. I’ve been looking into Captain Walker’s communications recordings in an effort to discover if Bi’is is indeed our destination.”


  Oret’s brows lowered. “Was Elisa right?”


  “She was. However, this situation is much bigger than a renegade Earther ship trying to barter slaves for supplies. Captain Walker was taking us to a Bi’is research facility.”


  Tension sang through Oret’s frame. “The plan was not to sell us into slavery then.”


  Zemos shook his head. His stomach churned at the knowledge he’d come upon. “The Earthers’ orders are to provide healthy Kalquorian specimens for military biological experimentation and study.”


  Oret released a string of expletives that silenced the entire room. Zemos let his Nobek vent; no one would ever suspect what they discussed. Who could? The scary thing was that being sold for scientific study was only the tip of the iceberg as far as the trouble that awaited the Empire.


  As soon as Oret finished exhausting his impressive vocabulary of foul language, he glared at everyone else who watched him. Abruptly, the Kalquorian crew found things to busy themselves with rather than meet that burning gaze. Across the room, Miragin gave Zemos a worried look before distracting a wide-eyed Elisa. Zemos felt relief that his little Earther love could not yet understand Kalquorian and the three other languages Oret had cursed in. Her ears would be smoking.


  Finding the ability to pretend civilization, Oret turned back to Zemos. “My apologies, Captain.”


  “Not at all. You expressed my feelings on the matter quite well.”


  Oret raked his fingers through his hair, making a snarled mess of it. “That is against the bylaws of the Galactic Council of Planets. Bi’is will be suspended, embargoes put in place, their leaders imprisoned, the Empire will declare war—”


  His voice rose and Zemos put a hand on the Nobek’s shoulder to steady him. “I know. It seems our old enemy may be resuming past aggressions.”


  “And Captain Walker is working with them? You said he was under orders – Bi’is is using Earthers to attack us?”


  Zemos shook his head. “Not exactly. Walker was ordered to attack our vessel and take us prisoner for the purpose of selling us to Bi’is, but not by Bi’is.”


  “Then who? Have the renegades managed to band together somehow?”


  “A few. Maybe one hundred to a hundred and fifty of their old fleet has gathered under one man. A man everyone thought was dead.”


  Oret’s jaw tensed. “A high-ranking member of the Earther fleet, then. Is it a name I’ll recognize?”


  Zemos snorted. “Everyone knows his name. Earth’s Holy Leader, Browning Copeland.”


  It was a rare occurrence when Zemos managed to shock his Nobek. The two or three times he’d done it had never resulted in Oret looking at him with such a blatantly stunned stare as he did now. It was a full five seconds before the hardened warrior could even speak.


  When he did his voice was low, as if spoken by a man wrestling with a nightmare. “The religious leader of Earth? The man ultimately behind Armageddon? He’s alive?”


  Zemos nodded, glad Oret appreciated the enormity of the situation. He wondered what his Nobek’s reaction would be when he found out the rest.


  He said, “Very much alive, and gathering the remaining Earther rebels to his banner once more. He sent this vessel after us.”


  Oret shook his head in disbelief. He seemed incapable of uttering another word.


  Zemos smiled grimly. “Prepare yourself for the final piece of this horror.”


  “More, my Dramok? By the ancestors, I don’t think I can take it.”


  That Oret had forgotten himself and addressed Zemos as a clanmate showed how badly he’d been shaken. Zemos decided not to call him on it. The discoveries he’d made had shocked him just as much.


  He told Oret, “Walker was told where to find us and how to attack our ship. Copeland got our ship’s coordinates and weak points from the Basma.”


  Oret blinked as he tried to absorb this last insult. “The leader of Kalquor’s rebellion? He’s in league with Copeland and Bi’is?”


  “So it would seem.”


  Zemos saw when the full import of this news impressed itself on Oret. The Nobek’s face went as pale as death, but he retained his powers of control this time. “You know what that means, Captain?”


  The Dramok nodded. “Someone with access to our fleet and its movements is running the rebellion. If not someone within the military itself, someone within the government. Someone very high up.”


  They looked at each other. High treason was being committed against the Empire.


  The Basma’s identity was not known. Whoever he was, he had become the central figure of a growing revolt on Kalquor. It had started with a few protests against Earther women joining Kalquorian clans in order to continue the Empire’s culture. With extinction only a few centuries away for the Kalquorian race, most had accepted the need for Earther breeding stock. However in the aftermath of the war and Earth’s destruction, the cries against mixing the two species had grown. Abductions of Earther women had happened, a colony that supported both Earthers and Kalquorians had come under siege recently, and even the Imperial Clan’s Earther empress had been attacked by insurgents. The revolt was small, but its shadowy leader the Basma had exhorted more and more unrest.


  The fact Browning Copeland was getting help from this traitor, help that could only be provided by someone with real knowledge of the fleet’s movements, told Zemos the revolt needed to be taken more seriously than anyone had thought.


  Oret clenched his fists. “Mother of All. I don’t know who I want to kill first.”


  Zemos nodded his agreement. The need to have a target to take his fury out on was almost overwhelming. Fortunately, his controlling Dramok tendencies overrode the raw rage that filled him.


  He said, “If we’re going to be re-captured or killed within the next four hours, we don’t have much time to get word of this to Kalquor. I need you to get about half a dozen men who can fly fighters to the bay and send them out.”


  Oret considered. He leaned over to Zemos’ console and brought up a new vid, checking information Zemos had already accessed. The Nobek scowled at the readout. “They won’t get to the nearest colony or station before they run out of power. Not from here.”


  Zemos said, “I know. They’ll have to emit an emergency beacon to get attention, but if they keep to the regular patrol routes, they’ll be found.” He smiled grimly. “Eventually, anyway. What I’ve discovered about Copeland and the Basma will be recorded in the fighters’ data banks. The Empire will get the information it needs to confront Bi’is, as well as narrow their search for the traitor. The pilots’ deaths will not be in vain.”


  Oret added, “Kalquor can also start tracking down the man behind Earth’s destruction. Browning Copeland will finally answer for his crimes.”


  “A most noble task. Wouldn’t you say it’s well worth a man’s life, my Nobek?”


  Oret nodded, his grin fierce. “Those who aren’t picked for this mission are going to be disappointed.”


  “There’s a good chance they can meet a glorious death here, then.”


  The security commander actually laughed, his expression anticipatory. “No man should pass safe in his bed, like something old and useless. I’ll find our volunteers.”


  Eager now that he had an actual enemy he could thwart, Oret moved away, hailing several other Nobeks. Zemos watched him. The captain agreed that to go down fighting was preferable to dying quietly. The only reason he had not done so on board his ship was because of Miragin.


  The thought of his Imdiko and the woman Zemos would make their Matara quieted the surge of bloodlust pouring through the Dramok’s veins. After Oret’s earlier display of fury, Miragin had followed Elisa into an office off the main engineering area. Apparently, she’d wanted away from all that shouting. Zemos supposed seeing Oret undone by anger had been a bit much for her. It made him glad he’d held his own fury back.


  By the ancestors, as badly as Zemos wanted to destroy those who would tear apart his Empire, the warrior’s death was not something he would choose for his gentle Imdiko or sweet Elisa. Yet with only four hours until the Earther crew came at them and no word anyone in the Kalquorian fleet had received their distress call, a violent end might very well be their fates.


  



  



  







  Chapter 14


  



  Elisa scowled at Miragin, who had followed her into the chief engineer’s office. She had hoped to get away from him, from all the Kalquorians. She needed time to think things through, especially when it looked like Oret was the brink of a murderous rampage. Zemos had seemed calm, but she could tell it was only an outward facade. His tension had been palpable to her even from across the room.


  The Dramok captain had told Elisa one of his priorities was to find out the full truth on what Captain Walker had planned for him. Apparently, he’d found something bad. Worse than slavery even, because he’d had murder in his eyes. Elisa couldn’t imagine what nastier business Zemos had discovered going on, besides discovering the Holy Leader still lived.


  Not knowing what was going on or what havoc Zemos planned to do about it put Elisa on edge. She wanted to get away from them all, to settle her nerves just a bit.


  How different this was turning out from her crazy dreams of Zemos’ clan spiriting her away to Kalquor! Elisa’s fantasies had always entailed them finding a bloodless way of getting free and sneaking her to a shuttle. From there they would have flown her from the battlecruiser to their planet, giving her a happy life of safety and security. Instead, there had been killing with the promise of more. They could all die in the next few hours, and she with them.


  Why had this turned so complicated and ugly? Why was all of life like that?


  Feeling hurt and cheated, Elisa turned her back on Miragin, facing the desk before her. Its surface was cluttered with three computers, a couple of handhelds, a com, and various mechanical parts. The whole office was chaotic like that, making Elisa wonder how any work got done in Engineering. She preferred order in her workspace and couldn’t imagine anyone thinking straight in such an environment.


  She still thought she could calm her overwhelmed senses if she sat in one of the four chairs in the room and closed her eyes for some deep breathing exercises. And if Miragin would go away.


  Elisa told the Imdiko, “I’d like a moment alone.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t allow that.”


  Elisa turned around, looking at him with surprise. “Why not?”


  Miragin’s expression, while kind, was firm. “There is far too much pain and anger in your eyes for me to leave you right now.”


  His answer infuriated her. “I don’t need a babysitter. I have been on my own for a long time.”


  The Imdiko drew close. Elisa tried to back away, to put distance between them. Her feet refused to obey her, even when he stroked her hair. Damn if she didn’t move into his caress, pressing her cheek into his palm. She hated herself for needing the contact.


  Miragin gave her an appraising look. “You have indeed been alone, and for far too long. Even surrounded by siblings, even in a ship full of people, you have been alone.”


  “I’m fine with that.”


  He pulled her close, enfolding her in his arms. Elisa tried not to feel the safety of it and failed. Her only consolation was that she managed to remain stiff in his embrace.


  Miragin told her, “That you are fine with your isolation troubles me more than if it had made you miserable. This is not how it should be, Elisa. Even when I am on Kalquor and my clanmates are far away, I do not feel alone. I know they are with me in heart, if not physically. If it was otherwise, I would be lost.”


  “Our situations are much different,” Elisa said. She shook with the effort of not sinking against him. “I have not had your good fortune.”


  “No you haven’t, but things have changed. Zemos has made the offer to clan you. You don’t have to be alone ever again.”


  “Maybe I don’t know how to be anything else.”


  “That would make your life a real tragedy.”


  Miragin kissed her. Instead of doing so with the gentleness Elisa assumed he would act with, the kiss was fierce in its bold intensity. He kissed her like a conqueror might, his fist clutching a handful of her hair, holding her face up to his. His lips were hard on hers, and his tongue stabbed at where her gasping mouth parted open. The Imdiko didn’t simply taste her, he devoured.


  The power of his insistence, the complete lack of tenderness, ignited Elisa’s senses. She melted into the burning desire, tasting brute masculinity, feeling a strength from Miragin that she must surrender to. The strength he exhibited underscored her fragility. She could do nothing to resist him, mostly because nothing within her wanted to.


  That sharp scent that reminded her of cinnamon rose in the air, almost chokingly thick. Miragin was aroused. She could feel him swelling hard and insistent against her stomach. Her body reacted in kind, awakening with an almost desperate need. The ache in her gut made her entire body quake with the force of it.


  The Imdiko broke the kiss and stared into her eyes, holding her as much a captive with his feral gaze as his arms did. Elisa’s only defense came in the form of weak words.


  “I’m nothing but a prisoner to you. You’ll take what you want no matter what I do.”


  Miragin’s eyes narrowed. “I take what I’m given. Nothing more.”


  He drove her backwards, forcing her up against the wall. He pinned her arms over her head with one hand, the other busying itself roughly with her breasts. His thumb rubbed against a nipple until it poked blatantly against the thin fabric of her bra and blouse. Elisa moaned and writhed in his grip as electric jolts flashed down into her core. Wetness seeped steadily from her crotch.


  Miragin plucked at the hard nub, making Elisa emit tiny cries. “Tell me to stop. Tell me no, and it ends right now.”


  She moaned. She twisted. She couldn’t get away. Miragin opened the buttons of her blouse, parting the fabric to reveal her chest, bra, and stomach. He shoved the bra up, letting her breasts spill out. He pinched the nipples, bringing Elisa up on her toes as excitement rocketed through her guts. She opened her mouth and strained to rebuke him. The words wouldn’t come.


  The Imdiko yanked her skirt down so hard Elisa thought he would tear it right off. Instead it fell to her ankles, puddling around her slippered feet. The power display undid her, and any thought of resistance was gone in a wash of excruciating ardor.


  Since Miragin’s clan had already torn her panties into shreds, she wore nothing from the waist down. The Imdiko growled to see her pussy exposed, and his hand dove between her legs to find her wet and ready for him. Elisa arched to feel his touch there and then cried out when he shoved two fingers inside. He pumped, fucking her hard like that.


  “Shall I leave you alone now, Elisa?” he asked. “Do you still want that?”


  She sobbed denial at the thought. Her pussy clamped down hard on the driving digits, as if in protest. If he left her like this, she would come apart. Elisa did not want Miragin to abandon her. Not now, not ever.


  Ticklish heat flickered through her sleeve as the Imdiko continued to finger fuck her. Elisa moved her hips to greet each demanding thrust, opening herself to his use. Tiny convulsions shuddered through her abdomen as she gave herself over to her captor. Now there was no right or wrong, no thoughts of being a traitor. In this moment, there was only the building tension, the coiling of excitement as Miragin ushered her towards rapture. Nothing mattered but the man holding her, making her feel good and safe and not alone.


  Even as Elisa surrendered everything to him, Miragin pulled free of her clutching sheath. He pulled open the crotch seam of his trousers, freeing his engorged cocks. They were thick and wet, eager to invade her, ready to claim her as their prize.


  She groaned. “Miragin. Miragin, please.”


  The Imdiko released her wrists. He bent a little, scooping her legs into the crooks of his arms, lifting her up against the wall, angling her for the first thrust. As if guided by an unseen hand, his cocks zeroed in on their intended openings. The tips settled right where Elisa needed them to be.


  Miragin stared into her eyes. His fangs were down, showing behind the front square teeth as he spoke in a thick, almost animal snarl. “If you don’t want me, say so. Say stop and it ends right now. Otherwise, I am going to fuck you until you scream for me.”


  Elisa shook all over. She thought he might hurt her in his bestial lust. Something in her wanted him to. That part howled against the idea of making him stop, drowning out the sensible terror that should have made her fight him off. She said nothing, only keened with desperate want and anticipation of agony.


  Miragin answered the call. He sheathed himself within her in one smooth, quick thrust. The act drove all the air from Elisa’s lungs as her body seized around the intruders. It did hurt, the blast of torment wondrous for the beauty of it. She’d been overcome, claimed, and possessed. In that moment, she belonged to him without reservation.


  He rode her hard, plunging deep with every jerk of his hips, moving her up and down against the wall. Miragin fucked her mercilessly, taking her with a power she’d not guessed one of his gentle nature could possess. The fullness of the double penetration and the hot friction of his driving lengths against her G-spot had Elisa’s guts twisting and tumbling and churning, as if a violent storm had been unleashed within her. In a matter of minutes, orgasm broke through her, dazzling flashes of brightness blasting in quick succession.


  The headiest of these convulsions had only passed when Miragin panted, “Again.”


  As if his will had sublimated hers, Elisa’s body responded to his command seconds later. It started with a tremendous gathering sensation in her gut. All the brutal heat and ecstasy coalesced in one spot deep within, tightening down so hard Elisa felt doubled up. Then it blew apart, unfurling so that she felt the rawness of carnal fury expand into her chest and head. For several seconds, the world went blinding white.


  “Again.”


  Elisa sobbed, begging incoherently for a respite. Her body was as limp as a dishrag but for the violent trembling running through her. Yet Miragin showed no sign of giving her peace, still grinding into her with ceaseless demand. Passion, raw and ravening, once more rose at his demand.


  This time Elisa felt the climax in every cell of her being. The high notes of its shrill song vibrated in her fingers and toes. She thought she felt her hair stand on end as her body fought to release the violent bliss. Release crescendoed with a deafening thunder. Screams poured from her throat as completion blasted its way free.


  At last Miragin’s frenzied bucking stuttered and stalled. He moaned, sounding more like a damned soul in hell than in a man achieving nirvana. Then he thrust once more and his cocks pulsed, relieving him of his misery and delight.


  When he’d spent himself, his legs went out from beneath him in slow motion. Elisa found herself sliding down the wall. It felt as if minutes passed before Miragin slumped in a kneeling position on the floor, still somehow cradling her in his arms. They sat there in a crumpled heap for some time, catching their breath.


  Elisa burrowed her face against the Imdiko’s shoulder, trying to hold on to the wonderfulness of not being able to think. She much preferred behaving like an animal, with only primitive need capable of being expressed. Unfortunately, lucidity intruded and realization reared its ugly head once more. She was still trapped on the battlecruiser, still caught in the middle of a fight for survival.


  To the warm, strong body holding hers, she moaned. “I want to be with you and your clan. I’ve wanted to run away with you for weeks now. But it wasn’t supposed to be like this. It’s not supposed to be ugly, with blood and killing. When you’re in love, everything is supposed to be beautiful.”


  Miragin leaned back and captured her face between his hands so she had to look at him. His face was gentle again, the Imdiko she’d gotten used to. With a jolt, Elisa realized she liked both versions of Miragin: the tender and the bestial.


  He smiled at her with that considerate and concerned look only he could offer. “Our situation is ugly because you’re looking through your eyes at everything around us. Stop seeing with your eyes, Elisa, and you’ll find the beauty.”


  She blinked at him. “I don’t understand. How can you see anything but this nightmare? We’re probably going to die rather than escape!”


  “That is true.” Miragin’s peaceful, somehow happy expression didn’t change despite his words. “However, I can still see the beauty before me. That’s because I’m looking with my heart, and I’m looking at you.”


  Elisa’s heart warmed at his words, but dread remained. “It’s different for me. You are doing what you must; trying to escape. There is nothing to trouble your conscience over. You don’t feel the guilt I do.”


  “Don’t I? There is always enough guilt lying around for anyone to pick up. My mere presence has put my clanmates’ lives on the line because they would die to protect me. Taking you with us has put you in danger. If I want to feel guilty, I have plenty of material in supply.”


  Elisa looked at him, at his peaceful countenance. “You’re saying this is a choice? To feel the ugliness and yet still see something good?”


  Miragin nodded. “I can feel the pain of our situation and still appreciate the good that has happened. You can too, if you want to.” He smiled encouragingly. “I can love you and enjoy it for however long I’m allowed, whether it be seconds or decades. I refuse to let any of this horror darken that part because you are too precious to me.”


  Elisa stared at him in amazement, astounded that he could do such a thing. Surely it couldn’t be so easy? And yet there was warmth and quiet joy present on Miragin’s expression right now.


  Her thoughts suddenly seized on something else. Wait. Did he just say he loves me?


  * * * *


  The half dozen pilots Oret chose were sent out through the service tunnels as soon as they had their orders. They would crawl and climb their way to one of the fighter bays to steal those one-man ships. They were to head towards the closest space station, which would have been two weeks’ flight for Zemos’ destroyer. In the fighters, had they possessed the ability to re-fuel, the trip would take five days.


  A fully fueled Earther fighter would run for approximately twenty-seven hours. The pilots were on a suicide mission to share the information Zemos had gathered unless they happened to come across a patrol. The chances of that were incredibly slim, though by keeping to known patrol paths, the fighters would eventually be found.


  For all the hopelessness of the situation, the Nobeks now inching their way to the fighter bay had been thrilled to go. Their heroism would be the pride of their parent clans and other relatives, their names recorded for future generations to revere. It was a good way to die.


  Having sent them off, Zemos looked towards the closed door of the office Elisa and Miragin had disappeared into. Oret followed his gaze. His grim face eased with a smile.


  Zemos asked him, “Should I suppose our Imdiko is distracting our guest again?”


  Oret chuckled. “Maybe he’s trying to convince her to clan.”


  “He can be quite persuasive when he wants something. I don’t think there has ever been anything he hasn’t been able to ‘talk’ me into when he sets his mind and body to it.”


  The two men shared a lecherous grin over their Imdiko’s bargaining abilities. It lasted for a second before Oret’s expression turned serious once more.


  He told Zemos, “I am all for glorious death as any Nobek, but I hope we can escape this situation alive and that Elisa will come with us willingly.”


  “As do I.”


  Oret looked around to make sure no one listened in on their conversation. Satisfied, he pitched his voice low. “Tell me what I can do to make her our Matara, my Dramok. I have no experience with attracting a female lifemate. What will win her?”


  Zemos shrugged. “I have no more experience than you, Oret. Possessing strong Nobek characteristics, I am as little prepared to offer her tenderness as you are.” He sighed. Giving love advice was definitely not his province.


  He tried anyway, knowing Oret needed some sort of guidance. “You spoke well of your feelings towards her earlier. I was impressed with how you expressed yourself. You were almost as eloquent as Miragin.”


  Oret’s brows rose. “Was I? I have no memory of it at all.”


  “No? A pity, because your words were amazing. If I remember correctly, you told her you wanted her because she was beautiful in heart, mind, and body. You swore you would always keep her safe.”


  Oret looked at Zemos in disbelief. “I have never spoken of my emotions that I recall. Are you sure I said such things?”


  “Positive. Perhaps you did so well because you had no time to think it over and worry how to speak.”


  The Nobek scowled. “I am worried about it now. I am at a loss as to how to approach Elisa and make her want to be ours. I fear anything I say could push her away.”


  Zemos considered. In the end, he could only shrug. “If I had to guess, I would say be her Nobek. Now that you have proclaimed it, show Elisa how you will protect her. Show her she is worth more to you than your own life.”


  Oret thought about that. “In our current situation, I have plenty of opportunity for that. However, I think watching me kill men of her race might do more harm than good. I need a strategy for drawing her to me that doesn’t require violence.”


  Zemos nodded. “You have to show her how she makes you feel then. Do kind things for her if you can. Ask after her health. Tell her the things in your heart, if you are moved to.”


  The Nobek pulled a face, as if he’d eaten something rotten. “Miragin is our wordsmith. I am not a man who knows how to say pretty things to win hearts and minds.”


  Zemos struggled not to smile at the idea of his Nobek reciting poetry or professing undying devotion. “If Elisa is the woman I think she is, she will not respond so much to ‘pretty’ as she will to truthfulness. Even if your speech comes out awkward, the sincerity will at least ring true.”


  “Awkward. There’s a word for it,” Oret snorted. He shook his head, his brows drawing low as he struggled with the obstacles looming in his path. “It is so much easier with men. Talking of such things would be an insult to you or Miragin. I would be saying, ‘I cannot protect you as a Nobek should, so I must tell you how I feel instead.’ It’s disgusting.”


  Zemos nodded. “Actions are better than words, but women like to see and hear our devotion. It’s how they are made. I think it is a challenge worthy of you, my Nobek.”


  Oret’s scowl deepened until his expression was thunderous. “Why can’t I just fight off a dozen armed men for her? That would be easy.”


  “Miragin would tell you that anything easy to claim is not worth the bother. You will have to fight with feeling rather than with fists this time.”


  The Nobek drew a deep breath. Held it for a moment. Blew it out in a rush. He finally gave in to the inevitable, though with bad grace. “I will try. She is worth it, I believe.”


  He stalked off, muttering to himself. The men in his path moved out of his way, not wanting to tangle with a temperamental Oret. Zemos couldn’t blame them.


  For his part, Zemos had a struggle of his own – keeping a straight face. Now was not the time to come to blows with his clanmate, though he’d never wanted to laugh so hard in all his life. Remaining sympathetic to Oret’s dilemma was possibly as demanding a task as the Nobek declaring his love.


  * * * *


  Joseph’s head ached fiercely by the end of the day shift. It was almost a relief when Chase and Robards entered his quarters, giving him an excuse to look away from the computer.


  He pushed his chair away from his desk and sighed at the two men who stood before him. “You have something good to report, I hope?”


  The men looked at each other. While they both maintained staid expressions, Joseph sensed something between the two.


  He realized neither had saluted him upon entering the room. He went on guard, feeling somewhat comforted by the blaster on his hip. The officers were also armed, so it was false security. Still, he felt better knowing he wasn’t completely defenseless.


  It didn’t escape Joseph that things had gotten pretty bad when he wanted to be armed against his own crew.


  Robards smiled. The strained quality of it sat poorly on his face. “I’m making some headway on security system work-arounds. It’s taking my staff time to get through the codes the Kalqs set up. We’re having to go through unrelated channels, but we’re building paths towards the buffering systems.”


  Joseph said, “It sounds complicated.”


  The tactical officer nodded. “It is. Believe it or not, we’re re-routing commands through the private com archives to get into the rest of our programs. It’s a system that requires security clearance, but it’s low level enough that we’ve been able to access it. We’re building on it a little at a time. It may take a couple more hours, but we’ll be able to break into Engineering.”


  Joseph waited a moment to hear more, but Robards didn’t offer anything further. Tension sang through his body though, letting the captain know something was definitely up.


  His smile as false as Robards, he said, “Very nice work, Commander. My congratulations.”


  Chase spoke up. “You may not think so when you hear what he found and showed to me.”


  “What would that be?” Joseph kept his tone professional.


  “The Holy Leader’s conversations with you, including the one that said that hostage Elise Mackenzie is to be executed with the Kalquorians.”


  Joseph’s temper flared. His fingers twitched next to his weapon, and he wondered if he could actually draw on his officers and kill them in cold blood. He’d never done such a thing, blasting at men face to face. Attacking an enemy ship, where one didn’t see the eyes or expressions of those in the line of fire, was a far different thing. He’d never appreciated until now how much easier it was to kill those he couldn’t see.


  Something in Joseph shrank at the thought of murdering these two, even at the cost of his life. He wasn’t sure if it was conscience or cowardice that made him hesitate.


  Those thoughts flew through his head in less than a second. Frozen by indecision, he stalled for more time. In the coldest tones he could summon, he said, “Those communications were not for your eyes or ears.”


  Robards dropped any pretense of good humor. He retorted, “The orders from our Holy Leader are plain, and you’ve chosen to disregard them. Even after he gave you the command, you still insisted we not execute Mackenzie for the crime of lustful activity. You have willfully disobeyed the Voice of God.”


  Chase interrupted, his demeanor that of a reasonable diplomat. “We know you mean well, Captain. No one can dispute that you’re a good man. But you have your orders straight from the Holy Leader himself. Unpleasant orders to be sure, ones difficult for anyone to carry out no matter his devotion. You do not have to worry about the matter, however. We will be certain it is carried out.”


  Joseph’s fingers twitched again, but they did not touch his blaster. Not when he was looking right in their eyes. Yet he tried to sound strong. “I forbid it. Elisa will not suffer any more than she already has. Our Holy Leader is not here to see our situation and know what it is we face.”


  Chase only smiled with more certainty. “The Holy Leader knows all. He is infallible.”


  Robards nodded. “The fact he was snatched from Earth before Armageddon could claim him tells us of his perfect union with God.”


  Joseph said, “He had a private shuttle ready to go at all times. The moment he knew the Kalquorians were at our security grid, he jumped on it and ran for his life. There was no deity behind that.”


  “You are under a lot of stress. Any man in your position would be, Captain Walker, which is why we’ll excuse your heresy.”


  Chase said, “The fact you are disregarding the Holy Leader’s commands show the responsibilities are getting to you, as they would for anyone who has had to lead in these trying times. It is nothing to be ashamed of.”


  The time had come to fight or surrender. Joseph could not order Elisa’s death and live with himself. Yet he could not force his hand to close around his weapon either. He was not a cold-blooded killer in any sense.


  Still trying to stave off the inevitable, he said, “You want me to step down so you can take command.”


  Chase’s eyes widened in a parody of shock. The expression was so cartoonish that it would have been funny if lives hadn’t hung in the balance. “Not at all, Captain. Many in the crew are becoming just as shaky as you are. They see those of us who maintain our reason as more of a threat than a light through the darkness.”


  Robards nodded emphatically. “You are not a harsh person. It would be better if you were stronger, but it’s that very quality of compassion that keeps so many in their place. Your being captain calms those who are wavering. You are still needed to prevent more of the weak from abandoning the right cause.”


  Chase said, “We will handle the more difficult decisions for you from now on. You will remain in command to ease those with more nervous minds.”


  Joseph snapped, “And if I refuse to be your figurehead?”


  Robards’ strained smile returned. “You don’t want to do that, Captain. Even better to the Holy Leader’s cause is a martyr who fell while fighting the Kalquorians. You’ll die a hero, but you will die.”


  He stepped around the desk. When Robards grabbed the blaster from Joseph’s holster, the captain made no move to stop him. The tactical officer tucked the weapon into his belt. He stepped away, leaving Joseph unarmed.


  The captain knew then that he was no more than a coward. Joseph had abdicated all responsibility for the lives in his care because he was afraid to spill the blood of men standing in front of him. He was worse than a killer because he would stand aside and allow his officers to murder innocents.


  Even the small good he might have done by taking his own life had been erased. Chase and Robards would see to it that the crew would be led into destruction even as they shouted their captain’s name, trying to avenge him against the Kalquorians. In his weakness, he had given them all the power.


  Joseph’s lips felt numb as he spoke. “Well, you’ve made your position clear. I guess we’d all better get back to work on the immediate problem.”


  “Please do carry on. I’ll stay here with you while Mr. Robards continues his project. Just to make sure you have my help if needed.” Chase nodded, his expression that of an approving father. It made Joseph nauseous.


  Robards nodded, snapping a salute to the two of them. “Captain. Commander.” He turned and left the room.


  Chase remained in place, his smile plastered onto his ugly face. After a few moments, Joseph went to his chair and sat down, pointedly ignoring his first officer. He went back to work on his computer, resuming the torturous business of regaining helm and navigation control.


  



  



  







  Chapter 15


  



  Light tapping on the chief engineer’s office door roused Elisa from the fitful sleep she’d fallen into. She’d drifted off lying with Miragin on the carpeted floor. The Imdiko stretched and then rose to answer the summons. Elisa sat up as the door opened to reveal Zemos standing there.


  Miragin beamed at his clan leader. “Hello, my Dramok. You caught us napping.”


  Zemos looked past him to smile at Elisa. She found herself smiling back at that handsome face. She blinked past the exhaustion and remembered she shouldn’t do anything to encourage the Dramok.


  What was a smile compared to the tempestuous sex she’d had with Miragin, however? Damn it, she could still smell the Imdiko’s musk on herself, a scent that made her insides warm again.


  Zemos clapped a hand on Miragin’s shoulder and squeezed. “I’m glad you’re getting some rest while it’s possible. I wondered, my Imdiko, if you would give our Nobek your company while I visit with our lovely Earther friend here?”


  Miragin raised an eyebrow. He looked at Zemos questioningly even as he said in an agreeable tone, “If Oret would like my presence, I would be glad to share it.”


  “He is having some concerns of a personal nature.” Then Zemos said something in his rough language.


  The Imdiko’s eyes widened and then he bit his lips together in an obvious effort to hold back a smirk. Elisa saw he had little success in that endeavor, though he did manage to get control over his amusement after a few seconds. “I see. Yes, I’d be more than happy to offer my support.”


  Zemos gave him a pointed look. “If he asks for it.”


  “Understood. Have fun, you two.”


  Giving Elisa a bright grin, Miragin left the room. As Zemos approached her, Elisa stood and fussed with her wrinkled clothing. No doubt the Dramok knew what she’d done with his clanmate earlier. Even to her not-as-sensitive nose, the room reeked of sex. The slight swelling of Zemos’ formsuited groin confirmed her concerns.


  Rather than descending on her with lust, Zemos stopped an arm’s length away and appraised her with worry furrowing his brow. “You must be uncomfortable, as well as hungry.”


  Elisa couldn’t help but feel good that he asked after her welfare. “Actually, we found a candy bar in the desk. It was old and not terribly good, but it helped. Miragin insisted I eat the whole thing though I tried to share it with him.”


  “Kalquorians can get along without food for quite some time. Miragin will be fine. You, on the other hand, are already underweight.”


  Zemos sat down on the edge of the cluttered desk, displacing several items that thudded to the carpeted floor. He paid the fallen items no mind. He indicated Elisa should sit in the chair before him. She did so, her ankles crossed primly and hands folded in her lap.


  Elisa didn’t know what to expect from the Kalquorian looming over her. His words took her by surprise. “Tell me about your singing. I know you were disgraced when you were younger and you worked to put your siblings through advanced schooling. Still, I can’t quite comprehend how someone with your voice ended up serving food on a warship.”


  She took a few moments to wrap her head around the unexpected subject and another few seconds to compose her answer. “Making a living as a singer on Earth was a very hard thing to do. Only a few managed it, often because they had more luck than real talent. I was nobody from a small town. It seemed ridiculous to spend money on music school. If my path went the way of most singers, I would end up waiting tables to earn a living anyway.”


  Zemos folded his arms over his chest. “Were you able to get any formal training at all?”


  Elisa nodded. “A little when I was young. A music teacher in school took me under her wing and gave me private lessons.”


  “In songwriting too? I would like to hear the rest of the song you sang the other day.”


  Elisa laughed self-consciously and ducked her head. She was aware of how hot her face became, telling her she had turned as red as a lobster in her embarrassment. “I can’t believe I chose to sing that one for you. The lyrics are actually quite awful, beyond juvenile.”


  Zemos grinned at her. “It can’t be that bad.”


  Elisa kept laughing at herself, making his answering smile broaden. “I wrote it when I was twelve years old for a youth minister I had a horrible crush on. Singing of such things could have been taken the wrong way, like I wanted to sin with him. To keep from getting myself into trouble, I turned it into a religious song. I pretended it was about my love for God.”


  She rolled her eyes at herself. Why had she let Zemos and his clan hear her childish efforts? “I don’t know whether to laugh or be mortified that I let you hear any of that,” she groaned.


  “The passions of youth know nothing of adult humiliation,” Zemos said, chuckling with her. “How long were you able to continue with lessons?”


  “Not for long. When I was fifteen, the music teacher who’d been so kind scraped together enough money to send me to music camp. She really believed in me.”


  “It’s always good when someone like that comes along. How was the experience?”


  “It started off well.” Elisa swallowed the painful lump that rose in her throat. “I met another singer there. A boy a year older than me named Audie.”


  Zemos must have picked up on the hurt that came with the memories. His tone was careful when he prodded her. “He must have been the one you were caught kissing. What happened with your young man? How did that situation come about?”


  “It shouldn’t have, in all honesty. Boys and girls were kept separate for the most part. The only time we got to be in the same room was for choir practice. We were at a dangerous age, when hormones tended to make us less cautious.”


  She halted again. Elisa wasn’t sure if she wanted to tell anyone of that time. Music camp had started off with a dream coming true, only to see everything she’d ever hoped for fall away. She didn’t want to face the memories.


  Zemos smiled with understanding. “As old as I am, I remember those years myself. It’s hard to think past the libido when it continually makes itself known, even in the most public of circumstances.”


  Elisa nodded. “I was so innocent. Audie stood behind me when we sang. I thought about how nice it would feel if his hand brushed my shoulder or hair. I thought about taking walks with him while holding his hand. I thought about him kissing me. Nothing more. I thought it was the height of romance.”


  “How much of that did you get to enjoy?”


  “One day he passed me a note as he went to his spot in the choir. I felt this tiny folded square of paper pressed into my hand. Such things were frowned upon, so he must have really wanted to talk to me to have made the effort. The paper was damp, as if his hand had been sweating while he held it.”


  “What did it say?”


  Elisa ducked her head, feeling again the sweetness of youthful infatuation. “He said he thought I was pretty and that I had the voice of an angel. He said he was in love. After that, we passed notes to each other every day. Then one day he asked me to sneak out of my dorm after lights out to meet him in the choir room.”


  Zemos smiled softly, as if perhaps remembering his own childhood loves. “And you did?”


  “Absolutely. It really was innocent. We held hands and talked for hours. About singing, about where we lived, our families, school ... everything we could think of. When we said goodnight and started back to our dorms, he kissed me on the cheek. It was as wonderful as I’d thought it would be.”


  Elisa fell silent again, thinking about Audie Montgomery with his curling blond hair, long-lashed blue eyes, and shy smile. He’d been pretty for a boy, with delicate cheekbones and an innocence that hinted nothing of encroaching manhood. They’d been such children in every way at the beginning of that fateful summer.


  Zemos’ deep voice brought her back to the present. “I think I can see the fresh, guileless girl you were then, the one who thought love was all about holding hands and soft pecks on the cheek.”


  Elisa looked up at the Dramok, jarred for an instant after remembering Audie. Here instead of a young boy was an older man, with gray dusting his black hair, wide shoulders of maturity, and hard-won experience in the fine lines of his face. Yet in Zemos’ purple alien eyes was the same warm dawning of discovery that she’d seen in Audie’s gaze so long ago.


  The only thing left to tell was how it had ended. Elisa rushed through the rest of the story. “We met again three more times. By the time we were caught by the camp counselors, we’d moved on to really kissing, right on the lips. But that’s all we ever did.”


  “Exactly how much trouble did you get into?”


  The lump of hurt was back in her throat. Her voice barely a whisper as it fought past that knot, Elisa said, “I was sent home in disgrace. They publicly whipped me in the town square, and I was sentenced to six months of community service. I don’t know what happened to Audie. I never heard from him after that.”


  Zemos let several seconds pass before asking his next question. “And your music?”


  Elisa sighed. “I wasn’t allowed to sing in school or church after that. I received no more lessons. My music teacher didn’t speak to me ever again, though I would see her in the halls at school. Sometimes she’d look at me, and she seemed so sad. Back then I believed I’d disappointed her, but now I think she felt sorry for me.”


  They sat in silence for a little while, wrapped in their thoughts. When Zemos held his arms out to Elisa, she didn’t hesitate. She stood and moved into his embrace, allowing him to pick her up and cuddle her on his lap. She dove into the warmth of his body, pillowing her cheek on his shoulder. He rocked back and forth.


  Elisa felt that sense of security once more as she had with Miragin. Though she knew better, it seemed as if the shelter of Zemos’ body would keep her safe through anything. No one could touch her as long as he was there to keep life’s storms at bay.


  Little by little, the spell of gloom passed. After a few minutes, Elisa looked up to gaze into Zemos’ face.


  “Tell me about your music,” she invited.


  He quirked a smile. “I play an instrument called a nilnam. It has twenty strings you pluck and strum over a round, hollow drum.”


  “Are you good?”


  “Having played for over a hundred years, I’ve achieved some small mastery,” Zemos said, his grin getting larger.


  Elisa laughed. “One would hope! I didn’t know if you were serious about it or it was simply for your own pleasure.”


  “I was invited to join several orchestral groups, but the life of a musician was too sedate for me. I play small concerts on board my ship with other musical members of my crew.” He brushed a lock of hair from Elisa’s forehead. “I would like to play some day and hear you sing with my accompaniment.”


  Elisa thought about it, singing for others with Zemos at her side. She knew for that to happen, she would have to remain with his clan. She would have to join his clan.


  Zemos’ voice was soft. “Is it so terrible to contemplate? Staying with us?”


  She looked up at him, taking in the details of his face, which somehow managed to be wild at times and civilized at others. She felt keenly that she was in the arms of a man who could break her or keep her from being broken.


  She told him, “It’s not terrible at all. That’s part of what bothers me. It shouldn’t feel so easy to leave my own kind behind.”


  “You wouldn’t be leaving them all behind; just the ones who wish to remain separate. There are a number of Earthers on Kalquor now, you know, people who feel as you do. It’s becoming more and more apparent our species’ fates are intertwined, no matter how hard a few fight against it.”


  Elisa sighed. “Miragin keeps saying how he can understand it being hard for me to feel like I’m betraying the rest of my species. To some extent, it does seem that’s what I’m doing. In all truth though, I often feel that I want to run and run and run from every other Earther and never see a single one of my people again.”


  Zemos smiled. “You felt that way before we came along, didn’t you?”


  She nodded. She could have happily left behind even kind people like Captain Walker and Ensign Larsen. “You’ve been my only happiness on this ship, as odd as that must sound.”


  “It doesn’t sound odd at all. You have been the one delight of this whole trial for my clan, one worth being captured for.”


  She snorted. “Sure I was. All I did was bring you food.”


  “And smiles, comfort, kindness, and your voice. Everything about you has made us happy, my lovely Elisa.”


  “Flatterer.” She looked away to let him know she wasn’t buying into his spiel.


  Zemos grabbed her chin, making her look him in the face once more. “In the first two or three weeks of our captivity, the charge of empty flattery would have been true. I’ll admit that initially I’d hoped Miragin could charm you into helping us escape. Now I want to make you love me as much as I love you so you will escape with us.”


  Elisa stared at him in shock. She’d convinced herself she’d misheard Miragin earlier but this time there was no mistake. Zemos had just declared he loved her.


  Before she could find her wits to reply, the Dramok kissed her. It began with slow sensuality, a torrid sweetness that stole her very breath. Her toes curled as he tenderly but thoroughly plundered her mouth. If making love could have occurred through a kiss alone, Zemos would have succeeded.


  Throughout the time his tongue stroked hers and he held her tight to his chest, Elisa’s mind repeated the same unbelievable statement over and over.


  He loves me. He says he loves me.


  When the kiss ended, Zemos looked down at her with an expression that was kind and firm all at once. Elisa had wanted to ask him to repeat his earlier declaration, just so she could be sure of it, but the quiet control in his face stilled her voice. She felt no fear, but she also could not speak until she felt he would welcome it.


  “Do I dare see hope in your eyes?” he asked. “Did you want all this time to hear me speak of my feelings for you? I was afraid to do so. I thought saying the words would frighten you away.”


  Elisa lay there, still not able to beg him to repeat the magical statement that her ears strained for. She needed Zemos to say it again. Needed it. Yet she could not ask him for it.


  His gaze searched her face. “Here you are, looking at me with such want. You did wish for me to say it. I will, and I’ll ask if you love me too. But before that happens, you must know a few things about being my mate, Elisa. These are things about me you will not have guessed. Not from seeing me on the other side of that containment barrier, locked up like an animal.”


  Elisa could not imagine the Dramok telling her anything that would keep her from wanting to hear him speak that dreamed-of declaration again. That she had to wait another second for it made her want to cry.


  Zemos said, “I am a Dramok, the most controlling breed of my people. I also have strong Nobek characteristics, which make me even more demanding. I can be tender, but I am also exacting.”


  Elisa found her voice at last. “I know you are a powerful man. I’ve seen how Oret and Miragin obey you.”


  “It’s more than that, little one. I am driven to prove my mastery over others. I will listen to others’ opinions; I’ll even invite them to share their expertise to help me make decisions. In the end, however, I must dominate the situations I find myself in.”


  Elisa tried to figure out what that would mean in a relationship. She couldn’t quite make out how Zemos’ controlling personality would make things much different for her. She was used to following orders on board a ship. Before that, she had obeyed her teachers and mother without question. There had never been any other way.


  “I guess I don’t know what you’re trying to warn me about,” she told the Dramok.


  He nodded, his expression patient. “I am my clan’s leader. I have also been a captain, the leader of my crew, for many years. I am used to guiding others for the benefit of us all.”


  “You’ve earned that right, or you wouldn’t have the rank you do,” Elisa ventured.


  Zemos smiled at her. “It’s important you understand that. Giving yourself over to my control means earning your trust, as I have Oret and Miragin’s. They know if I order something, it is with their welfare in mind as well as the welfare of the clan as a whole. You must learn that too, if you are to become our Matara.”


  “If they are unsure or disagree with an order you give them, they are free to discuss it with you. Is that right?”


  The Dramok nodded. “Of course. If I don’t know what is bothering them, how can I reassure them? How can I make things right when they go wrong? Speaking up and telling me the truth is their responsibility in our relationship. I cannot guide my clan if I don’t know everything going on with them. We keep no secrets, Elisa.”


  She thought he made sense. “I can see that.”


  Zemos stroked her hair. “It would be the same with you. You cannot hide things from me ... because I would expect you to surrender in every way possible when we are together. Because I do not wish to see you harmed, I must know everything you think and feel.”


  Elisa sucked on her lower lip. A little of what he said did concern her. She said, “Secrets can keep bad things from happening, though. If Audie and I hadn’t been found out, I wouldn’t have gotten into so much trouble.”


  Zemos regarded her for a moment. “There was no trust between you and those who punished you so harshly, however. Do you not despise your former government? And what of your parents? Your father broke his trust with not only your mother, but with his children as well. It caused irreparable harm to his family.”


  Elisa nodded. She caught a glimmer of understanding. “You’re saying that if a relationship is good, there is no need for secrets.”


  “Exactly. I will not tolerate lies or subterfuge from my clanmates. I cannot give them what they need if that happens. It also means I have failed to win their trust.”


  “You said you wish to have me trust you.”


  “More than anything. You cannot completely give yourself to me otherwise.”


  “How will you do that?”


  Zemos smiled, and it warmed Elisa through and through to see it. “A little at a time. I will test your limits bit by bit, and you will learn that if you say it is too much, I will stop. I will show you that while I may not always give you what you wish, I will provide everything you require.”


  Elisa stared up at him. “What is it you think I need?”


  His smile grew even larger, and she imagined she saw something a bit dangerous in it. “You need to be given the life you were denied. You need to have the space to let the stunted parts of you grow up, and you need to let the parts that grew up too fast to have permission to let go and play.”


  She blinked. “I don’t quite understand.”


  “I know.” Zemos’ expression sobered, becoming a little sad. “You were forced to be responsible for younger siblings. There was nothing left for you to explore your dreams. You skipped the explorations of childhood because your mother needed another adult in the family. Not only that, you were never made to feel safe and secure, as you should have.”


  Elisa grimaced. “I’m almost fifty years old, Zemos. It’s a little late for me to have a happy childhood.”


  “I don’t think so. If I can get you off this battlecruiser, you will know the security of three men who will do everything it takes to keep you safe. You can finally explore your musical talent and any other thing deemed too ‘trivial’ when you were a little girl. That part that was cut off from you will be encouraged to flourish.”


  Elisa laughed and shook her head. “It’s a nice dream, Zemos. I don’t think it will work though. Too much time has passed.”


  His brow lifted. “If you were on your deathbed, I would agree. But you are not, and you still have many years of life ahead of you. You have plenty of time to realize your dreams.”


  She huffed in exasperation. “I’m forty-eight, you stubborn beast!”


  “And I’m over one hundred thirty years old. Behave yourself and listen to your elders, young lady. Otherwise, I’ll put you over my knee and show you you’re not too old to have your ass warmed by a spanking.”


  Elisa was about to retort when she saw the cold resolution in Zemos’ gaze. Dear heavens, he was serious about spanking her? It couldn’t be ... and yet she found she didn’t dare test him on that. Not with that look on his face.


  A slow smile spread over his lips. “Good. I see you can be taught even at your so-called advanced age. Let’s see what other lessons you’re ready to learn, little one. It’s time we build some trust. Lace your fingers behind your neck.”


  His look had warmed, but the command in his tone demanded instant obedience. Elisa found herself moving to carry out the order before she thought it over. She scowled and hesitated, her fingertips just touching at the nape of her neck.


  One side of Zemos’ mouth quirked up in amusement. “Yes, I know you’re suspicious of what might happen. I will be honest and tell you there will be moments of emotional discomfort. However, I will not harm you. Lace your fingers as I told you to, Elisa.”


  She complied, still watching him carefully. What in the world was he up to?


  The Dramok nodded his approval. “Good girl. Say the word sholt, Elisa.”


  “Sholt,” she repeated. He ordered, she obeyed. It was like a game of Simon Says, she thought.


  “Very good. Sholt is Kalquorian for ‘stop’. Remember that word.”


  “All right.” Zemos Says remember. Elisa stifled a giggle. Well, he’d wanted her to rediscover her childhood after all.


  Zemos’ brow rose at the suppressed amusement in her voice, but he didn’t comment on it. Instead, he told her, “I intend to have sex with you, Elisa. It could be the way I decide to enjoy your body may be overwhelming to you. If you at any time feel you cannot follow my commands, you will say sholt. The moment that word leaves your lips, everything stops.”


  Elisa’s eyes went wide. “What will you do to make me tell you to halt?”


  He shrugged. “It could be you will be fine with the things I want of you. It could be you have a mental or emotional block to what I demand. Your people are notoriously repressed. You may even find the kind of sex I enjoy to be physically taxing. If that is the case, you say sholt.”


  “Wait. Did you say you would demand things from me?”


  Zemos’ gave her a patient face. “I am a Dramok. I insist on my sex partners submitting to me. You will do as I say, without hesitation or argument. Only the word sholt will be permitted to change that.”


  Elisa licked her lips. He hadn’t been kidding when he’d claimed he had to be in control. Could she give herself over to him so completely?


  Zemos bent to kiss her. “I love you, my little Elisa. I love you fiercely and with all my heart. I love you so much that you own my every thought. If you cannot give me this however, if you will not give me the opportunity to build your trust in me, I must rescind my offer to clan.”


  Trust. It seemed such a small thing he asked, so utterly reasonable. Elisa had never realized just how monumental putting one’s faith in another was until this moment, however. Even finally hearing the words I love you; those words that should make the universe the bright, wondrous place she’d expected such a declaration to make it ... even those words had not erased long-held fears after all.


  Had she trusted anyone in her life? Certainly not since music camp. Even before then her father’s many betrayals had eroded her faith in others.


  Elisa searched Zemos’ face, seeing the patience there, the hope he held. She saw the strength that said he would keep her safe in heart and soul. It came with a price, however. She had to try and discover trust in another being. She had to forget all the experiences that said no one could be given her full faith. If she did not, Zemos, Miragin, and Oret would leave her behind.


  Elisa didn’t know if she could manage it. As badly as she wanted to give Zemos that trust, as desperately as she wanted to realize the fantasy of being with his clan, she feared she would not be able to give them what they needed.


  She drew a deep breath. “I’ll try, Zemos,” she whispered. “I wish I could promise more, but trying is all I have.”


  “Then trying is good enough for now,” he answered. “We will start with you closing your eyes. You will keep them closed no matter what until I tell you to open them.”


  Elisa did as she was told. It was hard to shut out the handsome face hovering over hers, but she did it.


  For a few moments nothing happened. Elisa sat cradled in Zemos’ lap with one of his arms supporting her behind her back. She imagined him staring down at her, watching her face to make sure she kept her eyes shut. His chest moved against her in slow, steady breaths that she couldn’t hear. If he hadn’t been holding her, Elisa would have suspected he had left her alone in the room. He was that silent.


  The quiet spun out so long that Elisa’s mind began to drift. The nap she’d taken with Miragin had been a short one, and exhaustion only waited for the slightest relaxation to creep in on stealthy feet. Lulled by the rhythmic rise and fall of the Dramok’s chest and the warmth of his body against hers, Elisa let herself enjoy feeling cared for. Her thoughts wandered through memories and fantasies, mixing the two. Then her mind stilled.


  A gentle tug on the top button of Elisa’s blouse nearly startled her eyes open. She remembered herself just in time to keep that from happening, her senses coming alert in an instant.


  Zemos opened the first button and folded back the collar of her shirt. The rough callouses on the pads of his fingertips rasped over the skin he exposed. He stroked just below her collarbone.


  “So soft,” he said in a low tone. “I have never felt skin as tender as yours.”


  Elisa tried to contain a shiver but couldn’t. He, Oret, and Miragin had touched her in far more intimate places, yet this careful investigation somehow felt profound. Was it because she was so conscious of giving herself over to him? The idea that she surrendered herself lent extra poignancy to the liberties he took.


  Zemos tugged the next button free, opening her blouse even more. He spread the top of the fabric wider, exposing the tops of Elisa’s breasts where they spilled out of the cups of her bra. Once more he stroked the skin he bared. Moisture crept from between Elisa’s legs at the careful, raspy feel of his hand on her. With her eyes closed and Zemos so silent, she was acutely aware of his touch. She imagined she could even feel the whorls of his fingerprints, so attuned was her sense of feel. Her breath came faster.


  The next two buttons he undid were at the bottom of her blouse. He bared her stomach to the bottom of her bra. Once more he caressed her. The sensations there were even more intense, sending butterflies in flight. Zemos found a couple of ticklish spots as well, startling some giggles from her. His soft chuckles joined her tittering gasps as she jerked.


  “Don’t tell Oret about those spots,” he warned her. “He’ll hold you down and tickle you until you can’t breathe.”


  “Oh no,” Elisa sighed. “I don’t like to be tickled at all.”


  “You don’t want to tell him that either. He’ll make it a point to torment you as often as possible.”


  Elisa found it amusing that the sometimes scary Nobek liked to tickle people. It was a playful side she hadn’t glimpsed of him yet ... though it sounded like a sadistic playfulness.


  Zemos unfastened the last two buttons of her blouse. He slid it off her body after ordering her hands to unclasp long enough to do so, leaving her clad in only her bra and skirt. She wasn’t to be left covered even that much for long; he fumbled with the catch of her bra and removed that too.


  Elisa was extraordinarily aware of being on display. Her chest was naked, and the position of having her hands behind her neck, her elbows out wide, made her breasts thrust up as if she offered herself to Zemos. She couldn’t help but draw in a bit, huddling into herself.


  “No, little girl.” Zemos pressed her elbows out to the side once more. “Shoulders back. Legs down. Lie open for my enjoyment.”


  It was hard to obey him. Elisa didn’t feel just exposed; she felt positively slutty lying in his lap the way she was. She whimpered.


  Zemos massaged her breasts while murmuring soothing sounds. “Pretty girl. Lovely breasts. So soft in my hands. What a good girl you are to do as I tell you. That’s my Elisa.”


  He rubbed the pliant mounds, the heat in his palms sinking into her flesh. Elisa’s self-consciousness melted under his touch as excitement rose. She even thrust upward, inviting more of his attentions.


  “Good, Elisa. That’s it. You’re safe with me. Give yourself over to the pleasure.”


  Zemos plucked at her nipples, sending shards of elation through her body. She cried out at the thrills spilling from the gentle tugs. The heat in her guts turned fiery, especially when the Dramok rolled the stiffened peaks between his thumb and finger.


  “Look how responsive you are,” he praised. “Your nipples are becoming swollen and red. I like that my girl is sensitive to my touch.”


  Elisa shook all over as his continued play made pleasure course through her. She moaned, unable to hide how his hands set her insides to roiling. Every tweak, pat, and squeeze was more intense than the last.


  “Lovely,” the Dramok whispered over and over. “You are the loveliest thing I’ve ever seen.”


  He lavished attention on her like that for what felt like a long while. By the time Zemos’ hand drifted from her breasts to the waistband of her skirt, Elisa writhed on his lap. She wanted nothing more than for the Kalquorian to lay his body on hers and fuck her hard.


  Instead, Zemos’ fingers curled in the stretchy waistband of her last article of clothing. Bit by bit, he eased the skirt down, his hand moving from one hip to the other as he inched it past her ass, mound, down her thighs, and finally drew it from her ankles and tossed it aside.


  “Now spread your legs apart so I can see your pretty pussy,” Zemos said, his voice low.


  Elisa started to obey when she became self-conscious once more. She was terribly aware of her naked body lying across Zemos’ lap. He was still fully clothed, and the idea of it made her feel even more vulnerable.


  What was she doing like this? She was offering herself to the enemy like a traitorous whore. Yes, she loved Zemos, she wanted to somehow end up far away with him and his clan, and she wanted to run away from everything to do with Earth. Still, this was so blatant. So carnal. So criminal.


  Elisa couldn’t remember if the door of the office was locked. Anyone might come in and see her like this. Her legs drew together, and she scrunched her eyes tight against the sudden sting of tears. She was going to get caught. She was going to be punished like before. No, it would be even worse than before, because she wasn’t a little girl anymore; she was a full-grown woman now and that meant the full penalty—


  “Elisa? Elisa, open your eyes and look at me.”


  The order barked right in her ear, making Elisa’s eyes fly wide open. She stared into Zemos’ calm face. It filled her vision, and she gasped.


  “Easy, little one. I have you. You’re safe.” His arms tightened around her, holding her close. Keeping her secure.


  Her racing heart slowed just a bit. Shudders that had begun to quake her body eased. Zemos smiled encouragingly at her.


  “There, now. All better. You know you’re all right.”


  Elisa swallowed. One moment she’d been aroused beyond belief, ready for Zemos to take her right here on the desk, the next she’d seen herself being hauled out by Lieutenant Commander Robards for execution before a jeering crowd.


  “What happened, Elisa?”


  She blinked up at Zemos. His piercing purple eyes watched her intently despite the quiet voice he used. His expression remained calm, controlled. It was the face of someone who had never suffered a moment’s doubt in himself.


  Elisa felt ashamed. Here was a man who’d watched his crew get killed or captured. He’d seen his Imdiko threatened. He’d fought hard to get the slimmest of chances to escape mortal enemies to go back to the life he’d been snatched from.


  Comparing herself to Zemos, she felt in severe want. For so long she’d dreamed of escape from her dangerous but somehow ordinary life. She’d envisioned an impossible love that had somehow come to her despite the odds against it. Yet it was the trapped alien who possessed all the strength in the face of destruction and she who crumbled before paradise.


  Cringing miserably in Zemos’ arms, Elisa muttered, “Nothing is wrong. I’m just being stupid.”


  “I doubt that,” he said. “Talk to me. Tell me what had you so scared just now.”


  She shook her head. She couldn’t admit to be such a coward.


  “Elisa, I told you I need your trust and the truth. Are you going to grant me neither? Do you say sholt and end this now?”


  Cold knifed through her guts. Her hands flew from behind her neck to grasp fistfuls of his formsuit. “No. Please, don’t go.”


  Zemos stroked her hair. “Then tell me.”


  His continued care pushed back the humiliation of turning weak. Elisa said, “I had a weird moment where I mixed up what had happened to me when I was punished for kissing that boy, and what would happen if I was caught with you. For an instant it seemed real. I half-expected our tactical officer would come storming in to take me from you to face execution.”


  Zemos’ jaw tightened for an instant, but his tone remained comforting. “I would never let any such thing happen to you. However, I understand how your past trauma could bring such fears forward.” He kissed her forehead. “I told you the emotional limits might get pushed a bit.”


  Elisa sighed. “I wish I was strong like you. I don’t want to be afraid.”


  The Dramok’s brow arched. “I have been afraid many times, little one. I have gotten to know fear quite well in these past few weeks.”


  She stared at him in surprise. “You’ve never shown it. Are you afraid right now?”


  Zemos nodded. “I fear for you and Miragin, Oret and the rest of my crew. I fear I will not be able to save you. Right now, some of that fear is sublimated by passion and anger, however.”


  “Anger?”


  He smiled, but it looked more like a grimace. “I am furious over what you’ve suffered, my love. Hearing that you were publicly whipped and shamed and then later denied your gift of music has made me wish I could hunt down those who did those things to you. I would like nothing more than to serve justice on your behalf for all that.”


  Elisa felt warmth bloom in her heart. He did care for her. “Why didn’t you tell me you were angry?” she asked.


  “Because you need to feel my concern more than my need to defend you. Railing against those who made you suffer will do little to earn your faith.” Zemos rocked her. “How am I doing so far?”


  She grinned ruefully. “Before I had a meltdown, you were doing quite well. I just felt really vulnerable all of the sudden.”


  “That’s how I wanted you to feel,” he chuckled. “In fact, we shall pick up where we left off. Hands back behind your neck, eyes closed, and legs wide, Elisa.”


  She hesitated, and his brows rose. “That was not a negotiable request, love. Unless you say sholt, not obeying me is going to get you in trouble.”


  Elisa sucked on her lower lip. “Do I have to be so – so crude? I don’t like displaying myself like some kind of harlot, Zemos.”


  The Dramok’s smile was gone, replaced by patient but adamant control. “What you like is not the issue at this moment, Elisa. Submitting to my wishes is what you agreed to, and what I wish is for you to display yourself for my enjoyment. That you feel you look like a harlot is a learned response from the government you say you want nothing to do with any longer. For me, you will show yourself so I may appreciate the beautiful woman you are.”


  Elisa swallowed. She had agreed to this, but it didn’t make it easy by any means. Still, she tried. Her legs spread apart one inch. Two. Three.


  Zemos shook his head. “At this rate, you will have obeyed me a week from now. Are you going to let me earn your trust or not, little girl?”


  She heard the unspoken question behind the one he asked: was he to give up on making her his clan’s woman?


  Knowing she was shaking too hard for Zemos to miss, Elisa put her hands behind her neck and locked the fingers together. She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. Then she slid her legs wide apart.


  The Dramok sighed, the sound that of a pleased man. “Very, very good, my sweetling. That was not easy, and I am proud of you.”


  Despite the discomfort of her blatant exhibition, a wave of contentment washed through Elisa at his approval. Hearing Zemos say he was proud of her made her heart fill with joy.


  After a few moments, during which she thought the alien captain must have been looking over her intimate flesh, he spoke again. “I am going to touch this gorgeous pussy now, Elisa. I wish to enjoy it thoroughly. I want you to give it to me as my own property to do with as I wish. Can you do that? Will you try?”


  Hearing the consideration in his tone reassured Elisa despite her misgivings. “I will try.”


  “Good girl. I want you to obey me because you know I have your best interests. I want you to know you can place yourself in my care.”


  “That would be nice,” Elisa whispered, more to herself than him. She was sinking into a sensation of security like she had never known before. Zemos made her anxious but somehow safe all at once.


  The lightest of touches, so ephemeral she almost didn’t register it at first, traced the outer lips of her sex. Elisa was amazed that someone with Zemos’ presence could be that gentle. She felt the heat of his fingertips more than actual pressure as he outlined her pussy. The sensation brought fizzy tingles to her intimate flesh.


  “So pretty,” Zemos told her. “I like seeing how the pink of the inner folds blushes as I touch you. I think I will shave you once we have been rescued and given private quarters. The hair is lovely, but I would enjoy seeing you smooth.”


  Elisa didn’t know what to think of that. It sounded strange that he would want her pubic curls gone, yet titillating as well.


  Zemos’ careful exploration continued. He spread her outer lips wider, slipping fingertips into the crevices between them and her inner petals. “Wet, my little Elisa. Are you eager for my touch, precious girl?”


  A fine trembling had broken out all over her body as heated prongs of need stabbed deep into her core. The sound she made in response was like that of a small bird, a strange warbling she’d never made before.


  “I see you are. No, I don’t want you to let your legs close. Just relax for me. Good girl. I’m taking care of you. You have nothing to do but enjoy.”


  The heat in Elisa’s sex climbed, filling her belly. Zemos now stroked her inner lips, the raspy callouses of his fingers creating a delicious friction that tied her in knots. She moaned a wordless plea.


  “That’s it. Keep your eyes closed. I want you to shut out your sight so you can concentrate on how it feels. Just stay with the sensations. There is nothing else to do.”


  One finger went down the center of her slit, opening the inner lips of her pussy. Elisa cried out, her hips jerking upward. Zemos’ grip on her tightened.


  “Easy, sweetling. That was a nice one.”


  His touch moved down until he reached her opening. Elisa felt her body straining, anticipating his finger entering her. For a moment, Zemos hesitated there, as if contemplating that very thing. Instead, it traveled back up, smearing a honeyed trail in its wake.


  “So enthusiastic. How lovely they did not succeed in repressing your body’s needs.”


  His finger stopped again, just beneath Elisa’s clit. Her breath caught and held. It felt as if her every nerve ending had gathered in that tiny nub and begged for the Dramok to stroke her there. He chuckled.


  “No, you are not reluctant in the least. Poor little thing, you have so much time to make up for.”


  Zemos drew lazy circles around her clitoris, rubbing all about to torment Elisa with that almost-there touch. Her legs drew up and kicked out a little as her knotted guts coiled tighter still. She bit on her lower lip.


  She heard the smile in Zemos’ voice. “Would you like an orgasm, Elisa?”


  The groan came from deep down. “Yes.”


  “Ask me for it, sweetling. Ask very nicely.”


  Elisa didn’t hesitate for an instant. “Please, Zemos, would you give me an orgasm?”


  His arm holding her to his body tightened once more. “Yes, little one, I will. Just lay still for me.”


  Zemos stopped circling the throbbing nub, his finger and thumb closing on it as if to pinch. Elisa felt as if her clit had gone fat and engorged, and so intensely sensitive. She cried out as the Dramok stroked up and down on it.


  “That’s it. Let it go, Elisa. Come for me.”


  She jerked in his grip as he caressed her clit, sending fevered desperation deep into her core. Her cries grew louder as Zemos rubbed, sending stomach clenching bliss through her. He held her still for the most part, keeping her an enthralled prisoner as he drove her towards ecstasy.


  “You’re getting close, sweetling. Almost there. That’s it. Let it happen.”


  The tumult grew sharper, brighter. It was nearly on her, the sensation of knots within fraying, breaking free. Here it came, tearing loose now, her senses flying wide open. A huge, heaving convulsion clenched her tighter once more for a brief instant.


  Whiteness flared behind Elisa’s closed eyelids. Climax rumbled through her body; captured thunder drumming free. Then everything clutched inside again only to fly apart again.


  Spasm after spasm rolled through her. Elisa quaked on Zemos’ lap, aware he continued to stroke her clit, drawing out ecstasy far longer than she thought possible. At last she lay depleted and sprawled over his legs.


  “Good girl,” he praised as the last shudders passed. “You did so well with that. You can release your hands and open your eyes now.”


  Elisa blinked up at him, loosening her laced fingers with some difficulty from the violent grip they’d assumed in her excitement. Her arms flopped as if boneless to her sides.


  Zemos’ smile brought her own smile to her lips. He looked happy with her. At the same time, she was very aware of the iron hardness against her ribs.


  She started to speak. “You didn’t—”


  “That is not your concern,” he told her. “All I want you to worry about is doing what I tell you to. I will handle everything else for the two of us.”


  “Oh.” Elisa tried to think of what to say or do ... but apparently she wasn’t to say or do anything unless Zemos wanted her to.


  It made things easy but quite confusing. Zemos took his need for control very seriously. He wasn’t done with her for now either; not by a long shot.


  “I want you to come for me again,” he whispered.


  “Oh, I don’t think I can,” Elisa said. Her insides felt like jelly.


  “I insist.”


  He’d stopped playing with her clit, his hand cupping her pussy as she recovered. Now his fingers probed at her sex’s opening. The index finger slid inside, entering easily with the slickness of her juices. Elisa gasped as fresh arousal flared.


  Zemos chuckled. “I told you that you had much lost time to make up for. You may hold onto me this time, and I want you to keep your eyes on my face. Look at me, little one, and don’t look away.”


  It was a good thing he’d invited her to cling to him, because his finger was moving in and out fast. He rubbed that good inner spot too, and Elisa moaned as she felt a melting within, as if her insides had become bubbling lava trying to pour out. Her hands found the bulk of Zemos’ shoulders and her fingers dug in as he worked her already spasming sleeve.


  “That’s it, that’s my good girl. Look me in the eyes, Elisa. I want to see everything you feel.”


  Obeying Zemos on that count was much harder. It was as if the Dramok’s gaze bore into her skull, so intense were his purple eyes with their kitty-cat pupils. Elisa’s gaze kept skittering away, now looking at the tip of his nose, now at his brows, now at the indentation of his upper lip.


  Each time she quailed before the intensity of his stare, he gently rebuked her. “No, sweetling. Look at me. Stop hiding. No secrets between us.”


  Adding to the tension was Zemos’ delicious assault on her sex. He pressed a second finger into her, adding to the pressure against the hotspot within her pussy. Elisa thought she must be drawing blood as she gripped his shoulders with desperation, but she couldn’t relax her hold ... not when her deepest recesses were drawing in tight once more, preparing to detonate.


  She’d closed her eyes again, and Zemos brought her back to her senses with a sharp tone. “You are not looking at me, precious girl. I think I will have to keep reminding you since you will not behave.”


  With that, his fingers pounded into her, harder than before. The palm of his hand landed against her clit with a loud report. Pain flared; the engorged nub had emerged from its hood and was defenseless against the slap.


  Elisa whooped in a large intake of breath as superheated sensation billowed through her pussy. The sharp splinter of agony swirled in tight with the roiling arousal already there. They joined and became one profound feeling that brought every cell of her being to exquisite life. She cried out, her channel flexing hard around Zemos’ fingers.


  His eyes widened and his jaw dropped with surprise. Then a hint of a smile curled one side of his lips up. “Oh, it’s like that, is it?” he said, his tone filling with delight. “Well then, let’s have more, shall we? Remember, if you need to stop, the word is sholt. And keep your eyes on mine.”


  With that last bit of instruction, Zemos finger fucked Elisa with brutal excellence. His fingers inside her kept the amazing friction that felt so good at a continuous burn. With every thrust into her core, his palm clapped hard against her aroused clit, treating it to pain that on its own would have been torment. Coupled with the bliss building hard and fast within her, however, it transmuted into an ecstasy that could barely be borne while maintaining sanity.


  Elisa strained against his grip, jerking under the assault. He was making her come ... the need was rising, straining towards his hand ... intense purple eyes filling her vision, coaxing her to obey him ... harder and faster now ... a tidal wave of mind-stealing bliss rising before her ... crashing down ... driving her under with its strength roaring in her ears ... drowning ... drowning...


  Elisa didn’t know how long the tides of pleasure washed through her before she emerged gasping, clawing for the surface of her senses. She became aware of the strong shoulders she clung to, helping her to escape the maelstrom. Again, Zemos’ warm palm cupped her vagina, as if to soothe it after its violent contortions. She blinked up into his smiling face.


  “Hello, little one,” he said. “Did you enjoy yourself?”


  Had she felt like jelly before? Now Elisa was made of mercury, oozing liquid that held no strength or form. She couldn’t even summon the energy to speak. She blinked up at Zemos, as helpless as a newborn kitten in his arms.


  “My girl is tired,” the Dramok observed. “I would let you sleep again except for the torment I feel now. Don’t worry though; I will tax you as little as possible. Just allow me to place you as I need and I will soon be done.”


  He rose from his perch on the edge of the desk, supporting Elisa in the crook of one arm. The other arm swept across the desk’s surface, clearing it of the items littering it. The tools and machine components clattered unheeded to the floor.


  Zemos placed Elisa upon the desk, her head and torso lying stomach-down on its top. Her legs dangled with her toes skimming the floor. She felt drained, and the sensation of the Kalquorian’s thighs moving between hers prompted a whimper.


  Big, warm hands stroked her hair and moved down to rub her shoulders. “Easy, Elisa. There is nothing for you to do. I guarantee I will not take long to find my pleasure.”


  She was sopping wet from the earlier play. When Zemos’ cock slipped inside her, it did so with great ease. The hard length of his secondary cock rubbed alongside her clit. Warmth tumbled through her sex at the friction.


  Oh no, Elisa thought. Surely she wouldn’t become aroused again?


  Then the Dramok’s front prick found her inner nest of nerves. The jolt made her slam her fists on the desk top in agonized lust. “No! No, not again!”


  “Thank the ancestors I have two more clanmates,” Zemos laughed in disbelief. “Maybe I’m too old to keep up with such a youngster.”


  Elisa groaned. “I can’t believe this. I can barely move as it is.”


  “I’ve got you, my little one. I’ll take care of you.”


  He fucked her with a steady rhythm, his groin slapping her buttocks. Elisa kept moaning and whimpering as his smaller cock massaged her clit. As her sheath convulsed around him, Zemos groaned.


  “Mother of All, I’m not going to last. Are you close, my lovely?”


  Elisa managed a sobbing sound. She was all hot, balled-up tension within her sex, and the pressure grew by the second. As the tension mounted, her feet kicked out with desperation. Zemos thrust in deep, his cock tip striking her cervix like a clapper to a bell. Every hair stood up on her body. She seized hard enough that Zemos grunted.


  “I’ll take that as a yes.”


  He drummed hard against her, going deep. His breath was loud over her, telling Elisa he closed in on his end. She didn’t have long to think about that, not with Zemos hitting all the right spots to make her toes and fingers curl.


  They arrived at the same moment, their sexes throbbing in tandem as they realized ultimate bliss. Elisa’s pussy clutched and drew on him, milking him of every shouted expulsion.


  Zemos sighed and leaned down to cover Elisa’s body with his. His weight made her feel like she belonged. As if she’d come home after a long, hard journey.


  There was no longer any question in Elisa’s mind as to what her decision would be when Zemos asked her to clan again. She knew she would go with him, Miragin, and Oret. Her heart told her she had no choice in the matter.


  



  



  







  Chapter 16


  



  Zemos held Elisa for nearly an hour after lovemaking, making her feel warm and secure. During that time he covered her face with gentle kisses, clutched her close, rocked her, and asked every few minutes how she felt.


  He couldn’t remember ever feeling so protective of anyone, not even Miragin. He knew for a fact now that he loved this Earther woman. From the way she looked up at him, so soft with trust, Zemos dared to hope Elisa could return his adoration. Something about her sublimated his wilder Nobek tendencies, making him feel as nurturing as an Imdiko. He wished they could sit there suspended forever in this moment of sublime tenderness. Dealing with whatever may happen in the next few hours would be worthwhile just for these stolen minutes of perfection.


  It had to end however, and at last they faced the present as they must. Zemos helped Elisa dress. He put his uniform to rights. They were just finishing making themselves presentable when a hesitant knock sounded at the door.


  Zemos said, “Open,” and the door slid away to reveal Miragin on the other side. His clanmate wasted no time on niceties, immediately announcing, “Oret says we’re getting a message from the fleet.”


  Leaving the Imdiko to see after Elisa, Zemos raced over to Oret at the control console. His crew crowded around the ship’s security officer, but they parted for him to stand at Oret’s side. He noted they also let Miragin and Elisa through, though this was military business. He felt a throb of appreciation for their regard.


  Pushing personal matters aside, Zemos ordered, “Report.”


  Oret stood up straight at attention. “The signal was weak and I didn’t get a vessel identification, but it’s definitely one of ours who sent the message. They have our coordinates and are on their way to effect a rescue.”


  The crew erupted in cheers and howls of glee. Zemos did not join in because something in Oret’s expression told him all was not well, despite the welcome information. The captain signaled for quiet, and his men fell silent.


  “The bad news?”


  Oret stayed impassive. “I don’t have a timeframe for their arrival. It could be hours or days. Meanwhile, the Earthers have circumvented my block codes. I estimate the security buffers will go down and we’ll be fighting for our lives within the hour.”


  Except for Elisa’s sharp intake of breath, there was no sound following Oret’s announcement. Zemos didn’t dare look at his beloved.


  Oret kept talking. “That’s not all. The tactical officer has issued the order that when they attack us, everyone here dies.” The Nobek looked at Elisa, and a stormy look came into his eyes. “Everyone.”


  Zemos’ jaw clenched and a spike of white-hot rage came and went. When he spoke to the crew, his voice was steady. “All right. You all know we have to hold Engineering for as long as possible. Everyone understands the plan?”


  He received nods of assent. The faces looking back at him were determined. Those who would be fighting even looked pleased. That was no surprise. Nobeks hated hiding. Stand-up battle, even if it meant certain death, was unquestionably preferable.


  “Good. First team consisting of Imdikos and those not defending this room, you know where to go.”


  Zemos shot Miragin a glance, and his Imdiko nodded. Oret had briefed him, as agreed. Only Elisa looked surprised. She alone had not been told the plan that covered the contingency that Captain Walker and his men would find a way to get past Oret’s codes.


  Zemos hated that it had been necessary to hide some things from the woman he loved. However, her loyalties were still understandably divided. Until they got Elisa off the battlecruiser, she would not be trusted with key information. She would also have less to feel guilty for later. That the Kalquorians would have to kill more of her fellow Earthers was not in question, not if they were to escape with their own lives.


  Oret addressed his fighting squads. “We will maintain watch on the Earthers’ movements. Check your weapons and be ready.”


  He received growls of assent. As the Nobek continued to direct his men, Zemos felt a light touch on his arm. He looked into Elisa’s soft brown eyes.


  “Hiding place?” she asked.


  Zemos allowed himself the luxury of brushing a stray lock of hair from her forehead. “We knew we’d lose control of the ship at some point if help couldn’t get to us quick enough. Once your people have retaken the vessel, our objective will be to stay alive until someone from the Empire reaches us. You’ll be kept as safe as I can manage, my love.”


  Miragin guided her away with a comforting smile so that Zemos could get back to readying for the coming fight. The captain watched for a moment as Elisa curved into the Imdiko’s arm around her, somehow looking both comforted and frightened. Zemos swallowed the pang of concern he felt for her.


  By the ancestors, he only wanted her to get through this alive and unharmed.


  * * * *


  Robards came into Joseph’s quarters with a huge grin eating up his face. He saluted and told the captain and Chase, “I’m in. I can take down the security buffer the alien bastards put up any time now. We are ready to strike at this very moment.”


  Joseph’s stomach churned as he thought of Elisa, huddled helpless with the Kalquorians, waiting to die. He managed to keep his trepidation to himself, instead fixing the tactical officer with a withering look.


  “Excellent work, Robards. So why haven’t you taken them down?”


  Robards’ smile faltered. He looked at Chase.


  The first officer addressed Joseph. “He awaits your orders, Captain.”


  Joseph didn’t let his surprise show that they continued to obey protocol though they had taken over command. Instead he maintained his sarcastic veneer. “I’m so glad I’m still allowed to issue some. I don’t suppose I’d be permitted to join the fight?”


  The captain had only one mission left to him: he would try to save Elisa. His hope was to somehow fight his way through and rescue her from both the Kalquorian and Earther crews. If he got that far, he’d try to get her to a shuttle so they could escape the battlecruiser.


  Joseph knew it was a fool’s errand. In the end, he and Elisa would most likely be killed. That no longer mattered in the grand scheme of things. The young captain knew his most vulnerable crewmember was essentially dead anyway, and he had few illusions about his own survival under the command of Chase and Robards. With nothing left to lose, Joseph could at least try to help Elisa and redeem himself. He had to, if only to assuage some small part of his guilty conscience.


  The look Chase and Robards exchanged told Joseph they wouldn’t go for him joining the attack party. However, they surprised him yet again.


  Robards’ smile returned. “I’d be delighted to have you with us, Captain. I’m sure the crew would also be encouraged to see their commanding officer fighting at their sides.”


  The agreement was so unexpected that Joseph stood silent for several seconds. At last he realized he would get his opportunity. He also realized they expected him to die in the assault. The only question was by whose hands.


  The realization they planned to make a martyr of him gave Joseph little pause. With real pleasure he told them, “Nothing would make me happier than to stand with my fellow Earthers. Mr. Chase, you will be ready to get everything back on line as soon as we regain control of Engineering?”


  Chase snapped a nod. “Yes sir. I’ll be right here, awaiting your good news, Captain.”


  He nodded to Robards. The tactical officer returned the blaster he had taken from Joseph. The captain was aware of how carefully they watched him as he checked the weapon’s power levels and holstered it.


  Joseph looked at Robards. “Shall we?”


  Robards snapped another crisp salute, his face beaming like a bridegroom on his honeymoon night. “Yes sir.” He spoke into his portable com unit. “Tactical Officer Robards to Security Lieutenant Adams.”


  The deep voice of Robards’ second issued from the small rectangular device. “I’m reading you, sir.”


  “Bring the security buffer down on my mark. Engage the Kalquorians immediately. Captain Walker and I will be joining you as soon as we can get there.”


  “Acknowledged, sir.” After a few moments of silence, Adams spoke again. “We are ready and standing by, sir.”


  “Acknowledged. Buffer down in three – two – one – mark.”


  Robards hooked his com back on his belt and nodded to Walker. “The attack has commenced, Captain.”


  Joseph’s voice sounded distant to his own ears. “Let’s you and I take out some alien ass, Lieutenant Commander.”


  Chase called after them as they hurried out the door. “Good luck, gentlemen.”


  Their boots thudded down the corridor as Joseph and Robards ran to join the battle. In his head, the captain urged, Elisa, stay down.


  * * * *


  Elisa was standing next to Miragin when a huge volley of percussion blaster fire split the air in the corridor outside the main engineering room. She instinctively reached for the Imdiko. He moved without hesitation; he grabbed her and held her close to his body as if to shield her from harm. Elisa didn’t miss how Zemos and Oret automatically checked on the two of them before bending back to their computers.


  As armed Nobeks took up defensive positions, Oret confirmed their worst fears. He called to Zemos, “Buffer shields are down, and I’m locked out of security functions now.”


  The men guarding the two doorways that led into the room yelled in their barking language. Oret added his own orders from time to time as the fighting got louder and closer. He and Zemos kept their eyes on their computer vids, their grim faces telling Elisa things were not going well for the escapees. She didn’t have to understand their language to know they were in big trouble.


  After less than two minutes of this, Oret’s gaze shot to her. For a bare moment his set expression softened. He then looked to Zemos, but spoke in English, no doubt for her benefit. “I think we’ve worn out our welcome, Captain.”


  Zemos continued to watch his readouts. “So I see. Your men are holding them back quite well, however. We’ll keep control of Engineering for as long as possible.”


  “At this point, even seconds count,” the Nobek agreed. “However, I think you should take Elisa, Miragin, and the non-combat crew to the hiding place now. There’s no sense in leaving that for the last moment.”


  Elisa pulled loose from Miragin to confront Oret. She stood at the Nobek’s side, but she had to yell to be heard over the growing din. “You’re going too, aren’t you? You can’t stay behind!”


  The fingers of one hand continued to fly over his computer console, but Oret reached out to brush a caress against her cheek. “I must fight alongside my men, my lovely. Every moment we gain here brings our fleet closer and increases the chance that you and the rest of my clan will be saved.”


  She stared up at him. Now that Elisa knew her place was with these men, she couldn’t fathom being parted from any of them. “You promised you would keep me safe. You have to come too to do that.”


  Oret stopped the work he was doing. He turned to face her, and his smile glowed despite the blasting and screaming outside the room. “So I did. I am glad you wish to keep me close. I swear to you, I will follow as soon as I can.”


  Zemos also left the computer console to stand at Oret’s side. He grasped his clanmate’s shoulder and squeezed it. “Fight well. If possible, stay alive, my Nobek.”


  They exchanged a long, intense look. In that instant, Elisa saw the regard they held for each other. The respect. The love.


  Oret dipped his head in a quick nod. “So that I may continue to protect my clan, I will. For honor and Empire, I will do all I must. Go, my Dramok. There isn’t much time.”


  Zemos slapped him on the back and moved forward. The captain pushed Miragin and Elisa before him.


  The Imdiko was as reluctant to move as Elisa. Resisting Zemos enough to slow their progress, Miragin looked over the bigger man’s shoulder to the still-watching Oret. “My Nobek...”


  Oret winked at him and smiled again. A look of misery filled Miragin’s face, but he nodded. He stopped pressing against Zemos and turned away.


  Elisa wasn’t about to give up so easily. “How can you leave him? Zemos—”


  Zemos gathered her to his chest while simultaneously hurrying them away from Oret. His voice as gentle as shouting would allow it to be, he said, “This is what he does, Elisa. He fights for our lives and our safety, even though it puts him in danger. It will damage his soul to not do so, and that is worse than physical death to a Nobek.”


  Miragin added, “Oret will be able to fight better if we are not here for him to worry over. He’s also more likely to come out alive with us gone.”


  Elisa gave up resisting, though she hated that Oret would be staying behind. Just because she understood why the Nobek remained in the face of danger didn’t mean she liked it. She could tell Miragin and Zemos didn’t like it either. Now that the Kalquorian captain had them moving towards the open duct leading to the service tunnels, Zemos’ face had become grim.


  Once they had gotten access to the computers in Engineering, the Kalquorians had been able to map the service tunnels that ran throughout the ship. Members of the Kalquorian crew were already lining up in front of the entry to those passageways. Elisa noticed it was mostly the Imdiko breed with a few Dramoks hurrying towards the tunnel’s darkness.


  Those waiting to start the exodus parted as Zemos’ party approached, giving them first escape. At first Elisa thought it was because he was the captain and was supposed to lead. That idea was dashed when Zemos looked over the men with an expression of surprise. “What are you all waiting for?”


  “The Matara must be first to safety,” one elder Imdiko said when the captain hesitated.


  Zemos blinked. He executed a quick bow to the Imdiko and looked at his men. “Thank you, Doctor. Thank you, everyone.”


  Elisa was ushered to the head of the line. Despite the need to hurry, she threw one more glance over her shoulder before going into the barely-lit service tunnel.


  Her gaze met Oret’s. The Nobek was watching them leave, making sure his clan was safe. Elisa knew he already counted her as a member of his family ... as she did. She only hoped she would get the chance to tell him.


  His lips moved. In the ear-ringing cacophony of the blaster fight, she saw rather than heard him say, “I will see you soon.”


  She yelled back, “Promise!”


  Oret nodded solemnly. Then he turned away to bark orders at his men, doing his job to protect her, whatever may come.


  Elisa let Zemos prod her into the tunnel. She hurried now, getting clear of the room so that Oret would have a better chance of surviving without her in his way. As his woman, it was what she had to do to protect him.


  She was his. His and Zemos’ and Miragin’s. Elisa knew now beyond a shadow of a doubt that she would choose these men over the Earthers on the battlecruiser.


  * * * *


  The percussion blaster fire was nowhere near Joseph and Robards, but it was still thick enough to feel as they stepped off the lift onto the engineering deck. A loud ringing whine started in Joseph’s ears almost immediately as they complained against the damaging noise. Yells, screams, and animal-like howls punctuated the continuous shoo-wup sounds of the weapons.


  Joseph had gone over his options one last time as he’d journeyed to this maniacal party. He didn’t pause for an instant. He set off at a dead run and rounded the corner that should have shown him the entrance to main engineering. In the corridor’s dim lighting, instead of seeing the wide arched opening of his goal, a clot of uniformed backs stood in his way. He ran straight to the knot of Earther crew battling to get inside the room. He shoved his way through to the front of the fight.


  He heard Robards scream behind him. “Captain! Damn it, Walker, use some cover!”


  Joseph ignored him. He knew his chances of saving Elisa were slim. Saving himself was almost as unlikely and much less wanted. He only wanted to erase these last years of infamy, to try to replace the shame with one stellar moment of heroism. He would try to rescue the one person who deserved it most or he would die trying.


  Dying felt more than okay to him now. He had failed on so many levels. Being a virtual prisoner on his own ship or a literal one of the Kalquorians was not acceptable to Joseph. If being killed was his only refuge now, he would gladly go to it.


  As if to take him up on his offer, shimmering air distorted the entrance to Engineering as grim-faced Kalquorians returned fire. The Earther captain kept going, staggering over the fallen bodies of human and alien alike. He fired continuously, forcing the Kalquorians to duck back inside main engineering. They popped back out to shoot at him, howling and showing fangs as he came closer.


  He did not care. Even when a glancing percussion blast buffeted one arm, tearing flesh from him, Joseph ignored the pain and kept moving forward. He was aware that his men had taken courage from his suicidal attack and followed him, yelling as bestially as their enemies.


  Joseph and his men closed the distance, blasting their way to the room’s entrance. For his part, the young Earther captain was exhilarated as he tore a path towards the heart of the ship, though he knew at any moment he would be cut down. That was all right. In these final moments before he must die, Joseph felt something he hadn’t in many years: gloriously alive.


  * * * *


  The escaping Kalquorians had quit the tunnels for the tighter confines of maintenance shafts that allowed them to descend levels without using the lifts. The fit was too tight as far as Zemos was concerned. The tube he crawled through felt like it closed in on him, making it difficult to breathe. An old enemy of his, claustrophobia, had him in its vise-grip. It had been uncomfortable enough while in the cramped cell with his clanmates, but he’d managed. These tubes and tunnels were another matter entirely. Zemos had to keep reminding himself to breathe steadily as he climbed downward. Over and over he made himself note that his shoulders and back did not brush the walls of the tube.


  Plenty of room. Plenty of air. No reason to panic. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out.


  The tube was barely lit, but it wasn’t hard to make things out with Zemos’ sensitive eyesight. He saw the hatches and the non-functioning computer grids he passed. There were glowing words at regular intervals that told him where he was, confirming they still headed in the right direction.


  It helped his claustrophobia that he could see, as opposed to Elisa, who had mentioned she couldn’t distinguish anything in the ‘pitch black’. Had Zemos been as blind as she, he would have possibly lost control of himself. Shut up in darkness, enclosed all around? He’d have gone mad within seconds.


  The Dramok captain had taken the lead of the small group of men making their way to the cargo hold, where they would hide next. It was the same hold they’d initially taken shelter in before attacking Engineering. The Earthers had not found them there before, and it seemed as good a place as any to conceal their whereabouts. Being able to reach it through the tunnels without having to use the main corridors made it an even better option.


  There was always hope that the coming members of the Empire’s fleet would reach the battlecruiser before the Earthers found them. Zemos knew that particular hope was slim at best. In this coffin of tunnels running through enemy territory, it was easy to feel the hopelessness of his situation. He felt he led a group of men already dead. The rustling and shuffling noises they made as they followed him down ladders were ghostly enough. He fancied the occasional low mutter of voices were the whispers of lost souls calling to their long-dead ancestors, begging to join them.


  Only one thing kept primitive terror from making Zemos fight his surroundings in an effort to escape: Elisa. She descended the ladder above him, carefully feeling her way down in the darkness with Miragin just above her. With Oret fighting for their survival elsewhere, it had become Zemos’ place to protect as well as guide his other two clanmembers. It mattered not that Elisa had not consented to join his family. As far as the Dramok was concerned, she was his. She was clan.


  From the look on her face as she peered sightlessly down, she was as freaked out by their surroundings as he was. Needing to calm her fears gave Zemos the will to force aside his phobia of tight, dark places. His Matara needed his strength, and he would not fail her.


  He called up to her, “Are you all right, Elisa? If you feel dizzy, I can carry you.”


  He saw her swallow. The fake smile was a trembling mask that did nothing to hide her growing terror. Yet she refused to give in to her fears. Instead she called back, “I’m okay. Just tired. How much farther?”


  “Just one more level,” Zemos said, consoling her and himself. They were close to their destination. He would get her, Miragin, and his crew to temporary safety.


  That last level seemed to last the longest, however. Zemos knew they’d been in the maintenance shafts, tunnels, and tubes for under an hour. The final level would take them less than fifteen minutes to climb down. Yet somehow time changed in this horrid space, every second stretching for untold eons. Zemos felt forever had passed before he reached the spot where escape was at last possible. The final tunnel, just tall enough for him to stand upright in, appeared next to him.


  “We’re here,” he called to those following him. “Everyone stay put until I make sure our way is clear.”


  He heard Miragin pass the word up to those higher up on the ladder as he stepped into the short corridor. Moments later, Zemos stood before the hatch that would finally allow him to escape the harrowing cramped space where there was no room and no air. He drew his blaster from his belt, readying it to fire on anyone he might find on the other side of the door. Quelling the desperate desire to fling the hatch wide open and jump into the space beyond, Zemos triggered the release. The hatch swung open soundlessly, and the captain crouched, ready for trouble.


  Nothing moved in the cargo hold. Lit dimly, but much better than the maintenance shafts, the empty vastness beyond looked cavernous after the close quarters Zemos had just endured. Breath left him in a rush. He inhaled deeply to refill his lungs as he looked for any sign of life in the huge bay. No one was to be seen, however, and he stepped out.


  The Dramok could have screamed with the relief he felt. At the same time, he despised himself for the weakness of the last few minutes that had nearly left him like a frightened child.


  He looked over the cargo bay, reminding himself of how it was laid out. It was immense, easily the size of three professional kurble fields laid end to end. Hover pallets were stacked along one of the longer walls. Metal cargo bins, immense rectangular boxes that stood chest high to Zemos, were stored in a long line. Empty space the size of his old destroyer’s bridge lay in front of and behind the bins, where he stood now.


  There was only the one entrance into the bay besides the tunnel access. The access was too small to admit an attack party, but he’d put a guard there too, just in case. A computer console, big enough for a dozen men to work at, was at the far wall. Otherwise, the hold was empty. Whatever supplies it might have once held were gone, leaving a blank area more than big enough for his crew to shelter in. To the Kalquorian captain, it was heavenly.


  Zemos shook off the last vestiges of the claustrophobia and his self-flagellation for feeling it. He went back to the tunnel and leaned in to call to the others, “It’s all clear. You can come in here.”


  Elisa and Miragin appeared seconds later, blinking in the better illumination. Elisa’s shoulders visibly eased from their hunched appearance. “There’s plenty of space in here,” she observed. “It’s bigger than I remember.”


  Zemos’ noncombat crew filed in. Their low-voiced conversations and the thud of their boots echoed in the wide-open bay. Once he’d gotten a head count and confirmed his entire party had made it, Zemos went to the computer console at the far end of the room. He was glad to see it power up with no problem. He checked and found he could still connect with the computer Oret worked at in Engineering. He typed in the letter ‘Z’, the signal to Oret that they’d made it to the cargo bay safely.


  Oret responded almost immediately, the message appearing in a floating vid over Zemos’ console: under heavy fire earthers coming into engineering now taking out all control systems and evacuating.


  Zemos glanced up to see Elisa and Miragin standing close, waiting for word on their Nobek. He gave them a reassuring smile. “Oret will be on his way soon.”


  Elisa looked at Zemos worriedly. “I hope so. What do we do in the meantime?”


  “Wait and hope.”


  Miragin’s tone was brittle with false brightness. “Oh good. I’ve had plenty of practice with that.”


  Zemos chucked his Imdiko under the chin and ruffled Elisa’s hair.


  To his surprise, she leaned her cheek into his palm. His heart caught to see how she looked at him. She looked at him the way he thought a Matara would gaze at her Dramok, with trust in his strength and guidance.


  Perhaps she was only frightened and begging for signs of reassurance. Maybe he shouldn’t read anymore than that in the soft expression of her eyes. Yet, Zemos couldn’t help but hope for what he thought he saw.


  That was fine with him. Like Miragin, he had plenty of experience in waiting and hoping.


  



  



  







  Chapter 17


  



  Howls, blasts, and yells rang in Oret’s ears as he sped to change computer passcodes and inserted viruses into every system he could to fuck up the ship’s operations. He was running out of time, a fact demonstrated when blaster shots went off in Engineering itself.


  He looked up. Earthers were spilling into the room, driving his men back with deadly fury. Oret’s eyes widened to see Captain Walker at the front of the attackers.


  The Earther captain, always so mild and uncertain, had turned into a screaming demon. Oret almost didn’t recognize the young man, so distorted were his features as he fought his way in. The wily Nobek knew that look well, however. Joseph Walker was a man who had been backed into a corner, with little left to live for. He had made the decision to go out in a blaze of glory.


  Walker’s madman yells went from bestial shrieks to something a bit more sane as a name poured from his throat. “Elisa! Elisa, where are you?”


  Oret had seen the order that would have his Matara killed at his side, but Walker’s tone was not that of a man pursuing fanatical justice. Despite his ferocity, the Earther’s voice possessed a note of desperation. It decided Oret in an instant as to Walker’s immediate fate.


  The Nobek gave the computer one last command, judging he’d run out of time. He grabbed his blaster from the console surface, and raced around to join in the fighting. He went straight for Walker.


  He yelled at his remaining men as he fired at the oncoming Earther crew. “Hold this room! Re-establish control over the entrance! Keep the Earther captain alive!”


  Oret reached the front of the wall of his grimly fighting men and aimed to one side of Walker’s head. His line of sight was clear and he fired.


  The air rippled between Oret and Walker, showing the passage of the percussive blast. An instant later, the Earther captain jerked violently to one side. He fell to the floor unconscious and bleeding, but alive.


  Walker going down seemed to re-invigorate Oret’s small force. They pressed forward for a few precious seconds, driving back the Earthers enough that Oret soon stood over Walker’s inert body. Knowing their advantage was only momentary, Oret ordered, “Evacuate! Fall back by squads and get to the hiding place!”


  He grabbed Walker, lifting the smaller man easily to sling him over his shoulder. Without waiting another second, Oret raced to the maintenance tunnel opening and climbed in.


  He heard his men following him, the ones not tasked with the suicidal mission to hold the Earthers off while everyone else escaped. As the passageway before Oret narrowed, the Nobek realized getting his hostage to the hiding place might slow them down, necessitating the deaths of more of his men. He set his mouth in a grim line. The decision had been made and there was no going back now. Oret hoped it had not been a mistake to spare Walker’s life.


  * * * *


  Robards walked into main engineering as soon as the last percussion blaster echo died. They had reclaimed the heart of the battlecruiser with heavy casualties on both sides, but it was under Earther control again, by God. From here, he should be able to restore ship’s functions.


  He stepped gingerly over the dead, Earther and Kalquorian alike, the bodies tangled in some cases. The alien carcasses would be shoved off the ship as fast as possible. His men would receive hero’s funerals, remarking their unwavering loyalty to God and Earth. Perhaps the Holy Leader himself would deign to officiate. Robards felt a tremble of excitement at the idea of being in the same room as the Voice of God.


  As Robards made his way past the largest knot of twisted, partially disintegrated bodies, a member of his attack force opened the door to the storage area. Nearly half of the engineering crew stumbled out alive. The tactical officer eyed them with surprise and some suspicion. The Kalqs had allowed some of the men to live? The cowards must have surrendered without a fight, he surmised. No doubt Captain Walker would congratulate them on managing to survive. And where was the woman Elisa Mackenzie? He saw no sign of her among the former prisoners, nor did he spy a feminine form among the bodies.


  For that matter, where was Walker himself?


  He grabbed the closest man to him, who just happened to be a familiar face. This man was a small, self-important weasel, but one who had been a decent tool these last few weeks.


  Ensign Remington stiffened to feel someone’s hand on his skinny bicep. He quickly found a modicum of respect when he realized who had tagged him.


  Robards barely acknowledged the hurried salute. “Where is Captain Walker?”


  Remington was almost beside himself with excitement. “He went in first to fight the Kalqs, sir. There’s no sign of him anywhere. They must have taken him prisoner.”


  Robards’ gut clenched. “Some Kalqs got away with the captain as a hostage? How?”


  “One guy said they used the maintenance shafts, sir. The cover’s off. Do we pursue? It’s awful close quarters in there for fighting.”


  Robards looked at the small opening to the maintenance tunnels. The hatch was indeed left open. It was big enough for a man to walk into, but he knew the shafts narrowed substantially farther in. Close quarters didn’t begin to describe them. Any man going in after the aliens would be a sitting duck, especially considering how much better Kalquorian eyesight was in the dark.


  He scowled. “Any sign of the woman?”


  “No sir,” several voices answered.


  More men had gathered around him, looking to Robards for orders. For the moment, Robards was at a loss. Walker being taken hostage was an unforeseen wrinkle.


  The tactical officer and Chase had planned to unload the weak captain at their first opportunity. Walker volunteering to fight should have given them the added advantage of using him as a martyr. Robards had been delighted that Walker had dove headfirst into fighting. It had put the younger man out of range of his blaster, but Robards had figured on a shot from the Kalquorians to finish Walker off. The captain had stampeded the enemy in a suicidal rush that should have gotten him killed.


  That had apparently not happened, and Robards ground his teeth in frustration. It would have been so much better for there to be a dead body to infuriate the men with. However if the Kalqs made Walker a hostage, that might give him and Chase more trouble than they’d bargained for.


  Robards marched over to the computer bank. “Fuck chasing them for the moment. What I want to do is get the ship’s commands back online and re-establish control on the bridge. Set up guard around that hatch to make sure none of those bastards doubles back to take potshots at us. The rest of you, make sure all these on the floor are dead. If you find a live Kalq, kill it. Engineering crew, help me get this ship back online.”


  He’d let Chase worry over what to do about Walker being taken prisoner. Command fell to the first officer anyway, so he could deal with this unforeseen occurrence. Robards had his own concerns.


  With the confused engineering staff hovering at his shoulders, some asking about food and medical care, Robards punched commands into the main system. “Damn it, we’ve got a major situation! Unless you’re dying, get on a fucking computer and re-establish helm and nav control now!”


  There was a little grumbling, which Robards normally would not have tolerated. However, the computer he worked on refused to comply with all his attempts to regain control over the ship’s heading and speed. The damned thing was completely offline except for the security links he’d established to get past the buffers. None of that was useful in allowing anyone to fly the battlecruiser.


  His heart sinking, Robards and a couple of engineers fought the computers for a few minutes, trying to find a way into the helm and nav controls. Nothing worked. Then three of the computers suddenly switched off. They refused to power back up.


  An engineering lieutenant yelled as his fingers flew over the console in front of him. “There’s a virus in the system, knocking everything out. I’m shutting down the computers that still work before the entire thing is compromised!”


  Robards stepped back as the humming console silenced and all the vids blinked off. The lieutenant turned to him. “Sorry, sir. You’re going to have to get some techs in here to clean the system out. If we power back up with the mess the Kalqs left, we could lose all ship’s systems including life support.”


  Robards wanted to throttle the man, simply because he was convenient and telling him shit he didn’t want to hear. However, it wasn’t the lieutenant’s fault. Attacking him would not win Robards any followers either.


  Fighting with everything he had for control over the screaming rage unleashing in his head, Robards said, “Get this damned thing up and running again. Do whatever it takes; haul in whoever has the least bit of knowledge that will fix this mess.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Robards stepped away from the console before he could give in to the urge to tear it apart. He looked over engineering, at all the dead bodies, at the open hatch through which his enemies had escaped, and at the dark and useless computer console.


  They’d gotten to the heart of the battlecruiser only to discover it had been torn out. He’d failed and the Holy Leader would not be pleased. Unless they managed to get the ship back online, Browning Copeland would turn his back on them. If he ever heard the name Alec Robards, it would be attached to failure, undeserving of praise.


  Robards gave in to the dismal fury choking him and screamed at the dark entrance to the maintenance tunnels that mocked him. “You fucking freak Kalqs! Damn you!”


  * * * *


  Elisa gasped with shock when Captain Walker followed the arriving Nobeks out of the maintenance tunnel. A small rivulet of blood ran from his left temple to his jaw, and the shoulder of his uniform was shredded, showing more bloodied flesh. He blinked with dazed confusion as he gained the better-lit cargo bay, as if not quite sure where he was.


  Elisa’s amazement almost eclipsed the enormous relief she felt to see Oret emerge behind the captain. Had Walker not been there, she would have flung herself into the Nobek’s arms.


  Her captain’s arrival kept her from performing such an act, however. Walker’s gaze fell on her and he stopped short despite Oret prodding him forward. Then Walker ran to grasp her by the upper arms, his gentle, handsome face hinting at a smile.


  The captain almost sounded as if he sobbed when he said, “Elisa, thank God you’re all right. You are all right, aren’t you?”


  Touched that he’d been so worried for her, Elisa said, “Yes, Captain. I’ve been treated very well.”


  At her back, Miragin said, “You’ve been injured, Walker. Medic?”


  An Imdiko wearing what Elisa had discovered to be a medical badge hurried forward. He examined Walker as Oret and three other Nobeks stood over the Earther captain, guarding him.


  “Near-miss blaster wounds,” Oret informed the medic. He sketched a bow to Zemos as the Dramok joined them. “I thought he might make a good hostage, Captain.”


  Walker snorted and shook his head. “You thought wrong. The first officer and tactical commander are in charge. I’m only a figurehead. I think they were planning on making me a martyr, in fact.”


  Oret’s brow rose. “You fought quite violently for someone at odds with his crew. Like a man with nothing left to lose?”


  Walker gave the other Earther in the room a rueful smile. “My only hope was to rescue Elisa and get us to a shuttle.”


  Elisa blinked at him. “Captain?”


  “The Holy Leader told me to kill you for having been ruined by our enemies. How could I do that? None of this is your fault.” Walker’s gentle smile dropped off as he looked to Zemos. “I’m no good to you. You might as well finish me. I only ask you make it quick and that you keep Elisa safe.”


  Before Zemos could respond, Oret spoke in an insulted tone. “She is to be part of our clan. Her safety is my greatest priority.”


  Walker gave his captors a horrified look. “Keeping her for your lusts is not keeping her safe! Zemos, you are not an animal. I can’t believe a man of your integrity would do such a thing!”


  Elisa felt a stab of pity for him, and that decided her once and for all to openly declare her intentions. “Captain Walker, they’re not taking me as their Matara against my will.”


  She sensed Zemos, Miragin, and Oret react to her statement. However, it was Walker’s face that she watched. His undisguised shock made her want to cringe, but she managed not to. Her decision was made, and she would live or die by it now.


  In a quiet voice, Elisa told Walker, “I’m sorry, especially since you risked yourself to save me. I am grateful to you with all my heart for making me a priority, Captain, but there’s nothing left for me where Earth is concerned. Earth is gone. I want to be Clan Zemos’ Matara. I love them, and there’s nothing more to say about the matter.”


  Despite believing all she said, despite the delighted smiles growing on her clan’s faces, Elisa still felt a profound sense of betrayal. The guilt crowded in tight, especially as Walker stood silently, the nonplussed expression refusing to leave his face. She couldn’t imagine what he thought of her. She didn’t want to know the terrible things that must be running through his mind right now.


  Before Walker could begin to shout condemnations and accusations at her, Elisa turned her back on him and walked away.


  She had gotten halfway across the cargo bay when Zemos’ voice stopped her. “That was very brave of you to confront him like that, Elisa.”


  She turned to find him and Miragin right behind her. Oret and the Nobeks guarding Captain Walker were leading the him to a far corner. The Earther man looked shockingly small and defenseless next to the Kalquorians, so much so that it made her heart ache.


  Elisa’s voice sounded deflated to her own ears. “Brave? I’ve been sentenced to death. What choice do I have but to go with you?”


  Miragin had looked happy, but a crestfallen expression chased that emotion away. “Then you do not actually want to be with us? You only said it to defy Walker?”


  She reached out and took his hand. “No. That’s not true; I do want to be with your clan. You three are everything to me, Miragin. I had already chosen you before Oret brought him here.”


  Zemos clasped her other hand. “I cannot imagine the pain you suffer right now. That I am any part of it troubles me.”


  Elisa sighed. “You didn’t ask to be here. Neither did I. But here we are, and I’m not sorry.”


  “I’m glad to hear you say so. I’m not sorry either.”


  The two men smiled at her. Elisa felt the warmth of their regard and wrapped it around her heart like a blanket. She was theirs. How long she would remain so depended on how long they could hold out.


  Elisa tried to sound as courageous as Zemos gave her credit for as she asked, “Now what? Do we just hang around here waiting to live or die?”


  Zemos chuffed a laugh. “I prefer to give fate a helping hand. I am going to speak to Captain Walker and see what more I can find out from him. He is as threatened as we are, so perhaps we can convince him to help.”


  Elisa glanced over at the prisoner and his guards. The Nobeks stood around watching Walker, who did nothing but stand in one spot, staring at the floor. Damn it, he looked like a child without presents on Christmas. She’d never seen anyone look so lost.


  She told Zemos, “I doubt you’ll get anything out of him. He’s a good man and one who has been betrayed, but he is courageous and dedicated. He will not turn his back on his own.”


  Elisa winced at her statement. She knew full well which side of that coin she fell on. Miragin hugged her, his face burrowing against the top of her head to kiss her comfortingly.


  The Imdiko told her, “There is no doubt about Walker’s integrity. There is a time to give up a bad fight, however. Perhaps Walker will figure that out as you have.”


  Elisa looked up into the handsome face. Miragin’s gentle beauty gave her something to smile about. “Unlike me, he doesn’t have much to look forward to.”


  Zemos squeezed the hand he still held. “If Kalquor catches him, he will have much to answer for. However, I agree that there is a lot about Joseph Walker that begs some forgiveness. His determination to help the crewmember he thought weakest, for instance.” The Dramok looked at Walker, and his gaze softened with compassion. “I will not forget that he did such to save the woman I love. If he survives all this to go to trial, I will speak in his defense.”


  “He’s not the only good captain here,” Elisa told Zemos. Her heart throbbed at his assertion of love and that he would testify on Walker’s behalf.


  Zemos smiled at her before heading for the corner where the Earther captain stood surrounded by Nobek guards.


  * * * *


  Zemos couldn’t help the elation he felt despite the dire situation they were all in. Elisa had chosen to go with his clan. She was, for all intents and purposes, his Matara now, though it would probably be a good idea to insist on a formal declaration.


  Mine. My lifemate. Now all I have to do is get us out of here alive.


  The Dramok’s eyes narrowed as he neared Walker, Oret, and the complement of guards standing over the Earther captain. He really did like his enemy. Even with little experience as a leader and a much-diminished crew, Walker had managed to attack and overcome his destroyer. That alone warranted Zemos’ respect, even if his foe hadn’t turned out to be a genuinely decent person.


  Walker was a good man, and it would make pushing him around distasteful. With his crew and clan’s survival in the balance, however, Zemos was more than willing to be an asshole.


  He stood over the hunched Earther, giving Walker his most dangerous stare. Loading his tone with threat, Zemos said, “You and I are going to have a conversation, Captain Walker, and you will answer my questions. I already know all about your Holy Leader surviving Armageddon. I know that he is working with the Basma and Bi’is to subvert the Empire.”


  Walker shuddered, but he drew himself up and glared up at Zemos, looking him right in the eyes. “I will not speak. I will not betray my people.”


  Zemos gave him a cruel smirk. “Even though they’ve betrayed you? You will stand with those who have sentenced you and an innocent woman to death?”


  “Not every one of them has done so. There are good people on this ship, people as trapped by the circumstances as Elisa is.”


  “And as you are.” Seeing his confrontational attitude was only getting the Earther to dig in his heels, Zemos switched tactics. He tried a kinder, fatherly tone. “Why not work with us, Joseph? You have nothing left to lose and your life to gain. Let me help you.”


  Walker dropped his gaze. “I can’t. My duty is all I have left.”


  Zemos knew the man would give up nothing willingly. So be it. He looked at Oret and spoke in Kalquorian so Walker wouldn’t know what was coming. “I need him to talk but I don’t want him harmed. Not in front of her.”


  Oret nodded. “The bite?”


  “It works a bit differently on Earthers than on us, but it may be enough.”


  One of the Nobeks guarding Walker named Almon offered a quick bow to Zemos. “I will do it, Captain.”


  Zemos arched an eyebrow. Almon was a scarred veteran of many battles, one of his best fighters when it came to face-to-face combat. He was always on the front lines and ready to tear his enemies apart. No doubt he was more than happy to exact some retribution on a man who had dared to capture him.


  The captain told Almon, “As I said, I will not have him hurt.”


  The tough Nobek’s lips twitched. It was an approximation of a smile, something that rarely had leave to visit his handsome but creased face. “No sir. Captain Walker once stopped his men when he came upon them beating me in the cell block. He stayed on hand while I was treated for my injuries. He made sure I was taken care of properly, though the Earther medics were not happy to do so.”


  The other guards nodded their agreement. They must have witnessed the incident. Zemos managed to keep the surprise from his expression. It wasn’t that Walker had made sure Almon had been healed that shocked him; it was the warmth in the hardass Nobek’s tone as he spoke of their prisoner. Almon was volunteering to perform the bite not to gain revenge, but to make sure Joseph wasn’t harmed.


  Oret made the decision quickly. He told the other guards, “Shield our actions from the Matara’s view.”


  The other three men moved around Walker, their big bodies blocking the sightline between him and Elisa. Almon remained behind him. Struck by the activity, the Earther captain looked at Zemos with concern. “What is this?”


  One of Almon’s beefy arms wrapped around Walker’s torso, pinning his arms against his body. The other big-knuckled hand grasped the startled Earther’s head, pulling it to one side and stretching his neck. Almon’s head darted down, fangs flashing. His mouth latched onto Joseph’s neck and he bit. The Earther gasped.


  Not wanting his prisoner to cry out and upset Elisa, Zemos was quick to say, “The pain is only momentary, Captain Walker. Don’t struggle. I’d rather Nobek Almon’s fangs not rip your neck open.”


  Walker’s wide eyes stared at Zemos, his expression terrified and his body tense as Almon’s bite fed intoxicating venom into his system. More than ever, Joseph looked impossibly young and childlike, especially with the massive Nobek holding him. Zemos ignored the stab of sympathy he felt for the frightened man.


  Walker relaxed as the toxin took hold. His face eased, becoming softer, and then drifted into a dreamy euphoria. He even looked happy, his body going lax in Almon’s grip. As he succumbed to the intoxicant, Zemos noticed something else going on with Walker. He exchanged a look with Oret.


  His Nobek arched an eyebrow at him. “Just as we’ve suspected. With Earther men, that doesn’t happen unless the interest is already there. It would get him in a lot of trouble if his fellow Earthers knew about it.”


  Zemos blew out a heavy breath. “It would get him killed in a most horrible fashion. Imagine having to live a lie all this time just to remain alive.” He scowled at Walker, whose eyes were fluttering as he went deep into the euphoric influence of the bite. “I hate feeling sorry for so many of them after all the damage they’ve done. It would be so much easier if I could hate him.”


  Oret shook his head. “He’s had enough, Almon. Any more and he’ll be unconscious.”


  Almon disengaged the bite, letting his fangs fold back to the roof of his mouth. He continued to hold Joseph, keeping the captain’s swaying body upright. The Earther’s eyes were glazed, and he looked at the men surrounding him with confusion for a moment. Then he shuddered and let his head drop so that he stared at the floor.


  Zemos bent a little so that he spoke almost directly in Walker’s ear. “You are going to answer my questions, Walker. Do you understand?”


  Walker’s head lolled so that he could see Zemos. Noticing how close his Kalquorian counterpart was to him, he shrank back, pressing against Almon. He apparently felt something he hadn’t expected. Walker gasped and jerked in the Nobek’s arms, but he had nowhere to go.


  His tone desperate, Walker moaned, “I can’t tell you anything. Even if you hurt me I won’t speak.”


  “Sometimes pleasure serves more than pain.” Zemos went directly for what he believed to be the other man’s greatest fear. “You are aroused and surrounded by men. While the bite serves pleasure, it doesn’t change your natural inclinations, Joseph. Despite your laws and beliefs, you prefer men, don’t you?”


  The prisoner shook his head, a sob escaping. The bite should have had him floating in a happily inebriated state, but terror could negate those effects for a few seconds. Walker trembled violently.


  Zemos pressed his advantage, cupping Joseph’s chin in his palm so he was forced to look at him. Lowering his voice to a silky purr, the Dramok asked, “Do we explore this ‘blasphemy’ of yours? Would you like to be touched?”


  Want suffused his features, but Walker managed to shake his head. “Don’t. Please, Captain Zemos.”


  “Then tell me, how long have you known Earth’s leader Browning Copeland was alive?”


  The intoxicant was gaining ground again, helped along by Walker’s obviously growing arousal. His eyes glazing over, he whispered, “About two years ago. That’s when I got a message from the battlecruiser Sword of Truth. The Holy Leader was on board, gathering his flock to him once more.”


  “How many ships have joined him?”


  Clarity fought for a place in Walker’s senses. He blinked hard as if to regain control over himself, his head slowly shaking again.


  Almon slipped a hand around his body, ending by cupping Joseph’s ass. The Earther jerked, freeing his head from Zemos’ grip to stare up at the warrior.


  Almon grinned. “As you can no doubt feel, I also prefer men to women. I have had my eye on you, Joseph, ever since you helped me. I have no problem with making you very uncomfortable if you do not answer Captain Zemos.”


  Walker’s face paled. Desire battled with fear as he stared at Almon.


  Zemos didn’t try to regain the Earther’s undivided attention. Instead, he whispered in Walker’s ear, “How many ships has Holy Leader Copeland got under his command?”


  His gaze still riveted on Almon’s face, Joseph murmured, “One hundred forty-two.”


  “All battlecruisers?”


  “Only fifty-eight are cruisers. The rest are couriers and transport barges, but they’ve been outfitted for fighting.”


  “Who is the Basma?”


  Walker blinked. He tore his stare from Almon’s to meet Zemos’. “I don’t know.”


  Almon’s hand slid from behind Walker, moving over his hip towards the Earther’s avid crotch. Walker struggled as fear once more tore him from euphoria’s clutches. He yelled at Zemos, “I swear to you, I don’t know! The Basma has delivered some funding to the Holy Leader though, as well as given us locations where we can find and capture your ships and crews. He passed along the information that gave us your weaknesses.”


  At Zemos’ nod, Almon stopped antagonizing the Earther, leaving his hand only an inch from touching Joseph’s sex. “When you capture Kalquorians, do you always deliver your prisoners to Bi’is?”


  Walker drew a shuddering breath. “This was the first time I received such an order. I was told to take you to a research station within the Bi’is kingdom’s borders. They would pay us. A share would go to keeping this ship operational, and the rest was to be paid to the Holy Leader and the Basma.”


  “Where is the last known location of Copeland’s ship?”


  Walker battled to keep himself strong. Zemos could see the fight in his tensed body and tightness of his jaw. “No.”


  Zemos decided the time had come to get ugly again. “Tell me, or I’ll give you to Almon here as his pet. If he gets bored with you, he has my permission to give you to the next man who fancies your ass.”


  Walker stared up at the leering Nobek who was only an inch from having his hand on his dick. Euphoria crept over his expression once more, and Zemos wondered if he’d made a mistake with the threat.


  Abruptly, the Earther captain sagged in his tormentor’s arms, his expression defeated. Joseph looked at Zemos, all the fight gone. “The last fix I got on Browning Copeland was in Joshadan space, near the border with Dantovon. That was three weeks ago.”


  Oret spoke up. “Where were you to meet him after you made your delivery to Bi’is?”


  “I wasn’t to receive coordinates until I’d made it back into Kalquorian territory. Only then was I to contact him.”


  “The contact frequency?”


  “It’s encoded in my personal computer in my quarters in such a way to keep me from seeing the frequency myself.”


  Oret scowled. “They must have secured a direct link. It can be decoded if we could get to that computer,” he told Zemos.


  Zemos wanted one more thing from his hostage. “Who on board this ship should we be most concerned with, Joseph? Who poses the greatest threat to us?”


  “First Officer Chase and Lieutenant Commander Robards. They’re both fanatical zealots who hold true to Earth’s religion and the Holy Leader.” Walker snickered, now completely under the influence of the bite. “Plus, they love being in charge. That’s a power-hungry pair, all right. With me out of the way, I wonder how long it will take before they’re at each other’s throats?”


  Zemos drew up, satisfied that Walker had given them all he could. “All right, Joseph. You’ve been most forthcoming.” He cocked an eyebrow at the Nobek who looked more than happy to be holding the Earther. “Sorry, Almon, but you’ll have to leave it at guarding him. No punishment required.”


  The Nobek frowned. “Perhaps I could encourage him to explore his needs, Captain?”


  Almon must really have been infatuated with Joseph to push the issue. Zemos told him, “I’m afraid not, especially with my Matara here to witness such. I’m not sure how she would take it. She’s quite sensitive about these things, as most Earthers are.”


  “A pity.”


  Almon released Walker and stepped back. The Earther captain looked at him, his hand rising towards the Nobek for an instant as if to draw him back. Then he lowered his arm as he seemed to recover enough of his faculties to remember he shouldn’t be doing such. However, Joseph continued to stare at Almon with fascination and want.


  Still feeling that unwanted sympathy for the Earther, Zemos turned and walked away, Oret on his heels. He told his Nobek, “He didn’t give us a lot more than we already knew, but at least we now have some idea of Copeland’s location.”


  Oret added, “We also have the means to get even closer to him if we could get to that computer.”


  Zemos looked around, wondering where Miragin and Elisa were. His Imdiko must have taken her somewhere private, to keep her from seeing any unpleasantness that might have arisen from the interrogation.


  Zemos motioned his crew to come close for their next orders. As he waited for them to assemble, he told Oret, “While getting hold of Walker’s computer would be nice, our immediate concern is to be rescued and not go to Bi’is as research specimens.”


  “Fucking Bi’is,” Oret growled. His expression turned thunderous at the mention of the species they’d had so many problems with in the past. “These allegations of their duplicity with the Basma could put us at odds with their kingdom once more. We’re not ready for another war, not so soon after fighting Earth.”


  Zemos sighed, feeling all his responsibilities settle on him like a crushing weight. “One catastrophe at a time, my Nobek. That’s all this old space jockey can handle.”


  Oret snorted and patted his back in sympathy.


  



  



  







  Chapter 18


  



  “We’re not getting out of here alive, are we?” Elisa asked.


  She was curled in Miragin’s arms, sitting in the cradle created by his legs which he’d folded in a yoga lotus pose. His back leaned against a wall of storage bins. They had some measure of privacy behind the large containers. The partition created something of a large room area. It was a perfect place to stay out of the way of the Kalquorian crew while keeping tabs on anything that might happen.


  “The odds do seem daunting, don’t they?” Miragin sighed, tossing his tangle of hair back to show his handsome face. “As one who loves his life, I say never give up. At the same time, I acknowledge that every breath could be my last, so I wish to make each moment as noteworthy as possible.”


  Elisa gave him a wan smile. “In that case, I’ve wasted a lot of time. I think I’ve drifted through my existence, afraid to truly live for the fear of dying.”


  Miragin hugged her tight. “You’ve lived under tyranny and disappointment for too long. I would see the rest of your time reaching for dreams and enjoying what is there with all your being.”


  “I’ve missed so many chances. Maybe it’s too late.”


  One of the Imdiko’s hands spanked her hip with tender remonstration. His tone disapproving, he told her, “Naughty girl, it’s never too late. As long as you draw breath and have one single hope to realize, you must do it. Success is not winning every race, Elisa.”


  “What is it then?”


  “It’s never giving up, even when you can’t hope to finish.”


  She considered his words and felt the merit in them. With a real grin, she said, “No wonder you are known as the Conscience of Kalquor.”


  Miragin snorted and rolled his eyes. “I hate that label. Oret calls me that when he wants to irritate me.”


  Elisa blinked in surprise. “It’s an honor to be known as such, isn’t it?”


  “It is, but it’s also a ridiculous ideal that others expect me to live up to.” He chuckled. “Usually I don’t have great thoughts. Most of the time, I wouldn’t even call them good. For the most part all I want is a good night’s sleep, something to eat, and someone to fuck.”


  Elisa laughed at that. “Just the basics, right?”


  Miragin shook his head, as if amused with the whole idea of being famous and looked up to. “Once in awhile I have a good idea. After careful consideration to make sure it’s a good idea, I share it. Usually I have stupid ideas, and after careful consideration, I keep my mouth shut.”


  “You’re way ahead of most people I know then. Everyone I know has to share every thought, no matter how ludicrous it is. Being quiet might be the sign of a great mind after all.” Miragin’s grin lit his face. “That’s the only reason people think I’m so evolved. If the Empire knew half the crap that flies through my brain, they’d fling me off that pedestal they put me on.”


  Elisa considered him. She found it astounding that someone like Miragin considered himself so mundane. “You don’t think you’re anything special?”


  “No more than any other man.”


  She strained up to plant a kiss on his lips. “I think you’re very special.”


  He looked at her with such warmth that her stomach flipflopped. He said, “It’s funny you should say so. That’s what I was thinking about you. Maybe you should be venerated instead of me.”


  She assumed a superior expression. “Maybe I should. Elisa Mackenzie – The Voice of Your Dietary Needs. Bow to my spatula, oh hungry peasants.”


  They laughed over the silliness. That was followed by kissing and snuggling. After a few moments of delightful cuddling, Elisa said, “There. You can be proud of me because I’m enjoying this moment with all my being.”


  Miragin kissed her again and said, “Me too. This is definitely what I call living.”


  * * * *


  Oret was already raring to go despite having arrived only an hour ago. Fighting and grabbing Walker as a hostage had Zemos’ Nobek jacked up. Barely able to stand still, he said, “Let me track down the two officers who have taken control of the ship. If we cut the head off the beast, it dies. We can force Walker’s surrender then.”


  Zemos considered his clanmate’s idea against the one he’d come up with. In the end, he shook his head at Oret. “Normally I’d agree with you, but there is no way to know for sure where Chase and Robards are. The computers are offline, so you can’t track them. No, we need to go after an entity that we know the location of and can keep this ship inoperable for as long as possible.”


  Oret grasped his target immediately. Apparently it was one he approved of, because he grinned. “The engines?”


  Zemos did not share his delight. “I see no other way, though that section is now swarming with Earthers.”


  “The engines themselves are in a separate area from the controls in main engineering.”


  “They are only one room over. You’re going to have to be very careful, my Nobek.” The danger was tremendous, which was why Oret was so excited with the idea. Zemos felt he had to caution his zealous security head.


  Oret winked at him, letting the Dramok know he understood his concerns. “I’m glad you’re not ordering me to send someone else.”


  Zemos chuckled and shook his head. “You’d never forgive it, my Nobek.”


  Oret checked his blaster’s power gauge. “I’ll go right away.”


  “No, not yet. A little time should help activity in that area die down a bit.”


  That earned him a mutinous scowl. “It will also give them an opportunity to make this ship operational again.”


  Zemos put a steadying hand on Oret’s shoulder. With such a task before him, his clanmate was as eager as a youngling. Zemos cautioned him, “Even if they get the computers running once more, they won’t have time to take us out of Empire space. Besides, I want you to say goodbye to Elisa.”


  He put special emphasis in the command. Oret tensed. His enthusiasm dimmed almost immediately, though he showed no other reaction to his Dramok and captain’s words. Zemos sensed the momentary struggle within the Nobek before Oret snapped a very official-looking nod.


  “As you wish, my Dramok.”


  With that, Oret turned away and walked with careful, controlled steps towards the cargo bins, behind which Miragin and Elisa rested. The Nobek walked with a grim face, like a man heading for his execution.


  Zemos watched him go, biting his lips together to contain the amusement that wanted to burst forth in laughter. When he was sure he wouldn’t lose control of the humor, he whispered under his breath, “Just be yourself with her, my Nobek.”


  It wasn’t kind to find Oret’s reaction funny. Yet Zemos couldn’t help it. Oret was a fierce creature, capable of facing death without flinching. How could Zemos not laugh when the Nobek’s feelings for their little Earther made such a brave man tremble inside?


  * * * *


  Miragin looked over Elisa’s head and smiled, alerting her that they were not alone. She twisted in his lap to see Oret approaching, walking behind the long line of cargo bins to their isolated corner. He walked slowly, his manner tense despite the tight, answering smile he exchanged for theirs.


  He stopped a few feet away. The Nobek appeared in a way Elisa had never seen him: uncertain. He shifted uncomfortably. “I believe I am interrupting. My apologies.”


  Oret took a step back, as if he would leave them with no explanation of why he’d come. Miragin rose, bringing Elisa to her feet as well.


  The Imdiko gave Oret a cheerful expression. “Not at all. We were only laughing at how simple a man I am.”


  Oret grimaced. “The surface Miragin is quiet and easy to understand. It is in the depths where things get complicated. You are quite deep, my Imdiko.”


  Elisa saw the regard the proud warrior held for his clanmate. It was also sweet to see how Miragin colored under the compliment. He said, “Thank you, Oret.”


  The Nobek’s gaze flicked to Elisa. With a sense of resignation, he addressed Miragin once more. “If I may have a few moments with Elisa? Perhaps you can make sure we are not disturbed?”


  “Of course.” Miragin paused to kiss Elisa’s cheek. As he did so, he whispered very low, “Be gentle with him, my Matara. Oret is not used to sentimentality.”


  With that bizarre directive, the Imdiko walked away from her. He teasingly nudged Oret as he walked by his bigger clanmate. The Nobek scowled and watched as Miragin went to the end of the crates and turned the corner, disappearing from Elisa’s sight.


  She wondered what was going on. She thought perhaps the intention was that she would have sex with Oret now, that they were being given time alone to enjoy each other until the next crisis arrived.


  Miragin’s words repeated in her ear. Elisa was to be gentle with Oret? This big, bruising, brooding Nobek? It made little sense to her that she would have to be careful with him.


  Oret turned back to regard her. His face managed that tight smile again, the one that told Elisa how ill at ease he was. He approached her slowly, as if she was someone to be cautious with rather than a woman with whom he could give himself with abandon.


  Good heavens, the man wasn’t afraid of helpless little Elisa Mackenzie, was he?


  As he drew closer, she recalled Miragin’s other statement. Oret is not used to sentimentality. Maybe it wasn’t a fear of her physically then. Maybe he wasn’t used to displaying his feelings.


  Somehow, that made the warrior precious to Elisa. To see the fierce Nobek Oret act clumsy with her because he felt desire and affection was endearing. It also made Elisa feel pity for him. She thought it sad that he couldn’t express his heart without fearing his strength would be compromised.


  I can do it for him. I can emote enough for both of us, and he doesn’t have to feel less a man for it.


  Elisa went those last few steps to him, reaching up to wrap her arms around his neck, offering her lips for a kiss. She was confident that Oret would at least be comfortable with passion, and she was right. He pulled her close, and his mouth found hers. She opened for his tongue, tasting and being tasted with thoroughness that had them both breathing heavily when they broke apart a minute later.


  Oret sat on the floor much as Miragin had, pulling her onto his lap. He studied her face as if memorizing it. She did the same. They sat without speaking, simply looking at what fate had granted them for perhaps an impossibly short duration: each other.


  Elisa traced the lines on the Nobek’s granite features, memorizing his beloved face with sight and touch. His gaze softened as she did so, as if the beast within gentled at her touch. When he lowered to kiss her again, it was with a hesitant softness that made Elisa feel cherished.


  He loves me. He doesn’t have to say it because I feel it with every bit of my soul.


  The kiss was slow and penetrating, as if Oret poured everything he feared saying into this one act of desire. His tongue stroked the whole of her mouth, twining with serpentine suppleness around hers. Elisa had never realized it was possible to make love with a kiss alone, but Oret proved it beyond a shadow of a doubt.


  That caress on its own would have been enough to sweep her senses clean away, but he touched her too. While one arm cradled her, supporting her against him, Oret’s free hand went over her body. He not so much explored as worshipped her with his fingertips. The calloused pads moved silkily over her throat, shoulders, arms, breasts, belly, hips, thighs, and mound. He was so very tender with her that he might have possessed skin of velvet. Anywhere he found an opening in her clothing, Oret’s warm touch was whisper-soft. Elisa thrilled at the exquisite care he showed her.


  When he released the kiss, Elisa felt like chocolate left in the hot sun: melting. His palm cupped her pussy, feeling as if it fit in a space made just for it. She looked up at Oret’s wondering face with hooded eyes, her being succumbing to the sweet dream of lying in his arms. All that was left now was for him to possess her, to join his body to hers. She would not be complete until he did. Her throat whimpered a wordless plea of longing. She did not care that others were nearby. It didn’t matter that even Captain Walker might be aware that she gave herself so readily to this Kalquorian. She had to belong to Oret in the most profound way possible.


  His pupils were deep, black pits as he gazed down at her, the feral animal lurking within their depths. He whispered, “Can you be very quiet with me? I need to be with you, my little lovely. I need to be inside you.”


  Hearing him echo her desire brought arousal surging with blatant force. Elisa somehow choked out, “Yes.”


  The hand cupping her mound rubbed. Elisa was glad her panties were long-lost now, allowing him to touch her so intimately. She poured honey into his hand, biting her lower lip hard to keep from moaning. Oret watched her face, gauging her reactions as those thick, rough fingertips moved up and down her slit, coating them in her juices.


  One slick finger stroked over her anus. Elisa let her thighs part farther, giving the Nobek access to that tight orifice. He pressed in, stretching her for his use. At the same time, his thumb circled her clit, sending sizzling rapture through Elisa’s loins. She gasped and turned her face against his bicep to smother the sound.


  “You may bite me if it helps,” Oret whispered. His finger worked in and out of her, circling to ease the tight muscles.


  Elisa peeked up at him. Her voice muffled against his hot, steely flesh, she said, “No, I might hurt you.”


  He chuckled. “There is such a thing as good pain. Being bitten by an excited lover is something I enjoy.”


  “I might draw blood.”


  “Even better.” Oret pushed in another finger.


  Elisa nearly did bite him, especially as his thumb rubbed right over her clit. Her groan fought to be heard between gritted teeth and Kalquorian muscle. Her fists clenched handfuls of the stretchy material of his formsuit as he readied her.


  “My love,” the Nobek whispered with such feeling that tears filled Elisa’s eyes. Oret was baring himself to her, letting her hear the emotion that he felt. She had no doubt it was a big deal for him to do so. She would have liked to look into his face, to see the expression sitting there at that moment. His continued play with her intimate parts kept her face buried against his arm, however. The attempt to stay quiet as he plumbed her anus and teased her clit was only successful because she smothered her cries with his flesh.


  Perhaps Oret excited her on purpose so Elisa couldn’t see his vulnerability. She thought it might be the only way he was comfortable exposing his most tender side.


  He withdrew his hand and picked her up, moving her so that she straddled his straightened legs. Her skirt covered his lap, hiding the arousal straining the crotch of his formsuit. Elisa looked at his face then, her vision soft with arousal. Oret looked as strong and intense as ever, though there was a slight smile on his lips. She kissed those lips as his hand moved beneath her, freeing his cocks from his formsuit. They smacked wetly against her belly.


  He lifted her so that the two rigid lengths pressed beneath her. “Place me, little one. Let me warm myself inside you.”


  Elisa reached beneath, shoving the skirt aside to get to him. His cocks, slick with thick lubricant, pulsed in her hands with Oret’s accelerated heartbeat. She homed them in on their intended openings.


  Oret lowered her onto himself. Her pussy and ass spread, yielding to the spears of flesh with sublime surrender. Elisa’s breath caught as the Nobek filled her, and she just barely remembered to not cry out. He traveled deep, deeper still, until she felt she might burst. Elisa’s head fell back as she accepted all of him, her sheaths clenching around Oret’s flesh as if to claim them for eternity.


  He sighed, the look on his face one of such peace that he was almost unrecognizable as Oret. Elisa wondered at the quiet joy on the battered warrior’s expression. It amazed her that she had the power to make the feral Nobek look so.


  Watching him, Elisa rose and fell over Oret, riding him slowly to draw his pleasure out, to serve him with more of that happiness that she could grant. It wasn’t easy to take her time; the thickness that filled her delivered glorious friction to her G-spot. With every descent her clit made heady contact with the Nobek’s groin, shooting bright shards of elation through her belly. Yet Elisa refused to hurry culmination. Her beloved Oret deserved every second of ecstasy she could deliver.


  His face was only a breath from hers, his hooded eyes gazing deep as if to discover her soul. Occasionally his lips brushed her mouth in the most delicate of kisses. He cupped her breasts in his hands as she moved up and down on him. His thumbs slowly, deliberately brushed over the hard points of her nipples to add effervescent tingles to the arousal filling her.


  It felt so good to make Oret slide in and out of her body with a slow sensuality that made Elisa’s hair stand on end. She would nearly release his cocks only to recapture and claim them once more, her body his soft prison. Looking into those feline purple eyes all the while, Elisa felt all barriers to being his mate fall. Perhaps they were meant to be together for only a few precious hours before their lives ended ... but they were meant to be together. Elisa knew that in her soul. She belonged to Oret and the rest of his clan. Race ties meant nothing, not now, not ever again. Elisa was exactly where she was supposed to be.


  The only difficulty lay in maintaining silence. Elisa’s breathing grew harsh as need mounted. The moist sounds of their coupling filled her ears, feeding the excitement now bubbling higher. A whimper escaped her throat, and Oret pulled her head down, burying her face against his neck. He held her tight to himself, one arm wrapped around her waist and directing the pace as he lifted her up and shoved her down.


  The action impaled him deeply in Elisa. The tip of his cock collided with something within her, sending monumental ecstasy barreling through her gut. She cried out against his corded neck, unable to restrain herself.


  “Yes,” Oret said in a hoarse whisper. “You will come for me, my Matara.”


  He lifted and pulled, lifted and pulled, every stroke demanding Elisa’s surrender. Her body galvanized as it strained for climax. She felt a scream coming, one she would not be able to rein in. Elisa struggled to escape Oret, knowing the orgasm would be too strong to not be voiced. He held her easily, making her take him hard with deliberate insistence.


  The first spasm licked through her pussy, a precursor to the violent chaos now looming inside. It was too late to stop the onslaught; Elisa was caught in its grip. In a desperate bid to keep the scream from escaping, she bit down on the mouthful of hot, granite flesh her face buried against.


  Oret gasped and stilled momentarily. Then he yanked her down, taking her deeply one more time as his cocks pulsed his release into her body.


  Elisa was swept away in heaving bliss. If she screamed she could not tell for the roaring in her ears as she came. Her pussy throbbed and clutched, caring not for the nearby Kalquorians or Joseph Walker. It laid waste to her, demanding its satisfaction until Elisa sagged depleted in Oret’s arms.


  When the last spasm ebbed, she looked up at the Nobek, noting the contented face and the bleeding oval on the side of his neck where she’d bitten him. When Elisa reached to wipe the blood away, he caught her wrist and pressed her palm to his lips for a kiss.


  “Leave it,” he said. “I treasure such reminders for as long as they last. Since you made no noise, I am glad to have this evidence of your passion.”


  As relieved as Elisa was that she’d managed to remain quiet, Oret’s choice of words frightened her. “Are you leaving me? Is this you telling me goodbye?”


  The Nobek shook his head. “Not when I have you to come back to. You have just shown me why I must return from my mission safe and sound. My Matara needs me.”


  Elisa gripped his face between her hands, forcing him to continue to look her in the eyes. Her tone definite, she told him, “I do, Oret. I need you alive and well. Do not go unless you will return.”


  He regarded her for a long time, his face serious with flashes of consternation. Elisa could tell the Nobek struggled to say something, something he was having trouble getting out. She waited, not rushing him.


  Oret growled in frustration. “I have so much I should tell you, but I am not good with words. I don’t have the skills of my Imdiko to fill your ears with pretty sentiments. I was made to perform deeds that show how I feel.”


  Elisa would have let him go by saying he didn’t need to speak a word. Oret had already shown her the depth of his emotions simply by the way he looked at her. Yet she could tell it was important to him to say something.


  She prodded him with, “Don’t try to be fancy, Oret. I’m not a fancy girl. Just tell me what you want me to know. Say it as bluntly as it feels.”


  “I love you.” The Nobek blinked, as if startled that the words had come so readily. He said it again slowly, as if tasting the sentiment. “I love you.”


  Elisa smiled at him. “Thank you. When you get back from wherever you’re about to go, then I’ll tell you I love you too. That’s something else for you to come back for.”


  Oret nodded, his eyes crinkling with amusement at her challenge. “You will see me again then. I want to hear you speak those words to me.”


  He kissed her then, his face alight with victory, as if a monumental obstacle had been overcome.


  



  



  







  Chapter 19


  



  Chase and the bridge crew had joined Robards in Engineering, intent on getting the ship up and running. The two senior officers exchanged looks as the engines, dead for several hours, abruptly hummed back to life. The bridge and engineering crew raised tired cheers.


  Chase rolled his eyes upward, relieved to have finally achieved some measure of victory. “Thank God and the prophets. We’re getting somewhere.”


  The brief flash of triumph had already disappeared from Robards’ haggard face. “We still have to get navigation, helm, and weapons back on line. Those bastards screwed us bad.”


  They and the men who had struggled through the night shift to bring the battlecruiser back to life were ragged with exhaustion. Trying to root out and destroy the virus the Kalquorians had set loose in the vessel’s computers had been a difficult task. It still raged in several systems. They had a long way to go yet to restore the ship to normalcy.


  Chase rubbed his face, the momentary energy brought by getting the engines back on line already receding. “Navigation next and then helm. We need to get into Bi’is space and away from this misbegotten Empire.”


  Next to him, Robards looked over his readouts with reddened eyes. He looked as if he’d aged at least twenty years. “We still need to find those escaped Kalqs. Who knows what they’re doing to our ship? I need sensors to find them. They could be anywhere using those shafts.”


  His head turned so that he stared at the service tunnel opening which had afforded the enemy escape. Black hatred showed in his bloodshot eyes.


  Chase was tired of bucking the tactical officer up as he had been forced to do all night. Yet he needed to do so once more for Robards to stay on task. “Keep faith in God’s protection, Lieutenant Commander. We can fight off a few of those demons better than their fleet, if the bastards managed to call for help. We need to get out of Kalquorian space above all.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Robards got back to fixing the mess the escapees had left behind in the computer systems. Chase also turned back to the computer bank in front of him, ready to get back to work. It blurred so that he couldn’t see, and he impatiently rubbed his eyes. Damn, he wished someone from the kitchen would show up with a cup of coffee. No, a carafe, one all for him. All he wanted to do was sleep. His head throbbed with fatigue.


  Robards’ whispering voice in his ear startled Chase, and he realized he’d been drifting off despite standing on his feet. He shook himself and looked at the other officer. “What was that?”


  Robards gave him a narrow look before speaking again, his tone still low. “About half an hour ago, a few of my security crew approached me. They wondered why we’re not attempting to find and rescue Walker. They saw how he fought to get into Engineering and can’t fathom how we could let such a heroic leader be kept prisoner. They pushed the issue, even though I told them our first priority was getting the ship back online.”


  That helped Chase wake up. He scowled and whispered back, “It’s a pity the captain wasn’t killed outright, as we’d planned. He’d be so much better use to us as a martyr.”


  Robards nodded. “No kidding. If I’d been able to get a clear shot with no one the wiser, I’d have taken him out myself.”


  “Damn him for finding his balls when he did. We should have dealt with him weeks ago, but the Holy Leader wanted him to remain captain.” Browning Copeland was pretty much infallible in Chase’s opinion, but even the Voice of God might have committed an error in keeping Walker around.


  Chase darted a look around at the crew to make sure no one could hear his exchange with Robards. “Are there any outright expressions of defiance from the men?”


  Robards scowled. “Not yet, but they’re on edge. I think we still have the majority with us, but there are enough of the rest to concern me.”


  That had to be nipped in the bud immediately. Fortunately, Robards had never shown weakness when it came to doling out punishment. Chase told him, “If someone gets out of line and you can allege treason or mutiny, make their executions public. If they balk without giving just cause for accusation, carry your duty out quietly. We must keep order. We must do all possible to serve the Holy Leader’s cause.”


  Robards nodded, his smile grim and his response coming with no hesitation. “His will be done.”


  * * * *


  Zemos watched his men prepare for what he knew would be the final assault on the battlecruiser. The ship’s engines had started again, meaning the Earther crew was finding their way through the mess Oret had made of their systems. The computer consoles in the cargo area remained without power. Zemos had no way of tracking his enemy’s progress or of trying to re-establish contact with the Kalquorian ship that had responded to their call for help hours earlier. They were on their own, and if the Earthers caught up with them now, they were dead.


  Oret was nearly done with giving the teams their final instructions. He and his group of six men would attack the battlecruiser’s engines in an effort to keep the ship crippled long enough for the Empire’s fleet to find and capture it. Other small squads would create diversions elsewhere on the ship to distract the Earther crew.


  The first two teams of four men each slipped out using the service tunnel. Oret nodded to his Dramok as his group also headed towards the access. Zemos went to his side and fell into step with him, accompanying his clanmate to the hatch. They did not bother with sentimentality because it was in neither man’s nature to do so. Yet when possible, Zemos had always seen Oret off on any mission the Nobek went on.


  They reached the opening. Zemos waited for Oret’s usual goodbye salute of “for honor and Empire”, as he had always proclaimed for the many decades Zemos had known him. Oret surprised him this time.


  Staring into his Dramok’s eyes, Oret softly spoke. “Keep yourself and our clan safe. I will see you again soon.”


  Oret had never promised to come back alive from a mission before. An ache filled Zemos’ throat at his words.


  He said, “Your three clanmates will breathe easier when you return. Good fortune, my Nobek.”


  Oret glanced at Elisa and Miragin, who stood a few feet away. He gave them a smile, nodded to Zemos, and left with his group. The remaining teams of Nobeks tasked with providing distraction left as well.


  Zemos turned to his small band of a few security and non-combat personnel. “They’re off. Rest as much as you can for now, but be ready to fight if the guards alert us to trouble. Those on guard, keep a close watch for any sign of attack.”


  With nothing else to do but wait, he started towards Elisa and Miragin. He needed to hold his Matara even if it did look unprofessional. The pair looked as grim as he felt following Oret’s departure.


  He had nearly reached them when one of Captain Walker’s guards, Nobek Almon, intercepted him. “Excuse me, Captain.”


  “Is there a problem, Lieutenant?” Zemos glanced over at Walker, still surrounded by three other guards. The Earther returned his level gaze.


  Almon said, “Not so much a problem as a request from our prisoner. He wishes to speak to the Matara.”


  Zemos looked at Almon, his eyebrow raised. “Is that so?”


  “He’s quite adamant about it. I think he believes he will soon die and wants to make amends as best he can.”


  Zemos gave the security officer a bald stare. “Have you or your men threatened him?”


  Almon didn’t flinch. “No, Captain. He is making groundless assumptions.” A slight smile touched on the man’s lips. “To be honest, I rather like the lad.”


  The captain had to restrain a snort of laughter. “So I’ve noticed.”


  Almon colored a little. “It’s not just that. You didn’t see how he fought us for Engineering. As misled as the boy is, he is still brave.”


  Zemos nodded. “He does possess honor. I will inform Matara Elisa and see if she’s willing to talk to him.” Before Almon could return to his post, the Dramok added, “Lieutenant, you might warn Walker that I will not put up with any berating, if that is what he hopes to do. His beliefs do not give him the right to judge her.”


  Almon bowed. “I will make sure he is aware of it. With the captain’s permission, I would be glad to mete out any punishment the boy deserves.”


  Zemos had a hard time controlling the grin that wanted to stretch his mouth. Almon was definitely infatuated with Joseph Walker. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”


  As Almon went back to guarding the Earther, Zemos joined Elisa and Miragin.


  * * * *


  Elisa watched Zemos approach, her throat aching. If Miragin’s trembling arm hadn’t been tight around her shoulders, she might have spouted tears after watching Oret leave. She couldn’t imagine how Zemos stood issuing the orders that could get his Nobek killed. She supposed the Dramok had come to terms with the necessity years ago.


  He drew near, and she managed a tight smile. “Oret is off to save the day again.”


  Zemos put his palms on her and Miragin’s cheeks, comforting them. “If there is anyone in this universe no one needs to worry about, it is that Nobek.”


  Elisa cocked a brow at him. “Does that keep you from feeling anxious?”


  “Not for one second,” he answered with feeling.


  They all smiled then. Miragin even chuckled, though the sound was strained.


  Zemos’ touch went to Elisa’s shoulder, his momentary humor dropping off as he gazed at her. “Captain Walker would like to speak to you.”


  Momentary fear stabbed in her heart. She swallowed hard. “I can imagine what he wants to say.”


  “The guards believe he wishes to make an apology.”


  Elisa snorted disbelieving laughter. “That can’t be right. I’ve admitted I wish to return to Kalquor with you and remain with your clan. This is reprehensible behavior as far as Earthers are concerned. As my captain, it would be his duty to call a trial and have me executed.”


  Zemos squeezed her shoulder. “He hasn’t got the power to do any such thing now. You do not have to talk to him if you don’t want. I was merely passing along the message.”


  Elisa had thought as her Dramok, Zemos might make such decisions on her behalf. He had a paternalistic streak a mile wide when it came to her. It made Elisa feel good that he wasn’t so overbearing as to think he could control her every move. She felt as if he not only acknowledged her strength but supported it too.


  Elisa turned her gaze to Walker, standing in his corner with his guards. He looked so young and defenseless among those big, hard-faced Nobeks ... a scared little boy in the clutches of trained killers. However, it wasn’t just fear on his expression as he looked back at her. Joseph Walker looked like someone who had lost everything and could only look forward to more unmitigated agony.


  Elisa felt sorry for the man. He had always been kind to her, never failing to ask what he could do to make her life easier as the sole woman on board the battlecruiser. It could be his kindness would fail now that she had turned her back on him and the rest of his crew. It could be he would accuse her of lust and sin, which she was guilty of. However, Elisa couldn’t leave him alone as he was now, feeling as she had for most of her life: without a friend in the universe.


  She sighed and gazed up a Zemos. “I’m an idiot to do this, but I’ll hear what he has to say. He took up for me too many times for me to ignore him right now.”


  The Dramok nodded. He gave Elisa no indication of what he felt about her decision. He simply stood aside, giving her room to pass and motioning Miragin to do the same.


  Elisa straightened her shoulders. Setting herself for whatever verbal abuse might be slung, she walked straight up to Captain Walker.


  The lost look on his face was chased back by a trembling smile when she stopped before him. In a rush, as if afraid she would stop him before he could get everything out, Walker said, “I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you are still alive, Elisa. I wanted to apologize for letting things get to the point where the others would see you die rather than save you.”


  Elisa blinked, absorbing the import of his words. When she got it and realized he wasn’t about to go into a rant of accusations and belittlement, her whole manner eased.


  Letting her sympathy for his situation show, Elisa said, “That isn’t your fault, Captain. You can’t dictate others’ thoughts or beliefs.”


  “There have been those that have tried pretty damned hard to do so, though.” He hung his head. Elisa was startled to see that instead of wanting to shame her, Walker was ashamed of himself. His voice barely more than a whisper, he said, “It’s always been easier to go along with what others have told me to do. All I wanted was for them to approve of me, to show me I was worth something. I didn’t even want to be the captain of this hunk of metal because I knew I’d be no good at it.”


  Elisa took one of his hands. It was cold and almost lifeless in her grip, as if Walker had no strength. She said, “You were the best choice for a leader after Captain Drummond killed himself. That’s why we chose you and why you took on the responsibility.”


  He shook his head. “I did it because I was told I had to. I did it because it was what everyone else wanted from me.” Walker looked up at her, and the lost expression in his eyes nearly made Elisa cry. He said, “Trying to save you was the first time I ever acted on my own beliefs. The funny thing about that was, you didn’t need to be saved by me, because somebody else had already come to the rescue. The one time I was strong was a waste. How’s that for a kick in the ass?”


  Elisa didn’t have anything to comfort him with, because he was right. Clan Zemos had saved her, not Captain Walker.


  All she could manage for Walker was a lame-sounding platitude. “You’re a good man. I’ve always known that.”


  “I could have been better.”


  Zemos’ voice was gentle as he was moved to interrupt their conversation. “Captain Walker, forgive me for interjecting, but I want you to know my feelings on the matter.”


  Walker straightened and looked at his Kalquorian counterpart. His jaw tight, he said, “Go ahead, Captain Zemos.”


  Zemos gave him the patient, paternal look he was so good at. “Joseph, you were faced with unthinkable circumstances. First a war, then the destruction of your planet, and then having to assume command of a ship full of renegades, some of whom were against you. A command that you allege you never aspired to.”


  Walker shook his head. “I didn’t want this damned death ship. It was bad enough when they took me from my supply vessel and made me first officer here. Being captain was the last thing I ever wanted.”


  Zemos gave him a grim smile. “Yet you did your best with what was expected of you, and you never lost your humanity. Others have done worse.”


  The Earther made a sound that was probably supposed to be laughter. It sounded like a sob.


  Zemos said, “I promise that if we get through this and you are put on trial, I will speak on your behalf. As Elisa says, you are at heart a good man. You’ve just made some very bad decisions that have cost us all.”


  Walker stared at the Dramok. In the terrible despondency of his expression, Elisa saw a small glimmer of hope. “You’d do that after all this?”


  Zemos put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “You were put in a position that you were too young and inexperienced to handle. Of course there would be errors in your judgment. I do not fault you for that.”


  Walker drew a breath. “Thank you, Captain Zemos. I hope you will also accept my apologies for what I’ve done to you, your crew, and your clan.” He glanced at Elisa. “Promise you’ll take care of her. Of us all, she’s the real victim in all this.”


  Zemos affirmed, “With my last breath.”


  Walker nodded. Elisa squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back, smiling at her with his blue eyes brightened by tears. Yes, he did deserve a chance. More than a chance; Joseph Walker deserved a real life. To herself, Elisa vowed that she would see to it Zemos kept his promise and spoke up on Walker’s behalf.


  * * * *


  Oret reached the engine room, a veritable cavern filled with an enormous stretch of humming machinery. He blinked from the service tunnel’s opening as his sensitive sight pierced the dim lighting. By the ancestors, the battlecruiser’s guts were a monstrosity. Seeing the inefficient mix of computers and working mechanisms didn’t cancel out his awe. The engines were astounding for their sheer size.


  He eased into the room, looking and listening for any sign of the Earther crew. Smells assailed him: grease, oils, and even the almost-forgotten sweat and musk of living men that had occasioned these environs. For now, however, the guts of the ship seemed to be empty of life. Engineering, the vessel’s heart, was the next room over, located on the other side of the engine room’s far wall. That was where the main focus of the Earthers should be as they tried to wrest navigation and control back. However, the engines themselves seemed to be unguarded.


  His team of six Nobeks followed him in, gazing around and ready to fight. “Check for guards and report back to me,” Oret said. They were gone almost before he finished speaking.


  Seconds later, they returned and gave him the news: the Kalquorian team had the engine room to themselves. They were free to commit all the havoc and destruction they could manage before their enemies were alerted to their presence.


  One told Oret, “There are four doors into this room.”


  He told them, “One of you to watch each, the other two with me.”


  Four men peeled off. As they did so, Oret went to the assortment of hand tools hanging with neat precision on the wall nearby. He considered before tucking wrenches, hammers, and cutting tools in his belt. His two remaining men followed suit. Armed with these primitive pieces and with the two men at his back, Oret went to the dozens of tubes suspended overhead in the middle of the room.


  A phenomenal waste of power accompanied the employment of a mix of computer and mechanized systems. However, the Earther use of such configurations had been among their best defenses against the Kalquorians during the war. Even with frequency jamming and computer viruses, the Kalquorians could not remotely shut down an Earther ship’s systems for any appreciable time. Mechanical parts did not respond to modern jamming fields. Even if their computers went offline, the Earthers were quite adept at executing work-arounds that ensured their engines ran. Oret had known his efforts at killing off the ship using Engineering’s computer commands would only be a temporary solution.


  However, the Nobek was now physically present in the belly of the ship. He and his fellow interlopers would be getting their hands on the actual working parts, hopefully stopping the vessel dead for as long as it took the Empire’s fleet to find it. It would be the final injury from which the battlecruiser could not recover from in time.


  Oret looked at the configuration of tubes suspended horizontally over his head. He counted seven larger ones, side by side, the circumference of each large enough to fit two men within. Dozens of smaller tubes as big around as his thigh flanked them. He dismissed the smaller ones. Captured vessels had revealed those ran primitive fiber optic wiring, feeding commands and power throughout the ship. Oret wanted to stop the real heartbeat of this vessel.


  He jumped up, managing to get a good grip on the smaller tubes, and used them to haul himself up on top of the metal casings. His two men clambered up with him and followed as he crawled to the first of the larger tubes.


  This was what he wanted, all right. The hum of the thing vibrated through his body. It was like sitting on a growling zibger, making his teeth click together with its power.


  Oret pointed to an access hatch on the conduit, which would open to the working parts that moved the ship. “I want you to each access another tube. We’ll start tearing up the engines at the same time. If you come across computer components, smash them. If the pieces are moving machinery, jam them and break off what you can.”


  “Blasters?” one of the men asked.


  Oret shook his head and patted the tools he’d taken from the wall and hung on his belt. “They’d hear those from the next room, even over the engines. Use hands and tools only. As long as some of the machines are running, they’ll help mask the sounds of our activities. It could be the Earthers won’t realize right away that the damage is physical.” He grinned savagely. “Ready? All right, let’s kill this bucket.”


  They nodded, their fierce, eager smiles answering his. One climbed over to the tube next to Oret’s, and the second man went to the next one. They watched as Oret pulled the field disrupter he’d taken from Coombs and used it to unlock the hatch on the tube he straddled.


  It slid away, opening an area half his body-length. Moving parts moved in a complicated ballet of physical motion: gears and pistons much like those Oret had seen in the most primitive of machines. There were also tethered plaits of wires running throughout and disks covered with tiny computers no larger than his fingernail. The sheer complexity of the ship’s inner workings would have boggled Oret’s mind had he had the time to consider this strange and amazing mishmash of older and newer technology banded together.


  He did not have that time. He handed off the disruptor to the man straddling the tube next to him. That Nobek also opened his hatch and passed the disruptor on to the next man, who followed suit.


  Oret pulled a wrench from his belt. He looked at his men and gave them the hand signal for ‘kill’. Then he jammed the wrench into the moving parts before him.


  The gears and pistons locked up immediately. A grating sound issued from the tube, and Oret smelled something burning. Then the strident blare of an alarm went off.


  Oret wasted no time, knowing there was none to waste. He yanked and smashed and tore at the components as fast as he could. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his men doing the same. More alarms sounded, blasting at his ears.


  Heavy smoke had started billowing from his tube. Satisfied with this part’s destruction for the moment, Oret leapt up and ran across tubes to get to the next one not yet under attack. He held out his hand to the Nobek next to him. “Disrupter!”


  It slapped into his palm. That man went on to the next available tube, as did the second Nobek. Oret was smiling as he unlocked the hatch before him. Handing the disruptor off again, reaching into the tube, and taking its innards apart, he took great pleasure in his work.


  Wanton destruction wasn’t like spilling the blood of a hated enemy, but it was still damned fun.


  



  



  







  Chapter 20


  



  Lieutenant Commander Robards had gone from miserable exhaustion to punch-drunk exhaustion. That was why his voice came out so high-pitched and giddy as he called to Chase, “Ha! Internal tracking sensors are up. Now I can find the bastards—”


  The steady hum of some of the cruiser’s engines abruptly cut off and the lights in Engineering dimmed to near darkness. Robards’ glee sliced cleanly off with the engines. He could hear alarms going off in the distance and recognized the claxons came from the engine room itself.


  The vid in front of him flickered as backup power not dependent on the main grid fired up. Engineering’s lights brightened again, but more engines went silent. Seconds later, there was only the peal of the sirens in the next chamber.


  Chase scowled at everyone around him. “Now what?”


  The delirious joy Robards had felt was gone as he snapped at a haggard-looking member of the engineering crew. “Bring up engine diagnostics.”


  The crewman’s hands flew over his keyboard. The blankness of his vid answered before he did. “I can’t, sir. We still don’t have diagnostic functions back yet.”


  Robards could have screamed his rage. He had nothing now but life support indicators and internal tracking sensors, neither of which were any help to do with the engines. He brought up the sensor readings in the engine room, knowing damned well they wouldn’t show him what ailed the cruiser’s power. He had to do something though, or he’d end up pounding the computer in front of him like a five-year-old having a temper tantrum.


  Robards looked at the readouts, absurdly hating the ship and wishing he could make it sense pain in revenge for driving him crazy. Epitaphs crowded his head as he mentally ranted at it. Fucking stupid cruiser, piece of shit that was ripped too easily from our control, ridiculous metal cunt—


  He stared. His breath froze in his chest. His eyes grew so wide he felt like they might fall right out of his head.


  “Fuck,” he said loudly.


  He sensed rather than saw Chase give him an affronted glare. “Mr. Robards!” the first officer said in a warning tone.


  Robards ignored the remonstration. He turned towards the wall that separated Engineering from the engine room, as if he might be able to see through the partition to what was happening beyond.


  “They’re in the engine room itself. The Kalqs are attacking the engines!”


  His cry set off panicked yells from the crew. Everyone stood still as they absorbed the news.


  Then one of the men standing near Chase and Robards, that sly little weasel Ensign Remington, broke. “They’ll blow the ship! We’ve got to evacuate!” he shrieked.


  Remington, who had always exhibited bravado in Robards’ presence, who had promised Robards again and again that he’d be glad to personally execute all the Kalquorian prisoners if they got out of line ... Remington ran. He took off for the door, apparently intending to escape right then and there. Two other men, their faces pale, started to run too. Terror fell over the room’s atmosphere, and Robards knew in a matter of moments there would be a mass exodus.


  Remington was halfway to the door when a percussion blaster went off, echoing in the room. Remington hit the floor, everything between his shoulder blades vaporized. Everyone froze again as the sound of the shot faded. All eyes, including Robards’, turned to Commander Chase.


  The percussion blaster in the first officer’s hand did not tremble even minutely. He looked around at the men, his previously wan face as resolute as Robards had ever seen it.


  In a cold, controlled voice, Chase told them. “I will have order. No one abandons this ship. I will send every deserter straight to his judgment, right here and right now.”


  Robards waited to see if anyone would attempt defiance. No one did. They all watched Chase. It seemed no one even dared to breathe.


  Seeing order somewhat restored, Robards went back to his readouts, tapping for more information. The first officer taking control of the situation had settled his own nerves.


  In an even tone, Robards told Chase, “There are only seven alien signatures in the engine room. There are a few more, groups of four, scattered about the ship. I would hazard the guess those are to create diversions. The main group of Kalqs are two levels below, in one of the cargo holds. There are two smaller signatures, obviously Earther.”


  Chase nodded. “Excellent. Take whoever you feel will be men of faith and kill those bastards in the engine room. I’ll lead a team after the ones on the cargo level. Destroy the vermin, Robards. Whether it’s Kalquorian or Earther, if a man opposes us and the Holy Leader, he dies.”


  His voice was loud enough to carry through the room. Chase was putting the crew on notice: there would be no mercy for traitors or cowards.


  Suddenly Robards didn’t feel tired at all. He felt invigorated. At last he could do work worthy of an upright Earther officer, without the compassion of a weak captain standing in his way. He gave Chase a grim smile. “Yes sir.”


  He pointed to several men who’d helped him fight his way in here, men he knew would stand true despite their current wide-eyed stares. “Follow me to the engine room. Your orders are simple: kill them all.”


  “Yes sir!” Their response was appropriately enthusiastic, especially since they saw Chase mark them with his hectic stare. He still held his blaster ready to fire.


  Robards led them out, ready to do battle for the last time.


  * * * *


  Oret was happily mangling the contents beneath the hatch of the last conduit when a percussion blaster went off close by. He turned to see the guard at the nearest door firing at something in the corridor outside.


  The guard stopped firing long enough to yell, “Armed hostiles coming, Commander! We’re discovered!”


  Blasts sounded from the hall, forcing the guard to duck inside the room. The Nobeks watching the other doors rushed to his side to help him return fire.


  Oret and his helpers leapt down from the smoking pipes. The head of security waved the pair towards the service tunnels. He followed them, though the instinct to join those fighting felt overwhelming. Still, he’d made a promise to his clan that he would return. He had to protect Elisa.


  As Oret went, he yelled back to those defending the door, “Fall back to ductwork! We’ve done all we can here.”


  The first guard yelled to the others, “Lay down suppressing fire and get out of here. Kanhak and I will go last.”


  Oret entered the tunnels and ran behind the other two. He heard others of his team behind him, their usual silence somewhat defeated by the hurry they were in. The group wove in and out of tunnels until Oret judged they were deep within. He signaled a stop. The team stood silently, listening for pursuit. For the moment, they seemed to have outrun their enemies. Quiet stretched for nearly a minute before Oret decided it was safe to talk.


  He was delighted to see his entire team had made it out alive and without injury. No doubt the men had wanted to stand and fight, the same as he’d been tempted to do. However, they all knew the bigger battle was elsewhere. His men were as eager to be a part of that as he was.


  Oret asked, “How large was that attack party?”


  “No more than six men, Commander. They came right at us, ready to fight.”


  Oret said, “If they sent only that many, then the rest are attacking elsewhere. We’ll move back to our group in the cargo hold.”


  Nobek Kanhak nodded. “It was no accident that the Earthers came straight to us.”


  Oret said, “I think the ship’s crew has gotten computer tracking back on line. The rest may already be engaging Captain Zemos’ group. If there’s a fight, we’ll join it. If our people have evacuated, we’ll head back and keep the Earthers busy in Engineering.”


  The men snapped nods and chorused, “Yes, Commander.”


  Oret allowed himself a grin. “You’ve done good work, men. Whether we leave this ship alive or not, it isn’t going anywhere for some time. Our fleet will no doubt find the Earthers before they can escape. This is one less enemy for the Empire to worry over. You have all served with honor.”


  The men took a moment to slam fists into each other’s chests, taking a measure of joy in their victory. Then Oret took the lead, heading for the cargo hold where they’d left most of the crew. He hurried, worry for his clan replacing pride in his men’s efforts. Now that he’d scored a win for the Empire, it was time to keep his own alive for as long as possible.


  * * * *


  Elisa and the Kalquorians sheltered behind their wall of bins as the battle raged. On the other side of the containers, the cruiser’s crew blasted at them. It was obvious the Earthers had no intention of re-taking their former prisoners. They were shooting to kill.


  Miragin stood on one side of Elisa, not content to hide and let Zemos and the others defend them. The quiet writer had turned fighter in this last ditch stand, popping up from behind their barricade from time to time to fire. Zemos stood on the other side of Elisa, also shooting over the bins. From his yelled commands and the deafening reports of percussion blasts, she knew the cruiser’s crew was spilling into the cargo bay. The Kalquorians were moments away from being overwhelmed.


  Captain Walker crouched near the end of the bins. His guards were busy shooting at the incoming Earthers, leaving him unrestrained after the first few moments of the attack.


  Walker’s guard Almon had reminded him, “You said they will kill you along with us.”


  “They will. You might as well shoot me now.”


  Almon had not shot Walker. Indeed, the one time Joseph had poked his head up to see what was happening, the scarred Nobek had shoved him back to the floor. “Stay down or I’ll stand on you, boy!”


  Walker had made no move to attack his captors, though they were pretty much ignoring him in the heat of battle. He crouched at Almon’s feet, staring up at the howling Nobek as the fight wore on.


  One of the men leaned out around the end of the bins to shoot. The Dramok, a man Elisa knew as Sevo, took a glancing hit on the upper part of his chest. It sent out a spray of blood, and Sevo went down with a scream. He writhed on the floor, lying out in the open. More blasts shivered the air over his body.


  Unarmed, Walker darted to the fallen man and started dragging Sevo back behind the bins. Elisa heard the familiar voice of the cruiser’s first officer yell out.


  “Captain Walker has turned traitor! Take him down with the rest!”


  More shots wavered over Joseph’s head, so close Elisa could see his hair move as if in a breeze. She was sure the captain was about to die. Almon was suddenly there, standing before Walker and Sevo, shielding them with his body as he returned fire. Elisa yelled in horror as one leg of the Nobek’s pants shredded and blood appeared on his suddenly naked thigh. It was only a grazing shot however, and Joseph doubled his efforts to drag Sevo behind the barrier. Almon followed them to the relative safety of the bins’ cover, screaming defiantly at his enemies as he went.


  Elisa was about to crawl over to Joseph and Sevo to see if she could help tend the Dramok’s wounds when Miragin suddenly cursed. “Damn it, here come more Earthers. Is that the tactical officer? The one named Robards?”


  Zemos didn’t pause in sending off deafening blasts as he yelled to the Imdiko. “That’s him, all right. I’ll buy you a new shuttle if you take off his head.”


  Miragin screamed laughter. “You’ve obviously noticed what a shitty aim I have. You’re making a safe bet.”


  “You might get lucky.” Zemos grinned despite the mayhem.


  “I’ll do my best, but I don’t think we’re going to live long enough for you to reward me.”


  Zemos’ smile turned into a snarl. “We’re done for, all right. I’m sorry, my Imdiko.”


  “Fuck it. No man wants to live to be the last of his clan.”


  As if to underscore his statement, Miragin suddenly jerked and shrieked. He went down in a heap, and Elisa cried out to see blood soaking through the fabric of his shirt’s shoulder.


  Zemos’ roar shook the air along with the blaster shots. “Miragin!”


  Elisa tore at the Imdiko’s shirt, ripping the sleeve off along the seam to expose the ugly wound. It looked like a chunk had been taken out of Miragin’s arm. He grimaced as she put pressure on, trying to stop the bleeding.


  Miragin managed a pain-filled smile for her. “It’s not so bad. Not compared to a shot to the head, I suppose.”


  Elisa nodded. She couldn’t speak for crying. He was hurt. Her Imdiko was hurt.


  Miragin kept trying to talk and comfort her, as if she was the one who was badly injured. “Tell Oret when you see him that it was the first officer who got me, not some youngling grunt. There’s got to be some honor in that, right?”


  He fainted before she could answer. Elisa sobbed as she tore at his sleeve to make a half-assed bandage. She glanced at Zemos, looking for some hope. She saw none in his grim face. His expression told her better than anything that the fight was lost. Being shot in the arm would soon be the least of their worries.


  She managed to tie the sleeve around Miragin’s shoulder. Blood immediately soaked through the fabric. There was nothing else she could do for the still unconscious Imdiko.


  Elisa picked up the blaster he’d been using. She’d already chosen sides anyway. Chase and Robards were among the worst. Maybe Remington was out there too. She owed those men for all the harm they’d done to her clan.


  It told her just how desperate the situation was when she stood to fight and Zemos didn’t tell her to get back down. Instead he gave her a proud smile as she pointed her blaster at her first target: Commander Mitchell Chase. She sighted on his arm and fired.


  She scored, and he screamed. It was a little justice for Miragin. Didn’t the bible say an eye for an eye?


  Elisa kept shooting at others, aiming for their legs. She was not a killer, especially not of her own kind. She showed mercy though she knew she would receive none when they got to her. All Elisa wanted now was to die with an easy conscience.


  * * * *


  Oret heard the blaster fire coming from the cargo bay long before his team reached it. His first instinct was to fly out of the service tunnel, his weapon ready to take the enemy down. After all, his clan was out there fighting for their lives. Experience won out over emotion, however. The battle-hardened Nobek eased the hatch open a crack to take a look at the situation.


  The Kalquorian crew was pinned behind the row of bins with Earthers pouring in from the entrance on the other side. Oret’s heart stuttered when he saw Miragin flat on his back, a bloodsoaked rag tied around his shoulder. However, his Imdiko was still alive, his pain-filled eyes watching Elisa as she shot at her former crewmates.


  Elisa. Oret could barely credit what his eyes told him as his sweet Matara popped up from behind the bins, squeezed off a couple of shots, and ducked back down to avoid getting blasted herself. She fought at Zemos’ side, doing her best to keep her fallen Imdiko alive, just as Oret would have done.


  Love filled Oret’s heart, the emotion so profound it nearly choked him. Elisa was a woman worth having and keeping for a lifetime ... even though this lifetime was apparently only minutes away from ending. Their campaign to escape the battlecruiser had been lost. Oret could think of no better way to die than fighting at the sides of his clanmates, including his Matara. They would all fall, and he would be there to defend them to his last breath.


  He looked at the Earthers filling the bay, their attention zeroed in on those shooting from behind the bins. No one had spied him assessing the situation. Oret noted the faces in the fray.


  While in captivity, the officers of the ship had visited his cell early on: Captain Walker, his first officer Chase, and tactical officer Robards. Oret spied Chase, bloodied and injured similarly to Miragin, propped up against the far wall. He was clearly out of the fight, but he was still in command of this group. He would have to be dealt with.


  Robards was also among the fighters, thus far uninjured. The tactical officer was in the middle of the attackers, part of the fighting but not chancing himself in the front line. From Oret’s vantage point, he had a clear shot at the man, who was screaming orders at his men as he fired over their heads.


  Oret turned to his men. “Go in fast and blasting. They’ll be taken by surprise and may even fall back for a moment until we get behind cover. For honor and Empire.”


  At their nods, Oret returned his attention to Robards. The man was still open.


  Oret shoved the hatch wide open and took his shot. He didn’t wait to see Robards’ torso splatter from the percussion blast. He was already running to join his clan as he sighted and fired on Chase. The first officer, farther away from Oret than Robards had been, did not take as profound a hit, but he took enough. He slumped over.


  Oret and his team screamed like crazed animals as they joined in the fight, firing at everything in their sight. The Earthers were startled as Oret had predicted, and a few ran out of the bay while others ducked and looked for cover. Some stood fast and shot back, and Oret felt the pulses of percussive energy barely miss him. He made it to his clan in one piece.


  Zemos did no more than glance at him before fighting on. He did yell, “I’m glad you could join us, my Nobek.”


  Oret grinned at Elisa and Miragin’s welcoming smiles. His Matara was obviously scared and his Imdiko was in a great deal of pain, but they still managed to be happy to see him. In fact, his presence seemed to have renewed their strength. That, more than winning any battle, counted a great deal to the Nobek.


  He stood shoulder to shoulder with Zemos and fired at the re-assembling attack force. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything. The ship is dead, by the way.”


  “Along with the leaders of this group. Good work, though the rest seem to be rallying in response. I think you pissed them off.”


  Oret snorted and blew away two men in quick succession. “Good. I see our Matara is making her presence known.”


  Elisa grinned with pride and popped up to shoot. She had terrible aim at such short range, Oret thought as one man went down clutching his leg. Then again, it could be that she wasn’t shooting to kill.


  He yelled to his Imdiko, “Miragin, congratulations on your mark of honor. How are you holding up?”


  Miragin yelled back, “It’s too loud, my arm fucking hurts, my head is pounding, and I don’t care much for the entertainment.”


  Oret heard Elisa laugh in a screamy voice. “I myself think you Kalquorian space jockeys know how to throw a great party.”


  The Nobek couldn’t get the grin off his face despite knowing he was about to die. Elisa might be terrified, but she had a hell of a lot of heart and courage. Damn, he loved that woman.


  * * * *


  Elisa’s relief to see Oret made her giddy, and not because she thought he might save them. The battle was going against the Kalquorians, and she was sure there was no way out alive. Yet having the Nobek close, as fierce and wonderful in his larger-than-life persona as she’d ever known him, gave her courage.


  He had kept his promise to her. He had come back.


  If Elisa had been granted a future with Zemos’ clan, she knew she could trust them forever. They had only minutes left from the looks of things with the Earther crew pressing closer, taking more and more of the Kalquorians out. As far as Elisa was concerned, those few minutes would be enough. Miragin had been right about accepting the good in the here and now. Even with blaster fire raging, even with more and more falling dead around her, Elisa could appreciate his words. She had been given the greatest gift of all.


  Now she had a promise of her own to keep in these last seconds.


  “I love you, Oret,” she called as she ducked down to avoid a shot from only feet away; a shot that would have disintegrated her head.


  He didn’t look at her, too busy firing at the enemy. However, he did smile, transforming his craggy face into something beautiful.


  “I love you too, my Matara. These last months have been the best of my life because you were in them.”


  Zemos also grinned, and Elisa thought she heard Miragin chuckle despite the din that tried to deafen her.


  Zemos ducked a shot. “They’re right on us. This is it,” he said before rising to shoot again.


  Elisa took a deep breath and readied her blaster. She prepared for the end.


  She stood up straight, popping out to face the men on the other side of the bins. Before she could fire, wild sounds like dogs howling rose in the air. The Earthers in front of Elisa, the ones who would kill her and her clan, turned as one towards the maddened sounds.


  Battle-armored Kalquorians Elisa had never seen before burst into the room, firing a barrage that mowed the cruiser’s crew down. Many died right away, while others were left screaming on the floor. A very few fired back and were taken down quickly. As if obeying a silent order, the rest threw down their weapons and raised the hands in surrender. They were immediately surrounded by the growling invaders, but their lives were spared. Hover cuffs snapped around wrists of the stunned Earthers.


  Zemos’ surviving crew cheered their rescuers, Oret loudest of all. From his position on the floor, Miragin asked, “What happened?”


  Zemos sagged, his expression one of disbelieving relief. Elisa stared at the newcomers. Where the hell had these men come from?


  A badly scarred but handsome Kalquorian stepped forward. He looked as ferocious as any Nobek but also carried the commanding aura of a Dramok. He reminded Elisa of Zemos, though they looked nothing alike. He looked over Zemos’ embattled crew and grinned.


  His rough but cheerful voice rose above the cheers. “I’m sorry to disrupt your fine last stand and march to final glory, but my men wanted in on the fun. Who’s the ranking officer here?”


  Zemos straightened and walked around the bins to stand before the hulking brute. He bowed. “That would be me. I am Captain Zemos of the destroyer class ship identification DS-47013, lost in a fight with this battlecruiser.”


  The other man returned the bow. “Captain Nako of the raider class ship identification RD-1202. As you have no doubt surmised, we got your distress call. We also picked up one of the men you sent out in a fighter to find help.”


  Zemos smiled at the leader of their rescuers. “We are quite happy to see you, Captain Nako.”


  Elisa could hardly believe the fight was over and they were alive. She tried pinching herself, but the pain felt distant. Maybe she was dreaming. She drew near Zemos, her eyes wide as she looked at the other captain.


  Nako started to see her there. When he looked at Zemos, who nodded, he grinned even bigger. He bowed to Elisa.


  “I imagine you are glad we came. Thank you, Captain Zemos, for providing the distraction that allowed us to board with little resistance.”


  Zemos grimaced. “Glad to have been of service.”


  The two Dramoks chuckled then, a couple of seasoned warriors who didn’t have to speak much beyond banter to be on the same wavelength.


  Elisa and Oret knelt next to Miragin, who still lay on the floor. The Imdiko watched Zemos and Nako’s exchange with pained cheer. He pointedly ignored Oret’s hiss as the Nobek checked at his clanmate’s injury.


  Elisa had to look away from the torn, bloody mess. Zemos left Nako to examine his clanmate’s shoulder. Nako looked them over with curiosity.


  “A civilian was on your destroyer?” he asked. Then the his jaw dropped. “Mother of All, I’ve seen that face before. Tell me that this is not the Conscience of Kalquor lying injured on the floor.”


  Miragin waved weakly with his good hand. “I’m afraid so. I am glad to see you, Captain Nako.”


  “By the ancestors!” Nako turned to yell at his men. “Get the medical crew in here now!” The raider captain knelt with them as Oret and Zemos assessed Miragin’s condition. He muttered in Kalquorian, and Elisa assumed he cursed.


  “A lot of muscle and tissue damage,” Oret reported. “The bone and joint seem to be intact, however.”


  “Just the shoulder?” Nako asked. “Tell me your wonderful Imdiko has not suffered a head injury, Captain Zemos. I go for far too long between skirmishes to not have decent reading material.”


  Oret smirked, as if amused. “It looks like he will survive with all faculties intact.”


  Miragin smiled brightly at his fan. “And plenty of material for another book.”


  Nako chuckled. “I would imagine so.” He bowed his head to Miragin, his expression one of awed respect.


  He turned to Zemos. “Four more ships from the fleet are less than an hour away. By that time, I think my men will have finished rounding up the rest of the Earther holdouts on board. I’d invite your men to join them, but mine are a terrible bunch, keeping all the glory for themselves when possible.”


  “You don’t have to tell me about such,” Zemos answered, jerking his head to one side to indicate Oret.


  “Says the Dramok with the heavy Nobek tendencies,” Oret snorted back.


  “I am dual-breed myself,” Nako said. “We must trade stories over drinks, Captain Zemos.”


  There were grins all around, including Elisa’s. Only minutes before, she had given herself and her clan up for dead. She still had the sense of unreality, but it was fading in the aftermath of victory. As impossible as it seemed, they were going to be all right.


  



  



  







  Chapter 21


  



  Elisa tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear. It kept escaping in the stiff breeze that blew through the flower garden. The wayward lock of hair wouldn’t have bothered her except it always aimed for her eyes. She huffed at it through her grin.


  All things considered, hair in her face was not such a bad thing.


  She worked on a new flowerbed she had started on top of the clan’s cave home on Kalquor. As she did so, Miragin lounged under the shade of a nearby tree. The wind kept blowing sapphire-blue leaves around him, swirling them in complicated patterns about the recuperating Imdiko. He seemed oblivious to the dancing foliage as he sat on a reclining cushion, dictating his next book into a silver box that Elisa hoped recorded more of his voice than the gusts of wind.


  Miragin would regain full use of his arm, but the blaster shot had taken off a large chunk of it. It would take a few weeks more of cellular regeneration to fuse the replacement tendons and synthetic muscle and skin to the rest of his shoulder. After that would be plenty of rehabilitation. To Elisa, the Imdiko seemed perfectly happy to take his ease and work on a book detailing their adventures and the lessons he’d taken from the experience. She’d been just as happy to submit to rounds of questions about her take on the whole thing. Zemos and Oret, men of action and not words, could handle only so many interviews before losing patience with their clanmate.


  Despite enjoying his enforced relaxation when it came to having time to write, Miragin became frustrated with his inability to nurture the rest of the clan the way he thought he should. He pouted over Elisa cooking their meals and cleaning the clan’s home. When Elisa did what she considered ‘wifely’ tasks for the men, Miragin turned moody.


  “That’s my responsibility. I’m the Imdiko,” he kept saying with a scowl. “You have enough to do with your voice training and gardening.”


  Elisa tried to be understanding, but a few days ago, he’d finally gotten on her nerves with the grousing. “Quit whining,” she ordered. “I’m a dietician, remember? Planning and making meals is second nature to me. I don’t mind taking care of you three, either. It makes me happy.”


  “You’ve done enough of that. It’s your turn to be cared for. If this stupid arm would just heal—”


  She’d planted her hands on her hips and glared at him. “You know, you are exactly like an Earther man who’s sick. You all cry like big babies, as if no one has ever been ill before you.”


  Miragin stared at her. “I am nothing like an Earther man.”


  “You could have fooled me. Shut up, drink your coffee before it gets cold, and write. That and getting healthy are your only concerns right now.”


  The Imdiko’s mouth snapped shut. He had no answer to her orders.


  The exchange had amused Zemos and Oret to no end. The Nobek chortled, “Finally, someone who can successfully argue with him!”


  Zemos’ grin lit up Elisa’s world. “I was worried he’d try to overdo things once Oret and I went back on duty. Now I see our Matara will keep him in line.”


  Since that day, Miragin had kept quiet about Elisa doing the tasks he considered to be his. If he glowered from time to time, she chose to ignore it. She knew he really was unhappy about the situation.


  For her part, Elisa was in heaven. She took regular singing lessons, developing the voice that had been forced into silence these many years. She loved her new abode too. The clan owned a great swath of land in the foothills of a mountainous region of Kalquor, in the middle of which was the cave that made up their home. The cave was huge and thoroughly modern on the inside, with more conveniences than Elisa had ever known in her life. The kitchen alone was a marvel, allowing her to whip up extravagant meals with little effort, meals that made her men moan in contentment.


  “I will have to train twice as hard to get back into fighting shape before we ship out again,” Oret would sigh.


  “Me too, but it’s worth it,” was Zemos’ standard answer.


  As wonderful as the home was, much of its amenities paid for by Miragin’s successful writing, Elisa preferred the outdoor property. Rolling hills dotted by rainbow-hued leaves of tall trees made up the landscape. She’d missed being outside after years shut up in a space vessel. Her being cried out to escape indoor confines as often as possible. For the first time in her life Elisa tried gardening. She’d started with a few pretty flowers she found in the nearby market. She found herself hooked on it, almost as much as with singing.


  “Make yourself happy,” Zemos had told her. “Plant all the blooms you wish on our property. Just remember, you can only use plants indigenous to Kalquor. We don’t allow alien life forms on the home planet.”


  “Except Earthers,” Elisa teased.


  He laughed. “I’m glad we make that exception.”


  She’d taken him at his word. Elisa had gone from planting one tiny plot to planning a garden worthy of a palace back on Earth. She’d plotted out rooms made of hedges, ponds with fountains, and even a vegetable and herb garden to supply their kitchen. Perhaps she was going a little crazy with the idea, but it made her happy. For their part, her clanmates encouraged her. They suggested specific plants for whatever theme she wanted in certain parts of her undertaking and helped her diagram plans.


  “It’s too elaborate,” she said, looking at the plans that illustrated ten acres worth of garden so far. “I’ll spend too much and it will never get done before I’m in the dirt myself.”


  “Money is not an issue for us. Besides, it makes you happy,” Miragin told her. “That makes it worthwhile.”


  Thus far, Elisa had made inroads planting her first half-acre, where she and Miragin were spending this particular afternoon in the steady wind. Fortunately, it wasn’t cold. Spring was firmly in place in this region of Kalquor, and the temperatures were perfect. Elisa’s project today was establishing a bed of acithyllic flowers. Their large, diamond-shaped petals were the same blue-purple shade of her clanmates’ eyes. They were stunning.


  She inhaled the perfume of one bloom with pleasure and listened to the wind in the leaves. Miragin had fallen silent, and she looked at him to see what had stopped him from dictating.


  The Imdiko smiled as he looked towards one corner of her growing garden. Elisa turned to see Zemos and Oret entering the area.


  Her heart leapt to see the pair returning home. They were both in sharp new uniforms and looked especially handsome. They’d gone into headquarters to find out when they shipped out to space again and to testify on Joseph Walker’s behalf.


  Elisa herself had spent half a day at the hearing against the former captain. She’d answered questions about what had happened on board the battlecruiser in the wake of Armageddon. She’d expected to be harangued by the prosecution, but the man investigating on behalf of the Empire’s fleet, a Dramok admiral named Tranis, had handled her as kindly as Walker’s defense attorney. She’d gotten the idea that rather than looking to put Walker away at all costs, Kalquor was intent on getting at the truth of what had occurred when Zemos’ ship had been attacked.


  They’d been similarly considerate at the hearings of the rest of the Earther crew. A few men, including the guard Ensign Larsen, had been cleared of all charges against them. Zemos’ surviving crew had all testified on Larsen’s behalf, insisting he had done nothing to harm them. The young man had sobbed like a child to hear them praising his kindness.


  Elisa’s testimony for Captain Walker had taken four hours. Zemos and Oret had been gone nearly ten today. She got up from the ground and took off her gloves. Pushing that errant tendril of hair behind her ear once more, Elisa went to the men to greet them.


  Feeling their arms around her and kissing them made her feel deliciously squirmy inside. Elisa pushed aside carnal thoughts, worried for Captain Walker’s fate. If he went to actual trial, he’d face the death penalty. Execution on Kalquor was known to be a nasty affair.


  Afraid of what her clanmates might tell her, she noted, “You were gone longer than I expected.”


  The two men escorted her over to Miragin. “Bureaucracy. Dramoks love their paperwork,” Oret said.


  “Not this Dramok.” Zemos smiled down at his Imdiko as they drew near. “How are you feeling today?”


  Miragin smiled back. “I think I’m almost ready to arm wrestle Elisa.” His smile faded as a shadow passed over his eyes. “Did you get your orders?”


  Zemos nodded. “We leave in four weeks. You should be in physical rehabilitation by then. We’ll barely be out of space dock when you and Elisa start fighting over who gets to take care of who.”


  Elisa’s heart plunged to hear how little time was left before Zemos and Oret went out on patrol. Miragin sighed for them both. “I can’t complain. Fleet Command was quite generous with your leave while I recovered.”


  Oret knelt at his side to tousle Miragin’s always messy hair. “Your injury, a new Matara, and being held prisoner for three months entitled us to a lengthy respite. Still, I’m in no hurry to go. I’m actually dreading it.”


  Miragin chuckled. “You’ll be stir-crazy from days of strolling the hills and planting shrubbery for Elisa before you know it. You’re nowhere near ready for retirement, my Nobek. The same goes for Zemos.”


  “You know us well,” Zemos smiled. “Still, I feel I could have stayed home a bit longer with the two of you.”


  Elisa didn’t want to think of Zemos and Oret going back to work. Even the promise of joining them three days out of each month during their shore leaves couldn’t raise her spirits. She’d have Miragin full time, but she wanted all three.


  Greedy, greedy, she told herself. You knew it was coming. They’re front-line military, and that means tours of separation.


  It didn’t make it easier to contemplate.


  She switched the subject. “How was Joseph’s hearing?”


  Zemos said, “It’s good news. The prosecution made a deal with his defense. He won’t stand a formal trial.”


  Elisa gasped. “No chance of execution? He’ll be spared?”


  Her Dramok nodded. “He had a lot going for him. He testified to everything he knew about the Basma and Holy Leader’s activities against the Empire, which may help us in finding both those men. The testimony you gave, along with that of a few of his crew, demonstrated the no-win situation he found himself in as the captain of a rogue vessel. His actions that helped save that Dramok crewmember’s life during the last fight were also noted. All the evidence has granted him a lenient sentence.”


  Oret said, “Walker will not even have to endure a penal colony. Rather than being remanded to a prison or work camp, he is to be placed in a rehabilitation center that caters to troubled Imdikos.”


  Elisa’s brow creased. “Rehabilitation?”


  Zemos nodded. “Admiral Tranis thought Joseph’s actions stemmed from mental and emotional damage rather than any real hostile intent. Psychological testing confirmed it. Joseph is overwhelmed by issues with his repressed sexuality. He also sees himself as powerless, with something of a victim mentality.”


  “Interesting,” Miragin mused. “I can see that diagnosis to a point. Ultimately, he did stand up for someone.” He smiled at Elisa.


  Oret pointed out, “He won’t do it for himself, however. That inability to defy flawed authority figures like Browning Copeland is what put us on Walker’s ship and nearly put us in the hands of Bi’is.”


  Elisa frowned at the mention of the Kalquorian Empire’s neighbor and sometime enemy. “What’s the word on Bi’is’ involvement?”


  The Nobek snorted derisively. “Their kingdom denies all allegations of seeking Kalquorian specimens, of course. They have told the Galactic Council they are investigating a potential ‘rogue’ research facility, acting independently of their government.”


  Zemos scowled. “Those little gray bastards are not to be trusted. Fleet Command knows it, and they’re beefing up patrols on our shared border with Bi’is. We’ll make sure no more Kalquorians are smuggled across.”


  Oret added, “The Galactic Council has issued a warning to Bi’is. Any evidence of experimentation done on member species will be dealt with. Kalquor’s threat was much more explicitly worded.”


  Miragin’s eyes narrowed at his clanmates. “That’s where you’re being sent, isn’t it? To the Bi’is border?”


  He looked as unhappy with the idea as Elisa felt. Bi’isils might be physically small, but their technology was some of the most advanced of all known worlds. Altercations with the Bi’is kingdom would be deadly.


  Zemos’ expression softened at Miragin’s obvious fear for his and Oret’s welfare. He stroked the Imdiko’s hair as he answered. “That’s where the most experienced officers and crews are needed. I can’t keep you and Elisa safe if I’m sitting at home or flying friendly space.”


  Miragin’s lips tightened for a moment before he unleashed a huff of breath. “I know. I signed on for this decades ago, didn’t I?” He scowled at no one in particular. “It doesn’t make it easier, especially not after what we just went through.”


  They were all silent for a few moments, reflecting on the struggles of not so long ago. Elisa still felt the rawness of fighting for her and her men’s lives, of battling to survive just a few seconds more. It didn’t seem fair that they should be separated again so soon.


  Miragin’s naturally sunny disposition reasserted itself, and he was the first to smile again. “Only four weeks left, huh?”


  Oret gave him a fierce yet adoring grin. “It’s nice to know that even after three months of being penned up in a cell together, you haven’t tired of us.”


  Miragin arched a brow at the Nobek. His look was pure mischief. “Oh, you’re all right to be with for an extended period, I suppose. However, I was thinking more along the lines of having you around to help this poor old cripple enjoy his Matara. It’s difficult not being able to fetch her myself.”


  “Oh, you want this?” Oret scooped up Elisa, who squealed with delighted surprise. She squealed even more when he slung her over his shoulder. Carrying her the two steps it took to bring her to Miragin, he said, “I’m always glad to be of service, my Imdiko.”


  He deposited the giggling Elisa onto Miragin’s already lively lap. She protested, pushing against Miragin’s chest. “Hey! I’ve been messing around in the dirt! I’ve got it all over me.”


  Miragin’s one hand busied with pulling her blouse over her head, undressing her right out in the open. “Dirty sex. My favorite,” he said.


  Elisa continued to struggle – carefully, since the Imdiko’s shoulder had to be minded. However, Oret and Zemos joined in with pulling her clothes off, making her naked and vulnerable.


  Zemos’ mouth sealed over Elisa’s. Her lips automatically parted for his questing tongue, letting him kiss her deeply. Oret’s hot mouth and hands went to her breasts. He sucked on one engorged nipple while his strong hand mauled the other by clutching and pulling at the orb. Elisa responded to the confusion of simultaneous harsh and gentle play as she always did; with eager arousal. The men had learned early on she liked being handled this way.


  Zemos and Oret leaned her back, allowing Miragin access to her sex. Even with only one hand, he was perfectly capable of driving her wild. His deft fingers stroked her pussy, which had been rendered permanently hairless at Zemos’ command. Within seconds, Elisa was soaked, her honey flowing. Miragin wet his fingers as he petted her folds and rubbed her clit. Then, in perfect juxtaposition to the tender touching, he shoved two fingers inside her with force.


  Elisa arched backward with a cry. She would have fallen had the other two men not been there to hold her up. As always, her Dramok and Nobek kept her secure, their arms supporting her body so that she was more or less upright.


  While Miragin finger-fucked her trembling pussy, Oret switched breasts. Now he soothed the orb he’d tormented and tortured the one he’d been so gentle with. Elisa’s heady excitement grew as Zemos kissed her with tenderness one moment and with brutalizing demand the next. Her hands alternated clutching at the men, exploring their bodies through their clothes, and struggling a little. Elisa was drowning in erotic bliss, but she was also aware she was outdoors and naked. None of the area’s shuttle traffic patterns moved over this part of the clan’s property, but Oret and Miragin’s surviving parents lived nearby. They had a habit of stopping by frequently and unannounced.


  When Zemos moved his lips from hers to kiss more of her face, Elisa gasped, “Can we take this inside?”


  “No,” the Dramok answered. “We’re going to fuck you here and now.”


  “But if someone sees, it will be embarrassing.”


  “Then that someone will learn to com before they come over.”


  That got snickers from both Oret and Miragin. The men showed great love for their aging parents, treating them with care and consideration. However, after the first couple weeks of daily visits and after Zemos’ parents had gone back to their home a day’s travel away, the clan was ready for private time. Miragin had become eager to write, a near impossibility when his Imdiko father showed up five times a day to check and see if they needed anything and then stuck around to gossip.


  Then there was Oret’s Nobek father. He insisted on dropping by often to ruminate with his son on what the Bi’is kingdom might be up to and how the police might track down the Basma. Adding to the constant visiting, both men’s mothers were planning a big, formal clanning ceremony for them. The elderly Mataras were forever on the com or at the home suggesting dresses, ceremony sites, and reception details with Elisa.


  The thought of any of them coming upon the clan’s current activities had Elisa squirming. “I don’t want to get caught by your parents!”


  Zemos’ fist tightened in her hair. “Is this our home, my Matara?”


  She stared into his brilliant purple eyes and quieted under the intent gaze despite Oret’s mouthings and Miragin’s plunging fingers. “Yes, my Dramok.”


  “Am I head of this household?”


  “Yes, my Dramok.” She trembled, feeling his aura of power enveloping her.


  “Do I command this clan, including you?”


  “Yes, my Dramok.”


  He smiled a little. “It is my will to enjoy you, on my clan’s property, when I want and wherever I want. If I want to fuck my Matara in the middle of it outdoors in broad daylight, then that’s what I’ll do. If anyone is affronted by this, it’s their own damned fault for not checking before dropping by, especially since Miragin asked them to because he needs to write. Am I correct?”


  They would not be going inside. There was a chance they’d be seen. Elisa felt her guts curl a little at the thought. Yet Zemos’ steady gaze comforted her. She felt secure with him, with all three. It wasn’t the humiliation of being seen by the men’s parents that made her protest, embarrassing as that would be. It was old fears of being caught, of being punished with others jeering at her. It was the imagined horror of losing what mattered most to her.


  These were old terrors that no longer existed in her life. Elisa possessed all her dreams now, and she had the three men who would not let any of them be taken away. Sometimes she forgot she was safe. They never failed to remind her, with patience and understanding, as Zemos did now. Elisa relaxed.


  “You are right as always, Zemos,” she said. She suddenly giggled. “However, I know you’ll be sorry if the moms show up and make a fuss.”


  He laughed. “I’m willing to take the chance. You are too beautiful in the here and now to pause long enough to move somewhere else.”


  “Less talk. More fucking,” Oret muttered around a mouthful of breast. “I hate it when everyone gets distracted.”


  “Right,” Miragin said, his thumb circling Elisa’s clit to make her squeal. “Behave and enjoy your men, my Matara. You and I will be missing these two thugs soon enough.”


  Zemos snorted, but he gave the Imdiko a grin before he went back to kissing Elisa.


  She immersed herself in what they did to her body, shoving aside old traumas, new worries, and future sorrows. As Miragin had told her back on the ship, there was only the here and now. It was this moment she needed to concentrate on, this moment alone that she must live. Anything else was a waste of time and breath.


  The men made it easy with their hands and mouths on her, feasting and exploring with the most delightful decadence. Elisa made herself pliant to them, surrendering without any further hesitation. Her cries of excitement grew as they increased their attentions.


  Oret’s teeth scraped over her breasts, sending intense sensations galloping through her. Miragin’s fingers left her pussy to press into her ass, stretching her for the men’s use. His thumb entered her female sheath so he might fuck both orifices at the same time. Zemos never paused in stealing her breath with deep kisses as he reached down to capture her clit, rubbing to make her scream into his mouth.


  “That’s our girl,” Miragin whispered as she writhed helpless on his lap. “That’s our sweet little Elisa.”


  There was no thought of being caught by anyone now, friendly or not. There was only a feast of the senses. The demanding, exotic flavor of Zemos in her mouth. The blue-purple oceans of his eyes when she opened hers to gaze into them. Then spicy scent of Kalquorian arousal filling her nose. The suckling sound of Oret’s mouth on her breasts. The hardness of his teeth and rasp of his tongue abrading soft skin. The demanding thrusts of Miragin’s fingers deep inside her core. The shivery bright darts of pleasure as Zemos plucked at her engorged clitoris.


  The fire within swept hotter with every passing moment. Elisa had learned she did not need to chase completion. She trusted in it to come to her in its time, so she exercised patience. Anticipation of what would assuredly come in the care of her lovers was its own joy. Despite growing need, Elisa let herself accept mounting pleasure, trusting that Zemos, Oret, and Miragin would see her through.


  Now that Elisa had joined a clan, life was all about play. She had not let go of her burdens easily, but her mates insisted on shouldering the responsibility she had assumed for so long. They insisted in giving her the carefree life she’d been denied as a child. While Elisa didn’t descend thoughtlessly into wild abandon and demand instant gratification that a woman twenty or thirty years younger might have, she enjoyed herself. For the first time she experienced the freedom her youngest siblings had known. Best of all, she had seen enough to appreciate it for the gift it truly was.


  At times like this, she gave herself utterly to the men who kept her safe. Elisa was able in this moment to concentrate on nothing but the gorgeous sensations they sent into her body. Cradled in the strong arms, loved better than any woman she’d known on Earth, she rode the blissful swells of passion rising to fill her.


  When Miragin emptied her of his fingers, Elisa did not protest. Though the hollow feeling of emptiness was unwelcome, she knew it was temporary. He would give her all she needed. He and the others would provide. The knowledge was as heady as their hands and mouths on her body.


  “I’m ready for my Matara,” the Imdiko said.


  Zemos broke his kiss to look at his clanmate. Miragin had freed his cocks from his trousers. They jutted straight up, glistening with arousal. The Dramok chuckled.


  “So you are. Judging from her moans, she is ready for you as well.”


  “Always,” Elisa murmured with a smile.


  “Then you will fuck him, my Matara. Up you go.”


  Oret drew back as Zemos’ arm went around Elisa’s waist. The Dramok helped to lift her, poising her over Miragin’s eager sexes. Oret adjusted his clanmate’s cocks, placing them so that when Zemos lowered Elisa down, they slipped inside her pussy and ass with ease.


  Elisa’s head fell back. She stared up at the sun peeking through the sapphire leaves of the tree overhead as she was filled with her Imdiko. On either side of her vision were the faces of Zemos and Oret, watching her pleasure as she accepted Miragin’s flesh with hers. The fierce visages showed unabashed lust, made greater by the joy of watching her. They might be eager for their turns, but they would not rush her and Miragin. Like her, they knew the quiet thrill of anticipation, of prolonging the inevitable end.


  The Imdiko’s cocks, thick with excitement, produced violent friction despite the unhurried way Elisa took them in. She moaned as her hair stood on end. The masculine flesh rubbed everything in just the right way, sending an onrush of molten tendrils snaking through her belly. She shuddered as Miragin went deeper and deeper inside. Then her pussy met his groin, and the tip of his primary cock kissed her cervix. A bellow of exaltation rumbled through Elisa’s core. She cried out, convulsing around the length of him. He groaned in delight.


  “Yes, my Matara. Oh, yes!”


  Zemos pulled his arm from her waist. He caressed her buttocks, stroking and squeezing as she settled on Miragin, adjusting to her lover’s length and girth. Oret rubbed her breasts, watching to see what made Elisa shiver, what touches prompted her to thrust into his hands. Miragin sat beneath her, watching her with half-closed eyes, his thumb drawing lazy circles around her clit as he smiled dreamily.


  Elisa steadied herself by leaning her hands on his chest. It was somehow enthralling to be naked and riding the Imdiko while he was still dressed. It made her feel both vulnerable and wanton all at once.


  “Fuck him, little one,” Zemos whispered. “Make him feel good.”


  Commanded by her Dramok, Elisa began to move, undulating to slide her sheaths up and down Miragin’s lengths. She rose and fell, and his hips moved to meet her, forcing him in almost painfully deep ... just as she liked it. Her breath caught as she served his needs.


  It was not serving as she had back on the ship or on Earth. In those places, there had been no reward. There had been little encouragement and no love to speak of. Here on Kalquor, however, here with her clan, there was more love than Elisa could conceive of. She received untold gratitude for the little her clan allowed her to give. There was even chastisement when they thought she gave too much. She was often reminded with gentle rebukes and even an occasional swat on the ass that they took care of her ... not the other way around.


  Sex was one of the few ways Elisa was allowed to reciprocate. She had made it a point to figure out exactly what the men liked and to perfect her performance.


  As her hips rose, releasing Miragin from her soft sleeves, Elisa clenched interior muscles, tightening around him. Miragin gasped. His gaze riveted on the sight of himself emerging from her, only to be swallowed up again. “Fuck,” he gasped.


  “That’s it,” Zemos hissed in Elisa’s ear. “Take him deep. Make him feel it. Good girl, Elisa.”


  Oret pinched her nipples, sending a delicious bite of sensation that jolted straight to her clit, where Miragin’s thumb endlessly circled. Elisa cried out, her mouth opening wide.


  Zemos’ finger wet itself on her tongue and spread the moisture over her lips. “That’s my sweet girl. Fuck those cocks.”


  Under their loving control, Elisa obeyed. She moved up and down on Miragin, pausing from time to time when she had him fully enclosed. At that point, she ground in small circles, flexing her pussy to make him cry out. Zemos and Oret urged Elisa on, with whispered instructions, caressing mouths, and demanding hands. Miragin continued to tease her clit. She trembled as they guided her lovemaking, awash in growing sensations. Her trembling grew to shivers. At last she shuddered under their control, quaking the way they always made her as climax approached.


  “That’s it, little Matara,” Oret said, pinching a nipple in a tight but careful grip. “Easy, now. Let it go, nice and easy.”


  Their constant attentions had brought Elisa to the breaking point. Every breath screamed from her lungs now as surges of roiling elation chased up and down her spine. Her belly was heavy with pressure with tiny flashes of brighter ecstasy firing, igniting the greater explosion.


  Miragin gasped, closing in on his own inevitable end. “Now, my sweet girl. Come for me now.”


  His finger and thumb seized on Elisa’s clit, rubbing it with gentle insistence between them, producing the flashpoint. Raw, ravening fire bellowed into her guts. Elisa’s body froze as orgasm blasted into being.


  Oret and Zemos held her steady as she writhed on top of Miragin, engulfed in searing pleasure. She was only slightly aware of the Imdiko’s cries added to hers as he filled her with his own release. For the most part there was the roar of completion and the strength of the men who provided her with it.


  At last she lay limp in their arms, her breaths as harsh as Miragin’s as they relaxed in the aftermath. All three men smiled down at her as if she’d done something they were quite proud of.


  “That was lovely,” Zemos told her. “I love seeing you pleasured so well.”


  “I look forward to seeing it again,” Oret added. “Shall we, my Dramok?”


  Elisa’s body felt like jelly. “Maybe you could give me a couple more minutes? It’s hard to keep up with men who are only a century older than me,” she sighed.


  “My little love, you have nothing to do but enjoy,” Zemos assured her, picking her up carefully so that Miragin’s softening cocks slipped out.


  Elisa pouted to lose the wonderful feeling of the Imdiko leaving her body. However, she knew the emptiness was only temporary. Despite her protestations that she needed a moment to recover, she was ready to be filled once more.


  Her pulse quickened as the men arranged her to their liking. Now she lay draped crosswise and face-down over Miragin’s thighs, as if to receive a spanking by the Imdiko. His good hand rubbed up and down her back, the touch warm and comforting.


  Zemos knelt on one side of Miragin’s lounge, in front of Elisa’s face. He gathered a handful of her hair and gently tugged her head back, putting her mouth on level with his avid groin. He opened the crotch of his pants, setting his cocks free. Elisa’s mouth watered at the delightful cinnamon-like smell of his body’s natural lubricant. She knew how good he tasted and had to restrain herself from grabbing hold and pulling him to her lips. Zemos, very much the dominant of their little family, insisted on being in control. He had no problem correcting any of them if they tried to insist otherwise.


  Elisa preferred letting the Dramok dictate his wants anyway. Making her men happy was always a priority, simply because they put her needs ahead of theirs. She was glad to indulge Zemos’ need to be in charge. He never abused the privilege.


  She saw the shudder that coursed through his mighty frame as he watched her ogle his erections. He said, “My sweet love. You have no idea what it does to me when you look at me with such hunger. How did I get so fortunate?”


  Elisa couldn’t help but be a little sassy with him. “Are you saying being captured and caged by renegade Earthers was a good thing?”


  He shook his head, but his smile was bright. “It ended well for me; I’ll grant you that. Be a good girl and open your mouth now.”


  She did so, moaning with pleasure as his primary cock slid across her tongue. The secondary rubbed against her chin and upper throat as he sheathed half his prick in her mouth. The sharp sweetness of him was a delight as it played against her tongue. Elisa swallowed his honey and stroked her tongue against him to beg for more. Meanwhile, her hands grasped the bases of his cocks, allowing his steady thrusts to move him in and out of her grip. Her eyes half-closed with pleasure, Elisa listened to Zemos moan.


  She felt a large body push between her legs, which dangled on the opposite side of Miragin’s hips. Oret was there, his hands cupping her buttocks and pressing them apart, opening her. Questing touches, probing her anus and pussy, let her know the Nobek was ready to fuck her. The hot tips of his cocks inserted themselves, sliding delicately inside. Elisa made herself relax to accept his larger penis in her ass, though Miragin had already stretched her enough to take him without much trouble. There was only the barest ache as Oret sleeved himself in her accepting body.


  Now it was Miragin encouraging her as he rubbed Elisa’s shoulders, back, and buttocks while his clanmates took their pleasure with her. “Good girl. You look so beautiful getting your mouth, pussy, and ass fucked at the same time. What a pretty girl you are.”


  Elisa didn’t know if she looked pretty or not. What mattered right now was that she was loved. It was in Zemos’ expression as he looked down at her. It was in Miragin’s urging voice. It was in the worshipful strokes of Oret’s hands on her thighs.


  They loved her, and it didn’t matter that she wasn’t young, in perfect shape, or drop dead gorgeous. They loved her for her. The knowledge made everything in her life perfect.


  Zemos and Oret enjoyed her with demanding adoration, their rhythms in perfect sync as they once again declared her for themselves. Elisa gave herself completely, holding nothing back. They had made it safe for her to fill her heart and to share all of that so it might be filled again and again. Anything they wanted from her was theirs for the taking.


  As if knowing her thoughts, Zemos swallowed hard. “I will never let you down, my Matara. I swear it on my life.”


  “As do I,” Oret added.


  “As do we all.” Elisa heard the smile in Miragin’s voice.


  They didn’t have to speak of what Elisa knew in her heart. That they did made her love them all the more.


  She worked her tongue hard against Zemos and used inner muscles to clutch at Oret. The two men’s groans rang out as they responded. Elisa watched her Dramok tense, his muscles cording as he readied to fill her with his passion. He and Oret moved faster, igniting inner fires once more.


  Elisa’s insides twisted tight, coiling into a hard knot. Then it all unraveled, springing loose to fill her with a white-hot, pulsing glow. She cried out around the cock plumbing her mouth an instant before it spilled its heat down her throat. Oret shoved deep inside to deliver his ecstasy as well.


  Several minutes later, the men pulled free of her. They moved her in Miragin’s lap so that he was able to cuddle her close with his one good arm. Zemos and Oret settled in loose-limbed heaps on either side of them, blinking contentedly at the sunlight spilling through the leaves overhead.


  “I wonder?” Elisa mumbled, snuggling with her Imdiko mate.


  “You wonder what?” he asked.


  “How things would have turned out had the destroyer taken my ship prisoner rather than the other way around. What would you have done with me then?”


  Zemos pursed his lips, considering the idea. “It’s hard to say for sure. We would have placed you under guard like all the rest. The question is, would I have gotten the opportunity to know you like I did? Would I have allowed myself to fall in love, not knowing you were kind to us because it’s your nature and not because you wanted leniency?”


  “We are a couple of cynical pricks,” Oret acknowledged. “I would have remained suspicious, I fear. I would have lusted for you, but letting you into my heart would have been difficult.”


  Miragin regarded Elisa with interest. “Does it matter much what might have happened since it did not?”


  Elisa shrugged. “Not really. In the end, you caught me and made me yours.”


  Her statement made Zemos sit up. “Do you feel like a prisoner with us, my Matara?”


  Elisa smiled to ease his worried look. “I feel cherished. I have never been more happy, Zemos. I was just thinking how it might have saved time and trouble had the roles been reversed and you’d had me under lock and key from the start.”


  He grinned. “Now that you mention such things, I wouldn’t mind putting you in some sort of restraints. Maybe we can enjoy a game of jailer and prisoner later today?”


  Elisa laughed at his playful turn, though the idea had her turning warm all over again. Good heavens, they made her feel like a hormonal adolescent at times.


  She considered telling the clan they had never needed chains or containment fields to take her hostage. She’d been their prisoner almost from the first time she’d seen the trio in the brig. Yes, she had belonged to them months ago, as much as if she’d been the one in the cell.


  As she sat in her garden, surrounded by the men she loved, Elisa knew that feeling would never change. Her heart was always going to be their captive, but she liked the cage just fine.


  



  The End
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