
        
            
                
            
        

    




1





Melachine woke in the arms of her mate, Kroga of Seventy-Five, and smiled.

Life was good, despite the fact that she had amnesia and couldn’t remember a damn thing about her past…and despite how they were living in isolation on an outdated recycling facility in a harsh, remote corner of the universe where typically no one would choose to live if they had any other choice.

Okay, maybe she shouldn’t be quite this happy while working to recycle space junk, under the specter of a healing brain injury that resulted in amnesia. This wasn’t something that normally made a being happy.

But…

She snuggled deeper into their bedding. It was hard to fret over the memory loss or the isolation when she was in the presence of her mate because in the end, what mattered most was that she was lying next to Kroga. Her hearts were in his claws. He held her naked body with mighty arms dark as ancient night, and as a result she couldn’t seem to get the goofy smile of delight off her face.

She desperately loved this male, therefore she enjoyed living with him here in this wild place called The Swirl. Although she couldn’t remember why they’d gone through the bother to bypass four hungry black holes to come out here in the first place. Traveling to the Swirl was literally a matter of life or death. Beings only risked this trip if there was literally no other choice. She had faint memories of him telling her why they’d come here, but she continued to forget. It was really annoying.

But all that mattered was that they were together, because home was wherever Kroga was.

He shifted behind her in their bunk. “My Be’Ih,” he growled with a rough voice.

The area between her thighs instantly heated and her smile widened.

It was always like this. If he spoke to her, or touched her…or if a hint of his scent floated in the air nearby…her core heated and her nipples begged to be sucked. She was addicted to this male in the worst way.

When she’d first woken up in the tiny, barely usable med bay of section five and found an imposing warrior standing over her, she’d known he was someone important in her life. She hadn’t known his name then, or exactly who he was, because her mind was an echoing chamber of nothingness, but she’d felt the physical tug of their bond.

She’d reached out and grasped his forearm, digging her claws into his dark skin. “Who are you?” she’d rasped, begging to be told the important facts that were missing from her mind.

He’d gazed down at her with golden hazel eyes blazing with love and devotion. “I am your mate, Kroga of Seventy-Five. The med bay system reported to me that you are physically fit but as a result of your head injury you have temporary amnesia. Tell me, Be’Ih, what do you remember?”

Amnesia? Flashbacks skittered across her mind, vivid images of a shaky bridge, Kroga shouting commands to the computer, while she was strapped to a seat with blood dripping from her head onto her hands.

Holy hell.

That had been a terrifying moment, learning that her entire past had been wiped away due to that injury. She’d been someone before, but she couldn’t remember who… And the magnificent warrior looming over her was her mate? Actually, that made sense. She felt comfortable in his presence. Trust, love and caring blazed in her hearts for this male. “I remember our testing ceremony on the clasping stone,” she whimpered. “And I remember our claiming, but there isn’t anything else. Nothing.”

“That’s all?” He reached down and brushed her braids back from her face and tenderly kissed her ridges. “What else do you remember about your life?”

Her eyes grew hot. “Nothing. I remember nothing else.” She searched her mind, thinking hard, hoping to find even just one thought or image…but there was nothing. And she suspected she only remembered Kroga because of the power of their bond, dragging those few iconic moments to the surface. The rest of her brain was a hall of decay. No past, present or future. Her first name was Melachine and she was a Xylan of royal pigment and…Kroga was her mate…and that was all. “How long have we been mated?” she asked, desperately trying to root herself in time and space.

“Our claiming ceremony was thirty years ago.”

“What?” she’d gasped. She dropped his arm and sat up. “Thirty years? Thirty…” Every time she thought of it, it continued to seem impossible. How could she be old enough to have a mate she’d been with for thirty freaking years?

She’d glanced down and quickly examined herself and then looked back up at Kroga and realized they were older Xylan. They both had that tell-tale gray hair threading through their braids that identified distinguished Xylan. There were lines on Kroga’s face. She lifted her claws and groaned at the creases on her wrists. She glanced around, desperate to better examine herself, and saw a door in the corner. She threw her legs over the edge of the bed and raced over, slamming her open palm on the panel next to the portal and rushing inside. The lights blinked on and she studied her features in the mirror, amazed at the gray that framed her temples and the tiny lines that seemed to flash everywhere on her face. She might have zero memories, but she did have a sense that this wasn’t how she was supposed to look. “Kroga,” she wailed at the male who stood behind her. “I’m old. What happened?”

A rueful smile slashed across his face. He placed his claws on her shoulders and turned her toward him. “My Be’Ih, you are not old. Yes, both of us have years added to our bodies, but we are still strong. Did you see how fast you ran over here? How do you feel, physically?”

She blinked. “Well, I can’t remember anything, but…” She rotated her arms and shifted on her feet, realizing she felt perfectly fine, in fact brimming with energy. “Physically I feel the same.” Really, her body felt almost normal, not that she knew what normal was, but—her waist seemed thicker and there were lines on her face and body, and gray threaded her braids, but other than that, she felt strong and vibrant. Well, except for the damn memory loss… “Is my memory going to come back?”

“Yes, the system said it will return within the next few moon cycles as your brain continues to heal.”

She sighed with relief.

He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his hard chest. She rested her cheek there and inhaled his luscious scent. An immediate sense of peace flooded her system, calming her nerves. She started to tear up again, so damn grateful to have him near. She didn’t know why her feelings were this intense; it was as if she hadn’t seen him in ages.

“You are already much better than you were before,” he said. “I am happy that you are well. I watched you these last seven diurnals in this med bay, under the surgery shield, and then resting in an induced coma while your brain healed. I was terrified that I was going to lose my Bride.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that alone.” She moved her arms around his waist and squeezed him tight. “I’m here now.” Then she paused and looked back up at him. “Where are we?” she asked. “How did I get hurt? I remember being on a bridge, with my head bleeding but that’s it…”

“You were injured while we traveled in my personal flyer to the Swirl. I had you strapped in close next to me. But I was unable to protect you when we were sling shot past the last black hole and a beam broke overhead in the ceiling of the bridge and crashed down. You were knocked unconscious and bleeding. The moment I got you to our destination here at section five, I rushed you inside. Precious minutes were wasted while I restarted the computer and this derelict med bay, but I was able to get it functioning at peak capacity—and get you the help you needed.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. It was as if she could feel his pain, how he must’ve felt watching her like that, unable to keep her safe and terrified he might lose her. If the situation had been reversed, she didn’t know what she would’ve done but she would’ve been desperate to keep him alive.

“Yes, you are older,” he told her, “we are both older, but we are also alive and together, and this is what matters. I am grateful my Bride is healing and by my side. And”—he placed a claw under chin and lifted her gaze to meet his—“you are still the most desirable Xylan female in the entire four sectors. Your inner strength and beauty shine bright with incomparable honor.”

Every lovely word in his statement continued to bring soothing warmth to her jangled nerves.

And Kroga…Kroga was still stunningly handsome, virile and strong. Her mate had all the tell-tale signs of aging that she did, but none of this dimmed her desire for him. In fact, she thought it made him look sexier. A male who’d been through so much, learned so much, and was still strong. His four claws on either hand were as sharp as ever. His waist was thicker but still firm. As firm as his cock.

Speaking of… Her male rubbed his impressive erection against her ass and his claws dug into her flesh. Her mind switched back to the present as she felt the intensity of her own desire.

“You are so beautiful,” he groaned.

Her stomach swooped and heat instantly pooled between her thighs. Their passion for each other apparently hadn’t muted in the least. He must’ve spent the last thirty years learning exactly how she liked sex. He’d made a study of her pleasure points.

He was bespoke to her.

And in return she knew exactly what he liked and how to bring him intense pleasure. She didn’t even have to ask him, this was again something she seemed to remember, even though she didn’t remember much else. She reached behind and grabbed his large cock and gave him a few tight, rough strokes—exactly how he liked to be touched. He groaned with delight. He was hard, but then he got harder, seed leaking from the slit at the crown of his shaft.

He cupped her breast and pinched her nipple just how she liked. Oh gods, this male. He was everything.

She let go and turned to face him. They were both naked—they liked sleeping this way so each morning they could easily have sex prior to starting their day.

He reached between her thighs and stroked her core. “You are so wet for me.”

Somehow this always surprised him, she didn’t know why. If they’d been together every day for the last thirty years you’d think this male would know of her overwhelming attraction for him. Yet he always treated her as if they were on a honeymoon—as if they’d just gotten back together after being separated for a long time. It was sweet.

He captured her lips in a passionate kiss while he spent time stroking his claw against her clit in exactly the way she liked. Oh gods, it was amazing. Already she was panting, so close to orgasm, right there on the edge.

“More,” she begged. “Now.”

He moved on top of her. She spread her legs and welcomed him inside her heat. Every single time he slid inside, it was like the first time. It never, ever got old. She scraped her claws down his back as he bottomed out, his girth filling her up entirely. Really, sex with Kroga just got better and better. It was so easy now for her to orgasm. They both knew how this worked and her body seemed to be primed. He began roughly pulling out and pushing back in, and she thought she might pass out from the bliss. She moaned and thrashed under him. He began speeding up and the orgasm inside was building and building.

“Kroga,” she choked.

It crashed over her in waves, one after another, on and on. And he kept fucking her through it, making it sharper and longer. He bent his head and captured her mouth, tracking his fangs along her tongue, just as she liked. Gods, she loved it when she hit that peak of pleasure with her male’s tongue in her mouth.

And then he pumped a few more times and stilled. He groaned into her mouth as he jetted wave after wave of cum inside of her. She widened her legs and grabbed his ass, wanting to keep every bit of him inside of her, capture every last drop of seed. She often felt that the only thing missing to make this more perfect was if she was still young enough to create and bear offspring.

And then a faint memory tugged at the edges of her vision of her prior life. It fluttered right there at the periphery and might resurface, and then it was gone. Her lips pursed in disappointment.

“What is wrong?” he asked, kissing her on the throat. Kroga’s attentiveness and proximity was the one thing that always kept her sane while she dealt with this memory loss. He was kind and patient and she appreciated that he didn’t treat her like an invalid.

She blinked and shook her head, then smiled bravely up at him. “Nothing,” she answered. “I’m fine.”

“I love you, my Be’Ih,” he told her.

Her heart melted and she kissed him on the lips, tracking his sexy fangs with her tongue. “I love you too,” she replied. And she did. She loved this male more than life itself.

And then the bunk bounced as Jasper, their orange and white cat, jumped onto the bed and began purring and rubbing against her shoulder. “Oh gosh, how long have you been in here?” she chuckled.

Kroga shook his head and used an enormous claw to gently push the cat off the bed. “Human pets,” he grumbled. Then he kissed her nose ridges and lifted off her, pulling his softening cock from her body. She whimpered at the loss.

“Don’t worry, Be’Ih, we can mate again later this diurnal.”

She sighed dramatically. “Okay.” Although it was going to be difficult to wait that long. She was always impatient to mate with Kroga, as if she could never get enough, or this might be their last time. She attributed this desperation to her lack of memories. The present was all she knew, and it had to count.

“I will always take care of my Bride’s every need,” he announced. She stared at his muscular magnificence as he got up and strode naked into the restroom, the door sliding behind him. Eventually she heard the sound of the cleansing unit starting.

“Damn, that male is handsome,” she remarked.

Then she pulled up the sheet to her neck, rolled over and snuggled her cheek against the cat that had returned to the bed and was now purring at her side. Jasper’s sibling, a female named Abby, also jumped onto the bed. The two of them loved it when she tickled their stomach with her claws and rubbed their heads. They didn’t have the same amount of heft and armor as domestic pets back on Chronos, but she still enjoyed these two creatures.

These cats, as well as Kroga, had gotten her through these last three moon cycles, living on the edge of the universe while having entirely lost her history, and therefore herself. She picked Jasper up and gently kissed his tiny face as the cat purred loudly. “Love you, little baby,” she whispered to the tiny creature.

Because she did, she so did.

“Okay,” she told them. “Let’s get up and start our day.”
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“I wish we had offspring,” Melachine blurted. “I feel a longing. Like a part of me is incomplete.”

Kroga glanced at her as he stood at the counter in the mess hall prepping their breakfast. A strange look flittered across his normally harsh features, and then it was gone. He gestured to Abby and Jasper who were pacing nearby, their small tails swishing against Kroga’s muscular legs. “You have the cats. You are their mother,” he answered. And then he paused to toss a tiny piece of meat on the floor for each of them to snack on. They both let out adorable growls as they used their tiny fangs to feast on the meat. Kroga treasured those cats as much as she did, but for some reason he was always trying to hide his feelings.

“Yes. They’re sweet,” she acknowledged, “but it’s not the same as offspring…” And why didn’t they have offspring? The whole point of mating was to start a line. If she and Kroga had been mated for thirty years, where were their offspring?

“I am wary of speaking of this topic to you again,” he answered, the truth ringing out in his tone. He exhaled and put down the slab of meat he’d been shredding for their morning meal. “But you need to know this, so I will try again—we have two sons.”

Her eyes widened. “Try again? We’ve talked about this before? Wait, we have two sons? I have two sons?” Her breath caught in her throat and she placed a claw over her two beating hearts. “We have offspring?” Gods, amnesia sucked. How could she not know she had children? This was terrible.

“Yes, we have two sons and they are both grown warriors.”

“Wh…I…” she sputtered as she tried to bring up memories of her sons in her mind, but there was nothing. Nothing. She glanced around desperately. “Can I have visuals of them? I can’t remember what my own sons look like… What are their names?” How could she have given birth to two offspring and not even know their names? These children had grown in her own body and she’d pushed them out and she didn’t know what they looked like? How could she not remember their births?

“Our sons are Rayzor of Seventeen and Kayzon of Twenty-Three. But we cannot access any records of their past, or our own past for that matter.”

“Rayzor and Kayzon…?”

“Yes.”

She threw him an accusing stare. “Why didn’t you tell me this before? How could I be walking around not knowing about my own children?”

“Melachine, I did tell you this. Of course, I told you about our offspring. Right after you woke from your initial coma in the med bay you demanded that I explain your entire past because you wanted to fill in the gaps of all of your lost memories. I tried to tell you of our offspring and then you screamed out in pain because your brain started hemorrhaging and you passed out and went into a coma again for two more full diurnals. Your recovery plan said to not overwhelm you with memories of the past until your brain is one hundred percent healed. I haven’t spoken of your past or our offspring to you since. I’ve been waiting for you to recover and to be ready to take on more memories.”

“You’ve been keeping our two sons secret because you’ve been worried for me?”

“Yes.”

She moved closer to him and he put an arm around her shoulders. “Have you spoken to them?” she whispered.

“Spoken to whom?”

She elbowed him in the ribs. “To our sons, who else? Have you spoken to them since we’ve been out here?”

“No,” he answered, as if the idea was completely ludicrous. “No, I haven’t spoken to either of them. Melachine, we shouldn’t be speaking of this. Your mind—”

“No?” Disappointment flooded her mind. Why wouldn’t Kroga be in contact with their offspring? A wave of wooziness hit her hard as she tried again and again to remember her sons or make sense of the fact that she hadn’t seen them and Kroga hadn’t either.

And then a sudden headache began to stab at her neck and under her ridges and pulled her under like a tidal wave. She dropped his claw and rubbed at her temples. “Kroga, my head hurts. Help me…it—” And then she felt the pigment drain from her face and there was a painful tightness in her throat.

“Melachine? Mela—”

And then the blackness took her under.

 

Melachine woke up the next morning in the med bay.

“Godsdammit,” she muttered. Waking up here was happening too often for her own comfort. She was yet again covered with a translucent coma-shield. “Open,” she grouchily ordered the computer and the shield dissipated. And she sat up, pleased to see she was wearing an outfit she’d normally wear around the facility as she worked in the bridge. She glanced around at the empty med bay. How long had she been out this time?

A moment later Kroga rushed into the room. “Oh, thank gods. The computer alerted me you were awake. How are you?”

She lifted her claws and rubbed at her ridges. “I’m okay, but I don’t remember why I’m here. What happened this time?”

“You tried to ask about your past and I tried giving you some information and you passed out.”

“Again? Ugh. I’m sorry. I wish I was stronger.” She felt like such a burden. How terrible for her mate that he had to put up with a Bride who wasn’t aware of their shared past. It must be so hard for him. She’d already apologized to him countless times.

“Be’Ih, there is nothing to be sorry about. I want nothing but your health and happiness.” He bent and kissed her lips. She closed her eyes and accepted his touch with gratitude and drew strength from his scent.

He pulled back and her eyes fluttered open.

“What did the med bay say about my prognosis?” she asked.

He lifted a claw to brush her braids back from her face. “The system said you are progressing,” he answered. “Two steps back but one step forward. You were in a coma for a shorter period of time, and you were able to accept more information about your past.”

“I’m recovering?”

“Slowly. Your brain is now eighty-five percent healed.”

“Oh. That’s good news, right?” The last time she’d woken from a coma she’d only been at seventy percent.

“Yes, I believe it is.” And then he reached out and took her claw in his own and helped her up from the bunk. “How do you feel?”

She shrugged. “I feel fine. Maybe a little hungry.” It was always like this. She woke up feeling well, as if she’d been through a long sleep. Meanwhile she knew Kroga had to have been terrified. “How are the cats?”

He chuckled. “They’re fine. I fed them and cared for them while you were healing. They’re in the hall.” He walked over and opened the door and clapped his claws and called their names. Jasper came running into the med bay first, and then Abby came trailing behind.

Her face crumpled into a watery smile. Melachine bent down and picked them up one at a time, petting her fur babies and brushing her cheek against their soft faces. Immediately her hearts warmed with their comforting heat. “Thank you,” she whispered to her mate.

He bent and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s go to the mess hall to break our fast.”

She nodded in agreement and put the cats down and they walked hand-in-hand to the mess hall, with the cats trailing behind.

When they arrived Jasper and Abby meowed and rushed around her feet, clamoring for their own breakfast. She cleaned out their water bowl and gave them fresh water. After that she gave them each a small portion of whatever Kroga was making for breakfast, except she shredded it for the tiny cats. Both cats seemed to enjoy Xylan meat and it helped them to grow strong.

“Do you want your havel rare or seared?” Kroga asked.

“Rare.”

He nodded. He was listening to Xylan war chants as he worked. Kroga tapping on the food dispenser, rocking to music and singing along with his deep voice. It was wonderful. He was mesmerizing. This was because he appeared truly happy. Well, not truly happy. She could tell there was always a hint of sadness behind his eyes. An extra worry line in his ridges. A lack of shine in his silver. Sometimes he fisted his claws and looked away, took a deep breath, and then turned back to plaster a smile just for her. “It’s nice to have you back. Sit,” her mate ordered. “I will feed you.”

She walked over to her place at the table. He always did this, for each meal. He insisted on feeding her. She had no idea if he’d done this all the years they’d been together. She didn’t remember any of their past, which was disturbing, but she knew that in the present he was very attentive. He’d known since the first day she’d woken in med bay exactly what she liked to eat and drink. Kroga seemed to genuinely enjoy pampering her.

In return she tidied their quarters regularly and made sure all of their clothing was always put through the wall cleansing unit and then put away in the cabinets. She also changed their bedding on their bunk and made sure their quarters smelled nice.

“I am pleased that you appear happy,” she said.

“You make me happy,” he said. “I am honored to be by your side each diurnal.”

She teared up at his beautiful words. And he always spoke like this to her, making her feel like the most important thing in his life. How did she get so lucky to have a mate this attentive and wonderful? Were all mated pairs this happy? It couldn’t be possible, right?

“It never ceases to amaze me, what I can remember and what I can’t,” she commented as they ate. “I can remember how to make Traq. I can remember what I like to eat. But I can’t remember anything from my past. What was my extended line like, Kroga?”

“You were born in House Ulmath but you then merged with my line and moved into our compound.”

“I did?” And then her head began to hurt again.

“Stop,” Kroga said gently, placing a claw over her hand. “Every time we speak of the past it causes you pain.”

“But I’m worried if we don’t speak of this, my memory will never return.”

“It will, just let it happen naturally. I hate to see you in pain and I don’t want to risk throwing you into another coma. I want my mate healthy as well as happy.”

Her eyes grew hot and she blinked away the tears, determined to not cry and remain strong. He was wonderful. Since the moment she’d initially woken up in the med bay she’d been clinging to him, needing him to guide her along. It was terrifying waking up with a black hole where her past was concerned.

“My Be’Ih,” he groaned. “If you keep looking at me that way, I will fuck you here in the mess hall again and we’ll never get any work done this morning. I haven’t had you for over two diurnals, do not tempt me.”

She laughed. This had happened often, having hot sex in the mess hall, because they couldn’t keep their claws off of each other. “I will stop.” She winked at him and then grabbed his crotch, feeling his long, hard pipe through the fabric of his trousers. “As soon as you put out my fires.”

Within minutes he had her own trousers off and he was sinking his cock into her welcoming heat.
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After he’d fucked her into two different orgasms and then fed her breakfast, Kroga gave her one last lingering kiss as he left.

He went into the cargo bay in order to begin using the mini forge to process scrap junk back into base metals that they could resell to individuals or governments in the four sectors. “I’m going to the mini forge, first,” Kroga reminded her, “and then I’ll be outside tackling that new piece of broken shuttle.”

“Oh, okay, be careful.”

“I will.”

She paused to herd the cats back into the living areas, making sure they were kept out of the dangerous side of the facility. They’d placed cat toys and a play structure here for them. The mini forge was dangerous, and she and Kroga had discovered if they let the cats onto the bridge they could jump onto the consoles and step on screens and buttons and then start and stop systems that weren’t meant to be touched. Abby and Jasper were allowed to run free in the hallways, the private quarters and the mess hall, but the outboard tunnel, the cargo bay, mini forge and the bridge were firmly off-limits.

“Sorry, kitties,” she told them as she shut the door to the bridge on their cute little attentive faces. “We’ll be back at midday meal. Bye, sweeties.”

And she stepped onto the bridge and sat in her chair at her personal console.

She’d spent a lot of time organizing this small facility into a place where they could both become comfortable. When she’d first arrived, three moon cycles ago, section five had been dirty and cold with a coating of space dust from lack of proper maintenance. The prior tenant, a Creekan male living on his own, had passed away in his sleep of natural causes related to advanced age. Melachine had kept busy and distracted from the black hole in her brain by working alongside Kroga to learn their new business. It turned out they weren’t just going to hide out here, they were going to work too.

Out here in the Swirl, on the extreme edge of the known universe, there was a thriving recycling community of a variety of species from the four sectors. The Swirl was an enormous never-ending collection of space junk, brought here and suspended by space currents. It was all the refuse of the universe, and the majority was easily recyclable. But it was extremely difficult to relocate to this section of obscure space and set up a recycling facility. The Swirl was an area that most beings did not contemplate trying to reach. There were four hungry black holes to bypass to get here and the death rate of that harrowing journey was 50%. The beings who lived in the Swirl were desperate enough to contend with the idea of a fifty-fifty chance they might die during the journey.

Why had they decided to come out here? Why were she and Kroga so desperate? But, again, her memory was failing her. She couldn’t seem to remember anything except the actual present, what she was doing right now, or from when they’d first arrived here, about three moon cycles ago.

She’d woken up in a med bay and Kroga told her that she’d had a head wound during the trip there, but they were both alive, which was the most important thing. They’d made it intact. And her memory loss was a result of this head wound.

Eighty-five percent of her brain was now healed, but it was still annoying and disorienting to be living a life without any knowledge of her past. She couldn’t even remember the day she and Kroga met, she didn’t remember any family or friends and she didn’t have any memory of their testing or their claiming.

Did they have offspring? She didn’t know.

Melachine blew out a breath and got to work, purposely deciding to not fret about the emptiness of the past. This was what had thrown her into her prior coma, and she had no desire to return to the med bay. Working helped her to keep her mind off her worries.

They were starting to have a good work/life rhythm on section five.

Kroga was mainly in charge of retrieving the space junk for scrap. He shredded it and brought it inside to the mini forge and melted it down into its base metals, which ended up in handy blocks ready to be transported to customers. Because it was only the two of them, this meant that their output wasn’t as optimal as the other sections that had a larger workforce, but it was enough to keep their business running at a substantial profit.

Melachine knew this because she’d taken on the role of seller.

She was in touch with the new centralized industrial alliance the Cyclers in the Swirl had formed. Governments and individuals in need of base metals placed their orders there and were then referred to individual Cyclers who had the resources to fill the order. They had taken over and restarted the old industrial alliance account set up by the previous owner.

Melachine checked on the new orders. Kroga had told her to set everything to text or audio only, no vid. She thought this was prudent. She didn’t know any of these customers and she and Kroga were hiding out here in the Swirl because…well, she didn’t know why, but she felt an urgency to remain secret.

It turned out she had a talent for managing their currency. It came naturally to her. Maybe this was something she’d done in her previous life? She collected payments, came up with a budget and analyzed profit and loss statements for each moon cycle. She also hired a Gravian robo-investing firm that kept their currency secure and their wealth growing steadily. In three moon cycles they were already gaining so much profit they were living very comfortably. This lifestyle was high risk, but also high profit. They even had a reserve, currency set aside for renovations and upgrades to their facility and also just…extra. It was crazy how it had all happened so quickly.

Now, if only she could just get her memory back.

Melachine paused to glance at the security feeds and watched the antics of the cats running after each other in the mess hall and her male suiting up. He’d already finished in the mini forge and was opening the hatch at the end of the outboard tunnel to move outside the facility to collect space junk. Sometimes Kroga needed her help with the lasers, but today he was doing precision work that didn’t require her help.

She smiled and went back to work.

And then a message alert blinked on her screen. “In-coming holo vid from Megan in section fifteen,” the computer pleasantly informed her.

“Oh, really? Put her through.” She loved being able to chat with someone besides the computer and Kroga. Normally, Melachine had to remain on textual messaging or audio conversation with a voice disruptor to disguise herself whenever she needed to converse with customers. Kroga said they needed to remain secret because…oh hell, yet again she couldn’t remember why. But he’d considered Megan “safe” and agreed that Melachine could show her true self when working with this female who also lived within the Swirl.

Megan was a human female from the planet Earth which was on the opposite side of the four sectors. She’d been captured by alien slavers but managed to jettison in an escape pod that narrowly bypassed the four black holes and ended up here in the Swirl. The human Cyborgs from section fifteen had rescued her from the crushed pod and rushed her into their super-high-tech med bay. She’d recovered from her severe injuries and then had fallen in love with the Cyborgs and mated them. Megan was mated to three Cyborgs and they had a child.

Melachine had been riveted listening to this amazing story of a human female choosing to remain in the Swirl and become the mate to three different Cyborgs.

At first, she and Megan had only discussed how to efficiently sell base materials with the highest return on investment. Megan was extremely helpful and generous in giving Melachine tips on how to set up and run their recycling business. They’d begun chatting more and more and Melachine found she genuinely liked this human. Megan was easy to talk to. She seemed to genuinely love her three Cyborg mates and their offspring was darling. Megan was performing a similar function to Melachine for her husbands; she was their customer service/office manager and she also used her time to organize the members of the Swirl as a whole. She was the one who’d started the Centralized Industrial Alliance. Apparently, there was no cut-throat competition here amongst the Cyclers. They all helped each other and in the end, this helped them all to succeed.

Melachine had even admitted to Megan that she knew nothing about her past because of the amnesia she suffered as a result of head injuries on her journey to the Swirl. Megan was very sympathetic. Everyone in the Swirl had their own harrowing story of arrival. Sometimes fifty percent of crew members died; occasionally everyone survived, but traumatic injuries were common.

Melachine especially adored Megan because the tiny human had brought Jasper and Abby into her life.

Two and a half moon cycles ago Megan had messaged, asking if Melachine wanted something called a “kitten.” Melachine had been surprised, never having heard of this rare type of Earth pet. Megan was lonely for her home planet and had managed to acquire the DNA for this animal from New Earth. Her Cyborg mates were able to transport the cat DNA with zero degradation and grew cats in their advanced med bay lab.

They’d grown a male and female pair who had now mated and produced offspring which were called “kittens.” Megan had wanted to know if Melachine wanted one of these kittens. “I can’t keep all of them,” she’d said. “And you seem like someone who could use a pet right now.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Pets, especially cats, are good for you. Cats make everything better,” Megan had said. “I imagine someone with amnesia needs something to comfort her. Cats are soft, furry companions who will be there for you and will lift your spirits.”

“Oh, okay,” Melachine had agreed, tears in her eyes. Megan was so kind. These kittens sounded exactly like what she needed.

And then Melachine convinced Kroga they needed to adopt these exotic pets. “We are not adopting ridiculous human pets,” he’d originally sniffed. But she’d talked him into it.

At first, she’d only meant to adopt one, and then decided siblings would be a good idea because they could play together and the cats wouldn’t be lonely whenever she and Kroga were busy working. Megan had agreed.

Section five’s transporters were life-form-grade for short-range transport between sections, so the animals were able to arrive one day via transporter. Two tiny kittens in a crate showed up on a disk of light. Those little darlings changed her life. Megan was right, cats made everything better.

And even though Kroga had at first been horrified at the thought of two of these creatures roaming the halls of their facility, he now loved them almost more than she did. Cats were addictive that way.

A vid screen on her console blinked to life. “Melachine? How you doing, guuuuurl?” Megan said with a bright tone.

Melachine grinned. She loved this human’s attention-grabbing language. It turned out human-speak was already downloaded into Melachine’s brain so it was easy for her to understand Megan, they didn’t have to use a universal translator. It was surprising to find out that prior to her amnesia she must’ve been in proximity to other humans enough to require knowing their language. Interesting. In fact, she found Megan’s specific dialect of human-speak very easy to understand, and delightful. They both thought this meant that Melachine had known humans from the original planet prior to her arrival at the Swirl. Melachine couldn’t remember, and she’d asked Kroga about it and he’d said…shoot she couldn’t remember what he’d said. She shook her head.

“I’m fine, how are you? How’s Amani?”

“Oh, she’s having a great time playing with her breakfast, look at her,” Megan lifted her baby up so Melachine could see the girl’s perfect little face, covered in food. “She’s a mess.”

Melachine barked out a laugh.

Amani looked even cuter than normal, her mouth open with food stuck everywhere, even in her hair. The infant had a lovely skin tone that was darker than Megan’s unfortunate colorless aberration, and a shock of hair that was dark as ancient night.

Megan was trying to clean up her child while also navigating around her own large, pregnant belly. Her second offspring was due any day. Apparently, Megan’s sister-in-law Trish, who lived on section thirteen, was also pregnant with her second offspring. There were babies everywhere in the Swirl, except on section five.

Melachine gazed at the child longingly. She loved offspring. She did know that about herself. She liked the idea of family, of having a line close. Why didn’t she have offspring? It was so confusing. Nothing about her life made sense. She was beginning to think this life, while it was good, didn’t particularly align with what she was learning about her personality. Living in isolation wasn’t what she wanted for herself. How had it come to this?

“Your daughter has beautiful Margol pigment and hair dark as ancient night,” she commented. “The food doesn’t matter, she’s still darling.”

“Oh,” Megan laughed, “thank you.” She turned the baby toward the screen and lifted her little hand to wave back at Melachine. “Amani says thank you too. Right, Amani?”

The baby gurgled.

“Now if only Amani had some Xylan ridges to complete that smooth forehead of hers…” Melachine joked.

Megan chuckled. “Right? With silver threaded through like her cousin.”

“Hmm?” Melachine asked, confused about this reference. “Who here has ridges with silver?”

“Oh, Tryxen does, Trish’s son.” Megan explained absently as she continued to clean her infant’s hands and face.

“Your sister-in-law’s son has ridges on her forehead? Is she a Xylan Cyborg?”

“No,” Megan laughed. “She’s a human Cyborg, but remember, her husbands are Xylan.”

Melachine sat up straighter. “Xylan? There are other Xylan out here in the Swirl?”

“Yeah, you know about them. Remember how at first it seemed like you wanted to remain private, and then I wanted to confirm with them that it was okay for me to tell you about them, but then I explained their living situation to you. Privacy is highly important here in the Swirl. Everyone who comes here left the four sectors for a reason. I make sure I remain confidential and respect everyone’s wishes to remain private.”

Melachine nodded, pleased at Megan’s diplomacy. This was exactly why she liked this female. She trusted her and felt safe around her. “I’m sorry, I had a relapse recently and I’m sort of reset to no memories, which means I don’t remember any of this. Could you please retell me about these Xylan?”

Her claw hovered over the comm system. Should she call for Kroga so they could hear this information together, at the same time? Then she remembered he was outside, in his suit, in the corner of their section cutting a particularly difficult piece of space junk. It would take him an eternity to return to the facility if she called now. And, if she tried to include him in the convo from his location, he might not want to talk at that moment and want to wait. And she felt agitated and wanted to hear what Megan had to say right now. She’d just tell him later… He probably knew all of this already anyways. She was the one who’d forgotten. “Who are they?” she asked, wondering if just hearing their names might jog her memory and help her brain to fully heal and bridge that last fifteen percent gap.

“Oh no, you had a relapse?” Megan stared at the screen with concern in her eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. Don’t worry, I’m fine. The good news is that now my brain is eighty-five percent healed.”

“Oh, that’s progress.”

“It is.”

Megan finished wiping up her child and handed the baby a bottle. “Okay, so the three Xylan you were asking about. Their names are Wyric of Fifty-Three, Bex of Thirty-Seven, and Zaxon of Forty-Eight. They were all three originally of the Xylan mafia.”

“The Xylan mafia?” she gasped.

“Don’t worry, they aren’t part of the mafia anymore. Oh shoot, maybe I wasn’t supposed to mention that part? I can’t always keep track in my head of all the intricacies of Xylan etiquette. I’m so sorry. But Kroga was here in our section before so I thought it was okay to speak to you about the fact that they were in the mafia. Wait, it is okay, I’m remembering now that I told you that part last time.” She blew a hair away from her face and grinned. “Now I feel better.”

Her hearts started racing and her skin heated. “There are three Xylan males on section thirteen and Kroga has met with these warriors?”

“Yes.”

Melachine gasped as a sharp pain hit her head. Dim memories began to resurface. Suddenly she remembered everything Megan had ever told her about those three warriors. And she began to remember so much more.

“Melachine? Melachine? Are you alright are—?”

Melachine reached out a shaky hand and cut off the vid call and stood up, swaying as images flooded her mind. She gasped at the onslaught, sickened by what she was discovering.
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Kroga went through the work steps he’d performed each day during the last three moon cycles. He enjoyed the view out here of dark space and the satisfaction of knowing he was doing a small part in cleaning up this mess and reclaiming raw materials. The monotony of the work was comforting, keeping his mind off the worries over his female’s recovery. She’d just regained consciousness after yet another relapse, sleeping under that coma-shield, her life on the line. But this time her brain had progressed to eighty-five percent healed and for the first time since they’d arrived, he finally saw a light at the end of the tunnel.

Melachine was going to survive and regain all of her memories. He was certain.

He’d left her alone in the bridge, as she liked, letting her work. She was good at what she did, and he knew the sense of satisfaction in a job well done was good for her well-being. He understood the devastation of memory loss and how debilitating it could be.

Kroga was still recovering from his time under Hurlian mind control—having lost over a decade to those lazhuls. He was never able to understand why he had been chosen as their target. They’d stolen his mind, used his body, and ruined the lives of his immediate line—and he had no idea why he’d been subjected to this humiliation and horror.

They’d been trying to find the perfect mark—a Xylan to capture and use as a spy. They’d taken him, unbeknownst to anyone else. Even to himself. They had him for a full diurnal and implanted their mind control device in his brain and then returned him to his normal life, no one the wiser. He was a ticking time bomb, ready to be activated. Then one day they’d flipped their switch and Kroga had become essentially an organic Cyborg under their control. He wasn’t in charge of himself anymore.

He was still sickened at the thought of the short amount of time he must’ve initially spent with his Bride and sons, under Hurlian control. What had he done to them? What had he said? He had no way of knowing. In fact, he had no memories of those times. A whole decade of his life, lost. He was older now, his hair turning gray and lines on his face with no memory of time passing. He’d been placed deep undercover, to do the Hurlians’ bidding and dirty work in many key positions across the four sectors, to cause chaos and death.

He was appalled, thinking of what they’d done with his mind and body, harming other beings, blaming it on him—as if he’d had the free will to do these violent actions himself. No one had known it was the Hurlians controlling him. They all thought Kroga had turned into a criminal mastermind.

He had not. He was as much a captive of the Hurlians as anyone else. He was their toy, stuck in their mind prison. And sometimes, in between missions, he was left to languish in an actual Hurlian prison. He’d been lucid while locked in prison and able to agonize over the loss of his mate and offspring. Finally, they’d decide his next placement and he’d go undercover again, time lost to their manipulations.

But now he was overexposed. The Hurlians had used him to commit so many high profile, unspeakable crimes he was now too recognizable for them to use. He was wanted by the High Command, by the Bounty Hunters, by the Creekans… He was the most notorious being in the entire four sectors, at the top of all the most-wanted lists.

The Hurlians didn’t want him now; their mind control had begun to crack. Over time the control they’d had over his brain had begun to degrade and they weren’t able to govern his mind as perfectly as they had before. He’d discovered the Hurlians had been about to terminate him, and his Bride too. Kroga and Melachine had a mental bond that crossed sectors and time. The Hurlians were concerned that classified information would leak over to Melachine. They considered her a weak link and if they killed his Bride too, they were assured that all evidence of their treachery was perfectly extinguished. When he’d discovered their plan to murder not only him but his Bride too—that was the last crack in their mental prison. He’d escaped from his position as the Warden of Detention Center: Zeta 149, and had kidnapped Melachine with him to hide here, in the Swirl—the only place where they couldn’t be found.

They’d taken over this empty section. He’d spent an entire week in the med bay, recovering from brain surgery required to have the Hurlian implant removed. He and his Bride had both lain side-by-side in the med bay, on beds next to each other. Melachine’s injury had been a result of the difficult journey past the four black holes. They’d almost died on that trip. The ship they’d arrived in had been severely damaged.

“Wyric of Fifty-Three messaging,” the computer intoned inside his helmet.

Kroga turned off his laser. Wyric? Heh. This was surprising.

Wyric was the warrior he’d met when he’d transported over to oversee an honor battle on section thirteen between Wyric and his cousin. Wyric had expertly killed Oaxan of Eighty-Seven, the head of the Xylan mafia. It had been a glorious battle and Kroga considered Wyric to be an honorable male. “Give me audio here, live,” he ordered the computer.

“Affirmed.”

“Kroga?” a deep voice questioned.

A smile tugged at the corner of Kroga’s lips. It was nice to hear the rough voice of a royal pigment peer. How many years had he been apart from his own species? “I am here, Wyric. What do you require?”

“Greetings, Kroga. I am contacting you because Megan, the human female of my extended line, arrived in my section, upset, saying she’s concerned for your mate.”

Kroga immediately disconnected his safety line from the space junk he’d been cutting and began jetting back to the facility. “My mate? Tell me what she thinks is wrong. Melachine is on the bridge on our section. How would a human living on the other side of the Swirl know about the whereabouts of my Bride?”

“Megan and your Bride have become friends. They were speaking together a few minutes ago.”

“They were?” Ugh. Of course, those two were friends. Megan had given Melachine the kittens. He should’ve assumed those females would continue communicating and his Bride would consider this so normal, she wouldn’t think to tell him. She’d always loved chatting with other beings. Melachine made friends easily. It was her superpower.

“Wyric,” a female voice cried out in the background, “Tell Kroga I’m sorry.” And then a heavily pregnant, colorless human female appeared on the screen next to Wyric. “Kroga,” she gasped, sounding out of breath. “I’m so sorry. I love Melachine. I didn’t mean to…”

His jaw clenched and his stomach soured. “What happened to my Bride?” He slammed his palm against the mechanism to open the outboard tunnel, eager to check on his mate.

“Wyric said he should be the one to call you because of stupid Xylan formalities, but Kroga, I need you to go check on Melachine right now. She and I were talking earlier and then she suddenly grabbed her head and I swear it looked like she was about to pass out. And then the vid cut out. And she’s not answering my calls. I need to know if she’s okay.”

“Computer, contact Melachine,” he clipped.

There was a moment of quiet. “No response,” the computer answered.

Kroga cursed as he entered the tunnel and waited impatiently for the unit to close and pressurize. “She’s not responding. I’m moving as fast as I can.”

“Hurry,” Megan urged. “I was talking to her, retelling her about how there were other Xylan here in the Swirl. I was just trying to be a good friend. I had no idea that anything I said could cause her memories to come back and cause her pain.”

He began stripping off his equipment and tossing down his tools. “You know of her amnesia?”

“Yes, yes of course I do, she told me all about it. That’s why I gave her the kittens, to comfort her. It must be terrible to live like that, not remembering your past and the people you care about. That’s what I’m worried happened, that her memories have returned because I started to talk about my three Xylan brothers-in-law. She stood and put her hands to her head and looked like she was in pain. And she wouldn’t answer me, and then the vid went out. She cut me off. I don’t know what that means. Maybe she’s fine and it was an accident, but maybe she’s hurt. Can you please go check and call me back to let me know what you found?”

Red lights confirmed the tunnel’s pressurizing cycle was complete. He cut off the vid to section thirteen and raced to the bridge on his own section.

 

Melachine wasn’t in pain anymore, but she was overwhelmed by the flood of information. It was all there now, easily accessible and overwhelming. She sat heavily in the chair, tears streaming down her face.

Kroga had betrayed her.

Kroga…was an evil, treasonous criminal mastermind?

Holy gods.

She stood, feeling sick, and blindly stumbled across the room and slammed her claw on the panel for the door to the bridge. Just this once she was going to break the rules because she needed her kittens, desperately. The door opened and she sprinted for the mess hall. Jasper and Abby were asleep in their cat beds. She scooped the two sleeping kittens up, one in each arm, and ran back with them to the bridge. She closed and locked the door behind her and sank back into her seat, with the kittens in her lap, crying into their fur.

The two cats licked at her claws, comforting her as she cried.

The console continued to blink with a message alert; Megan was trying to reach her, but Melachine couldn’t respond. All she could do was cry.

The enormity of Kroga’s betrayal was too much.

She hadn’t seen him for fourteen years, her best friend, her mate, the love of her life, the father of her children.

She remembered how it had all started, the day she’d been stunned as Imperial soldiers had stormed into their quarters on the space station in order to arrest him for treason.

She’d fiercely stood by him, originally horrified at this conspiracy to frame Kroga with a crime he obviously hadn’t committed. There was no way Kroga would commit treason, she was certain of his innocence. She knew this male inside and out; they were bonded. He wouldn’t betray her or their offspring, or their species. He was a male of honor. Kroga continued to deny the allegations and claimed he had no idea what was happening or why. And she’d believed every word he said.

But then proof had materialized. A holo vid with a truth lock seal showing Kroga meeting with the Hurlians and selling state secrets to the enemy had surfaced and then she’d discovered along with everyone else that her mate really was a traitor. He’d given information to the Hurlians that sparked the Cordovian War, the costliest war in this era. So many brave Xylan had needlessly died in that battle and it was all Kroga’s fault. Without his insider information the Xylan would’ve easily won, but because of Kroga’s intelligence the Hurlians were able to overwhelm their fleet.

All Xylan hated Kroga with a fiery passion for his part in causing them to lose honor in front of the Hurlians. Xylan were known for decisively winning battles, not barely winning and losing half of their fleet in the process. School children were taught that Kroga of Seventy-Five was the traitor who incited the Cordovian War and caused the massive death count.

It had been the worst day of her life. Everything had shattered. Kroga had begun behaving differently by then, as if he were a changed warrior. The male she’d known was gone and in his place was a curt, robotic male. What had happened to her mate? The male she had honored and admired? The male who was the father of her offspring.

After Kroga’s sentencing, her whole line had been banished. She and Rayzor and Kayzon were treated as if they were also traitors, even though they’d had no idea of Kroga’s treachery. But according to the Xylan honor code, the immediate line was always responsible for the dishonor of their warriors, so Melachine and her offspring were sentenced along with Kroga, receiving the most severe punishment allowed by the Scales of Xylan Law: lifetime disbursement and banishment from Chronos.

Her immediate line was outlawed from seeing or speaking to each other ever again for the rest of their lives. She wasn’t given time to say goodbye to her sons. Imperial soldiers arrived to take them away as she’d fallen to the floor in tears. Kayzon had only been fifteen years old. She never forgot the look of wild fear in his eyes as strangers grabbed his arms and dragged him from his home, forcing her son to leave all his belongings behind. She’d been left alone, in her quarters without her mate or her sons and with no way to contact them or find out about their whereabouts ever again. That was it, the last day she had seen either Kayzon or Rayzor. And the next day she’d been kicked off the space station. And that was that.

She was officially removed from House Ulmath, her extended line. They were not allowed to help her, under the Scales of Xylan Law anyone on Chronos who helped a banished citizen was themselves banished. Melachine and her immediate line were expunged from the birth records of House Ulmath.

At first, she wandered alone in the four sectors, using the small amount of currency she’d been allowed to take with her to quietly purchase living quarters on a Margol mining station, the only place that would take a disgraced Xylan of royal pigment. She stayed alone in her quarters there, often considering whether to live or die. Why continue if she couldn’t see her offspring or her extended line ever again? If her mate was forever torn from her and he wasn’t even the male she’d once known. Everyone she’d ever known or loved was gone forever.

All of the pain of that time came rushing back, tenfold. She remembered it vividly now, as if it happened yesterday. And she continued to cry with the kittens mewing in her lap. These last three moon cycles as she’d lived in isolation, without any memory of her past, she’d thought she’d never had children, but this was untrue. She had two beautiful adult sons who were scattered to the ends of the fours sectors.

And Kroga knew all of this. He didn’t have amnesia. Every time he’d brushed off her questions about her past, he’d known. He’d captured her off the cargo bay of that Bounty Hunter ship, and had taken her here. He’d hidden her on the edge of the universe so he could have her for himself. The asshole.

Kroga was the reason why she and her sons had suffered for so long. He was the reason Kayzon had a scar down one side of his face and a horrific cybernetic eye embedded into his brain. Kroga was the reason why so many Xylan had died a needless death at the hands of the Hurlians. This male that she’d been sleeping with and mating with, laughing and eating with, working alongside—he was a murderer and a traitor.

And yet again, their sons were suffering through the pain of their parents disappearing from their lives because Kroga had shown up in the cargo bay of that Hunter ship and kidnapped her before their eyes.

How could he not care about this?

Was he still in contact with the Hurlians? Was he still their spy? She needed to protect herself from him, as well as her offspring and her species. Kroga could still harm all the Xylan she loved on Chronos, as well as the new friends she’d made in the fourteen years since her banishment. She knew her mother, father, sister and brother had been devastated over her immediate line’s banishment. She still missed them desperately.

She had to get in touch with her sons and let them know where she was and that she needed their help. Hopefully they could capture Kroga before he hurt anyone else. But, how could she contact them without Kroga knowing? Wait, maybe she could use the same coded system she’d used to message Kayzon—using the Bounty Hunter Leaderboards. Could she do this again?

But even so, how could they get there and help her? She had no idea. There were four hungry black holes to navigate to arrive. And the transporter on this facility was for industrial use only. This must be why Kroga had risked their lives to come here, because it was the only place where they wouldn’t be found.

How could she get in touch with anyone?

Her original profile on the Chronos Royal Pigment Network had long ago been deleted. This was why there’d been no information about her past for her to research in order to jog her memories and help alleviate the amnesia. Kroga and their two sons had similarly been expunged and deleted. There was nothing to research. But she now knew where she’d kept her life as Manager of Joyzal of Seventeen—she had a private profile on the Xylan Margol Network. Melachine leaned forward and tapped on a screen, opened XMN and entered her code…and there it was, her life post-banishment. All of her pics and vids, her contacts, her agenda, recipes, projects…everything. And there were two hundred unanswered messages. She scrolled through them—all of them were from friends wondering where she was and if she was okay. Vids from all of her sons and their Brides. All of them were terrified at her disappearance. They’d been trying to find her but couldn’t.

There was a pounding on the portal to the bridge. “Melachine, let me in,” Kroga shouted. “Open the door.”
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Melachine jumped, startled. Oh hell. Why was he here so soon? Kroga was supposed to be working outside of the facility.

Anxiety and desperation caused her to sit up, and with no time to think. She placed her claws on the nearest screen, accessed the Leaderboards and sent a quick coded message to Kayzon that simply said: Help me, I’m in the Swirl.

Then she stood on shaky legs, the cats jumping off her lap and onto the floor.

“Open the door,” Kroga bellowed like a male in agony.

She walked over and paused. He sounded very upset. In the past this would’ve hurt her hearts, hearing this pain in his voice, but today it only frightened her. She no longer knew the male who stood on the other side of this portal.

Melachine took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. She’d punched him in the face the last time she’d seen him. She could do so again. Her mind flashed to their makeshift Cabul and to the useful weapons therein.

She had Xylan to defend.

She lifted her chin and slammed her palm on the panel, ready to take on this suddenly unknown male.

The door swished open.

Kroga caught himself before he fell on top on her in his haste to rush inside. “Wh—Melachine?” He reached his claws out and grabbed her by the arms. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she stated. The warmth of his tone and the weight of his claws washed over her, unnerving her with its masculine intensity. He was her mate and her body couldn’t help responding to his touch.

“My Be’Ih. I was worried about you.”

Oh gods. He was doing a very good job of fake caring. No wonder she’d been sucked into his lies these last three moon cycles. He played the part of loving mate well. He’d lied to her before, he was lying to her now. He was a traitor. An assassin. A murderer. This was not a male she wanted to be near. In fact, the thought of how often she’d had sex with this traitor, in every part of this facility, was making her sick. She took a deep breath, trying her best to act normal and not let on that she remembered everything. She couldn’t let this male have the upper claw. “Why were you worried? I’m in here working like I usually do.”

“Megan called me. She told me to come here and check on you. She said you two were talking and you suddenly looked sick and put your head down. And then the vid cut off and you weren’t responding to her call. She was so alarmed she called me to have me come and check on you.”

Oh. Megan, of course. Dammit. She’d been so upset she’d forgotten to respond to her friend. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cut her off and worry her. But as you can see, I’m fine.”

“What happened? Were you hurt? Are you sick?”

“I…I…” Oh shoot, she hadn’t had time to think of an excuse yet. And she’d never been one of those Xylan who had a quick come back…

“Megan said she thought your memories might’ve returned,” he offered.

Melachine stiffened. She dug her claws into her palms, forcing herself to lie to her mate, even though lying was against the first tenet of the honor code. “No, no memories have returned. I wish. I still don’t remember anything.”

Then he moved in close, his scent filling her lungs. Oh hell. Even though she hated this male, he was still her mate and her body instantly responded to him. Those lips. His sharp fangs. The flashing claws and his hard abs… Her mind was rejecting him, but her body said yes, yes, yes.

“Be’Ih. Look at me.”

She shook her head.

He placed a claw under her chin and gently forced her head up. She looked into his magnetic hazel eyes.

“What is wrong? You are not acting the same. I need to know that you are okay. I cannot continue with my diurnal if you are sick or upset in any way. My whole life is centered on your health and happiness. You know that, don’t you?”

Her health and happiness?

She wanted to claw herself out of his arms and beat his lying ass to the ground. But Kroga held the upper claw here, literally. She had no way out…and she needed to gain information from him. Why was he doing this? Was he going to continue his treachery? Could she possibly stop him from hurting someone else? She could find out what his next plans were and turn him in to the High Command or the Bounty Hunters. He would be more valuable to them alive than dead because the information they could glean from him could save lives.

“I know that you care for me,” she responded, doing her best to keep her voice even and her eyes on his.

He gazed at her intently for what seemed to be an eternity, and then finally gave a curt nod of approval. He leaned in and gently kissed her lips. And again, her body betrayed her, because his touch sent a wave of pleasant warmth across her skin.

How was she going to continue hiding the return of her memories from him? But she had to, if he knew, what would he do to her? Would he kill her? Was he planning to use her for something bigger? She had no idea of Kroga’s plans, but she had to find out fast.

Holy fuck, she couldn’t get away from him. He had her isolated out here. He’d taken her from that cargo bay on the Hunter ship and out here, to the Swirl. The more she thought about it, the more she realized it was actually a brilliant plan. Neither of her two biological sons, or her adoptive son, could find her here. It would seem to them as if she’d disappeared.

Had he purposely caused her amnesia? Her hearts began racing and her throat tightened. She had to continue pretending nothing was wrong.

 

His Bride was hiding something from him.

Kroga’s eyes roamed over her beloved features. Her eyes were wild and her face lacking pigment. She shifted on her feet, clenching and unclenching her claws. He thought she might have some of her memories back. Partially. Maybe some. Maybe all? He didn’t know because she was hiding her true feelings from him.

The whole reason why he hadn’t tried to fully talk to her about their past was because the story of what had happened was so enormous, he knew she’d never believe him. And to make matters more difficult she suffered from amnesia and spotty short-term memory. Because of her amnesia she didn’t remember any of their past, so it would be nothing but a strange story to her. Her brain had been reset to the time after they’d first mated. She didn’t remember their offspring or their banishment.

Also, his Bride was unwell. She was physically strong, but her brain was still fragile and in repair mode. Each time they’d tried to fully speak of the past, it had brought on a coma. This had happened three different times. And each time he’d been terrified that he was going to lose her. Although he desperately wanted to hear all she knew of their sons, he was unable to ask. Prodding Melachine for information was dangerous for her health.

He wasn’t keeping their past from her. But, on the other claw, he was also trying to keep her safe. The Hurlians were still trying to find him and they’d vowed to kill him and his mate. He knew exactly what the Hurlians were doing to track him down—they were sending bots to scan the vid channels for any sign or mention of him. They were also lurking in the dark channels for any sign of his whereabouts, so even the most secure and coded messages could be intercepted. This is why he was in contact with no one beyond the Swirl. And the moment the Hurlians found them they’d send a flood of soldiers in to slaughter Kroga and his Bride. The danger was very real.

What if her memories had returned and she didn’t believe in his innocence and tried to contact the outside world? That would be the moment the Hurlians would finally track down their location and send troops. Despite the fact that they were in the Swirl, if the Hurlians wanted him enough, and sent enough ships, they could easily kill Kroga and his mate.

He needed to help her to see the truth and the danger they were in, but he couldn’t yet determine what to tell his Bride. But one thing was certain, he needed to first make sure she was healthy. She had sustained a very significant head injury on their journey to the Swirl. He’d already tried to tell her bits of the past, but she didn’t seem to remember. She kept asking him to repeat information. Her neurological processes needed to be checked often. He’d lost his Bride once, he wasn’t losing her again.

“Let’s go,” he insisted and grabbed her claw. “I want you to go to the med bay with me right now so we can scan your brain and confirm your health.”

“Again?” She exhaled. “Okay.”

He guided his Bride off the bridge and they entered the med bay. She lay down on one of the two beds and a wand ran over her form. “Melachine of Eighteen is cleared for duty,” the computer announced. “Neurological processes are one hundred percent.”

“One hundred percent?” He threw her an accusing stare.

She put her palms up. “I don’t remember anything though.”

He exhaled. She was lying to him. It was obvious because Xylan did not lie and mates did not lie to each other. He could literally smell the lie on her skin. Why would she even try?

Was his Bride that afraid of him?

“Be’Ih, you don’t need to lie to me.”

“I’m not lying,” she exclaimed with the fakest tone ever to come out of her mouth in all their years together. Melachine would only do this if she thought lives were in danger. Did she think he might kill her, or their offspring? Protecting her offspring would cause Melachine to break the honor code. It was the only reason.

“Why are you lying to me?” he asked. “Tell me so I can allay your fears.”

“I’m not lying,” she repeated.

He shook his head and ran his claws through his braids. “I will accept your false response, for now. But I am not leaving to continue my work outside while my female is obviously unwell.”

Her eyes widened. “I am fine. You can go outside and back to work. I can return to the bridge, alone.”

“I bet you’d like that,” he muttered. And then fear began to bleed into his hearts. If she had her memory back and she was terrified of him, the first thing she’d try to do was get a message to his sons. “Computer, show me all outgoing messages from this facility in the last diurnal.”

She sat up. “What are you doing?” she asked sharply. “Why would you check my correspondence?”

The computer popped up a vid screen in front of them showing all messages, including the last one from Megan on section fifteen. He carefully scanned the list while his Bride quietly sat on the bed, fidgeting with the hem of her tunic. “There isn’t anything here except messages to verified customers or Megan on section fifteen.”

“Of course there isn’t. Who else would I talk to? Why are you checking? This is silly.”

He turned toward her. “We can’t let anyone know where we are, I’ve told you this before but you never remembered. Now that your brain is healed I can finally give you this important information and it will stay with you.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Why can’t we let anyone know where we are?”

“Because our enemies are trying to find us and when they do, they will try to kill us. They are watching all communication, waiting for any mention of us to ping on the net.”

“Who is coming to try and hurt us?”

“The Hurlians.”

She sat up on the edge of the bed and gave him an assessing look. “The Hurlians? And why would they be after us?”

He stared at her again, unsure how much to say. Were her memories really returned? Or were they partial and he would hurt her with an overload? Damn it all to the fires of eternity. He couldn’t keep giving his Bride partial information, it literally made him sick. Because her brain was now one hundred percent healed, now was the time to try again to tell her everything. “The Hurlians are trying to find me to kill me. They’ve vowed to kill the both of us. They want to end me and my Bride too.”

“Why do the Hurlians want you dead?”

“The Hurlians want me dead because I was their mind-controlled spy for the last fourteen planetary rotations, but now I am free and therefore a security risk. If I reached the Xylan High Command and told them all I know it would be a major blow to Hurlian security. They are going to kill you first in front of me, to cause me the most pain, and then they will kill me too.”

She stared at him in shock. “This is why we are out here? Because you are a spy for the Hurlians and you ran away from them and they want to kill you? You think they won’t find you out here?”

He nodded. “I was their spy. I’m no longer in their control. According to my calculations this is the only place where we can remain in hiding and safe. They will never find us here. All of your contact with the outside world has been through voice modified audio or textual messages. No one knows we are here except for a few Cyclers in the Swirl who are also Xylan and who I trust.”

She paused for a moment, then her eyes widened. “We can never leave?”

“No, we can never go back, or see anyone, or communicate with anyone, ever. This is the only way to keep you safe.”

“What about our offspring?” she choked.

He clenched his claws. “We can never contact them either, for their safety as well as ours.” Wait. She knew of their offspring? “Your memories are returning?”

“Some of them,” she hedged. “I remember our boys, Rayzor and Kayzon.”

His sons…a stab of pain continued to flare in his chest at the thought of how his actions had pushed them away and caused them so much pain. “If we contact them, the Hurlians will know where we are. They will be at risk and so will we.”

She nodded, her eyes wet and she turned away. His answers did not seem to appease her. It did not appease him either. He wanted desperately to find out about his sons. But his Bride had no information to share with him. And he was also unable to contact them. Plus, there was the added complication that they probably hated him.

His own sons had to hate him, as did his entire species and most beings in the four sectors. He was the most wanted being in the universe. The Hurlians had done this to him, and he still saw no way out.

“Melachine—”

“Don’t touch me,” she growled. She turned to glare at him with eyes blazing with hatred. Finally, she was telling him the truth. “I remember it all…I remember everything and I know your lies. Nothing is the same now. Nothing.”
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They didn’t talk to each other for two whole diurnals.

Productivity was down.

Melachine moved out of their quarters and slept with the kittens in the empty room down the hallway. It was awful. She kept the door locked at night for her own safety.

Kroga was livid that she didn’t believe him when he’d offered excuses about being under Hurlian mind control. And she was sickened to be left alone in this facility with a known murderer and a lying mate.

By the third diurnal she’d had enough of this mutual silent treatment. If this was going to be her future, it was no future at all. She had to get out of there, even if it meant accepting that she would be living out the rest of her life in the Swirl, but on a different section. This was better than living with a criminal mastermind. At first, she’d thought she needed to stay close to him in order to find out what his plans were, but now she was just desperate to get away.

“I’m leaving,” she announced the next morning.

His jaw clenched. “You cannot leave the Swirl,” he reminded her, “the mortality rate during return travel is fifty to sixty percent. I don’t know what personal flier you think you’re going to use, but you can’t go that route because it could very well mean death, especially if you are trying to navigate on your own. And you can’t use the transporter either, it will kill you.”

“You think you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you? You brought me here so I can never leave and you think I’m stuck with you, but I’m not. I am going to ask Megan if I can live with them, or with the Xylan living on section thirteen. I’m certain they will allow me to move into one of their sections without question. I’m taking the kittens with me and we’re leaving you.”

He slammed a fist on the counter. “You will not leave.”

“I will.”

“You will stay with me so that I can visually confirm your safety and your happiness.”

“I cannot believe those words are coming out of your mouth. You could care less about my happiness. You just want to keep me safe so you have a mate to fuck and keep by your side to scent.”

He dropped his chin to his chest. “You have to listen to me,” he rasped. “It wasn’t me. They used me.”

“There was a truth lock seal on the vid that showed you giving state secrets to Hurlian intelligence officers.”

He shook his head in denial.

The more she thought about all of Kroga’s deceptions, and the fact that he’d said he was still working with the Hurlians until recently and they were after their rogue agent—the more she regretted her impetuous decision to request Kayzon’s help. When she’d sent that message she’d been frantic. She’d just recovered and the memories had flooded her mind and Kroga was pounding on the door. But now that she’d had time to calm down, she knew that sending that message had been wrong.

How could any of her three sons arrive here to help her without themselves getting hurt or killed? What if they were caught in the middle of Kroga’s violent dealings with the Hurlians? The odds were impossible. She needed to convince them to stay away.

She hadn’t even been able to check her messages because Kroga was monitoring the comm system and personally checking if she was making an outgoing message. But, she’d also been quietly hacking the computer, finding a work-around. And she was almost at a place where she could at least quietly access the Bounty Hunter Leaderboards and check for a coded message back from Kayzon and hopefully send back a reply telling him not to attempt to come here.

Today she was breaking free of this place and getting away from this controlling asshole. She’d accepted the fact that for now she was staying here in the Swirl, but that didn’t mean she had to remain on section five. If she lived somewhere else, at the very least she could keep in contact with her family and friends, even from a distance. And she could also alert the High Command to the whereabouts of Kroga of Seventy-Five.

He moved toward her. “Melachine. Let me explain.”

She put her claws up. “No, don’t come close.” A growl rumbled in her chest and she bared her fangs. She was ready to attack him. She wasn’t as strong as Kroga, but she could still do him damage. “Did you cause my amnesia?”

“No,” he bellowed. “I would never do that to my Bride. You were hurt.”

“Well, it’s very convenient that you kidnaped me and brought me here and then I lose all memory of your treacherous past.”

“This wasn’t a good thing. I’ve been living with a ticking time bomb. I wasn’t sure how much to tell you or not. Your neurological state was fragile.”

“You certainly felt I was strong enough to mate.”

A flush crept along his cheeks. He looked away, then back at her. “I hadn’t seen you or touched you for fourteen years,” he rasped. “It’s true that I’ve been obsessed with reconnecting with your body and your scent. You think this was easy for me? I have been living with a mate who has no memory of her past. You do not remember our offspring. I have not seen our sons in over fourteen years. I wanted to speak to you about them, to learn how they were, but I couldn’t. And I almost lost you on our journey here.”

“Why would you take me to the Swirl knowing we could die on the journey here?”

“Because I was that desperate. I found out that the Hurlians weren’t through with me. They planned on killing me. But to make sure that no one ever found anything out, they planned on killing my mate too. I brought you here because I felt if you were out in the four sectors you would certainly die at the hands of my enemies, but if I brought you to the Swirl there was at least a fifty percent chance of your survival.”

“Why would they kill me? I had nothing to do with this.”

“You have a bond with me. You are the one who finally pulled me out of this mind control. When I arrived at the cargo bay of the Hunter ship and you touched me and your smell entered my lungs—my mind cleared completely for the final time. I’d already been having moments of lucidity prior to that because their mind control had begun to crack. But I only had seconds to react. The Hurlians monitored my every movement. I grabbed you and left. We went to my personal flier I’d used to transport over alone. I strapped you into a safety seat on the bridge. And then I calculated that our only way out was to hide in the Swirl. During these last fourteen years, whenever I was myself and confined to my cell, brooding about my escape, I always knew this was what I’d do. I’d take you with me to start our lives over in the Swirl. I’d planned to take our sons too, if I could also bring them along. But in this instance, I was unable.”

“I don’t believe any of this.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because you have been mating with me this whole time under false pretenses. And because I cannot believe that all of this was simply mind control. You said yourself there were times of lucidity. How much do I know was you and wasn’t you? Were you the male who committed treason? But you weren’t the male who worked undercover for the Hurlians as the warden of that prison? I do not know who I have with me right now. I cannot trust you.”

“I haven’t lied to you my whole life.”

“You lied to me by not telling me the whole truth of our past.”

“I tried—”

“You didn’t try hard enough, because it was convenient for you to keep me in the dark. And also, because you don’t care about your own offspring.”

He sucked in a sharp breath. “You charge me of such a thing?”

“You don’t give a shit about any of us, you only care about yourself. Remember how when I saw you on the cargo bay I stepped up and punched you in the face? Well, that’s how I felt about you and how I feel now. You do not know or understand all the pain I’ve been put through these last fourteen years. Fourteen years.”

“And you don’t understand what I’ve been through when—”

A siren began blaring. “Intruders are manually overriding the transporter lock,” the computer announced. “Estimated arrival in two minutes.”

 

Kroga grabbed his Bride’s claw and they raced down the hall together to their makeshift Cabul. They each grabbed a personal blade and a blaster and still managed to make it to the transporter room in time before any being arrived.

“Stand behind me,” he growled at her.

“But Kroga—”

He turned to tag his beautiful Bride with an intense stare, gazing into her sparkling hazel eyes perhaps for the last time. He was going to give his honor, his life, before hers. “Stand back,” he repeated. “The Hurlians have found us. I will take first position.”

“That’s what you think this is? We don’t know who is coming in on that disk; it could be anyone and we have to be ready, but, Kroga, there’s something you don’t understand. I really don’t think the intruders are Hurlians here for a meetup with their rogue agent. I think it’s more likely to do with the secret coded message I sent to our sons…”

He rocked back on his heels. “You did what?”

Light began to materialize on a disk and the transporter began to hum.

“I know, I know. I wish I hadn’t done that because now I’m terrified about what could possibly happen to them if they tried to come here. But I can’t take back what I did and—”

Atoms began to coalesce. Kroga and his Bride turned to silently stare at what was arriving. He held his blaster up, ready for what may come. A shape formed and finally a being stood before them. It turned to stare at them with watery eyes and squeaked with fear. It appeared male with yellow hair on its head; tall, thin and freakishly colorless. It was dressed in simple work clothing and carried no weapons. The being looked very human-like except for the two large feathered colorless wings that curved from its back.

It did not appear ready for battle.

“Who the hell are you?” Kroga shouted, using formal Xylan and not giving a damn if he was understood or not.

The being hissed and cowered. It took two steps back and slipped on the step and crashed onto the floor of the cargo bay, its wings sprawled out for support.

Kroga let out a snort of disgust, lowered his blaster and met his Bride’s gaze. “Who is this being?” he demanded.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure what species this creature is. He looks harmless though.”

Three other disks lit up and began to hum, signaling the speedy arrival of more intruders.

“How are these beings getting through?” Kroga raged. “This transporter is industrial grade and locked. How is this happening?” He raced over to the console and his eyes widened as he scanned the screens. Somehow every single system had been overridden. “This is impossible,” he muttered.

Three more shapes formed, each of them showing the tell-tale signs of tall Xylan warriors.

“Oh,” his Bride gasped. “Can it be…?”

“Melachine.” Kroga raced to her side. “Don’t lower your weapon. We don’t know who is arriving.”

She shook her head, eyes bright with unshed tears and placed a claw over her hearts. “Look, it’s…my sons.”

Kroga stood in shock as three intimidating Xylan warriors fully materialized, heavily armed and ready for battle. His two sons and a Margol he did not recognize.

Three different blasters were aimed straight at him.

And Kroga saw his firstborn son for the first time in fourteen years.

The male looked like a male of his own distinguished line. Pride burned in his hearts. They’d bucked tradition by naming their firstborn son Rayzor and not a variation of his own name, Kroga. But he’d never liked his own name. He was named for a notorious ancestor and now he was certain he’d ruined that name for all eternity, doubling the notoriety—it would never be used again. No one would name their offspring after a male considered to be the worst traitor to the empire.

And Kayzon stood nearby, looking very much like Melachine and House Ulmath. Except his face was marred with a deep scar and an older-model cybernetic eye, proving how hard the banishment had been on his younger son. Yet another wave of uncontrollable hatred lumped in Kroga’s throat for those Hurlian officers who’d ruined his life, and the lives of his line.

Rayzor pressed a com on his wrist. “We made it safely,” he told someone. “Melachine is here”—he narrowed his eyes and met Kroga’s gaze—“and so is he.”

“How did you get past security?” he asked his sons, genuinely surprised that they’d managed to bypass a locked system.

“Mother,” Kayzon growled, ignoring his question. “Are you well?”

“I am fine,” she answered. “Don’t worry. I was not mistreated.”

Kayzon nodded. And only then did the three warriors lower their blasters and step off the disks.

Rayzor bent down to help up the winged male who was still cowering on the floor. “This being is the hacker who discovered a way into locked industrial grade transporters. He claimed that for an exorbitant fee, he could safely send beings to any destination they required. We decided to send him through first to make sure he wasn’t telling us lies.”

The Margol warrior stepped forward and pushed the winged male back onto a disk. “And we’re sending you back right now too,” he told the hacker, “to make sure you secured the exit like you said you did.”

“What?” the stunned male gasped as the disk lit up.

“Bye,” the Margol quipped. “I hope for your sake you weren’t lying when you said we could get back safely the way we came.” He waved his claw at the winged male as the being’s form dissolved into atoms and disappeared.

Kayzon lifted the com at his wrist to his ear to listen to a message. “He made it back safely,” he remarked.

“Good,” Rayzor answered, then he turned to face Kroga and tagged him with a harsh stare. Meanwhile the other two warriors stepped over to Melachine and embraced her with tight hugs and cries of joy. “And now that that’s settled, it’s time for you to tell me what happened,” Rayzor demanded.

Kroga glanced over at his Bride who was lit up with joy at the presence of their offspring and this Margol who obviously knew her too. He turned back to his son. This was going to be difficult, but it had to be done. He lifted his chin. “I was under Hurlian mind control for fourteen planetary rotations,” he answered. “I am only now free of their rule.”

There was quiet for a moment while the three males processed what he’d said.

“You’re making that shit up,” the Margol he didn’t know snarled.

“I’m not. And who the hell are you? Why is this Margol here?”

Rayzor’s jaw clenched. “I want proof before I will believe your excuses,” he said. “And this Margol is my honorary brother, Joyzal of Seventeen, the male who took care of your Bride for the last fourteen years while you were busy committing treason, killing beings and breaking laws. Joyzal took in Melachine as the Manager of his line when no one else would. Do not disrespect him.”

Kroga processed his son’s words, took a deep breath and turned to the Margol who had protected his Bride. He fisted his claw and pounded it against his chest. “I thank you for your honorable actions. You protected my Bride when I was unable. I place your honor before mine and I formally accept you as an honorary member of my line.”

The only sound in the cargo bay was the sniff of Melachine’s tears.

“Your deference to Joyzal is noted. But why did you kidnap our mother and bring her to the Swirl?” Kayzon demanded. “She could’ve died on the journey here. Why would you risk our mother in this way? And also keep her from us?”

Kroga met the angry gaze of his youngest son, tagged by his glowing cybernetic eye. “The Hurlians were looking for me everywhere but were unable to find me. I brought Melachine here because they’d always told me if I ever managed to escape from their mind control and stepped out of line, they’d kill my mate first, as retaliation. I had to take her with me or she would be killed too.”

“This whole time you were under mind control?”

“Yes.” And then he continued to tell them all the same stories of the last fourteen years he’d told his Bride. And when he was finished the three warriors stared at him with the same disbelieving look his Bride had been subjecting him to for the last few diurnals.

Melachine stepped forward. “I can’t trust you. I don’t know what parts of your story are the truth and which are lies.”

“I am telling you the truth.”

“But what part of what happened were really you? What parts were caused by the Hurlians messing with your mind and which were you? I don’t know the real you anymore. Because even when you’d been freed you took me and didn’t tell me everything. I fear you’ve still been lying to me. And look at all the destruction you’ve caused.”

“Melachine.”

“You haven’t made amends with your sons. You haven’t met your grandchildren. Look at Kayzon. Look what happened to our son as a result of his disbursement. I feel like you’ve still only been thinking of yourself. You took me and left them behind without thinking of the consequences of them all losing their parents yet again. What kind of response is that?”

He stood there, stunned.

She shook her head, as if she was disgusted that he’d never seen it this way before. “You think only of yourself, Kroga. I can’t be with a male like that. It will only lead to future heartache.”

“But you are my Bride, I can’t live without my Bride.”

“If you were under mind control, you didn’t truly experience our separation. But I did. And, Kroga, we lived without each other for fourteen years. I survived that, I can survive another separation. You can stay here, but I’m leaving and going back. And I’m taking the cats with me too. It’s time for you to feel what it’s like to live on your own, without anyone, with everyone you love stripped from you. Only then can you truly understand what you put us through.”

And then she left and she was gone, forever.
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There was a sharp rap on the door to his quarters, which Kroga chose to ignore. The computer had already alerted him to the fact that an intruder had arrived in the transporter room, alone. But then the knock upgraded to a violent pounding.

“Open the damn door,” his eldest son bellowed at him.

Kroga forced himself to ignore the pain throbbing in his head as he stood on shaky feet. He shuffled across the room, kicking aside trash as he went. A growl rumbled in his chest. They’d all left him behind and ignored him for an entire moon cycle and he’d assumed this meant forever. He slammed his claw on the panel and opened the door.

Rayzor looked him up and down. “You look like the fires of hell,” he commented, then brushed past Kroga and stormed inside. He glanced around at the cluttered room, inhaled, and wrinkled his nose. “What is happening here?”

Kroga licked his cracked lips and rasped out an answer. “What does it look like? I’m drinking myself to death. And if that doesn’t work then a blaster to the head should do the job.”

Rayzor’s lip curled in disgust. “Look at you. You are acting like a warrior without honor.”

Kroga ran a claw over his dirty braids. “My lack of honor has already been established.”

A muscle ticked in Rayzor’s jaw. “I purposely came here alone, without Kayzon or Joyzal, because I’d heard rumors you’d plummeted to this level, and I didn’t want anyone else to see you this way.”

“What do I care what anyone thinks?” he growled. Although, his hearts were both hurting at Rayzor’s statement, which was exactly why he needed more ale. Where was it? Kroga turned and knocked over an empty tankard. “Dammit,” he muttered. He’d have to go back out to get more ale from the food dispenser. And the mess hall was so far away…

“You cannot do this to yourself. You have to stop.”

Kroga turned and narrowed his eyes at his eldest son. Rayzor had disowned him. Kayzon had told him to his face that Kroga was no longer of his line and not his father. And his Bride had left him. It had been the worst day of his life. “What do you care what happens to me? You’ve already made it clear that I am no longer a part of your life.”

Rayzor knocked dirty clothes off a chair and sat down. “It’s true, we were angry. I didn’t believe you at first when you tried to tell us you’d been captured and used against your will by the Hurlians. You said they’d implanted you with some kind of sophisticated mind control device and essentially turned you into an organic cyborg, doing their bidding. You have to admit it sounded fantastical and oh so very convenient.”

Kroga snorted. “I told you the truth and you didn’t believe me.”

“Yes. And neither did my mother or Kayzon. Or anyone else. None of us believed you.”

“Let’s not revisit that day,” Kroga said, stopping in front of a forgotten tankard he’d found on a shelf, one fourth full of stale ale. He paused to chug the whole thing down.

“After I returned home to my farm, I had time to reflect on your story. My Bride, who is very wise, pointed out that I had to at least verify your claims as either true or false if I was going to move on with my own life. So, I have since taken the time to check on every claim you made regarding your capture. I checked timelines, vids and textual transcripts. I also checked your medical records, using the scan of your body loaded into the med bay on your facility here in the Swirl.”

Kroga wiped his mouth with the back of his claw. “And…”

Rayzor took a deep breath, glanced at the ceiling, then admitted, “You were telling the truth. The Hurlians had an extremely advanced mind control device implanted in your brain, like nothing anyone has ever seen before. None of what you did was under your free will. You were a warrior trapped in a body that was used for nefarious purposes and you had no way to stop what was happening.”

Kroga’s jaw dropped. Hot tears formed behind his eyes. For fourteen long years he’d been the toy of the Hurlians and no one had noticed, no one had tried to help. Everyone had easily believed he could do those unspeakable acts and believed the lies the Hurlian intelligence had spread about him. Meanwhile, he’d been trapped, without his mate and living a lie that was destroying his line.

“Turns out you aren’t a criminal mastermind after all,” his son noted.

Kroga walked over and sat heavily in the chair next to Rayzor. “I don’t have the device anymore either. Once it was removed, I ordered the computer to burn it in the incinerator. I was concerned it might have a tracker or that it could possibly reinitialize.”

“Good… And I am here to formally apologize to you for my former harsh treatment,” Rayzor concluded. “I thought you were a traitor to Chronos who was trying to kill my mother.”

“I understand,” Kroga answered steadily. And he did. And he was so fucking proud of his sons and what they’d done to keep their mother safe. And for the fact that they were both fierce warriors who implicitly followed the honor code despite the hardships that had been thrown their way.

“Do you accept my apology?” Rayzor asked.

Kroga bent forward and braced his elbows on his knees and bowed his head. “Of course I do,” he replied, then glanced up at his son. “Do you accept mine?”

“Father,” Rayzor responded gently. “There is nothing to apologize for; you were not able to control what happened.”

A sudden spark of rage lit inside, and Kroga sat up and pounded a fist against his chest. “No,” he raged. “It was me. That is what your mother said. That is what everyone outside that door thinks.”

“This is what you think of yourself?”

“My body and mind were used to commit unspeakable crimes,” he croaked, “and I was too weak to make it stop. The High Command is right, I do not deserve to live.”

“That is not true.”

“If the High Command was able to reach me here, they would execute me, as is their right. Instead, I will finish the job for them.”

“No.” Rayzor shook his head. “Everything has changed. This is the last time I can come here like this. The Swirl is about to be closed to me. The hacker I hired has, not surprisingly, been arrested for hacking into the Gravian securities financial mainframe and finding a way to give out the personal information of billions of beings. So, he’s in prison now. He was the only one with the knowledge on how to get into locked transporters and safely use industrial grade transporters on sentient beings. It’s looking like this information will die with him. This is our last chance to come and go from this section easily. When I leave here, that’s it, I’m never coming back, and I’m taking you with me. I need for you to shut down this facility, put this business up for sale and leave the Swirl for good and never return. You will come back to the four sectors and restart your life.”

“I cannot. What I did cannot be forgiven.”

“It can.”

“No.”

“Yes, it can. I used the resources of the Bounty Hunter Guild in order to find evidence to exonerate you and I’ve already sent it to Zhoryan of Seventy-Five and also to the High Command. A tribunal of judges is reviewing it right now. Zhoryan has already communicated with me that their initial review includes a judgment of innocence. Your overall exoneration on Chronos is in the works.”

“No. I am the butcher of Cordova. Kroga the traitor. All Xylan hate me, no matter their caste.”

“It is true that you are the most hated individual in the four sectors. But you have the opportunity to now instead become ‘Kroga the Redeemed.’ Although, I do not recommend you relocate to Chronos because gaining forgiveness and correcting your reputation there will take the rest of your lifetime, but you can restart elsewhere, in a location where you can at least become a daily part of your immediate line.”

Kroga placed a claw over his heavy hearts. “All I care about is the forgiveness of your mother,” he rasped. “I want my Bride back.”

“Then come and get her.”
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Three moon cycles later…

The wind lashed Melachine’s face as she strode through the charming nighttime forest that bordered the distant edge of her son’s farm. She lifted her chin, enjoying the stinging slap of rain on her cheeks.

One of the locals flapped its paws at her to turn back as she’d entered the dark forest. “Mistress,” it screeched with urgency, pointing at some sort of sign, “no one enters those woods at night, especially during the rainy season. Predators will devour you and a vicious storm is on its way. Please turn back. I fear for your safety.”

She’d smiled, thanking the being for its concern and continued on.

Strange.

That had to be the fourth time a local had spotted her starting one of her regular nighttime walks and fretted over her safety. Yes, she’d had to leap over a wired fence in order to access this terrain, but still, all this worry over a simple forest? She shook her head and chuckled. These locals hadn’t seen real danger until they’d tried to traverse the Red Desert Canyons of Chronos.

Melachine swung her arms, crooked at precise right angles, and picked up the pace of her exercise routine. The majority of this planet was covered with pristine natural landscape dominated with wild creatures, which was part of its charm. This was a lovely walk, especially after the suns set and she could see objects so sharply with her nighttime vision. She had no idea what the fuss was about.

After she’d left the Swirl, she’d stayed for one moon cycle with her son Joyzal and his Bride on Zamarilla, the famed vacation destination planet. She’d cried the moment she’d been reunited with her granddaughter, Joy. That tiny girl was her everything. Melachine cried shamelessly the moment her arms went around the squiggling toddler. “Grandma,” Joy cried. “Lemme go, you holding me…owwwie.”

Everyone had laughed.

She’d missed so many moon cycles of Joy’s growth. The darling little girl was much bigger now. And godsdammit, she didn’t want to miss any more time with her family, especially with the sons she hadn’t seen for fourteen years.

Melachine leapt over a fallen log, easily avoiding the spiked limbs. She glanced around, admiring the gorgeous scenery. This forest was simply stunning. Giant trees jutted up into the nighttime sky, the trunks larger than the width of three warriors. Wind continued to thrash the nearby branches and rain dripped off her hooded jacket. A creature howled ferociously in the distance, and then another one responded in a closer location. She inhaled a deep breath of the woodsy air. It reminded her of the Xylantic forests on Chronos. No wonder Rayzor had relocated here. Zamarian Prime was a very livable planet.

She continued down the barely discernable path, her mind humming with the happiness of a mother recently reunited with her sons. Having her line nearby was one of the joys of her life. Recently, the judgement of disbursement and banishment of her immediate line had been lifted. Not that she’d cared. The moment she’d left the Swirl she’d been in the care of her sons and their Brides and she hadn’t been apart from them for a moment since.

Because no one was fucking separating her from her offspring ever again.

No. One.

On Chronos she’d grown up in the enormous compound of House Ulmath, then when she’d joined with her husband she’d committed to his much smaller line. As her career grew, she’d enjoyed a large network of Xylan family and friends.

And then she’d lost everything.

Joyzal of Seventeen had stepped in—he’d been a stranger, a Margol of zero standing who’d saved her in her time of need. She’d been shamed by the taint of her traitorous mate and House Ulmath had been forced to turn from her. Everyone she’d ever known had turned away. None of the royal pigment-sponsored stations or outposts would take her.

But under Joyzal’s sponsorship she’d been able to live in peace at his compound on Zamarilla and slowly but steadily rebuilt her reputation and contacts within expat society. She’d eventually contacted her mother and sister, reconnecting with her loved ones on Chronos. She could never again return, but this didn’t mean she couldn’t send messages to her extended line. But, she was not allowed contact with her sons. Her immediate line was banished and disbursed. Only her grandchildren had the legal right to return to Chronos and restart with the standing of honorable warriors, free of the taint of treason.

But now all those rules were lifted. And yet she found herself not even remotely wanting to return to Chronos. She and her sons had built lives out here in the four sectors, separate from the society she’d been raised in, and it seemed none of them cared to return to the planet that had discarded them.

She thought back again to those initial ten years with Joyzal. She’d grown to care for him as her own son. And later, when she’d discovered he’d initially taken her in as a gift to her own son, Rayzor, her trust in this male had been confirmed. She’d always suspected Joyzal had an ulterior motive for choosing her as his Manager. Why else would a Margol who wanted off the mating database want a Manager? She tried hard to find his Bride, only for him to discover his mate through an accidental testing. This was the bane of a Manager’s existence, knowing her whole job had been worthless. Although Melachine adored Jacole. That human was a daughter to her.

And even after she’d found out about Rayzor and Joyzal’s friendship she hadn’t been able to make official contact with her son for four more years. It was illegal. She’d found a way to secretly message Kayzon. But these tiny forms of contact and communication had been entirely unsatisfactory.

She took a deep breath and exhaled. Fourteen long years without her children or their children, or their Brides. And the years apart from her mate.

Yesterday, Rayzor pulled her aside into the office he shared with Becca. He sat her down and forced her to look through every bit of evidence he’d gathered which proved his father’s innocence. She’d sat for hours going through everything. Apparently, even the High Command had rendered a judgement, absolving Kroga of treason. All charges had been dropped against her mate. These last three moon cycles he’d been living at a secret Imperial Military location, giving them intel about the Hurlians.

Okay, she could accept that he’d been telling the truth about being controlled by those red-skinned assholes, which would be the only way he would commit treason. This made sense. But the rest of it? He’d kidnapped her and he’d…

Flashes of the intimate way Kroga had touched her, his smell, his taste, entered her mind. The countless orgasms. Damn him. She was still so, so, so very angry at that man. Everyone else in her immediate line seemed to have already accepted Kroga’s innocence and let go of the past, but she hadn’t. Nope. Not yet.

Strangely, Kayzon, who’d been physically damaged due to the disbursement of his line, was the first to move on. He’d returned from the Swirl and spent many days in deep meditation and prayer. Her youngest son was very strong in his faith. As a result, he seemed to have achieved inner peace and was able to forgive his father and let the past go.

Melachine was not this far along in her own honor path.

She’d spent the last four moon cycles dividing her time between Zamarilla, New Earth and Zamarian Prime. And now she was living with Rayzor and often spent time with his precious son Ray and a heavily pregnant Becca. She enjoyed going out with her son’s Bride to help her monitor the harvest. Everything that was grown or harvested on the farm—the entire business operation—was due to the smarts of this human female. Her son had mated well. Melachine was also truly surprised at how Rayzor had morphed from a vicious Bounty Hunter into an ambitious agri-business farmer, or how he could so easily switch between the two roles. That morning she’d seen him leave to direct the new fleet of robo-tractors they’d purchased, and that evening he was running through simulated combat in the holo deck.

Melachine had already decided that she wanted to settle on this planet.

There was a site on the edge of Rayzor’s farmland which bordered this ancient forest that would be a perfect location to build a Xylan hunting lodge. She could live there herself and have her alone time, and Rayzor and his family could also have their space. And she could have guest quarters so Kayzon and his family could have plenty of room to stay when they visited. She planned on convincing Joyzal and Jacole to relocate to Zamarian Prime and use it as their home base for their Bounty Hunter activities. They could also build a lodge nearby and they all could recreate the lifestyle of a Xylan family compound on this working farm. It would be lovely.

First, she had to tell Rayzor and Becca of her plans. She was certain they would agree, especially since she would offer to watch their children while they worked. This would be no hardship, it would be her honor to care for the youngest offspring in her extended line.

“Kroga wants to see you again,” Rayzor had remarked over breakfast that morning.

“I bet he does,” she’d snorted, slightly annoyed that the two of them had been speaking about her.

“Are you ever going to return his messages?”

“Maybe…”

Or maybe not.

And then she heard the crunch of undergrowth and whipped out the personal blade strapped to her hip, ready to confront the pack that had foolishly been following her. Except it wasn’t local predators. It was someone else entirely.

The wind picked up and she inhaled his scent on the breeze. “Kroga.”

He stood behind dense foliage, his bare chest gleaming in the dark. “My Be’Ih,” he replied with the rough voice of a warrior in heat.

Her body immediately responded to his deep sexy voice, her nipples growing hard, her core hot and needy.

Damn him.

“What are you doing here?”

He didn’t respond, just gazed at her hungrily, like a ravenous beast.

Oh hell. She hadn’t seen this male in four moon cycles. He looked amazing. She loved the gray in his braids. Kroga was still the handsomest warrior she’d ever seen. “Rayzor told me they discovered the Hurlians really were on their way to murder us,” she commented.

“Yes,” he answered slowly. “They arrived at our section two diurnals after I’d left. All they found was an empty facility.”

“Heh.” She lowered her weapon and stepped closer to her mate. “There is much I can let go about the past because it is now fact that you are innocent, and I feel for my mate who was trapped in a body that was performing unspeakable crimes that he was unable to stop from happening. You lost all those years with your offspring…”

His chest rose and fell. A heavy exhale misted the cold air. “I am here to make up for lost time. With you, and with my sons.”

“You were gone for fourteen years…” She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “But, the fact remains that you fucked me on every single surface in that facility and all the while I was unaware of my past.”

“I agree with this assessment. I was unable to keep my claws off of you and I’d convinced myself that I was tending to your needs, but that does not make it right. Therefore, I am here to perform an honor battle with my Bride.”

She grunted an acknowledgement. “Yes, it is my right to restore the balance of power.” She hefted her personal blade, ready to confront her mate.

“This will be an informal battle. You will take your fill of my flesh until you are satisfied.”

She gave him a grim smile. “I accept.”

Kroga stepped forward from behind the saplings and now she could see all of him—a male both naked and aroused, his monstrous erection jutting out from his hips.

She hissed out a breath, acknowledging the fact that this warrior was playing dirty. “So that’s how you want to do this?”

“Yes.”

She paused to strip her own clothes off. The jacket, the thin body suit and her walking shoes—all of it came off. Soon they were both naked and ready for combat.

He lifted a claw and gestured. “Come and take your flesh.”

“Oh, I will.” She raced forward and slashed his chest with her curved blade, drawing the first mark and then twisting to slice into his back, marring that gorgeous flesh with his punishment—leveling the honor balance between them.

His back bowed and he shouted out his pain.

She swung again but this time one of his mighty arms shot out and knocked the blade out of her grip. Grr. She snarled, baring her fangs and slashed his chest with both of her claws. He threw his head back and let out a booming roar.

Thunder cracked overhead and the rain intensified. Lightening flashed, illuminating Kroga’s harsh features and the rivulets of blood running down his impressive chest.

A wave of satisfaction hit her hard.

But she was not finished.

She tackled Kroga to the muddy ground, ready to get more personal with his flesh. His arms went around her slick body, grappling for purchase. She struggled, secretly enjoying the feel of his hard muscles pressed against her naked skin. She had no armor, or even a weapon, therefore it was inevitable that this much stronger warrior would win this hand-to-hand fight.

He rolled them over, pinned her underneath him and held both her arms captive above her head. He slammed his lips down on hers for a punishing kiss.

Oh gods, his kiss.

His taste, the swipe of his tongue and the scrape of his fangs—she melted at the glory of her mate’s possession. She hadn’t tasted him for the last four moon cycles and desperately missed his touch. He devoured her mouth and her legs scissored with her need to feel his cock sliding inside of her hot cunt.

He broke free from their kiss and rolled them over again. This time he was on his back holding her on top of him. She moaned with delight as he cupped her breasts, scrapping his claws across her sensitive nipples. Then he grabbed her ass, positioning her directly on top of the hard ridge of his erection, the seam of her core against his cock. She reached down, eager to position him in order to slide down that firm shaft.

His claws tightened on her hips. “Wait.” He paused, his cock notched at her sopping wet entrance, to stare into her eyes. “Do you want this, with me?”

“I want all of you,” she breathed.

He nodded and they both moaned as he lifted his hips, spearing his cock inside of her, parting her hot flesh. It seemed so long since she’d had him. So long. Her claws dug into his shoulders as he thrust up and down, up and down.

It wasn’t even taking long, she felt the tension immediately, right on the edge. The thickness stretching her so deliciously. He moved a claw between them, right where they were joined and rubbed her clit as he rutted.

Oh gods.

She cried out as the pleasure hit her hard, her pussy contracting around his pounding shaft. It seemed to continue forever, tightening across her lower stomach and down to the tips of her toes.

At that same moment Kroga’s entire body tensed, his claws digging into her hips. She watched this magnificent male throw his head back, groaning out his release. One last pump and then he stilled as his cock pulsed inside of her, spilling all of his seed. Every last drop.

Afterwards, her pulled her close, their sweaty bodies smashed together, rough breaths evening out. She lay in his arms, allowing the warm rain to wash away the blood of his wounds while she listened to the steady beat of his hearts. “I love you,” she admitted. “So very much. Until the end of time.”

“I know,” he answered. “I love you too. And you have no idea what you do to me. How much I want you and only you.”

She smiled against his chest. “I think that’s why I was so traumatized when the memories returned. Why I’ve been so upset. It was as if you’d been given back to me but snatched away again.”

“I am never leaving you again.” He kissed the top of her head and dug his claws into her ass. “You are my entire world.”

“I want you here, with me.”

“Here? In this forest?”

She chuckled. “No, what I mean is…will you live with me on this planet?”

“I will live wherever you are. I closed down our facility and sold it to a group of three Creekans who’d recently arrived. I have been cleared by the Imperial Military for civilian life.”

“Good, because I want us to build a Xylan hunting lodge here, next to this forest, and live out the rest of our lives near our line. Will you join me in this?”

“Of course.”

“We will spend our time either tending to small grandchildren or working to help Rayzor and his Bride, Becca, grow their agri-business. The rest of our line will either visit or live here too. Does this sound acceptable?”

“It sounds idyllic.”

She pushed up into a sitting position and looked down at the male she loved with all of her hearts. A gentle mist fell from overhead. The wind settled, and the clouds parted to illuminate their bodies with glowing moonlight.

“Where are our kittens?” he suddenly asked.

She threw him a brilliant smile. “They are with me at Rayzor’s house. You’ll be surprised at how much they’ve grown.” She grabbed his rough claw with her smaller hand. “Come, let’s go home.”

He nodded in agreement. And they stood and walked naked, hand-in-hand, through the forest and into the rest of their lives.


THE END
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The Alien Bounty Hunter series is over! crocodile tears I hope you enjoyed reading this series as much as I loved writing it. I had more fun than humans were meant to have creating stories about these honorable warriors and their fierce human Brides - they will always remain in my heart. And I appreciate that you came along for the ride! hugs An author’s ‘art’ is always incomplete without the readers who read and enjoy what was written.

And no worries, ABH isn’t REALLY over - there’s more four sectors spin-off stories in the works! House Ulmath, the Hunter Guild, Hector and Dale on New Earth, Daxon’s brothers on Timbor… All of these males need their HEAs! Stay tuned - there’s plenty of sexy, action-packed SFR stories still to come.
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